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      Propositioning the Iron Wraiths’ money man seemed like a good idea at the time…

      Diane Donner—recently divorced pillar of polite society—is craving danger. She’s tired of playing it safe and she knows just the sexy criminal motorcycle man to proposition for a good time. Problem is, she doesn’t actually know his name.

      Jason “Repo” Doe never takes risks. So when the queen of local commerce walks into his club, looking to get risky and frisky, Jason knows the smartest thing to do is save himself a headache while saving the new divorcee from her worst impulses.

      But then one thing leads to another, and the memory of just-one-night doesn’t feel like enough.

      Theirs is a story with no future, because how can a dangerous criminal win (and keep) a queen?

      ‘Beard In Hiding’ is book #4.5 in the Winston Brothers series, is a full length contemporary romantic comedy about two lost souls in their 40s, and is a companion novel to the Winston Brothers and Solving for Pie series.

      If you want to get the full immersive Green Valley world experience, I recommend reading ‘Truth or Beard,’ ‘Beard Science,’ ‘Engagement and Espionage,’ and ‘Marriage and Murder’ beforehand. ‘Beard In Hiding’ contains spoilers for these four books (in specific).
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*JASON*

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “The finest of pleasures are always the unexpected ones.”

        ERIN MORGENSTERN, THE NIGHT CIRCUS

      

        

      

      “You drinking?”

      I gave Burro a short nod and didn’t bother to remove my jacket; I wasn’t staying. “The usual.”

      He didn’t move. When I glanced up, I found the bartender studying me. “What’s the news? Are Romeo’s boys finally going to cooperate? Did Christine get to Beau?”

      I peeled off my leather gloves and stuffed them into my pocket, then reached for a napkin. “None of your business.”

      “So, that’s a no.” Finally, he reached for the whiskey bottle reserved for me and filled a tumbler. He then grabbed a different bottle—his preferred brand of gin reserved for him—and filled a shot glass, clinking the two together before handing mine over. “Merry Christmas. Looks like things are about to get tight around here.”

      “No,” I ground out. “We’ve known for a while Beau was a long shot. We have other leads.” Beau Winston had turned Christine down weeks ago. This was old news.

      Burro tossed back his drink. “All the same, Merry Christmas.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Is it?”

      “Yep. Christmas Eve today.” He filled his shot glass again and tucked the gin back under the counter. “Twenty-fourth of December. Comes around once a year.”

      A ruckus sounded near the entrance followed by a hush. I ignored it. I’d noticed upon walking in that the bar seemed more crowded than usual for 5:00 PM, even for a Saturday. For whatever reason, the younger guys gathered in droves on holidays, preferring the Dragon to The Plank or one of the strip clubs. Christmas in particular was a hard time for recruits who came from families with traditions.

      I hadn’t come from a family. I had no traditions. Holidays were just another day. But with so many boys crowded in the room seeking festivities, it’d be a good day to catch up on paperwork.

      Stepping back from the bar, intent on vacating the main room before more Wraiths wandered in, I grabbed my drink and pointed at the whiskey bottle still out on the bar top. “Hide that. Don’t let Wolf see it out. He’ll drink the whole thing.”

      Again, Burro didn’t move. His eyes, which had grown wide and round, appeared to be preoccupied by something behind me. Oh well. I had another bottle in my room. Time to go.

      Banks were closed on Christmas and the Monday after. If I sent my emails tonight, I couldn’t expect any answers until Tuesday. But at least it would be—

      “It’s you.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the feminine voice, found a hot blonde pointing an expectant look directly at my face, and then did a double take.

      What the—?

      The last person, the very last person I’d ever expect to be standing inside the Dragon Biker Bar, watching me like she knew me—or was looking for me?—was Diane Donner Sylvester, local businesswoman, socialite, and church-going glitterati.

      What. The. Hell?

      Her lips curved in a small smile, and she waited, watching, looking up at me like we knew each other. For the record, we did not know each other. Everyone knew who she was, sure. She was basically famous in these parts. It was impossible to not know who Diane Donner Sylvester—wait, no. Just Donner. She’s divorced, or is about to be.

      Eventually, because Diane Donner didn’t disappear after several seconds of my confused staring, I said, “It’s me,” like a fool.

      The woman blinked, rocked back on her heels, then looked at the floor. A moment later, she took a deep breath and lifted her chin, jaw set, eyes forward. I watched in complete disbelief as Diane Donner pulled off her jacket, revealing an outfit more commonly seen on teenagers going through a rebellious phase than on a pillar of polite society and mother of two adult children.

      Hanging the coat and a little purse on the back of the stool nearest to me, she smiled at Burro. “Good evening. What do you serve?”

      “Whatever you want, lady,” he said, openly gawking.

      So was I.

      I made no attempt to hide my shock. Meanwhile, a different kind of shock, one of profound interest, headed south. I stiffened, sobered by the stab of visceral attraction. Frowning, I searched the room, just to be sure she wasn’t a figment of my imagination and this wasn’t some joke. But no. Most eyes were on her. Well, technically, most eyes were on her body and most everyone seemed just as stunned as me by her sudden presence.

      Her sweet but firm voice said, “Let me think on it for a minute.”

      “Take your time,” came Burro’s reply. “I got all night.”

      I inhaled a deep breath, returning my attention to her, not quite sure what to make of the woman being here, at the Dragon Biker Bar. She was the implicit sovereign of Green Valley and top of the food chain, apparently out for a night with the bottom feeders. And—wait. Is that a . . . mini skirt? That’s a mini skirt.

      Stifling a groan by gritting my teeth, I tore my attention away. In my bewilderment, I rubbed my eyes, but then abruptly stopped. This moment was akin to a dream I’d had too often, but we’d never been here, and she’d never been dressed . . . like that.

      “I thought I might find you here,” she muttered. To me.

      I slid my eyes her way, wary for obvious reasons, and then to Burro. He’d mostly recovered and was now grinning in a toothy display at the woman, placing his hands wide on the bar top and raking his eyes over her breasts with admiration.

      Instinct had me snapping my fingers at him. “Hey. Burro. She’ll have a water and that’s it.”

      “No, I won’t,” she said, all high and mighty, not looking at me. I studied her profile, still mired in my disbelief. Her cheeks were high in color, her lips fighting a smile. “I think I’ll have vodka. Neat. And two olives if you have them.”

      Burro smirked and then bowed. “Of course, m’lady.”

      His slimy show of deference earned him a sweet smile, which he returned with another appreciative raking of his eyes over her breasts. That was, until his attention came to me. I placed my hand on the back of Ms. Donner’s stool.

      Don’t even fucking think about it.

      Burro’s gaze dropped and he mumbled something about getting clean glasses from the back. Then he left because he wasn’t as dumb as he looked. I wasn’t sure what was happening, why she was here, or what she’d meant by It’s you, or I thought I might find you here, like she’d been looking for me in particular. But I would put my boot in Burro’s face before he laid a hand on her.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, pulling me out of my violent thoughts.

      I worked to keep my eyes forward. I failed. “You can call me Repo.”

      Damn. Damn. This had been a crap year and the last thing we needed was this woman coming in here and stirring up shit. We didn’t need the attention. No one is going to touch her. No one. But that was easier said than done. I loved these guys like most folks loved their dogs. A pack of good soldiers when it came to business. Otherwise, always dirty, mostly feral, often chaotic.

      It didn’t matter if she was twenty or fifty, a socialite or a whore or both. Walking in here, looking as fine as she did and dressed to show it off, was a language my brethren interpreted as a tacit invitation to do whatever the fuck they wanted. The hour may still have been early. The party hadn’t yet officially started. But when it did, Diane Donner needed to be long gone.

      “Mr. Repo,” she said, testing my club name and looking at me like the word Repo had given her the answer to a long-pondered question. “Nice to meet you. I’m Diane.” She extended her hand.

      I glared at it and then at her.

      Her pretty smile grew tight. She withdrew her hand, using it to tuck a few waves of blonde hair behind her ear. She had it down tonight, loose and long and wavy. She usually wore it like a helmet, stiff and big and mostly straight.

      “I’ve never been inside here before, but I’ve driven past lots of times.” She glanced around us, her focus never settling. “I always wondered what it was like. I guess now I know.”

      “Lady, what are you doing here?” I asked the most obvious question, not caring that I sounded hostile. She shouldn’t be here. If she stayed, she’d be mistreated. And if she was mistreated, she’d go to the police. And if she went to the police . . . well, that was a headache I didn’t have time for.

      Diane Donner gave me an inscrutable once over. “Getting a drink. What are you doing here?”

      “A drink.” Slowly, cautiously, I settled on the stool next to hers, staring with open antagonism, hoping to unnerve her.

      I wanted to say, Leave. It’s not safe. Go. But we had too many eyes on us, too many ears listening for me to reason with her. Besides, knowing what I did about the woman, I doubted she’d listen to reason.

      “Yes, a drink. That’s what I said.” She didn’t look at me this time, her voice had grown impatient, and she wore a frustrated frown. “Why? Is that hard to believe?”

      “Yes,” I answered honestly, my attention shifting over her shoulder to Gears and Wolf. They—like most everyone else—were watching us, making no attempt to hide their curiosity or appreciation. I set my jaw, waiting until they noticed my fuck off face. A heated tightness, a discomfort, wrapped itself around my chest and squeezed.

      “Why?”

      “Pardon?” My eyes returned to the woman next to me and I found hers searching my features, as though looking for something.

      “Why is it so hard to believe I’m here for a drink? This is a bar, isn’t it?”

      “You don’t belong here.”

      She didn’t like my answer. I knew this for a fact because her minor frown became a severe scowl and her lovely blue eyes burned hot and angry. Damn, she was sexy when she was mad, flushed, and agitated.

      “Well, Mr. Repo. You’re kind of ruining my night. So, if you don’t mind . . .” She flicked her wrist, dismissing me. And fuck me, her dismissiveness sent another shock of interest straight south.

      I didn’t leave; I couldn’t. If I did, someone would take my place. Her being here might result in a headache for me, but it would result in a hell of a lot more for someone like her. Shame. Terror. Maybe scars.

      Damn. It.

      I used the ensuing silence to take a second measure of the woman, this time slower, working through my options. If hostility wouldn’t drive her out, I had to find another way.

      Her lips were painted bright pink, as were her fingernails, and if I could see her toes, I bet they’d match. Despite the freezing cold outside, she wore a black, low-cut tank top. The neckline plunged deep enough that the edge of her pink, lacy bra flirted with anyone looking. The tops of her tits were on display, round and pushed up like two scoops of peaches and vanilla ice cream.

      I licked my lips.

      “Aren’t you gone yet?” She crossed her legs, drawing my eyes there. She didn’t have long legs, but they were proportionate to her hourglass body and the black miniskirt rode high up her shapely thigh. Her shoes were also black and looked expensive, at least four inches with a pointed toe. I bet she wore them with business suits during the week and I couldn’t help but think I’d like to see that.

      “Diane—”

      “You can call me Ms. Donner.”

      Her teasing tone had me lifting my eyes and I found her watching me watching her, her face slightly turned in my direction, her pink lips pressed together primly, but her gaze held a challenge.

      A smile I couldn’t stop tugged on my lips. “You’re in my bar. I’ll call you whatever I want.”

      She swiveled in the stool to face me, her shins bumping against my knees. “Oh? Is that so?”

      “That is so.”

      “And if you could call me anything, what would that be?” Diane Donner crossed her arms, her posture like that of a dancer, her back perfectly straight. The action pushed the swells of her breasts higher, showing me a little more of that lace bra, and my attention flicked there. Another shock of interest, this one more powerful and thus alarming, made concentrating difficult.

      This was the very first time we’d spoken, but I’d seen this woman around town for years. For years. At Jess’s softball games, at the Piggly Wiggly, at the church, downtown, the community center, once or twice at the Lodge when she’d been in her element. No matter the place, Diane Donner was in full command of herself as well as whatever room she entered.

      She was impressive, driven, brilliant, and assertive. And she was gorgeous. I mean, goddamn stunning. Always dolled up and dressed for the occasion in a way that screamed high maintenance, but so very worth it. Which was why her choice in husband had never made sense.

      Point was, this was a quality woman. Don’t misunderstand; there are many types of quality women. It was a spectrum, I reckoned. A recipe. This town had had its fair share, from the low maintenance, sweet-natured kind like Bethany Winston and Janet James to the high maintenance, ambitious, cut-throat kind like Dolly Payton and Diane Donner, with the latter being precisely my type. Very, very much my type.

      I, being an intelligent man, had learned to avoid my type decades ago.

      Rubbing the beard covering my chin, I considered this high-quality woman who checked all my boxes like she’d been custom-ordered just for me. This was a respectable woman acting not at all respectable. Again, don’t misunderstand. I liked what she had on tonight. If we’d been alone instead of in this room with my compatriots in crime, I’d have thoroughly enjoyed the moment. But with so many eyes looking their fill (and making plans should she lose interest in my company), I would’ve preferred her in a pantsuit and wool coat.

      She also happened to be the mother of our most promising recruit in a decade. Thankfully, he was gone on assignment for a few weeks. I do not want him hearing about this later. Not just that, but her daughter was involved with Cletus Winston; he was not someone I ever looked forward to tangling with, but who would definitely consider any interaction between me and Diane Donner a tangle.

      So, what did I want to call her?

      “How about . . .”

      “What?” she pressed when I didn’t finish the thought, scooting to the edge of her seat.

      I poked my tongue at the corner of my mouth, admiring the color on hers. I couldn’t call her Gorgeous, not if I wanted her to leave soon. Which I did.

      Her smile widened slowly, showcasing a row of perfect, pretty teeth, and she leaned forward, uncrossing her arms to place a hand on my thigh. “Don’t be shy.”

      Despite myself, I chuckled. “I’m not shy.” The heat of her palm was an impossible temptation.

      “You’re acting shy.” Her eyes danced.

      Is Diane Donner . . . flirting? With me? The thought struck me as absurd, but it still struck me.

      Half-lidded, I gazed at her, irritated with myself for grinning, yet unable to stop. She was . . . wish fulfillment. That’s what she was. A fantasy, like she’d stepped out of my dreams. Believe me, over the last twenty years, catching glimpses of Diane Donner from afar, I’d had plenty. But I’d never made the mistake of entertaining any. I knew my place.

      Except, here she is. The noise of crude conversation around us faded, as did the smell of beer and smoke and the sight of my brothers.

      I also leaned forward, whispering conspiratorially, “I guess I’m a little shy.”

      Now she laughed, looking delighted, and her pleasure cast a spell. “Mr. Repo, what can I do to put you at ease? You know, contrary to what people say about me, I don’t bite.”

      I clicked my tongue, acting mock disappointed. “That’s too bad.”

      She laughed again, her hand moving higher up my leg. I glanced down at her pink fingernails on the black fabric. She had such small hands. They looked soft, delicate. If this had truly been one of my fantasies, we’d be at an expensive restaurant or a penthouse apartment. Not this shit bar surrounded by lost boys. You used to be a lost boy, not so long ago.

      When I looked up, her eyes were on me and she held a drink. A large, sparkling clean glass of clear liquid with two olives on a toothpick. A toothpick was as extravagant as Burro got.

      She took a gulp—not a sip, a gulp—watching me over the rim, her eyes warm with interest. “You know—” She licked her lips of the liquor, not wincing at the burn as she swallowed, which made me wonder if Burro had given her water instead of vodka or if she’d already been drinking before walking in. “I’ve always wondered something about you.”

      “What’s that?” I leaned my elbow on the bar next to us, drawing my index finger along my bottom lip as I stared at hers, ignoring the voice in the back of my head screaming at me to get her out of the bar. She was already here, a rare opportunity. What could be the harm in another few minutes? Then, I’ll make her leave.

      “I know who you are. I’ve seen you around town lots of times,” she said, angling her chin again. “I came in here tonight looking for you.”

      “Is that so?” I inclined my head, surprised. Louisa, my daughter’s birth mother, had always said people like me were invisible to people like Diane Donner, and her family, and the society she kept, with their fine manners and big houses and legitimate bank accounts.

      “That is so,” she said, parroting my words, her gaze growing intense, determined. “You’re hard to ignore, Mr. Repo, even though you do your best to hide in plain sight. You’re too tall, your features too striking. And, you know, every time I see you, I wonder . . .” After a moment of hesitation, her gaze seemed to firm. Using her grip on my thigh to leverage herself, Diane leaned forward until her lips were against my ear. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to fuck you.”

      The words sent a spike of heat straight down my spine and I needed a moment. Automatically, my hand lifted to the curve of her lower back, keeping her in place. Blood pumped hot and thick as the scent of her expensive perfume mixed with the meaning and implied invitation of her statement. She lifted just her head, her lips maybe two inches away, her eyes coming to mine and holding a prideful dare as she waited for me to respond.

      I studied her, smelling no alcohol on her breath. Her eyes were bright and she was steady. She looked sober, she was here for me, this was premeditated, and I’d be lying if I said every instinct didn’t tell me to toss her over my shoulder, take her to one of my rooms, and give her exactly what she was asking for. She was thirsty for my cock? I’d be happy to feed it to her all night.

      Except . . .

      Despite the thrill of such filthy words coming from her respectable mouth, despite the fact that this was a woman I’d often fantasized about and this moment was every one of those fantasies come true, better judgment had me pausing. Thinking. Considering. Weighing.

      I would have absolutely no regrets in the morning. I’d happily take this one night and I’d make damn sure she had no complaints. She’d roll out of here with a smile on her face.

      But after leaving with a smile, I suspected this moment and everything that might come after would be a source of shame for her. Women like Diane weren’t raised to enjoy sex. They were raised to feel shame if they did. Fact was, she probably came in the bar hoping for mistreatment, wanting to be used. Otherwise, why would she be here? Why seek out someone like me?

      I wouldn’t mistreat her, ever. I’d be as gentle as a saint—a horny saint, yet still a saint—but it wouldn’t matter. I’d be a dark stain on her glowing record of perfect choices. A regret. I’d sworn long ago to never be a regret for another woman ever again.

      Tunnel vision receded as I shoved away the intensely carnal but ultimately futile longing. Our surroundings came into sharp focus once more. Gears still watched me—us. So did Catfish and Drill. In fact, most of my brethren were sneaking glances, some more obvious and bold with their inspections than others. Behind Diane, King and Grizz were checking out her ass, and Chuck seemed like he was working himself up to come over should the lady shoot me down or vice versa.

      Eventually, I swallowed down temptation and guided her back to her stool as I stood. “Come on.” I grabbed her jacket and purse with one hand and her arm with the other.

      She batted her eyelashes at me, excitement and a fair amount of fear sparking behind her eyes. “Where are we going?”

      I bent close and said, “I’m taking you home.”

      She stiffened immediately and hissed, “I don’t wish to go home.”

      Diane twisted her arm out of my grip, her smile gone, and she picked up her drink again. I saw and felt the shift in the room—predators pressing closer.

      I grabbed her drink out of her grip, slamming it down on the bar top and whispering in her ear harshly, “You need to leave. Now. I’ll walk you to your car.”

      She leaned away, her cheeks flushing red and her lips forming a bitter twist. “If you don’t want me, fine. Once I’m drunk enough, any one of these reprobates will do.” She picked up her drink again and took another gulp. “I am quite content where I am.”

      I caged her in, one hand on the bar in front of her, the other on the back of her seat, still gripping her jacket and bag while I glared at the men watching us. I knew them all. I’d recruited many. They were loyal to me. But they’d also been taught to take what they wanted, when they wanted. Judging by the restless shift in the mood, the sooner I removed her as a source of contention, the better. Just get her out of here.

      Leaning down to whisper in her ear once more, I growled, “You want to fuck? Fine. Come with me.”

      She straightened, her eyes darting to mine like I’d shocked her, but in the next second, she slipped off the stool. I stepped around her seat, placing a heavy arm over her shoulders and staring down Gears and Wolf as we strolled unhurriedly out of the bar. Making a left toward the hall instead of a right toward the parking lot, I cursed my luck with every step.

      There was no away around it now. One way or the other, Diane Donner was going to be a headache tomorrow.

      Dammit.

      Merry Christmas to me.
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        “Someday, you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again.”

        C.S. LEWIS

      

        

      

      “Do you think we could, uh, talk for a bit?” Her voice sounded higher pitched than it had in the bar. Squeaky. Scared.

      I didn’t like that.

      I didn’t want her scared, not now that we were alone. Back in the bar when she had every reason to be? Yes. Absolutely. But not now. I needed to say something to set her mind at ease and it couldn’t be, Don’t worry, I’m not going to touch you, because that was liable to send her storming out of the room and back into the dragon’s lair.

      Thinking over my options, I shut and bolted the door, blocking out most of the noise from the hallways. I then turned to study the woman. She stood in profile, her hands pressed flat and stiff against her thighs, giving me the sense she was trying not to fidget.

      When I said nothing, she repeated, “Can we talk first? Before we get down to business.”

      Here she was scared and still thinking we were going to get down to business? Unlike sociopaths, I did not find anything exciting about fearful women.

      “Sure,” I drawled, making no attempt to disguise my incredulity or my sarcasm.

      Both went over her head and when she spoke next, she sounded relieved. “Oh! Good. So, um . . .” She slowly spun in a circle, glancing around at the room. “Is this—is this your room?”

      I hesitated, placing her coat, purse, and my keys on the tall dresser by the door. This wasn’t my room in the way I suspected she meant. I didn’t sleep here and it held few of my personal effects. But it was my room in that it had been earmarked for my use, I was the only one allowed to access it, and I was the only person with a key.

      She peeked at me, her forehead wrinkling. “It’s not your room?”

      “Not really,” I finally said, not wanting to explain its purpose.

      “Then whose room is it?”

      Again, I hesitated to respond, removing my jacket. The last person to use this room had been my old lady twelve years ago. I’d only ever had the one while I’d been with the Wraiths, we’d lasted for just three months, and the whole thing had been one giant clusterfuck. It had been a valuable lesson: the only kind of loneliness worse than being alone was being with someone who felt more for me than I did for her.

      Margaret hadn’t been my type, but she had been quality. She’d deserved more, and so I’d cut her loose. Unfortunately, she hadn’t taken it well.

      “What I mean is, do I need to worry about someone else coming in?” Diane asked, now facing me fully and twisting her fingers.

      “No. No one will bother us.” I allowed myself an uninhibited moment to admire the woman, starting at her shoes and moving up.

      Everything about Diane Donner tempted, which was likely why everything about her also struck me as extremely calculated. Her expensive high heels, the choice to keep her toned and shapely legs bare instead of stockinged, the shortness of her leather skirt, the thinness of her tank top, the color of the lingerie visible beneath. Even the color of her lipstick, nail polish, and the natural waves of her unnatural blonde hair. Each selection carefully made to both shock and awe.

      She’d had a goal, and this was a woman who never failed to reach her goals. I shouldn’t have been surprised by how calculated and thorough she’d been with her appearance tonight. I was surprised, and I was impressed. But I shouldn’t have been surprised by that either.

      “Well, I suppose that’s good at least.” Her eyes drifted to the bed. It was just a bed. No blankets, no sheets except the fitted one, no pillows. Her shoulders pulled back and she glanced at me. “What did you say this room is used for again?”

      “I didn’t.” Leaning against the door, I crossed my arms, unable to stop the small curve of my mouth as I watched her mind work.

      “Is it—” Diane watched me as well, and she winced a little, her nose wrinkling in plain distaste. “Is it where you bring those women? To have intercourse?”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. There was no mistaking the judgment in her tone, which I found both adorable and painfully ironic. “Those women?” I asked, working and likely failing to sound honestly perplexed.

      “You know what I’m talking about.”

      “I assure you, I do not.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Are you poking fun at me?”

      My smile broke free. “I would never.”

      Despite her squint, she also smiled. But she also wagged a finger, like I was a naughty boy. “You’re teasing me, Mr. Repo. But I know how things work around here. I know what you people do to pass the time.”

      I rubbed my chin in mock-thoughtfulness. “You mean our Parcheesi tournaments?”

      She laughed, a good one, straight from the belly, and so did I.

      “Oh yeah, right. Parcheesi. That’s what you and your friends are doing with all those strippers,” she said, her laughter tapering.

      One of my eyebrows lifted, but I said nothing. Despite what folks like Diane Donner thought, most of the club women weren’t strippers. Sure, a few—very few—were or had been at one time. Most were lost, looking for a home, or looking to be part of a family, just like the male recruits. They didn’t mind the violence; they were used to brutality, they understood it. They just wanted consistency, stability, and permanence. And I definitely understood that.

      Huffing though still grinning, she surveyed the room again like she planned to redecorate. “It shouldn’t matter.”

      “What’s that?” I lifted my elbow to the dresser and propped my chin in a hand.

      She gestured to the floor lamp in the corner, and then to the bed. “Our surroundings. They shouldn’t matter. Not for—you know.”

      For talking? “They don’t.”

      Her eyes cut to mine, then moved lower to my chin, neck, chest. Her smile lessened and nervousness clung to the corners of her mouth. “No. I suppose they don’t.” When her eyes made it to my belt, she sucked in a breath and turned away. “So, uh, why don’t you tell me a little about yourself. Where are you from?”

      My attention dropped to the generous curve of her backside. “Nowhere in particular.” I wasn’t going to touch her, but I’d look enough to last a lifetime.

      “Nowhere-in-particular is an odd name for a city. Or is that the name of the county?” She was peeking at me again, this time over her shoulder, and had caught me staring at her ass.

      I gave her a rueful smile, not caring I’d been caught. She wanted me to look. “Texas.”

      “Texas.” She parroted, nodding. “Texas is a big state. You were born in Texas?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She wrinkled her nose again. “Don’t call me that.”

      “You don’t like it when us lesser folk address you properly?”

      That question earned me a long, assessing look, one completely devoid of nerves. I had the suspicion I was being examined by the shrewd, business-focused portion of Diane Donner’s brain, the one she used when evaluating job applicants or vendors for business deals.

      “I didn’t come here to be proper, Mr. Repo,” she said, her smile also now devoid of her previous nerves. “So, no, please don’t call me ma’am. And don’t call me Ms. Donner, either. Diane will do just fine.”

      I nodded. “Okay, Diane.”

      “Good.” Her chest rose with another large inhale and she also nodded. “So, why do they call you Repo?”

      “In the early days, I was the repo man. The one sent to repossess property.”

      “Like what? Motorcycles? Appliances?”

      I shrugged. “Anything we considered ours.”

      Diane crossed her arms, one of her hips cocking to the side. “Were you good at it?”

      “They wouldn’t have given me the nickname if I wasn’t.”

      “Makes sense.” Her head tilted to the side, her attention moving over me once more. “You said ‘in the early days.’ You don’t repossess anymore?”

      “Not so much.”

      “What do you do now?”

      “A little bit of everything.”

      “That’s vague.”

      “Maybe.”

      She grinned. “You know, you’re a lot cleverer than I thought you’d be.”

      “I find nothing surprising about that statement other than the fact that you thought about me at all,” I said, not allowing myself to absorb the compliment. No good could come of desiring this woman’s good opinion.

      “I already told you in the bar I thought about you plenty.” She said this while crossing to the bed. Once there, she gave it a quick inspection, and then sat. Crossing her legs, she met my gaze steadily. “And I really don’t know why you’d be surprised. You’re the topic of much conversation in town.”

      That had me straightening away from the dresser. “Pardon?”

      “You heard me. I’m not—I mean, I wasn’t—the only unhappily married woman in Green Valley. You don’t think hoity toity women objectify handsome strangers? Especially ones who look”—she waved her hand toward my body—“like they’d know what to do in most situations. I bet you know how to change a tire, bake a pie, wash a dish, and how a sink is plumbed.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “Oh, I do. My grandfather taught me anything my momma couldn’t. But my husband didn’t.” Unmistakable bitterness coated her words. She uncrossed her arms. Studying her fingers, she mumbled, “He didn’t know much. Which, I guess, is the real reason I’m here.”

      He didn’t know much.

      I turned this statement over in my mind a few times, looking at the words from all possible angles. I’d been certain her aim in coming to the Dragon tonight had everything to do with her pending divorce, and she’d just confirmed as much. But—

      . . . the real reason I’m here.

      “You want me to teach you advanced plumbing?”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes.” Attention still on her fingers, she huffed a laugh and grinned. It looked sharp, menacing, and if I’d been anyone else, I might’ve been unsettled. “More precisely, I want you to prove something to me.”

      “What’s that?”

      Her eyes lifted and I was surprised to see how much anger had risen to the surface, the flash behind her glare, the resentful twist of her lips. I knew anger, I knew resentment. I recognized a bit of myself in the hard look.

      “I want you to prove that men aren’t worthless.”

      A new smile curved my lips even as I allowed my eyes to betray confusion. “Then, Diane, you’ve come to the wrong guy.”

      “I don’t think so.” She placed her hands flat on the bed behind her, leaning back as her eyes conducted a survey of my body again, her tone introspective. “I think you’re exactly the right guy. Because if you can’t make a woman orgasm, then no one can.”

      My mouth dropped open and my eyebrows jumped high on my forehead. She’d surprised me again, not because she wanted me to have sex with her, that much I’d understood well and good in the bar, but because, if I understood her right, she’d never had a—

      “You’ve never . . . ?” I hadn’t meant to ask, but damn. That was a—well, that was . . .

      That’s criminal.

      She shrugged, still glaring at me.

      “You have two kids.”

      Her menacing smile returned. “A female orgasm isn’t required for impregnation, Mr. Repo. Just a man’s.”

      I wiped my hand over my face. “Yes. I know that, but—” My palm dropped to my thigh, and I returned her glare.

      “Mr. Repo, if I’m right, if you’ve never given a woman an orgasm, if all men are perpetuating this myth of mutual orgasms during sex as a way to dupe women into a pipe dream—pun intended—just say so and I will leave right now.” She flung her hand toward the door. “I will let you escort me to my car and you’ll never have to hear from me again.”

      For some unknown reason, I was also now angry. “How is it possible to be married for over twenty years and never—” I grit my teeth.

      “What?” Her eyebrow quirked.

      “You know.”

      She stood. “Orgasm? Do you have a problem saying that word?”

      “No,” I ground out. “Why the hell didn’t you leave him before now if he couldn’t give you a, uh—”

      She ignored my question and bellowed, “Orgasm. Orgasm. Orgasm!”

      I stepped further in the room, lifting my hand for her to hush. “Yes. Thank you. I am familiar with the word.”

      “But are you familiar with providing orgasms?” She pointed at me, her eyes narrowing with hostility, all traces of her earlier nerves and fear long gone. “See, I can say it just fine, and I can do it to myself, but the reason I’m here—the real reason—is my doubt that any man ever successfully contributed to one. And by ‘one,’ I mean a female orgasm.”

      A frustrated chuckle spilled out of me. “Are you getting paid every time you say it?”

      “Does the word make you uncomfortable because you know I’m right? That men are incapable of giving women an—”

      I crossed the room in two steps, grabbed a fistful of hair at the back of her head, and brought her mouth to mine. To shut her up. Or, at least, at first it was to shut her up. But then her body melted and molded against my body and her lips parted with a sweet sigh. My tongue was in her hot mouth and her tongue was delicious, and fuck she smelled and tasted like heaven.

      Diane’s hands were suddenly everywhere, grabbing at my shirt, lifting it, sliding against my skin, grabbing, massaging. I’d been half hard since she’d slid into the stool at the bar. But now, with her body arching and rocking against mine, seeking, all the blood in my system traveled south and desire wrestled with reason.

      I’d reasoned she’d come here to be used by me, but perhaps I’d had it backward. Diane Donner came here to use me. She’d come here to exploit me. I was perfectly okay with being used by Diane Donner. Her mouth open and willing, her hands cupping me over my jeans, I couldn’t think of a single reason why being used by this woman was a bad idea.

      She wanted proof? I’ll give her proof. But first—

      I tore my mouth from hers, held her body away so I could think enough to speak. “How many men have you tested this theory with?”

      “I’ve only been with my ex,” she said, the words breathless, her eyes hazy. She lifted her chin and her nails scored into my sides, her attention on my lips. “Why aren’t you kissing me? I told you I don’t bite.”

      “Well, maybe that’s the problem.”

      “What?” Her eyebrows pulled together. “That I don’t bite?”

      I fought another smile. “No, gorgeous. Maybe the problem is that you’ve only been with one man and that man was a selfish piece of shit.” Even as I said the words, I knew they weren’t for her benefit. I was talking myself into this.

      Maybe the club didn’t need the kind of trouble and complications someone like Diane might bring. I didn’t need the complications. But, goddammit, I wanted this. I deserve this.

      She was speaking again, her words clearly meant to taunt. “Or maybe men giving women orgasms is a myth. Maybe all men are just disappointing bags of flesh with nothing to offer the world but their dirty socks and uncleaned dishes in the sink. Maybe you know I’m right and that’s why you’re talking instead of—”

      “Shut up, Diane,” I growled, kissing her again, loving the feel of her, loving the excited drum of her heart, loving the velvet heat of her mouth. Promising myself I’d see her lips wrapped around my cock before the night was over, I walked her backward the short distance to the bed and paused to kiss her as much and as hard as I damn well pleased before shoving her to the mattress.

      She fell to the bed, her eyes opening with surprise, her gaze still hazy.

      “Take off your shirt.” I stepped between her legs, using my knee to spread them. “And your bra.”

      Diane swallowed and nodded, her expression interested and eager. Good. I knew what I needed to do first.

      Watching me, the woman tugged off the tank top and reached behind to unclasp the bra. Meanwhile, I assumed the position, kneeling on the floor between her legs. This was not something I did often, but not because I didn’t enjoy eating pussy. I liked it fine. But I didn’t kneel. Ever.

      This is a special occasion, Jason. You’re dining on champagne pussy tonight.

      My lips twisted at the thought, and I pushed the hem of her skirt higher, fitting my hands between the back of her thighs and the mattress to achieve my aim.

      But then I was distracted by the feel of her bare skin and the sight of her magnificent breasts as she slipped her arms out of the straps almost shyly. A new shock of white, hot arousal pounded through me. Saliva filled my mouth and I fit my hands in the curve of her back, pulling her forward, and sliding her backside to the edge of the bed.

      God, I wanted to taste her. I’d never felt so hungry for another person’s skin. And hers was so damn smooth and soft, like the petals of a flower, like velvet and silk, like chocolate mousse. My mouth closed over the peak of one breast while I filled my hand with the generous weight of the other and I groaned, mindlessly pressing my painful erection into the side of the mattress.

      I sucked and tugged at her nipple, nipping and twisting the center with my lips, eliciting sexy and soft hitching moans and helpless-sounding sighs from this brilliant woman. Her legs opened wider, the apex of her thighs moving searchingly against the fly of my jeans. Using a mental crowbar, I forced myself to slow down, lifting my chin and blowing a cool stream of air against the wet spot and watching the little pink bead tighten and strain.

      Fuck. I needed to be inside her. Many times. Many, many times. If I dropped trou right now, she’d have her orgasm, but I would only have her once. I hadn’t even begun and I already knew once would not be enough. She wanted orgasms? I’d give her ten. Twenty. I’d make up for a lifetime without. I no longer minded that I was on my knees. She deserved adoration. Her body deserved to be worshipped.

      Trailing biting kisses up to her neck, I returned a palm to the curve of her lower back and smoothed my other hand down her torso, her side, her leather clad bottom, her naked thigh. The skirt had lifted high on her hips and I leaned away to admire the sight. Diane Donner, legs open, shirtless, braless, chest heaving, red marks from my mouth marring the perfection of her skin, eyes closed, lips swollen and parted.

      With certainty, I knew I’d think of this moment often. I knew I’d bring it forth on cold, lonely nights; I’d hold it in freeze frame, try to remember her taste, her scent, the restlessness of her body. Watching her face carefully, memorizing her features, I brought the knuckle of my middle finger between her thighs and stroked teasingly against the lace covering her pussy.

      She shivered, a trembling breath leaving her on an unsteady exhale.

      “Open your eyes,” I said, fighting to give sound to my voice. I didn’t want to talk, but I did want her to see me. I wanted her to watch me. I never wanted her to forget who’d made her feel this way.

      Her pretty eyes blinked open, cloudy and confused. I could tell at once this—arousal by someone else’s hands—was new territory for her and I fought a curse. Kip Sylvester deserved to burn in hell for neglecting the gifts he’d been given.

      Lifting my hand at her waist to the back of her neck, I squeezed, making sure I had her focus and attention. “Keep your eyes open. Watch me or I’ll stop. Do you understand?”

      She swallowed thickly and nodded, her gaze wide and trusting, and I wanted to curse again. This woman shouldn’t trust me, but she did, because I was the first man to make her feel good, and that royally pissed me off.

      Grinding my jaw against a swelling sense of something I deeply resented—Protectiveness? Possessiveness? Who fucking knows—I took her mouth again in a rough kiss, pulling aside the lace barrier between my fingers and her body. She sucked in a breath, her hands coming to my shoulders and grabbing at my shirt as I slid my knuckle around her clit, circling it, swallowing my own groan when I felt how slick and ready she was.

      More than once.

      Pulling away, I opened my eyes to glare into hers, making sure she’d taken my command seriously. She did. Her stare was on me, foggy with arousal. Good.

      Licking my lips, I released her neck and set both my hands on her thighs. She whimpered at the loss of my fingers as hers twisted into the fabric of my shirt.

      “Please,” she said, the gentle imploring sending a renewed spike of heat to the base of my spine and straight to my dick.

      I hushed her, lowering my lips to her neck, kissing the skin just below her ear, and whispering, “Before I fuck you, I’m going to dine on you for as long as I damn well please. And you’re going to let me eat my fill. Understand?”

      A sound tumbled out of her, her body stiffening, her breath hitching then panting as I took my time trailing wet kisses over her breasts, stomach, using the tip of my tongue to lick the soft skin of her inner thigh.

      Another shudder wracked her, followed by a breathless, “Oh God,” and I looked at her. She’d closed her eyes, her head lolling back, her lips parted as she gulped for air.

      I settled between her legs, not moving, waiting for her attention to come back to me. After a protracted moment, she blinked, shaking herself. And just as our gazes met, I licked her pussy as though she was the most delicious scoop of ice cream, and then I sucked her clit into my mouth.

      And, ladies and gentleman, apparently that’s all it took.

      She came against my mouth in an instant. A squeaking cry tore from her chest and her fingers twisted in my hair while she pivoted her hips, rocking them against my tongue with unpracticed, needful movements. Her blue eyes were fire as confusion and understanding twisted her features. Bliss mixed with bitterness, tears springing to the corners of her eyelids as her climax went on and on until she eventually flopped back on the bed, gasping for breath as the echo of her tremors receded.

      I didn’t fill her with my fingers to draw out her pleasure. No. No. I wanted her sensitive, aching and empty, ready for round two of hopefully ten. But first, I wanted Diane naked.

      Straightening, I hooked my hands into the waistband of her panties and pulled them down her legs, removing her shoes as well. She didn’t help, but she didn’t stop me either. And when I tugged at her skirt, saying, “Take this off,” she lifted trembling hands to the leather and obeyed at once, her eyes on me.

      While she removed the last of her clothes, I made quick work of mine, pulling a condom from the top drawer of the nightstand by the bed. I didn’t miss how her gaze strayed to my chest and stomach as I removed my shirt, nor how her eyes widened when I stepped out of my pants and briefs.

      Fisting myself to roll on a condom, I watched as her eyes shot to mine and she sat up, her hands reaching for me. “Wait—wait—”

      My movements stilled and I managed to rasp out, “You changed your mind?” If she had, I wouldn’t try to persuade her. I wanted this woman with a ferocity that unnerved me. Without a doubt, this—what we’d already done, what we were about to do—was not a good idea. It would be better for her to walk away now. I’d deal with the disappointment. I had a lot of practice.

      Let me put it this way: if disappointment had been a major in college, I’d have several honorary degrees.

      But Diane shook her head quickly, her hands at my hips, her eyes never leaving mine. “No, no. I definitely haven’t changed my mind, not even a little, but—” Her attention moved to my chest and stomach again, lower. She covered my hands. “I’d like to touch you.”

      I flinched, blinking like she’d tossed sand in my eyes. “That’s not a good idea.” God, if she touched me? I wouldn’t last a minute. And I wanted to be inside her, not blow my shot all over her hands.

      Her forehead wrinkled and her gaze turned beseeching. “Mr. Repo, like I said, I’ve only been with—with one other person. And I’ve never had the opportunity to—”

      “Diane—” I finished rolling the condom on with one hand and grabbed her chin with the other to keep her quiet; she was too damn sexy when she argued, especially while naked. “Now is not the time. If you want me to stop, if you’ve changed your mind, I will stop. No problem. Just say the word. But now is not the time for a fucking debate. Understand?”

      She nodded and lifted her chin from my grip, her jaw set, a hard glint in her eyes. I fought a wry smile because I could see her submission was surface deep and only temporary. She wanted to touch me, and she wasn’t going to take no for an answer without a fight. We’d be discussing this matter again before the evening ended, I was sure of that.

      Placing a knee next to her hip, I guided her back and to the center of the bed. And because I’m an asshole, I grabbed her chin again, liking the flash of defiance in her gaze. I captured her lips in another kiss, one which she tried to take over. But as I climbed over her body, stroking my dick where my tongue had been moments prior, she yielded.

      Actually, she surrendered. And this vision of Diane—naked, vulnerable, stars in her eyes as they locked with mine—made my throat tight and something uncomfortable and hot settle in my chest. I didn’t want to dwell on what it might be, so I redirected my gaze elsewhere and my hand followed. Palming her breast, weighing it, I told myself to enjoy this new view of her, no less erotic than the earlier snapshot I’d taken.

      “You have great tits,” I said gruffly, stupidly. I didn’t want to talk, so I don’t know why I said it.

      “You have great everything,” she replied on a sigh, her hips lifting searchingly. She began to pant.

      Avoiding her eyes, I slid my hand from her breast to her hip, giving her more of my weight as I positioned myself at her entrance. Pushing inside, slow and gentle, I also began to pant.

      “Fuuuuuck,” I spoke against her neck, my lungs scorching, my blood heavy in my veins, my heart beating like a drum between my ears, urging me to move, to thrust, to push and take.

      I couldn’t; not yet. I had something to prove. She wasn’t there yet. I’d have to keep it slow. But, damn, she felt fucking perfect beneath me. Her body fit my body, like she was made for—

      “Fuck,” I said again, pushing that last thought away. I couldn’t be having those kinds of thoughts, not when we only had one night.

      “I’m trying to,” she said, wriggling, her hands sliding down my sides. “But you’re not moving.”

      Bracing my hands on either side of her head, careful not to catch her hair, I lifted myself up, separating our chests and stomachs while withdrawing and rolling my hips as I returned.

      Another of those nonsensical sounds slipped passed her lips and her head pressed back against the mattress, her eyes on mine, half-lidded. “Oh God. You are . . .” She didn’t finish. Or maybe she couldn’t.

      I continued to flex and roll, making each stroke count. Slow, methodical, purposeful; making sure to touch but also tease; making sure to hit just the right spot at just the right angle.

      Her gaze tore from mine and she glanced down at the space where we joined. More confusion and understanding ignited within her gaze and she lifted her hips to meet mine. She said something unintelligible on a whimper, her eyebrows pulling together.

      “What?” I asked, angling my head to recapture her gaze. “What did you say?”

      “How are you so—so g—good at this?” The words were unsteady, and I could see the tension building inside her, that same trusting snare as before making her eyes bright and glassy. “God, it feels so good. How do you make it feel so good?”

      Moving one hand to her knee, I brought it up higher, pushing it against the mattress next to her shoulder and increased the force of my thrusts, but not the speed. She sucked in a startled breath and her eyes closed for just a second before they flew open again, as though remembering my earlier threat to stop if she looked away.

      I thought about telling her to touch herself. I considered demanding she help me by petting that sweet button between her legs. But no. Not this time. Maybe stubbornly, I was determined she do nothing but enjoy herself. Plus, I liked seeing her like this, struggling, aching, wanting.

      “I’m so close,” she moaned, her fingers flexing on my sides, her body restless beneath me. “Repo, I’m—”

      “Jason,” I blurted, dipping my hips and rocking as I entered her.

      Her gaze sharpened. “Jason?” she asked softly, almost lovingly, and her eyes searched mine.

      “Yeah, Jason.”

      My heart gave a painful squeeze and I near choked on a sudden flood of something unidentifiable. Damn. Damn. I liked that too much, my name on her lips, her knowing me, and the tension building at the base of my spine threatened to release.

      She should not say my name. That’s it. We’re done. Playtime was over.

      “Ja—”

      I kissed her again, shutting her up and increasing the speed of my invasion. Fitting a hand between us, I tapped her clit, quick and light, another tease, and her whole body tensed just before I felt the spasm of her release clenched and released around my cock. Tearing her mouth away to gasp and cry out, her legs shook.

      I gave my body permission to take over, take her how I’d wanted, hard and fast.

      Inexplicably, I didn’t. Instead, I made certain to drive deep and careful, hit the tender, essential places within her. My hand caught between us still toying with her clit to prolong her cresting gratification.

      She came again, a strangled moan of surprise and chants of curses wrest out of her. Diane’s legs unlocked and her feet slammed on the bed, her hips pistoning in a careless, greedy rhythm. Then I told myself again to surrender to need. But even as my vision blinded and the coiling tension became an explosion of erotic fulfilment and primal satisfaction, something in my subconscious demanded that I persist in maintaining her pleasure.

      I can make myself more than unforgettable. I’ll make myself essential—a drug, a craving. Then she’ll give me more than just one—no. No. I couldn’t think like that. I wouldn’t.

      Diane’s moan seemed to go on and on until it became an uninhibited cry that slowly, slowly tapered. And I kept moving, wanting to give her every last second, wanting her to enjoy every last quake and tremor. And when the last of her cries abated, I yielded to the impulse to kiss her again.

      My heartbeat now thunder instead of a drum, I took her mouth over and over, my hands greedy for the feel of her body, frantic for it, for her. And with each press of her welcoming lips, I couldn’t help but fear each kiss might be our last.
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        “Midlife is the time to let go of an overdominant ego and to contemplate the deeper significance of human existence.”

        CARL GUSTAV JUNG

      

        

      

      Mr. Repo fell asleep. I did not. It was the only thing I’d faked thus far tonight, other than maybe a bit of bravado when I’d walked in.

      My slightly sweaty naked body tangled with Mr. Repo’s slightly sweaty naked body as he slept, and the heat between felt less uncomfortable, less mortifying, less shocking than I’d been expecting. And that confused me. The whole evening had been confusing.

      Some examples include: he’d put his mouth down there and had seemed to enjoy the experience because he’d done it multiple times; we’d had sexual intercourse more than once; and being naked during and after sex had felt natural.

      I’d never been fully naked with another person since my momma bathed me. My ex had called it sinful to be naked together, that our bodies were for procreation, not recreation. Kip didn’t like sweat, or being dirty, or smells other than hairspray and suntan lotion for some odd reason. So, I’d been cool, squeaky clean, eschewing perfume, scented deodorants and flowery soaps at all times for twenty-five years. I’m going to buy perfume this week.

      Wearing perfume, using scented soaps and lavender bubble bath were on my to do list, my post-being-married-to-a-feckless-narcissist list. I’d made the list last week, and I’d already crossed off seven items. Granted, those seven items had all been related to eating tasty food, but I’d done it.

      After tonight, I’d be able to cross off another three items: have a one-night stand with a sexy stranger, have an orgasm that was not self-administered, and have an orgasm during sex.

      Other items on the list included various indulgences of a similar nature: buying myself antique jewelry, taking trips all over the world and staying in fancy hotels, going to Vegas and seeing one of those male-stripper shows, learning how to fly an airplane, learning how to ride a horse, learning to play the piano, learning how to paint. For years, I’d frequently wished I could just pack up, take Jennifer, and leave. I’d loved drawing when I was younger, before I was married, but Kip—

      Mr. Repo shifted, his arm around my torso growing lax as he relaxed further into slumber. I nibbled on my bottom lip and squeezed my eyes shut, praying he wouldn’t wake up.

      The reason I’d pretended to fall asleep earlier was simple: I didn’t know what to say. My throat felt scratchy and hoarse from how embarrassingly noisy I’d been, my mind frenzied and full of thoughts I didn’t feel comfortable confessing to a stranger. I couldn’t think of a single appropriate thing to say other than, Thank you.

      I felt so grateful. But also—as I mentioned—incredibly confused. Why had Mr. Repo done it? Because I’d dared him and badgered him into it?

      Yeah. . . probably. I sighed. Even if I did badger him, the large, muscley, motorcycle gang member didn’t seem to mind that we both smelled like sweat and sex and both odors were being absorbed by the blanket covering us.

      I’d thought—when Mr. Repo initially left the bed earlier while I fake-slept—that he was leaving me, period. And that would’ve been fine. I’d had no expectations of him, none at all! And now that he’d given me what I’d come for (several times), there was no reason to stay.

      Instead, he’d spread a comforter over my body, gently fit a pillow beneath my cheek, then climbed back in to hold me.

      To hold me.

      Gathering my back to his chest, he’d slid one arm beneath the crook of my neck. His other hand, big and rough, had stroked from my bottom to my shoulder before grabbing a handful of my right breast. His wonderfully hairy leg had slid between mine, he’d sighed, and then he’d promptly fallen asleep. I’d never had to fake being asleep while someone touched me. It was . . . nice.

      This is spooning.

      Now, don’t roll your eyes. Of course I knew what spooning was. I’d spooned before. Not with Kip—never with him—but with my cherubs. When they’d had nightmares or just needed a cuddle, I’d always been Isaac and Jennifer’s big spoon. I’d never been the small one, with anyone, until now.

      Has Kip been spooning Elena all this time? Is he her big spoon? Does he make her—No! No. No. Opening my eyes, I stared into the dim room, just one small lamp casting our sparse surroundings in greyish light.

      Acid and irritation coated the inside of my mouth, congealing my sadness and confusion into anger. When I’d married Kipling, he’d been twenty-eight to my eighteen and I’d trusted him. My vows had included obedience. I’d kept my vows; I’d taken them seriously. I’d obeyed. I’d been so obedient, I might as well have been a dog.

      My chin wobbled and anger morphed into a monstrous kind of frustration, the kind that stings your nose and clogs your throat, makes thinking and breathing at the same time a labor. God. I know vengeance is Yours, but if You could smite Kipling Sylvester and make it excruciatingly painful, I’d be very much obliged.

      Despite the violent turn of my thoughts, my darn chin kept on wobbling.

      I needed to leave. Now. Before the waterworks burning behind my eyes burst. Before I cried in front of Mr. Repo and likely reinforced his impression of me as pathetic and desperate. I didn’t care one way or the other if he thought I was pathetic and desperate—I was pathetic and desperate—but I’d promised myself I would always, always leave every room from now on with my head held high, no matter what.

      Inching away from the man behind me, I drew a steadying stream of air into my lungs. He must’ve been real tuckered out because he didn’t wake up. Mr. Repo had, after all, just given me more than ten orgasms and had seemed to have at least four himself. No wonder he was exhausted, poor man. The last thing he likely wanted was an awkward conversation in the morning with the pushy woman who’d badgered him to prove his salt. The least I could do is leave him in peace. If I thought it would be well received, I would send him a gift basket for his pains and trouble.

      Actually, maybe I would. I didn’t have to sign the card, I could just send it along with a note of thanks. Unless he handed out a baker’s dozen of orgasms to several random women regularly—which, given his skill, I wouldn’t find terribly surprising—he would know who sent the basket.

      More and more determined to follow through with the gift basket idea, I hunted for my clothes. Having so many employees, I knew folks needed to be told when they did a job well. Withholding praise wears a person down, makes them feel helpless and weak. Ask me how I know.

      You mean, how you’ve treated your daughter?

      I sucked in a sharp breath at the thought, biting my lip until it stung as I battled a whole dang mountain of guilt. Gosh darnit.

      “No,” I whispered, sniffling and shaking my head. “No, you will not think about this right now.”

      Ordering myself around these days never seemed to work, and soon my heart and chest seized with self-recrimination because I’d been a terrible, terrible mother. I’d allowed myself to be a tool for my husband to impose his will upon us all. Worse, I was also beginning to suspect I’d taken out my own bitterness and frustration on my sweet, kindhearted, beautiful daughter. Obedience had been a vow I’d hidden behind, used to justify shameful behavior. And for what? Scraps of Kip’s approval while he lavished affection on—

      “Stop it. Stop,” I said under my breath, wiping my eyes with suddenly shaking fingers. When I got home, I’d take a shower and cry. The best place in the world to cry is in the shower. I always cried in the shower. Always.

      And then I’d make a new list entitled, Ways to spoil Jennifer and make up over twenty years of being a horrible person.

      Despite the pragmatism of my plan, my eyes continued to sting and leak. I stumbled, nearly tipping over as I pulled on my clothes and shoes. I’d liked how I’d looked earlier in the evening, but now the leather of the skirt made my undies ride up and the tank top felt like wearing nothing at all. Fisting the edges of my jacket together at my chest, I peeked at the sleeping man in the bed, wanting to be sure he was well and truly in dreamland before working on the locks of the door.

      . . . Goodness.

      I drew in a shaky breath, my gaze wandering over the substantial shape of him, the chaos of tattoos on his impressive bicep and massive shoulder snagging my notice before my attention drifted to the angular lines of his face. His demand that I keep my eyes open and on him while he touched me had not been a simple matter. Mr. Repo possessed a devastatingly handsome face, one I’d never felt comfortable looking at for too long when I’d spotted him around town.

      His was a face that always made heat rise to my cheeks and my chest get all fluttery. It inspired sinful thoughts that had always made me feel a lingering shame and a determination to be a better wife, a Godlier woman. Looking at him now, he resembled that famous British soccer player quite a lot, the one with all the watch ads in GQ. The man was just simply physically breathtaking in every possible way.

      And I’d badgered him into having sex with me.

      With me. A bossy, no talent, ignorant, country bumpkin who always aimed too high for reasons unknown. A used up and bitter forty-something mother of two adult children, now alone and perpetually unloved after foolishly investing decades in a marriage to a cheater and a liar and an abuser.

      Why had Mr. Repo done it? Why had he agreed? Being bossy must’ve been my superpower, that’s for sure. If folks required evidence, they need look no further than the beautiful, capable, sensually skilled man in the bed.

      But there’s no badgering your way out of a miserable life, Diane. And your horrid choices.

      My gaze dropped and I turned to the door, swiping at an errant tear rolling down my cheek. I turned the locks and numbly stepped out, shutting the door behind me with a soft snick. Looking left and then right, I frowned at the long, nondescript hallway.

      The walls were black, and the florescent lights buzzing above cast everything in a harsh, raucous kind of anti-glow. Mr. Repo’s room had smelled like furniture polish and pine; Mr. Repo had smelled like whiskey and heat. But this hallway smelled like bleach and sick. I didn’t recall it being so . . . so . . . so this when we’d come in. Oppressively depressing and oddly terrifying.

      I gripped the front of my jacket tighter at my throat, lifted my chin, and squared my shoulders. It’s just a hallway, Diane.

      Pretty sure we’d come in from the left, I turned that way and strode forward, hesitating when I reached the end of this first hallway and encountered another one, identical in design and stench. My heart kicked up and I glanced over my shoulder, eyeing the bedroom door I’d just exited. This place was a maze. It would be incredibly foolish for me to continue onward without a guide.

      But I didn’t want to wake Mr. Repo. I didn’t want to talk to him. I already felt low about myself, and even though I’d twisted his arm and pushed him into it, the during part of our interlude had been really nice. Really nice. It had felt like a gift, actually. A memory I’d cherish, something for me to take out and recall on cold, lonely evenings. An example of me being brave.

      I had so little examples of me being brave over the course of my life. I needed it. There had to be another way. Ruining the evening now by talking to the man felt—

      “Mom?”

      I whipped around at the voice and gasped so hard I choked on my own breath. OH MY GOD!

      Isaac’s open mouth broadcasted the extent of his surprise. My son’s wide and round eyes swept down as he took a step back, his eyebrows slowly pulling together.

      “Uh . . .” I tossed my thumb over my shoulder, but then dropped it, my heart a jackhammer as my thoughts swirled. No, no, no. You weren’t supposed to be here! The man at the door as I’d entered the bar earlier in the evening told me Isaac wasn’t here and wasn’t due back for several weeks. I was going to be sick.

      His shocked stare moved over my shoulder and then back to me, the sharpness of suspicion there tempered by the persistence of his disbelief and—unless I was mistaken?—a hint of concern. “Are you hurt? Did someone hurt you?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not at all.”

      Confusion replaced disbelief. “Are you drunk?”

      I shook my head again.

      A severe glare took up residence on his features and he stepped closer, lowering his voice and making no attempt to veil his anger. “Then what the fuck are you doing here?”

      Gasping at his language, the unsavory word a bucket of ice water to my senses, my motherly instincts kicked in. “Isaac Gregory Sylvester! Good heavens. Watch your words.”

      He clamped his mouth shut, his jaw working as his glare shifted over my shoulder once more. “Which room?”

      “Pardon?”

      “Which room did you just leave?”

      I stiffened my back. “That’s none of your affair,” I said, even though what I wanted to say was, I love you, I miss you. Won’t you come visit me?

      If my brain was in chaos, my heart was an anarchist. I hadn’t seen my son in ages. He hadn’t acknowledged any of us—any of his family—since before he’d returned from deployment overseas and joined the Wraiths. I’d cried in the shower about it, about him, about the loss of my sweet boy, for years—every Tuesday and Thursday, as a matter of fact.

      Isaac’s blue eyes, so familiar to me and yet not, sliced to mine, pinning me in place. I held my breath. What did he see, I wondered? Did he have any fond memories of his childhood? Did he remember the day we played hooky and I took him to the pumpkin patch an hour north and we’d raced through the corn maze, laughing our butts off? Did he remember—

      “Come on.” My tall son wrapped a hand around my upper arm and pulled me down the hall, his jaw continuing to flex like he was grinding his teeth.

      I swallowed the urge to ask if he was wearing his mouth guard at night. The dentist had been quite adamant about it after he’d had his braces off. Our son was a night-grinder and he’d wear his teeth down if he wasn’t diligent. And who was checking on him? Who was making sure he wore his mouth guard and had his clothes washed in hypoallergenic detergent? Did he have his tea tree oil? His skin had always been so sensitive.

      Biting my lip to stifle a sob that tasted like despair, I blinked away silent tears. I couldn’t stop them. He was leading me out, I understood that, but I didn’t want to leave now. I wanted to sit and talk to him. Just for a minute. My heart ached so badly, my vision actually turned grey for a moment, blackness creeping at the edges.

      My head swimming, I tried dragging my feet. “Could we—could we just talk for a—”

      “No. You need to leave. Now.” His voice was so hard, whipping out like a lash.

      I closed my eyes and let myself be led, wishing we were anywhere else. But then I opened my eyes again because—as painful as this moment felt—here he was. We were together. He might never want to see me, he might never want to know me, but that just meant this was a rare opportunity. I needed to pull myself together. I needed to make the most of it.

      “Are they treating you well?” I asked as he turned another corner.

      Silence.

      “Your hair is so short,” I lamented, missing his blond baby locks, and his longer hair when he’d been a teen. I’d given him his first haircut on his first birthday. I still had the little baggie of hair. I’d intended to make him a baby book, but it was just too painful to contemplate these days. So, I kept it in my office at the Lodge. Sometimes I took it out on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

      He paused at a corner, pushing me behind him as he peered around it. Seemingly satisfied, he shifted his hand from my arm to my back and pressed me forward. “No one is up yet,” he whispered. “If we’re quiet and fast, we should be able to get you out without any trouble.”

      “I—I parked my car—”

      “I know. I saw it in the lot.”

      All too soon, we were in the bar area, and then out the double doors, and then in the parking lot making a straight line for my BMW. He turned to me as we approached, his eyes conducting a hasty survey of my features.

      “Are you sure you’re not drunk? Can you drive?”

      I swiped at my face and sniffled. “Really, Isaac. I only had one drink and that was hours ago. I am perfectly fit to drive.”

      He stepped back, taking his hand with him, and crossed his arms. “Then you need to go. Right now.”

      Fiddling with my keys, I hesitated, not wanting to unlock the door. “You could come with me. We could . . . talk?” Goodness. I hated how I sounded, this raw vulnerability, hope scratching at my throat. But what could I do? This was my son! I loved him. I missed him.

      His stare a stone wall, he snatched the keys from my grip. He unlocked the door. He opened the door. He put me inside the car. He tossed the keys to my lap. He shut the door. He walked away.

      And he didn’t turn back.
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      I felt like death. Death and what moldy bread looks like.

      “Ugh.”

      “Momma.”

      “Jennifer?” I croaked, blinking but finding the dim room entirely too bright. Each miniscule ray of light a shard of glass piercing my eyes. Laying back before I got a chance to sit up, I groaned. “Goodness, my head.”

      A cool cloth pressed against my forehead. It felt divine. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like death. And what moldy bread looks like.” I knew I reclined in my bed, and Jennifer sat close by, and . . . what happened?

      “How much did you drink?”

      “Drink? What time is it?”

      “It’s four in the afternoon on Christmas day.” A pause, then, “You don’t remember?”

      “Remember? Remember wh—” Cheese and crackers! “Oh no!” I clutched my stomach as the memories flooded my brain.

      I’d driven home after being dismissed by Isaac, crying the whole way. Today was Christmas and I was supposed to be spending it alone. In a moment of insanity, I’d consumed brandy this morning. So much brandy. And then everything was very fuzzy. But my stomach felt like I’d done one thousand crunches on an incline.

      “When did—what are you doing here?” I licked my lips and that’s when I tasted my mouth. New memories arrived. I’d vomited. A lot. And my daughter had held my hair back.

      My. Daughter.

      Have you no shame, Diane? The sharp voice in my head sounded a lot like my ex-husband’s. Maybe because he’d asked that question of me many, many times.

      Attempting to breathe through my nose, I winced. “I smell like Belle Cooper’s Christmas trifle.”

      Trifle was a dessert, and how Baptists justified consuming large quantities of brandy (or whiskey, or rye, or bourbon, whatever your pleasure) during the holidays. Belle called it “flavoring.” But four cups of liquor in one dessert containing six servings isn’t flavoring any more than her two-fisted bottom-gropings of young men were hugs.

      “Doc has been here. He said you’re okay not to go to the ER,” Jenn said, her voice full of concern.

      “The ER?”

      “The bottle was empty when I found you. Some of it had spilled on the floor, but I wasn’t sure how much you drank.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and that hurt. I stopped squeezing, and that hurt, too. “I’m—I’m so sorry, baby. I’m such a disgrace.”

      “Hush, now,” her gentle voice soothed. “You are a woman in pain, going through a rough patch. Everyone deserves a breakdown when their world is breaking down. Don’t call yourself a disgrace. Just rest. Please.”

      I swallowed dryly around the urge to insist that I was a disgrace and I didn’t deserve this gentle treatment, but nausea and a full-body malaise kept me from forming words for several seconds.

      “Can you swallow anything?” she asked, her hand with the cloth moving away. “Doc said to drink Pedialyte. I have a glass for you, whenever you’re ready.”

      I nodded and gingerly lifted my head. Jennifer brought a straw to my lips and the saccharine sweetness of what tasted like sugar-water coated the fuzz on my tongue.

      “Blah.”

      “Cletus got the grape flavor. Doc said it was better than the others.”

      I groaned again, lying back. “Cletus is here?”

      “No. Not—”

      “Please tell me your fiancé did not get an eyeful of his future mother-in-law drunk as a skunk?”

      “Momma, please don’t worry about that.” She sounded fretful.

      I forced my eyes open, wincing at the dim light. The pain served me right. “Did he see me?”

      Jennifer came into view. I saw she was dressed in a red dress and her newly dyed brown hair—her natural shade, as she took after my side of the family and not her father’s—lay in soft, long waves, framing her gorgeous face.

      So pretty. She’d always been so pretty. Like an angel.

      My mouth curved at the sight of her, but then I frowned. “You’re all dressed up? Aren’t you supposed to be at the Winston’s?”

      “I came by this morning to see if you wanted to come and I—I—” She huffed. “I found you on the kitchen floor with an empty bottle next to you, and you were crying.”

      It took me longer than it should’ve, but I fumbled to find her hand and squeezed it. “Oh, baby. I am sorry. I have no excuse. I’m a disgrace and I can only promise to—”

      “You said you went to the Dragon.” She squeezed my hand, but her eyebrows were pulled together, her tone fierce. “You said you were with a man?”

      I swallowed convulsively, trying to withdraw my hand. “I—”

      “How did you get home?”

      “I drove home, after.” My voice barely a whisper, I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to think about this now. Not yet.

      “You drove drunk?” Her tone bordered on a screech.

      “No. No, I wasn’t—I was sober when I left. Completely.”

      “But—did he—did he force you—”

      “No, baby. No.” Despite the cutting pain, I forced myself to sit up and worked to arrange my features in a mask of calm and serenity. I was good at wearing masks; I had a lifetime of practice. “Please, it was nothing. Please don’t worry about it. It was a—a lapse in judgment, fully consensual, and it’s done.”

      “But—”

      “Honestly, Jennifer. You don’t need to worry about me. I learned my lesson.” I patted her hand, glad for the lack of light. I imagined the shade of my skin was quite green. “That was the first and last time I will ever go to the Dragon and I will never be so foolish as to drink myself stupid again. I don’t wish to feel like this ever. I swear, I’ve learned my lesson. And it’s so embarrassing, I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t force me to discuss it further.”

      Jennifer considered me for a moment, a concerned frown marring her brow, and then she nodded. “I understand. I won’t make you discuss it, as long as you promise me no one hurt you.”

      Suppressing the memory of Isaac’s indifference and how he’d thrust me into my car and walked away without looking back, I pasted on a smile. “Oh no, honey. No one hurt me,” I lied and reached for her hand again. “I need to get up and make some bacon and eggs.”

      “What? Why?”

      I hesitated just a second before telling a half truth, “I heard it’s good for hangovers.” I’d never told Jennifer about how much experience I had with nursing a person’s hangovers. Growing up, if my father wasn’t drunk, he was hungover. Bacon, eggs, sausage, hash browns, and toast with butter—and maybe a Bloody Mary, just to take the edge off.

      “Are you sure? You didn’t . . . form an attachment?”

      My false smile widened and I shook my head, the simple act causing bile to rise up my throat. Once I had it under control, I said, “I suspect, my darling, the only attachments I’ll be forming in the future are with my grandbabies, when or if you and your future husband decide to give me any.”

      She blushed. Even in the low light, I could see the red rise over her cheeks, and my smile grew a little less forced.

      Lord, if Cletus Winston isn’t worthy of my girl, please forgive me for murdering him, and also, please help me figure out how to hide the body.
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        “I am not young enough to know everything.”

        OSCAR WILDE

      

        

      

      When I came to, I thought I’d dreamt the whole thing. This lasted for a good five seconds before panic set in. It wasn’t a dream. Diane wasn’t here. She’d left, which meant she’d likely been wandering the halls without protection at some point.

      “Shit!” After jumping from the bed, I tugged on clothes, still stretching my shirt to pull over my head as I opened the door. But then I came up short.

      “Repo.”

      I blinked twice. “Twilight,” I said and took a step back, wishing I’d rubbed some sleep out of my eyes before bolting from the bed.

      After another few swift blinks, he came fully into focus. Our newest recruit always wore a pissed off expression, but this was something different. And he wasn’t supposed to be here. He was on assignment in Alabama.

      “A moment of your time?” He straightened from the wall where he’d clearly been waiting for me and strolled forward.

      “I can’t right now.” Straining my ears for shouts and screams, I moved forward to scan the hall. If someone had grabbed her, I hoped she was giving them holy hell right now.

      “She’s gone.”

      My eyes sliced back to Twilight and narrowed. “Who?”

      “My . . .” he lifted his chin, cold blue eyes drilling into me. “Diane Donner. She’s gone. Now, may I come in?”

      I didn’t mind the undercurrent of aggression in the younger man’s voice. I was too busy being relieved. It was stupid of her to leave without waking me. It was also stupid of her to come here in the first place, but now that I knew she’d been escorted out of the Dragon without incident, and by her son, I could breathe easier. She was safe. That’s all that mattered.

      If I hadn’t been in my present state, I would’ve held my ground. But the receding panic left me tired. And sore. I worked out on the regular, but last night had been . . .

      Well, that had been something altogether different. I reckoned the new generation of recruits considered me an old man now at almost fifty. But, good God, I hadn’t enjoyed myself like that in ages. Have I ever? Has any woman ever felt so good? Made me so crazy? I couldn’t recall anything or anyone that came close. Maybe Louisa?

      I frowned. No. Not even Louisa.

      As it was, I nodded, backed up, and gave the younger man room to enter.

      “Anyone touch her?” I asked. “Before you found her?”

      “No one but you, apparently.” He closed the door behind him. Facing me, his jaw ticked, the intent in his glare clear as fucking day.

      “Thank you, for seeing her out.” I took another step back. This kid wanted to beat the shit out of me—not that I blamed him. Finally pulling my shirt over my head, I quickly scanned the room for any trace of the woman who’d filled it earlier.

      “How long?”

      The sharp question had me bringing Twilight back into focus. “How long what?”

      His eyes darkened as his eyelids lowered by half, and when he spoke, his tone was a rake over gravel. “I’m a good soldier, Repo. I do what I’m told.”

      “You want me to throw you a parade?”

      “No. But I don’t want my—” He snapped his mouth shut, blue eyes frosty as they were fiery.

      I placed my hands on my hips, drawling, “Your what?”

      “When I signed up, I said I didn’t want Jennifer or Diane anywhere near this life. That was part of the deal. I join, they’re safe. Off limits.”

      I licked my bottom lip, tasting Diane there—her mouth, her skin, her pussy. Her smell was all over me, making it hard to think straight. Making everything hard. “Off limits,” I repeated, my voice dropping an octave and not by choice. Focus. “You hold your brothers in such high regard? Don’t want us near your kin?”

      Why I argued, I had no idea. Maybe it was simple instinct; I didn’t like being questioned or challenged. He was right, of course. That had been the deal, and it made just as much sense then as it did now. I didn’t want any of our MC brothers near Diane—or Jennifer—either.

      Twilight glared at me for a long moment. It felt menacing, but also assessing. This kid was tough as shit. He’d been stationed overseas and he’d seen action. He was also smart, but until this moment, he’d worked hard to hide it. I understood why. Being smart in a club makes you a threat to those that give the orders, and I gave the orders.

      “Some folks are made for the life, some aren’t. Jenn and Diane? They aren’t, and you know that.”

      “What are they made for?”

      “Tea parties and church socials.”

      “Oh now, I think your momma is made of sterner stuff than that.”

      Something flared behind the young man’s eyes, challenge and hatred, and I realized my misstep. He probably thought I was making a reference to what had happened between Diane and me last night, so I clarified. “She runs that lodge on her own. That’s big business.”

      “Now you want a cut of that business?”

      “No. That’s not—listen, Diane Donner can take care of herself, that’s all I meant.”

      “She can’t.”

      “She is a tough lady.”

      “She’s not.” Isaac shook his head, his voice a rasp that carried with it a warning.

      “She—”

      “She’s not!” he exploded, glaring those icicle eyes down at me. “She’s all smoke and mirrors and false bravado! It’s all fake. She’s as strong as a fucking kitten.” Isaac shoved his fingers through his hair, turning away as his face twisted with what looked like disgust. “She trusts too easily. Her loyalty is unshakable, but she gives it to the wrong people. She’ll fight like hell for others with iron in her veins, but never for herself.”

      I held real still, working to ignore the vice-like tightness around my throat and this time straining my ears for sounds of approaching footsteps. “You’re going to need to lower your voice, Twilight.”

      No one raised their voice to me. No. One. Not for any reason. Folks spoke calm or they didn’t speak at all. I didn’t like to be yelled at and I didn’t put up with it. It didn’t bother me when my brothers yelled at each other, but anyone who screamed at me lost the ability to use their voice box. Call it an oddity, call it a quirk, call it scars from an unfortunate youth, I didn’t care.

      However, if no one overheard this particular misstep, I wasn’t going to punish it. Just as long as Diane’s son checked himself.

      Twilight’s big shoulders rose and fell, breathing hard. He turned back to me but still obviously struggled to arrange his features into a stoic mask. “Repo, I haven’t known you long. But you’re . . .”

      “I’m what?”

      “You’re smart. You get shit done. You’re not ambitious. And you’re not a sociopath.” Twilight—Isaac—stared at me steadily, giving me the sense he was trying to communicate more than what was said.

      I nodded, understanding, and accepting the words for what they were and what they meant. This was as close as he probably felt comfortable calling me “a good guy.” No one in the club was really a good guy, but some were worse than others. Razor Dennings, our club president, was a sociopath. But Razor was also smart and ambitious. Yet, he didn’t get shit done. Unless you consider sitting around, throwing tantrums, cutting things and people, and being a scary motherfucker getting shit done.

      “So, I’m asking—” Isaac’s jaw ticked. “Do you intend to break her? Is that what you want?”

      I flinched at the unexpected question.

      He continued. “It won’t be hard. Someone like you? You wouldn’t even have to try. It’d take you a week, three days if you got the time.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears even as a swelling of guilt—yes, guilt—rose up to strangle my words. “You think so little of her?” I cleared my throat against the unusual sensation. “How could you think her so weak?”

      “No, not weak. Trusting. Soft.” Isaac tugged on the sleeves of his jacket, his eyes on the wall behind me. “She’s soft, or she was when I knew her, and there’s nothing wrong with that—for people like her.” His stare turned back to me, heavy with both a plea and a threat. “But not for people like us.”
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        ~Several Months Later~

      

      

      I wasn’t stalking her.

      I was following her. From a distance. Making sure she was okay. Keeping eyes on her. Just in case.

      Not stalking.

      It’s the same fucking thing, old man.

      Wiping a hand over my face, I glared at my reflection in the rear-view mirror of the club’s Mercedes Benz, the automobile I’d chosen for my respectable alter ego, Mr. Jake Carlyle, to be used when I visited the folks who unwittingly laundered our dirty money. But over the last few months, it was one of the cars I used to follow Diane Donner around East Tennessee.

      And I needed to stop.

      It hadn’t been premeditated the first time. I’d been leaving a sushi restaurant the week of New Years, just days after our one night together and my talk with Isaac—with Twilight. I’d told him I’d leave her be, and I’d meant it at the time.

      The sushi place in Knoxville was one of the small businesses where I invested our surplus of cash, and I’d spotted Diane across the strip mall parking lot, leaving the bank surrounded by a group of men and women in suits.

      As usual, Diane had been dressed to impress in a blue skirt and tailored jacket that I knew matched the color of her eyes, the shirt underneath black or dark brown. I wasn’t certain, but I suspected the shoes she wore might’ve been the same ones from our night together.

      Before I could suss out whether I was right, a woman came barreling out of the bank, yelling Diane’s name. I’d tensed, transfixed by the scene and stupidly ready to jump in should Diane need protection. The woman made to reach for her and several of the men blocked the woman’s path, lifting their hands to intervene.

      The woman stepped back, but she also kept on shouting, calling Diane names that made my blood boil. Diane showed no outward sign of distress, but it must’ve upset her. It upset me. In fact, it pissed me right off.

      Moments later, I sat in my car, driving some distance behind Diane all the way back to Green Valley. At one point I should’ve made a left toward the Dragon instead of a right toward the Donner Lodge. I’d figured there was no harm in making sure she made it back safely.

      Once she’d made it to the Lodge, I’d figured there was no harm in waiting for her to finish work, ensure she made it home safely.

      Once she’d made it home, I’d waited around to see if she left again, seeing as how I had no place else to be. Hours later, when she didn’t leave and the house lights went dark, I’d walked the perimeter of her property for reasons I couldn’t explain. Just to be sure, I’d told myself.

      After two laps around, I realized I’d been gone too long, and so I drove back to the compound. And that was meant to be that.

      But then, weeks later, news made it around town that Diane Donner had landed in the hospital. Someone hit her over the head and left her for dead next to Old Man Blount’s bee boxes. When I heard this news, the intensity of my anger blindsided me.

      I’d told myself I just needed to see her, to make sure she was okay, and I would only stakeout her house for a few days, to ensure the guilty party didn’t try anything else. But a few days became a few weeks, and a few weeks became a few months.

      And now here I was, sitting low in the Benz at the edge of the Donner Bakery parking lot, watching Diane and her daughter walk to their respective cars. I did this almost every night. Just like I tailed Diane to the Lodge almost every morning. Then I’d go about my day. Then I’d return to watch her leave. Then I’d walk the perimeter of her property at least three times before riding back to the Dragon and repeating the day all over again.

      I rarely used the same car twice in the same day and made a point of parking in different spots each time. Usually in the evenings I used my bike and left it at the bottom of the hill, then walked on foot through the woods until the Lodge came into view. Not tonight, obviously.

      But every single night, in the stretching minutes between arriving at the Lodge and Diane showing her face, I told myself that particular day would be the last. Yet, just as soon as she appeared—sometimes with her daughter, sometimes with her secretary, sometimes with Cletus Winston, but mostly on her own—I’d change my mind.

      And now I was officially a damn stalker.

      “You are a damn stalker, Jason Doe.” Tracking Diane until she slipped into her BMW, I gritted my teeth.

      I didn’t want anything from her. I honestly didn’t. I’d kept my promise to her son. I’d left her alone, I hadn’t approached her, I hadn’t spoken to her. I’d even gone so far as to deliberately ignore her.

      Once, when I’d been trailing her through downtown, I knew she’d seen me. I’d made a point to not look at her and I’d walked right on by.

      In the middle of a Saturday afternoon last month, I’d given Wolf’s Old Lady a ride to the store on my bike. By chance, Diane had been there. I’d made a show of being real friendly with Tamara, who’d been happy to play along, and I was fairly certain Diane had watched the whole show from her car.

      Isaac had been right when he said our life wasn’t for folks like her. I sure as hell didn’t want her in this life, and so the promise had been easy to keep. But, goddammit, someone needed to make sure Diane stayed safe.

      She was all alone. She lived by herself. Most everywhere she went, she was by herself. It eventually came out that her ex-husband, his mistress, and his mistress’s psychotic sister had been responsible for leaving Diane for dead by Old Man Blount’s bee boxes, but only one of them had taken the fall.

      Just the sister had been prosecuted for the crime and was currently serving jail time, leaving Diane’s ex and his girlfriend to roam free after a slap on the wrist for roughing up Diane’s daughter Jennifer. Now they were missing.

      I’d tried to track them down, but I couldn’t tap into the Wraiths’ resources or use our contacts without arising suspicion. And so, I reckoned, with Kip Sylvester and his mistress out there somewhere, someone needed to think about Diane’s safety.

      Her car pulled out of the space and left the lot. After her taillights faded, I counted to three and then followed. She made a quick stop at the Piggly Wiggly and shopped while I simultaneously scanned the lot for threats and grumbled at my own stupidity, at war with myself over a woman. A woman.

      There was only one woman I would stick my neck out for, the only person I would betray my club brethren for, the real reason I’d come to Green Valley in the first place. That woman was my biological daughter.

      I used to follow her around, too. Not every day, but once in a while. I’d show up to places I knew she’d be. I’d keep eyes on her. Seeing she was safe meant I slept better at night.

      But Jessica had left town just after Thanksgiving last year. I’d briefly considered following her out of town, leaving everything behind here, but that hadn’t seemed right. She was a grown woman. Our lives had always run parallel, and the time had come to let her go. Still, I would choose Jessica over anyone, anytime, anywhere. A weakness I’d made peace with long ago.

      But this? Following Diane Donner from home to work, from work to home, and spending too much time thinking about her welfare? I was not at peace with this shit.

      “Fuck me.” I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, watching her move the groceries from the cart into the trunk of her car, crushing the insane desire to stroll on over there and help her unload the bags.

      She walked the empty shopping cart all the way back to the store, just like she always did. She then reappeared and I watched her walk across the lot, her hips swaying, the tight fit of the calf-length skirt around her ass and thighs making the modest clothing item pleasingly indecent. She’d put on weight over the last few months and it more than suited her.

      Before slipping inside the driver’s side, she peeled off the matching jacket and hung it up in the back seat, leaving her in a white V-neck tank top. It was a hot day, mid-summer. She fanned herself, flipping her hair, longer now than it had been Christmas Eve. I watched her smile at a mother and baby; I watched her stop and talk to the local pastor’s wife; I watched her laugh at something one of the Williams brothers said as he walked by.

      Chris Williams. The cop. He was a flirt. He was also twenty years her junior, but the way he’d checked her out, I didn’t think he cared one lick if she was thirty or eighty.

      “What am I doing?” My hands tightened on the wheel. “She doesn’t need or want you looking out for her. Leave. Now.”

      I didn’t leave.

      I had no answers for myself.

      So, I stalked.
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        “There is a time in our lives, usually in mid-life, when a woman has to make a decision - possibly the most important psychic decision of her future life - and that is, whether to be bitter or not.”

        CLARISSA PINKOLA ESTÉS, WOMEN WHO RUN WITH THE WOLVES: MYTHS AND STORIES OF THE WILD WOMAN ARCHETYPE

      

        

      

      
        
        ~Several More Months Later~

      

      

      “You know what’s difficult?” The actress gracing my television screen sniffed, blinking away tears and lowering her eyes to the snowy sidewalk. “Loving you, Carter.” She shook her head and my heart twisted wistfully as she added on a whisper, “Loving. You.”

      The camera panned to the hero, his square jaw tense, his eyes and mouth betraying inner turmoil. Tall, dark, and handsome hurried forward and he embraced his love while emotion rushed to my eyes. The music swelled. He cupped her jaw. He kissed her.

      I sighed. My daughter also sighed. Ah . . . fictional love.

      I glanced at Jennifer, she glanced at me, and then we sighed together.

      “That was a good one.” Her eyes were shining, her smile blooming sweet and misty.

      Our tradition every December had always been to watch Hallmark Christmas Movies. Despite everything we’d been through over the last year, all the changes—good and bad—we hadn’t broken this tradition. I loved a good, heartfelt, uncomplicated, fictional romance. I always had. And so did my Jennifer.

      “Pass the clicker.” I made a grabbing motion with my hand, and she passed it over.

      “My favorite was the second one, with the animal shelter and the vet.” Jennifer’s smile was dreamy and warm.

      “That one was good. The production values are getting better every year.” I scootched forward on the sofa as my eyes moved over the mess of hot chocolate, marshmallows, and the remains of Jennifer’s fantastic gingerbread cookies.

      She’d used orange peel in the cookies, almond extract in the frosting, and candied ginger as part of the decoration—all her idea. I grinned at the spread of sugar. Everything we’d just eaten used to be contraband under this roof. My ex-husband hadn’t tolerated sweets in the house throughout our marriage. Truth was, he had me so keyed up about gaining weight, I’d spilled a lot of that anxiety over to my daughter. Shame on me.

      In the year since I’d kicked the bastard out, I’d put on fifteen pounds and enjoyed every single bite of the cakes and cookies and wine and cocktails that helped me get here. I hadn’t traveled yet, but I would soon. Once Jennifer was settled and married, I would take a year off and see the world. Or maybe more than a year. Maybe I’ll only come back to visit.

      “It’s getting late and the forecast called for snow overnight. Do you want any more of these gingerbread men?” Jennifer reached to wrap up the expertly decorated cookies.

      “Just leave them be.” I stood, shooing away her efforts to tidy. I hadn’t told my daughter about my travel plans yet. No reason to discuss such things now when her wedding should be the center of attention.

      “Momma, let me help clean up.”

      “No need. You’re right, it’s getting late. That man of yours will be storming in here any second if I don’t get you home on time.”

      Jennifer pressed her lips together, looking pleased but also suppressing laughter. She knew what I was talking about. “He didn’t storm in.”

      “He did too. And he was wielding an axe.”

      Jennifer laughed. “That was part of my Halloween costume.”

      “Red Riding Hood and the Woods-woman.” I lifted my eyes to the heavens.

      “Cletus made an adorable Red Riding Hood.” Jennifer pulled on her coat and turned for the door. “Admit it.”

      “He dressed up like the hood of a car, Jennifer. A red car. He’s a nut,” I said, because he was a nut. My soon-to-be son-in-law was one of a kind.

      “You know you adore him.” She prodded, wagging her eyebrows.

      “Of course I do. But I wish he wouldn’t hide mistletoe all over my house. If he wants to kiss his fiancée then he should kiss his fiancée. He doesn’t need to bring in a hemiparasitic plant or make up stories about it being good luck.”

      “He didn’t say it was good luck. He said it would—”

      “‘Deliver unto me a very merry Christmas.’ Yes. I remember his pronouncement.” I dismissed Cletus’s prediction and gazed at my daughter with warm affection. “I think I’ve found all of the bunches he left tied to the ceiling, thank goodness. Obviously he loves you. Actually, it’s obvious he more than loves you. He worships you. And I’m glad because I don’t want you to settle for anything less.”

      She gave me a tight, bracing smile, but said nothing. I knew why. She didn’t want me to continue; she didn’t want me to say what was on my mind.

      But I couldn’t help it.

      “And another thing—”

      “Oh dear Lord, please don’t say it!”

      “I hope he makes sure you orgasm before he does. Every. Single. Time. Do you hear me? A man—if he’s worth his salt—can do it. He can do it several times before, during, and after he pleases himself.” I spoke from experience.

      Granted, my experience was relatively new given my age, but it was real-world experience nevertheless. Kip, my ex, may have been as skilled as a handless, tongueless eunuch and as motivated as a sloth in a zoo. But I knew for a fact—FOR A FACT—that not all men were terrible between the sheets. In fact, some men were very, very good between the sheets.

      Or on top of the sheets.

      Or on top of a dresser.

      Or on the floor.

      “Momma . . .” Jennifer covered her face and shook her head. “Can we not talk about this?”

      “If that man truly values you, he’ll keep you satisfied. I don’t care how many times I have to say it, I don’t want you to—”

      “You don’t want me to waste twenty-six years without an orgasm and fifteen years without sex. Yes. I know,” she finished for me. Her soft voice held an edge of exhausted mortification.

      But I didn’t care if this discussion embarrassed her. “You need to stand up for yourself early on, otherwise men will just walk all over you and steal your feminine power.”

      Her hands fell away from her face. She opened her arms, an exasperated expression on her pretty features. “I have to go.”

      “You know I tell you these things because I care about you and your feminine power.” I wrapped my arms around her and squeezed as she groaned. Ignoring the sound, I continued, “I’m ashamed of myself that I never talked to you about these things, that it took your father cheating for me to open my eyes. You know I love my therapist, but I’m also still watching those videos and following that blog about sexual healing, and I think you should, too.”

      “I’m not watching your videos, momma.”

      “I wish you would. That woman is so knowledgeable, and she’ll teach you how to please yourself—”

      “I NEED TO LEAVE!”

      I may have held on too long, held her too tightly, but . . . I missed her. And I missed hugs.

      My ex may not have been good for much, but once my business started turning a good profit, he’d been free with his hugs. He’d been stingy with everything else, though. I’d recently tried to remember the last time we’d kissed and I couldn’t.

      In retrospect, given all the facts, I should have realized his abhorrence for good food was the first sign that his soul was black as midnight. I could have blamed my blindness on being so young when we got married, but I wouldn’t. I didn’t shirk my responsibility. I accepted and I learned from it, and I moved on. This last year had been all about guilt and making amends, learning to be better, learning how to do better. Next year would be all about moving on.

      The second sign of his dark heart was his antipathy about my satisfaction in the bedroom.

      And the third sign was how he treated our children.

      Actually, that hadn’t been a sign. How he treated my sweet children was a neon billboard, but I’d been too stupid and stubborn and—

      “Momma. Please. I have to go.”

      Sighing, I released my daughter, a stab of guilt making it difficult to breathe, and nodded. “All right. But be safe.”

      Jennifer gave me one more smile and I admired my beautiful daughter—beautiful inside and out—and couldn’t help but feel sad that she’d been forced to be strong in spite of her father, not because of him.

      She turned for the foyer and I trailed after her. “Are you warm enough? Can I send you home with anything?”

      “No. I’m good. Thank you, Momma.”

      “Okay.” I fretted. Watching Jennifer leave never got easier. I longed for the days of her childhood. I would have done so many things differently.

      So many things . . .

      Before I knew it, my girl was out the door, in her car, and waving from the driver’s seat. I waved back, pulling my cardigan tighter around my shoulders and rubbing my arms as I fought a shiver.

      It was cold. Cold to the tune of twenty-seven degrees and on the verge of snowing. Best she goes home now, before the roads get slick.

      Once her taillights disappeared down the driveway, I closed the door and locked it, allowing myself one more nostalgic sigh before turning for the living room, glancing at the Christmas tree, and crossing to the couch.

      I was alone. Picking up a cookie, I walked to my bedroom.

      Vilma Louise—the life coach I’d been following on social media since my separation—said that I needed to reclaim my feminine power. I’d given it away over the course of my bad marriage, given it to my husband every day I didn’t demand his respect and support, demand that he be a husband to me in all the ways that mattered.

      After I’d discovered Vilma Louise, I’d made a few reckless choices. One in particular that—though I didn’t regret it, didn’t regret him and what had happened between us—I realized now it hadn’t been healthy behavior.

      Sure, he’d administered my first orgasm with a man. And that same night he’d also given me my second, third, fourth, and fifth. But he wasn’t . . . well, we weren’t suited. And that was that.

      Vilma Louise had warned her followers many times, saying the worst thing to do after the end of a marriage was jump into bed with someone else, to try filling the void with another person, and I’d done just that. But now I knew better. The next person I had sex with would be someone who wanted me, not someone I’d thrown myself at in a moment of weakness.

      I was done being weak for men.

      Therefore, Mr. Repo and our night together were firmly in the past. As part of my healing process, I found pleasure in myself whenever I noticed being alone. It was part of learning to love myself, who I was. I needed to be not just enough, but more than that. I was my best friend, my best partner, my best lover.

      I took this advice very seriously and credited it with the permanent, satisfied smile I wore most days.

      With the warm feelings still floating around in my belly from five hours of Hallmark movies, I crossed to my dresser and took out a black nightie trimmed with red lace, divested myself of clothes, and took my time slipping it on.

      Then I let my hair down, eying myself in the mirror and wondering for maybe the hundredth time since separating from Kip whether or not I should dye it red. I’d always wanted to be a redhead. I’d talked about it for years, but Kip said no one would take me seriously if I did.

      Well, screw him.

      I decided then and there that I would make an appointment with Darla after Jennifer’s wedding in the spring and dye my hair red as a cardinal’s feathers. I left my bedroom dressed only in the nightie, because why not? I was by myself and it was five days after Christmas. I’d taken the entire week off from work. I could walk around this house naked as a possum if I wanted. No one would see or care.

      I tiptoed to the living room, grabbed another cookie, and washed it down with a cup of eggnog—the good stuff with generous amounts of rum and brandy, not the store-bought imitation for Baptists and Seventh Day Adventists—then packed away the remainder of our picnic.

      But I did grab the bottle of brandy and a lowball glass.

      As soon as the living room was tidy, I claimed the chair closest to the gaslit fireplace, snuggled under a blanket, poured myself two fingers of brandy, and picked up my e-reader.

      Since Jennifer’s relationship with Cletus Winston, I’d become friendly with his only sister, Ashley. She was helping me plan Jennifer and Cletus’s engagement party and the wedding. Anyhow, Ashley was a reader and she’d given me a list of the best sexy books to read during my alone time. Suffice it to say, Ashley Winston-Runous was now one of my favorite people on the planet.

      The wind kicked up, whistling through the trees and rattling the windows. I noticed the snow coming down just before I lost myself in my book. About a half-hour later, the lights flickered off, then on, then off again. I glanced around, seeing they weren’t coming back on, and shrugged. I had my fire, blanket, and brandy to keep me warm. My e-reader was fully charged and backlit. If need be, I could sleep by the fireplace.

      An hour passed. Then another. Maybe another after that. I didn’t know. I lost track of time. It was a real good book. The plot was better than the sex scenes, so I kept on reading. I was just coming to the second to last chapter—where all the good stuff happens—when a knock sounded on my front door.

      Startled, I glanced at the clock over the fireplace. It was past midnight.

      Now who in tarnation—

      Another knock followed, louder this time and lasting for a longer period of time.

      Frowning, I reluctantly set my e-reader to one side and wrapped myself in the large blanket. The unknown person knocked a third time, even more insistent than before.

      “I hear you, I hear you. Keep your britches on,” I muttered, making sure the blanket covered me from neck to ankle, then squinted through the peephole.

      Oh my God . . .! It was dark, and I couldn’t see his face, but I knew who it was. Startled, I stiffened and reared back, my heart jumping to my throat.

      “Diane?” he called, his Texas drawl meeting my ears and melting bones.

      I blinked into the darkness, holding my breath, unsure how to proceed. I’d spotted Mr. Repo a few times over the past year. We lived in the same township, after all. Of course, I’d been looking for him, but that was beside the point.

      Then what is the point?

      The point is as follows: I’d left him asleep in that bed last Christmas just before dawn, sneaking out of the bar thanks to my son and making it all the way home before bursting into tears. And then, when I saw him next, walking down Main Street toward Walnut, his eyes had skipped right over me, like I didn’t exist. And then, the next time I saw him, coming out of the Piggly Wiggly two months later, he’d had a woman waiting for him on the back of his bike.

      In summary, my point is . . . I don’t think I have a point.

      “Open the door, gorgeous,” he said. “It’s cold out here.”

      Swallowing nerves and apprehension, I called back, “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Mr. Repo. Kindly remove yourself from my porch.”

      I bit my bottom lip, straining my ears, and waited. Only silence greeted me.

      I checked the peephole again and, sure enough, he’d stepped off the porch. The silhouette of him lingered at the edge of it. I could tell by how he was standing that he was, in truth, very cold. My heart pinged at the sight.

      I watched him sigh, his breath a cloud of faint white illuminated by the full moon. It was still snowing—a lot—and his black leather jacket was dotted with snowflakes.

      “Diane, my bike is under a tree off the main road near your drive.” He lifted his voice, explaining, and I watched him rub his forehead with gloved fingers; the big biker sounded mighty tired. “I spun out on the black ice and crashed. I’m not injured, but my cell don’t work. The bike won’t start. It’s too far to walk back to town or to the club. The only other houses on this stretch are the sheriff and the Winstons, and I ain’t knocking on either of those doors past midnight. I’d get shot. Or worse.”

      I pressed my palm to my heart, willing it to slow and stepped back from the peephole, my other hand automatically lifting to the deadbolt. But I didn’t turn it. A war waged within me.

      On the one hand, he was a dangerous man. Second in command of the Iron Wraiths. I knew he had a gun on him, likely more than one. He did bad things and ordered others to also do bad things. And he was unrepentant. The man lived hard and fast.

      But I also knew he made love soft and slow. And then he made love hard and fast. And then he took requests afterward for one or the other.

      “Now, gorgeous, I’m asking you to please let me in. Because it’s colder than a witch’s tit out here and I might be literally freezing to death.”

      Shoot.

      He was right and that decided things. I couldn’t leave him outside to freeze to death.

      Gripping the blanket tight to my throat with one hand, I unlocked the deadbolt, took a deep breath, and opened the door.
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        “When I was your age, television was called books.”

        WILLIAM GOLDMAN, THE PRINCESS BRIDE

      

        

      

      He stood at the edge of the porch, his hands on his hips, his chin tilted up to look at me, and he was so damn handsome I had to press a palm against my galloping heart.

      “Come on in, then. I can’t have you freeze to death in my front yard,” I said tightly, wanting to be clear that I was only allowing him to enter my house under dire circumstances. But then, not liking how rude that sounded, I added, “Have you had supper?”

      I didn’t see his smile. I felt it. I felt it in the air, how it shifted, how the snow hurried to the earth and fell both quickly and quietly. For some reason, how the snow journeyed to the ground struck me as poignant, or important. But before I could think too much about it, Repo was climbing my porch stairs.

      His motorcycle boots made barely a sound and soon he was almost to the door. I backed up two steps, holding the door open and letting him pass.

      Now, I was not a tall woman. I was a short woman. At five feet even, I’d grown accustomed to wearing four inch heels over the course of my life. My ex was five foot eight, fine-boned, and worked his whole life in an office—and that had suited me just fine. I’d liked that he never overwhelmed me physically.

      The last time I’d seen Repo I’d been wearing the aforementioned four-inch heels. And I’d been tipsy on rage. Presently, I didn’t have any shoes on. So, a six-foot male with a big frame, broad shoulders, and undoubtedly accustomed to manual labor felt like a goliath.

      Regardless, I refused to be intimidated. I was Diane Donner. I was one of the most successful and influential persons of property and business in East Tennessee—aside from Dolly and Daisy Payton and the Leffersbees.

      Repo paused just beyond the front door, glancing around the darkness like he could see just fine by the moonlight filtering in through the windows. I closed the door, not letting myself think about who I’d just allowed into my house and what we’d done the last time we were alone.

      No.

      I would not think about that. I would not think about how he’d made me watch him, how he’d touched me, how his large, tanned, rough hands had looked on my body. I would not think about how he’d savored my skin and palmed my breasts and knelt down and—

      “No,” he said, startling me.

      I glanced at Repo over my shoulder, feeling flushed. “No?”

      “No.” We were standing very close, so I both saw and felt his eyes move over my face as he spoke. “No, I haven’t had supper,” came his quiet reply.

      “Oh,” I said on a short exhale, realizing quite suddenly that in addition to my racehorse of a heart, I was now out of breath. “Let’s get you, uh, fed.” I marched past him, calling over my shoulder, “Take your shoes off, if you please. And there’s brandy in the living room. Help yourself.”

      In the kitchen, I switched my brain to autopilot and lit a few candles so I could see. I then made the man a turkey sandwich with leftovers from Christmas. Jennifer had brought three kinds of pie, so I cut him a slice of each—pumpkin cinnamon, rum pecan, and coconut custard—and grabbed a napkin and fork from the drawer. Arranging everything on a tray, and adding a few candles for good measure, I carried it to the living room.

      I stopped short, my mouth growing inexplicably dry at the sight of his broad back. Warming himself by the fire, the big man didn’t turn as I entered, but I saw he’d taken off his shoes as requested. He’d also removed his jacket and gloves, leaving him in dark jeans, dark socks, and a charcoal grey thermal that highlighted how wide his shoulders were and how his midsection tapered to narrow hips.

      He was so . . . so . . . manly. Manly in a way I’d rarely been exposed to over the course of my steady, straightforward life.

      My ex hadn’t been manly. Sure, he’d been in good shape. He’d exercised and taken good care of his body. I thought he’d been enlightened. I thought he’d been sensitive, an advocate for equal opportunity and women’s rights, proud of me for being the breadwinner and happy to spend the money. But he hadn’t. He’d used the guise of feminism to hide his weakness, selfishness, and impotency.

      My father was a drunk and a dissolute disappointment. He’d been a philanderer, soft and spoiled, having stepped out on my mother countless times. I didn’t consider him manly either. Quite the opposite. He was weak and bitter.

      My grandfather was manly. Of note was he’d been seventy when I was born. I’d only known him in his later years.

      The Sheriff was manly in a way that reminded me of Repo now, so was Fire Chief McClure. And they were both happily married to exceptional women. Those Winston boys were also manly. Yet they were young. So very young.

      But Repo . . . not too old, not too young, not married. Like baby bear’s porridge, he was just right.

      Except, you know, a criminal who pretends you don’t exist when he’s walking down Main toward Walnut.

      “You look like you don’t know whether to check your ass or scratch your watch.”

      “Pardon?” I blinked at him, realizing I’d been standing at the precipice of the room, lost to my thoughts about manliness.

      He cracked a half smile. His dark brown eyes, illuminated only by firelight, moved over me with plain amusement. The flames highlighted the angles and lines of his handsome face, making him look distinguished instead of disreputable.

      Repo’s attention lingered on my neck and chest, his shoulders rising and falling with a deep breath before saying quietly, “Never mind. Let me help you with that tray.”

      “Oh. Oh no. I’ve got it.” I crossed to the coffee table and placed it on the surface, removing the candles and setting them on the table to give us some extra light. I then checked my side table for the brandy. He hadn’t touched it. “Let me get you a glass. Do you want a blanket?”

      “No, thank you.” The big man cleared his throat, like he’d wanted to say something else but had abstained due to superior self-control.

      I felt his eyes on me as I moved to the sideboard to select a tumbler, noticing that the blanket around my shoulders had become loose. I wrapped it more firmly around myself, then poured a double for my guest before turning and placing it on the coffee table next to his tray.

      “Please. Sit.” I gestured to the sofa as I reclaimed my place on the chair by the fire, tucking my legs under me. “Eat.”

      His gaze moved over me for a lingering moment, and I watched his chest rise and fall with another voluminous breath before he finally strolled to the sofa, sat, and studied the tray of food.

      “This looks . . .” He swallowed, his tongue darting out to lick his lips. “This looks delicious. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I studied him as I sipped my brandy, inwardly smiling at this rough man and his unexpected display of good manners. The last time we’d been together, he hadn’t been so well-behaved. At one point, I believe he’d told me to, and I quote, “Shut up.”

      Granted, I’d shown up at a biker bar, dressed like a loose woman, looking for trouble. In my fine house, surrounded by my fine things, everything was different. We’d been in his world then; we were in my world now.

      He ate in silence for a bit, his eyes studying the room, seemingly cataloging all my belongings. At length, when the sandwich was gone and so were slices of pie, he lifted his chin toward a painting above my head.

      “Is that a Wyeth?”

      I didn’t need to check the painting to answer, but I was surprised he’d recognized the artist. “Yes. Andrew Wyeth.”

      His steady gaze lowered to me and his mouth, framed by his salt and pepper beard, hitched on one side. “Don’t sound so surprised, gorgeous. I’m not as dumb as I look.”

      I tilted my head back and forth in a considering motion. “You don’t look dumb, Mr. Repo.”

      “Really?” He grinned, a flash of white teeth, a twinkle in his eye. His voice lowered an octave as he asked, “What do I look like, then?”

      “Complicated,” I answered without thinking too much about it.

      “Funny. I was just thinking the same thing about you.” His grin deepened and one of his eyebrows inched higher than the other.

      I ignored that leading statement, because it couldn’t lead anywhere productive, and changed the subject back to art. “Where’d you learn about Andrew Wyeth?”

      His grin fell, just a smidge, and he wiped his mouth with the napkin, leaning back on the sofa.

      I didn’t really expect him to answer, so I was surprised when he turned his gaze to the fire and said, “A woman, not unlike you, thought I required some culture. She thought . . . well, she thought I’d benefit from an education that extended to subjects beyond my upbringing.” He glanced at his hands, huffing a humorless laugh. “She thought she could make me something different. Something better.”

      “Better than what?” I had so many questions, but this one felt like the most pressing.

      His eyes cut to mine and I felt the weight of them instantly, like a touch. Like he’d grabbed me with both hands.

      “Oh, now Diane. You know the answer to that.” His tenor was low, gravelly, and he gestured mildly to my house as his mouth curved in a sardonic smile. “I’m dirt in your fingernails, gorgeous. No use being polite about it.”

      I frowned at his assessment of himself. “That’s an overly dramatic simplification, Mr. Repo.”

      “Whatever you say.” He shrugged, his tone still gentle yet holding an unmistakable edge of acrimony.

      We stared at each other for a time—me watching him, him being watched, neither of us willing to speak.

      Lord help me, I was curious. I wasn’t usually the curious sort, more interested in the doing of things rather than the pondering of things. If a task required more than a half-hour of thought, I was of the mind that it should be delegated. Let an expert handle the details and just give me the summary.

      But not tonight. Not with him. Not in the dark. Not after two glasses of brandy, a sexy book on my mind, and silk on my skin.

      It was almost one year to the day since I’d walked into the Iron Wraith’s club. Last December I’d called it a Christmas present to myself. I might’ve spent the twelve months since engaging in healthy behaviors, but the memory of my indulgence, with him, had never been far from my mind. And I wanted to know the truth, about so many things.

      So, I blurted, “Why did you agree to my request last year? When I showed up at the club?”

      His eyebrows jumped a tick on his forehead, his eyes widening a smidge. But his features smoothed otherwise, the tension in his shoulders dissipating. Though the question seemed to surprise him, apparently it also relaxed him.

      “What a ridiculous question.” He both smiled and frowned at me, his eyes skating down then up my form.

      “How so?”

      “A beautiful woman walks into my club, dressed like you were—”

      “How was I dressed?”

      “Like you wanted to get laid.”

      “I guess I said as much, didn’t I?” I mused, grinning and laughing despite myself and the memory. Or maybe because of it. “Okay, go on.”

      He chuckled and the deep rumble made me shiver, sent spikes of lovely feminine awareness racing over my skin.

      “What else is there to say?”

      “What were you thinking? When you saw me?”

      “I was surprised to see you there.” He paused, his eyes narrowing like he was debating his words.

      He bit his lip, chewed on it, his gaze growing distant and hazy as though he were remembering all those months ago.

      Finally, he said, “And I didn’t want you to cause any trouble.”

      “Did I cause trouble?”

      He gave me the slow-spreading, mischievous grin I remembered from the last time we were together, the one that had completely disarmed me and made me forget to be nervous. “More than you know,” he finally said.

      I liked his answer, so I pressed for more information. “And what about when we were alone? What were you thinking then?”

      He shrugged. “At that point, I just wanted to touch you, make you feel good.”

      My smile widened. A tingling warmth spread from chest to my fingertips and low in my belly. “And so you did.”

      “Yes. I did.” His grin waned even as his gaze heated. Repo swept his eyes over me, or what he could see of me wrapped in the blanket. “And then you disappeared.”

      I tilted my head to the side, again his stare feeling like a touch, like he was grabbing me with both hands. “I didn’t disappear. We live in the same place.”

      He chuckled again, but this time it was devoid of humor. “No.”

      “No?”

      “No, Diane. We do not live in the same place.” He leaned forward, his elbows connecting with his knees, his hands clasped in front of him.

      Lifting an eyebrow, I challenged, “We most certainly do. In fact, it’s less than fifteen miles between my house and your club.”

      “Worlds apart,” he countered simply, but he looked amused.

      I scoffed. “That’s nonsense.”

      “Nope. That’s reality, gorgeous.”

      “So that’s why you never—never tried to contact me? After?” I didn’t feel vulnerable or insecure about our lack of interaction afterward. But I was curious. Simply . . . curious.

      He didn’t respond right away. Instead, he watched me, and I noticed his breathing had become shallow.

      I pressed, “Do you do that often?”

      “What?”

      “Have mind-blowing sex with women and then move on to the next?”

      “Mind blowing?”

      “Yes. Mind blowing. Earth shattering. Life altering.” I stood, waving my hand through the air for emphasis, and crossed to the sideboard. I needed more brandy for this conversation.

      He stood too, grabbing his glass which I hadn’t realized until that moment was empty, and shadowed my steps. I uncapped the liquor and turned, finding him closer—and taller—than I’d expected. But I didn’t miss a beat. I refilled his glass, then I refilled mine, then I clinked our tumblers together and angled my chin so I could catch his eyes.

      As it turns out, I didn’t need to catch anything. He was giving them to me willingly.

      “So, tell me, is this your modus operandi? If so,” I clinked our glasses together again, “on behalf of underserviced women everywhere, allow me to extend a sincere thanks.”

      Before I could bring the glass to my lips, Repo set his tumbler on the side table and wrapped his large hand around my wrist, staying my movements. He shifted a step closer, and I noticed his gaze had grown hooded as it traveled from my lips to eyes.

      “Diane,” he whispered, his other hand moving to the blanket covering my shoulder. “Are you drunk?”

      I shook my head, my heart all at once in my throat, my chest both heavy and light. “Not yet.”

      “Good.” He nodded faintly, guiding my hand to the table and placing my glass next to his. “Because I’m going to tell you something and I want you to remember it tomorrow.”

      “Repo—”

      “My name is Jason,” he said gruffly.

      “Okay. Jason.” I swallowed and nodded quickly as he gripped the blanket and tugged. I felt it slip over my shoulders and fall away, yet I made no move to grab it. I couldn’t. I was trapped, a thrilling sense of déjà vu holding me hostage.

      “The answer is no.”

      “No?”

      “No.” He formed the word slowly, meticulously, as though imparting a profound truth with great care. “I do not entertain women often. Or at all. I do not take a woman to one of my rooms, and then kneel before her—ever—I do not eat pussy, and I do not wait for a woman to come three times before taking my turn and becoming crazy with how badly I want to do it again. All of it.”

      By the end of his speech I was panting. And incredibly turned on. I wondered if anyone in the history of the world had ever been as turned on as I was right that minute. Probably not.

      Not helping matters, Repo—I mean Jason—had replaced his hand on my shoulder as soon as the blanket fell away, his thumb pulling the strap of my nightie down my arm, baring my breast. He cupped me. I moaned.

      “Now,” he said, no longer whispering; his deep voice wasn’t loud, but it also wasn’t soft, “I’m going to kiss you. Everywhere. But not because I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind since last year, since last Christmas when you walked into my club.”

      I shivered, my eyelids half blinking, and I swayed towards him. “Then, wh-why are you going to kiss me?”

      “Because . . .” He bent, turning me, pressing my back against the high table as his hands slipped down my body to my thighs. “We’re standing under the mistletoe.”

      I stared at him. Then I lifted my eyes and saw he was right.

      The mistletoe. My son-in-law’s mistletoe. The one he’d hid in my house. The one I’d missed. The one he’d predicted would deliver unto me a very merry Christmas.

      I gasped just before Jason’s lips met mine, just before he captured my moan and my newly filled glass of brandy fell from the table and crashed to the carpet.
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        “Midlife: when the Universe grabs your shoulders and tells you, ‘I’m not f-ing around, use the gifts you were given.’”

        DR. BRENÉ BROWN

      

        

      

      A nightie.

      A fucking nightie.

      That’s what she’d been wearing under the blanket, and nothing else. If our first time had felt like a fantasy, this moment was straight out of my dreams. God, she felt good. So fucking good. Her little whimper as I massaged her tits and claimed her mouth made me crazy. I must’ve been crazy, because this was never supposed to happen.

      I’d promised her son and myself. I’d planned to keep that promise. I’d kept my distance for a year. And if I hadn’t spun out tonight on my way over here to check in on her, to walk her property in the snow and convince myself all was well, then I’d still be keeping my distance.

      You never should’ve come.

      I’d stopped following her. In September, I’d stopped. I’d made myself do it, volunteering for a shit job out of town, and when I’d returned, I’d broken the habit. But then I’d overheard two of the recruits saying they’d seen Kip Sylvester’s mistress hanging around the Donner Lodge the week before Christmas. They’d been at the Lodge scouting a patch of land in the forest to the north as a neutral zone for a meet up with a different club.

      My self-control wavered. I told myself I’d check in on Diane for one week, and then I’d stop. That’s what I’d told myself.

      She whimpered again and grabbed my wrist as I fingered her pussy, testing how ready she was, because I was more than ready. I was a year past ready.

      “Wait. Wait. Hold on now.” Diane twisted her face, wrenching her mouth from mine and gasping.

      I turned my wrist and captured her hand, bringing her palm to the front of my pants so she could feel what she did to me. She shivered.

      “I’m tired of waiting,” I growled, bending to taste her neck as we stroked my cock together. “I want you.”

      “Whoa—okay, okay, okay. Just—ah!” She made a squeaking sound when my mouth closed over the center of her breast and I tongued her nipple, leaving her capable palm at my fly while I circled her clit with my middle finger.

      I wanted to touch her everywhere. I needed to feel her, see her beneath me, spread open wide, taking every inch of my cock. Her hips rocked, searching; her body arched, begging; her hand gripped me, stroking.

      But then, she stopped. She froze. She pushed me away. And she rushed to the other side of the room, placing the couch between us as she pulled up the strap of that sexy as sin, flimsy, basically see-through nightie.

      Before tonight is over, I’m taking that thing as a souvenir.

      “You stay there.” Breathing hard, she held her hands out. “And I’ll, uh, stand here.”

      Her eyes darted all over the dimly lit space, never settling. Unable to hold still, she paced back and forth behind the couch, tugging a hand through her hair and twisting her fingers.

      I also breathed hard, and I felt like I’d face-planted into a wall of concrete. Reality settled on my shoulders like a plane crash. I’d broken all my promises, and though I couldn’t be sorry about it, I knew I should leave. If I stayed, I’d do everything in my power to seduce her. And the way I was feeling, I didn’t know if I’d be able to leave her in the morning.

      So I said, “I should leave.”

      “What?” She spun to face me, her eyebrows pulled low. “No! No. Absolutely not. It’s a frozen hellscape out there right now. Just give me a minute to think.”

      “Take your time.” I would leave. I’d wait for the right moment, just as soon as she left to put on more clothes. Then I’d figure out how not to freeze to death in the dark while walking miles to the compound.

      “I—I have some thoughts.” She continued to face me, she also continued to twist her fingers. “And there’s some things that need saying between us . . . apparently.”

      I swallowed around the residual lust and nodded. Under no circumstances would I touch her again. Touching her made me lose my mind. And break all my promises.

      “The simple fact of the matter is, I am not the same woman who showed up at your bar last year. That woman was hurt, but she was also incredibly angry and bitter. I am not her.” Diane stepped closer to the couch, placing her hands on the back of it.

      “Okay.” I nodded again, her words helping a great deal to sober my thoughts. She didn’t want a repeat, she didn’t want me. This news was not surprising, even if it did hit me right in the gut.

      “For one”—she lifted her chin proudly—“I have more respect for myself. I know better what I want.”

      “Fine. Message received.”

      Her frown returned, more severe than before. “What? Wait—no. How can you receive a message when I’m not finished sending it? Please let me just get all this out. Okay?”

      “Sure.”

      The least I could do was listen after grabbing her like a maniac. And maybe I needed these words too. Maybe I needed to hear the rejection so I’d get it through my thick skull that she was not mine to think about, to worry over, to protect. Then I’d leave her alone for good.

      “My point is, I’ve had a long-term relationship and it was a disappointment in every way it possibly could be. And maybe I’m old fashioned, maybe I’m naïve when it comes to matters of the heart, but I can’t help who I am.”

      I set my hands on my hips and heaved a silent sigh. “Just say it, Diane.”

      Her fingers seemed to dig into the back of the couch. “I want someone to court me.”

      And there it was.

      I continued staring at her, counting the seconds as they ticked by. Why she couldn’t just say, I don’t want you, you’re not good enough for me, I had no idea. Did she think I needed to be let down gently?

      Well, now. That would be a first.

      “I want dinners and flowers,” she went on. “And picnics and romantic gestures. I don’t want to constantly be making excuses for someone, for their lack of ability or skill or generosity.”

      “Diane. You don’t need to say anything else.”

      “I don’t?” Her features brightened and she approached the arm of the couch; my eyes snagged on her stiff nipples, barely concealed by the thin layer of silk. “You understand what I mean?”

      “Yes.” I tore my eyes away, no point in torturing myself. “You mean you don’t want me.”

      “What?” she snapped, her head tilting to the side like she needed to inspect me from a different angle. “No! No, you irritating man. Did I say that? That’s not at all what I’m saying!”

      I glanced over her head toward the room’s exit, impatient to get going. I didn’t belong here. “Then what do you mean?”

      “I mean I want you.”

      My eyes cut back to hers and as I waited for the but, for the rejection—because there was always a but followed by a rejection—and I ignored the tightness seizing my chest and what it might mean.

      When she kept on looking at me, as though expecting a reaction, I prompted, “But?”

      “But nothing.” She placed her hands on her hips, her tone salty, impatient.

      “There’s always a but,” I said stupidly.

      “Fine. Yes. Okay. There is a ‘but.’” Her eyes moved like she might roll them but stopped when they reached the ceiling. “I want you. But . . . only if you want me the same way.”

      I stared at her. It’s all I could do because I was so damn confused.

      Meanwhile, she peeked at me, nibbling her bottom lip, looking sinfully gorgeous in her little nightie that showcased every delectable curve.

      “Do you . . . want me?” The uncertainty in her voice, the vulnerability, hit low in my stomach.

      “What?” I choked out. Was hers a real question? How could she not know how much I wanted her? Hadn’t I just kissed the hell out of her? Hadn’t her breast just filled my palm? Hadn’t I just literally said the words, I want you?

      Her tongue flicked out to lick her lips and she stepped fully around the couch, her eyes huge. “I’ve been in a lonely, one-sided romance before. I don’t want that. I want something deep, something meaningful for both people involved. I’m not saying we have to get married. Lord knows, I’ve had enough marriage to last a lifetime. I don’t think I’ll ever get married again. What I’m talking about is something real, authentic, passionate, but also—above all else—loving. Because what I’ve never had, what I’ve never known, is that.”

      “I . . . don’t understand.” Did I hit my head? Am I really here?

      Diane took a deep breath and then said loudly, “I want a relationship,” like the words were a painful confession and the only way she could speak them out loud was by near shouting them.

      I stared at her for a moment longer before finally asking, “With who?”

      Her lips twitched. “With you.”

      What? “With me.”

      “Yes. But a real one, not just—and I can’t believe I’m saying this—not just sex.”

      I barely heard a word she’d said, instead repeating, “With me,” again, because the very idea was ludicrous. A relationship with me? Is she crazy?

      “Yes. With you. As I’ve said.”

      “But . . . Why?”

      “What do you mean, why?” She frowned, though amusement sparked behind her blue eyes. “Have you met you?”

      I could do nothing but stare at her and blink, unable to absorb the meaning of her words. Was this a joke?

      Fortunately or unfortunately, Diane seemed to have no problem spelling things out. “You’re smart, clever. You make me laugh. You’re good at flirting—extremely good at flirting. And you’re capable, competent, cool under pressure. That’s big for me. That’s number one. I swear, there’s more billionaires on this planet than capable men. You are great in bed and have an appetite that matches mine, both in the bedroom and in the kitchen. And I’m talking about good food, none of that low-fat garbage.” She gestured to my empty plate on the coffee table before settling her hands on her hips. “Also, look in a mirror.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. Plus, you seem to like me, even though most folks think I’m arrogant and bossy. Which, they’re right about. I am. And I’m learning how to embrace it. This is the year of me embracing who I am and what I want.”

      “Diane—”

      “Jason.”

      I couldn’t keep up, so I stated the obvious, “I am not for you.”

      “Oh really? Why? Am I too old for you?”

      “What? No!”

      “Then why? Is it because I’m bitchy?”

      “No,” I spoke between clenched teeth and without thinking too much about my words. “I don’t consider confident women bitchy. I happen to enjoy confidence.”

      “I thought you might.” She gave me a smile that looked both knowing and contemplative. “Then what is it? Am I too short? Too thin? Too fat?”

      “You’re perfect and you know it.”

      She clapped her hands together, tucked them under her chin, and gave a happy squeal as stars blossomed behind her eyes. “You think I’m perfect? Then what’s the problem?”

      “Diane, I’m—” I dug my fingers into my hair. Where do I start? Garbage. Worthless. So far beneath her. I meant what I’d said earlier; I was the dirt under her nails. Unworthy.

      “What? A Scorpio? Please don’t be a Scorpio. My astrological sign does not mesh well with Scorpios.”

      Rather than laugh, I blurted, “A criminal, Diane. I am a criminal.”

      “So?”

      “That’s not going to be a problem for you?”

      She seemed to consider the question for two seconds before responding, “I don’t think so, as long as you’re not hurting anybody.”

      “Do you realize how ridiculous that sounds? That’s what criminals do. We hurt people.”

      “Well. Okay. Fine.” She threw her hands in the air. “You’re a criminal. You hurt people. So noted.”

      “So noted?”

      “Yes. So noted.”

      “Just like that? You’re okay with me hurting people?” I definitely hit my head. This couldn’t be happening. She would never say these words.

      “Not really, but thanks for the heads up.”

      I exhaled my disbelief. “This is not a heads up, Diane. You’ll have to be okay with it, because I’m not changing.”

      “Did I ask you to change?” She placed a hand on her chest, sounding affronted. “Didn’t I just finish telling you all the things I like about you? If you feel the need to be a criminal, that’s your business. And if I feel the need to be a vain glutton, spending a ridiculous amount of money on shoes I don’t need instead of giving the money to charity where it’ll help folks and do some good, then that’s my business. You know how many people are food insecure in this country? And I have over one hundred pairs of designer shoes. See? We’re both sinful in our own way. So what? We’ll go to hell together with smiles on our faces.”

      I tucked my lips between my teeth to keep from laughing and lowered my chin to my chest. This woman bent reality to suit her ambitions. I didn’t know if I was frustrated by her flawed logic or charmed by her determination. Either way, if she’d been a man, she would’ve made an excellent addition to the Wraiths. Hell, she’d probably be running everything.

      “Besides,” she went on, “you being a criminal and what you do with other people is beside the point. I’m talking about you and me. Us. Not other people.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “No, Diane. You can’t live your life pretending like other people don’t exist.”

      She crossed her arms, giving me a look of defiance that sent arousal straight south. I loved that look. It heated my bones and made me want to fuck it right off her face.

      “Why the hell not?” She jutted out her chin. “Don’t you pretend other people don’t exist? Why do you get to ignore other people and I don’t?”

      Ignoring my body’s building reaction to her, I removed myself a step. “I may ignore the people in your circles, but I have responsibilities to the people in mine. I do not live my life free of others, or their expectations.”

      “But don’t you wish you could?” Her gaze turned beseeching. “Don’t you wish you could just tell everyone to go to hell?”

      I shut my trap, grinding my jaw. Her question hit a nerve. In the past, I’d taken extended breaks from the Wraiths. I’d left for months, explored new places, immersed myself in the life and culture. One of the reasons I’d been so loyal to the brotherhood was because of the freedom.

      But that had all changed. I couldn’t leave them unsupervised anymore. They did stupid, evil shit when I was gone, and I always came home to a giant mess.

      In Diane’s examination of me, she seemed to sense a weakness, seemed to understand my desire to escape from this prison I’d created for myself, and could tell my lack of freedom was a sore spot.

      She exploited it. “I spent the first half of my life worried about other people and look where it got me. Maybe I don’t want to think about other people anymore—except my kids, of course. But everyone else? No, thank you. They can take their opinions and jump in a lake. Maybe it’s time for me to just take what I want.”

      I inspected her, confusion and disbelief warring with hope and selfishness. “And you want me.”

      “Yes. I want you. But only if—”

      “I want you the same.” She didn’t seem to realize, but I wasn’t finishing her sentence. I stated a fact. I wanted her. I wanted what she offered.

      “Correct.” She nodded and it looked a little jerky, excited, nervous. “Like I said, dinners and flowers and courtship.”

      “From me.”

      “From you. But also—” Her voice cracked and she cleared her throat, her eyes wide and earnest. “I want to do the same for you. I’d make you breakfast when you spend the night. I’d buy you gifts. I’d take care of you, too. I want someone to take care of.”

      “You’re crazy,” I said, my heart in my throat, and I didn’t know if I was speaking to her or to myself. I was considering this. I wanted to say yes.

      “Maybe I am. But I think you like my crazy, and this is what I want.”

      I’d chased after a woman before. For ten long years, I’d pursued and attempted to win Louisa Franklin, high society ice-queen. She’d put me through my paces. She’d also betrayed me, leaving me bitter and angry.

      Whereas Margaret—my one and only old lady during my time with the Wraiths—had wanted to take care of me, to love me. Except everything she did, every selfless act, turned my stomach. She had no self-respect, no boundaries. I could do no wrong. Her type of desperate, needy love left me cold and adrift.

      “What if I mistreat you?” I asked the question before I could catch it. I would never mistreat a woman, not on purpose, but Diane’s words in the bar from last year—about finding someone else once she was drunk enough—still plagued me.

      No, we couldn’t do this. We would never be together, not how she wanted. But Diane was obviously ready to try with someone.

      “Then I’ll dump your ass,” she said, like it was the simplest thing in the world.

      I did laugh then, shaking my head at her. “What if I don’t want to be dumped?”

      “You forget, I just survived a divorce from a sneaky reprobate who didn’t want to be divorced, who wanted to take me for everything, who wanted to see me penniless, ruined, broken.” Her eyes narrowed, and the look she wore was scary as hell. “I do not break, Jason. I will never break. I’m too stubborn and I’m much too selfish. So, if you don’t want to be dumped, you’ll have to get over it, or else I’d get a restraining order. I have lots of experience with those now. And if you crossed that line, I’d make sure you’d rot in jail.”

      “You’d put me in jail?” Good.

      “Yes. If you did anything to piss me off, absolutely.” She nodded, presumably at the veracity of her words. This plus the spark of determination behind her eyes was one hell of a turn on.

      Say yes.

      I couldn’t.

      You want her.

      I had responsibilities.

      Fuck responsibilities. Jessica isn’t here anymore. You have no reason to stay loyal to Razor.

      “What if I went to jail for something unrelated to you?” I asked, stalling.

      “Then I suppose I’d get you a good lawyer.”

      “Even if I was guilty?”

      “It would depend on what you did.”

      “Money laundering.”

      “Then I’d get you a great lawyer.”

      Now I turned away, walking some distance and shaking my head to clear it. “Diane.”

      “Jason.” From the closeness of her voice, I knew she’d followed me. A moment later, her hand closed around my arm and gently turned me to face her.

      Damn, but she was so beautiful. “What you’re asking isn’t possible, gorgeous.”

      “Fine. That’s fine.” Her eyes dropped and her tone grew arch, higher pitched. “That’s perfectly fine. If you’re not interested, I completely understand. I know I’m not for everybody. I rub lots of folks the wrong way, but I am who I am and—”

      “No. No, listen to me.” I stepped forward, crowding her space and grabbing her hands. Touching her was likely a mistake, but I soldiered on, pressing them between my palms and making sure she looked at me—truly looked—before continuing. “I am interested. You have no idea. But my life, this life I’m in, it would be a danger to you. If my brothers found out, you would not be safe.”

      “I don’t believe that. Bethany Winston may’ve been abused by Darrell, but none of the other Wraiths ever laid a hand on her.”

      “It’s not just physical safety I’m talking about. What’s yours—this house, your money, the Lodge, the bakery—they’d expect that to be mine, and theirs by extension. Everything Bethany had before her marriage was squandered by the Wraiths. They took everything from her.”

      “But we wouldn’t be married.”

      “But you’d be mine.” She would be. I would make her mine, and I’d never let her go.

      “Okay, okay. I concede, you have some good points.” She lifted to her toes and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “But aren’t we putting the buggy before the horse here?”

      I leaned forward as she withdrew, chasing her mouth and muttering, “How so?”

      “Before we start worrying about your boyfriends at the club or the upper echelon of society in town, why don’t we go on a date?”

      I stared at her.

      She twisted her hands such that our fingers tangled and moved them to our sides, leaning forward and pressing her body against mine. “One date. We may not even like each other.”

      “I like you just fine.”

      “Sure. But how much do you really know about me? Maybe you don’t like the way I order my food. I’m very particular about food preparation. Or maybe I chew too loud. Or maybe you hate the color pink.”

      “I don’t hate the color pink.” My eyes dropped to her mouth. I needed to kiss her again.

      “Good, ’cause it’s my favorite color. And I don’t think I could date a man who didn’t have pink in his wardrobe.” Releasing my fingers, she slipped her arms around my neck.

      I didn’t dare touch her, so I balled my hands into fists. “I do not have pink in my wardrobe. I don’t even have a wardrobe.”

      “See? I did not know that. And now I don’t know if we have a future.”

      Despite myself, despite the situation, I laughed. And when I did, I saw that my laughter had been her aim, because she smiled big and wide, looking exceptionally pleased.

      “But these are the kinds of things, the kinds of questions folks figure out on dates, Jason.” She placed a soft kiss on my cheek, then my jaw. “Favorite movies, favorite movie genres, favorite food, flavors of ice cream.”

      “Peaches and vanilla,” I said, my blood heating.

      “Good to know.” The words were a playful whisper spoken against my neck. “We can drive to Asheville, take two separate cars. We can both wear a disguise if you’re concerned about being seen. Fine. But what is the harm in going on one date?”

      “One date?” I licked my lips, considering it. Actually, I more than considered it. I decided.

      “Yes. Surely your Wraiths brothers aren’t going to expect me to sign over the Lodge after a single date,” she said to the underside of my chin, peppering more kisses there and sounding entirely reasonable. “And how would they find out anyway? I won’t tell anyone.”

      I could do one date. I could pretend for one evening that I was just a regular guy, worthy of her. We could show each other a good time for one night.

      One date.
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        “Another belief of mine: that everyone else my age is an adult, whereas I am merely in disguise.”

        MARGARET ATWOOD, CAT'S EYE

      

        

      

      I decided to wear a wig. The source of my decision was neither vanity nor frivolity, though I couldn’t help but feel both vain and frivolous as I stared at my reflection in the car’s flip-down mirror.

      “Well, you wanted to be a redhead.” I turned my head to one side, then the other, liking the extra length quite a lot but feeling apathetic about the color.

      I’d asked Darla for a red wig that would look real sitting on my head. This marriage between auburn and mahogany was what she’d delivered. It looked real, the hair felt real, the color appeared natural. It was red, it just wasn’t red-red, you know? It didn’t feel daring enough.

      When or if I committed to red hair, it would be mermaid red.

      Then again, at least for tonight, this tamer shade seemed like a good idea. The whole point of wearing the wig and the brown contact lenses was to be in disguise, to allow Mr. Repo and I to meet without being recognized.

      Jason. His name is Jason.

      “But tonight, he’s Henry and I’m Beth, and I’m officially ridiculous.” Muttering to myself, I reached for my clutch purse and sighed.

      I understood his caution. I did. And I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t just a little bit fun to play pretend, be Beth and not Diane for one night so we could be together undisturbed. But it also felt ironic that we should have to pretend to be other people in order to know each other.

      Regardless, here I sat, sporting someone else’s hair, looking at myself with brown eyes, and wearing an uncharacteristic black dress. I didn’t own much in black—only two pantsuits for funerals. I loved bright colors. If the good Lord saw fit to give us colors, I felt the least we could do was wear them proudly.

      Exiting the car, I glanced down at myself. The dress was new and ordered out of a catalogue. I tried to pick something I would never wear as my normal self but was a garment I still liked.

      It was knee length on me—it would’ve been mid-thigh on a taller woman—and had a low, square neckline paired with long fitted sleeves. The risqué neckline, especially paired with my pushup bra, made it sexier than anything else I owned. Other than maybe that leather skirt I couldn’t fit into anymore and my new lingerie acquisitions. But no one saw me in those; those were for me.

      Except for Jason. He saw you in that nightie.

      I sucked in a bracing breath, pressing my hand to my stomach to quell the butterflies there. You will not be having sex with that man tonight, so cool your britches. Besides, it was yet to be determined if we even liked each other. And I wanted exclusivity, but maybe exclusivity wasn’t on his menu. In which case, we’d just have this one date.

      I’d promised myself I wouldn’t do anything more than kiss him until we made it to a third date. Then, I’d take my time rounding the bases, make him work for it. I’d meant what I’d said. I wanted to be wooed. I wanted someone to work for me.

      We hadn’t done anything after he’d agreed to the date. In fact, we’d shaken hands to make it official, but hadn’t touched each other again. But I’d felt his eyes on me for the rest of the evening before we retired to separate rooms.

      I’d thought about putting on a robe or different pajamas, or covering myself with the blanket again, but what would have been the point? He’d already seen me in the nightie and changing into something more modest in order to make him comfortable wasn’t my style anymore. I wasn’t cold despite the heat being out, and we’d been in my house, he’d interrupted my evening, and it was not my job to make him or anyone else feel at ease in my presence.

      Ultimately, Jason had slept in Isaac’s bedroom, and he’d left early in the morning before I’d awoken, leaving a note on the kitchen table with a cell number and the words, I’ll contact you from this number.

      Part of me had felt listless and depressed after he’d left, second guessing whether I’d actually hear from him again. But then I reminded myself that no man was responsible for my happiness or satisfaction, I had complete control over both, and that was that.

      This reminder, that I was in control, served as my mental companion as I pulled open the door to the restaurant and scanned the interior, pleasantly surprised by what I found. These remote places just outside of Asheville could be an assortment of different flavors. Some were homey and cluttered for family dining; some were plain, unadorned and catered to a grab-and-go, no-frills eater; and some were like this, intimate and elegant, full of candlelight and antiques and men in dinner jackets and women in fine dresses.

      Well, well, well, Mr. Repo. Nicely done.

      I found the hostess stand off to one side, but then realized it was actually a maître d' station when an elegant woman about my age or a little younger, wearing a tuxedo dress, gave me a rather snooty looking once over.

      “May I help you?”

      “I hope so.” I lifted my hands holding my Louis Vuitton clutch and rested them on the high-top maître d' station between us, ensuring my three-carat antique diamond ring caught the light. This was all part of the silly dance wealthy people played in order to signal to others that they possessed money and had no qualms spending it. “Reservation under Henry Blake.”

      The subtle curve of her lips became a tad more friendly. “And you are?”

      “Elizabeth Blake.”

      “Right this way, Mrs. Blake.”

      I strolled after her, holding my head high, suppressing another flutter of tummy butterflies. We walked through the small front dining area, murmurs of intimate conversation and the clinking of forks against plates following in our wake.

      Each table was ensconced by a booth, likely to provide privacy for their patrons. Expecting to find Jason in one of these booths, I felt surprised when we weaved our way toward the back of the restaurant where it was significantly darker. The walls were glass, the tables were out in the open but quite far apart, and each seemed to be illuminated only by a single candle set at the center.

      Perhaps this was to give a similar sense of privacy as the booths provided at the front?

      I surmised the wall of windows overlooked a beautiful valley or a pretty lake during the day, but whatever lay beyond was currently blanketed by the darkness of a moonless winter night.

      At last, we approached the back and large shoulders of a man at a four-top set in a corner and far from the other tables. Indoor plants of live peace lilies, hydrangeas, and begonias created a pervious border around it. This, obviously, was a prime spot.

      I stepped around the maître d' and placed a light hand on Jason’s shoulder. “Hello, darling,” I said, my voice perfectly calm, like we did this every Friday.

      He stood gracefully and turned, ensnaring my eyes and my hand as it fell from his shoulder. Goodness. Good-ness. The man certainly knew how to wear a suit.

      His mouth quirking to the right, he placed a light kiss on the inside of my wrist. “Gorgeous,” he said, his voice gravel and sex, sending those butterflies in my belly back to work double-time, and heat to my cheeks and . . . elsewhere.

      Flustered. I was flustered. But Jason covered for me smoothly, like he spent all his evenings in fancy restaurants being watched by snooty waitstaff. After taking my long wool coat and handing it off, he ushered me to my chair, placing another kiss against my cheek as he skootched me in.

      He even ordered me a cocktail, saying, “My wife will have a champagne cocktail and I’ll have another Hakushu, neat.”

      My wife.

      The maître d' disappeared and I fought the urge to burst out laughing. What a beautiful farce.

      “I like that dress,” he said, cutting through my tangle of nerves and absurd thoughts.

      Jason sat across from me. I found his eyes trailing downward from my neck to my chest, lingering on the swells of my breasts before continuing their slow, perusing path, ending at my painted nails. The color I’d chosen, aptly named Cherry Popping Red, matched the color of my underwear. I liked doing this; it was a secret source of confidence.

      He licked his full bottom lip like he’d already guessed my secret, drawing it into his mouth to bite it.

      Pressing my knees together, I released an unsteady—albeit silent—exhale and reached for my water. “I like that suit,” I said, then took a sip, inspecting him over the rim of the glass. Unable to stop myself from giving him an admiring once-over—because that suit fit him like it had been tailormade to show off every perfect line and angle—my gaze snagged at his jaw.

      Where before he’d had a neatly trimmed goatee, he now wore a neatly trimmed, close-cut, salt and pepper beard. I blinked, my eyes darting up to his. The side of his mouth was still quirked, his bottom lip still caught between his teeth. His eyes sparkled with interest as they moved over my hair. He seemed a little dumbfounded, amused but entranced. I liked this look on his face.

      “How’d you know I like champagne cocktails?” I asked, pleased by how calm I sounded.

      “I guessed.”

      I gave him a coy look. “Are you saying I’m predictable?”

      “In some ways.” His eyes moved between mine, as though searching. “But definitely not in others.” Leaning forward, he dropped his voice to a whisper. “Is it just really dark in here, or are your eyes brown now?”

      Grinning, I set my elbow on the table and also leaned forward. “Dear Henry. My eyes have always been brown.”

      He returned my grin, shaking his head.

      “But it is dark in here,” I went on, peeking around the barrier of plants surrounding us, doing a double take as I looked out the glass at my left. “Oh my. How beautiful.” The sparse candlelight now made more sense. Beyond the wall of windows, we were offered a view of the stars.

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      That statement had me giving him an appreciative side-eye. “I stepped right into that one.”

      “From where I’m sitting, you are surrounded by starlight, Diane.” He’d already reclined back into his chair, his posture relaxed, his voice conversational, and I marveled at his quiet confidence.

      I’d never been around a man who seemed so comfortable in his own skin. In my profession, I’d dealt with plenty of men, business owners big and small.

      The waiter arrived with our cocktails, breaking our little staring contest, and I realized I’d never been given a menu.

      I was just about to ask for one when the man said, “We do have one wine substitution this evening. With our cheese plate, we have a new madeira, but everything else on the chef’s pairing menu is as planned.”

      Jason nodded his head and the man left us.

      “Pairing menu?” I lifted the cocktail and took a sip. It was stronger than I’d been expecting, but it tasted good. “Did you take it upon yourself to order for me?” I didn’t like that and would have no problem telling him so.

      “The menu here is set,” he explained, resting his hand around his whiskey glass. “The only choice I was given was whether to have a dry dinner, or one with wine pairings.” He paused, seemed to consider me for a long moment, then added, “I didn’t order for you. I know you like fine food, and I didn’t want to spend any part of the night focusing on something other than you. That included what to eat, or whether to order dessert.”

      “Oh.” Well then. How nice.

      “There’s seven courses,” he continued, a flicker of doubt passing over his expression. “I figured if we didn’t like something, we’d just move on to the next. Did I—”

      “No, no.” I patted the table. “You did exactly right. I freely admit, sometimes it’s a relief to be freed of having to make decisions. But—and maybe this doesn’t make much sense—if you’d been the one to decide everything for me, I wouldn’t have liked that.”

      My words seemed to settle his momentary concern and he relaxed once more. “I also liked the idea of being surprised together.”

      “You don’t know what we’re eating either?”

      “No. They don’t tell you ahead of time. You just get what you get.”

      “And you don’t get upset.”

      He grinned. “Something like that. Though, if you want to throw a fit at any point, be my guest.”

      “I don’t do that.” I took another sip of my drink, opting to continue to hold it this time instead of putting it down. I didn’t throw hissy fits with those in the hospitality industry. Waitstaff were some of the hardest working folks and certainly didn’t deserve all the petty complaints they received, and I knew this because I’d worked almost every job at the Lodge. Even now, whenever we were short staffed in the dining barn, I’d bus tables and take orders.

      But Jason didn’t know this about me. How could he? Maybe he thought I was one of those pushy and particular ladies who was never satisfied. Sometimes I could be, but only with my own staff and only when I knew they were capable of better.

      Somehow, we’d found ourselves in an uncanny dating valley. This wasn’t a proper first date between two people who didn’t know each other, who had no perceived notions, true or not. I’d wanted our first date to be a real one; I wanted us to think the best of each other, like we were strangers and anything was possible.

      Licking my lips of residual alcohol, I had an idea.

      “So, Henry. What do you do?”

      His eyes narrowed, gleamed with amusement. “I’m a criminal. How about you, Beth?”

      “Come on. Play along.” Setting my drink down, I tapped my fingers on the table.

      “Why are we pretending? I’m here for you, not Elizabeth.”

      “We’re not pretending. We’re just going to make things pleasant, because it’s our first date and everybody puts their best foot forward on their first date.”

      “Is that so?”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Haven’t you ever been on a date before?”

      “Not that I can recall.”

      “Oh. Well, I haven’t been on one in almost thirty years, but I do know how they’re supposed to work.” A spark of worry had me forcing a smile. I’d told him at my house that I wanted a relationship, but were his definition of that word and my definition the same? He’d never even been on a date. Had he ever been exclusive with anyone? “I suppose we should back up. Have you ever been exclusive with anyone?” I worked to keep my tone conversational. If he’d never been in a relationship at his age, then tonight was likely hopeless.

      His focus turned inward, like he was working through a puzzle. “What do you mean by exclusive?”

      “You know.” I fiddled with my earring, trying to appear nonchalant. “A relationship with just one person, where you don’t—uh—have intimate relations with anyone else.”

      Now he looked at me like I was odd and maybe cute. “Of course.”

      “Oh.” I couldn’t help it, I breathed out a relieved laugh. “Good. That’s good. But y’all never went on a date?”

      “Well, no.” His eyes moved up and to the right. “The first time, she wasn’t free—or didn’t feel free, or maybe didn’t wish—to acknowledge me publicly.”

      “Huh.” Well, that’s interesting. “And there were more? I mean, you’ve had more than one exclusive relationship?”

      “Yes. I had an old lady once. I suppose you could say, dating”—he gestured between us with a finger—“like this isn’t part of our club’s culture. So, no. I never took her on a date.”

      “So, just the two? Just the two relationships?”

      “Just the two.”

      “I see . . .” I nodded, frowning as I thought this over. “And were they very long? I mean, did they last a long time?”

      “The first time, I fell hard at a very young age. I made no secret about it. She knew. We were only really together for a few months years later—when I was older but still young—and the end of that situation soured me for a long time.”

      “And the second time?”

      “Margaret, my old lady, and I were exclusive just a few months.”

      My heart sunk and I nodded. I guess I’d been right, Jason was a skirt chaser. I wasn’t interested in developing feelings for a man accustomed to sleeping around as much as he liked.

      Jason took a sip of his whiskey. “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh, nothing.” I forced another smile. “I hope dinner is good.” And I hoped it would be short.

      “That’s not the truth. There’s something bothering you.” His attention flickered over me. “What did I say?”

      “It’s just—” I sighed. “Well, since we haven’t technically started, and first-date rules don’t apply, I guess I can tell you. The truth is, I don’t know if we’re compatible.”

      “Really?” He looked surprised. “Why? Because I’ve been serious with two people, and you’ve been serious with just one?”

      “No.” I fiddled with the silverware framing my plate. “It’s like I said at my house. I want a relationship, which—to me—means exclusivity. And it sounds like you’re not used to maintaining that kind of commitment for any length of time.” I shrugged, deciding to spell it out. “I have no interest in a skirt chaser.”

      Jason looked like he didn’t know whether to laugh or sneeze. “Diane, you think I’m a skirt chaser?”

      “From the sound of things, you eschew long-term commitments. And, well . . .” I lifted a hand and gestured to him. He was just too beautiful and too skilled in the sack. Of course he was used to having his pick of ladies whenever he wanted.

      He leaned forward in such a way that encouraged me to do the same, like he was about to tell me a secret. “Gorgeous, I am not, nor have I ever been, a ‘skirt chaser.’ I’m more of a . . .” He paused, his eyes narrowing just a bit, perhaps searching for the right word. “I’m more of a lone wolf. After Louisa, my priorities in life changed, and women in general didn’t hold much interest for me. So if you’re worried I’ll be stepping out on you or that I’ve developed certain habits that’ll be difficult to break, don’t.”

      I made no attempt to hide my examination of him. “You’re saying you’ve only been with two women?”

      “No. If memory serves, there was that hot blonde last Christmas.” His eyes twinkled as he teased.

      I squirmed, heat coming to my cheeks. “Fine. Three women.”

      “I’ve had more than three sexual partners, if that’s what you’re really asking. But I’m also saying I have no habits.” Jason took another sip of his whiskey, essentially finishing it. “And I’ve never had any interest in pursuing more than one woman at the same time. For the last twenty-two years, my focus and priorities have been otherwise engaged. Until very recently.”

      “Are you saying you think we’re compatible?”

      “In this regard, yes. I do,” he said matter-of-factly, like this subject was a box that had already been checked. “And for the record, I would not be happy if I discovered you were a pants-chaser or kept someone else on the side. What I want from you is, as you say, exclusivity.”

      Oddly, it was this last bit that convinced me, and I nodded slowly, feeling more buoyant. “Well, okay then. I guess we should get this first date started.”

      “I am your ready student.”

      I pressed my lips together to stem my smile. “We’ll see. So, some basics. First of all, on first dates, you should only talk about yourself in humble-bragging terms, never admitting to any flaw that doesn’t make you look better.”

      “A flaw that makes me look better,” he deadpanned.

      “Yes. If I’d asked you what your biggest flaw is, you’d say something like, ‘Oh, I just care too much.’” I lowered my voice to impersonate him, and this made amusement spark behind his eyes. “Or something like, ‘I’m too hard a worker, I’m too dedicated, I’m too honest.’”

      “You want me to lie?”

      “No.” I crossed my arms on the edge of the table, leaning forward. “I want you to find a way to talk about yourself—even your flaws—in the most flattering way possible, because that’s what folks do on first dates.”

      His gaze lowered to my chest. “This sounds like a job interview.”

      “Well, I suppose it is, in a way. We’re both interviewing for the job of being each other’s exclusive significant other and I think we’re at a bit of a disadvantage, because we know of each other—and that means we have preconceived notions—but we don’t really know each other.”

      “Like you assuming I’m a skirt chaser.”

      I squirmed again. “Well, yes. Like that exactly. And usually, if you present facts without finesse, then there isn’t likely to be another date.”

      Eyebrow crooked, he peered at me steadily before saying, “All right. I’m willing.”

      “Good.” That settled, I leaned back. “Now, Henry, what do you do for a living?”

      He seemed to consider things for a moment, then said, “I’m in finance.”

      “Oh, really?” I couldn’t stop my smile and my voice was high and squeaky with happiness. The fact that he’d decided to humor me gained him a point and gave me an odd thrill.

      “That’s right,” he drawled. “How about you?”

      “I work at a hotel.”

      “Diane.” He fought a grin. Then he surrendered to the grin and chuckled.

      “What?”

      “You do not work at a hotel. You own one of the most prestigious destination resorts in the United States.”

      I waved away his objection and picked up my cocktail for another sip, finishing it and taking note of the waiter’s approach. “Yes, but I can’t say that.”

      “I thought you were supposed to present everything about yourself in the most flattering light possible.”

      “That is correct, but I shouldn’t sound like I’m bragging. So, I tell a version of the truth that doesn’t make me look bad, but also doesn’t make me look unapproachable. This is especially true for women. There’s a reason why lady doctors have trouble making a love connection. Men are intimidated by success.”

      “We’ve already established strong, capable women don’t intimidate me.”

      “Does anyone intimidate you?”

      He paused, frowning like he didn’t know how to answer.

      I huffed. “You can just say what’s on your mind. It wasn’t a trick question.”

      “But there will be trick questions?”

      “There will be first date questions, and yes, those can be tricky. Now tell me honestly, is there anyone who intimidates you?”

      Before he could answer, the server arrived. I leaned back and allowed him to place a tiny square inch of something in front of me which he called an ‘amused bush,’ or that’s what it sounded like. An assistant waiter poured a glass of white wine for each of us while our waiter told us some facts about the ‘amused bush’ and the wine selection. Then he backed away, leaving us with our bushes.

      “Did he say, ‘amused bush’?” Jason’s attention was on the bite-sized morsel of food set in the center of his gigantic plate.

      I giggled. “That’s what it sounded like to me.”

      “I was hoping you could translate.” He said this like it was an admission.

      “Sorry. Our chef is from low country South Carolina. We serve good food, but the names of our dishes reflect the food being served. If you order shrimp and grits, you’re getting shrimp and grits.”

      He regarded me warmly, like this information made him like me more. “I guess we should . . . eat it?”

      Nodding, I considered how best to place it in my mouth. If I attempted to use a fork or spoon it might roll off the plate. “I’ve never eaten an amused bush before.”

      Jason chuckled, muttering something under his breath.

      “Pardon?”

      “I said, the last bush I ate was yours.”

      I exhaled a sudden, haughty breath, struggling with an odd mixture of pleasure and embarrassment. “Jason!”

      “That’s Henry to you.” He winked at me and in the next moment he picked up the food with his index finger and thumb. He popped it into his mouth.

      I did the same, albeit more primly, while I told the renewed busy butterflies in my stomach to settle. He and I traded a thoughtful stare as we chewed.

      “What do you think?” I asked, reaching for the wine. Inhaling before sipping, I found it crisp and a nice complement to the amused bush, which, honestly, had tasted like a mini pork eggroll. “Oh, try it with the wine.” I lifted my glass toward his.

      Dutifully, he drank some of the wine, more than a sip, less than a gulp. “It is good. I like it.” He appeared to be contemplating the food and wine pairing, like he gave the manner a great deal of thought before adding, “That’s good bush, but not as good as your b—”

      “Jason, I swear, do not finish that sentence. Good Lord!” I leaned back and covered my mouth with my napkin, struggling to hide my smile.

      He didn’t hide his smile. Nor did he moderate his laughter. Nor did he make any secret about how much he enjoyed flustering me.

      “You are a bad man.” I said this to my empty plate, unable to look directly at him. The weight of his blatantly admiring stare felt too heavy.

      “I am a bad man,” he said frankly, his tone pleased, but then added with a hint of introspection, “And you’re a good woman.”
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        “Grown-ups don't look like grown-ups on the inside either. Outside, they're big and thoughtless and they always know what they're doing. Inside, they look just like they always have. Like they did when they were your age. Truth is, there aren't any grown-ups. Not one, in the whole wide world.”

        NEIL GAIMAN, THE OCEAN AT THE END OF THE LANE

      

        

      

      I gave up the idea of this being a real first date—whatever that meant—and decided to simply enjoy myself. We were five delicious courses in with no break to our easy, fun, flirty, interesting, delightful conversation before I remembered that he’d never answered my earlier question.

      While he cut into a small portion of spareribs in brown mushroom gravy—which they’d called something else entirely—I seized on the opportunity to ask, “I still want to know something.”

      “What’s that?” Jason slathered the piece of meat in the gravy but didn’t bend to the fork. He sat straight yet relaxed and brought the bite to his mouth. I’d noticed all through dinner that he had excellent table manners. Not all men did, especially not men his age, who—in my experience—as a group seemed to lack or devalue self-awareness and felt entitled to slob-like behavior.

      Jason didn’t hunch over his food. He didn’t place his elbows on the table. He didn’t pick at his teeth with his finger or his tongue. He lifted his wine glass at the stem, but didn’t make a big, pretentious show of swirling it to check the color or bringing it to his nose for an overt, loud sniff.

      He was simply capable of and comfortable acting like a gentleman without artifice and stuffy formality, actually listening to what I said, and showing sincere interest while also teasing and flirting like a scoundrel.

      I was honestly in awe of him, which was probably why I wanted to know the answer to my earlier question. “Does anyone intimidate you? Truly?”

      “Of course.” He sent me a quick, wry look. “Would you find that hard to believe?”

      Sitting back with my hands on my lap, my spareribs left mostly untouched because I was three bites past full, I studied him. “I would find that hard to believe. What would it take to intimidate you? I bet nothing scares you at all.”

      “You’d be wrong.” The side of his mouth tugged upward, but his gaze—presently fastened to his glass of red wine—held no amusement. “I know some scary motherf—uh—” He cleared his throat. “Individuals. And if I didn’t fear them, then I’d be stupid.”

      The stark quality to his admission made my heart beat faster. It was the first time all through dinner he seemed to be avoiding my gaze.

      “Jason?” I waited until he looked me in the eyes and I swallowed at the remoteness I found there. “Are you in danger?”

      “I’m not sure how to answer that question,” he said, and the ring of honesty to it made me tense.

      I leaned forward, checking the dim restaurant behind him to ensure our waiter wasn’t nearby. “Do you think any of these scary individuals would ever harm you?”

      “Yes.”

      My attention cut back to his. “What makes you think so?”

      “Because they have.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Jason—”

      He leaned forward. “It’s part of the job.” The words were flat, gritty with reality. “They hurt me. I hurt them.”

      Frowning, I struggled for the right words. Why would he stay somewhere, working with people who hurt him? Who he hurt? “That’s not right.”

      “Might makes right, Diane.”

      “That’s not true for everyone.”

      “It is, but in your world, it’s called capitalism.”

      I scoffed. “Are you saying you’re a communist?”

      “Not at all. I like the order, the logic and predictability of might making right. I think most folks in this country like it.”

      “And that makes it fine and dandy for people to hurt you?” I was honestly trying to understand him.

      “It’s not about right and wrong, it’s about reality. We live in a world full of not-right people, and if your boss isn’t cutting on you with knives, they’re probably cutting on you with words or neglect. If you know anyone long enough—boss, friend, lover, child, parent—they’re either going to do one or the other.”

      I admired his pragmatism even as I rejected his words, swallowing around a sudden, thick knot in my throat.

      I didn’t want that, to be cut, to be a victim of abuse or neglect. Not now, not ever again. And I didn’t want it for him. Nor would I accept that all folks eventually hurt each other.

      “Do you really think that’s true?”

      “Have you ever known anyone who didn’t?” Though his eyes held no humor, they did hold warmth, softness. He wasn’t mocking me, he was asking honestly. “Have you ever met a person who didn’t cut with knives, words, or neglect?”

      “My daughter,” I said, my answer immediate, my chest squeezing with sadness and regret.

      His expression seemed to soften further. “Your daughter.”

      “She’s . . . she’s an angel.”

      “She’s an innocent.”

      “No. She’s not. And that’s my fault.” I picked up my wine but didn’t drink it. “Never mind about that. Let’s talk about something else.”

      Jason picked up his wine too, considering me over the rim, his eyes kind. “How about more of those first date questions, Beth?”

      I nodded, suddenly restless and agitated, also grateful for his willingness to let me change the subject. This might not have been the flavor of first date I’d had in mind, but up until this moment I’d thoroughly enjoyed myself. Our time together had been better than I’d hoped, and I didn’t want tonight to end it on a down note.

      “Let’s see.” He studied me. “Favorite movie?”

      “Steel Magnolias.” Again, my answer was immediate. His question had been an easy one and I found myself breathing a little easier.

      “I’ve never seen it.”

      “Oh, you have to. It’s—it’s a beautiful story. It’ll make you laugh so hard you’ll be holding your stomach. And in the next moment you’re crying. Then you’re laughing again.”

      “The best kind of stories.”

      “That’s what I think, too.” We shared a smile and renewed heat warmed the places that had gone numb. Feeling a little shy, I took a sip of my wine before asking, “How about you? What’s your favorite movie?”

      “Easy Rider.”

      I barked a laugh, because—after getting to know him better this evening—I didn’t believe that for a second.

      He also laughed, his eyes dropping to his half-eaten spareribs. “The real answer is Casablanca.”

      I perked up at this news. “Really? You like old movies?” How wonderful.

      “Haven’t seen many movies—don’t get much of a chance. But I was stuck in San Antonio a few years back and they were playing it on a dollar screen.”

      “You watched it by yourself?”

      “I did.”

      “Have you seen it again?”

      “I have.” He finished his wine, leaving his fingers on the foot of the glass after he set it back on the table. “Anytime I’m traveling and it’s playing, I like to go.”

      I resisted the urge to take another sip of mine. Everything had been so delicious, but I was stuffed. And I didn’t need any more alcohol. I’d been careful. Other than the champagne cocktail two hours ago, I hadn’t finished a full glass of anything. I didn’t feel at all tipsy, but wondered if, just to be safe, I should call for one of the Lodge’s courtesy limos.

      “Have you ever watched Casablanca with someone else?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “We should watch it. Together.” I gestured between us. “And you can tell me all the things you like about it.”

      He tilted his head to the side in a subtle movement, his attention warming me further. “That’s a nice thought.”

      My heart skipped a beat and I frowned. “You say that like it’ll never happen.”

      “It might.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, so I decided I wouldn’t push the subject, instead asking, “How about as a kid, growing up? What was your favorite movie?”

      He gave his head a small shake and glanced away. “Like I said, I haven’t seen many movies.”

      “Have you seen Fried Green Tomatoes? That’s another one of my favorites.”

      “No.”

      “I think you’d like it. They barbeque someone.”

      Jason’s eyes cut back to mine, searching, like he assumed he’d misheard me. “I—What?”

      “It’s funny, in a way. What about Sixteen Candles?”

      “Wait, did you say they barbeque a person?”

      I sent him a smile. “I did.”

      “In what context?”

      “I don’t want to give it away. You’ll just have to wait until movie night.”

      He opened his mouth as though to protest, so I headed him off. “How about Breakfast Club? Or Indiana Jones?”

      “No, I’ve not seen either.”

      “Do you like Christmas movies?”

      He breathed out, not exactly irritated but something like it. “Haven’t seen any.”

      “Sure you have. It’s a Wonderful Life? Miracle on 34th Street? Unpopular opinion, but I like the newer one just as much as the black and white one.”

      “Just assume I haven’t seen any of them.”

      “Well then, that settles it.” I patted the table. “I guess I know what we’re doing on our next date.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Watching movies.”

      “I can’t just come over to your house for movie night, Diane.” That sober quality to his gaze hadn’t budged since I’d asked him again whether anyone intimidated him. I wished now that I’d never pushed the subject.

      “The name is Beth and I know that, Henry. But I can be creative when it comes to getting what I want, and I want to do a movie marathon with you. Hey—have you seen the Godfather movies?”

      He slid his teeth to the side, his expression caught somewhere between irritation and admiration. “I haven’t.”

      “We’ll start there. And since you like Casablanca, we’ll watch the Maltese Falcon. Oh! I should get a pen and make a list.” I reached for my purse.

      “You’re going to teach me all about movies? Expose me to the cinema?” I almost missed the undercurrent of bitterness in his questions since he’d framed them with a teasing lilt to his voice.

      “No. I’m going to show you movies I like.” After finding a pen, I pulled out the tiny notepad from the tiny, zippered compartment. Some folks liked to take notes on their cell phones. I was not one of those folks, especially not when I was out to dinner with a man I fancied more than I fancied pie. Which was a lot.

      “To give me some culture?” The bitterness eclipsed the teasing.

      I looked up from my pen and paper. “Not at all, Jason. I don’t think you need culture. That’s not what this is about.”

      “Then what is it about?” His jaw ticked, and I wondered if he didn’t believe me.

      Clearly, I’d struck some sort of nerve, so I tried to return to him the kind look he’d given me earlier when he’d struck a nerve. “Honey, this is about sharing something I love with you. I love movies.”

      He blinked, his gaze moving over me as though searching for a lie.

      So, I asked, “Don’t you want to share something you love with me?”

      His chest rose and fell and his eyebrows pulled together in either disbelief or confusion or both. “Do you want to learn how to ride a motorcycle?”

      “Yes. Sure. Why not?”

      Jason narrowed his eyes. “Really?”

      “Do you love it?”

      “I do.”

      “If you want to teach me, I’d love to learn. What else do you love?”

      My heart flipflopped as the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders and his look turned friendly once more. “Traveling, seeing new places.”

      “Oh! Me too!” I clasped my hands under my chin and sighed wistfully. “I’ve been to New York and Las Vegas and a handful of places in the southeast, but that’s really it. I wish I could’ve traveled more, but outside of work, there never seemed to be a good reason.”

      “I guess that settles it.” His voice deepened and he gave me a single nod. “You show me movies, and I’ll show you the world.”

      I held a finger up. “Don’t say it unless you mean it.”

      “I don’t say anything I don’t mean.”

      We shared another smile, and there he was again, looking at me like I was wonderful, like he’d been doing all night, and I felt something in me become both settled and frenzied.

      I could grow addicted to that look.

      No. That wasn’t entirely true. It wasn’t just the look. It was him.
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      Three days passed and I didn’t hear from Jason after our date. I started to second guess my decision to give him a parting kiss on the cheek instead of doing what I really wanted. Namely, ask my limo driver to make slow circles of downtown Asheville while Jason and I christened the backseat.

      He hadn’t seemed to be in any rush to leave the restaurant. We’d closed the place down before my car arrived, at which point I was perfectly capable of driving from a sobriety perspective, but maybe not from a being-in-my-right-mind perspective.

      I’d been giddy, and so happy, and my head had been in the clouds, and I couldn’t remember the last time—if such a time existed—I’d had such a wonderful time with anyone. I’d gone to sleep that night believing that anything was possible, that we were at the start of our beginning. Perhaps I’d be able to convince him to run off with me on my travels. He’d said he’d teach me about traveling, hadn’t he? Well, perhaps I’d hold him to it.

      Fast forward to three days later and I doubted everything.

      “What do you think of this one?”

      “Hmm? Pardon?” I glanced up from where I’d been gazing unseeingly and looked between the two women, staring at me with expectant expressions. Well, Ashley Winston was staring at me expectantly, but Shelly Sullivan wore no expression at all.

      “This one.” Ashley held up the metal heart sculpture, beaming at it and then at Shelly Sullivan. “It’s so lovely. And covered in fairy lights, I think it’ll be just the thing.”

      I forced myself to look at it, consider it, think about it as a centerpiece on the tables in the barn for my Jennifer’s engagement party. “Yes. You’re right. It’s perfect.” I didn’t add that all the other samples Shelly had welded together were also stunning. Ashley seemed to have her mind set on this rust and silver-colored piece.

      “Ten more hearts?” Shelly asked, turning her back to us and shuffling through her workshop.

      She and Beau Winston lived on this property, though they didn’t own it. I thought it was silly for them to live here in Tanner’s shack when everyone in town knew Hank Weller had given Beau Winston the Weller mansion on Bandit Lake. But I supposed the mansion didn’t have a big old workshop for metal work like this one, and Shelly Sullivan was some sort of world-famous artist—or so I’d been told by people who knew such things. I’d only ever known her as a surly auto mechanic. In fact, I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen her without grease on her face. The woman cared nothing about other people’s opinions.

      Old Diane would’ve judged her for being so peculiar and not taking better care with her physical appearance. She would’ve said something like, “If you’d only wash your face, you’d be so pretty.”

      Whereas new Diane wanted to give her a high five and take notes on how to not give a cold crap in hell what other people thought. And maybe also get some grease to smear on my face.

      Finished with our lunchtime chores, Ashley and I wandered back to my BMW and slid inside. I thought I caught Jason’s scent—just a hint of it—and closed my eyes against the onslaught of irrational feelings.

      I hadn’t heard from him since our date, but I knew he’d been the one to drive my car back to my house. Since I’d called for the limo, I’d planned to pick up my BMW later in the week. But when I woke up, it was already in my driveway and the keys—Lord knows how he got the keys—were on the dash. And the interior smelled like him. Not overpowering, not as though he’d seen fit to spray his cologne on my leather seats like Febreze or anything like that. More like he’d sat in my seat, and he’d left an impression.

      And then, he didn’t call!

      And another thing—why was it safe for him to drive my car and leave it, la-dee-dah, in my driveway? Hadn’t he said a movie night at my house wouldn’t be possible? Why could he traipse around all of East Tennessee in my car but not sit in my living room? He’d already paid me a visit without raising suspicion. He’d crashed his bike and spent the whole night in my house.

      He doesn’t make any sense.

      One thing was for sure, I didn’t like this feeling. I didn’t like wondering if he was going to call, and when. It felt reminiscent of the uncertainty I’d lived with while married to Kip. I didn’t want to go back there, not even for a visit.

      I can’t wait to leave this town.

      “You’re awfully quiet, Diane.”

      I started in my seat, realizing I hadn’t pulled out of Shelly’s driveway. “Oh, I’m sorry. I guess I’m just thinking is all.”

      Ashley gave me a considering look. “If you don’t like the hearts—”

      “No, baby. I love them. To be honest, I couldn’t decide which of the forms I liked better, so I’m glad you made the decision. Any of the samples she showed us would’ve been fine with me. Let there be no doubt, you have exceptional taste.”

      “Oh.” Ashley faced forward, but I saw she wore a grin. “That means a lot coming from you.”

      “Does it?” I asked, and not ironically. “I’m afraid my taste runs a little too conservative for some and a little too garish for others. I think I heard Karen Smith call my aesthetic ‘Southern Opulence’ and I don’t think it was meant as a compliment.”

      “I don’t know about that.” She chuckled and caught my eye.

      I sent her a disbelieving look. “Oh, come now. You can be honest. The older I get, the more I put value on honesty, even if it’s unflattering.” I turned the car around instead of backing out of the long driveway.

      “I will say this . . .” Her mouth twisted with a smile she seemed to be struggling against. “I am glad to see Jennifer out of yellow dresses.”

      Barking a laugh, I turned left at the end of the drive. “Yes. Honestly, me too. And I’m happy with my new wardrobe as well.”

      “I was wondering about that.”

      “What’s that?” I glanced at her, then back at the road.

      “Oh, you know. You’re wearing more pantsuits these days than those dresses you used to favor.”

      “I like a good pantsuit. I like how tailored jackets fit—I always have. But I like dresses, too.” Kip had always insisted Jennifer and I wear dresses, and so I’d insisted, because it was his will, and my job as his wife was to obey.

      But the truth was, I didn’t always obey.

      I’d snuck a few pantsuits into my office at the Lodge, sometimes changing when I got to work and changing again before heading home. I’d felt guilty then. I did not feel guilty now.

      During my married years, when I needed an extra boost to my confidence in a business situation, I wore a pantsuit. It made me feel powerful, especially when most of the men in business I dealt with had a mind to bully me just because I was a woman.

      I didn’t feel powerful when I’d allowed my husband to dictate my wardrobe. But I refused to dislike dresses just because Kip had been tyrannical about his wife and daughter wearing them. I wouldn’t let him take dresses from me. If I felt like wearing a dress, then I was going to wear a dress. And if I wanted to wear sexy black dresses with low cut square necklines, then I would certainly—

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      “What? Oh. No. Nothing.” I reached over and patted her knee. “I was just thinking about unpleasant times, but that’s all in the past now. Tell me what you’re thinking for the flowers.”

      Ashley tucked her long, dark hair behind her ear and gave me a smile. “I have ideas, but I want to show you pictures. Do you have time when we get back? I have the rest of the afternoon off.”

      “Yes. I have no more meetings this afternoon. Let’s have some tea and pick out flower arrangements.”

      The only Winston daughter sighed happily. “I love flowers. Not growing them, obviously. I don’t know that I can grow any flowers except maybe in a wild field. But I do love getting flowers.”

      “Hopefully that man of yours brings you flowers.”

      “He does. Often.” She said this dreamily and with a dazed smile on her face.

      “He’s a good man,” I said, nodding at my own assertion just as a whisper of a prior conversation echoed in my head.

      “You are a bad man.” I said this to my empty plate, unable to look directly at him. The weight of his blatantly admiring stare felt too heavy.

      “I am a bad man,” he said frankly, his tone pleased, but then added with a hint of introspection, “And you’re a good woman.”

      Now I felt silly about being upset Jason hadn’t texted or called. He’d told me plenty of times that he was a bad man, hadn’t he? Do bad men call? No, no they don’t.

      Heaving a sad sigh, I shook my head. “Ah well.”

      “Now I really wish you’d tell me what’s wrong.” Ashley turned in her seat to face me. “You’ve been sighing half of the afternoon and distracted for the other half of it.”

      “Oh, nothing.” I waved away my silliness and chuckled. “I tried something and it didn’t work, and I guess I’m disappointed.”

      “What did you try?”

      “Nothing that matters at the end of the road, but maybe something that would’ve made the journey more fun.” I flicked on the blinker and turned into the Donner Lodge, pulling around the building to park by the bakery. I liked parking at the bakery when Jennifer was working. It gave me an excuse to stop by and steal a hug.

      As usual, I backed into a spot during daylight hours because I didn’t like backing out when it was dark. “I know Monsieur Auclair has questions about the bridal shower, too. Are you sure you don’t want to have it hosted here?”

      Ashley gasped and I felt her hand close over mine. “Diane, don’t look up.”

      I stiffened, but I did as I was told. “What? Why not?”

      “Mr. Sylvester is here, and so is Mr. Miller. And they’re both looking right at us.”

      My stomach dropped as acid shot up my esophagus. “Damn.”

      I really, really, really couldn’t wait to leave this town.
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        “It doesn't interest me what you do for a living. I want to know what you ache for, and if you dare to dream of meeting your heart's longing.”

        ORIAH, MOUNTAIN DREAMER

      

        

      

      “Pants, Diane? Really?” Kip made a disapproving sound. “With your thighs?”

      I ignored the jab at my vanity and affixed my attention to Mr. Miller as Ashley and I met them at the edge of the parking lot. We’d purposefully walked toward the administration building and away from the bakery. They’d intercepted us.

      “How can I help you, Miller?” I asked, reminding myself to be calm and sound calm.

      “I am here to plead Mr. Miller’s case.” Like one of those chihuahuas, Kip didn’t know how to keep his yap shut.

      “Are you?” Ashley’s question positively dripped with disdain.

      “I am. Diane is holding his cows ransom and he would like them back.”

      I blinked once, sending my evil ex a cold stare. I had no plans to dignify his tomfoolery with a response. Miller wanted his cows back; that was true. He’d been pestering me about it for months. But everything else about Kip’s claim was unequivocally false.

      “Mr. Miller, that’s very unfair.” Ashley set her hands on her hips. “Ms. Donner purchased those cows from you at auction for an exorbitant price, but she paid it. And then you insisted she take the cows that very week or else you would charge her a fee—”

      Miller lifted a finger. “Now, that was not my—”

      Ashley spoke over him. “Which she did. She and Cletus have done a fine job of turning things around considering everything—getting that barn moved, branding, distributing the milk, showing up at farmer’s markets, selling direct to local businesses. The Donner Dairy has become a huge success, a star in the crown of the Lodge along with the bakery. And now you want the cows back? No, sir!”

      I smiled at the pavement, enjoying Ashley’s fervor. I knew her indignation stemmed from how hard her brother Cletus had worked to make the dairy a success rather than how I’d paid entirely too much for the cows. But still, I’d grown weary of Miller’s pleas on the subject. He’d been after me for almost a year, calling, emailing, showing up here during work hours, calling me heartless, begging. It was nice to have someone else tell him no.

      Kip stepped forward, raising his voice to a near shout. “Now young lady, this is none of your affair—”

      “And you! Isn’t there a restraining order against you?” Ashley pulled her phone from some pocket in her jacket. “I thought you couldn’t come within one hundred feet of Jennifer?”

      “That outrageousness expired. I know my daughter was talked into it by those who seek to keep us apart.” Kip looked at me, but I suspected he was talking specifically about Cletus Winston, Jennifer’s betrothed.

      “We’ll see about that.” Ashley stuck out her chin. “I’ll just send Deputy James a text and see what he says. You know he’s awfully fond of Jenn and I doubt he’d care if the order expired or not.”

      “Go ahead and call him. Call the sheriff! I’m not leaving; I have a right to be here. This place will be mine soon.” Kip sounded so certain, and I knew he truly believed that one day he’d own the Lodge.

      A fissure of fear made it hard for me to swallow. He’d almost gotten half in the divorce. The truth was, if he hadn’t gone off and attacked Jennifer last year during a critical time in the court proceedings, he probably would’ve gotten half of everything. But no judge wants to give a man who abuses his own child—especially when that abuse is captured on camera—half in a divorce.

      That said, a different judge felt perfectly fine being lenient when sentencing for the aforementioned abuse. Just thinking about how Kip got off with a slap on the wrist for attacking Jennifer made my red blood boil.

      “Then after I text the deputy, I’ll give my brother a call. Heck, maybe I’ll call all six of them. Maybe we’ll have a party. We can celebrate you leaving here and never coming back.”

      “Emotional females have no place in negotiations.” Kip’s tone was an entire college course in patronizing condescension.

      Ashley laughed. It sounded angry, but she didn’t stop typing out her message to Deputy James.

      I gripped Ashley’s wrist and waited until she looked at me. “Don’t call Cletus. I’d prefer if he and Jenn didn’t know about this.” Jennifer had suffered enough at the hands of her father.

      She’d also suffered by my hands. Not physical abuse, but I’d been a monster with my words. I’d bought every hateful insult Kip had been selling—a fact that now made me sick and brought me shame every time I remembered the part I’d played and the choices I’d made.

      Being a mother worthy of Jennifer and protecting her from anything unpleasant or stressful—especially anything related to her father—were my top priorities these days. I hadn’t protected her when she was young. By God, I’d protect her now.

      “Trying to hide your shame?” Kipling piped in.

      “No. I just don’t want Jennifer to be embarrassed by her father again is all.”

      Kip ignored me. “Too late. The stain of your shame, of your selfishness, cannot be hidden.”

      Miller interjected, “Please, Mrs. Sylvester. If you would just listen.”

      “The name is Donner, Mr. Miller, and I already have listened.” I did my best to project the patience I did not feel. “You have no farm anymore. That belongs to Kipling. So where would you even take the cows?”

      “That’s the thing, ma’am.” The former farmer shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “If you give me back the cows, your husband—your ex-husband—has agreed to let us move back to the farm.”

      I flinched. “Pardon me?”

      “If you give me back—”

      “I heard you.” I just didn’t believe it.

      “Well, what do you say, Diane?” Kipling asked brightly. “Will you start living the life of a Godly woman again?”

      “What the hell?” Ashley looked between us and her features narrowed in confusion. “Being a Godly woman has nothing to do with this.”

      I spoke to Miller, hoping I could get through to him. “You must see, I can’t just give you back the cows. That’s not an option. We have people hired, jobs at the Lodge. I can’t let those people go.” I didn’t give a fig about those cows. I was determined to travel the world after Jennifer and Cletus got married, and part of me wanted to hand the bovines over and be done with this harassment.

      But I would never. Cletus loved those animals and he’d done a beautiful job with the dairy. There was no way I’d disappoint him, not even to get Miller—or Kip—off my back.

      “And what do you mean ‘give back the cows?’ Surely you don’t expect her to just hand them over.” Ashley glanced over her shoulder, presumably anticipating Deputy James’s imminent arrival. “How will you pay for them?”

      “He won’t, of course,” Kipling cut in. “She has to prove she’s a good, Christian woman, and this is how. The deal is, she has to give them back—make a gift of them, a sacrifice for her sins—or else I can’t, in good conscience, allow the Miller family to move back to the farm.”

      “In good conscience?” Ashley reared back, visibly befuddled, if not horrified.

      “That’s right. He can’t afford to pay the ridiculous price Diane did.” Kip sounded so reasonable. The man could make you doubt the sky was blue. “He doesn’t have the resources she has. He built that place himself. It wasn’t handed to him on a silver platter. He didn’t inherit his livelihood like some people.”

      “You are a real bastard, Mr. Sylvester.” Ashley said this thoughtfully, like it was a conclusion she’d just reached.

      I could’ve told her that, if she’d asked. But presently, I was tired. So incredibly tired. It was time to put an end to this nonsense.

      Stepping forward, I put the question to Miller, “If you built that place yourself, then why did you sell it to Mr. Sylvester?”

      “That’s not the point, Diane.” Kip folded his arms, his tone lofty. I hated how he said my name, like he scolded a small child.

      I ignored him, looking only at Miller and lifting my eyebrows expectantly. “Answer the question, please.”

      “I agree with Mr. Sylvester, the status of the farm isn’t the point. You have the chance to do the right, Christian thing. Two hundred thousand dollars means nothing to you, and yet you won’t lift a single finger to help your fellow man in need. It’s your responsibility to make this right.”

      Ashley scoffed. “Not you, too? How can you possibly think this is Ms. Donner’s responsibility?”

      Meanwhile, I’d had enough. He wanted to play the saintly card? Well, two could play at this game.

      “But you see, Mr. Miller, the status of the farm is precisely the point. I can’t give you the cows knowing you make poor business decisions, knowing you put greed over the safety of your family, knowing that you’d align yourself with an adulterer, a sinner. A good, Christian man like you, taking money and going into business with a man like that and his fallen woman?” I tsked, shaking my head as though the loss of his eternal soul might give me a moment of worry. It wouldn’t. “And now you want me to gift you back Cletus Winston’s dairy cows. No. No, sir. God won’t allow it. You will just have to find some bootstraps to pull up.”

      The rate of Miller’s breathing increased while I spoke, and he looked white as a sheet when I finished. “You heartless bitch.” The words were barely a whisper. Unfortunately, this was not the first time he’d called me a heartless bitch, and I doubted it would be the last.

      “I paid you two hundred thousand dollars for those cows,” I ground out. “An amount I know you split with my ex-husband and his paramour. You’ve had your thirty pieces of silver, Miller. You’ll get nothing else from me.”

      “But you’ll get what you deserve!” Miller advanced, finding his voice again, his face going from white to red. For a split second I wondered if he was going to hit me, but then the whoop whoop of a law enforcement vehicle dispelled that fear.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I watched Deputy James open his cruiser’s door. Even with his mirrored sunglasses on, he looked stern. “What is going on?” he asked, striding over, his thumbs hooked into his belt. I saw he’d left his gun in the car.

      “Mr. Miller would like me to gift him back the cows I purchased last year. I have told him no, again. And now I’d appreciate it if you helped these individuals to their vehicles.” I tugged at the sleeves of my jacket, not sparing either of them a glance as Jackson James came to stand between me and Miller, apparently reading the violence in the man’s eyes.

      “We’ll be back, Diane.” Kip pointed at me. “And you’ll be sorry.”

      Jackson took off his sunglasses. “Is that a threat, Kip? That sounded like a threat.”

      “No, young man. It was a warning, to my wife.” I didn’t need to look at my ex-husband to know his eyes were pointed at me and they brimmed with pity.

      “Ms. Donner is no longer your wife, Kip. And you sold those cows, Miller. End of story.” Jackson made no effort to sound reasonable or calm, or don any of the masks I’d been forced to wear in order to keep the situation from escalating, and wasn’t that just the cockroach in my pecan pie?

      Ashley and I could be calm and reasonable until we were blue in the face and people like Kip would still see us as “emotional females.”

      “You have no right to be on her property. She has asked you to leave, and now you are trespassing. If you don’t leave now, I’ll arrest you both.”

      “You’ve fallen so far, you disgust me.” Kip backed away, his tone mournful. “I don’t know what can help you now. Only prayers, I imagine.”

      “Are you really that delusional?” Ashley gave her head a little shake, again like she was seeing him for the first time, her voice filled with wonder. “You really believe it, don’t you? You believe the words you say.”

      “I’ll pray for you both,” Kip said from the small distance he’d put between us. “Though a woman’s soul is but a shadow, a rib of a man’s, I’ll spare you a prayer.”

      “All right. Time to go.” Jackson stepped fully between us and the two men, holding his hands up with the palms out. He ushered them away. I didn’t wait to watch where they went, if they got in their cars, or if they drove away.

      Making a beeline for the administrative offices, I rubbed my forehead and wondered if the hour was too early for tea with vodka. Or, better yet, a Long Island iced tea.

      I’d discovered Long Island iced tea over the summer when Ashley and I had initially met to discuss Jennifer and Cletus’s engagement party and wedding. It was the first time I’d been inside Genie’s Country Western bar, but I’d been back several times since.

      I wonder if I can DoorDash a Long Island iced tea?

      “I feel a little dirty now.” Ashley caught up with me and slipped her hand through my arm, giving my elbow a squeeze with hers. “Like I need to wash off that man’s version of reality.”

      I snorted a humorless laugh and squeezed her back. “I met Kipling when I was seventeen. We married shortly after I turned eighteen. I used to eat up his version of morality and misogyny with a spoon and ask for seconds. Goodness, how stupid I am.”

      “You are not stupid.”

      “But I was. I really, really was. And for such a long time.” My heart hurt. I felt beaten down, numb. Cold.

      Kip had seemed like such a gleaming pillar of purity in comparison to my father. Where my daddy eschewed Christian values, Kip had gone to church every Sunday and taught Bible school. Where my daddy had never finished college, failing out and being rescued over and over by his family, Kip had been an educator and self-made. Kip had fine manners and my father had been a drunk brute.

      I’d admired Kipling so much. He’d been the opposite of my father in every single way. Or rather, he’d seemed like it. But, in the end, they were just the same.

      “He truly seems to think women are lesser. I . . .” Ashley seemed like she was at a loss for words. In my peripheral vision, I saw her shake her head. “Some men only respond to the threat of a stronger man. I know that. I’ve seen it in action before now, with my own father. I grew up with it, but it’s been a while. Even I find it hard to accept that those people actually exist and aren’t something out of a distant past.”

      I brought us to a stop and wrapped my arms around her. She needed a hug and so did I. “I’m sorry if this brought up painful memories.”

      “Even if a woman is stronger . . .” She went on like she hadn’t heard me, like she was too much in her own mind to process anything else. “He won’t listen. Even if you could kick his butt jujitsu style, it seems like he’d never budge.”

      Pulling away, I made sure she was looking at me and focusing on me before saying, “You’re right. I could shoot Kip square in the chest, and he’d call it a flesh wound. Furthermore, he’d believe it, even if he was on his deathbed. He’d be at the gates of hell thinking what lay beyond was a Denny’s.” We shared a chuckle, and I was glad to see Ashley coming out of her spell. “Kip would tell everyone—the doctors, the nurses, the specialists—that it couldn’t possibly be fatal because Diane Donner is powerless. Because women are powerless and aren’t capable of anything. That’s who I will always be to him. Kip will never accept a reality where I win.”

      She grabbed my hands, her gaze full of concern. “I hope he never comes back.”

      “Oh, he’ll be back. And he’ll just keep on coming.” I shook my head tiredly. But in a few months, I’ll be gone, and he’ll have to find someone else to torture. That person would not be my Jennifer. Cletus Winston would make sure of that.

      “I wish there were something you could do. Can’t y’all get another restraining order?”

      “I can.” I gave her hands one more squeeze and then turned back toward my office. “I’ll file a report with Jackson. We’ll document the harassment today. If Kip keeps on harassing me—which I think is likely—in a few months, I’ll have a case.”

      “Oh, Diane.” She sounded upset.

      I tried to think of something that might make the situation sound less bleak. “This is a private business, of course. I have the right to throw him out whenever he shows his face. Same thing at my house.”

      I didn’t add that if I was in public and he wanted to act a fool, then he’d have every opportunity. Worse still, some folks would consider it his right.
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      Ashley left a short time after Jackson had taken our statements. The mood of the afternoon murdered by Kip’s mischief, we decided to review the flower arrangements some other time. Jackson escorted Ashley to her car, promising me before departing that he’d be back later in the day to ensure Kip and Miller didn’t return.

      Importantly, they both gave me their assurance that they’d say nothing to Cletus and Jennifer about the whole ugly ordeal. I appreciated their understanding. Close as we were to the engagement party, Jennifer—and Cletus, for that matter—didn’t need to be fretting about Kipling, not after what they’d been through last year with Kip’s mistress Elena Wilkinson and her psychotic sister.

      Flopping down heavily in my chair, I glanced at the clock over the mantel of the fireplace, an old French black marble chiming clock my grandfather had purchased in New York City specifically for this office. When it worked, I loved the sound it made as it struck the hour. The sound never failed to remind me of afternoons spent in this very room as a child, watching my grandpa rule the world.

      But the clock had stopped working years ago, and I sorta felt that way about myself too.

      As far as I knew, the clock had never been moved by anyone from its current position. I dusted around it, and I imagine the maids who’d serviced the office during my grandfather’s time had done the same, seeing as how it was far too heavy for one person to lift.

      But soon, I’d send it—and myself—away to be fixed. Sure, sending the clock away meant risking harm to it, but wasn’t it better to take the risk than to just sit in place and never work? Collecting dust? Being no good to anybody? At least, that’s how I felt about myself.

      I also suspected the Lodge and Jennifer would be safer once I left. Kip wouldn’t come around and give Jennifer a hard time, Cletus and his brothers would see to that. My ex would be forced to let his claim on the Lodge—and me—go.

      Since the clock was only correct twice a day, I pulled my phone from my bag to check the time and frowned at the sight of a text I’d missed while dealing with Kipling and Miller.

      
        
        Jason: Waited three days. Calling you now.

      

      

      The message read like a riddle. I set the phone down, feeling oddly breathless and angry. Then I snatched it up and began typing my scathing reply. But before I could, the phone vibrated again.

      
        
        Jason: Google told me I had to wait three days after a first date to call the woman I can’t stop thinking about if I don’t want to come across as desperate. Did I wait long enough or is this Google thing bullshit?

      

      

      A surprised laugh bubbled out of me, and I pressed my fingertips to my lips. And just like that, all the disappointment and frustration I’d been carrying around because I hadn’t heard from Jason after our date simply evaporated.

      With a happy smile, I deleted the scathing reply and typed something new.

      
        
        Diane: In the future, please ignore Google and call whenever you’d like.

      

      

      An uncontrollable smile bloomed, and I giggled with glee when those tantalizing three dots appeared, warning of an incoming message. If Monsieur Auclair had been present, he would’ve looked down his nose at me in disapproval, staring at my phone like a teenager with a crush.

      Oh well. C'est la vie.

      But then, in the next moment, the dots disappeared, and I almost jumped out of my skin because my phone rang. Jason was calling me. Sucking in a steadying breath, I closed my eyes and told my heart to behave. Then, clearing my throat, I answered his call.

      “Hello?”

      “Gorgeous.”

      I tried very hard not to feel like a schoolgirl talking to the boy she liked, and I failed. “Hello, Jason.”

      He made a short, happy humming sound. “I do like how you say my name.”

      “Well good. Because I do like saying your name. What’s up?”

      “You said to call whenever I like.”

      I needed to stand up. One cannot simply sit still while one is overwhelmed by reciprocated feelings. “So I did. How are things?”

      “I miss you.”

      Closing my eyes again and pairing it with a full-face scrunch, I struggled to contain my excitement and managed an only slightly self-contained, “And I miss you.”

      “What are you doing tonight?”

      I fiddled with the front of my jacket, lamenting the loss of corded phones. Those springy plastic cords were great for fiddling with while on calls. “I don’t know what I’m doing tonight. I guess that depends.”

      “On what?”

      “It depends on what you have in mind.”

      He chuckled. The deep, rich, rumbly sound vibrating in my bones. “Oh now, I’m not sure I should say what’s on my mind.”

      Fireworks bursting in my heart, I muted my side of the call and squeed, doing a ridiculous dance in my office. If anyone had walked in, they would’ve thought I’d fallen off my rocker.

      “Diane? Are you there?”

      Hurriedly, I unmuted the line. “Yes. I’m here.” I had to clear my throat again; it was not accustomed to creating such a forceful squee. “And if you’re asking me if I’m free tonight because you’d like to get together, I am.”

      “How about now? Can you leave early?”

      “Uh . . .” I tried to think. I knew I didn’t have any more meetings, but I did have some errands to run for Jennifer.

      “I haven’t seen you for three days.” He said this like three days was the equivalent of three decades.

      “Before that, you didn’t see me for longer.” I giggled. Just full on giggled. Like a giggling giggler. This was Jason’s influence on my good sense and maturity level, heaven help me. “And before that, you didn’t see me for a year.”

      “Maybe. But that was before Henry got a taste of what spending time with Beth would be like.”

      I turned and leaned fully against the wall, swooning, placing a hand over my swelling heart. “Can I meet you at my place in an hour? I have a few errands to run for the bakery.”

      Jason hesitated before suggesting, “How about I send you an address?”

      I meandered over to the mantel clock, tangentially wondering if I could send for someone to come fix the clock where it resided. “What kind of address?” Why send it away if it could be fixed in place?

      “An address to a house with a gate. I’ll send the gate code, too.”

      “How far away is it? Whose house is it? Is it your house?”

      He chuckled. “It’s not too far from the Lodge. You can interrogate me about the rest once we’re there.”

      “If we’re not meeting at my place, then I’ll need to change.” I glanced down at my pantsuit. There was nothing wrong with it, I knew that. But Kipling’s dig earlier about my thighs echoed between my ears. My thighs wouldn’t be as visible if I wore a dress. “Two hours?”

      “Diane, don’t go home and change. Come as you are.” His tone was an odd mix of commanding and beseeching, but mostly commanding. It didn’t upset me, but it did make me want to take my sweet time changing and getting ready before heading over to this mystery house, just to be contrary.

      But then he added, “It’s you I want to see, gorgeous. Not your clothes.”
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*JASON*

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “Raise your voice until you are heard. Look however you want, be whoever you want, and demand people pay attention to you. Stop taking what you’re given, and demand the space in life you want.”

        K.F. BREENE, MAGICAL MIDLIFE MADNESS

      

        

      

      It’s too soon. I tossed a log on the fire and considered adding another.

      I could still smell the new paint. Then again, I’d been the one who’d been doing the painting. The windows had been left open for days with the fans going nonstop. I couldn’t leave everything open anymore, not if I wanted the inside warm enough when Diane arrived.

      It’s too soon. You should’ve waited.

      Inspecting the new couch, new chairs, new rug, and freshly painted walls with no pictures or art, I cursed under my breath. What the hell was I doing? Playing house at my age? What the fuck was wrong with me?

      Surging to my feet, I pulled out my phone to check the time. She’d be here any minute.

      It was too late for second guessing now. Diane was on her way over and this was either going to freak her out and she’d run off, or she’d . . . How the fuck do I know?

      That woman was many things, but she was not predictable. Our date, for instance, had ceased being predictable the moment she’d arrived with brown eyes and red hair. I hadn’t told her to go into full-on spy mode. That was all her, and I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t loved it.

      Just like I’d loved all her teasing, how smart and quick she was, and how each answer to my questions rang true, of plain honesty and a low tolerance for bullshit. The woman was straightforward and surprising. I trusted her and she kept me on my toes. How about that for a combo?

      The sound of the gate opening made me grit my teeth. I wasn’t nervous. I didn’t get nervous. I was . . . something—but I wasn’t nervous!

      Scratching my beard, I marched to the door and opened it, stepping out of the house I’d been fixing up since that night I’d crashed my bike outside Diane’s place and she’d suggested we go on a date.

      Leaving things to chance wasn’t in my nature. She’d wanted a date, that’s all she’d asked for, and that was fine. I wasn’t going to pressure her. She could take me or leave me, fine. But I would be prepared if she took me.

      House. Privacy. And new paint. If she didn’t want anything I offered, so be it.

      Her car pulled around and I caught myself frowning at the BMW. It was far too recognizable. When we did this again, she’d need to drive something different.

      “Now are you going to tell me whose house this is?” she asked as soon as I’d opened her door.

      I offered my hand. She took it. She stood. Her lips were pressed together like she was fighting a smile. I didn’t fight mine.

      “If you want information, you’ll have to give me something in return.” I held her hand fast in mine, closing the door as she stepped closer.

      Diane swung our hands back and forth and tilted her head to the side as though to get a better look at me. The visible spark of defiance behind her eyes made me glad I’d taken the time last week to fix the outside lights. I really loved that look.

      The front of the house where we stood was dark as dusk, the sun low enough in the sky to stretch the house’s shadow over us. We’d get a nice show on the back deck in about two hours. If she stays.

      “You want something in return?” Her eyes narrowed. “Like what?”

      “A kiss would be a good start.”

      Her grin broke free, but she lifted a disapproving eyebrow. “Are you going to extort kisses from me every time I ask a question?”

      I held still except for my grin. “Well?”

      “Well what?” Her eyes moved between mine.

      “That was a question.” Not releasing her fingers, I slid her hand and mine around her back and brought her body closer. “You want an answer, you know what you have to do.”

      Her mouth fell open and she gaped at me for a full second before busting out laughing. Diane then pressed her forehead against my chest and we laughed together.

      “You are a bad man,” she said to my shirt, still hiding her face.

      I fit her jaw in my palm and gently tipped her head so I could take what I wanted, and also so I could see her face before I did.

      “I know,” I whispered, admiring the shape of her eyes, the little point at her chin. I then lowered my mouth to hers.

      At the first press of her lips, I slid my hand at her jaw into her hair, angling her head farther back. I wanted inside. That kiss on the cheek she’d given me after our date had been plenty sweet, but it had also messed with my head. Did she really have that much self-control? Or were things between us more one-sided than I thought?

      Her lips parted on a sigh, and I licked at the entrance, teasing her. She moaned, her arms coming up and around my neck, holding me fiercely as her tongue searched for mine.

      Good. I had my answer.

      Satisfied and smiling, I lifted my head. Her lashes fluttered open, her eyes dazed and dreamy.

      “Yes,” I said, still hungry for her, but assured I’d be kissing my fill before the night was over.

      Her eyebrows pulled together like she was confused, and she blinked. “Yes what?”

      “Yes, I am going to extort kisses from you every time you ask me something.”

      Diane’s confused frown slowly morphed into a smile that couldn’t quite decide whether to be pleased or outraged. “Is that so?”

      “It is.” I bent again to claim my prize, because she’d asked another question.
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      “Of course I love it. I love that we have a place to go, to meet, but—” Diane turned and pressed her mouth to mine, clearly payment for whatever she was about to ask. “Why can’t we just meet at my house? You could hide your bike. My place is set so far back from the road, no one would see you coming or going.”

      We stood in the freshly remodeled kitchen. The cabinets weren’t new—I’d only had time to refresh the cabinet and drawer faces with a paint sprayer—but almost everything else was new, pulled from other properties and businesses that fronted for the Wraiths.

      Once I’d brought her inside and taken her coat, she’d kicked off her shoes without being asked and toured the house with me. Only one of the four bedrooms was furnished, and the second bathroom still needed some TLC, but the master had a big, four-poster queen bed. If or when the time came, I didn’t want to sleep in a king bed with her; it’d be like sleeping alone, and that wasn’t the point at all.

      We needed towels for the bath, and—eventually—I hoped she’d bring an overnight bag, but most of the other essentials were in place.

      “I already have the subscription services set up on my TV.” She gestured to the big screen television hung on the wall in the family room and the Blu-ray / DVD player beneath it set on a console. “Then we won’t have to re-buy all the movies I want to show you. We can rent them through a streaming service if I don’t already own them on Amazon. Or I guess I could login to my accounts from here. Does this place have internet?”

      “I don’t mind buying them. I won’t be able to relax at your house.” I handed her a glass of wine. “No one knows about this place but me. No one will come looking for either of us here.”

      She frowned in question, and I decided to give her a freebie answer.

      Leaning a hand on the white quartz kitchen counter behind her, I kissed her forehead, then the tip of her nose. “Your house is too close to the Dragon, gorgeous. If I’m spotted, it’d be easy for them to follow me to your place, watch me go inside, wait for me to come out. I have people who give me notice if I’m being asked for, if someone’s looking for me. We’re a good forty-five minutes from the compound here, which gives us a head start if we need to get out of town.”

      “We?”

      “I meant me.” I stole a kiss, and not because she’d asked a question. “If I need to get out of town, a head start is helpful.”

      My stomach curdled with something ugly, something like guilt, so I kissed her cheek and nuzzled her neck, taking a moment to enjoy her skin and heat, and allow the discomfort to pass.

      But I refused to be sorry that I’d staked out Diane’s house last year. Now I knew her place was not an option for us. Despite what she thought, I had almost been caught coming and going a few times, simply due to the proximity between the Iron Wraiths’ compound and Diane’s property. It was one of the main reasons I’d stopped checking in on her.

      Or, more precisely, it was one of the main things I’d repeated like a chant in my head in order to force myself to stop. What was the point of following her to keep her safe from her ex and his mistress if my doing so just put her in danger from the Wraiths?

      “I guess you make good points.” Diane angled her head, giving me better access to her neck and ear. “Plus, if I’m honest—and I am—I guess I like the idea of it.”

      “The idea of what?” I whispered, nibbling on her earlobe.

      “Of a new place, away from everyone, just you and—” Her breath hitched as my tongue swirled in her ear and the hand not holding her wine gripped my arm. “You need to stop that if you don’t want me spilling this red wine on your nice, new floors.”

      Reluctantly, I pulled away and looked at her. “Then I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “I wasn’t aware you asked a question,” she said, her voice breathless. She wasn’t meeting my eyes, and I noted she’d set down her wine glass.

      “Fine. Will you come here to meet me, so we can spend time together?”

      Her hand on my arm slid up my bicep, lingered. “Will we only spend time together here?” Diane lifted to her tiptoes and kissed my neck. “Or will we still go out sometimes?” Another kiss, this one placed on my collarbone as she tugged down my T-shirt.

      My hand behind her on the counter moved to her waist, my fingers flexing as she continued her kiss assault. “We should do both, I think.”

      “Do you care what I think?” She dragged her lips along my collar to my clavicle and I teetered on the edge of desire and reason.

      “I always care what you think.”

      “Do you?” Another kiss.

      “More than you know.” She was barely touching me, but my body didn’t seem to know the difference.

      “Then why does everything you say sound like a command?” Kiss, kiss, kiss.

      “Stop doing that unless you’re in the mood for a different kind of command.” I grabbed a fistful of her hair but didn’t pull her away.

      I hoped she’d keep on doing what she was doing. And then I hoped she’d obey when I lifted her up on the counter, removed every single stitch of her clothes, and ate my first meal in this kitchen.

      I felt her smile against my neck a moment before she stopped her kissing. Diane wrapped her arms around my torso and turned her cheek against my chest. Her chest rose and fell with a sigh. My hand relaxed in her hair.

      She snuggled closer. “This is nice. I could get used to this.”

      Even though I was too ravenous to respond, I conceded to myself that this was nice. I stroked the back of her head, neck, and upper back, my hand stopping at her shoulder blades. Rubbing a slow, tight circle there, I turned my cheek and rested it on top of her head. She sighed again.

      “Thank you,” she said after a time.

      My body had calmed enough for me to ask, “For what?”

      “For doing all this work so we can see each other. For wanting to keep me safe from the things in your life that hurt you.”

      “That won’t ever touch you.” I held her tighter, the ugly sensation in my stomach returning. “You never need to worry about that.”
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      I made a pan of chicken and rice. Diane didn’t seem to mind the simplicity of the supper. After watching the sun set on the deck while sitting cozy under a blanket, we wandered back inside. I got the sense she was looking for a reason to stay, so I showed her the DVDs I’d already purchased: Fried Green Tomatoes, Steel Magnolias, Casablanca, The Maltese Falcon, The Godfather Trilogy, and—as a joke—Easy Rider.

      She rolled her eyes at Easy Rider and selected instead The Maltese Falcon. I ended up liking the movie. It sucked me right in.

      But I didn’t like it enough to pay attention once Diane Donner’s ass was on my lap and her teeth were biting my neck.

      One minute we were watching the movie, sitting close with a bowl of popcorn between us, and the next minute she’d set the bowl aside, climbed on my lap, straddled my hips, and said, “Hi.”

      We hadn’t expressly talked about it, but I got the sense she wanted to take things slow. Why else would she leave me after our first date with a kiss on the cheek? Earlier, in the kitchen, when I’d offered to boss her around, she’d stopped her kissing torture right there and then, like she was shy about taking it further.

      Thus, presently, I told myself to sit back, fold my hands behind my head, and let her do whatever she wanted. But I wasn’t pushing her for more, not until she spelled out what was on her mind.

      We just kissed at first. Her fingers danced around the fabric of my neckline but didn’t stray. That went on for a while, and I was surprised at how much I enjoyed simply that—just kissing this amazing woman.

      Then her hands grew bolder, sliding down the front of my T-shirt to lift the hem an inch, the backs of her knuckles playing against the ridges of my stomach. She lifted her head, pressing her neck to my mouth. I took what she offered, sucking on her skin.

      It wasn’t until she grumbled, “Why aren’t you touching me?” that I allowed my hands to wander as well.

      I massaged her back over her silky, button-down shirt. I gripped her waist and hips, loved on her neck and jaw with hungry, biting kisses. Touching and pinching the clasp of her bra beneath her clothes at her mid-back, I released it.

      Her hips shifted restlessly as I neglected her breasts and opted instead to hold her jaw still so I could capture her mouth again, tangling our tongues, stroking hers with mine, and reveling in the wet, intoxicating heat.

      Without taking off her shirt, she somehow managed with jerky movements to remove her bra, flinging it somewhere behind me as we kept on kissing, on and on. But she yanked her mouth from mine, gasping for breath when I used the tip of my finger to trace a light circle around her nipple.

      Shivering, she whimpered, the sound needy and greedy as she arched her back, trying to force more of her breast into my palm. Of course, I obliged, massaging each of the perfect weights with both hands. She moaned.

      Emboldened, I moved to lift her shirt, but she shook her head, capturing my wrists. “No, no. Please, not yet. Not this time.”

      Fire in my lungs, I bit her shoulder to keep from demanding more, a painful and pleasurable spike pounding into the base of my spine. I didn’t understand what this was.

      Was I disappointed? Frustrated? Or did my body enjoy her refusal?

      “Do you want me to convince you?” I slid my hands back to her perfect tits, rediscovering the pleasure of touching and arousing a woman—and becoming aroused—through layers of clothes, reacquainting myself with the exhilarating frustration of boundaries.

      She huffed a laugh that dissolved into another moan as I tongued her nipple through the fabric of her shirt.

      “I bet you could convince—” she started, but then her breath hitched as I rolled my hips, wanting her to feel the hard press of my cock, wanting her to know how much her refusal tortured me.

      Her fingers spasmed at my shoulders. I sucked her nipple into my mouth through the silk, giving it a punishing nip.

      She cried out, but she also shook her head. “No. No, we shouldn’t,” her voice was high-pitched and whiny, and I don’t know why I loved the sound of it paired with the words she’d spoken, but I did.

      I swept my thumb back and forth over the wet patch of her shirt. “Just let me touch your skin, here,” I said.

      Her body shuddered; her hands were everywhere, now sliding under my shirt but not pushing it off. “No. No, Jason.”

      I knew she’d say no. Somehow, I knew, no matter how much I asked, no matter how good I made it for her within these boundaries she’d set, she was going to say no. And somehow, I also knew she wanted me to ask, to push, to make things harder for her, to torture her in return, maybe even to beg.

      “I want you so much.” I continued using my tongue to toy with her breast, employing a hand splayed on her lower back—and still above the fabric of her clothes—to pull her closer. I wanted her closer. I wanted to be surrounded by her.

      Rolling my hips again, I ground out, “Do you feel that? That’s what you do to me.”

      She pressed down, grinding her fully clothed open legs against my equally clothed erection, and it was all so damn sexy for some reason. Why were her denials and obstruction so exciting?

      Knowing we weren’t allowed to do more than this, this groping and petting over my T-shirt and jeans and her business attire, knowing this was all that would happen and wanting so much more, had me perilously close to coming.

      Which meant now I was the one saying, “No. Wait—gorgeous—wait a minute,” and pulling her hands from my body and turning my face to the side to avoid her lips.

      I wasn’t coming in my pants like a fucking teenager. No. No way. I. Would. Not.

      Diane rocked on top of me again and I sucked in a breath between my teeth, my hands released hers to grip her hips. “Stop,” I demanded. “Hold still.”

      She did. She held perfectly still except for the rapid rising and falling of her chest.

      I also struggled to catch my breath, slow the beating of my heart, and communicate to my dick that blue balls were on the horizon. I’d touched her body, but I hadn’t touched her skin. And yet she had me wound tight, searching for an unsexy thread of a thought and finding nothing but carnal wishes.

      What I needed was this woman off my lap.

      Firmly, I lifted her hips and set her aside. I then stood and stiffly paced over to the kitchen, leaning my hands against the center counter and bowing my head. I breathed in. I breathed out. And I didn’t allow myself to imagine how disheveled Diane must be after our groping, grasping make-out session.

      “Are you mad at me?”

      I shook my head. “No. Just need a minute.”

      A pause, then, “Should I go?”

      “I hope you don’t.” I knew my words were tight and short, but I was still so damn hard and it wasn’t getting any better. The sound of her voice, knowing she was right there but entirely out of reach was doing crazy things to my head.

      “I’ve never done that before,” she said, and it sounded like she was talking to herself.

      “What’s that?”

      “Made out with someone.”

      My head came up and I straightened from the counter. Looking over my shoulder at her, I couldn’t stop my frown. “What?”

      She still sat on the couch where I’d left her, but she’d turned her body. Her eyes fastened to mine. “I’ve never made out with someone. My ex and I, we didn’t do that, not once. And the only other person I’ve been with is you, so . . .”

      What the fuck?

      I think I must’ve been in denial until that very moment. When she’d come to me over a year ago and dared me to prove men could pleasure a woman, I’d assumed that her ex had tried and failed to please her. Trying and failing was one thing. But never trying at all?

      I am going to kill that man.

      She laughed, like something was funny or wonderful or both, and it yanked me out of my murderous aspirations.

      “I can’t believe how much fun that was,” she said, her eyes sparkling at me, so happy.

      I felt my mouth curve despite the discomfort in my pants. She laughed again, then pressed her fingers to her lips.

      “Sorry. I just—” She shook her head and then let her smile free, beaming at me. “That was so much fun. Right?”

      Breathing out a laugh of my own, I bowed my head again, giving her my back. It had been fun. But I hurt. I was going to have to take things in hand—often, twice daily probably—if we kept having this kind of fun.

      “Hey, Jason, can we do it again?” Diane loud whispered, her voice full of hope.

      Grinding my teeth to stop a groan, my knuckles grew white on the counter. She wanted to make out again? She wanted to touch and tease and do nothing more? She wanted barriers between us and anything more than over-the-clothes forbidden?

      “Yes. Of course. Anytime you want.”
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        “When we find ourselves in a midlife depression, suddenly hate our spouse, our jobs, our lives – we can be sure that the unlived life is seeking our attention.”

        ROBERT A JOHNSON

      

        

      

      After Diane left for home, picking up my preferred bottle of lube was no problem. Sex shops are always open late. While I was there, I’d walked down the vibrator aisle and wondered if I shouldn’t pick one up for her.

      I didn’t like the idea of Diane being without a means to satisfy herself, even if I wasn’t going to be the one doing it. A woman has needs, and I wanted hers met. Often.

      Ultimately, I’d decided against it. For the time being. Maybe when we were together a bit longer, she’d let me take her to Big Todd’s. Then she could weigh her options and pick out just what she wanted. Maybe she’ll let me watch.

      “Dammit.” I grimaced, bracing a hand against a hallway wall at the compound. I did not need mental imagery of me watching Diane touch herself. I already walked around half-hard all the damn time.

      I’d been randy as a teenager for the past several weeks, ever since our first night together at the safehouse. Finding time during the day to ease the pain wasn’t an option. Thus, I woke up early to take care of business, and I settled round two at the safehouse after Diane left each night.

      We’d been meeting there nearly every afternoon and we hadn’t done anything more than make out.

      Well, that’s not true. We did other things. We talked a lot. Flirted. We pulled up maps and I’d shown her all the places in the world I’d visited while she looked at me like I was something amazing and brand new. I made her dinner. She made me dinner. We played poker and I taught her how to cheat.

      We also watched movies on the couch, during which we’d invariably make out like two horny, fumbling, virginal teenagers.

      It was . . . torture.

      But God help me, the more I thought about it, the more I looked forward to it, and the more I dreaded the end of this phase. I couldn’t keep my hands off her when we were together. I couldn’t stop thinking about her when we were apart. I didn’t have to put on a show to appear angry and irritable and aggressive while at the compound. Every single wasted second in that hellhole pissed me right off and I found myself wondering more and more why I stayed.

      Jess was gone. I’d always planned to leave after she took off. So why had I stayed this last year?

      She’s sharper than a katana, all her poise and self-confidence is justified, and I go to sleep every night thinking about her eyes.

      “Repo!”

      My head snapped up and I scowled at the young recruit named Charms—eyes wide, movements agitated—at the end of the hall.

      “You coked out?” I barked the question. “I told you to lay off that shit.” Even before Charms had come to us, he’d been an addict. It was the reason he was still a recruit and not a member. Addicts made the worst drug dealers.

      But whether Charms remained in his current position wasn’t my call. Product procurement and sale flowed through Wolf; he had the largest number of direct reports.

      “No, no. It’s Wolf and Duck.” He backed up, waving his hands for me to follow. “They’ve—shit! Well, just come see. They’re inside the bar.”

      I made a sound of frustration, but I followed. Even though none of whatever had happened with Wolf and his boys should’ve been my business—I wasn’t Romeo, and I certainly wasn’t Razor—it seemed like more and more no one could do anything without dragging me into their dumpster fire emergencies.

      My area of expertise has always been the money. All the money flowed through me and only me. I worked alone and I had no direct reports, but not because it was my preference. Razor didn’t trust anyone but me to do the job or touch the funds. The only person who might’ve objected to this—Romeo, a.k.a. Darrell Winston, second in command—couldn’t be bothered to care just as long as he ate well and never had to think about it.

      Personally, I thought it was crazy of Razor, our President, to entrust such a critical area to just one person. If I hadn’t secretly taken Catfish under my wing—one of the more levelheaded, business-minded members—and taught him the basics, no one would know what I did, how I did it, how to access the accounts, where the money was kept, who my contacts were except for Razor. In fact, I doubted even Razor knew. It’s not like I could write this stuff down and put it into a binder for reference.

      But then, Razor was crazy. So . . .

      “Come quick!” Charms called from up ahead.

      Turning another two corners, I pulled out the burner cell Diane used to send me messages and checked for new texts. It wasn’t necessary for me to watch where I was going while I walked. I could navigate these halls in the dark.

      Diane: I know what movie we’re watching tonight.

      I smirked at that, debating whether I could stop for a moment and type out something before Charms came back searching for me. A frenzied shriek echoed down the hall, coming from the direction of the bar, and I reluctantly decided to answer Diane’s message later.

      Not picking up my pace for the last few hallways, I moseyed into the bar and surveyed the scene.

      Viper was up on the bar top while Gears seemed to be conducting an impromptu surgery on his shoulder. Viper appeared close to passing out and was likely the screamer I’d heard earlier. To my left, Duck was sitting in a chair. His neck an angry red and purple, he’d clearly been choked with a rope. Wolf was next to him, his lip busted, two black eyes blooming, and—from the way he was holding his side—it looked like maybe a few broken ribs.

      Placing my hands on my hips, I sighed and glanced at Burro. He was behind the bar, his arms crossed, a rare expression of anger on his features.

      “Who was it?” I asked Burro. He’d know the full story. He might editorialize, give too many details, provide information that wasn’t relevant, but at least he’d tell me the truth.

      “Guess.” Isaac—uh, that is, Twilight—strolled out from behind the bar, his arms filled with bags of ice.

      Closing my eyes, I rubbed my forehead and meandered over to the part of the bar Viper wasn’t bleeding all over. “What did you do?” I asked tiredly.

      “We didn’t do shit!” Viper yelled, then released a yowl.

      “They were doing deals on his land,” Gears ground out, sounding more tired than irritated. “Hold still, boy.”

      We needed a new doc, or maybe even a nurse. Gears wasn’t great at patching up wounds, but he was all we had these days. He used to manage black-market acquisition, but that had moved to Catfish some years back and Catfish had been working to rebuild the group. Losing the chop shop years back meant black-market yields were shrinking. I’d tried to help resurrect this, and so had Christine—Razor’s old lady—but we’d both seen our efforts stall.

      “What are you going to do about it?” Wolf slurred from his spot next to Duck, his question obviously meant for me.

      “About what?” I tapped the bar top, sending Burro a commiserating look. These fucking idiots.

      Twilight handed out the bags of ice like popcorn at a baseball game, answering my rhetorical question flatly, “About Romeo’s son.”

      “Oh? Which one?” I asked, like I didn’t already know.

      “Billy! Goddamn Billy Winston, fucking up Wolf like that.” Charms threw his hands up. “He needs to be handled.”

      I shook my head, chuckling because nothing was funny. “Well, it ain’t gonna be me. You want to deal with him, you deal with him.”

      “Razor needs to be told,” Wolf choked out.

      “Go right ahead.” I gestured to the hallway. “Be my fucking guest.”

      “Y’all shoulda killed him when you had the chance.” This bit of wisdom came from Viper, the dumbest among us.

      “It’s not like they didn’t try,” Duck croaked out, rubbing his bruised neck. In addition to red and purple, it was turning blue and green, and it was a wonder he could talk at all.

      “Why can’t he leave shit alone? Why is he always after us?” Viper twisted his head toward me while Gears snipped at the excess thread holding the muscle together. Next, he would apply Steri-Strips to hold the skin together.

      “Y’all were on his property, dumbass!” Burro banged on the bar top, making everyone jump. “You want to tell us again how he’s after you? Each time y’all drag yourself in here with a broken nose, rib, whatever, courtesy of Billy Winston, it’s because you’re not respecting the truce. You stay away from his sister, you stay away from Scarlet, and you stay away from his land.”

      Duck wheezed something that sounded like agreement.

      But Viper grumbled, “It’s Romeo’s property.”

      “No. The house and all that land was left to Ashley’s fella, the game warden.” Burro poured himself a shot, downed it, and then proceeded to pour one for me and one more for him. “None of it belongs to Romeo, none of it. And Billy has made his position clear on the subject time and time again. You step on that land, you approach his women, you’re gonna get hurt.”

      “You don’t need to remind me.” Duck rubbed his right thigh, and I doubted he realized what he was doing. The injury was old, but I knew it still bothered him.

      Billy Winston had broken Duck’s leg years ago, before the kid had been a full member. The young recruit thought he’d mess with the Winston brother because everyone was a little afraid of Romeo’s second boy.

      That had been Duck’s first mistake—thinking.

      He and another recruit threw their empty beer bottles in the bed of Billy’s truck and made sure they shattered, filling it with trash and broken glass, pissing in it, taking a dump. Billy had come upon them in the act and knocked them out cold. They were lucky he hadn’t broken more than one leg each.

      Tossing them unconscious in the bed of his truck, he let them roll around in broken glass and piss and shit before dumping them outside the club. He’d left a note, stapled to Duck’s chest—something about it being bad manners to leave one’s trash in another person’s yard.

      He’d also signed the note. Just his first name, but we didn’t need more than that. Recruits and younger members talked about him like he was the boogie man. I encouraged it.

      Point was, Billy Winston didn’t fuck around, and I wasn’t getting in his face. Especially not when these assholes had been in the wrong.

      “Don’t do deals on the old Oliver property,” I said, calm as you please, my glare cutting to Wolf. “You know better.”

      “He dumped all our product. I’m out ten grand.” Wolf returned my glare best he could, considering. “Razor needs to know. He went too far this time.”

      For maybe the hundredth time since Jessica had left Green Valley with Duane Winston, I wished I could leave. I was so damn ready to leave all this bullshit behind.

      Pushing the shot back to Burro, I strolled toward the front exit leading to the lot. “This is your responsibility, Wolf. Not mine. These are your people. You want Razor to know, you’re gonna have to tell him yourself.”

      He wouldn’t. No one wanted to talk to Razor Dennings, especially not when there was nothing but bad news to share.

      I’d just made it to my bike when Burro came busting out of the bar, waving his arms. “Just a minute! Wait. I got something to tell you.”

      I straddled my bike. “Text me.”

      “No. This is something I think you’ll want to hear.”

      Settling in the seat, I pulled my helmet off the handle and I leveled Burro with an impatient look. “Don’t make me late.”

      “I won’t. I won’t.” He finally made it to my bike, huffing and puffing. “Listen, so, here’s the thing—you know that farm up on High Hill? The one Principal Sylvester wrangled away from that Miller fella last year?”

      My movements stilled. “What about it?”

      Principal Sylvester was Kip Sylvester, Diane’s ex-husband. Many of the recruits and members from around this area called him Principal Sylvester because that’s how they thought of him: as their old high school principal.

      Burro put his hand on his hips. “Word is, the new owner—”

      “Kip Sylvester?”

      “Yes, Kip. Word is, he wants to sell it. Miller’s son says Kip has been dangling the possibility in front of their family, and even brought Miller to the Lodge to—”

      “The Donner Lodge?” Now I was listening with interest.

      “Yes, the Donner Lodge. Kip told Miller he’d lease the place back to him if Miller could talk that dragon lady—uh, Twilight’s momma—into giving Miller back the cows. You know, the ones she bought last year at a price that raised eyebrows.”

      For once I felt grateful for Burro’s habit of giving too many details. “Kip and Miller went to the Lodge? And did they get the cows?”

      “No, no.” He gave a sad shake of his head. “The way his son told it, Miller and Kip tried everything. They threatened and begged, tried to reason with the lady, but she sent them away. She was with Ashley Winston, so maybe—”

      “Wait—they threatened her?”

      “Ashley?”

      “Not Ashley,” I said between clenched teeth. “D—Ms. Donner. They threatened Ms. Donner?”

      “Oh yeah, they tried. She wouldn’t budge. You know what she’s like—uh—well, I guess you might know better than most of—”

      “When was this?” I balanced the bike between my legs and lifted the kickstand. My helmet dangling from my fingers, I backed it out of its spot. I didn’t start the engine, I wanted to hear Burro’s response first.

      “Oh. I don’t know.” He scratched his chin. “I talked to the younger Miller last week, so it was before that, but after New Years for sure. The point is, that land might solve our problems, if it’s for sale. We can reopen the shop. It’s out of the way and there’s a level field in the back, behind the house, and—”

      “Gotta roll, Burro.” Setting my helmet on my head and clipping it in place, I brought my bike to life and steered around the barkeep, leaving him in the dust kicked up by gravel.
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      I didn’t head straight over to the safehouse.

      It was my night to cook dinner and I needed to swing by the store, which was why I’d been leaving when Charms had stopped me in the hall. But now, knowing what I did about Sylvester and Miller and Diane, I needed a drive first—to clear my head, calm down, and think things through.

      Her ex had threatened her. He’d threatened her and he was still walking around on two working legs. That farmer had threatened her. She’d stood up to them both on her own. On. Her. Own. That was unacceptable.

      I’d been on my own most of my life before joining the Wraiths, without the means to defend myself. She was vulnerable to their threats, and that was not okay with me.

      Who had her back? Who had she told? Who did she trust with her safety? Obviously she hadn’t told the Winston boys. If she had, they would’ve done something immediately, and they would’ve noticed she disappeared every night after work, and they would’ve followed her, and I would’ve had a visit from Cletus. Or Billy the boogie man.

      I wanted it to be me. I wanted her to trust me. But the longer I drove around aimlessly, the more I understood wanting this was impossible. How could she trust me with her safety if we weren’t together in private and in public?

      I couldn’t step up for her if we were a secret, and we had to maintain the secret to keep her safe from the Wraiths.

      Pulling into the Piggly Wiggly parking lot—I still needed to grab food for dinner, and I expected Diane at the safehouse in an hour—I decided that the impossibility of the situation meant I needed to take a page from Diane’s book. I needed to be more creative.

      But first, she and I needed to talk.

      As I removed my helmet and fastened it to the handle, I resolved to tell her the truth about keeping watch over her last year, not just because she deserved to know what type of person she’d tied herself to, but also because I wasn’t going to stop. I couldn’t.

      If we were together, I had to keep her safe, and that was that. She had to tell me when someone threatened her. I had to be in her loop. Stepping off the bike, I moved to walk across the lot and into the store, distracted by my own thoughts and not particularly noticing my surroundings.

      I would tell her. But the fact remained Diane might call things off tonight, once she learned the truth.

      I stumbled a step and heaved a sigh, heading for the meat counter. I’ll just have to accept it. If she didn’t want us to be together when she knew the truth about me, if she didn’t want me interfering, watching, keeping an eye on things, then . . . I’ll leave Green Valley.

      I didn’t want to leave her, but I would. Because I couldn’t stay close by and do nothing.

      Coming to the only possible decision given the impossibility of the situation, I finally turned my focus outward and inspected the butcher’s case. The safehouse didn’t yet have an abundance of spices, thus I liked to pick out pre-seasoned cuts to simplify prep. Tonight I wanted to make something nice, grilled steaks maybe. A fancy vegetable. I’d also pick up a good bottle of wine and maybe a box of chocolates. No harm in buttering up the biscuit before taking a bite.

      But before the man behind the counter could approach, a raised voice caught my attention and I turned over my shoulder.

      Is that Diane?

      “I said get your hands off me.”

      That was Diane.

      I sprinted toward the sound of the scuffle, rounding the canned food aisle just in time to hear Miller threaten, “I’m giving you one more chance here. You better take it or you’re not going to like what happens next.”

      What I saw turned my vision red. He had his hands on her, he was touching her, holding her forearms in his meaty grip. His face lowered to hers, his eyes wild. Instinct had me reaching for the man’s neck before he had a chance to do a double take.

      Miller managed just a choking sound before I had his arm behind his back, him turned and body-slammed to the floor.

      Diane squeaked, clearly startled.

      “You don’t touch the lady,” I said, my knee at the center of his back. His shoulder had about two more inches of give before I dislocated or broke it. “Say it.”

      He tried to groan something, but I’d knocked the wind out of him.

      “Stop! Please, stop!” She wasn’t screaming, but she did sound frantic.

      I didn’t stop. I gave his arm a tug.

      Miller huffed and puffed and wheezed out, “I don’t touch the lady. I don’t. I swear, I didn’t—”

      “You don’t talk to the lady. Say that, too.” My voice quiet, I glanced up and down the aisle. It was clear of spectators. For now.

      “I don’t . . . talk . . . to her,” he managed through his pain and struggle to breathe—both of which made me feel better.

      Immediately, I released him and turned to Diane. Her big, beautiful eyes were fastened to my face, looking at me like I was a stranger. I grabbed her hand and marched us both down the aisle, stopping at the end of it.

      “Go to your car. Drive to the turnoff just before Moth Run. I will meet you there.”

      “I have groceries in my cart back there and—”

      I turned and looked at her over my shoulder. Whatever she saw in my features had her lifting her chin, defiance sparking behind her eyes. I thought she was about to argue, and so I mentally calculated how likely it would be for us to draw no attention when I tossed her over my shoulder to carry her out.

      Luckily, I didn’t need to. She gave me a jerky, unhappy nod and twisted her hand from my grip. In the next moment, she’d walked around me.

      And then she was gone.
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      To say the atmosphere in Diane’s BMW was charged would be a gross understatement. I half expected to be struck by a bolt of lightning.

      She was angry. So was I.

      “Are we going to drop the BMW off before heading over?” she asked testily from her spot in the passenger seat. Diane had been using a long-term rental car for driving to the safehouse since I’d pointed out how recognizable her car was.

      Presently, I drove. I’d left my bike hidden at the turnoff.

      “No.” I adjusted my hands on the steering wheel and checked the rearview mirror. Taking the time to swing by her house now was out of the question.

      She huffed. “I don’t know why you’re angry.”

      Saying nothing, I flipped on the blinker as we approached our turn, reminding myself to obey all traffic laws and to not speed. The last thing we needed was one of the sheriff’s deputies finding us together. They’d call it in just for the novelty of it. Flo McClure—town source for all rumors, true and false—would then spread it around like jam on toast.

      Diane huffed again. “I do not approve of how high-handed you were.”

      “High-handed,” I repeated. High-handed? That wasn’t high-handed. She hadn’t seen high-handed.

      “Yes. Back there, with Farmer—Mr. Miller.” Diane tugged at the sleeves of her suit jacket. It was the blue one I favored that matched her eyes. “I was perfectly capable of taking care of things myself.”

      I said nothing, otherwise I’d shout, and instead continued staring out the windshield. When the silence persisted, Diane began to fidget. My anger deflated, just a little, punctured by guilt.

      She didn’t enjoy lulls in conversation. I knew this; she’d confessed a few days ago that silences—especially tense ones—made her fret. My silence wasn’t a punishment and I hoped she knew that. But I wasn’t ready to talk. I couldn’t. Not yet. I was just . . .

      Just—

      Diane threw her hands up and blurted, “Well, this isn’t going to work.”

      I cleared my throat of gravel before asking, “What’s that?”

      “You being the silent type.” The words were an accusation. “You are, you know. You’re the strong and silent type. Tall, dark, handsome, strong, and silent. And I’m one of those talking people, I guess. I don’t mind silence when I’m alone. But I want folks talking because I want to know what they’re thinking.”

      “You want to know what I’m thinking?” For maybe the seventh time since sliding into the driver’s seat, I had to remind myself to stop strangling the steering wheel. My knuckles were white.

      “Yes, I do.” She kept on fidgeting. “So just tell me.”

      “Fine.” She wanted to know? Fine. “You are not capable of taking care of Miller yourself.”

      “Ex-excuse me?” She roared, twisting in the seat and pressing her back to the passenger side door. “What makes you think—”

      “That man wants to hurt you,” I seethed. “You ain’t safe around him.”

      “Mr. Miller? Puh-lease. A dairy farmer from High Hill can’t do anything to me.”

      I suppressed the urge to shout and ask if she was stupid. She wasn’t stupid. She was the smartest person I knew. So why was she acting so fucking dumb?

      Inhaling through my nose, I kept my jaw locked and pointed out the obvious, “Any person lacking in morality, or with intent and desperate enough for violence, can do a great deal of harm to anyone they please.” I slid my gaze to hers and held it as I steered around the switchback. I knew these roads like I knew the hallways in the compound; I could navigate them blindfolded if needed.

      Diane glared at me. Then she opened her mouth like she wanted to argue. Then she snapped it shut and pointed her attention out the passenger side window.

      We stayed like that for a while, and I was grateful. It gave my heart a chance to stop beating like an angry drum and reason to return.

      This was the problem. This. Right now, right here.

      This was why I needed to tell her the truth about following her last year. I didn’t want to fight. I didn’t want to sneak around and undermine her wishes. She needed to know who I was, what I was like, what she’d signed up for.

      Am I ready to walk away?

      Swallowing around a painful tightness, I gave my head a shake. It didn’t matter if I was ready. Life and truth don’t wait until you’re ready. She needed to know, and I needed to tell her.

      “Well, I suppose I should send you a gift basket then.”

      I narrowed my eyes in confusion, her statement nonsensical. I wondered if she’d been talking for a while and I’d been too inside my head to notice.

      “What?”

      “For rescuing me,” she spat, clearly still mad as hell. Turning back to me in a huff, she crossed her arms. “I am grateful. I am. But I’m also angry. He doesn’t listen to me. He’s been after me about those cows for months. I can’t get him to leave me alone.”

      “You should’ve come to me.”

      “No. No!” Diane gave her head several quick, frenzied shakes. “I shouldn’t have to and that is exactly why I’m angry. Thank you for helping me, really. Thank you. I don’t know if I approve of the manner in which you helped. But thank you anyway. I was scared. But what makes me so angry I can barely breathe is that I say no, and he doesn’t listen. I say no, and I’m not believed. It makes me want to learn karate or some other martial art so I can kick butt, and I hate it. I don’t want to have to know how to kick butt. I want people to listen to me, to my words, I want them to mean something. Why can’t a woman’s words count for more than a man’s violence?”

      “Diane.” I tried to soften my voice because I was about to point out the obvious. “That is not the world we live in.”

      It certainly wasn’t the world I lived in. Might made right. I understood that; I relied on it. There was a simplicity, an order to it, for men like me.

      But I was coming to see, for a woman like her, there was no order to it. Only the chaos of powerlessness, uncertainty, and fear.

      “I hate it,” she repeated on a murmur, turning her eyes to the forest beyond the road. “I do. I hate it so much.”

      And that’s all she said for the remainder of the drive, leaving me to wonder whether at the end of the day, when I’d told her the truth about what I’d done, she’d hate me too.
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      Once we were inside the house, I took her jacket, knelt to take off her shoes, and walked her to the chair in front of the hearth. After tucking a blanket around her lap and shoulders, I lit a fire in the fireplace.

      Diane was the silent one now, her forehead furrowed, her eyes staring forward. And I was the one who wanted her thoughts. I didn’t have a right to them, not until I told her the truth, but I wanted them anyhow.

      We didn’t have much for dinner, and certainly not the feast I’d had planned to butter her up. I made do. I found all the fixins for tacos and an unopened bottle of white wine in the fridge. After I’d set the meat to cook on low, I poured her a glass and brought it to her in the family room.

      “Sorry I’m so quiet,” she said, her gaze pulling at me as I handed over her drink. “I don’t like it when others do it, so I shouldn’t be doing it either.”

      “No.” Sitting on the wide brick hearth a foot off the ground, I stirred the fire and added another log. “You be quiet if you need it.”

      I felt her attention on my face, the intensity of it, and I struggled to tell her what needed to be said. I didn’t know how to start.

      “Who are your people?” she asked out of nowhere. “I know you’re from Texas, but who are your parents?”

      “I don’t have people.” I gave her my eyes and a small smile so she’d see I spoke the truth.

      She tilted her head. “Are you saying a stork brought you to the Iron Wraiths, fully formed, wearing black leather and brass knuckles?”

      The words and her delivery made me chuckle. She was funny, when she wanted to be. “No. I have biological parents.”

      Now her stare sobered, like she absorbed the words I didn’t say. She asked gently, “Did you ever meet your parents?”

      “I did.”

      Diane looked a bit uncertain. “Do you not wish to discuss it?”

      I didn’t wish to discuss it, but I did find I wanted her to know. “My father—my biological father—already had a family when he impregnated my mother. He didn’t want to leave his kids and wife, and my mother kept me until I was about three. She couldn’t deal with me anymore, so I went into the system.”

      “You weren’t ever adopted?” Diane’s breath seemed to come haltingly, like she was bracing herself for worse news than this.

      “No. I was not adopted. I was raised in homes, a lot of them.” I ensured my voice held a finality, communicated that this topic was off limits. I did not wish to discuss anything related to the homes. Even with her.

      She blinked, looking away from me, her eyes now glassy. “I see,” she said, and I suspected she needed another minute with her thoughts.

      I stood and walked back to the kitchen, turning off the meat. Then I moved on to chopping the tomatoes, lettuce, and green onions. She joined me at the kitchen island, setting her mostly untouched glass of wine on the counter.

      “Did you ever meet your father?” she asked quietly, her tone respectful.

      “Yes.” I nodded, using a knife to push the green onions off the cutting board and into a waiting bowl. “When I was, oh, I guess about sixteen, I ran away from the group home where I lived and tracked him down.”

      “How’d you do that?”

      “Rural Texas is one little community after another, each basically the same. I knew where I was born, so I went there. Didn’t take long, with the right questions asked to the right people. Small towns have a long memory for scandal.”

      “Did you . . .” Diane picked up the block of cheese I’d laid out along with the grater and got to work. “Did you confront them?”

      “No. I lied about my age and got a job where my daddy—I mean, where my biological father worked, Franklin Ranch. He was a low-level ranch hand, but I watched him, studied him, and we became acquaintances. He and his wife had four sons, he had no need of another, and he retired shortly after I arrived.”

      It was strange, saying these things out loud. I’d never told anyone any of this. I’d thought it might be difficult to speak the words. It wasn’t. Almost like this story belonged to someone else, someone long dead and buried along with whatever hurt and hopes they’d carried.

      “What about your mother?” Diane dusted the back of the grater, the bits of the cheese there falling into the pile she’d made.

      “She’d settled down a few towns over, married a lawyer, got a divorce. She had no children, but I got the sense she’d never wanted any.”

      “Huh.” Diane continued to study me, like she found my story heartbreaking and fascinating, but mostly heartbreaking. “And you never told them who you were?”

      I picked up as many of the taco fixins as I could carry and brought them over to the kitchen table. “Didn’t see a reason to.”

      “How can you say that?” She turned, keeping her eyes on me no matter where I walked in the kitchen. “You were—are—their son.”

      “No, I wasn’t.” I returned to the stove and spooned the meat into another waiting bowl. “I was never anyone’s son.”

      Diane exhaled; it sounded sad. “Jason.”

      “No, Diane. Listen.” I put the bowl on the counter and gave her my full attention. “There wasn’t space in their lives, and I wasn’t going to demand something they had no desire to give. They gave me up for a reason. I didn’t belong to them just like they didn’t belong to me.”

      “Haven’t you ever belonged to anyone?” Her frown severe, her words tinted with anger, everything about Diane—how she stood, how she glared, how her hands opened and closed on the countertop—screamed restlessness and frustration. But not pity, and that was good at least.

      “I haven’t,” I admitted, keeping my tone plain and taking the dirty pan to the sink. I’d never belonged to anyone, and that was the truth. But also, it was all I’d known. Hard to miss something if you’ve never known it.

      “Well! That’s just—” The cut off words were sharp with irritation, and I glanced over my shoulder to look at her.

      I didn’t need to. She’d marched to the sink and stood at my side, glaring up at me with a ferocity I’d never seen in her before. I’d seen her fierce, but not like this.

      “What?” I tried to read in her expression why she’d be irritated with me and guessed at the reason. “Telling my biological parents who I was wouldn’t have done any good. It would have just—”

      “Forget those people.” She waved away my explanation, flinging her hand to the side like she was flinging my biological parents out of existence. “Do you want to?” she demanded, and the question had a ring of challenge to it.

      My eyes moved between hers. I didn’t understand what she was asking. “Do I want to see them again?”

      “No.” Diane inched closer, her tone quieter. “Do you want to belong to someone?”

      Rearing back, I turned completely from the sink and watched the scowl on her gorgeous face morph into something soft and searching.

      “Because—” She lifted her hands like she might grab me for a hug, but then stopped herself, folding her twisting fingers under her chin. “Because I’d like you. I’d like you to be mine. Very much.”
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      I could see I’d shocked him.

      Which meant I needed to make my case before he found his wits enough to reject the offer. “I’m not in my twenties, Jason. Or even in my thirties. I’m not looking for a good man to start a life with or start a family, build a home. I’m middle-aged, hopefully at the center point in my life, a woman past all those youthful considerations and worries.”

      “Are you saying . . .” He swallowed, his eyes still moving between mine like he expected me to take it back or disappear. “Are you saying you want a future with me?”

      “Yes. I do. I don’t know if it’s a forever future, but I’m not sure I believe in forever anymore, and I don’t think I want to.”

      Jason lifted his chin and the move felt defensive. “How do you mean?”

      “I once committed myself to a forever of unhappiness, of low self-worth, of struggle to please another person. I’d resigned myself to it, thought of it as a Godly duty. I’d made my bed, and I was going to sleep in it come hell or high water, because that was the noble thing to do. But now the idea of forever makes me cringe.”

      “What?” He lifted a teasing eyebrow, but he was obviously still struggling with how to respond to my offer. “You don’t think staying committed in a marriage is noble?”

      I could see he wanted to lighten the mood, but I wanted him to know where I stood. I told the truth. “No. Not always. Not if one party is shouldering all the burden, not if both people aren’t striving to be worthy of that commitment, and especially not when one of those people is a sociopath. Staying in a marriage like that isn’t noble, it’s spiritual suicide. And I don’t think Saint Peter would take kindly to me knocking on the pearly gates without my spirit.”

      A surprised chuckle left his chest and he crossed his arms, leaning a hip on the counter. I got the sense he was still uncomfortable with the idea of belonging to me. And that was fine. If he didn’t want it, if he didn’t want a future with me, so be it. But I needed him to understand that a future between us was possible.

      At least, from my perspective, it was possible.

      “Jason, the considerations I’d been taught were important when I was younger aren’t a factor now.” I shook my head for emphasis and dared to take back the step he’d ceded. But then I halted because he winced, his eyes falling to the floor at my approach. “All I want, all I need from you, is honesty and care. That’s it.”

      He made a slight sound, like my words pained him, and my brain went into overdrive. How could I convince him? And if I couldn’t convince him, how did I backpedal fast enough to not ruin everything? How did I get us back to where we’d been?

      Damn it, Diane! You should’ve kept your big trap shut.

      Why did I always want more? Why couldn’t I just let things be?

      “Listen, I—” Now I stepped back. I sensed he needed space, and for once in my life, I wasn’t going to push. “You already know how I feel about you. And I’ll be just fine if you don’t want more than what we’ve already got. I don’t want to ruin this thing between us for however long it lasts.”

      Jason shook his head, his face scrunching tightly, and he closed his eyes. “No. No, I—Diane. No. I do want more than what we’ve already got, and you haven’t ruined anything.”

      “You do?” I couldn’t help the reedy note of hope that entered my voice or the way my heart gave a happy leap.

      He opened his eyes, but he still didn’t give them to me. “I have to confess something.”

      “Is it as serious as you look?” Inspecting him, my heart quit its happy leaping. In fact, it sunk while I held perfectly still.

      “I don’t know.” He rubbed his forehead, and then glanced up abruptly, his eyes hooking into mine. “I’m not great at gauging what severity means to civilians.”

      “Civilians meaning not motorcycle folk?”

      “And nonmilitary folk.”

      “You were in the military?”

      “I was, but that’s a discussion for a different time.” He tore his stare from mine and walked past me, mumbling something that sounded like, “Or maybe never.”

      “Of those two options, I choose a different time over maybe never.” Now he had me nervous. I followed him into the family room, glancing at the food on the table and deciding it could keep.

      He stopped in front of the fireplace and added another log, his big body restless.

      “So then, what’s this confession that you don’t know whether is serious or not?” I decided to stay standing. He stood. I should stand.

      “There’s no pretty way of telling you this.” Jason turned and faced me, and a full-on eye-collision followed.

      My heart squeezed and my mind jumped to the worst-case scenario. “Is it about Isaac?”

      “No. No, not really. Not at all, actually.”

      I exhaled my relief. “Then out with it, even if it’s ugly.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, his thumbs hooking into his jean pockets. “That night I spun out—”

      “Christmas?”

      “Was it Christmas?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well then, on Christmas, when I crashed my bike, the reason I was there in the first place was to check on you.”

      I stared at him, thinking about that for a second. But it made no sense. “Pardon?”

      “Two of my recruits were . . . well, they happened to be on Donner Lodge property the week before and they saw your ex-husband’s old lady sneaking around, like she didn’t want to be seen.”

      I flinched. “I have so many questions. First, old lady—that means his woman? Elena? His mistress?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And what were your recruits doing—what were any of your fellas doing—on Donner Lodge property?”

      “It’s not unusual.”

      I flinched again. “That’s not what I asked.”

      “We’re getting off topic.”

      “Are we?”

      “We are. What they were doing there isn’t important.”

      “Were they dealing drugs? Are they planning to steal cars? Or thieve the cabins? Please tell me my patrons are safe.”

      “Your patrons are safe. The Lodge isn’t a target, it’s a neutral spot. No one uses it. We’re not a threat to you or your business.”

      I searched my brain, trying to figure out why on earth the Iron Wraiths would want to loiter on Lodge property. “Then why do they—”

      “Diane, focus. Your ex’s old lady was there, sneaking around.”

      “So you said.” My arms felt suddenly useless at my sides. I crossed them.

      “Why would she be there?” He put the question to me like I would have any idea why that crazy lady did anything.

      “I don’t honestly know. I haven’t seen her since her sister was convicted last year and they got off with barely nothing at all after what they did to my Jennifer. Were there any justice in the world, they’d both be six feet closer to hell.”

      He stared at me, as though considering how—or whether—to continue.

      I uncrossed my arms and scratched my shoulder. “Well, so, you stopped by on Christmas to check on me? When one of your young gentlemen spotted Elena at the Lodge sneaking? That’s your confession?”

      “Not quite. I . . .” He turned, glanced at the brick hearth, and lowered himself to it, catching his head in his hands and covering his face. “Last year, after you were attacked—”

      “When?”

      His head shot up. “You were attacked more than once?”

      “Uh—no. No. Just that once. When I got hit on the head and dragged over to burning bee boxes on Old Man Blount’s farm.” I’d woken up in the hospital and had been treated for smoke inhalation.

      “I worried about your safety.” He stood again, pacing to the couch but not sitting.

      “When?”

      “When I found out what happened. So, last year, I got in the habit of checking in on you.” He seemed bracing, watchful.

      And I was so confused by what he’d said, I didn’t know how to react to it. “Let me get this straight. Last year, when that nut job put me in the hospital, you found out about it and then started checking on me? Last year you did this?”

      “I did. And I might’ve gotten carried away with it.”

      Carried away? “What does that mean?”

      “I used to follow you, in the morning, to make sure you got to work okay. And then in the evenings, I’d make sure you got home,” he said. Just like that. Just like . . . that.

      We stared at each other while I processed this information. But I couldn’t process because it sounded so farfetched.

      “Are you . . . are you saying you followed me around?”

      “I did.” He nodded firmly. “And before I left at night, I’d walk your property a few times, making sure all looked well.”

      I took a step back, unsure if—No, no. This is weird, Diane. This is stalking. “Why would you do that?”

      “I don’t have a good reason.”

      My mouth fell open and I took another step back. “You were spying on me for no reason?”

      “I wasn’t—that wasn’t my goal.”

      “Then what was your goal?”

      “Your safety.”

      “I—I was perfectly safe.”

      “You were hit over the head, left for dead, and almost did die due to the smoke. The person who’d done it wasn’t apprehended for weeks after. And who was checking up on you?”

      Goodness. He seemed to know a lot about it. “Well, Jennifer came over and stayed. And Cletus—”

      “Cletus Winston was only there for your daughter. When she stopped nursing you, he left too. He wasn’t looking in.”

      And Jason would know, because he’d just admitted to spying on me.

      But, perhaps irrationally, that question he asked struck a chord. “I don’t need anyone checking in on me. I have an excellent security system.” Who was checking on me? No one. No one was checking on me. I was responsible for myself.

      “Oh? Really? Then why didn’t it catch me, from March until September, walking your property?”

      I had no answer to that.

      “No one was checking in on you.” He said this slowly, emphatically, like I didn’t understand the implications of being alone.

      But I knew. This last year, coming home to an empty house each night, I’d covered my loneliness with bravado and my fear with distraction. I’d never lived alone before. I’d gone from my father’s house to my husband’s house.

      “No one had eyes on you—on your house, on your land,” he went on, the look in his eyes begging me to understand. “Your ex and his old lady, they’re not good people. They are bad people, and I would know. I needed to see you were safe.”

      “But why? I wasn’t—we barely knew each other then.” I rubbed my forehead with agitated fingers, not knowing how to feel.

      “I can’t explain it other than you . . . meant something to me.” Jason lifted his hands out to his sides, like he surrendered. “After our night together, as I’ve told you, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I needed to know you were looked after.”

      None of this made a lick of sense. “Why didn’t you tell me? If I meant something to you, then why not talk to me? Or—or contact me? Why not—”

      “I promised your son I wouldn’t.”

      That brought me up short. “Oh.”

      “I know he was the one to escort you out of the compound that night, after.”

      My attention dropped to the floor. “I see.”

      I turned and walked to the kitchen table, wondering if I should just leave. Any sane person would leave. Instead, I gripped a kitchen chair and tapped my fingernails on the back of it, sifting through all this new information while eyeballing the food on the table.

      “We should eat.” He’d made food. It would be a shame to waste it.

      Darting from the table, I grabbed two dishes from the cabinet and whatever silverware we might use from the drawer.

      By the time I made it back to the table, Jason had drifted over, his expression hard. “I think it would be better if we didn’t do this tonight. I think maybe you should go.”

      I deposited the plates on the table—across from each other—then turned back to the kitchen island to grab the meat. “I’m hungry.”

      “Diane,” he said, his voice low with something that sounded impatient but also resigned.

      It was the resignation that firmed my resolve.

      “Babydoll.” I spun and set my hand on my hip. “I am hungry. And I don’t know what to think about your confession, but I do know we both need to eat. Let’s eat. We can discuss you spying on me some other time.”
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      Jason drove me home after dinner.

      I’d tried to keep things light, ask him questions about topics that typically put him in a good mood, like his previous travels, or when he would teach me how to ride a motorcycle, but he didn’t wish to speak much. I filled the silence, telling him all about the plans we’d finalized for Jenn and Cletus’s engagement party. Then I told him about the new staffing decisions at the Lodge. Then I’d told him about Monsieur Auclair’s training, how well it had gone, and how the man would be fit to take over operations if or when I ever needed him.

      But when I’d mentioned Cletus Winston and the dairy, Jason had stood up, his chair scraping against the floor, and walked to the coat closet. He’d grabbed my jacket and brought it over.

      “Come on,” he’d said, pulling my chair out and lifting my hand. “It’s time to go.”

      I’d filled the silence in the car too. Talking about the dress Jennifer had already selected for the party and how we were planning to wear matching colors. “But her dress will be more youthful than mine, of course.”

      Based on how his temple kept jumping, I’d wondered if he was grinding his teeth. I’d needed him to talk. I didn’t think he was angry with me. If I’d read him right, he’d appeared angry with himself.

      The next few days weren’t easy ones, and definitely not as fun as they had been. Jennifer and Cletus’s engagement party was just around the corner, and I couldn’t seem to stay focused on all the last minute details.

      One might think Jason’s confession would lead me to scanning the horizon, looking for him every time I walked to my car in the morning and at night, but I didn’t. If he still watched me, well . . . I honestly didn’t know how to feel about that. After Miller’s actions in the Piggly Wiggly, I kinda liked the idea.

      I did text him a few times, asking how his day went, telling him about mine. I suppose this was my continuing attempt to fill in the silence between us because this time it felt like a giant, gaping, empty hole in the center of my chest.

      I missed him. I missed how solid and sure he was. I missed his teasing and flirting and quick comebacks. I missed his smile and how he seemed so comfortable in his own skin. He’d made me feel more comfortable in mine, and I missed that too. I loved that my pushiness and bossiness and sharp tongue didn’t seem to bother him one lick. He took me in stride.

      After six days of not seeing him, I sent Jason a message once my last meeting of the day ended.

      
        
        Diane: I want to see you. Are you free today or tomorrow?

      

      

      After sending the text, I frowned at it, feeling heartsick at the thought of having to wait until tomorrow. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long for his response.

      
        
        Jason: Tonight. Normal place. Wear jeans and a jacket.

      

      

      Jean and a jacket? I tapped my bottom lip. I didn’t think I owned a single pair of jeans. Kip had always said jeans were for farmers, a belief I’d espoused whenever my daughter had dared to wear a pair. But did I actually think jeans were for farmers?

      I did not know. I would have to run down to the Merryville Mall and see for myself.

      I typed out a response to his message, then deleted it. This went on for a while, likely because I had so much I wanted to say. I wanted to tell him I missed him, but I wasn’t sure whether we had a future now. I wanted to ask him why he thought it was okay to follow me around. I wanted to ask him so many things, none of which were conducive to text messages.

      Finally, I sent a lukewarm response.

      
        
        Diane: Okay. See you then.

      

      

      Grabbing my purse, coat, and keys, I locked up my office and left the Lodge to go shopping.
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      Kip—unsurprisingly—had been wrong. Jeans were for everybody. The sales lady had said the pair I currently wore made my backside look fantastic and I had to agree.

      Since I’d been in Merryville anyway, I stopped by the fancy grocery store and picked up some fancy foods, figuring I could prepare a no-pressure picnic-like dinner of cheeses, cut up fruit and veggies, crusty bread, pâté, and dips.

      Armed with my jeans and groceries, I drove over to our house and wasn’t terribly surprised Jason hadn’t arrived yet, though my heart would tell you I was disappointed. I had no use for miring in discontent. I grabbed as many bags as I could handle and made for the front door. A glass of wine and a warm fire sounded like a nice way to wait for Jason’s arrival.

      I returned to the car for the second load of bags and the tell-tale sound of an approaching motorcycle met my ears. Forgetting the bags for now, I turned at my trunk to watch the gate open and Jason drive on in. He stopped just next to me, pulling off his helmet to regard me but not cutting the engine.

      My heart gave a little flutter at the sight of him, all his rugged handsomeness, and most especially at the way his eyes traveled over my jean-clad legs and hips. Then he tilted his head, motioning that I should come over.

      Wanting to talk to him, but not wishing to yell over the hum of his engine, I walked over.

      Before I could utter a word, he held out his helmet. “Put it on.”

      I rocked back on my heels. “You want me to put it on?”

      He nodded, pushing it into my hands. “Put it on and climb on.”

      Squinting at him and smiling, I did as he commanded. “You still make everything sound like a command.”

      “Please,” he said, the side of his mouth curving upward, his handsome eyes twinkling back at me. “Better?”

      I laughed, standing still so he could adjust the strap at my chin, the food and my open trunk forgotten. He then held my hand and helped me on. No sooner had I straddled the bike behind him and put my arms around his torso did he take off. I gave a little squeak, and I felt his chest rumble with a laugh.

      “Where is your helmet?” I scolded, squeezing him tighter.

      “On your head,” he said, sounding pleased with himself.

      I didn’t get a chance to chastise him further because he accelerated. My heart climbed to my throat with the indescribable sensations of exhilaration and fear twining together in my stomach. We drove until the fear became fearlessness, until the press of his warm back to my front and the vibrating seat between my legs and the wind in my face felt like flying.
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        “Aging is not 'lost youth' but a new stage of opportunity and strength.”

        BETTY FRIEDAN

      

        

      

      Eventually, Jason slowed the bike. As we pulled over at what initially looked like just a thicket of bushes and tall trees, I spotted a narrow, cleared space between the trunks and hedge. He offered his hand. I took it to disembark from the bike, my legs a little unsteady. This was the first time I’d been on a motorcycle. All things considered, I felt like I’d handled the thrilling unsteadiness of it well.

      Jason carefully pulled the bike into the small clearing, presumably to hide it and us from the passersby on the road, then finally cut the engine. I’d followed him in, and he held out his hands for the helmet.

      I passed it over, and then belatedly lamented the state of my hair. It must’ve been a fright.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, watching me pat at my hair with a soft smile.

      “I’m disheveled and messy.”

      His eyes kept on twinkling. “I’ve seen you messier.”

      That made me blush and I breathed a laugh, twisting away from him so he couldn’t see the red staining my cheeks and neck. My embarrassment was quickly forgotten as I came face-to-face with the view. Our little house had a view off the deck facing west, mostly of the sky and treetops. We’d often watched the sunset from there.

      This was something different. We must’ve been facing due north. The sun to our left was almost fully cloaked by a puffy cloud and, yes, the sky was certainly beautiful with its oranges and pinks and purples. But below, instead of just trees, entire hills and mountains spread out before us, the blue mist clinging to the valleys.

      “We must be really high up.” I shivered because it was cold and the wind lifted up my hair. I had to smooth it back and twist it to keep it from flying around my face.

      “We are.” I heard and sensed Jason come up behind me a moment before something warm, heavy, and smelling of him settled on my shoulders.

      I glanced down and realized he’d placed his leather jacket on me. “Aren’t you cold?” I frowned up at him. “I already have a jacket.”

      “I’m not cold,” he said, coming to stand at my shoulder, his deep voice hitting me like another blanket of warmth.

      We stood for a bit, looking out over the shifting mists in the valleys, admiring the speckled last rays of sunlight as they graced the leafless trees and evergreens on the mountains. I thought about this moment, and all the moments that had come before, and how much I’d treasure them no matter what happened between us next. For once, the silence didn’t make me squirm or fret, probably because I dreaded the end of it.

      Which was why I was surprised when I heard myself ask, “If I break things off because of you following me around last year, what will you do?”

      “I’ve been wanting to leave Green Valley for a while,” he said, his answer immediate, like the matter hadn’t required any thought.

      I reared back and looked at his profile, this information catching me unprepared. “You’d leave? Because of me?”

      “No. Not because of you.” His eyes were narrowed and focused on the horizon. “Because of me.”

      “Because you followed me?”

      “Partly, but not really. I know, if I did stay, I’d probably . . .”

      “What?”

      Frowning, he glanced at me. “I’d fret about your safety, with your ex out there and his woman, with Miller running around. I’d drive myself crazy if I stayed and wasn’t able to ensure your safety.”

      “So you’d leave?” I faced him fully and tugged his jacket closed against the wind. “And the Wraiths would be okay with that?”

      “I would leave, and they wouldn’t have a say. When I’m ready to go, I’ll go.”

      “And they won’t come after you?”

      He scoffed. “They could try, but their reach isn’t what it used to be. I’d keep out of the southeast and I’d be fine.”

      Something in me relaxed at this news and how sure he sounded just as something else excited and tensed. I found myself batting away crazy thoughts like, Maybe Jason and I could run off together.

      See? Crazy.

      I needed some perspective. Folks don’t go running off with men who follow them for months. It simply wasn’t done. He was probably the jealous type, and I wouldn’t be allowed to speak to other men. Then it would get crazier and crazier the longer we were together. He likely wouldn’t let me out of his sight, and I’d be stuck in another bad situation.

      Except . . . He didn’t seem at all like that.

      But then, I’d never been a good judge of character when it came to my personal life. In business, I could read people like a book. But when my feelings were involved, I’d always let hopes cloud my judgment. And I hoped Jason wasn’t a jealous, possessive jerk. Perhaps I hoped it so much, I’d decided it was true.

      Inspecting him out of the corner of my eye, I watched carefully and asked, “What if I’d gone on a date when you were watching me last year? Would you have followed me?”

      “Yes.”

      I heaved a sad sigh. Well, there’s my answer. He is a possessive, jealous—

      “This wasn’t—isn’t—a possession thing,” he said haltingly, almost like he could read my mind and knew the direction of my thoughts. “I wouldn’t have intervened, I wouldn’t have interrupted. There were a few times I saw you flirting with folks and it didn’t—I wasn’t upset. Chris Williams, for example.”

      “That young deputy? What? I did not flirt with Chris Williams!”

      Jason lifted an eyebrow, his mouth twisting to the side like he thought I was cute. But there was no jealousy there.

      I huffed. “Okay, maybe I did flirt with Chris Williams.” The young deputy and I always went to the Piggly Wiggly on the same night of the week at the same time and he was a cutie pie. “But it was harmless. I am old enough to be his momma.”

      “But you are fine enough to catch his notice. Most men are visual creatures. He liked what he saw, and age has nothing to do with it. And if you and Chris—who, I admit, is a fine young man—had ever taken that step, I honestly would’ve been relieved.”

      “What?” I felt my spine stiffen. “Why?”

      “I wouldn’t need to run a background check on Chris Williams, and then you would’ve had someone to keep you safe from your ex and his woman. And, apparently, Miller.”

      I squinted at him, trying to spot a lie. “Is that true?” If his words weren’t the truth, then Jason was a world class liar.

      “That is true. Prior to us trying to make a go of this, who you spent time with was none of my business, as long as they didn’t do anything to make it my business.”

      “Like what? What would make it your business?”

      “If they harmed you.”

      Huh.

      I turned back to the view. “So, I’m supposed to think of you like a guardian angel instead of someone who invaded my privacy?” I wasn’t sure who I was asking, him or me.

      “I’m no angel, gorgeous.” In the darkening dusk, he sent me a look that had a shiver racing down my spine, but not a bad one.

      Clearly, I needed more therapy, because even after knowing what he’d done, I still wanted him. Badly.

      “And I’m not saying what I did was fine and dandy,” he continued, sounding frustrated. “It wasn’t, I freely admit that. I knew it wasn’t right when I did it, and I know it now.”

      I felt like we were about to hit the same wall in the conversation we’d encountered the last time we discussed this. How did we move past it? How did this become okay?

      “Then what do you want me to say?”

      “I reckon I’m asking for forgiveness, Diane. Not understanding, not when I don’t rightly understand it myself.”

      That made me laugh. “Does it make any sense that I understand, but I’m not sure if I can forgive?”

      His forehead wrinkled. “You understand?”

      “If I could put eyes on my kids all the time, if I could follow them around to ensure their safety, and that was something they wouldn’t consider a huge invasion of privacy, then you bet I would. But I love my children. I love them. I think about them—”

      “All the time,” he finished.

      “But you didn’t—I mean, you say you did think about me all the time. And, admittedly, I thought about you all the time, but I wasn’t out there following you around.” I gestured to the forest and road beyond. “For heaven’s sake, we were only together one night.”

      And yet, it had been one heck of a night.

      “In my own fucked-up way, keeping people safe is the only means I have available to look after those I care about.” His tone took on a thoughtful note, like perhaps he was talking to himself. “I haven’t cared about many people. Three, maybe four in my life.”

      “Are you seriously telling me you’ve made a habit of following around folks you care about without their knowledge? I’m not the first?” I couldn’t decide if this new information made things better or worse.

      “I have,” he admitted easily.

      I shook my head, at a loss. “Like who?”

      “Like my daughter.”

      If I hadn’t been standing still, I might’ve fallen over. “Your what?!”

      “My biological daughter.”

      “You—I—pardon me?” My feet stumbled back on their own; I needed to see him better. “You have a child?”

      He made a sound in the back of his throat, a rumble and a denial, and he said, “Not really. I contributed a bit of DNA, and the woman I was with at the time gave birth to her nine months later.”

      I stared at him. I couldn’t believe this.

      Actually, I could believe it. But I still couldn’t believe it. “Did you want a baby?”

      “No. And I’ve taken steps to make sure it never happens again.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I’ve had the surgery,” he said plainly, and he sounded unapologetic about it. “Condoms are to prevent disease. But I couldn’t get a woman pregnant, not even if one broke.”

      “But . . . you didn’t want the child?”

      “I couldn’t say.”

      “I don’t understand—”

      “I wasn’t given a choice one way or the other. I didn’t know there was a child until years later.”

      “God,” I gaped, covering my mouth. “What happened?”

      “Louisa decided—”

      “The mother?”

      “The biological mother. She had a sister who was married but had difficulty conceiving after their first. The sister and her husband are good people—the best kind of people—and so Louisa gave the baby to them.”

      “Are these people part of the Wraiths?” I asked, now on the edge of my proverbial seat.

      “No. The opposite,” he said with a wry note.

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I had more pressing questions. “What did you do when you found out?”

      “I moved here.”

      “Because she lives here? Your daughter?”

      He nodded. “She did.”

      I glared at him and his short answers. “Have you ever met your daughter?”

      He rubbed his jaw and looked away tiredly. “I don’t particularly wish to discuss it.”

      “Well, that’s too bad.” I set my hands on my hips. “Because I wish to know.”

      A smile tugged at his lips, but his eyes grew hard. “Diane.”

      “Nope. Don’t you ‘Diane’ me. I’m entitled to a little invasion of your privacy after you spied on me for months. Now spill it.”

      He faced me, his smile falling into something flat and as rigid as his eyes. “I don’t owe you anything, not if you’re here to call things off.”

      Hemming and hawing, I looked at the darkening sky and mountains—now mostly in shadow—and finally settled on, “Well who says I’m here to call things off?”

      “Aren’t you?” he pushed, not sounding at all angry. He sounded firm but accepting. “If it were me, I’d have called things off as soon as you told me the truth.”

      I sent him a sideways look. “Perhaps you would’ve called things off. Perhaps you would’ve forgiven me immediately. Folks enjoy making claims about knowing exactly what they’d do in every situation, but the truth is, until it’s staring you in the face and it’s your situation, you don’t know a damn thing. It’s all a guess until it’s real and real decisions have to be made.” I’d learned this lesson over and over during and after my divorce.

      All the people who’d felt entitled to tell me what they would’ve done in my situation—

      You should’ve left him earlier, it’s what I would do.

      You should give him another chance, it’s what I would do.

      You should give him half the Lodge, it’s what I would do.

      You should cut him out without a penny, it’s what I would do.

      —they didn’t know. Until it’s you, you don’t know.

      “Don’t tell me what to do. It’s my choice to make,” I snapped, still weary of folks and their opinions. “And don’t think for one second you know what I’ll do.”

      He breathed a laugh, lifting his eyes to the heavens. “Woman, I never know what you’re going to do. And the last thing I want to do—or would presume to do—is try to make your decisions for you.”

      “Good.” I nodded once, firmly. “Now, I’d like to pretend for a bit longer to be upset, if you don’t mind.” I sniffed, looking down my nose at him the best I could, considering he was so much taller than me. “If I forgive you now, then it sets a bad precedent for the future. Therefore, I’m going to need to see some groveling, including time spent on your knees.”

      He stared at me like I was nuts. But then he laughed again, this time with a fair amount of wonder. “You’re not upset anymore?”

      “I know I should be. But I’m not,” I said and realized at the same time. Goodness, what was wrong with me? So many things, Diane. There is not enough time in the day to make a list of all the things wrong with you. “And I guess there’s more evidence of me being wrong in the head, if you needed any.”

      He appeared truly stunned. “You forgive me?” Jason reached for my hand, like he couldn’t stand not touching me for a moment longer.

      “I guess I do. But if we do ever go our separate ways, I don’t want you doing it again.”

      “If we go our separate ways, I’ll be leaving Green Valley, so you don’t need to worry about that.” His words meant to reassure me had the opposite effect.

      Grabbing his other hand, I moved closer. “If I’d called things off tonight, would you have left the Valley?”

      “I’m already packed.”

      “Are you pulling my leg?”

      “I’m always packed. But, yes. I would’ve left tonight.”

      “You thought I was meeting you to end it?”

      “I did.”

      A shock passed through me, followed swiftly by a horrible feeling of loss. “And you would’ve been okay with that?”

      “No. But I’d accept it. I’m not here to drag you down to my level, Diane. I’m not here to ask that you accept my reality and excuse the choices it leads me to make. I know I can’t bring that shit into your world, into this thing between us.”

      “Honey—”

      “I don’t expect we can keep this going forever, but you’ve won me over. Until you get bored of me—”

      “Or you get fed up with me.” I lifted my arms and twined them around his chest, loving how—with his jacket on my back and his big body at my front—he surrounded me.

      “For however long this lasts . . .” Jason bent to me, slid his nose slowly against mine, teased my lips with his, “I want to belong to you.”
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      We made a blanket picnic in the family room when we got back. But first, we laughed at how I’d left the rental car’s trunk open and half of the groceries exposed to the elements. Luckily, no chipmunk or black bear had stopped by to ravage our unattended food. I loved that even though I’d been silly and absentminded, instead of chiding me, Jason had laughed like it was all a good joke. I loved how freely he laughed. And I loved how I never felt like he was laughing at me.

      We watched his favorite, Casablanca, while sitting next to each other on the floor, the cheese and crackers and pâté spread out between us. Jason cleared away the food at the part where the lovers see each other for the first time. I’d planned on helping, but I couldn’t move. The film held me transfixed. I’d seen the movie before, but the chemistry between Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman’s characters struck me differently this time, made me breathless. It also made me sad because I remember how the film ended.

      Once all the food and containers were out of the way, Jason returned with a new bottle of wine—I hadn’t realized we’d polished off the first—and I accepted the glass he handed over. But then, after taking a moment to consider the two glasses I’d already consumed, I set the wine to the side .

      I’d never been a drinker. With my daddy being an alcoholic, I hadn’t minded that Kip was a tea toddler . . . er, teetotaler. A teetotaler. Not toddler. But kind of a toddler just the same.

      The internal musings of my mind had me pressing my lips together to keep from laughing. Kip had been a toddler. Ignorant. Throwing tantrums if he didn’t get his way. Needing to be fed and babied and coddled. Everything done for him.

      I slid my eyes to the side and studied Jason’s face, which was mostly in profile. My gaze raked over the thick salt and pepper beard, the strong line of his jaw, his delectable lips and nose and eyes. He was so handsome. But Kip was handsome too. So was Bethany Winston’s husband, Darrell. Square jaws and thick hair and expressive eyes don’t make a man.

      Thoughts and actions make a man, specifically the ability to take action and a willingness to think. And, I supposed, that’s what made a woman too.

      I’d peeled off both jackets earlier, which left me in my thin but warm cashmere sweater, a thin and not warm long-sleeved T-shirt, these new jeans, and a pair of cotton socks. Plus, you know, a bra and underwear—burgundy to match my nail color.

      I then made a quick assessment of what he wore: dark grey long-sleeved Henley, thick dark jeans, wool socks, and presumably some underwear. My sweater counted as one extra layer. I removed it.

      The movement drew Jason’s notice. “Are you hot? Do you want me to close the fireplace vent?”

      He always built a fire whenever we arrived and tonight hadn’t been any different.

      “No. I’m not hot.” Not yet. “You can leave it open.”

      His eyes narrowed, just a millimeter, and his gaze lingered on me, like he was suspicious.

      I gave him my best innocent look.

      He sighed. “Diane, I don’t believe—”

      Using his shoulder to brace myself, I straddled his lap.

      Jason’s jaw slid to the side, his teeth scraping, but his hands rested on my thighs and squeezed.

      “Hi there,” I said, smiling my flirty smile.

      Jason swallowed thickly, his smile grim, his eyes heat and hunger as they tangled with mine, but he said nothing. Bending my head, I slid my nose against his and brushed our lips together, an echo of what he’d done out on the ridge when we’d made up and he told me he wanted to be mine.

      “I missed you,” I said, my hands sliding down the front of his hard body. I loved his body. I thought about it, and all the things I knew it could do, so much more often than what would be considered decent. “I—”

      He grabbed my hair at the back of my head and forced my mouth down to his before I could say another word. The sounds of the movie faded, and we kissed frantically.

      After so many days apart, I didn’t know if I’d expected our typical slow build this time, but nothing about this could be described as slow. I didn’t know when my hands had lifted his shirt, or when he’d unclasped my bra, or how long our mouths had been fused together, but when I turned my head to breathe, his fingers were digging into my hips as though to push me off.

      “No—no.” I pressed down, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt. “I need you.”

      “You need to get off, right now. Or I will,” he warned, holding me still.

      The hard length of him between my legs told me he was serious. He would come soon if I didn’t give him some space. But I didn’t want to give him space, not this time, and I wanted him to come. I wanted to make love to him—or, I guess, have sex with him, if that’s what it was—and I was tired of waiting. The torture between us had been a thrill, but denying myself tonight didn’t feel like an option.

      Releasing his shirt to move my hands down his chest and stomach, I grabbed the hem of my T-shirt and took it off along with my bra. He leaned back, watching me warily.

      But then his eyes strayed, and he breathed a curse before growling, “What are you doing?”

      “Won’t you touch me?” I whispered sweetly, leaning forward to feather a soft kiss to his eyelid, taking his hands from my hips and bringing them to my body.

      “Diane—”

      “I need you, Jason.” I kissed his other eyelid, releasing his hands since they obeyed my unspoken command and were presently lavishing my breasts with tender care. “I need you inside me.”
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        “We'll never be as young as we are tonight.”

        CHUCK PALAHNIUK, RANT

      

        

      

      He breathed out a tremendous breath and in the next moment he’d lifted me, rotated us both, and pressed my back to the blanket. I tugged on his shirt. We took it off together, his movements impatient. As soon as he was free of it, he was on me again, his mouth covering mine, hands everywhere.

      No words passed between us. I gave him no direction and he didn’t seem keen to give me any either. Working together, we kissed and removed my pants and underwear, the texture of his warm, rough hands sending goose bumps racing all over my skin. He bit my neck and I unzipped his fly. He spread my legs and I pushed down his jeans, his finger giving my center a tender, testing stroke, making my breath hitch and my brain go wild with want.

      “I need you,” I said, clawing at his pants to push them further down his thighs, desperate to feel him.

      Jason swatted my attempts away, and then grabbed my wrists, pinning me to the floor. He made a rumbly sound against my neck as he licked and bit and kissed me. His legs moved between my legs. I don’t know what magic he worked, but his jeans were soon cast off and I gasped as his thick, hard, naked erection nudged against my entrance just before sliding up, stroking that hot button between my legs.

      “Jason!”

      Moving both my wrists to one of his hands, he lifted his hips, nudging me again, and took his time sliding his free palm down the length of my body, grabbing and massaging and teasing my bare skin the whole way.

      The back of his knuckles rubbed a teasing circle around my center in a touch that felt intensely possessive. He pushed two fingers inside me slowly but roughly, moving in and out several times, with no attempt at finesse, saying something that sounded like, “Mine. This is mine.”

      I didn’t argue, seeing as how I’d asked him to be mine a week ago. That said, I was still my own person for heaven’s sake, and even though I was presently lost to lust and the promise of his capable hands, if he thought for one moment—

      Abruptly, he released his hold on my arms and withdrew. I whimpered, immediately reaching for him. But again, he batted my hands away, placing hot, wet, tonguing kisses down my body before lifting my hips and fastening his mouth on my sex.

      My back arched, my eyes slammed shut, and I bit my knuckle to keep from crying out. He’d sensitized the flesh with his fingers, those hard, punishing, too-rough invasions, and the dichotomy of his soft, hot, slippery tongue now almost made me come apart.

      He hummed, licking me like a lollipop. “You like that?” Lick. “Hmm?” Lick. “Tell me.” Lick. Lick.

      “M—more.” It wasn’t enough, and yet the tease of it was overwhelming. He held me just on the edge.

      “Ask nicely.” Lick, lick, lick.

      “Ah! Please.” I tried to reach for him, or move my hips, or force him to somehow give me what I needed. But he held himself away.

      “Beg,” he said, circling my center with just the tip of his tongue.

      I covered my face, feeling too much, too needy, overheated. “Jason, please! Please.”

      “Good girl,” he said.

      But then he was gone again, and I forced my eyes open just as he settled on top of me, once more grabbing my wrists and pinning them on either side of my head.

      “What—Oh. Damn.” I bowed forward as far as I was able given how I was restrained. He’d entered me with a quick, merciless thrust and it felt—he felt, I felt—beyond description. My eyes rolled back in my head as I closed them, and I decided I would not describe this. I would simply try to hold on and enjoy myself.

      Jason wasn’t slow and soft, or even particularly gentle, but when I opened my eyes, I found his gaze blazing over my body. He watched my breasts move with each push of his hips, then they traveled lower to watch where we joined. He made a grunt of satisfaction, and it felt a bit like being used, like I’d become his sexual plaything and he was greedy for me, the sight of me under his command, famished for it, and I didn’t at all mind. It made me feel powerful and I loved it. I didn’t understand why, I couldn’t think, but I loved being handled and desired in this way.

      “I’m coming inside you,” he told me, his teeth nipping at my jaw before he dipped his mouth to my ear and whispered hotly, “And then, I’m kissing every inch of your body before I make love to you again.”

      I could only moan as the first sparks of my orgasm burst behind my eyes, my body locking, becoming nothing but hot sensation. His pace quickened and he held himself above me, taking his pleasure from my body, giving me so much in return.

      I came, crying out nonsense, the muscles deep inside my lower belly coiling and releasing until I thought I couldn’t stand it. I lost myself to the pain and pleasure. It lasted and lasted, and he pulled my hair, forcing my chin back for his mouth to claim, his movements rough, demanding, perfection.

      I didn’t care. I didn’t have a single concern about what he did, how he touched me. I trusted him. There is no conquering what has been freely given. I couldn’t wait for him to come, and then play with me again, tease me, talk dirty, use me.

      I loved the anticipation of it, and I knew—Jason being Jason—he’d never leave me unsatisfied.
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      “Diane Donner, you are positively glowing.”

      “Why, thank you, Beau.” I grinned at the Winston twin, taking the compliment rather than saying something like, You are too kind. This was my only daughter’s engagement party and I was going to enjoy the ever loving heck out of it.

      Also, I felt like I was glowing. I felt like my feet hadn’t touched the earth in days. Jason and I . . .

      Siiiigh. And, just for the heck of it, swoooooon.

      Even though we’d spent almost every night these past few weeks together and had parted over coffee and pancakes this morning, he’d shown up earlier this afternoon, sneaking into my office to give me hot kisses, wish me luck, and tell me how gorgeous I looked.

      He’d also given me a gigantic, antique tanzanite ring, saying it matched my eyes. The center stone must’ve been four or more carats and I’d gasped when he’d slipped it on my right hand.

      “This belongs to you,” he’d said, then added, “A reminder that I do, too.”

      Leaning in, he’d given me another kiss, and he’d backed me up against my desk, and he lifted my skirt, and . . .

      Well.

      I’d wanted to be swept off my feet, hadn’t I?

      These last weeks with Jason had been perfect. He’d been perfect. He’d taught me how to ride a motorcycle and, you know what? I was a natural.

      Work had been perfect. Spending time with Jennifer and Ashley leading up to the festivities had been perfect. The party preparations had been perfect and now the decorations were perfect. I’d thought the night might be too chilly, but I’d been wrong. The weather was perfect.

      But more importantly, my daughter had squealed with delight when she’d seen how Ashley and I had pulled it all together.

      Presently, Jennifer and I had just finished with the receiving line—everyone had been so nice—and were now standing with Beau Winston and his lady love under the canopy of string lights Ashley had artfully arranged between the Moreno glass chandeliers.

      If I was glowing, Jennifer looked positively heavenly in her lovely red dress. I wasn’t surprised; she was an angel. I was so proud of her and the woman she’d become despite everything she’d experienced. I could’ve just burst with happiness.

      “You do look pretty, Diane,” Shelly Sullivan said, drawing my attention away from Jennifer and to the lady mechanic’s gently smiling face.

      Surprising myself, I blushed at the compliment because, goodness! Shelly was stunning when she smiled and didn’t have grease on her face. I’m talking otherworldly beauty.

      “Thank you,” I croaked out. My brain short circuited for a moment and I could only nod with a big, dumb smile on my face.

      Happy conversations ebbed and flowed around us. A few latecomers tapped me on the shoulder while Jenn and I were talking to Beau and Shelly, mostly to offer congratulations and hugs. I hadn’t yet seen Cletus. I’d been told he’d arrived, but I hadn’t spotted him when Jennifer and I walked in.

      He was supposed to come join us, but I wasn’t going to push it. My future son-in-law and I were starting to understand each other, and that was enough.

      “It’s awfully nice to see you both looking so happy,” Beau said, drawing my attention back to his summer sky eyes. “I helped Shelly with the welding of those hearts, you know. I did about half of the work.”

      Shelly slid a glare to her beau and a smirk tugged at her lips. “That’s very funny.”

      He laughed, giving her a kiss on her cheek. “You’re funny.”

      “I’m never funny,” she said.

      “You’re always funny,” he said, looking at her like she hung Jupiter in the heavens. “Come on, tell us a joke.”

      I studied the two of them. There never was a more unlikely pair. I smiled right along with their friendly banter. Jennifer did too, gazing at the members of her new family like she might be just as much in love with them as they were with each other.

      “Okay.” Shelly gave an easy nod. “Here’s one: what is the difference between a welder and a comedian?”

      “What?” Jenn, Beau, and I asked in unison.

      She lifted an eyebrow and deadpanned, “A comedian tells jokes.”

      All three of us erupted in laughter, which also made Shelly laugh, and I sent a little prayer of thanks upward for these people and this moment and—

      “Oh no,” someone to my right said, and I was jostled by an elbow. A few folks gasped and an odd kind of energy pressed at my back as conversations rippled to silence behind us.

      Frowning, I turned my head to see what the matter was, and then I saw them. Kip and Elena. Standing at the entrance to the party. Looking determined to ruin it.

      “Oh, Good Lord.” I turned back to Jenn and gripped her arm, whispering urgently, “Do not turn around. Don’t give him the satisfaction.” Stiffening my spine, I pulled in a deep breath and lifted my chin, preparing to do battle. “I will deal with this.”

      Turning from my daughter, trusting Beau and Shelly to keep her safe, I walked to the barn doors and straight to the smirking, smarmy faces of Kip and Elena.

      “Diane.” Kip said my name as though it tasted like farts and spoiled milk.

      No matter. I didn’t care what he thought of me. I simply needed him to leave Jennifer alone.

      Punching down the urge to scream at the man and demand he feel shame for his selfishness, I cleared my throat and leaned forward to whisper as calmly as I could muster, “Kip, if you are here to talk to me, we can certainly—”

      “We have every right to be here!” Elena hissed, shoving her face in mine, her eyes glittering with insanity.

      I stumbled back, the crazed quality to her expression unsettling me and tying a knot of unease in my stomach. Working to ignore the attention fastened to us from all directions, I frantically searched my brain for an answer to this problem. How did I get them to see reason? Or, since that was unlikely, how did I keep them calm and quiet until the sheriff made his way through the crowd?

      Before I could think of anything, Kip stepped forward, nearly colliding with Elena. "Well, isn’t this nice. I guess the invitation to my own daughter’s engagement party got lost in the mail?” The words were shouted so everyone could hear and the knots in my stomach twisted.

      He wouldn’t be reasoned with. He was here to make a scene, and that was that. Furthermore, there was nothing I could say or do to keep him from making that scene. I’d have to just . . . wait. Wait out the storm and hope—by the time Sheriff James arrived—Kip and Elena hadn’t done too much damage and the evening could be salvaged.

      Grimacing, I struggled to keep hold of my composure. But I wished Jason had been with me. I knew my hands were tied, but I wished I didn’t have to do this all alone. I wished he was here to hold my hand.

      Abruptly, big, sturdy fingers reached for mine and my eyes shot up to their owner, my heart leaping to my throat, because for an impossible fraction of a second, I thought my wish had come true.

      But it was Billy Winston who stood at my shoulder, not Jason. And Hank Weller was walking past him to stand on my other side. The second oldest Winston brother gave me a kind smile and the knots eased just a bit. My burdens had lessened because this strong, sweet, capable young man was willing to share them temporarily.

      Just knowing I wasn’t alone, just knowing someone had my back and wouldn’t let me face these demons by myself, made a big difference.

      And yet, as I turned to face those two demented charlatans again, I couldn’t help the persistent wish that it had been Jason at my side. Not because I didn’t truly appreciate Billy’s gesture, but because Billy wasn’t my person.

      Jason was my person.

      I loved him.

      In that moment, I knew it to be true. My heart ached and I longed for him. If Beau and Shelly had made it work, so could we. As soon as this night ended, I would bite the bullet and ask him what had been on my mind. Once Jennifer and Cletus married, I would ask Jason to run away with me. He’d said he could leave any time and we had no reason to delay our life together.

      Because if or when I faced demons, he was the one I wanted at my side.
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        “At an early age I learned that people make mistakes, and you have to decide if their mistakes are bigger than your love for them.”

        ANGIE THOMAS, THE HATE U GIVE

      

        

      

      I left the grounds of the Lodge after taking my sweet time making Diane feel good in her office. I then went on a walk in the forest, waiting for night to fully descend before hiking back under the cover of darkness.

      Now, hours later, I found myself in the unusual position of strolling around with a smile on my face even while feeling disappointed I hadn’t seen my daughter. Giving the barn a wide berth so as not to be spotted by any of the townsfolk, I narrowed my eyes at the partygoers one more time, searching for the only two people I wanted.

      Diane had worked hard on the party, and I wanted it to be a huge success for her sake. But Diane wasn’t at the party—not that I could see—and neither were Duane and Jess. I’d spotted the James family—the sheriff and Louisa’s sister as well as their son Jackson—and I’d spied Beau Winston, Duane’s twin, with his woman, but no sign of my daughter.

      I hadn’t asked Diane if Jess would be present for the party because I’d just assumed she’d be there. Diane still didn’t know that Jessica James was my biological child. She hadn’t brought the matter up again during our time together and neither had I.

      Oh well. There’s still the wedding.

      Sneaking into the wedding would be more difficult since it would take place during the day. I’d likely have to wait until the nighttime reception to sneak a glimpse. It didn’t make any sense, this need to see my Jess happy and well, but I’d long ago surrendered to the compulsion. Fighting it just made me miserable. And I—

      Shit!

      I dropped to the ground, my heart taking off at top speed as several shots were fired from somewhere to my left. I’d been nearly past the bakery on my way to the north woods when the sharp, ricocheting sound cut through the dark night. Holding my breath, I waited and listened. A single thought cut through the riot in my mind: Where is Diane?

      Slowly, new sounds reached my ears over the rushing of blood between them. Screams. Panicked screams coming from the direction of the barn. I’d just decided to run back that way and look for her again when more shots rang out, followed by the unmistakable sound of glass breaking nearby.

      The shots weren’t coming from the barn. They were coming from the parking lot on the other side of the bakery. And Diane wasn’t at the party.

      Cold dread slithered down my spine and I was up, running for the parking lot, my heart in my throat, my brain oscillating between desperate pleas to any deity that would listen and murderous intentions if I found her injured. If she’d been shot, if she’s hurt, I would—

      I couldn’t swallow. I couldn’t think about it. Thinking about her being hurt, losing her, it sent black to the edges of my vision, momentarily crazed with fear. She couldn’t be shot, and that was that. I wouldn’t allow it.

      Finally, I made it to the lot and tucked myself close to the bakery so as not to make a shadow or draw notice should the shooter still be present. I scanned the lot. My blood ran ice cold.

      Diane.

      There. Just a few feet away. There she was, kneeling next to the opened driver’s side door, holding something, quiet sobbing pleas spilling out of her.

      Not taking a moment to think, I ran over, crouching low as I reached her. “Diane!”

      “He’s dead. He’s dead.” She was looking at her hands and in the next moment she showed them to me. This close I could see they were covered in blood. Inside the car was her ex-husband, blood blossoming against his white shirt and on his face.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      What am I seeing?

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a little shake, wanting to force her eyes to mine. “Diane, look at me.”

      She did. But I didn’t think she actually saw me. Even so, I asked, “What did you do?”

      She shook her head, her chin wobbly. “I don’t know.”

      Safe. Keep her safe.

      “Come on.” I pulled her up by the arm.

      “He’s dead,” she whisper-sobbed.

      “I know,” I said grimly, determination sharpening my thoughts, giving me focus and purpose.

      Her ex-husband was dead. But no matter what she’d done, she would not be the one to pay for it.
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      We made it to the safehouse just past nine and I carried her inside. Placing her gently on the couch, I tucked the blanket around her. She stared forward unseeingly, and she hadn’t said more than five words since the parking lot.

      She was in shock.

      She’d been in shock when she’d knelt next to her ex’s dead body in that parking lot. She’d been in shock when I dragged her to the bakery to wash the blood from her hands. She’d been in shock when Jackson James banged on the bakery door, demanding we open it. She’d been in shock as we ran out of the building and into the north woods, sliding down the slope to where I’d parked my bike. I hadn’t bothered with a helmet. I’d put her behind me, commanded her to hold on, and then we’d left.

      And now here we were. Safe. For now.

      I poured her a glass of brandy. She had to be cold, but she wasn’t shivering. The shivering would come later, I reckoned.

      “Here.” Crossing back to her, I tenderly lifted her hand and pressed the glass into it. “Diane.” Waiting until her eyes drifted to me, I crouched down and guided the drink to her mouth. “Drink this.”

      Her gaze on me still hazy, Diane did as she was told, drinking a gulp. She winced at the burn. I took it as a good sign.

      Staying low next to the arm of the couch, I pulled in a deep breath and asked gently, “Can you tell me what happened?”

      Her stare dropped to the glass and she swallowed convulsively. “I don’t even really know.”

      I didn’t like her tone, so small and quiet. This wasn’t her. Fear clawed at my throat. I cleared it, forcing it down, pushing it away. “What do you remember?”

      “I . . .” Diane’s attention came up again, but she didn’t look at me. I got the sense she was looking at her memories. Then she said, “Isaac.”

      I held still. I didn’t even breathe.

      “Isaac shot Kip,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. The drink in her hand shook and I took it from her before it spilled. The shivers had started; the adrenaline was leaving her system.

      In one fluid motion, I sat close to her on the couch, gathering her body against mine. “Are you sure? Are you sure it was him?”

      She gave a jerky nod, speaking in a rush, her throat tight. “I saw him. He walked up to the car and he shot inside. I heard him. I heard him speak. I heard him after he shot Kip. It was him. His voice. My son shot—oh God!”

      Diane turned her face to my chest, the mournful, keening sound she made sent a tremble through me. I closed my eyes. She cried and cried. It wrecked me. I held her tighter. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to let her go.

      Minutes, maybe hours, later, when her tears were spent and my arm was asleep, I was able to get a few more details out of her.

      Apparently, her ex and his mistress had shown up at the engagement party and made a scene. The sheriff had stepped in and sent them both on their way. It had taken a while and some strongarming, but the sheriff had won in the end. Diane said she’d seen them leave and she didn’t know why Kip had come back later.

      The reason I didn’t see Diane at the party was a simple case of bad timing. She’d been present for the early part of it, then went with the sheriff to send off Kip and Elena. She said she’d then stopped by her office to cool down for a moment before returning to the party. At the party, she couldn’t find Jennifer or Cletus anywhere.

      She’d tried sending them text messages to determine their whereabouts—which she showed me—and received a text from her daughter in reply.

      Jennifer: Meet me in the bakery parking lot.

      Diane was in the parking lot because of the text from her daughter, and she arrived just in time to see her son walk up to Kip’s car, bang on the window, and then shoot inside. The timing of it—Diane arriving and Twilight shooting just at that moment—sent cold suspicion through me. Had he planned this? Was he trying to frame his own mother?

      He just killed his father. Framing his mother isn’t a stretch.

      Careful to keep my tone calm and even, I asked, “Then you ran up to the car? After Twi—uh, Isaac ran off?”

      “Someone else was in the car. He told whoever it was to get out. And that person ran, then he ran after her.”

      “Her? Are you sure it was a her?”

      “I think so. It was either a woman or a very small man.” She nodded, staring at the empty brandy glass. She’d finished it after crying all her tears. I wasn’t going to pour her another.

      “You opened the door? When you got to the car?”

      “I did,” she confirmed. “I wanted to help, if I could. I wanted to keep him alive.”

      I bit back a curse. If she opened the door, her prints would be on it.

      “I thought I could save him. I thought, maybe if I put some pressure on the wound. But he was already dead.” Her voice cracked and she closed her eyes, her fingertips coming to her forehead. “What am I going to do?”

      I wanted to ask her to leave with me. Now. Tonight. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. If she left, folks would assume it had something to do with her ex’s murder. And I didn’t think she was ready to leave her daughter or her son. Even asking her to consider it now would be selfish. I swallowed the urge. I needed to do what was best for her, what she wanted and needed.

      If I thought for one second she’d turn over her son, I would’ve urged her to do so to save herself. By the looks of things, Twilight had tried to frame her. She owed him no loyalty.

      But Diane wouldn’t give him up to the police. She would never. That wasn’t who she was. There was no point asking.

      Thus, while she’d been crying, I’d thought up a backstory. It wasn’t great, but given the facts of what actually happened and what we had to work with, it would have to do.

      “I have a lawyer, a good one. I’ll call her,” I said, giving her a gentle squeeze. “I’ll take you back to the Lodge and drop you off at your office. You’ll grab your keys and—”

      “My keys aren’t at my office. They’re in one of the cabins, where we changed and got ready for the party.”

      “Okay, even better. I’ll drop you off there. I want you to get in the bed, roll around in it, make it messy. Then get your stuff, grab your keys, walk to your car, and drive home.”

      “I’m driving home?”

      “You won’t say anything to the police until your lawyer arrives, but your story is that you left the party with a terrible headache and rested in the cabin. Then, when you woke up, you drove home. That’s your story.”

      Diane was quiet for a moment, like she was thinking this over. “But what about the text from Jenn?”

      “Just say you didn’t see it. Say you texted them and when you didn’t hear back, you got fed up and left.”

      “I—” She breathed out. “I don’t know. I—”

      “Or you could tell them the truth.”

      She snapped her mouth shut and shivered. After a long stretch of silence, she said, “No. No, you’re right. It isn’t great, but it’s a story. And I can’t think of a better one.”

      “Genevieve will keep you safe. You can tell her the truth, tell her about me, tell her about us. She’ll help you.”

      Diane shook her head. “I can’t tell her about Isaac. I can’t. I don’t want anyone to know. I can’t put him in danger like that. God!” Leaving her now empty glass on her lap, she covered her face. “God, Jason. I don’t want him to go to prison for this. His father, he was—” She made a sound that was something between a choke and a sob. “His father treated him very poorly. As far as I know, he didn’t hit him, but he did demean him and bully him. I tried to keep him safe, I did, but Kip was—I’m so pathetic. This is my fault. I should’ve left Kip years ago. If I had, none of this would’ve happened. This is my fault. I should have kept my babies safe.”

      “Shh. No. No, this isn’t your fault.” My chest seized as I shushed her and stroked her hair. I couldn’t have her believing she was responsible for this. The terror and guilt in her voice, the anguish . . . She wrecked me all over again.

      If only she hadn’t touched the car. If only she hadn’t tried to save her ex.

      I needed her to calm down. We needed to get her to the Lodge. She needed to drive home and stick to the story, wait for Genevieve.

      And then I needed to find Twilight.
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        “The one thing that unites all human beings, regardless of age, gender, religion, economic status, or ethnic background, is that, deep down inside, we all believe that we are above-average drivers.”

        DAVE BARRY, DAVE BARRY TURNS FIFTY

      

        

      

      Using the Mercedes registered to my alter ego, I dropped Diane as close to the Lodge as I dared, but plenty close for her to sneak in the back way and make it to her cabin. As she left, I successfully controlled the urge to catch her hand, pull her back in the car, and take off. We could leave Green Valley and all her troubles behind. Tonight.

      It would be so easy for us to make a new start somewhere, wherever she wanted. We could simply disappear and never be found. In my almost fifty years, I hadn’t acquired a family or loved ones, but I’d acquired plenty of money and every kind of resource necessary to establish a new identity.

      But I had to let her go. I knew this. If the events of the last several hours had proven anything, it was that I belonged to her completely, but she could never be mine in the same way. Her children would always own most of her. Strangely enough, I was mostly okay with that—except where Twilight was concerned.

      If that little shit had framed his mother, what I did to him would likely make Diane hate me forever. A bridge to cross should the time come.

      After the door shut and she disappeared, picking her way through the darkness alone, I couldn’t control the notion that I’d just made a mistake and I was angry, just for a minute. I didn’t have more than a minute.

      Genevieve needed to be contacted. Twilight needed to be located and dealt with. Instead of wrestling my impulse to jump out of the Mercedes and carry her back, to take off into the night and never look back, I decided to start setting things in motion for us to disappear, together if that’s what she wanted, or separate if that was her preference.

      A call came in from one of my contacts at the sheriff’s station not long after sunrise, telling me that they’d brought Diane in for questioning. I wasn’t surprised. Even so, the news hit me like a punch in the stomach. She had to be exhausted. She’d been through too much. I hoped she would stick to the story and wait until Genevieve arrived before making any statement.

      That’s all I had. Hope.

      I returned to the compound mid-morning after seeing to as many items on my task list as I could. When I arrived, I found Twilight missing. No one had seen the recruit yesterday or today, he wasn’t in his bunk, and he wasn’t answering his phone. I feared he’d skipped town now that he’d framed his mother for a murder he’d committed.

      Accepting Burro’s offer of a whiskey before noon and sitting my tired ass in a stool, I wondered if this had been the kid’s plan all along. It would be an easy conclusion to leap to. I’d leapt to it earlier.

      That was out of character for me. I’d never been the type to leap to hasty conclusions. But then, I’d never been gone over a woman like this either. Maybe where Diane Donner was concerned, I was all about hasty leaping.

      As I sat on the stool, my elbows on the bar top, my head in one hand, the empty shot of whiskey in the other, logic and the luxury of time had me backpaddling from my earlier assumptions.

      Diane had said Twilight spoke to someone inside the car after he’d shot Kip. A woman. And that woman had run off, with Twilight in pursuit. Really, I was too old to be staying up all night. My brain was tired, slow. If I’d been well rested and not hungover on adrenaline and misery, I felt certain I’d be able to suss out the puzzle.

      “Repo.”

      Lifting my head, I blinked bleary eyes until Twilight’s face came into focus, standing to my right, wearing a pissed off frown that appeared permanently carved into place and staring twin daggers down at me.

      He looked at me as though I was his own personal Judas. “You and I need to have words. Now.”

      I stared at him, at the set of his jaw, the violence in his expression. He was angry. With me. Close to irate. But more importantly, he was here. He hadn’t run off.

      “I reckon we do,” I said, standing slow, suppressing a grunt as my bones and muscles resisted. Gesturing for him to exit out the way he must’ve just walked in, I picked up my jacket and keys from the bar. We weren’t discussing Diane here. These walls had ears.

      Some of the brutality behind his features waned. “You okay to ride, old man?”

      “No,” I said, tossing my keys over. “You’re driving.”

      He seemed surprised—still pissed, but also surprised—and he nodded.

      Soon we were in the Mercedes, and he pulled out of the Dragon’s parking lot. I studied him for a bit, just long enough for us to make it to the parkway, before I said, “Start talking.”

      “What the fuck are you doing with Diane?” The question exploded out of him.

      It was a fair question. But I wanted my answers first. “Why did you shoot your father?”

      The younger man flinched, blinked. The angry cloud dissolved, punctured by shock.

      “I—” Twilight’s mouth opened and closed.

      I really shocked him.

      “And why did you frame your mother for it?”

      He flinched again, looking at me like I was crazy. “What? I didn’t!”

      “She saw you. She recognized you.”

      His eyes now pointed out the windshield—but maybe focused more in his own mind than on the road—and he croaked, “When?”

      “Obviously last night. When you shot Kip Sylvester in front of her.”

      He sucked in a breath, his eyelashes fluttering, clearly putting two and eight together. “She was there?”

      Working to clear away the cobwebs, because this next part was important, I watched him carefully as I said, “You know she was there. You messaged her using Jenn’s phone.”

      A choking sound arrived before he blurted, “I certainly did not.”

      ‘Certainly did not.’ Well now, don’t he sound so proper. He barely had an accent. I squinted at him, looking at this new person behind the crude, surly mask he’d always worn. This here was Isaac, the real him. Not Twilight, the Iron Wraiths recruit.

      But the discovery of his mask was irrelevant. I needed to stay focused.

      “Well, someone did frame her,” I said, sighing tiredly. “Who else could it be?”

      “I thought I . . .” he said on a breath, and I knew he wasn’t here in the car with me anymore, he was somewhere else, thinking through his assumptions. “What did she do? Is that why they brought her in?”

      Convinced he told the truth, that he hadn’t framed Diane, I filled him in on everything as I knew it to be true. “This is what happened—your mother received a text from Jennifer to meet her at the bakery parking lot. She arrived and saw you shoot into your father’s car. You then yelled something at someone, and that someone left the car and took off. You followed. Your mother ran to your father’s car and tried to save him—”

      “Fuck!” Isaac banged on the steering wheel.

      “She opened the car door—so they got her prints on the car now—and she did her best to compress the wound.”

      “He was already dead. When I shot him, he was already dead.”

      Rather than ask the obvious, which was why Isaac would shoot a dead man, I said, “Start. Talking.”

      “It was Elena, she—she hated my father. She wanted him dead, and she wanted to pin it on my mother. She asked me to help. She thinks I hate my mother. I don’t.”

      “So what happened?” The parkway was long and without tight curves. We’d be able to stick to this road for a while.

      “I knew she was going to do it, and I knew when. I told her I wouldn’t help, but that I wouldn’t stand in her way.”

      Anger did a great job of clearing my head. “You were going to let her frame Diane?”

      “No!” He sent me another look like I was crazy. “I was there, waiting for her—for Elena—to make sure she couldn’t frame my mother. To make sure the police caught her and only her.”

      “What?” That didn’t make any sense. “Why didn’t you just stop her?”

      “I wanted him dead.”

      I leaned my elbows on my knees, my face in my hands, and shook my head. Sons and fathers. I’d never had one. Isaac had wanted his father dead. What a fucked-up world for little boys like us.

      “Okay.” I leaned back in my seat, shaking off the odd moment of melancholy. “Fine. You wanted him dead. Take me through what happened last night.”

      “I got there.” He sent me a brief, hard glare. “I saw your bike.”

      “Okay, then what?” I asked dismissively. I didn’t have time to explore that road with him right now.

      “I walked up the side of the hill. Elena had told me what she was planning to do and when. She was going to strangle him and then throw the rope in the pond at the Lodge. Then she’d give an anonymous tip where to find the murder weapon. She’d said she’d already put the rope in my mother’s office—a big roll of it—and had cut off a length to use.”

      I struggled to think, piece it together. “Is the rope still there?”

      “No. I got rid of it. But it wouldn’t matter if I’d left it. My plan was to wait until Elena had done it, then shoot him in the chest. Then I’d put Elena’s prints on the gun and leave her there to be found.”

      “But that’s not what happened.”

      “No. I changed my mind. I didn’t want him to die. When it came right down to it, I couldn’t do nothing. But I was too late. She changed the plan. She made it all happen quicker than she’d said. When I got there, she’d already strangled him.”

      “You shot him anyway?”

      “I did. I couldn’t let her pin it on my mother. He was dead when I shot him. I told her to get out of the car—that’s what my momma heard—and Elena ran. I chased her down and knocked her out in the forest. I took her glove off, fired again while she held the weapon, and left her there to be found with the gun.”

      “Huh.” I rubbed my jaw. “I don’t understand. If you left Elena with the gun, with her prints on it, where is the gun?”

      He made a frustrated, grunting sound in the back of his throat. “It’s missing.”

      “Missing? How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know. They found Elena but not the gun. She was knocked out, just where I left her, but no gun.”

      Maybe I was too damn tired to put the pieces together. “Who has it?”

      “That’s the question.” He rolled his shoulders, his voice tight. “Without it, Elena is under suspicion, but now so is my mother.”

      The young man sounded cooler, calmer. His good-ol’-boy Tennessee accent was returning. The surprise of my questions had worn off. He was finding his composure, wrapping himself in it. My window of interrogation was at an end.

      “Turn here.” I pointed to a wide shoulder. “We can go back now.”

      “Not yet,” he said, his hands flexing on the wheel. “I saw you. I saw you and her leave together on your bike.”

      “I don’t have time to discuss this. Turn around at the next shoulder. We’re finished.” I rubbed my forehead.

      He passed another turnoff. “You’re going to make time.”

      “It’s none of your business.” I needed to check in with Genevieve, find out what happened at the sheriff’s station. Then I needed to get some sleep—just three hours should do it—then I needed to see Diane. She needed to know Isaac had shot Kip after the man was already dead.

      “You promised,” he said, sounding less angry than disappointed. “You promised me.”

      Maybe it was the lack of sleep, but I suspected it had more to do with the events of the last twenty-four hours. Life is short. Mine had sucked, mostly. I didn’t have good news, ever. And this was good news to me. This was my good news amidst all the shock, fear, and inconvenient timing. I couldn’t tell Diane; I couldn’t make my good news just another something else she had to deal with. Isaac might’ve been the only person I could tell.

      “I’m in love with her,” I said. Finally.

      I don’t know if he looked at me or what his reaction was. I didn’t know if he believed me. I didn’t care. I loved her. I loved Diane and I felt grateful for the chance, for the weeks leading up to right now. With everything blown apart and gone to shit, at the least—at the very least—I had that. And that was a fuckuva lot.

      “What?” His question came sharp and sudden, like a crack of thunder.

      Shrugging, I repeated myself, “I’m in love with her. I’m in love with your mother.”

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” he seethed, pissed off all over again. This was the same anger he’d been carrying when he approached me at the Dragon just a half hour ago.

      “If I could, if she’d come with me, I’d take her away. Today. With me.” I wasn’t talking to Isaac, I was just talking, maybe even daydreaming a little. “I would’ve taken her away weeks ago if I thought there’d been a chance in hell she would’ve gone with me.”

      “Of course she’ll never go with you,” he ground out, leashing the sharp edge of his voice, lashing out with words instead. “You are nothing compared to her. You aren’t worthy to breathe the same air. You are nothing.”

      “I know that, Isaac.”

      He flinched at my use of his real name, and he also slowed the car, pulling onto a shoulder. But he didn’t turn around. Diane’s son faced me. I faced him. And we regarded each other.

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “For a while. Since this Christmas.” I had no reason not to answer, but I made sure he knew how tedious I found his questioning and his company. He wasn’t saying anything I hadn’t thought myself. But it wasn’t up to me, and it wasn’t up to him, to determine my worthiness. It was up to Diane.

      “Not since last Christmas?” he challenged, his eyelids drooping.

      “No. I left her alone, I didn’t speak to her. I kept my promise.”

      “Until you didn’t,” he said, cold and matter of fact. “So what changed?”

      “I crashed near her house on Christmas night. I spun out in the snow and ice. My phone was busted, and it was freezing. She let me in.” I told him the facts, but I gave him nothing else. No regret. No apology. He could kiss my ass.

      Isaac shook his head, and I thought I saw some of his anger ease, replaced with something else. “You promised.”

      Unexpectedly, guilt picked at my ribcage. I looked at this young man, my hard-ass exterior slipping just a little. Keeping promises meant a great deal to him, apparently. Or, mine had, for some reason.

      His eyes are the same color as Diane’s.

      “I know,” I said, my voice gentler than I’d planned. But I was tired. Now that we were talking like this, I simply said what was on my mind. “Believe it or not, it’s the first time I’ve broken a promise. The very first time. But I have no regrets. If I knew then what I know now, I would’ve broken it sooner. I would’ve told you to go to hell and done what I wanted over a year ago. Because she is the best thing that has ever happened to me. She is so much light, she blinds me. And I love her. I need her more than I need to breathe.”

      He shook his head, his glare becoming something else, and it felt heavy with disappointment. “You’re a liar and you’re a piece of shit.”

      “No. I’m not. I’ve never been a liar.” I wiped a hand over my face, took a deep breath, and settled him with a level stare. “And I’m not a piece of shit, not anymore. Breaking that promise was the best thing I ever did, for Diane and for me. Because I’m the one that got her out of there when her hands were covered in blood and she was in shock, and she’d just seen her son shoot his father. I’m the one who listened to her cry and held her that night while her heart broke. I’m the one who called a lawyer and helped Diane craft a story because she doesn’t want to see you go to prison. And I’m the one who will do whatever it takes—whatever it takes—to keep her safe now.”

      Isaac stared at me, assessing, giving nothing of his thoughts away. Even if he had been giving his thoughts away, I was too tired to do anything with them. I didn’t need his approval.

      I just needed him to drive back to the Dragon.

      “Your mother is, and from this point forward always will be, my first and only priority. That’s who I am now. So, turn this fucking car around right fucking now and take me back to the Dragon so I can get some damn sleep.”
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      “Where is that darn sugar?” I mumbled to no one, twisting at the waist and blinking around the kitchen. I thought perhaps I’d make an attempt at normalcy and bake something, but I couldn’t find the sugar. I needed sugar to bake something.

      Unable to locate the sugar, I began to cry.

      Covering my face with both hands, I slid down the cabinets to the floor, pulled my knees up, and cried and cried and cried. Sugar was just another final straw after a long series of final straws. I was living in a nightmare, I couldn’t seem to wake up, and—I was ashamed to admit it, but—I had no idea how much time had elapsed since the event.

      I’d taken to calling that night The Event since I couldn’t very well think of it as “the night my son committed patricide during my daughter’s engagement party.” That would never do.

      And then, of course, there was the other event.

      A few days after The Event, I’d received a note in my mailbox, black marker on a white piece of paper, and it had read:

      I have the murder weapon with your fingerprints. Turn over those cows to Farmer Miller or go to jail for the murder of Kip Sylvester.

      It had been unsigned, but it didn’t take a genius to know who’d sent it. What the hell was I supposed to do with it other than be terrified? I’d never been blackmailed before. I had no one to talk to, no one to tell.

      Jason had been MIA since he’d dropped me off at the lodge, and he hadn’t texted or contacted me either. I didn’t know for certain why he’d decided to keep his distance; I wanted to trust he had a good reason, but I missed him. I wanted to talk to him. I wanted him to hold me. I needed him. I felt like I was going crazy.

      The one time I’d tried going into work, people I’d known for decades had looked at me like I was guilty of murder. Or maybe it was my imagination. Or maybe I was off my rocker. Regardless, I’d stopped driving into work since The Event. Just the thought of driving anywhere felt overwhelming.

      That first morning after The Event, Jeffrey James brought me in for questioning and Jason’s lawyer had been a lifesaver. Afterward, Jennifer and Cletus had picked me up from the sheriff’s station and taken me home. Jennifer knew something was wrong beyond just the circumstances of the situation. How could she not? But what could I say? I saw your brother kill your daddy and now I might go to prison for it. Could you please help me locate the sugar?

      There was simply nothing to say other than sticking to my story. I would sit tight until there was a reason not to sit tight, such as Isaac coming under suspicion. Most of my internal deliberations were guilty half-thoughts, incomplete trails of wishful thinking, and remorseful musings about how I should’ve left Kip earlier.

      The only complete thought I’d been able to manage since The Event was this: if they suspect Isaac, I will confess.

      Sniffling and all cried-out, I wiped under my eyes with the back of my hand and stared unseeingly at nothing in particular. Where could that sugar be? I’d looked everywhere and it wasn’t like it had sprouted legs and strolled out of my house. On the other hand, with the way my luck was going, perhaps my sugar container had gained sentience and fled the pantry, likely taking the vanilla with it since I couldn’t find any of that either.

      And speaking of missing essential ingredients, where the hell was Jason?!

      I shook my head, inhaling deeply, and wondering if I should take another shower. I’d taken lots of showers since The Event. I was pretty sure I’d taken one earlier in the day . . . unless that was yesterday?

      A foreign sound coming from somewhere down the hall sharpened my fuzzy focus and I peered through the kitchen doorway. Is that . . . what is that?

      I pushed myself to standing and stared down the dim hall. My mind was slow to work, but the noise had sounded like something sliding against something else, like a window being opened. Or am I imagining things?

      “Diane?” came a whispered voice and I flinched, holding my breath.

      My Jennifer and her Cletus had been checking in, but they always used the front door, obviously. I couldn’t think who would be coming in through my—

      “Jason?” I whispered back just as the answer dawned, gaining a hesitant step forward.

      Then he was there, emerging from my bedroom and into the hall. I sucked in air made of pure emotion and—you guessed it—I cried.

      He rushed forward into the kitchen and scooped me up in his arms. He held me tightly against the cool leather of his jacket and the warm, familiar, soothing scent of his body.

      “Am I awake?” I asked between hiccupping sobs. “Am I dreaming this?” I think I must’ve been clawing at his jacket. Instinct told me to grab on and not let go. If I touched him, then he was real, then he couldn’t run off like my sugar and vanilla had.

      I felt him fit a palm against my cheek and tilt my head back, promptly pressing kisses to my forehead, cheeks, and lips. “I’m here, I’m here. I got you.”

      I supposed it was a lucky thing I’d cried before he’d arrived because I didn’t have many tears left. Soon we were swaying together in the middle of the kitchen; my ear against his solid chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heart, him holding me while I caught my breath.

      “I came as soon as I could,” he said softly. “You’ve had police and sheriff cars driving by every hour or so. I needed to learn their routine before I could sneak in.”

      “Why are they watching me so closely? Do they think I’m going someplace?” I snuggled closer, already feeling better, stronger, less aimless. Suddenly, I had so many questions.

      “I don’t know, but I’ll find out.” He placed another kiss on top of my head, and then—without warning—he scooped me up in his arms and we were moving toward the living room.

      Jason walked us over to the couch and sat down, arranging me with my legs over his lap, his arm between my back and the end of the sofa. He encouraged me to rest my head on his shoulder, within the nook created by the curve of his neck.

      “Before I ask how you’re doing, I have to tell you something.” He stroked the side of my face, his big palm then lowering to continue the movement over my arm, back and forth.

      “Wait!” I jumped up from his lap and ran to my bedroom where I’d tucked away the threatening note from Mr. Miller.

      When I returned, Jason was already standing near the sofa. He frowned between me and the paper I held in my hands. “What is this?”

      I shoved it at him. “Read it.”

      He took a moment, read it, scowled, read it again, and then crumpled it. “I’ll kill him.”

      “No! Don’t do that. Just . . . just let it be. I didn’t touch any murder weapon.” It felt good to be the one calming someone else down. “I just thought you should see it, know about it. Do you think he could fake my prints on it? Do you think he could do that?” I couldn’t stop the tremble of worry in my voice any more than I could’ve halted my crying earlier.

      “Come here.” Jason tossed the note to the coffee table and reached for me, sitting us back down on the couch and arranging me on his lap again. “Forget about Miller. Let me and Isaac deal with him.”

      “Isaac?” I asked breathlessly, my heart jumping to my throat. “Is—are—” I couldn’t think, I could barely breathe.

      “I have news.”

      “Is it good news?” I asked, bracing for bad.

      “I think it is.” He gave me the gentlest of smiles.

      On pins and needles, I rested my temple on his shoulder and pressed my forehead to the side of his neck. “I could use some good news.”

      “I spoke to your son, the day after—”

      My head whipped up. “Let’s just call it The Event. You talked to Isaac?”

      “I did. And, Diane, he did not kill your ex. Kip was already dead when he shot into the car.”

      I shook my head. What? What in tarnation? Why would—and how—and why was—and—

      “It was Elena.” Jason’s eyes were bright and clear. “Elena did it and wanted to pin the murder on you. Isaac stepped in to protect you.”

      I’d barely moved this morning, had maybe walked thirty steps, but I found I couldn’t catch my breath. “How is . . .? I don’t understand.”

      Jason gave me a quick kiss, encouraged me to return my head to its prior resting place, and told me the story of his drive with Isaac the morning after The Event. Even by the end of the story, I still couldn’t believe it. We were quiet for a long time after he finished. I soaked in the details, my heart lifting and sinking and lifting again while I sorted through every implication.

      “Isaac wanted to protect me.” Goodness, what a relief! This part felt like the best news. He hadn’t killed his father. He’d been there to save me, not kill Kip.

      “That’s right.” Jason gave me a little squeeze.

      “But I’m still the main suspect? Because they can’t find the gun and they don’t believe my story?”

      “Correct. For now. The fingerprints on the car are a problem. They think they’re yours, but they can’t prove it. It’s a good thing you haven’t been back to work much, and you should stay home as long as you can. Don’t go out in public and don’t touch anything they might be able to lift a print off of.”

      I swallowed around new fears. This whole time, I’d been so scared for Isaac. Now the fear I felt was for myself. “What am I going to do?”

      Jason leaned away, gently gathered my face in both hands, and looked at me in the eyes. “Diane, we’re getting through this. One way or the other, I will not let you go to jail. Do you understand? You will not go to prison for this.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. Diane, I have money stored away. I can have new identities almost ready—driver’s licenses, passports, credit history, college transcripts, bank accounts, credit cards—whenever you’re ready. I’ll be ready.”

      He—what? “I—I can’t do that.” Could I do that? Could I just leave everything behind? The Lodge, my daughter, my son, the town, all my friends, everything? Sure, I’d been planning to leave and travel after Jennifer’s wedding, but not like this.

      “I’m not pressuring you.” Jason threaded his fingers into my hair, kissing my lips once, twice, three times, like it was an impulse he’d been fighting. “I didn’t tell you this to give you more to fret over. I’m telling you to give you less to worry about. If or when you decide you want to leave, it will be easy. I will make it easy.”

      “It won’t be easy, Jason.” I encircled his wrists with my fingers and held on. “And I’m not talking about having no money or being on the run. I’m talking about leaving my daughter. And my son. I love them.”

      “I know. I know that’ll be hard.” He seemed to be at war with himself, like he wanted to tell me something and yet held himself back. “Gorgeous, that’s why I wanted you to know. I don’t think it’ll be necessary, but you don’t have to worry about how to disappear if it comes to that.”

      I believed him, and I was grateful, so I nodded, though I felt numb. And when he kissed me again, I kissed him back with everything I had, feeling less numb. And when he touched me, I was so grateful for the distraction and the warmth of feeling. I needed him. I needed his heavy body over mine. I needed his hands on my bare skin, making me hot, making me breathless, making me forget.

      But when he held me after, and day turned to night, and he had to leave me, the fear crept back in like a thief.

      I was so scared.
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*JASON*

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “I do not think, sir, you have any right to command me, merely because you are older than I, or because you have seen more of the world than I have; your claim to superiority depends on the use you have made of your time and experience.”

        CHARLOTTE BRONTË, JANE EYRE

      

        

      

      I returned the next day to see Diane. Instead of a cruiser, a big surveillance van—feds from the look of it—sat on the side of the road, pulled off just before her driveway, not making any effort to disguise their intentions. They were obviously staking out Diane’s house and property, listening in, watching who came and went, and that made no damn sense.

      Wanting to punch something or someone, I sped on by and returned to the Dragon, my mind racing. I considered sneaking into her house, going around the back. I didn’t dare risk it, not until I could figure out where their eyes and ears were pointed. The last thing either of us needed were the feds knowing about us.

      Mood dark, patience thin, I pulled into the bar’s parking lot and whipped off my helmet, cursing under my breath. I walked past a small group of my brethren towards the bar entrance, unable to figure why the feds would be parked outside of Diane Donner’s house. This wasn’t a federal issue. This was the murder of one man in a small town.

      “Hey, Repo,” one of the group called over. “Wolf is—”

      “Wolf can go fuck himself,” I growled, not sparing the mixed gathering a glare as I made a sharp left. I didn’t want to go in through the bar while my head brimmed with violence and frustration. I was liable to put my fist through a face instead of a wall.

      The whole day had been shit.

      After leaving Diane’s place the night before, I couldn’t stop thinking about the blackmail note from Miller. Chances were good Miller was bluffing.

      However, there existed a small chance that Miller had put Diane’s prints on the gun and he wasn’t bluffing. Jethro Winston had done this very thing once under my orders, giving the police hard evidence on a biker in a rival club. We needed the man gone, out of the way, but we couldn’t afford to make him disappear. If he disappeared, suspicion would turn our way and we’d have a war on our hands. Neither Jethro nor I wanted that.

      The man had been guilty of the crime, but the police lacked the necessary non-circumstantial evidence. Jethro placed the prints on the murder weapon and left a tip with the police where to find it.

      We’d used the police, we’d avoided a war, and the man was now serving life in prison for a murder he’d committed.

      I knew lifting prints and placing them on a weapon was entirely possible, and this possibility—that Miller’s letter wasn’t a bluff—was enough to make me want to find Miller and force him to give me that weapon.

      The other fantastic news of the day had come from my identity and papers guy in Texas early this morning. More paranoid than the Unabomber and less social, which never bothered me any, Ivan checked out folks he did favors for prior to sending the final product. Then he triple checked and checked again.

      Ivan had the papers ready for Diane and me. That was the good news. Even though Diane didn’t want to go, didn’t want to leave her children, I would rest easier if we had the new identities.

      But he wouldn’t send them.

      When he’d been checking out Diane, he’d also checked out her children and discovered Isaac Sylvester was D-E-fucking-A. Drug Enforcement Administration. Isaac was a goddamn fed! Loaned out to the FBI and now—obviously—working undercover here, with us.

      And the feds were outside Diane’s house. This smelled too much like horseshit to be a coincidence.

      Throwing open one of the back doors, I marched to my office, paying no mind to anyone I shoved past on the way.

      I needed to prove to my anti-social, paranoid ID guy in Texas that my request wasn’t a trap, I was telling the truth, and Diane wasn’t bait. Ivan needed to be convinced he wasn’t a big fish the feds were hoping to catch through me. The delay and new hoops to jump through were frustrating, yes. But learning of Isaac’s undercover status? And he was giving me shit for breaking a promise?

      Stomping down that hall, I swung a left then a right. If I’d discovered this information last year, I would have—

      Done nothing.

      More muttered curses seethed out of me. I would’ve done nothing to Isaac, but I probably would’ve disappeared, taking my stockpile of cash with me. Even before Diane and I decided to give things a try, even last year, maybe even for the past several years, my loyalty to Razor and Romeo, to my brothers, to this place, it had worn threadbare.

      We’d always operated outside of the law, absolutely, and I had no problem with that. But evil is evil, and the more prevalent it had become from members other than just Razor, the less I gave a shit about the Iron Wraiths.

      Turning the last corner, I yanked off my gloves and stuffed them in the jacket pocket, pausing when I found my office door cracked a sliver. In no mood for bullshit, I pushed it open, prepared to lay into whoever had deigned to enter without permission, but stopped short at the sight of a blond head, sitting in one of the chairs facing my desk, his back to me.

      Isaac.

      I shut the door behind me, locked it, and didn’t bother pulling off my jacket. I doubted we’d be here for long.

      “What do you want?” I asked, rounding the desk.

      He met my glare, held it, and said like he was the one giving orders, “She needs to leave. As soon as possible, she needs to leave.”

      “I don’t accept that. We’re going to prove her innocence.” Diane didn’t want to leave. I wanted whatever she wanted, and I would make it happen.

      “Repo . . .” Isaac leaned forward in the chair, his movements meticulous and purposeful.

      I couldn’t believe how blind I’d been. This kid was no brother; he was no biker. He was too polished, too schooled and proper and way too fucking smart. How had I not seen this before now?

      “She can’t stay,” he said. “They’re going to do everything they can to pin this murder on her. They think she’s guilty.”

      “How can you know?” Standing behind the desk, I crossed my arms. “Who is your contact?” His contact was someone with the feds, I’d bet my left arm on it.

      “I can’t tell you.” He gave his head a subtle shake. “But I can tell you they plan to arrest my sister—Jenn—if they can’t gather enough evidence to arrest my mother.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “To put pressure on my mother to confess. I can’t figure out who Elena’s accomplice is. She must’ve had someone there to help her.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I examined him. “But you have a theory? You think you know who the accomplice is?”

      His frown intensified. “If Elena came to me, it serves to reason she also went to Jenn and made the same offer. But I know now it wasn’t Jenn, and Jenn has no idea what really happened that night. The will is scheduled to be read and my contact also said—"

      “Wait, let me guess.” Walking around the big piece of furniture, I came to stand directly in front of him, leaned back on the desk, and dropped my voice to a rough, slow whisper. “Is your contact the DEA? Or is it the FBI?”

      Isaac didn’t even flinch. He just sighed, looking tired. “How long have you known?”

      “Doesn’t matter. All that matters is Diane. Why do they think she’s guilty?”

      “The fingerprints on the car and her story. They can’t prove it yet, but when they find a way to lift her prints, they’ll know it was her who opened my father’s car door after he died. And they know you went to see her yesterday. They know.”

      “What—” Now I flinched. “What do you mean they know?” How could they know? I’d been so careful.

      “It’s what they were waiting for. They know you’re involved. They had a tip last week about the two of you. You, uh, you helped her with Mr. Miller? At the Piggly Wiggly?”

      “Shit.” I closed my eyes briefly, absorbing this information.

      “Someone saw you. Someone saw you step in and defend her, and then they saw you talking, and that someone went to the sheriff and now they think you helped her kill Kip.”

      My brain on fire, I turned away from Diane’s son and faced my desk. All this clutter, all this mess. It looked like garbage to me. Everything looked like worthless trash. In one swipe, I cleared the desk. A bottle of booze and several empty glasses hit the wall, shattering upon impact. It didn’t make me feel any better.

      “Repo—shit!” Isaac stood and moved to the side of the desk, his hands up. “Listen to me—you have to calm down. Destroying your office isn’t going to do any good. Think. They’re after you. That’s why the feds are here.”

      I spun in a circle, grabbing my head. “Then I’ll turn myself in to the FBI, give them whatever they want.”

      “No. She’ll still go down for murder. Like I said, they think she’s guilty.”

      “How do you—”

      “Because I know. One of my friends warned me. They’ll keep her in jail as a way to hold leverage over you, forcing you to testify and bring this whole place down.”

      “One of your friends?” I got in his face. “And these are the people you work for.”

      Cool as ice, he said, “There’s a critical piece of missing evidence.”

      “The gun.”

      “Yeah, the gun. If we could find that with Elena’s fingerprints, then we could exonerate my mother. But all the evidence right now points to Diane.”

      “Not even your testimony? You were there, you saw Elena do it. Tell them.”

      His voice lowered to a barely-there whisper. “My testimony is shit and it doesn’t get her out of jail, it only blows my cover.”

      “Then blow your fucking cover.”

      “I’m her son.” He gestured to himself with both hands. “No one is going to believe me.  She goes to jail, and I go to jail as her accomplice, and they still use her as leverage over you.”

      “You are an officer of the law, and you’re telling me they’re not going to believe you?”

      “That’s what I’m telling you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ve lied before. They know I’ve lied, it’s all on my record, but they don’t know why. I’m on very thin ice right now.”

      I inspected him. “What did you lie about?”

      “It’s not important. My point is, I am not the pristine witness my mother needs me to be. They won’t believe me, and I don’t blame them. I wouldn’t believe me either. The feds might need me in place with the Wraiths for now, but they sure as hell don’t trust me. And if I blow my cover to testify for my mother—and thereby working counter to their case against you—I will be cut loose to fend for myself.”

      “You mean fired.”

      “Or I’ll be in jail as an accomplice to murder. And who do you think the Wraiths will come after once my cover is blown? Once you’re cooperating with the prosecution?”

      I didn’t need to think about my answer. “You. Jenn. Your momma.”

      “That’s right. Don’t you see? Either way, Diane has to leave. If she doesn’t, she’s in danger, Jenn is in danger. We have to keep them safe.”

      “You mean, you have to keep yourself safe.”

      “No,” he ground out. “If I’d been worrying about myself, I wouldn’t have shot my bastard father in the chest after he was already dead. I would’ve walked away and let that woman frame my mother, and it would’ve worked. That lady is crazy, but her plan would’ve worked without me throwing a wrench in it. Now, at least Elena is under suspicion from the Knoxville PD and the sheriff’s investigation, which has bought us some time. But time is running out.”

      “So, what? Diane has to give up her whole life? Everything she’s built? Leave you kids?” There had to be a way to save her from this without her leaving everything behind.

      Isaac seemed to hesitate, his glare cutting to the door, then back to me. “We should go somewhere else to finish this discussion. But I think I know someone who can help.”

      “Who?”

      His hands came to his hips, and he sighed tiredly. “I think we should talk to Cletus Winston.”
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        “All grown-ups were once children... but only few of them remember it.”

        ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, THE LITTLE PRINCE

      

        

      

      The first time Isaac showed up on my porch, ringing the doorbell like visiting his momma was the most natural thing in the world, I about fainted from shock.

      He said, “Momma,” and stepped forward, wrapping his massive arms around my body to give me a big, tight hug.

      I felt so fragile from all the upheaval and uncertainty over the last few weeks, and now this? I wondered if I would break in his arms. My baby was here, talking to me, hugging me. If this was a dream, I never wanted to wake from it.

      When we parted, my eyes stung even as I greedily devoured every detail of his sweet, handsome face. He held still, allowing me to cup his jaw and inspect him, like he knew I needed a moment to find my way to the other side of this silent bewilderment and gratitude.

      When I met his eyes again, he captured my hand, gave it a squeeze, and let it drop. Then he walked past me into the house, calling over his shoulder, “What do you have to eat? I’m starving.”

      On stupefied autopilot with my heart in my throat, I shut the door and followed him inside. First, I made him a sandwich. Then, we sat across from each other at the kitchen table. He hadn’t been in this house in almost ten years. In this moment, watching him eat a sandwich in the same seat he’d occupied as a toddler, as a child, as a teenager, I simply could not keep my chin from wobbling. I swallowed it down, all of it, not wanting to make a fuss.

      This was the first time I had him with me in forever. Crying and blubbering all over Isaac was not an option. I wasn’t sure why he was here, but I suspected Jason had sent him for some reason. No matter, I’d take whatever scraps I could get. But I would ask him about his nightguard and whether he was still grinding his teeth.

      Before I could, Isaac’s eyes ensnared mine and he withdrew a piece of paper from his jacket, passing it across the table. “May I have some water? Or orange juice if you have it, please,” he said, lifting his chin toward the paper. It had only been folded once.

      “Okay, baby,” I croaked out, managing a wobbly smile and picking up the paper as I stood.

      Walking to the fridge, I opened the door and the paper at the same time. In Isaac’s handwriting, it read:

      I believe the authorities are listening to everything said in this house. When I visit, say nothing about the investigation. I’ll be visiting you at odd times for the next few weeks. Pretend like it’s not unusual. Do not discuss anything related to Kip or Miller. Be calm and act as though everything is fine.

      The time has come for you to leave Green Valley; if you don’t, you will likely go to prison and/or be used as a bargaining chip in order to get Repo to testify against the Iron Wraiths. The authorities know you and Repo are involved and believe you and he planned Kip’s murder together.

      In a few weeks, you will leave here dressed like me and take my bike to the Dragon. Repo will meet you. From there, the two of you will disappear. Please don’t fight us. This is the only way to keep you safe.

      My head spinning, my hands shaking, I stared into the fridge without seeing a single thing within. I already suspected what the first part of the letter revealed. Jason had been leaving me letters on my back porch for a while, always typed and unsigned. I’d found the first note two days after the only time he’d visited me weeks ago.

      In his notes, Jason hadn’t come right out and said, The FBI has you under surveillance. His letters read more like code, but he’d made references to several movies we’d watched before The Event, where the entire premise of the story had been the FBI staking out a house. Needless to say, I’d caught on and had been careful to say nothing significant since.

      I’d wanted to write Jason notes too. I’d wanted to tell him I missed him, but I didn’t dare leave anything outside. I couldn’t guarantee one of my letters wouldn’t be intercepted, and I had no idea when he left his letters, his timing had been so sporadic.

      But with Isaac visiting now . . .

      Folding my son’s note as quietly as possible, I cleared my throat and asked, “Is grapefruit juice okay? I don’t have any OJ.”

      “Yes, please,” he said calmly, normally, like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      My gaze cut to his and we stared at each other. He might’ve sounded unconcerned, but my baby boy seemed to be sending me a hundred sympathy cards with his eyes, the sight of which steadied me. I needed to be strong; I didn’t want him worrying about me. I didn’t want Jennifer to worry about me either.

      Grabbing the bottle of grapefruit juice, I closed the fridge and crossed to the cabinet. My brain whirled with questions, but I was able to answer most of them once I paused, took a deep breath, and considered the matter. Jason had said he would be arranging papers for us, new identities, and I supposed the fact that he knew how to do that in the first place addressed a lot of my concerns.

      Basically, the majority of my worries about running away boiled down to whether or not I trusted Jason. I trusted him to keep me safe. I had every confidence in his ability to make us disappear. Apparently, he was the expert, and I’d never had a problem delegating.

      I guess that’s settled.

      Feeling calmer, I realized it was past noon and I hadn’t consumed any food. Still standing in front of the cabinet, I withdrew two glasses instead of just one. I also picked up a pen and a notepad on my return to the table, tucking the paper under my arm so I could carry everything without making two trips.

      Sitting across from Isaac once more, I poured his juice, then mine, and then opened the notepad. I wrote while I spoke, “I keep meaning to ask, are you still wearing your nightguard every night?” When Isaac didn’t reply right away, I glanced up from my writing and looked at him.

      My boy was smiling. At me. I nearly fainted again.

      It wasn’t big—his smiles never were, not even when he was a little kid—but he was definitely smiling, and his gaze was warm, like I’d said something very amusing.

      “Yes, mom,” he said. “I’m wearing my nightguard.”

      “Because you know what the dentist said. If you don’t wear it—”

      “I’ll wear down the enamel on my teeth,” he finished, his tone flat. Perhaps he found my question tedious? And yet, his little smile persisted.

      “Well,” I said, wrestling with my own smile and returning my focus to my list of questions on the piece of paper. “I just wanted to be sure. You know I worry about you.”

      “You mean you worry about my teeth.”

      “Yes, and the rest of you, too,” I mumbled without considering my words, giving most of my attention to my list of written questions.

      He spoke around a bite of food, “You shouldn’t.”

      “That’s like telling the sun it shouldn’t rise, baby.” I scanned my hastily composed list. Satisfied, I passed the notepad to him. “It’s going to rise, no matter what you say or think or command it to do. The sun rises. Mothers worry.”

      He lifted an eyebrow, his mouth flat as an ironing board. But Isaac wore his amusement in his eyes. He always had.

      Taking another bite, he glanced down at the list.

      1. How long can you stay?

      2. Are you in any danger?

      3. If I give you a letter for Jason, can you take it to him?

      4. What’s going on with Miller? Any news? Did you and Jason talk to him? I’ve been fretting over his note. He’s so crazy about those cows, who knows what he’ll do.

      5. Does Jennifer know about the surveillance?

      Isaac, frowning thoughtfully at the list, held his hand out for the pen, saying, “I thought next time I might bring my laundry over. If I fix that squeaky step on the porch, will you do my laundry?”

      I placed the pen in his hand, my heart fluttering and my insides warming with happiness at the mere thought of seeing Isaac again and getting a chance to do his laundry. I know, I know, mothers are weird. But we can’t just stop wanting to nurture and fuss over our chickens simply because they’ve hatched. That instinct will always be there, until the day I die.

      “I would be happy to.” I took a sip of my juice, finding it tart and sweet. I frowned, examining the grapefruit juice. This was the first time food—any food—had tasted like anything at all in weeks.

      Since The Event.

      Standing from the table, I paced back to the fridge and opened the door once more. “I think I’ll have a sandwich too.”

      Suddenly, my stomach rumbled, and I felt extremely hungry.
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        “It is dangerous to be right in matters on which the established authorities are wrong.”

        VOLTAIRE, THE AGE OF LOUIS XIV

      

        

      

      “I’ve always wanted to know something.”

      “What’s that?” I glanced up at Isaac from where I sat, my back against the wall of the house, my butt on the deck. He stood over me, stared down at me, and held an empty rocks glass.

      I’d come out to watch the sunset and hadn’t made my way back inside yet. Instead, I’d stared at the sky as the light faded, drinking whiskey and wishing time away. Dusk had turned to night. I couldn’t stop thinking about or anticipating tomorrow.

      Twenty-four hours from now, Diane and I will have disappeared. It was bittersweet. She’d wanted to stay for her kids. I’d failed her. But we’d finally be together.

      Isaac sat next to me on the deck, resting his back against the wall and gestured for me to pass the whiskey. “How did you end up here?”

      Handing over the bottle, I stared at the younger man. If he wanted an answer, he would have to be more specific with his questions.

      Seeming to understand, he added, “I mean, how did someone like you end up working for Razor Dennings and Darrell Winston? They are pure evil. But you’re . . .” Isaac poured my whiskey into his waiting rocks glass.

      “Someone like me?”

      “You’re smart, but you’re not evil.”

      “Oh? You don’t think so?”

      “I don’t.” He frowned. “You do your job, keep your head down, stay out of the way. But you draw a line with the recruits—you don’t let them beat up on women or bring in underage girls. You set boundaries for their criminal behavior, reining them in when they go too far.”

      “And that makes me not evil?”

      He took a sip and didn’t wince at the burn. “It makes you something.”

      “I’m not telling you my life story, cop.”

      Isaac chuckled. “I didn’t ask for it, perp. But you could’ve done anything, and you chose this.”

      I huffed a laugh without humor. “Oh? Did I? Did I choose this?”

      “You break the law.”

      “Fuck the law.”

      Diane’s son grimaced, making a face so similar to his mother that a spike of something sharp and painful drove the air from my lungs. I missed her. Over my life I hadn’t allowed myself to miss much: Texas barbeque, catching glimpses of my daughter around town and seeing her smile or laugh, the thrill of traveling to a new place and learning how to blend into its culture, the taste of good whiskey, and everything about Diane Donner—even her grimaces.

      I missed her so much, I hadn’t done anything but plan for our escape since the night of the murder. I missed her so entirely, even after many glasses of this fine whiskey, it was Diane that I tasted on my tongue with every swallow, inhale, and exhale. I missed her beyond reason; time had not dulled it. Time had honed it, sharpened it, and I’d started to wonder what I would think about when we were finally together and missing her didn’t occupy every moment of every day.

      Twenty-four hours.

      “You may’ve come from nowhere, have no people, but you were in the Army,” Isaac said, ignorant of my internal turmoil. “I know your record. You saved people, you made a difference. Out of all the places in the world, why are you here?”

      “You’re right. I came from nowhere, I have no one.” I turned my head from the younger man and stared unseeingly into the dark forest.

      “Most people your age long for their youth.”

      “People who long for their youth, for a simpler time, are really just longing for an existence of blissful ignorance, where other people’s struggles and suffering are conveniently kept quiet so as not to ruin their good time, or their ability to sleep at night. No such time has existed for me.”

      Isaac’s swallow was loud in the quiet night. But wisely, he said nothing.

      I went on. “Subscribing to the rules imposed by a society that always failed me has never seemed necessary. Law and order didn’t give a shit about me—not when I was a kid in those homes, not when I was a runaway, not in the Army, not when I got back from overseas. Never. They never have. Fuck society and fuck law and order.”

      I felt his eyes on me, willing me to keep talking.

      For reasons I didn’t understand, I volunteered, “I needed to live here. I needed to be in Green Valley to be close to someone.”

      “Who?”

      I ignored the question, and instead said, “I’ve always been good at multiplying money, especially dirty money. Razor offered me a job and a place.”

      “And you accepted?”

      “Yes. I did. As long as I was loyal, quiet, and got shit done, they left me alone. And I went into it with my eyes open. My choice.”

      “Knowing what they’re like, why would you give them any loyalty at all?”

      “Because they’re honest.” I shrugged. “Razor and Romeo don’t care about me. I never mistook their interest in and exploitation of my abilities as care, not once. But at least they’re honest.” I glanced at Isaac, smiling grimly. “At least they didn’t throw themselves parades, pontificating about their Christian values while turning a blind eye to anything that doesn’t directly affect them. They ain’t Christians, they’re the pharisees. This country is full of hypocrites. Razor and Romeo, they’re scum and they’re crazy, but they’ve never pretended to be anything other than just exactly that.”

      Done with my rant, I gulped down the rest of my whiskey. We sat in the stillness, my final words echoing between us. Slowly, I became aware of the nighttime noises: frogs calling to each other, crickets singing a chaotic song. An owl hooted and for whatever reason, the sound reminded me of a night—a long, long time ago—when Jethro Winston had brought his little sister, no older than fifteen, to the compound.

      I’d immediately called Billy Winston. I’d then stood outside standing guard over her, waiting for the most responsible of the Winston boys to pick her up.

      At one point before he’d arrived, she’d turned to me and said, “Thank you. I think you saved my life.” Her chin had wobbled and she’d sniffed, pressing her lips together bravely.

      Ashley Winston was just a few years older than my Jessica and her own feckless brother had turned her over to the wolves. She’d trusted him. And that had been her mistake.

      None of the Wraiths were trustworthy—not Ashley’s father, not her brother, none of them. But she’d been just a kid. Adults trusting other adults was one thing. I believed in free will and self-determination. Folks made their bed; they needed to sleep in the consequences. But kids trusting the wrong adults didn’t deserve nasty consequences. They deserved protection and patience.

      That’s when I’d ordered the cattle iron and started branding anyone who brought in a teenage girl.

      “I used to have freedom here,” I said, contemplating my empty glass. “But I can’t leave them alone anymore.”

      “The Wraiths?” he asked.

      “Yeah. And I know—I’ve known for a while—the next time I go, I can’t ever come back.”

      “It’s worse than I thought it would be.” Isaac nodded. Maybe he understood.

      We traded a look and he added, “When you go, leave the branding iron with me. I’ll stop them. Catfish will help me. He hates it, too.”

      “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.” Lifting the bottle between us, I poured the younger man another glass, then refilled mine, thoughts going off in another direction, following the river of my tipsy state of mind. Unsurprisingly, it turned to Diane. “You know, I don’t believe that a bad man can be with a good woman and not want to change for the better.” Rubbing my jaw, I stared at the amber surface of my whiskey. I didn't want to drink any more. But for whatever reason, holding it made me feel better.

      “I don’t think that’s true.”

      “Oh, you don’t?” I chuckled at the young man’s certainty. What did he know? Twenty-nothing, at the start of everything.

      “No.” Isaac shifted on the ground next to me, and I felt his cold blue stare fasten to the side of my face. “I think it’s more like, a good man can’t be with a good woman and not want to change for the better.”

      “I’m not a good man.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Is that a joke?” Now I laughed for real. “You’ve seen me deal out punishments.”

      “All of which were deserved.”

      “I launder drug money.”

      “If you ask me, all drugs should be legalized anyway.”

      I stared at him, my eyebrows shooting to my hairline. “You work for the DEA.”

      “So? I have a brain, don’t I? Have you seen what happened in Portugal? Drug-related deaths down by 90%. Who is the real bad guy? The drug dealer? Or the government that profits from making them a crime?”

      “Isaac, you can’t tell me you think I’m worthy of your mother.”

      “I don’t.” His unnerving stare broke from mine and settled on his whiskey. “But she does. And you make her happy.”

      “That’s enough?”

      “I’ve never seen her happy before. My whole life, I’ve never seen her laugh for real when it wasn’t just the two of us, or us and Jenn. So yeah,”—he shrugged—“life is short, and that’s enough. But, Repo, Razor Dennings is a big fish for the government. So is Romeo Winston, so are you. You and my momma have a better chance on the run than you do if you stay here. Don’t do anything stupid. Leave tomorrow as planned.”

      I shook my head, closing my eyes against more than just the night. “That’s not the kind of life I want for her.” I hated that I hadn’t been able to make all of this go away for Diane. I needed to close out reality, just for a little bit.

      “Too bad. Nothing you can do now. Just . . .” He hit my shoulder and I looked at him, raising an eyebrow. “Make her happy,” he said, the three words a command, and added in the same tone, “and don’t ever come back.”
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        “Wrinkles should merely indicate where the smiles have been.”

        MARK TWAIN

      

        

      

      The moment I opened the door and looked into Isaac’s face, I knew the time had come for me to leave.

      “Hi, Momma,” he said, just like he’d done for the past several weeks; except this time, something about his voice—or the anxiousness in his eyes, or perhaps his posture?—rang of finality. “Am I too late for dinner?”

      “Of course not. Give me some sugar and I’ll heat something up for you.” I tried to smile as I offered him a cheek for a kiss, but my stomach couldn’t decide whether to sink or swim.

      Was I scared or excited? I had no idea.

      I know y’all will think I am a looney, but the weeks following Isaac’s initial visit and leading up to this moment hadn’t been terrible. Yes, I was still under surveillance and suspicion for murder. And yes, I hadn’t seen Jason in over a month, which made nights torture and my heart feel like a pin cushion during the day.

      But I felt certain I would see Jason. I felt certain, one way or the other, this would all be over and we’d be together. Also, my children had been visiting me. They didn’t stop by at the same time, but I still got a chance to visit with them both, and I’d treasured every minute of it.

      Isaac always brought his laundry and ate everything I put on the table, letting me fuss over him and his sensitive skin. I’d even managed to make him laugh a time or two. Plus, he gave me hugs. So many hugs. Nothing is quite the same as a hug from your child; it’s like being wrapped in contentment and happiness.

      Whereas, whenever Jennifer came over, she insisted on fussing over me. I thought at first that either Isaac or Jason must have looped Jennifer in on the plans for my departure before I had the chance to tell her. She seemed to know all about it the very first time she stopped by after Isaac’s initial visit. But it had become clear that Cletus was the mastermind behind my escape plan, and of course he’d told her everything.

      Jennifer hadn’t liked the idea. We’d passed an afternoon writing notes back and forth about it—and about Jason—but our time had been rudely interrupted by Mr. Miller shoving his way into my house, making threats and being loathsome.

      Anyway, enough about that odious man.

      Because of the ongoing murder investigation, I’d missed my daughter’s wedding shower. Even if I remained in town, I would miss her wedding for the same reason. In the end, even Jennifer appeared convinced that I had no choice but to eventually leave Green Valley and go on the run.

      As I closed the door behind my son and swapped stares with him in my foyer, I recognized that eventually was finally upon us.

      “I have steak and fried cauliflower. Is that okay?” I asked, pressing my palms to my stomach. It was in riots.

      “That sounds great. I also brought laundry.” Isaac handed over a canvas satchel along with his helmet. He looked pointedly at the bag. “Do you mind starting those now and I’ll come back to get them later? I can’t stay long.”

      I knew what was in the bag. I’d been preparing for this moment for weeks. But preparing for something, no matter how much, didn’t mean I’d ever be ready for it.

      I waited to speak until I was sure my voice would sound normal. “Sure thing, baby. The food is in the fridge. Help yourself while I see to these. Do you mind if I turn some music on? I’ve been playing old records recently.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, I turned from my son and walked blindly into the living room. Once there, I dropped the bag and helmet to the couch, flipped on the record already on the player—Louis Armstrong’s All Time Greatest Hits—and squeezed my eyes shut. Notes from What a Wonderful World filled the room and I bit down to stifle a sob. The music would hide the small sound, but I needed to get control over myself before I started bawling.

      Would you believe that I’d been both looking forward to and dreading this day? I missed Jason. I missed his teasing and flirting, his sweetness and thoughtfulness. And I missed his roughness, too. I was also restless to do something other than hide in this house where I didn’t feel particularly safe. The way things were, I couldn’t fully be part of either Jennifer or Isaac’s lives. I reasoned, in a way, I’d already left Green Valley.

      Even so, the thought of actually, physically leaving my babies behind strangled me.

      I felt Isaac’s fingers curl around my arm. He turned me a split second before his solid arms surrounded my shoulders. My son pulled me into an embrace and I pressed myself against his chest, doing my best not to burst into tears. My heart hurt. I felt hollow and dazed.

      “I love you,” he whispered, the words barely above a breath, almost lost as Louis Armstrong began playing his trumpet. “I wouldn’t let you leave unless I trusted Jason to keep you safe.”

      Bursting with feelings, I nodded because I didn’t trust myself to speak. I wished I could talk to Isaac freely, openly, using our voices instead of pen and paper and whispers. I wanted to say goodbye. I wanted to tell him so many things.

      “Forget about this place. Be happy, Momma.” He rubbed a circle on my back. “You deserve it.”

      He held me. We swayed to the music, dancing together until the last notes of the song reverberated from the speakers. Then we had no more time. The clock was ticking. I sniffled, but I didn’t cry.

      This was it. The moment had arrived.

      While Isaac made noise in the kitchen as though fixing himself steak and fried cauliflower, I started the washing machine with no clothes inside, and then numbly changed into the outfit he’d brought me. Soon, he’d walk me to the door and talk about how he needed to leave, how he couldn’t stay longer, how he’d see me again.

      He wouldn’t be the one leaving, and he wouldn’t see me again. He wasn’t the one who couldn’t stay. He wouldn’t be the one wearing his helmet or riding his motorcycle back to the Dragon to meet Jason and a new life on the run.

      I would.

      And after tonight, I knew there was no coming back to Green Valley, my old life, or my sweet children. There was only moving forward into the unknown.
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        “We don't see people as they are. We see people as we are.”

        ANAÏS NIN, LITTLE BIRDS

      

        

      

      I experienced no relief when Diane, driving Isaac’s bike, pulled into the Dragon’s lot. I hadn’t seen her in ages—I ached for her, to see her and touch her, to be with her—but none of that mattered right now. We had a mission and I reckoned we had a long way to go before I’d allow myself the luxury of contemplating anything but her safety.

      Once we were in Listvyanka, on Lake Baikal, safe from US extradition, maybe I’d breathe easier.

      Diane parked Isaac’s bike at the end of the row. I lowered her kickstand before she cut the engine. She didn’t remove her helmet and carried only the clothes on her back. We walked to my bike. Saying nothing, she hopped on behind me. We departed, leaving the compound, all the Iron Wraiths, and the last twenty plus years of my life, with no time to spare and without a backward glance.

      This plan—having Isaac visit his mother for weeks until his coming and going didn’t seem suspicious or noteworthy, and then having Diane pose as her son, wearing his helmet and tailored versions of his clothes in order to leave her house undetected—had been Cletus Winston’s idea, but it had come with a caveat.

      The third Winston sibling had demanded that his betrothed be given a chance to say goodbye to her mother. She wanted a proper goodbye, not one written on paper and passed back and forth over a kitchen table. Reluctantly, I’d agreed. I didn’t like it—the sooner we left, the safer she would be—but I’d agreed. For Diane’s sake.

      We didn’t speak on the drive to the safehouse where we’d had so many happy times. A car—a new car with Texas plates, registered to a man from Texas who didn’t actually exist—waited for us in the garage. Once Diane and Jennifer said their goodbyes, I would drive us to Dallas where we’d catch the plane, and I doubted I’d sleep a wink until we touched down in Russia.

      Finally, after what seemed like hours but couldn’t have been more than forty-five minutes, we reached the gate of the safehouse. As it opened, Diane’s arms tightened around me, and when we parked at the far end of the circle drive, she tore off Isaac’s helmet.

      “Where’s Jenn?” she asked close to my ear the moment I cut the engine. “They were supposed to be here already, right?”

      I removed my helmet. I wouldn’t be needing it anymore. “They’re here,” I said slowly, listening for sounds of Cletus, or anyone else. “If I know Cletus Winston, he parked elsewhere.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Trust issues.” Still scanning our surroundings, I took her hand and helped her from the bike.

      Diane looked up at me, lines of worry between her eyebrows, and my chest tightened. Greedy for the sight of her eyes and lips, I took a second to look my fill, noticing small differences in her appearance. She’d lost weight. Her eyes were too big. Her lips were thin. Her skin wasn’t peaches and cream but rather an unhealthy shade of skim milk. This beautiful woman I’d been dreaming about for weeks was finally here, with me, within arm’s reach, but all was not well.

      I’d have to be blind to not notice Diane was terrified.

      “Hey, come here.” I took Isaac’s helmet from her fingers and fit it over one of the handlebars, placing my helmet on the other side before wrapping my arms around her. Time was short, but right this minute my woman needed comfort. I held her.

      And even though I’d been determined to not be relieved, or anything but diligent and watchful, my resolve wavered. Diane was here, finally in my arms. A surge of gratitude ballooned and overwhelmed me. No matter what happened in the near or distant future, for this moment, we were together.

      And that—for now, and after so many weeks apart—felt like more than enough.
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      Instead of staying at the safehouse just long enough for Diane to pack, get ready, and allow her and her daughter to say their goodbyes—which had been the original terms of our agreement—Cletus asked Diane to recount her version of events from the night of Kip’s murder. Listening and watching as Diane relived it all again had me wishing I was free to put Cletus’s head through a wall.

      But I wasn’t free. I belonged to Diane, Diane belonged to Jennifer, and Jennifer belonged to Cletus. As long as the sneakiest of the Winston brothers remained important to Diane, I wouldn’t lay a finger on him.

      I watched Jennifer during the tale, cataloguing her expressions and trying to read her thoughts. The young woman made no secret about her disdain for me—which didn’t bother me any—but she obviously also felt scared for her mother. That did bother me.

      Diane couldn’t walk away from Green Valley if it meant her daughter lived in a state of perpetual misery and worry. Soon they’d say goodbye, and if Jennifer broadcast her fear then like she broadcasted it now, Diane would never leave.

      Thus, once Diane finished recounting the events and excused herself to the bathroom, leaving the three of us alone, I said, “Jennifer.”

      Diane’s daughter blinked, staring around the room like the sight of it confused her, but she didn’t look at me.

      So I repeated, “Jennifer,” and waited until her focus landed on me where I stood next to the table. “You don’t know me, but I keep my promises. I will take care of your mother. She will want for nothing, and she’ll be safe.”

      “Except her family,” she said flatly. “She’ll want for nothing except her family.”

      I heaved a silent sigh. She was right. I’d have to figure a way for us to communicate with Diane’s kids without risking her safety. Maybe if Jenn felt certain her mother was reachable, she’d be less fretful.

      I was just about to make her a promise along these lines when she said, “I still don’t understand why you were there that night. Why were you there, Mr. Repo?” Sounding and looking exhausted, her intelligent gaze flicked over me. “You never answered. Were you there for my mother? To see her?”

      “That was part of the reason, yes.” I wouldn’t lie to her, but I saw no logic in volunteering all my reasons for being present that night.

      “So why else? What other reason did you have? Hmm?” She crossed her arms, her glare full of challenge. “Did you plan this?”

      “No.”

      “Then why were you there?” she demanded in a rough whisper, visibly angry.

      I met her challenge steadily for a second, determined not to answer. Telling Jennifer the truth about Jessica being my daughter would serve no purpose other than adding another layer of uncertainty. I didn’t know Diane’s daughter; I had no idea how she’d react to the news. Maybe it would make the woman less likely to trust me when she already barely trusted me at all.

      I looked to Cletus for help. He knew Jennifer, he knew how she’d react, he wanted Diane safe. I’d let him make the decision. And he did.

      “He hoped Jessica James would be there,” he said plainly.

      We traded a look—mine bracing, his apologetic—and I hoped to God he knew what he was doing. Diane needed to leave. But one word from her daughter and she’d stay. She’d go to prison.

      “That makes absolutely no sense,” Jennifer ranted at both of us. “Why on God’s green earth would Mr. Repo care if Jessica James was . . . was—” Abruptly, the anger drained from her features and was replaced just as suddenly with understanding.

      I held my breath.

      “Are you Jessica’s father?” she blurted, her eyes full of wonder.

      Lowering my eyes to the floor, I absorbed the impact of her words. Hearing them all together like that, out loud, from someone else, struck me like a blow and I struggled to swallow.

      Eventually, I managed to return her stunned stare and to say, “Not in any way that matters,” and hoped this would be the end of it. I hoped this information would stay between the three of us, and I hoped this revelation didn’t jeopardize all my meticulous plans to keep Diane safe.

      She looked at me like I was something different, someone new, a puzzle she was working frantically to solve. Shaking her head, she asked, “Why didn’t you—”

      “Tell her?” I laughed, frustrated. “Why would I do that? Why would I ruin her happy life?”

      “But—but you’re her—”

      “I’m not. The sheriff, that’s her daddy. Janet, that’s her momma. Jackson is her brother. They’re her family, not me. Jessica has always been where she belonged. How much of a selfish asshole would I have to be to take her away from people who were always better equipped to love and care for her than I’ve ever been?”

      “What about her mother?”

      I chuckled again, my mouth turning sour with the taste of old wounds. “That woman didn’t know how to love. She knew how to have fun, how to . . . make money. How to be brilliant. How to be cold. But loving came about as naturally to her as walking with two legs comes to a snake. No. Jess . . . Jessica James isn’t mine.” I closed my eyes against the onslaught, wishing again for the freedom to do as I wanted, to leave, to ignore this woman’s questions.

      But I didn’t have that freedom. And even now, standing here under this young person’s judgment and scrutiny, I didn’t really want that freedom. Just like I didn’t really want the freedom to tell Jessica the truth. If I’d felt free to blow up Jess’s world, then I wasn’t a man worthy of her.

      I wanted Jessica happy, and I wanted Diane safe, and if either of those things meant giving up some of my freedom, then so be it. Freedom at the direct expense of another person’s wellbeing was the worst kind of evil. It was selfishness masquerading as liberty, hypocrisy wearing the clothes of perseverance and grit. I wanted none of it.

      “Then why show up at our engagement party?” she pushed.

      I opened my eyes then and looked at her. I wouldn’t argue. I wouldn’t justify myself. I had my reasons, they were the right ones, and that was enough.

      But then she whispered, “You love her,” and emotion rushed to her eyes. “That’s why.”

      This proclamation a new assault striking me square in the chest, I held still as I worked to shove down the ancient regrets and sorrows her statement unleashed.

      She wasn’t finished. Her chin wobbled, her gaze holding both accusation and understanding as Cletus wrapped his arm around her. “You love her. And that’s why you want what’s best for her, even now. That’s why you stayed close but never intervened. You love her, and that’s why her happiness matters more to you than what you could’ve gained as her father if you’d made it known.” She shrugged, but each of her words cut me like a razor. “You love your daughter, Jason,” she said, using my real name, which made everything worse.

      Pulling in a raggedy sigh, I stared at her, giving her my attention and nothing else. For some reason, this information about me had clearly made a huge difference to Jennifer. Tears leaked from her eyes, but she no longer looked at me with distrust. Something within my chest relaxed and a tightness eased even as worry—about and for Jessica—twisted in my gut.

      But I couldn’t think about this at present. Maybe Jennifer would tell Jessica, maybe she wouldn’t. I hoped Diane’s daughter would do the right thing and keep it to herself. Regardless, it was out of my hands.

      Diane and I would be leaving tonight. I’d take her to safety, places the arm of US law held no sway. We’d be together, and that’s all that mattered. For now.
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        “To be half a century plus is wonderfully exciting, because I haven't lost any of my past, and I am free to stand on the rock of all that the past has taught me as I look to the future.”

        MADELEINE L'ENGLE, A CIRCLE OF QUIET

      

        

      

      “Are you sure you have everything you need?” Jennifer paced to the open closet again, inspecting the sparse few garments remaining on the hangers.

      Jason had shopped for me: luggage, clothes, toiletries, a book to read on the plane, everything. He’d even purchased hair dye, ten different brands of it. Luckily, Jennifer knew which shade would match my new fake ID and how to apply it without turning my hair green. I’d only ever had my hair fixed at a salon. If she hadn’t helped me, I would’ve been lost.

      But now we were done with my hair, the packing, and everything else. All that remained was saying goodbye.

      “I have everything, I’m sure,” I said, working to keep the turmoil and emotion from my voice. Poor Isaac had let me cry quietly on his shirt without complaint. I would not do the same to my sweet Jennifer.

      With a wistful sounding sigh, she turned from the closet and folded her arms, her eyes landing on my designer jeans and traveling upwards.

      “You don’t look like you.” Her voice cracked, her focus stalling on the luxurious black cashmere sweater I’d pulled on over a black long-sleeved shirt. “You never wear black, or jeans. You always said farmers wear jeans.”

      “Oh baby, come here.” I opened my arms for her. She all but leapt into my arms. Holding my sweet girl tightly, I pet her hair and kissed her cheek. “I’m not supposed to look like me, baby. I’m supposed to look like Elizabeth Blake.”

      Jennifer heaved a watery sigh. “I know you have to go. I want you to go, and I want you to be happy. But I wish you could stay.”

      An essential something within me bent, maybe even fractured, at the despair in my darling girl’s voice. I found myself convulsively swallowing, glaring at the ceiling while I wrestled with guilt and fear and sadness and a trembling chin.

      I will not cry. I will be brave in these last moments with my daughter. I will be the source of strength for her now that I couldn’t be as she grew.

      “You know I love you, right?” I asked, kissing her cheek again. “You know, no matter where I go and what I’m doing, you have my heart.”

      “I know, Momma.” She held me just as tightly, sniffling, no longer trying to hold back the tears. “And I love you. And I know you’ve always wanted to travel, so maybe I just need to think of this as an extended vacation.”

      We both chuckled at her reframing of the situation, and she pulled away. I gripped her arms to keep her from going too far. “This isn’t forever. I refuse to believe that. I will see you and hold you and kiss your beautiful face again.”

      Nodding, Jennifer wiped at her eyes. “I know. Cletus said he’d talk to Jason about finding a way for us to safely communicate. Maybe we can come visit you wherever you are.”

      “I’d like that,” I said, but uncertainty spun like a top in my head and stomach. I didn’t know where we were going, or for how long, or how we’d pay for it. I’d decided to trust Jason, and I would, but the not knowing ate at me.

      As soon as we were in the car, I’d extract more details from that sexy man of mine. I’d probably have to get a job wherever we went, and even though I had no idea how to manage applying for a position under an assumed identity, I wasn’t at all afraid of hard work. I’d been working since I was fourteen; I’d worked while raising two kids (three if you counted my man-child husband); I could do most jobs at the Lodge. Maybe I’d be a maid. There’d always been something about cleaning up messes and seeing everything set to rights that soothed me.

      “He loves you, you know.”

      I blinked my girl back into focus. She was no longer crying.

      “Jason. Mr. Repo. He loves you.” A smile broke out on her tear-stained face. “In fact, I think he has it pretty bad.” She laughed again.

      I didn’t laugh and my stomach swirled something fierce, and I couldn’t help but wonder at myself. Here I was, on the run from the law, a fugitive, feeling nervous about a man I liked—a man I loved—and his theoretical feelings for me. We’d been apart for so long during this ordeal, what if he—

      No. No. I wouldn’t entertain the thought.

      But I would say this: I didn’t wish to be a burden to him. My whole life, I’d bent over backwards for a man who never loved me, who used my inexperience and vulnerability against me like a weapon. Both Kip and my father had wielded my insecurities masterfully. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—be in a one-sided relationship ever again.

      As my late friend Bethany Winston used to say, If you don’t want someone to get your goat, don’t let them know where it’s tied.

      I’d thought, after leaving Kip, I would do her one better: If you don’t want someone to get your goat, don’t let them know you own a goat. Make them think you’re goat-less. Besides, goats are messy. They eat everything and poop everywhere. And yet, I do like their cheese.

      But then I’d met Jason, and not only did I let him know I had a goat, I’d handed it right over.

      Therefore, if at any time he grew tired of my company, I’d figure things out on my own. I would not stay where I wasn’t wanted, suffering with unrequited feelings. Fugitive or not, life was too short to waste time loving someone who doesn’t have common sense to see my beauty and strength enough to love me back and treat me well.

      And that was that.

      “I’m glad we got the chance to say goodbye, where we can talk properly,” Jenn went on, arranging our hands such that our fingers twisted together and swung back and forth gently between us.

      “Me too, baby,” I said, staring deeply into her eyes, memorizing her face until I could see her again. It wasn’t like I could bring a picture of her with me. Etching these last few moments on my memory would have to do. “I’m so sorry I’ll miss your wedding.” Just the thought made me sick to my stomach, missing my own daughter’s wedding.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that.” She shrugged, the side of her mouth curving upward. “Knowing you’re safe, off with someone who cares about you deeply, traveling the world and having adventures—that’ll keep me smiling.”

      “You’re too good, Jennifer.” I cupped her jaw, breathing in as much as the tightness around my chest would allow. “You are an angel. Make sure that man of yours treats you like one.”

      “He will.” A small, secretive smile hovered over her mouth and behind her eyes. “He treats me very well and makes me very happy.”

      “Good.” I nodded, and before I could stop myself, I added, “And I cannot stress enough how important it is that you always orgasm first.”

      Jennifer pulled her hands from mine and covered her face, groaning. “Good Lord, mother.”

      “I mean it!” I peeled her fingers away, leveling her with my fiercest glare. “If he doesn’t see to your pleasure, don’t let him have a moment’s peace. Do you hear me?”

      She nodded, cringing, her earlier tears swept away by my latest words. Good.

      I would leave my daughter because I had to. But I’d be damned if she spent her life without every kind of love, without someone to cherish and treasure her—body, mind, and spirit.

      Cletus Winston was a good man, and I trusted him to treat her right. But if he didn’t, if I found out he ever neglected or hurt my baby . . . well.

      I was already on the run for one murder. What difference would a second one make?
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      We traveled all through the night. I didn’t mind. I was too keyed up to sleep. Despite the earlier pledge to myself that I’d question Jason about where we were going, I found I was too tired to talk. As morning dawned, throwing our shadows on the road on a long stretch ahead of us, a strange kind of resolve awoke within me, rising at my back with the sun.

      I was not with my daughter or my son. I was lost to them. But it would not be forever. I would find a way to return, and it would happen before Jennifer and that man of hers made me any grandbabies, or before Isaac met a woman and settled down. I would not miss both of my kids’ weddings and I would be a proper grandmother one day.

      Perhaps it would never happen, but fixing my mind on the goal made me feel better, more in control.

      “Life is so strange,” I said and thought in unison, though I hadn’t planned to speak at all.

      Jason glanced at me and then back to the road. “How so?”

      Since he asked . . . “Just when we think our path is set and we’re cruising along toward the inevitable tomorrow, the good Lord sees fit to throw a sexy, sweet motorcycle man in my path to shake everything up.”

      A reluctant looking smile tugged at his mouth. “I seem to recall it being the other way around. It was you throwing yourself in my path, wasn’t it?”

      “Well, who can keep track of such things.” I flicked my hand this way and that. “My point is, I can’t believe we’re here. Together. And this our life now.”

      “Driving to Texas in a Volvo isn’t our life for long.”

      Turning in my seat, I gave his profile my full attention. Goodness, how I’d missed just looking at his handsome face. “Oh? Then what is our life?”

      Jason rubbed his chin, looking calm and thoughtful. “Well, let’s see. It’ll start once we reach Russia. And then, after that, maybe Morocco. Or Ethiopia.”

      My eyebrows skyrocketed and I felt acutely breathless. “We . . . we’re going to Russia?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? And . . . how? And what—how will we pay for such a thing?”

      Jason adjusted his rearview mirror to account for the glare of the sun, his lips forming a faint smile. “Russia is one of a few countries that don’t have an extradition treaty with the US, and I know Russian better than Amharic, Darija, Arabic, or French.”

      “You speak Russian?”

      He chuckled, presumably at my tone. But you could’ve knocked me over with a feather. What was going on?

      “I speak a little, enough to get by in big cities. But we’re going to a resort town and most everyone there speaks enough English or German. We shouldn’t have too much trouble getting around.”

      Heaving a tremendous sigh, I shook my head and looked out the front windshield. “Well, okay then. We’re going to Russia. But how am I going to get a job if I don’t speak the language?”

      Jason sent me his trademark expression that was half frown, half grin. “Why would you need to work?”

      “I assume we’ll need to eat and a roof over our heads.”

      “You assume correctly. But, Diane, gorgeous, that’s all taken care of.”

      “You already found us jobs?”

      “No,” he drawled, his frown clearing to reveal nothing but pure amusement. “I have money. Lots of it. You won’t need to work unless you feel moved to do so.”

      My stomach twisted at that and I sunk lower in my seat, shifting to one side to keep the rays of sunshine in the side mirror from blinding me.

      “What’s wrong?” Jason’s hand settled on my leg and he gave it a squeeze, a frown knitting itself between his eyebrows.

      “It’s just . . .” I shook my head, facing him again. “I think we need to get something straight.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I love you.”

      His hand on my thigh tightened and then released, but his features didn’t change. He just kept on staring forward, eyes on the road, jaw set. The only sound inside the car was the rotation of the wheels over the pavement.

      Maybe he didn’t hear me?

      “I’m in love with you, Jason,” I repeated, my tone matter-of-fact because this information was matter-of-fact. “I’m telling you now so you go into this with your eyes wide open. I absolutely refuse to become a burden to you. And if you don’t feel the same way—or think you could, given enough time—it’s not too late for you to turn back and send me on my way.”

      In response to this, his hand slid further up my thigh, his fingers moving more toward the interior of my leg. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed yet,” he said, his tone also very matter-of-fact. “But I need you, Diane.”

      That wasn’t what I’d expected him to say. Therefore, I peered at him. “You don’t need me. No person needs another person.”

      “I do. I told myself I wasn’t going to tell you now, not until we were all settled someplace safe.”

      “Tell me what? What are you talking about?”

      “I can’t think about my life without you being part of it.” Jason reached for my hand, curled his fingers around mine, and lifted my knuckles to brush a soft kiss there. “When I think of the future, I think of you and me. I can’t see any other path for me.”

      “Jason—”

      “I’m in love with you.” Squeezing my hand tightly, he brought our joined fingers to his thigh, pressing my palm there, like he was holding me captive through the simple touch, like he’d never let me go. “And you’re a better person than me, because I would not be okay with sending you on your way. Wherever you are, that’s where I’ll be. Always.”

      Now I was breathing hard, unable to believe my ears.

      Except . . . why shouldn’t I believe them? He’d said the words, hadn’t he? I’d been sitting right here, hadn’t I? I had no reason not to believe Jason; he’d never lied to me. He’d always told me the truth, even when doing so cast him in an unflattering light.

      And if I believed him, that he loved me and needed me, then I guess everything was all settled.

      “Okay then.” I nodded, turning my palm up to tangle our fingers together, breathing in a deep breath for the first time in what felt like forever. “I guess it’s all settled, then.”

      “I guess it is,” he said. He wore no smile, but I heard one in his voice.

      “So, Russia.”

      “That’s right.”

      I leaned closer to him, wanting to give him a kiss. “Then Ethiopia, or Morocco?”

      “Correct.”

      “And we’ll do what? Just lay around?”

      He tilted his head back and forth as though considering. “Lay, stand, sit, bend over.” Jason turned his head and gave me a saucy wink. “The position doesn’t matter to me.”

      I laughed, actually laughed, and smacked his arm lightly. “You are a bad man.” Goodness how I missed him, this. Everything when we were together felt so effortless even if I was blushing half the time. I loved it.

      “Never any doubt.” Jason lifted my hand for a kiss.

      But then he licked and nibbled at the spot between my fingers. My breath caught because it felt . . . incredible. Like he’d just revealed a secret passageway between my hand and clitoris.

      “You should let me make love to you on the plane,” he said lightly, like we were discussing what to eat or which movie to watch.

      “That’s . . . very tempting.” I’d meant to say, That’s impossible.

      “I don’t want you thinking about what could go wrong.” He continued teasing me with his lips and tongue as he spoke. “I don’t want you worried about the future. Don’t think about it. Just trust me to take care of you.”

      “You don’t get to tell me what I can think about.” I tried to sound grumpy but instead I knew I sounded breathless. Good gracious, I loved that tongue.

      But I didn’t tell him that I wasn’t all that worried now that we were together. Perhaps it didn’t make any sense to most folks, but I’d always been someone who trusted the experts. Jason was an expert in traveling and disappearing. He loved me and he’d keep me safe, just like I’d keep him safe too.

      “No. I don’t get to tell you what to think about. But that’s not what I’m doing,” he rasped out, his voice deep and persuasive. Paired with his tongue between my fingers, I was positively squirming in my seat. “I’m not demanding anything, Diane. I’m just telling you my wishes.”

      “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, you make everything sound like a command. And enough of that. We can’t pull over and you’re getting me all twisty.” Restless from his seductive torture, I pulled his hand toward me and placed it benignly on my knee. “Fine. If your wishes are that I not worry about the future, what do you wish I’d think about?”

      Unleashing a full grin, his eyes slid to me. “How about all the ways you plan on pleasing me.”

      I barked a laugh, surprised even though I shouldn’t have been. Making a show of rolling my eyes, I didn’t try to hide my grin. It felt so very good to grin. “Is that so?”

      “That is so.” He was smiling too, but his tone belied his seriousness.

      “Any hints? Any special requests?”

      “Surprise me,” he said, scratching his jaw.

      “Don’t I always?”

      His smile waned and he looked thoughtful. “Yes. You do,” he said, his voice sure and sober. “And no matter where we ultimately end up, I don’t want you to doubt for a second that I am completely yours.”

      “And I’m completely yours.” I tugged on the seatbelt so I could lean across the arm rest and place a kiss on his cheek, unabashedly sniffing him before leaning away. He smelled just like I remembered, and a heady nostalgia both soothed my mind and squeezed my heart.

      Funny to think Jason and I now had memories. We had habits and traditions, a past to recall, filled with good times and, yes, even a few surprising and tragic ones. And here we were, at the midpoint of our lives, starting completely over with new names, new identities, but ultimately none of that mattered.

      What mattered? Well, let’s see. . .

      To start with, I knew Jason would always make sure that I came first, both literally and figuratively. As I’d told Jennifer countless times, that was essential.

      Also, he loved me—bossiness and all—and he showed it with more than words. Of note: the words were also very nice.

      I trusted him. He trusted me. I enjoyed his company and he seemed to enjoy mine. We didn’t have a lot in common, but that just made everything so much more interesting, and what we did have in common—the ferocity with which we loved, our pragmatism, our perspective on accepting the things we could not change but giving gratitude for our gifts—made all the difference.

      The previous chapter of my life was at an end, an entirely new one was set to begin, and wasn’t that a bit of a miracle? The past twenty plus years of my life—everything but my children, of course—might eventually become nothing but a footnote in my story. How wonderful that we as people could reinvent ourselves, have new loves, a new life, new adventures, a future that wasn’t predestined.

      My life would have more than three chapters. I’d been an obedient child, and then I’d been a dutiful wife, and then I’d been a recovering divorcee. I didn’t quite know what I was now. On the run from the law, tragically separated from my children, and yet, also on journey with a man I loved.

      I trusted him to take care of keeping me safe, and he trusted me to take care of him. I might not have any idea how our story would end. But a beginning based on mutual love and trust seemed like the perfect foundation for a future.

      Certainly, neither of us were perfect. And perhaps that made us perfect for each other.
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        “So the unwanting soul

        sees what's hidden,

        and the ever-wanting soul

      
        sees only what it wants.”

        LAO TZU

      

        

      

      

      
        
        ~Jennifer~

      

      

      On any given day, I woke up and I baked cake.

      If I had to bake cake I preferred not to bake in large batches. That’s like batch-raising kids, expecting them to think and behave exactly alike, or trying to swim across every lake in East Tennessee at precisely the same time.

      I preferred to focus on one cake. Each and every cake had its own personality. If you ignored a cake’s personality the cake would ignore you. It’ll be a rude, boring cake.

      I avoided making rude cake. These days, I avoided making cake, period. But if I had to do it, I made great cake. Fun cake. Cake with big dreams, difficult to ignore. Special cake.

      “Are you finished with the Knoxville order yet?” my momma bellowed from the other room. I hadn’t heard her come in. Her tone was sharp and edged with panic, and that made me panic. “And, I swear on your grandma Lilly’s fried chicken livers, if you’re making one cake at a time again, I’m going to wring your neck.”

      I squared my shoulders, swallowing the rush of nervous saliva in my mouth. Grandma Lilly’s fried chicken livers were no joke. Not only were they delicious and a closely guarded family recipe—like most of our infamous family recipes—they could also maim if thrown with enough force and deadly intent.

      Employing great care, I placed the last of the cakes—the cakes I’d just baked and decorated one at a time—into a bakery box.

      That’s right. I’d baked one cake at a time. Did that mean I had to wake up at 0-dark-thirty and start baking? Yes, it did. Did I need to admit as much to my momma? No, I did not. Better to wake up at the butt crack of dawn than sell the good people of Barbern boring cakes.

      “I’m just finishing up,” I called and jumped into action. If she saw my six-quart mixer she’d have a fit. I stuffed the small-batch bowls and measuring tools into a tall cabinet at the back of the large, industrial kitchen. I returned for the six-quart mixer, hoisting it in my arms and stumbling under its weight.

      The click of her heels grew closer and I knew I didn’t have time to hide the machine like I wanted, so I lowered it to the ground and covered it with my apron, spinning around just as my momma appeared in the doorway.

      “Thank goodness.” Her hands were on her hips and she looked perfectly put-together, as was her habit.

      Her blonde waves resembled a helmet, and in many ways they were. Her makeup was spotless and as thick as a layer of frosting, and as impervious as a hockey mask. A cloud of Chanel No.5, nail polish, and Aqua Net hair spray arrived three seconds after she did.

      The way she made herself up was both weapon and armor.

      She assessed the state of the kitchen, lingering for a long moment on the large-batch mixer. It was spotless.

      “Where is everyone? Who cleaned all this up?”

      “I did.” I stepped over the smaller mixer, hoping she wouldn’t spot it. “I sent the team home early, since it was just the one special order.”

      Her eyes cut to mine, vexation written on her features. “What are you wearing?”

      I glanced down at myself, having forgotten what I had on. “Uh, overalls.”

      “Oh, Jennifer!” She said my name low and rough, as though it were a swear word. “A lady does not wear overalls.”

      “Nancy Danvish wears overalls.” Nancy Danvish supplied our eggs and milk; her hens and cows were very happy, therefore they made the best eggs and milk. Happy eggs and milk make happy cakes.

      “Nancy Danvish is a farmer.”

      “But she’s still a lady.”

      “That’s debatable . . .” my mother grumbled, almost rolling her eyes before catching herself. “And, goodness, your hair. And your face, ugh.” Under her breath she added, “You know I wonder what planet you’re from; Lord knows it ain’t this one.”

      I pressed my lips together so I wouldn’t say, “Thank you.”

      I tried my best to pretend unkind words were actually just erroneously expressed compliments, as it just made everything nicer for everybody. For example, my momma’s latest comment could be rephrased to, You’re cosmically stellar.

      This habit of purposefully misunderstanding insults has served me well over the course of my life, around town, and at home. I’m sure it would have served me well if I’d gone to public school, but my momma homeschooled us kids instead.

      For example, when Rhea Mathis called me “stranger than a vegetarian at a barbeque” during junior choir practice at church, I decided it was her own special way of saying unique. And when Timothy King called me a frigid prude outside the jam session when I was fifteen, I thanked him for praising my coolness and modesty. And when two of my fellow baking finalists at the state fair told me I was a no-talent hack, I smiled and accepted their kind remarks about my work ethic.

      “Hello? Earth to Jennifer. Stop cotton picking and get a move on.”

      “What?”

      My momma had retrieved her phone with one hand and was snapping at me with the other. “You have an appointment at the station with Sheriff James.”

      “I do?” This was news to me.

      “Yes. You do. I ran into him at the Piggly Wiggly parking lot this morning and asked how he and his deputies enjoyed those cupcakes we sent over. And, of course, he couldn’t stop talking about how amazing they were. One thing led to another and he agreed to a video testimonial.”

      “Oh . . .” I nodded faintly, my throat suddenly dry. I attempted a smile.

      “What is wrong with your face? Do you have tummy trouble?”

      “No.” I tried harder to paste on a convincing smile. “But, Momma, you know I don’t like doing those recordings.”

      “Speak up, Jennifer. You’re low talking again. You know I don’t like it when you low-talk.”

      I lifted my voice. “I don’t like doing the recordings. I get nervous and the comments—”

      “Don’t read the mean comments, baby. There’s always going to be nasty people, bless their hearts.” She crossed to me and placed her hands on my shoulders, giving me a gentle shake. “Focus on how well the lodge is doing since we launched the social media campaign last year. Focus on how business is booming. Focus on all the money we’re making. Focus on how famous and admired you are all around the world. You’re a star.”

      “But it’s so public. And people in town—”

      “People in town don’t matter. You and I, we’re meant for bigger things. Come on now, you know you look pretty in those videos, and our subscribers eat it up. The camera loves your face, when you’re wearing your makeup and don’t look like a farmer, of course. Go on and change, there’s a good girl. I told the sheriff you’d be there this afternoon.”

      “But can’t you—”

      “Jennifer!” My mother’s fingers dug into my arms and she closed her eyes for a long moment before speaking. “You are trying my patience, baby girl. Do you know how many things I need to do today? Do I need to remind you we have investors coming for the lodge at the end of this month? I need you, Jennifer. You are the key. You fail me, everything fails. With your brother gone . . .” My mother’s chin quivered and she glanced up at the ceiling, tears shimmering in her eyes.

      Immediately, I was awash with regret for causing her distress. I knew how she struggled with my brother’s defiance. I knew how hurt she had been—and continued to be—when Isaac cut himself out of our lives. My father seemed to get over the loss quickly, but my momma still grieved. My heart ached just thinking about how I missed my brother; I couldn’t imagine how my parents felt.

      She exhaled a shaky breath and sniffled, bringing her eyes back to mine. “Just, please, Jenny, please be a help to me. Please don’t fail me.”

      I swallowed the last of my protests and rearranged my features such that my clenched jaw resembled a closed-mouth smile.

      Her sigh was laced with relief and she cupped my face, giving me a cherishing smile. “Good, good. Go get dressed, get a video of you and the sheriff. Afterward you can spend the rest of the day however you like.” Behind her mask of makeup I perceived her eyes soften with concern. “What time did you get up? You look tired.”

      “I’m fine.”

      She inspected me for a moment longer with maternal eyes before her watch buzzed; she glanced at it, huffed, and released my shoulders. “I have to get this call. Go see the sheriff. Perhaps write a letter to one of those pen pals of yours, or take a nap.”

      Maybe for the ten millionth time in my life I said, “Okay, Momma.”

      But she wasn’t listening, she’d already brought the phone to her ear. “Hello? Hello, yes, this is Diane Donner-Sylvester. Yes, thank you for calling . . .” She left the kitchen, her voice diminishing along with the click of her heels.

      Like the good girl I was, I did as I was told.
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      I’m a people watcher.

      Partly because people, the things they do and say when they think no one is watching, are truly odd. But mostly, I’m a people watcher because hardly anyone in town talks to me about anything but cake.

      “It’s the Banana Cake Queen,” Flo McClure announced in a flat voice. She was manning—er, womanning—the front desk of the police station and her eyes barely moved from the computer screen as I approached. Not looking at me or waiting for me to speak, Flo McClure instructed, “Take a seat, gorgeous. The sheriff is expecting you, but it’ll be a few minutes.”

      “Thank you, Miss McClure.”

      The older woman’s pine-bark brown eyes crinkled and her polite smile widened just a touch, letting me know she’d heard me but was too busy or disinclined to engage in small talk.

      I live in a small town and everybody knows everybody. As an example, Flo—or Florence—McClure is known as the stubborn spinster sister to Carter McClure, the fire chief. People said she never married despite her string of would-be suitors because she didn’t want to give up her independence.

      I suspected it wasn’t her independence she was afraid of losing. After watching her and Nancy Danvish engage in a furtive yet passionate argument at a Fourth of July parade five years ago, my money was on Flo McClure being firmly in the closet.

      Anyway, everybody knows everybody, and everybody knows me. I’m the Banana Cake Queen. I make other kinds of cake, but I’m famous for my banana cake. I know this as fact because, when I’m introduced, it’s usually like this:

      “This is Jennifer Sylvester. You know, the Banana Cake Queen? She’s famous for her banana cake.”

      But I digress.

      I turned from Flo McClure and found a seat in the corner of the small lobby of the police station, setting the wrapped zucchini walnut bread I’d brought on my lap. I crossed my legs at the ankles and waited.

      I liked the sheriff. He was nice. Despite being a man of few words, he asked after my well-being. His smiles were genuine and kind. I liked that he was a good father and husband. And he cared about the folks under his jurisdiction. He was a good person, so I made him baked goods whenever I knew we’d be crossing paths.

      I spent the next fifteen minutes people watching, avoiding the social media notifications on my phone. I wasn’t in charge of the accounts, but I still received all the alerts.

      Hannah Townsend walked in, stormed to the desk, and argued with Flo about a speeding ticket.

      A few moments later, the King brothers exited the big door leading to the main offices, whispering in hushed tones. I stiffened, bracing for an insult or an evocative proposition. It never came.

      They looked ragged and maybe a little scared. Luckily, the pair didn’t even notice me as they bolted for the exit, paying no mind to Flo and Hannah either.

      I wasn’t surprised to see the King brothers at the station. As low-ranking members of the Iron Wraiths—the biggest and most troublesome of the local motorcycle gangs—they were always in and out of jail. Ever since I was a teenager, when they spotted me on my own, I could count on aggressively suggestive remarks.

      Not today, apparently. I exhaled my relief.

      I turned my attention back to Hannah and Flo, their interaction becoming friendlier as the conversation turned to the subject of Hannah’s momma.

      Hannah’s momma had been in a car accident several years ago and Hannah, even though she’d been just seventeen at the time, took care of her. Hannah had been working two jobs since: as a hostess at the local steak house and at the Payton Mills. About two years ago, she’d quit her job at the mill in favor of becoming a stripper at the Pink Pony.

      The desk phone rang and Flo held up her finger as she brought the receiver to her ear. “Just a second, Hannah. Let me get this. Yes?” The older woman’s eyes darted to me and away as she nodded, saying, “Yep, she’s here.”

      I straightened in my seat because Hannah glanced at me. Her eyes flickered over my form and she stopped just short of rolling her eyes before looking away.

      I didn’t blame Hannah. I really didn’t. We were the same age and in choir together growing up. I understood her scorn.

      Outwardly, I was ridiculous: big, wavy bleached-blonde hair; acrylic nails always painted pink; high heels. My momma had me in full makeup (inclusive of false eyelashes) at sixteen, younger if you counted the pageants I’d participated in as a child. In public I was always attired in yellow or green—my signature colors since the age of four—and I always wore a knee-length dress and pearls.

      I owned one pair of jeans and a pair of overalls, but had been forbidden long ago from stepping outside the house in anything other than Sunday garb. Momma said I was the face of the business, and pedestrian attire was bad for business.

      I was a superficial caricature of a southern stereotype, but our customers loved it. They even hired me for parties. I’d stand behind the dessert table and serve cake with a bright smile and shaking hands. Nobody ever noticed my hands.

      “Okay, I’ll send her back.” Flo nodded again, her gaze cutting to mine as she hung up the phone and flicked her wrist toward the door to the main offices. “The sheriff is ready for you.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      She didn’t respond, instead turning her attention back to Hannah. “Did you see that news crew up at the Winston house?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I did,” Hannah responded on a whisper easy to overhear. “It’s on account of Jethro Winston getting married to that movie star.”

      Jethro Winston and Sienna Diaz, the Hollywood actress, had met at the beginning of the summer and subsequently become engaged two months ago. He was the oldest of the seven Winston siblings. After Jethro came Billy, next was Cletus, Ashley (the only girl), the twins—Beau and Duane—then Roscoe the youngest. Roscoe was my age and, if I’d attended school, we would have been in the same grade.

      “Jethro already marry that lady?”

      “No, not yet.” Hannah leaned farther over the desk and lowered her voice. “But the rumor is she’s already pregnant.”

      My heart twisted with envy.

      It’s not that I was jealous of Ms. Diaz. Not at all. I’d had no designs on Jethro Winston. Though he’d seemed nice enough to me, my father always said Jethro was the wrong sort and that I should avoid him.

      And by wrong sort, my father meant Jethro wasn’t ever going to be wealthy. A man was nothing to my father if he wasn’t rich or had the potential for notoriety.

      The truth was, I was jealous of Sienna and Jethro. If the rumors were true, despite meeting just five months ago, they were starting a family. They were having a baby, a little perfect person to love and take care of and cuddle and hold.

      More than anything, I wanted that. I wanted a family of my own.

      I crossed to the big door, my heels clicking on the linoleum, leaving the two women to their conversation while I fought to subdue my envy. I turned the knob and stepped through to the back office, scanning the space for Sheriff James. It was a busy place today, much busier than typical, and much bigger than what people might expect from a small town station.

      The state of Tennessee mandates that each county elect a sheriff to serve for four years. Sheriffs are public servants with full police authority in a particular county. But if the cities have their own police departments, Tennessee sheriffs (and their deputies) usually keep their patrol limited to unincorporated areas of their counties.

      Not so with Sheriff James. He and his deputies patrolled the entire county, were responsible for three incorporated cities within the boundaries of the county, plus had shared jurisdiction with the federal warden for the national park on the Tennessee side. He had a big job and a large team.

      The administrative staff were huddled around one desk, whispering anxiously. Usually, the majority of the officers were out on the road, on patrol. Not today. I spotted at least five deputies milling about impatiently. The workplace held an unmistakable air of waiting.

      “Jennifer Sylvester, always a pleasure.”

      I turned from the peppering of uniforms and found the sheriff walking toward me, a friendly and fatherly grin on his features.

      “Sheriff James. I brought you zucchini bread.” I held it out between us, pleased when his grin grew into a beaming smile.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” he said, though he took the foil-wrapped offering readily enough. “Your momma said something about me recording a statement about your cakes?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s right. She’d like me to record you talking about the cupcakes we sent over, if you don’t mind.”

      “I see. Are you going to be in it, too?”

      I shook my head, even though I knew my momma wanted me to be in the video. But I’d come up with an alternate plan. “No, sir. I’ll record an introduction later, but we’ll get your testimonial now. I won’t be in the shot with you.”

      He nodded, bending closer as I spoke as though trying to hear me better. “Ah, okay. Sounds fine. But let’s go back to my office. It’ll be quieter.”

      “Okay—”

      At that moment, the door behind me burst open followed by a loud whoop. I turned just as Jackson James appeared, putting his hands on my hips and squeezing past.

      “Excuse me, Jenn,” the deputy said with a wink, stepping between his father and me.

      Jackson James was the only son of Sheriff James and his wife, Janet. They also had a daughter named Jessica who, until just recently, had been a mathematics teacher at the high school where my father was the principal.

      See? Small town. Everybody knows everybody.

      Jackson waved a large manila envelope excitedly. “We got it, sir. I have it right here.”

      “That was fast.” The sheriff’s eyes lit and he traded his son the zucchini bread for the envelope, hastily opening it as the other members of the sheriff’s office crowded close. I took a step back and to the side, not wanting to be in the way.

      “Judge Payton rushed it through.”

      “We just got the evidence this morning.”

      “He said the photographs painted a clear picture and he was honored to be the one to sign the warrant.” Jackson flicked the envelope with his fingers and swapped smiles with the other deputies. “So I guess the only question remaining is, who gets to arrest the bastard?”

      The sheriff sighed, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe what he was reading. “Call for backup from Merryville before you set out.”

      “I think the six of us can handle one scrawny biker,” Jackson scoffed, but kept his tone respectful. “Plus Dale and Evans are already en route.”

      Dale and Evans were two other deputies, not currently at the station. At least, not as far as I could see. I took a moment to glance around at those present.

      My heart stopped. Skipped. Stuttered.

      I took a reflexive step backward. A twisting, uncomfortable heat crawled up my chest and bottomed out my stomach. I spotted a bearded man separate from the crowd, tinkering with a machine. It was a beard I’d recognize anywhere.

      Cletus Winston, the third Winston brother.

      As usual, he didn’t see me.

      When folks in town dismissed me, it didn’t bother me much. Very few were actually petty, and most of the petty ones were girls my age that I’d grown up with, or their mothers. They’d affix fake smiles in front of my face and rolled their eyes at my back. I was used to this.

      Cletus was different. He didn’t see me at all. It was as though I didn’t register on his radar, not even a blip, and this had been true my entire life. I was invisible to him.

      But that was fine by me.

      Cletus Winston was the sneakiest, most manipulative, most powerful, and—as far as I was concerned—the most dangerous man in East Tennessee. Problem was, virtually no else seemed to realize it. Everyone in town thought he was odd, but mostly harmless.

      Meanwhile, he blackmailed them into doing what he wanted, all the while tricking people into thinking it was their idea.

      I knew this because I was a people watcher.

      Don’t get me wrong, watching Cletus was no chore. Was he handsome? Yes, he most certainly was. Like all the Winston boys, he was a looker.

      Maybe, to most people, he wasn’t nearly as favored as his other brothers with their tidy beards, lean builds, and classic good looks. At first glance you might overlook him because, with Cletus, it was necessary to probe beyond the surface to see the potential underneath.

      He was shorter and stockier than his siblings, his frame thicker and more muscular. His beard was bushy and long, long enough to braid, like one of those Vikings. The man evidently didn’t subscribe to beard maintenance other than brushing it, oiling it, and letting it grow.

      His streaked chestnut hair was long, curly in some spots, wavy in others. It stuck out in all directions, several strands bleached blond by the sun. The locks covered his ears but didn’t quite meet the back of his neck due to its constant state of skewedness. I thought, on anyone else, it would look adorable.

      Before I’d realized how cold-blooded he was, I’d itched to tame his wild mane and trim his beard—just a little. Just enough to reveal the handsome man under all that chaos. I’d often wondered how much of his disorderly exterior was purposeful, meant to give him an innocuous, unkempt appearance. Obviously his misdirection worked because folks were fooled by it.

      However, his eyes should have given him away. His eyes should have made it obvious to anyone really looking that he wasn’t odd. He was maniacally clever. They were green or hazel—I wasn’t sure which since he never met my gaze and hardly ever stood still for any period of time when I was close by—and were rimmed by ridiculously thick lashes. His lashes were so very pretty.

      I think his pretty lashes confused people and made them overlook how his eyes were lit with an unnatural intelligence. He didn’t miss much. And he was able to mask his expression and thoughts, misdirect others, because of how he used his eyes.

      Regardless, maniacal intelligence and scruffy misdirection notwithstanding, Cletus Winston was remarkably attractive.

      Yep. Definitely a looker.

      But I didn’t care much about that. I wasn’t interested in lookers. The King brothers were lookers, too. Just because a person was a looker doesn’t mean they’re not a psychopath.

      At present, Cletus’s features were arranged in affable indifference, but his eyes told a different story. They were sharp and attentive. It was clear to me he was splitting his attention between the gathering of officers and the machine in front of him, eavesdropping though appearing oblivious.

      While he watched them, I watched him. As my grandmother always used to say, “Best to keep an eye on the viper in a barn full of mice.”

      Especially if you’re a mouse.

      “Well, I guess y’all better get going,” the sheriff said with reluctance, worry in his voice.

      The officers started to move, the air ripe with anticipation as they traded excited glances. Deputy Chris Williams turned, stepping right in front of me then reeling back a bit. He gave me a big smile.

      “Oh. Hello, Jenn. Didn’t see you there."

      I nodded at his greeting, my attention moving to Cletus. The third Winston wasn’t looking at Chris and me, thank goodness.

      Curious, I leaned forward and whispered, “Where y’all going?”

      He puffed out his chest proudly. “Oh, no place special. Just off to arrest Razor, aka president of the Iron Wraiths MC.”

      My lips parted in surprise and I straightened. “Oh my.”

      If Cletus Winston was the most dangerous man in East Tennessee, Razor Blade St. Claire was the second. The main difference being Cletus kept clandestine control over his power, while Razor was brazen about most everything.

      As the president of the Iron Wraiths motorcycle club, he’d skirted the law for years, always just out of reach. It was generally known and accepted that he was a murderer. And a drug trafficker. And a perpetrator of plenty other sordid crimes, each more unpleasant than the last.

      Chris Williams’s grin widened as he walked past. “That’s right. The big dog.”

      The big dog . . . well, that was one way to put it.

      A few of the deputies tipped their heads at me as they passed, but most appeared to be lost to the excitement of bringing in the head of the Iron Wraiths. Once they cleared, Sheriff James stepped forward and gave me a flat, distracted smile. He was still holding the envelope. His worry was completely understandable.

      “Do you want to do this some other time?” I suggested, not wanting to impose when his mind was on more important matters.

      “No, no. It’s fine. In fact, I’m looking forward to it.” He turned to Marion Davis, one of the administrative staff milling about, and waved her over. “Marion, will you take this to George in evidence for me?”

      “Yes, sir.” She smiled brightly, regarding the unsealed envelope with reverence.

      The sheriff hesitated for a beat, then passed it over to her waiting hands.

      “Come this way.” He grabbed the foil-wrapped zucchini bread from where his son had left it and motioned me forward. I followed, casting furtive glances at Cletus Winston. Cletus’s attention was on the sheriff. And then it was on the mail machine. And then it was on Marion Davis. And then it was on the sheriff again.

      He was up to something and I didn’t want to know what.

      Once we were in the sheriff’s office, I pushed thoughts of Clandestine Cletus from my mind and prepped the sheriff for the video. I set up the shot, wanting to place his face on one side of the frame so the viewer would see the station beyond.

      One of the only things I liked about doing the videos and Instagram promotions were the fundamentals of photography and videography I was learning as a byproduct. Aesthetically, setting the subject to one side was more visually appealing than just a man’s face in the center of the screen.

      “Okay, are you ready?” I gave him an encouraging smile.

      He returned it, crossing his arms. He uncrossed them and frowned. “What should I do with my arms?”

      My grin widened. “Hold your right wrist with your left hand, in front of you. Yes, just like that. It looks very natural.”

      He nodded, like this was serious business, and gave me the sign to start recording. So I did.

      The sheriff was a natural, which was surprising since he was typically a man of few words. Yet he had no problem talking about my cupcakes, and that warmed my heart. I had what I needed, so I didn’t make him record a second testimonial.

      We finished up. I left soon thereafter, noticing with relief that Cletus Winston was also gone. He posed no threat to me, but he still made me nervous. No one person should be allowed to be that pathologically intelligent and oppressively handsome.

      After the station, I stopped by the Piggly Wiggly. I picked up my weekly crate of bananas and delivered them to the bakery. It was getting late and I was growing tired, so I carried the crate to the back cabinet of the industrial kitchen.

      And that’s when I remembered I’d stuck my small-batch baking implements in the cabinet. There was nothing for it; I needed to clean up before I could go home and crawl into bed.

      But I was uncomfortable. My feet hurt and the dress I wore hurt my ribs. It had one of those built-in bone bustiers, which made my shape look really nice but also served as a torture device. My mother had confiscated my overalls earlier and everyone else was long gone.

      So I stripped off my dress, kicked off my shoes, peeled off my false eyelashes, tied on an apron, and did the dishes in my undies and garter belt. Many might consider cleaning while nearly naked as odd behavior, but I did it often. I was frequently alone after dark (or before dawn) at the bakery.

      I was just finishing up, washing the last of the bowls, when my phone rang. It was my mother, likely wondering where I was.

      I used my pinky finger to answer the call because my hands were wet. “Hey, Momma. I’m just finishing up at the bakery.”

      “Are you working on those popovers for tomorrow? Already?”

      I fought a groan. I’d forgotten about the big breakfast order. “Uh, no. Not yet. I’m . . . trying out a new recipe.” I grimaced at the lie. I didn’t like lying. It made me feel hot and sweaty, like I was walking on rocks and eating a chili pepper.

      “Oh, that’s good. You can tell me all about it later. I’m calling about that video, the one with the sheriff?”

      “Yes, I—”

      “Well, you’re going to have to do it next week. It seems there’s been a big to-do at the station.”

      I flipped off the faucet. Whenever my momma said the phrase big to-do, it meant she was about to gossip.

      “Uh, what do you mean?”

      “I guess some important evidence has gone missing, and Sheriff James, the poor man, is furious. Dolly Payton told me that the judge said he’d signed a warrant and everything for that wretched biker, Laser or something.”

      “Razor. Razor St. Claire.” My heart jumped to my throat.

      “That’s the one, terrible man. Anyway, Dolly called the station to congratulate the sheriff and see if his boys were interested in a trifle to celebrate and, what do you think happened?”

      “I . . . I don’t know.”

      “That Flo McClure sassed her on the phone. Dolly finally got ahold of one of the back office secretaries and she told her that the evidence had gone missing and that the place was in an uproar. And well, you know . . .”

      My momma was still talking, but I was only half listening because the hairs on the back of my neck were standing straight up. I dried my hands and tapped the touch screen of my phone, navigating away from the call interface as my mother continued her story while on speaker. I clicked on the video I’d recorded earlier that day and scrolled through the frames without pressing play.

      My mouth fell open and my heart stopped and my palms started to sweat.

      I knew what happened to the evidence—or rather, who happened to the evidence. I’d recorded the whole thing.
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      BECK

      “Kevin Bacon is full of shit,” I said as I thwacked the small, black rubber ball with my racket.

      Dexter lurched away as the ball ricocheted toward his bollocks. “What did he ever do to you?”

      “The six degrees of separation thing—it’s bullshit.”

      “What?” Dexter asked, panting. I was kicking his arse, and I knew that had to hurt his delicate ego. No doubt he’d chalk up his losing to that skiing injury he still complained about. As far as I was concerned anyone who skied deserved every injury they got—hurtling downhill with metal flippers on your feet could end only one way.

      “You know, the idea that everyone on the planet is just six people removed. So, a friend of a friend of—”

      “You can’t blame that on Kevin Bacon. It’s not like he invented it,” Dexter said before serving.

      “Okay then, if you’re going to be pedantic, Frigyes Karinthy is full of shit.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re swearing at me or speaking Ukrainian.”

      “Hungarian,” I replied, wiping my forehead with my sleeve. I measured exercise not on calories burned or time spent in the gym but on the amount I sweated. Someone needed to develop a machine to measure perspiration—I’d pay good money for it. As far as I was concerned it was effort that always earned the best results. “He developed the bullshit theory. I looked it up on Wikipedia.”

      “Fuck,” he spat as the ball hit the plaster below the red line, giving me the victory I’d expected since we got onto the court. Dexter only lost at squash when he had business trouble, so I wasn’t going to crow about my win.

      “Yeah, I get it. What’s the problem?”

      I bent and scooped up the out-of-play ball as it trickled toward me. “The theory is flawed. I have dredged every single one of my contacts and I can’t get an introduction to Henry Dawnay.”

      “You’re still trying to get a meeting with that old billionaire?” Dexter grinned, as if my failure in business was going to make up for his shitty performance on the squash court. “You might have to give it up.”

      “Henry Dawnay is not just some old billionaire. He’s the old billionaire standing between me and nine-point-four million quid. And I’m not about to give up on that kind of money. I’ve plowed every contact I have and come up empty. I thought one of you lot would have some kind of connection to him. What’s the point in having rich, successful friends if they’re no use to me?”

      “Us lot? You mean your five closest friends who’d walk through fire for you?”

      He knew I was joking as sure as I knew United were going to win the league. The fact that the guys I’d forged bonds with as a teenager were rich and successful was simply circumstance. Their jobs weren’t important. They were the best men I knew outside my own dad. And I’d walk through fire for them just as I knew they would for me. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t complain about the fact that none of them had been able to score me a meeting with Henry Dawnay, even if it did make me sound like the moody git Dexter always accused me of being.

      I rolled my eyes and nodded toward the changing rooms. I needed a shower and then I needed a plan. “I don’t need anyone to walk through fire for me. I need someone to introduce me to the man who owns the property standing between me and ten million quid.”

      “You said nine point four.”

      “Have I told you how annoying you are?”

      “A couple of times,” Dexter said, pushing through the door to the changing room. “Look, if you can’t get an intro from someone you know, why don’t you track him down, bump into him, and introduce yourself.”

      I fixed him with a thanks-for-the-advice-mum look. “I did. Last month in the lobby of the Dorchester. He shook my hand and swooped right out without stopping to get my name.”

      Dexter winced, and he was right to. It’d been embarrassing. I’d felt like a nine-year-old boy meeting Cristiano Ronaldo.

      I opened my locker door and pulled out my phone to check my messages. Two more missed calls from Danielle. Shit. Another thing I had to deal with. “I’ve managed to get access to his calendar so—”

      “How the hell have you managed that?”

      “Don’t ask. You need plausible deniability so you don’t end up in prison.” From what I understood, I’d broken several British laws and a couple of international ones by getting that information. I hoped it was worth it.

      “Well, I hope you and Joshua end up in jail.”

      I ignored his assumption that another member of our brothers-in-arms, Joshua, was involved. It was an obvious assumption—Joshua liked to hack into government agencies to unwind. The rest of us played squash. “I’m well connected—some would say powerful in real estate circles. I’ve got money and resources. For Christ’s sake, I know the brand of loo paper this guy uses. But apparently, it’s not enough to get a meeting.” Things would be very different if my birth certificate had carried my biological father’s name.

      “You need to calm down and figure it the fuck out.”

      “Great advice,” I mumbled as I scrolled through my emails. One was from Joshua with Henry’s itinerary and schedule for the next couple of months. I slumped onto the bench and opened the attachment, hoping to find he’d finally arranged a lunch or a meeting with someone I knew.

      But no. Nothing. Although there was an entire week blocked out. Perhaps he was going on holiday?

      “This is the guy who you want to buy the building in Mayfair from, right?”

      “Yeah, I own every other piece of property in the row except that one—the most run-down of the lot of them, and he’s done nothing with it. It’s standing empty and prime for redevelopment. It’s prime for me redeveloping it.” It was a building I’d been obsessed with since I could remember.

      “Look, worst case, you just work around it.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t work around things. I take a wrecking ball to them.” I’d crunched the numbers. I wouldn’t make a profit if I didn’t have Henry’s building. And I didn’t take losses. And anyway, it wasn’t just the money.

      It was the building my mother lived in when she found out she was pregnant with me.

      It was the building my mother was evicted from as soon as her boyfriend, the owner of the building and my biological father, found out she was pregnant.

      When he died, it had been inherited by a distant cousin, and since my mother told me the story when I was a teenager, I’d been laser-focused on buying that building. Maybe I thought if I owned it—owned what I should have inherited—wrongs would be righted.

      Then I could tear it down and start again.

      I’d rewrite history.

      I studied the document Joshua had sent. Why had Henry blocked out an entire week? The man didn’t take holidays. I looked closer. The only reference in the entire week was M&K. I typed it into the search engine on my phone. What could M&K stand for? As I scrolled through the results, I couldn’t see how a furniture shop in Wigan or an American DJ could be relevant. Henry wasn’t just old money, he was titled—an earl or something, although he didn’t seem to use it. I was pretty sure he wasn’t shopping in Wigan or entertaining DJs.

      I switched screens, and just as I was about to call Joshua to try to get more information, another email flashed up with an attachment. When I opened it, the dates of the M&K week were the first thing I saw. It was a glossy, electronic wedding invitation. Apparently Joshua had been just as curious as I had. A wedding that lasted an entire week? Did these people and their guests not have jobs? M stood for Matthew and K for Karen. The bride and groom. I plugged their names into Google. They were no one I knew. But there was no surprise there. They looked like the type to have met on a croquet field—Matthew was all sports jackets and straw boaters. I didn’t know how old-Etonians and people with inherited wealth looked different from most normal human beings, but they did. It must be the floppy hair or the air of entitlement they wore.

      A society wedding would be a perfect place to approach Henry. He’d be relaxed and in a good mood as he spent time with his people.

      But his people weren’t my people.

      My money was as new as the dawn and that left me on the outside of the wedding party, peering inside, at the end of unreturned phone calls and unable to meet with Henry Dawnay.

      “Speaking of wrecking balls, how’s Danielle? Managed to destroy that relationship yet?” Dexter asked, pulling me out of my Henry obsession.

      I glanced up from my phone. “What? She’s fine.” I wasn’t sure she was exactly fine. I’d pissed her off. Again. The last conversation we had over dinner, she’d started to talk about taking things to a deeper level. But I liked the shallows—dinner a couple of times a week followed by a sleepover. I didn’t have time for anything else. The rest of the time I was working—figuring out the next deal, scoping out new opportunities, firefighting issues on current sites. It didn’t leave time for much else in my life other than for my five closest friends. As much as it might make me a dick, women were important in the generic sense. But a particular woman wasn’t. So the last few months it had been Danielle. Before that it had been Juliet and by the end of the summer, it was likely to be someone else. But I should return Danielle’s calls. I’d been busy and this Henry thing was getting to me.

      “When’s the last time you took her to dinner? Or even had a conversation with her outside the bedroom?”

      “Jesus, are you my therapist now?” Guilt prickled beneath my skin, and I kept my eyes on my phone. I’d cancelled dinner this Saturday. Again. She’d been pissed off, so I’d given her some space. But it was Thursday. Shit. I should have called her back by now. If I confessed to Dexter, he’d tell me I was a dick. But it wasn’t like I planned it that way. I was just wrapped up in everything else I had going on, and somehow Danielle had fallen off the bottom of my call sheet. I switched screens and dialed my messages to check her tone of voice and see if I was still in the dog box.

      I deleted the three “Call me back” voicemails. The fourth escalated into “Where are you?” The fifth another “Call me back.” She sounded calmer, more relaxed. Perfect. Just as I’d hoped. But the sixth voicemail was one I hadn’t been expecting. Or maybe it was. I listened as she dumped me—her tone resigned, her words cutting.

      “You okay?” Dexter asked, studying my expression.

      I ended the call. “Yeah. I’m a selfish, piece-of-shit workaholic. And Danielle Fisher’s ex-boyfriend.”

      For the second time this morning, I got a well-deserved wince from Dexter.

      I shrugged—as if it couldn’t be helped. As if it wasn’t entirely my fault. “I should have called her back sooner.”

      Dexter nodded as he fixed a towel around his waist. “Yeah, you should have. But at the same time, if she was the right woman for you, you wouldn’t forget to ring her. Or avoid her calls. You’d want to speak to her.”

      “And what the fuck do you know about dating the right woman?”

      “I know,” he said.

      “But it’s not Stacey,” I said, referring to the woman he was currently sharing a bed with.

      “Stacey’s not . . . Just because I fucked up with the right woman doesn’t mean you have to. Learn from my mistakes.”

      I rolled my eyes and went back to the email from Joshua. “I’ll be sure to mention to Stacey she’s in an interim role next time I see her.”

      “Don’t be a dick.”

      “You first,” I replied. I was being a dick. Danielle had sounded kinda resigned, like I’d lived down to her expectations, which stung. It was the tone my form teacher had used when I’d told her I had no intention of going to university. My grades had been good, but I wasn’t interested in more studying. I didn’t belong in that world. I wanted to be out in the world earning money. I doubt she’d use that tone with me if I ran into her now. She’d thought I was being lazy except it was the exact opposite. University was good for people like Henry and whoever this Matthew and Karen were—I had better things to do. I needed to earn my fortune.

      But no matter how rich I got, I still didn’t mix in the circles that Henry Dawnay did.

      Well, that needed to change. I had to figure out a way to score an invite to the society wedding of the year.
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      BECK

      I traced my finger down the guest list for a second time. I must have missed something. Someone.

      “I checked it three times, sir,” my assistant, Roy, said from the other side of my desk. “I even searched against contacts of your contacts.”

      By the time I was out of the shower and back at my desk, Joshua had sent me the guest list from the wedding Henry was attending, and I’d been determined to find my way in. The groom’s father was well known in the City—a partner in one of the oldest investment banks in London. I knew the type—hated it when clubs in London were forced to let women in, longed for the days when no one expected you back in the office after lunch. I should be grateful—they were the men who left meat on the bone that I came along and gobbled off. The bride’s father was a landowner, so he didn’t do a lot except drive about in a Land Rover dressed in tweed. If I just knew someone who would be going. Then I could get them to speak to Henry at the wedding and talk me up, explain how I was good for my word and easy to trust—maybe even mention how I had a business proposition for him. I’d have to be careful who it was. Dexter and I goaded each other, but if he was going to that wedding, Henry would think I was his fairy godmother by the time Dexter was done—any of the six of us would do the same for each other. We were brothers in all but name. But anyone else? I wasn’t sure I’d trust someone outside our circle with something so important. It would be better if I was a guest at the wedding myself. Then Henry would be a captive audience and I was sure I could convince him to sign on the dotted line.

      “And you’re sure that I don’t know anyone?” I might not have been to the right schools or grown up in the right circles, but I’d been successful for years. I was earning more money than most of London put together, and I dealt with lawyers and people in business all day, every day. But I didn’t know a single person who would be at this three-hundred-fifty guest wedding.

      “As sure as I can be. I’ve cross-referenced against your contacts and your LinkedIn page. And I checked the last five years’ Christmas card lists to see if I’d missed anyone.”

      It wasn’t so surprising. We might all be British and living in the same city, but I still existed on a different planet to these people.

      “I don’t suppose there are any single women on the list?” There must be someone going without a boyfriend. I was single. So I’d track them down, seduce them, and be available as a plus one for weddings and bar mitzvahs. No, that was a shitty plan. I needed to be sure I was getting into this wedding—I wasn’t going to leave it to chance. I wanted some kind of guarantee or contract or something.

      “The ones invited with an un-named plus one are at the bottom of the list,” Roy said. I turned the page to find one male name and three female names.

      “Do you have their ages?” Or photographs.

      “No, sir. I can find that out for you though.”

      I needed to know exactly who these three people were.

      Candice Gould

      Suzie Dougherty

      Stella London

      Three single women—it had to be my way in. As invitees to M&K’s wedding, they had something I needed more than oxygen. I might not be able to guarantee a plus one by seducing them, but everyone wanted something. And I had considerable means at my disposal. I just needed to figure out what they wanted and then do a swap—a plus one for a pony or a week on a yacht or whatever it was people who didn’t work wanted in life. I just needed to track them down and make them an offer they wouldn’t want to refuse.

      One of these women was the key to the Dawnay building.
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      STELLA

      Another day, another dollar, so the phrase goes. But for me another day meant another twelve hours at my crappy office with the crappiest boss who ever lived. Placing people I didn’t know into jobs they didn’t want was the worst. It might have only been two months into the role, but I’d never get used to being a recruitment consultant.

      My mobile buzzed on my desk beside me and I glanced over my shoulder toward my boss’s empty office. She hated people taking personal calls. If breathing took time out of the day, she’d ban that too.

      It was Florence. She never called me at work. Taking my life in my hands, I swiped to accept the call. “Hey,” I whispered.

      “Are you in front of your computer?” she asked.

      “Of course I am. I’m chained to it, what—”

      “I’m five minutes away. Whatever you do, don’t check your emails. Get your coat and meet me downstairs.”

      Florence must be crazy. I was constantly checking my emails. “I’m staring at my inbox, Florence.”

      “I mean your personal emails. Promise me. Log off and meet me downstairs or I’m going to march into your office and haul you out.”

      “It’s only just gone six. I can’t just leave. What’s the problem?” It sounded serious. “Are you and Gordy okay?” She and Gordy were the perfect couple. If there was trouble in paradise, then anything was possible.

      “I’ve just turned into Monmouth Street. Have you got your jacket on?”

      Oh God. She didn’t say that they were okay. Florence needed me. And she trumped the wrath of my boss. “I’m coming,” I said, wedging the phone between my shoulder and my chin as I logged out.

      I pulled my jacket off the back of my chair and headed to the exit, ignoring my boss’s assistant’s pointed look at the clock as she saw me leave.

      I saw Florence as soon as I stepped out of the lift. She was facing me from the other side of the glass doors of the office, her shoulders slumped, her forehead furrowed, and her face as pale as a corpse. It was clear something catastrophic had happened.

      I was going to kill Gordy.

      “I’m so sorry, Florence,” I said, and I opened my arms and pulled her into a hug.

      She held me so tight, I struggled to breathe. She must be devastated. We all thought Gordy was one of the good guys.

      “I wanted you to hear this from me,” Florence said as she pulled away and snuck her arm around my shoulder.

      “Of course. I’m here for you,” I replied as I grabbed her hand. “I’ll help you bury the body if you want me to.”

      She frowned as if she was surprised by my offer, but how could she be? There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for Florence. For either of my two best friends.

      We crossed the street and found an outside table at the bar opposite my office on Monmouth Street. One of the few positives about my job was that it was based in the West End and surrounded by bars and restaurants. “We’re going to need wine,” I said.

      We were going to need a shovel. If she didn’t kill Gordy, I would.

      We ordered a bottle of wine and took a seat. “So you saw?” Florence said. “You seem very calm.”

      “Saw what?” I asked. “Oh,” I said, pulling out my phone. “You said there was something in my personal email.”

      “You didn’t see?” Florence asked.

      “What?”

      She pulled my phone from my grasp and grabbed my hands. “What body are you helping me bury?” she asked.

      “Gordy’s, of course. Tell me what he’s done.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not Gordy. It’s Matt.”

      My stomach dropped straight through the seat of my chair and I froze. If Florence had raced over here from where she worked in the City at six on a Wednesday, it couldn’t be good news. Had he been in an accident? Had his dad died?

      “He’s getting married,” she said, squeezing my hands.

      I pulled away from her as I tried to understand what she was saying. “Of course he’s not getting married. We’ve only been apart two months.” I didn’t like to say we’d split up because it wasn’t an accurate description of what was happening. We were just apart right now. It was just a temporary thing. He was just freaked out that all our friends were getting married and people kept asking us when we were next. He was just doing that guy thing where, just before they pop the question, they have a man meltdown. Just look at Prince William and Kate Middleton. They had a three-month break before William proposed.

      “I’m so sorry, Stella.”

      Florence looked up at me, her eyes filled with tears, and my heart began to gallop. She was serious. “What do you mean? Who to? How do you know?”

      “The invitation was delivered to Gordy’s office. And then there was the email follow-up with the schedule. Never mind.”

      I tried to swallow but my throat was too tight. I reached for the glass of wine that Florence was hastily pouring. “I don’t get it. There must be some mistake.” How could Matt be getting married? He hadn’t proposed to me, and we’d been going out for seven years. We’d been living together for six. It wasn’t possible. Florence must have it wrong.

      Florence shook her head. “It gets worse. I really don’t know how to say this, but he’s marrying Karen.”

      I shivered as my body turned cold.

      I couldn’t speak.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I couldn’t think.

      Florence slid a white card in front of me.

      I traced the embossed writing with my fingertip as my stomach churned slowly and relentlessly, like it was mixing concrete. It was the invitation I would have picked out for my own wedding—thick white card, a thin gold surround, and an elegant black font. Simple. Classic. Refined.

      Apparently stealing the love of my life wasn’t enough. My best friend had to have my taste in wedding invitations, too.

      “Karen and Matt?” I searched Florence’s face, looking for answers. “My Matt? My Karen?”

      Florence tilted her head to the side. “For some reason, they’ve invited you. I had no idea they were even a thing. Neither did Gordy.”

      They sent me an invitation? I suppose I was the common denominator between them. “How long have they . . .?” Was this the real reason Matt left me? His excuses when he left seemed so lacking, looking back—

      I’m not sure we were meant to be together forever.

      We don’t want the same things in life.

      I’d assumed he was just getting jittery as we approached the time for weddings and babies.

      Apparently, I was wrong.

      “Karen swears it’s since you two split up but . . .”

      “You spoke to her?” Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t had an actual conversation with Karen or an in-person catch-up for . . . Well, I couldn’t remember how long. We messaged each other. All the time. Most days. But I hadn’t seen her or spoken to her in weeks.

      “Called her as soon as Gordy called me when he got the invite. It was delivered to his office. Which was weird. It wasn’t like I wasn’t going to find out.”

      I was only taking in half of the words that Florence was speaking. “What did she say?”

      “Just that . . .” Florence paused and drew breath. “She and Matt had realized they had feelings for each other and it was serious, and she didn’t really say anything more. As soon as I mentioned you, she made up some excuse about another call and rang off.”

      So my boyfriend was getting married. Ex-boyfriend. Potaytoes Potahtoes. The man I’d shared a bed with for seven years up until two months ago was getting married. On any other day, that would have been the worst thing that could have possibly happened. But to my best friend?

      Why?

      “Is she pregnant?”

      Florence sat back in her chair. “You think that’s why?”

      Why was any of this happening?

      Why was Matt getting married to someone else when he was supposed to be marrying me?

      Why was my best friend getting married and hadn’t told me?

      Why were they marrying each other?

      “I’m not sure any explanation would really be an answer,” I said. “But if they’d shagged and she’d got knocked up that might be some kind of logical reason for a quick wedding.” It was certainly easier to understand than my best friend catching feelings for my boyfriend because that led to questions—how long had they had feelings for each other? Had Matt always wanted Karen when he was with me? Had they been having an affair? For a few months? Years? Since the beginning of our relationship?

      “I don’t understand why she didn’t tell me,” I said. “It wasn’t like I wouldn’t find out. She was going to let me find out by opening my invitation.”

      “I don’t have an answer to that, other than she’s a total bitch.”

      That would have to do. For now. “I guess that’s why she invited me. To announce the news. Because she was too much of a traitorous coward to tell me to my face that she’d stolen my boyfriend.”

      “Do you think they were having an affair while you two were still living together?”

      “That’s at the top of my list of questions I have for them both.” Had I seen any signs? Since we’d moved to London, Matt had worked late a lot. But we’d come down from Manchester because he was offered his dream job. Of course he was going to put body and soul into it.

      When had he had time for an affair?

      We were at the stage where I bought Matt’s underpants and he reminded me that I’d not called my brother for three weeks.

      We were a team.

      We were in love.

      We were going to spend the rest of our lives together.

      Or so I’d thought.

      I should be crying, but for some reason the tears hadn’t arrived. Perhaps I didn’t believe it was true. Perhaps the fizzle of anger I was beginning to feel had dried them out.

      Karen had been a part of my life since the day we’d both started school. I always felt slightly unkempt next to her. Even then. At five, her knee-high white socks never fell down, wrinkling at the ankles like mine did. At thirteen she never suffered with acne and wrestled with cover-up, and in our twenties, I’d never seen her with a single clump of mascara or eyeliner that was smudged.

      Karen had known Matt since before we were a couple. She’d come up to visit me in Manchester, during our first term at university, twirling in, making the boys drool and swapping make-up tips with the girls in my block. She’d been struggling to fit in at Exeter, which made no sense to me. All my friends loved her.

      When Matt pulled me onto the dance floor during the summer ball, told me I brought out the best in him, and he liked my boobs, I was thrilled Karen had already met him so she could help me overanalyze every part of our relationship.

      Seven years later, Karen knew Matt almost as well as I did.

      “Maybe you should go to the wedding and when they do that bit about impediments, you can stand up and ask that question,” Florence suggested. “But obviously, you can’t go.”

      “Of course, I can’t go,” I replied. Despite the invitation, I was almost certainly the last person Karen wanted at her wedding. It wasn’t as if seeing my ex-boyfriend—the man I’d thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with—marrying my ex-best friend was top of my list of things to do this summer.

      “Are you going to go?” I loved Florence like a sister, and if Karen was capable of sleeping with my boyfriend, what could she do to Florence?

      “Of course not,” she replied.

      “But Gordy will want to go. And he won’t want to go without you. If more time had passed and I was married or at least dating someone, I’d definitely go.” If nothing else, I’d love to see Karen’s face when she got my RSVP.

      “There was a schedule that came with the invitation,” Florence said.

      I frowned. I’d been so focused on the white card that looked so much like the one I would have chosen, I’d forgotten about the email.

      “It’s like a week-long thing up in Scotland.”

      I slumped back in my chair, grateful that my jacket covered the mole-hill sized goosebumps that popped up all over my arms. “His uncle’s castle?” I asked.

      Florence nodded and the dull churning in my stomach kicked up a gear like an idling car put into drive.

      “That’s where he always said he wanted to get married.” We’d visited last summer and hiked, ridden horses, slept under the stars. It had been amazing. Magical even.

      “He’s a ginormous wanker,” Florence said.

      Matt Gordon was having the life he and I had always planned—with someone else.
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      STELLA

      I stared into the glass of wine Florence had put in front of me. She’d found an excuse to be passing by my office every day since she’d told me about Matt and Karen, which meant I wasn’t drinking alone.

      The same bar. A fresh glass of wine.

      The last three weeks had been like being stuck in a fog where I couldn’t see anything, think about anything other than Karen and Matt. It was the fog of betrayal.

      I’d been going into the office, but I didn’t remember doing anything other than logging on at the beginning of the day and logging off at the end of the day.

      I still didn’t have the answers to any of the endless questions I had.

      “You two should go and then you can report back on how awful it is and how tasteless her dress is,” I said. Poor Florence. Doubtless she was bored of my endless rumination about what had happened. I wanted to snap out of it. To think about something else. But I was just stuck in this awful no-man’s-land where I tortured myself with a thousand imagined scenes of Matt and Karen over and over.

      Creeping around behind my back.

      Laughing about how stupid I was for not realizing it was her he loved. Not me.

      Hunched over a calendar trying to find the perfect Saturday to get married.

      Putting together a wedding list.

      Choosing wedding invitations.

      Kissing.

      Fucking.

      I grabbed my glass of wine and gulped down a mouthful, hoping it would dull my imagination.

      “Maybe you should go with a hired hot, sexy stud—like in that film,” Florence said. “The one with the woman from Will and Grace.”

      “The Wedding Date?”

      She nodded enthusiastically. “Seriously. There must be an agency in London. You could even pretend you’re engaged. That way you get to ruin Karen’s big day by shaming her. First for stealing your boyfriend and second for inviting you.”

      “What did they put in that wine?” I asked. Florence was an accountant and always dreaming up alternate, more exciting realities for herself. “You know I couldn’t do that.”

      “But you should. Karen’s stolen your boyfriend and you don’t want to embarrass her? You need to start putting yourself first. You’re always so focused on everyone else; you need to put your needs at the top of the list.”

      “I’m pretty sure Dermot Mulroney isn’t for hire, and that film didn’t take social media into account. People would just look up a hired boyfriend. Find out he charges by the hour, and I’ll look like a total idiot. So really, I am thinking about myself.”

      “Yeah, maybe. He needs to be some hotshot international businessman or Hollywood actor or—”

      “At least know how to wear a suit,” I said.

      “Speaking of,” Florence said, staring over my shoulder.

      I turned and saw what Florence was fixated on. Or more accurately, who. He wasn’t her usual type. Tall, yes, but Florence usually went for blonds. Thick, dark hair, olive skin, and the square jaw was more my type. In theory, anyway.

      In practice . . . Well, Matt hadn’t been short exactly, but we were the same height when I wore heels. He was handsome—to me anyway. But he wasn’t the kind of guy you’d particularly notice.

      But this guy wasn’t a man anyone could ignore.

      He caught me staring and grinned. Instinctively, I smiled back. I turned to Florence as the man swept past our table and up the stone steps flanked with bay trees and into the bar.

      “You need to be dating someone like that and take him to the wedding,” Florence said.

      “That guy is either married or gay. And if by some miracle he’s neither, then he’s a psychopath. Men are a no-go zone for me. I don’t trust myself. If I’ve been wrong about the man I’ve been sharing a bed with for the last seven years, then I’m no doubt wrong about a lot of other stuff and everything to do with people with penises.”

      “Ladies.” A waiter approached our table with an ice bucket and two champagne glasses.

      “We didn’t order this,” I said, eyeing the bottle of Dom and wishing we had.

      “It’s from the gentleman at the bar,” he replied, nodding toward the window.

      Turning, I locked eyes with the dark-haired stranger who had knocked me out of my wallowing for just a few seconds.

      “We can’t accept this,” I said as the waiter poured the champagne into glasses. Something about the way my smile had come so easily made me uneasy. If he could coax a smile from me with the mood I was in, he definitely couldn’t be trusted.

      “Of course we can,” Florence said, raising her full glass at the stranger.

      I rolled my eyes and took a sip, determined not to look at him again. “So, you think I should ignore the invitation or RSVP no?”

      “I think you should RSVP with a letter bomb or say nothing at all,” Florence replied.

      “It would be nice if I had an exciting reason to say no, other than the obvious,” I said.

      “Just don’t reply. Or make up a reason. Say you’re in the Maldives for work.”

      “Yeah, no one’s going to believe I flew to the Maldives for work. I’m a recruitment consultant, not a supermodel.” The only travel I’d done since I started two months ago was to our head office in Wiltshire, and I wasn’t sure a day trip to Swindon was going to make anyone jealous.

      “I guess. But at least you can talk about your promotion.”

      “Again, head of professional services at a recruitment consultancy isn’t going to get anyone’s attention.” My quick promotion had been welcome, but it hadn’t filled my heart or satisfied my soul. It had paid the mortgage.

      “Have you totally given up on the interior design thing?”

      Florence’s question should have had an easy answer. When Matt had moved out, I’d been building up my business, but I wasn’t making any money and I had bills to pay, so I’d had to be sensible and take the first job that came along. I still wasn’t convinced it had been the right thing to do, but I’d clung to the flat we’d shared, insisting I stay in it, so he’d signed it over to me—mortgage and all. At the back of my mind, I’d thought he’d come back—come home to me. “Recruitment provides a steady income I need to pay the mortgage.”

      “I can’t believe you gave up your business and moved to London for him, then he turned around and did this to you.”

      “I didn’t move to London for him.” That made me sound weak, and I might have been cheated on and betrayed, but I refused to become a victim.

      “You’d still be in Manchester if he hadn’t had that job opportunity.”

      “I know, but we were a couple, a team, and it was his dream job.” My interior design business had been thriving. I’d started getting repeat business, and every job I got led to another. Matt’s job offer had been his dream—and a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. “He was the man I was going to spend the rest of my life with. I wanted him to have the job he always wanted.”

      “So you put him first, like you always do.”

      “I chose our relationship—I chose the dream of a future together. I thought I’d be able to build an interior design business in London.” The first few months had been spent settling in and establishing contacts. But when Matt had left me, I’d had no clients to speak of and a mortgage to pay. I’d done the only thing I could do—applied for everything I could find whether or not it was design related.

      “But you hate recruitment. You said it was just temporary, and that you’d do it while you were building your client list.”

      “Yeah, but then life happens.” Recruitment was long hours. Since I started the job, I didn’t feel like my life was my own. My boss seemed to think she owned me. Last Wednesday she’d called me at ten-thirty at night. I’d been in bed with my iPad, watching The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina, hoping to stumble across a spell to turn my life around. She didn’t even mention the time, as if it was totally reasonable to call and ask whether the interviews for one of our big clients had gone well. “The only way I could go back to interior design would be if I landed a single client who could keep me busy for, say, six months. That way, I’d have guaranteed money and an up-to-date portfolio that would lead to more work.”

      “Can’t you get a job at an interior design business? At least you’d be doing what you loved.”

      “There just aren’t many jobs and when they do come up, the pay is terrible because it’s full of trust-fund kids. They don’t need the money.”

      “Excuse me.” The very deep, male voice made the soles of my feet vibrate and my skin pebble with goosebumps.

      I looked up into the sunshine and found the hot suit who had bought us champagne standing by our table. My smile overtook me as if elbowing my brain, which knew better, out of the way. “Erm, thank you for the champagne,” I mumbled.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you as I passed by, and I wanted to get your attention.”

      I didn’t say that he’d managed that just by walking by. “It’s a welcome treat after a shitty day,” I replied. He smiled, and for a split second it was as if a ten-foot wall had appeared, surrounding us, blocking out the rest of the world, leaving just the two of us staring at each other.

      “I’m sorry to hear that you’ve had a bad day, but I’m pleased I could improve it,” he said, flashing me a smile that I felt in my knees. His broad shoulders, the warmth that bubbled beneath my skin when he spoke, a cupid’s bow so sharply drawn I’d like to follow its curve with my tongue all said the same thing—this guy was all man.

      “Please, join us,” Florence said, and I wanted to kill her. She knew I was now sworn to a life of celibacy. I didn’t need Sex-God Suit waving temptation in my face. Plus I was wearing a splash of the miso soup I’d had for lunch—more proof I wasn’t ready to flirt. Date. Interact with men.

      “You two have fun,” I said, bending to pick up my bag. “I’m going to head off.”

      I knew Florence was scowling at me without even looking at her. But I didn’t care. Okay, so men didn’t hit on me all the time, but today wasn’t the day. I wanted to go home, get into my pajamas, watch Made in Chelsea, and eat my body weight in frozen yogurt.

      As I stood, Hot Suit put his hand on my shoulder.

      “Five minutes of your time? I have a proposal for you, Stella.”

      I froze, a chill running down my spine as I tried to figure out how the hell he knew my name.
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      BECK

      “How do you know my name?” she asked, flashing me a suspicious look.

      “May I join you? I’ll explain.” She frowned but didn’t say no, so I pulled a chair from a neighboring table and took a seat. Stella London was the only single woman going to this wedding. The other two possible names were elderly aunts: one who was completely bedbound, the other based in Florida and no longer able to fly. Both were clearly invited just to be polite.

      Stella was my last chance. I had to make this work.

      I’d headed to Stella’s office to try to meet her. The situation was too complicated to explain in an email—I’d end up sounding like I was one of those Nigerian lawyers promising you a cool hundred mil if you just sent him three hundred quid for admin. I’d decided the best thing to do was to turn up at her office and ask for a meeting—it was a business proposition I was suggesting, after all. As I passed her in the street, she’d looked familiar and beautiful, but I thought nothing more than that as I’d headed into the bar to go to the loo before heading up to her office. While I had my dick in my hand, I’d realized who she was. I wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity to approach her. There was too much at stake.

      “I understand you’re a recruitment consultant,” I said. “And an ambitious one from what I can tell. You’ve been promoted since you joined Foster and Associates, and you’ve only been with them a couple of months.” I paused. I needed to slow down. Take my time. I couldn’t blow this.

      I sat back and regarded her. The social media photographs I’d found didn’t do her justice. Her hair was longer and fell in soft, blonde waves to her shoulders and what I’d thought were blue eyes were almost purple—and entirely distracting. She had full lips that bore no trace of make-up, and a beauty spot on her left cheekbone that a fifties Hollywood bombshell would have been proud of.

      She looked at me and frowned. “Why do you know how long I’ve been in my job? Never mind, I need to be going.”

      “I know this is a little odd.” I sat forward. “Just give me a couple of minutes to explain. I’m here to make you a business proposition. One that I believe you’ll find very interesting.”

      I’d done my research on this woman as I always did when entering into a new business relationship. The worst thing in development was to be surprised after work started. It was the easiest way to overspend. Much easier to spend the effort up front—understand what things were going to cost you and put it into your budget.

      From my research, I’d seen that Stella had progressed quickly in her job since coming to London. She’d had a career change, but she was clearly ambitious and driven. She’d given an interview in a trade magazine last month talking about how much she loved the firm she worked for and how she hoped to be partner. I needed to make sure she said yes to my proposal, so it made sense that I would offer her something she really wanted—a further step up, a chance to realize her ambitions. I didn’t have time to waste negotiating. I needed Stella to agree.

      I was going to make her an offer she couldn’t refuse.

      “I’m a real estate developer, and I’m about to start a new project. I thought you might want to work on recruiting the team.”

      “You want to use Foster and Associates?” Instead of looking excited, she looked confused. It was the same look Joshua had gotten when I’d asked him if he was going to Vegas for Gabriel’s stag party—as if my question didn’t make sense.

      “I think we’d be a great fit. I’ll need to recruit over a hundred people, and I could take the proposition to the partners in your firm and make my business contingent on you getting junior partnership.” She can’t have ever had that many appointments just fall into her lap. No question of negotiating the fee or it being a non-exclusive contract—Stella had the business. Plus working for Wilde Developments would be a feather in her cap. We were a brand people talked about.

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Lots of reasons. Like I said, I think we’d work well together and from what I hear, you’re good at your job.”

      She rolled her eyes as if I were some lecherous old weasel who had just asked her to come upstairs and see his etchings rather than someone who was offering her a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I’d expected her to be a little more enthusiastic. “Then I suggest you call the office. I don’t deal with real estate.”

      Perhaps she’d misheard me. There’s no way she’d be so dismissive if she’d heard me properly. “I’m offering to help you make partner.”

      She burst out laughing. Was this girl drunk? This was not going how I’d planned. “As if I care.”

      I fisted my hands as my palms started to sweat. Fuck. I’d thought that Stella London was career driven and ambitious. Had I got it wrong?

      “You don’t want to be partner?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “Why do you care? Who are you?”

      “I need a great recruitment consultant,” I said, my brain whirring, trying to get ahead of this conversation.

      “Well, I’m not one.” She exhaled and turned to her friend. “I’m not cut out for it.”

      If she didn’t care about recruitment then she could just name her price. I was an idiot; I should have had a backup plan. From the article I’d read, I’d clearly made assumptions I shouldn’t have. “I need your help, Stella.” How had I ended up in a place where the goal I’d been working toward my entire life was dependent on whether a stranger wanted a promotion? If this was any other real estate deal, I would have walked away months ago. But I couldn’t give up on this one.

      “Seriously, anyone in the office would be glad of the work. Call Sheila. She’s in charge of real estate recruitment.”

      Any recruitment consultant wasn’t what I needed. I had to level with her or I was going to lose her. “Yeah, but she doesn’t have what I need.”

      She turned toward me. “Which is what? I’m not sleeping with you because you have a staffing crisis.”

      I couldn’t help myself—I laughed. “No, that’s not what I mean. I want to talk to you about Matthew and Karen’s wedding.”

      She turned the color of freshly fallen snow. “What about it?”

      “I was hoping I could go as your guest.”

      “Well, you’re fresh out of luck. Because there’s no way I’ll be there and even if I was—you’re a perfect stranger.”

      I was jinxed when it came to this deal. “I just need you to hear me out. Give me five minutes.”

      She glanced at her friend. “You’re right. I’m not good at putting myself first. I should leave, right?”

      Her friend shrugged. “You can always walk away when you’ve heard him out.”

      Stella sighed and collapsed back on her chair. “Okay, then be straight with me. Who the hell are you, how do you know me, and what on planet Earth do you want?”

      She was clearly out of patience. I normally found that when my back was against the wall, straightforward honesty was the way to go.

      “I’m Beck Wilde. I’m a real estate developer. A man called Henry Dawnay holds my future in his hands. He owns a building that I need to buy.”

      When I was doing up bedsits in Hackney, before Hackney was popular, exhausted from twenty-hour days and filthy from pulling up floorboards and knocking down walls, every now and then I’d take the tube to Bond Street and wander around Mayfair in the middle of the night to stare at the Dawnay building. It had become an obsession.

      I wanted that building. I wanted to buy it so I could demolish it. Rebuild it from the ground up so it was new and better. I wanted to conquer it. Conquer my past.

      I would stop at nothing to buy that property.

      But Stella London was my last hope.

      “Karen’s godfather?” she asked.

      I had to hold myself back from pinning her to the chair and asking her whether she had met him. This could work out even better than I’d hoped. “You know him?”

      “A bit. He was always around for her birthdays, and we went to his place in the Bahamas when we were seventeen, but I don’t see why you need to go to a wedding to buy a building. How do you know me and what—”

      “On planet Earth do I want?” I finished for her. “I’ve been trying and failing to get a meeting with Henry for months. That wedding will provide an opportunity to speak to him, to convince him to sell his Mayfair property.”

      “I don’t get what that’s got to do with me.”

      “I did my research. I know you were invited—I want to go as your plus one.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, well, like I said, I’m not going, so you need to find someone else.”

      I hadn’t counted on her refusing the invitation just like I hadn’t expected her to laugh in my face when I offered to help make her partner. I never fucked up like this. Every sign I got was telling me to walk away from this deal. But I couldn’t. This building was a symbol of bad luck for my family. It just made me more committed to buying it and making it mine. “I would make it worth your while.” She could have the entire nine-point-four million in profit I was projected to make for all I cared. Well maybe not the entire profit.

      “Like I said, I’m not going to the wedding and I don’t care about getting Foster and Associates new work.” She stood again. “And this time, I’m really leaving. Florence, I’ll call you later, and man with the Dom—Beck, whatever—thanks for the champagne.”

      Christ, I was losing her. Maybe I’d come on too strong. I should give her space. Try again on a different day when she’d had time to think about it. I pulled out a business card. “You don’t care about getting Foster and Associates new business,” I said. “I get it. But consider what it is you do want. Even if it’s just a check. I need to get into that wedding.”

      “A check? No amount of money could convince me to celebrate the marriage of Matt and Karen.”

      Why couldn’t I catch a break, have a stroke of good luck? It was like someone was deliberately trying to sabotage this project. I was used to my hard work paying off. I’d never put so much time and effort into securing a property and yet I was stuck—making no progress. It was as if the development was punching me invisibly and in slow motion over and over.

      “If not a check, maybe I can do you a favor,” I said. “I know a lot of people. If you wanted to move jobs, I might be able to help. Or maybe you want a holiday of a lifetime. Have a think.”

      “I’m not interested,” Stella said. “Going to that wedding would be like a holiday in hell. Worse.”

      “Stella,” her friend said. “Take his business card.”

      Stella shot her friend a look that could kill. “I’m not going to that wedding. I don’t care about getting a shitty promotion. Or a holiday. Nothing is worth enduring that for.”

      “I know. But there are things you do care about,” her friend said. “You don’t lose anything by taking the guy’s business card. That way if you think of something you want that’s worth going to that wedding, you can call him.”

      I wanted to write Stella’s friend a check right there.

      She grabbed my business card out of my hand like a child resignedly eating its carrots. “This day is out of control. I need it to be over.”

      I knew that feeling.
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      STELLA

      “Think about it as if he’s the genie.” Florence’s voice crackled out from the speakerphone as I finished up brushing my teeth.

      I took a sip of water from my glass, rinsed my mouth, and spat it out. “Have you been drinking?”

      “I’m serious. Hot Suit’s the genie.”

      “What? And I’m the lamp? Well, he’s not getting inside me.”

      “No, you crazy pervert. You’re Aladdin.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And he’s going to grant me three wishes?”

      “Exactly. He said to think about what you want. You might not be going for partnership at your recruitment consultancy, but maybe he can help you get a different job.”

      “Have you forgotten the price the genie’s asking me to pay? You can’t think that it’s a good idea for me to go to that wedding. I’d rather stab myself through the hand with a rusty knife over and over.”

      What was Florence thinking? She didn’t even want to go to the wedding. A wedding was about celebrating two people in love, not watching two people who had lied and betrayed you in the worst way possible start their lives together.

      “Of course, going to the wedding would be horrific,” Florence said.

      “Well, we both agree on that.”

      “But . . .”

      What was she thinking with her buts? There were no acceptable buts in this situation. There was no way I was going to that wedding.

      “You really want your business back. Your life back. Right?”

      “Of course.” I wanted to rewind to back when Matt loved me, and we were happy together. But I didn’t know when that had been. Had he and Karen been sneaking around behind my back while we were in Manchester? Was the reason we’d come to London so they could be together? I took another swig of water.

      “If Beck can give you that, then maybe a few days at the wedding would be worth it.”

      Had Karen got to her? Had someone convinced Florence that what Karen and Matt had done wasn’t so bad? “Beck can’t rewind time. He can’t stop Matt and Karen getting married.”

      “If he can’t undo your past, he might be able to make your future better.”

      I couldn’t think about the future. I was still stuck in the fog, trying to figure out which way was up. The two months before the invitations arrived, I’d gone about my business, thinking that ultimately Matt would come back to me. I hadn’t actually thought we were done for good. I hadn’t started planning for life without him.

      “I know it would be awful,” Florence continued. “But think of it this way—they sent you that invitation because they were cowards, because they wanted to hurt you. Who knows? But, if you were to go? It’s the last thing they’re expecting. You take some control back. You’d make them feel really uncomfortable.”

      “Making them feel uncomfortable isn’t worth making myself miserable.”

      “Agreed. But it’s more than making them feel uncomfortable. It’s about putting yourself first for once.” As I went to interrupt her, she continued. “Just hear me out. If, in theory, this guy, Beck, could give you something that would make going to this wedding worth it, then you should do it. Agreed?”

      Florence was like a dog with a bone. I didn’t understand why she wouldn’t drop this. “There isn’t anything I could want from Beck. Nothing would be worth going to that wedding for.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true,” she said. “He says he’s a property developer, right?”

      “Yes,” I said. “He wants to buy some property that Henry Dawnay owns in Mayfair.” I grabbed the latest issue of Elle Decoration from my bedside table. I’d let Florence keep talking—she clearly needed to get this out of her system—but there was no way I was going to that wedding.

      “Right. So, I’ve been looking him up. Because, what else is there to do on the bus but research strangers on your phone? I’ve been known to nab shots of people who look interesting when they get on and run them through facial recognition software.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope. Knowing more about someone than they know about me is powerful. Anyway, Google Wilde Developments.”

      There was no point arguing. I was just going to have to placate Florence. I pulled my laptop from the end of the bed and did as she asked.

      “First, everything he said seems to be true. He’s in real estate and has made a lot of money developing boutique, high-end residential units in central London. Can you see them?”

      As I brought up the sleek, image-heavy website, my heart began to flutter as if it were being brought back to life. The projects displayed were breathtaking. Spacious, airy, with incredible views. The finishes used were expensive—Italian marble, Murano glass, and beautiful porcelain tiles. As a designer, I’d love to work with this kind of budget. And I loved the unusual spaces that had been carved out of the old buildings. Modern classic was my personal style, not that anyone would know if they came to my home, despite me being an interior designer. Matt had been very particular with our flat. When I was in the business, my portfolio had been much more traditional because that was what my clients had wanted. The stuff Wilde Developments was doing was much more what I liked to work with. “I wonder who his designer is,” I said, scrolling through the pages. “They have great taste.”

      “So do you,” Florence said.

      “With a budget like this, there’s a lot I could do.” I missed transforming spaces from shabby and unloved to fresh and exciting. I felt like a fairy godmother, making people’s lives a little better by improving their homes—providing a space they loved they could retreat to when they needed comfort or show-off when they wanted to impress friends. The way I saw it, I was like a doctor or a therapist—I produced medicine for the soul.

      “That’s exactly my point. You can ask Beck to give you that opportunity.”

      “What? A check so I can redesign my flat? No way—I’m not taking money from a stranger in return for a date.”

      “No!” she yelped. “He’s going to redevelop the Mayfair property, right?”

      “Right.” Had I missed something?

      “So, tell him you want to be the lead designer on the development.”

      I snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. I haven’t worked in six months. I have no portfolio. And I’ve never done anything on this scale. Or in this style.”

      “Use your portfolio from your Manchester business,” Florence said.

      “The clients want a very different look in Manchester—it’s not as cutting edge and the clients aren’t international. And I never did any new build stuff. You can do a lot more with a blank canvas.”

      “Well it doesn’t matter anyway, because you don’t have to interview. You know you can do it. Can’t you? That would be worth going up to Scotland for.”

      Florence was being ridiculous. I couldn’t just demand a job from a stranger. He’d laugh in my face. I couldn’t even convince my boyfriend that I was good at my job. What hope did I have that I could convince a high-end real estate developer? “Well, of course I could do it, but I have no proof to offer him. There’s no way—” Designing the interiors of one of these buildings was stuff my dreams were made of. All I had on my CV recently was recruitment. Even when I had been interior designing, I’d never taken on a project like the ones Wilde Developments did. I wouldn’t impress Beck with the interior spaces I’d done in Manchester.

      “Beck said to consider what it is you want. And you keep telling me you hate your job. Sounds like a perfect solution.”

      “What, resort to blackmail?”

      “It’s not blackmail—it’s a business deal. He’s got something you want—you’ve got something he wants. It’s an exchange.”

      “You could say the same thing about a prostitute and her client.”

      “I’m not saying sleep with the guy—although I’m sure it will be tempting as all hell. He asked you to name your price to take you to a wedding. A job like that would be worth a week of pain, wouldn’t it? This is a chance to get your career back, your life back. Is a lifetime’s happiness worth a week watching your shit-for-brains ex marry a girl you thought was a friend?”

      A job for a company like Wilde Developments would last for months and build my portfolio so I could go back to doing what I loved.

      “In theory. But I’m not sure I’m capable of witnessing Karen and Matt together, of watching them get married.” The words stuck in my throat. Karen had known I’d wanted Matt to propose. I’d talked to her about it. She’d offered her advice, told me to give him an ultimatum. Were they together then? Had her advice been designed to break us apart rather than move us forward? Every conversation I’d ever had with her had a shadow cast over it. I’d thought she’d bury a body for me. But, now I knew that mine was the body she wanted to bury—so she could marry my boyfriend.

      “Do you think it’s actually physically possible for me to go to that wedding? I think I’d throw up constantly or start uncontrollably screaming through the speeches or something. I don’t trust myself not to do something terrible.”

      “If you go, I’ll come with you,” Florence said. “As moral support. And you never know, you might gain strength from knowing that you were using their wedding to get what you wanted. It’s an opportunity for you to take the power back. It’s the chance for closure.”

      Powerlessness . . . Yes, that was a good description of what I’d felt over the last few weeks. My future had been snatched from me and I could do nothing about it.

      I hated Karen. And I hated that I hated her. I didn’t want to be someone filled with bitterness and hate. I wanted to move on. I wanted that closure Florence promised.

      Something to aim for would give me a focus rather than constantly ruminating over the two people I didn’t want to think about at all.

      “And if you needed more icing on the cake, you get to go to the wedding with the hottest guy I’ve ever seen. People will assume you’re a couple—in fact you can make him Dermot Mulroney. Get him to pretend to be your boyfriend—you’ll be winning at life.”

      Florence made it sound like the deal was done. “So, you want me to convince Beck to make me the lead designer on a multi-billion-pound property development and pretend to be my boyfriend, and at the end of the week, I’ll have closure and be over my ex bff and ex-boyfriend betraying me?” Florence’s positivity was endearing but she was clearly drunk or crazy.

      “Are you telling me you’d still refuse to go to the wedding if Genie-Beck made that deal?”

      Of course, there was no way I could refuse the deal Florence was describing. She was right, I’d been making decisions and compromises as one half of a couple for a long time. I’d put Matt and my relationship before anything. But Matt and I weren’t in a relationship anymore. We weren’t just on a break. I was on my own. And I had to start thinking about my future. The recruitment consultancy job was going to be a temporary measure that turned permanent if I didn’t take decisive action.

      Was it possible that Beck Wilde was my winning lottery ticket? My dose of medicine that would help me heal, help me get over the way Matt and Karen had betrayed me, and hand me a career-making job opportunity at the same time? “There’s no way he’d agree.”

      “You won’t know if you don’t ask. What have you got to lose?”

      It felt as if I’d already lost everything I’d ever had—my career, my relationship—but going to the wedding just might take my pride.

      And it might just give me it back.

      All I had to do was convince Beck I had the ability to take on a project like his with no track record, no proof whatsoever, then show up to the wedding of my ex-boyfriend and ex-best friend.

      Should be easy, right?
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      BECK

      Normally, I was all about finding creative solutions to impossible problems. That was what real estate development was all about, but normal was not the situation I was in.

      A shit-storm—that was the situation I was currently in.

      “Look, Beck, I’ve done as much as I can. Your time is up.” Craig’s voice rang out from the speakerphone on my shiny glass desk.

      Chills ran down my body. There had to be more I could do. I couldn’t just walk away from the Mayfair project. I spun my chair to the side, so I got a view of St Paul’s dome towering above me. The sight through the windows was a reminder to me of how far I’d come. “It’s not as simple as putting it behind me. The market’s changed. No one can hold property for a few months without developing it and come out with a profit.”

      I’d lose ten million pounds.

      At least.

      And if it was just ten million pounds, it would be easier to walk away. But this development offered me more than money could buy.

      Craig wasn’t the one who’d have to swallow the loss and he certainly wasn’t going to lose sleep over me walking away from a lifetime’s ambition.

      “So, you’ll make a loss. It’s a sunk cost. Move on.”

      I shook my head. That wasn’t going to happen. I hadn’t given up on Henry. If I could just get five minutes, I was sure I could convince him to sell.

      “I know it’s not what you want to hear, but the bank can’t extend terms anymore. We’re going to have to pull the funding. You’ll get an official notice by courier later today setting out that you have thirty days to either start works, or we’ll step in and put the property on the market if you still refuse to.”

      I sat back in my chair, running a finger around the collar of my shirt, as if trying to loosen the noose I felt tightening around my throat. The words had been said. Craig had dressed it up but effectively I’d be in default of my loan if I didn’t make progress within the month. I’d lose money, my dream, and my reputation was going to take a kicking.

      I was down for the count. I had to stumble to my feet somehow—find the energy from somewhere.

      There was no way I could let the bank step in. If the development failed, there would be whispers in the industry about whether I’d lost my edge. It might even put off future lenders funding other projects. I couldn’t go backward. I’d come a long way from developing one-off flats in the East End.

      Stella bloody London.

      I’d thought she’d be the answer to everything. But I hadn’t given up on her.

      I had to think creatively. But at the moment I was out of ideas, my brain was blank, and hope was the only thing left.

      “I’m not going to default,” I told Craig. “I’ll have the signatures on the Dawnay building, believe me.”

      “I hope so, but like I said, you get thirty days to get that transfer to happen or we take steps to recover the loan.”

      A knock on my office door interrupted my quick comeback. “I’ll keep you updated,” I said, and turned to see the door open and the receptionist enter. “I have to go, my next meeting’s arrived.” I didn’t have a meeting for a couple of hours, but there was no point in rehashing old ground with Craig. I understood him loud and clear. He’d lowered the sword of Damocles a couple of centimeters more.

      “Sorry to interrupt, sir,” Gina said, “but I have a Stella London in reception who insists that you’ll want to see her.”

      The pressure around my ribs abated a little, allowing me to take a breath and register the grin that was nudging at the corners of my mouth.

      Just when I thought my arse was about to hit the floor, lady luck smiled on me and brought me Stella London. There was only one reason she’d be here—to make a deal.

      Right about now, I’d say yes to anything she wanted to get me into that wedding.

      I asked Gina to bring her in, then dragged my fingers through my hair.

      Stella entered the room, her blonde hair swept back from her face, her red skirt clinging to her perfect hourglass figure. The hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention as if about to be inspected by a sergeant major. Perhaps it was because she’d been sitting when I’d met her, but I hadn’t remembered her as being quite so attractive.

      “Thanks for coming in,” I said. “Can I offer you something to drink? Tea, coffee?”

      “I’ll take a sparkling water. No ice.”

      I glanced at Gina who nodded and shut the door on her way out.

      “It’s nice to see you again.” Attractive women were always nice to see, but I was hoping I was going to like what she had to say even better than I liked looking at her. And I liked looking at her a lot.

      “Now I’ve done some research about you so I’m not so much on the back foot,” she said.

      If she’d looked me up, she must be interested in whether I could be trusted. And that meant she was definitely interested in making a deal. Now she knew I wasn’t a charlatan or a conman, we could get on with business. “Please, have a seat,” I said, indicating the chair opposite my desk. “And you must tell me what you found out.”

      She glanced around my office as she sat. “A lot.” She narrowed her eyes at me as I took a seat opposite her. “Some good things. Some . . .” She blushed, clearly not wanting to tell me what she was thinking, which made me want to know all the more. “Lots of things.”

      “Tell me,” I said, and I couldn’t help but grin. Christ, the blush began to spread down her neck, and I wanted to pull open the buttons of her blouse and trace it down as far as it went.

      “Never mind,” she snapped. Her sharp words made my cock twitch, and I cleared my throat, trying to focus my attention on the business she was here to do. “But I do know that you need an introduction to Henry, which I can provide you with.”

      “So, I’ll accompany you to the wedding?” My heart knocked on my ribs as if it were trying to get my attention. Was it that easy? “For the entire week,” I added. I had thirty days, and by the time the wedding rolled around, I’d have a week left. I’d need all the time I could get with Henry. It wasn’t just a question of convincing him to do the deal in principle. I needed his signature on the paperwork.

      “If you agree to my terms.”

      She just had to name them. There was nothing I wouldn’t do to go to this wedding. After that call with Craig, I had no time to lose. It was like I was standing, looking at the summit of Everest just a few steps away, and being told I couldn’t make it. I hadn’t come all this way just to walk away from achieving everything I ever wanted.

      “Go on,” I said, trying not to look too eager to hear what she had to say.

      “You’ve been holding the Mayfair properties next to Henry’s a while now and it must be costing you a lot of money.”

      I wanted her to get to the point. She wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know.

      “What are your terms, Stella?”

      “I’ve had a look at your work.” She paused as if deciding what to say next. “I want to be the designer on the building—kitchens, bathrooms, floors, joinery, finishes, then I’ll decorate and dress an apartment for public viewings.” She crossed her long legs in front of her, and I had to fight to keep focused on what she was saying.

      I let her words sink in and tried to reorder them in my brain in a way that made sense. “You’re a recruitment consultant,” I said, trying to think back to the research I’d had done on her. She’d moved to London about six months ago from Manchester and started at the recruitment firm. Had she had a background in design? Surely she didn’t think anyone off the street could become a designer overnight.

      “I trained in interior design,” she said. “Had my own business up until six months ago. This kind of project is right up my street.”

      Her gaze flitted from my shoulder to my hand and then out of the window. She was lying about something. I just wasn’t sure which bit. I remember that she’d had her own business in a completely unrelated field when she’d been in Manchester. I must have been so fixated on being able to give work to the recruitment consultancy that I’d skimmed over the fact that it was an interior design business. Shit, I was so hungry for a win, I was missing details. “I have someone for that project already.” How serious was she about this? Could I persuade her just to take a check? That would be a lot easier.

      She pushed out her chair and went to stand as if the conversation was over, but there was no way I’d let her leave. “Talk to me about your experience. You’re in recruitment now, why do you want to go back?”

      “I changed jobs because of a personal situation, but designing is what I want to do,” she said. “I love great design but more than that, I like to create homes that people love to live in—places people can imagine themselves. Places people raise a family, celebrate their successes, and recover from their failures. It’s my passion, my calling if you like, and I’m really good at it.” She cleared her throat as if she were nervous. “You asked me for my terms—I’m telling you what they are.”

      At least she was prepared to make a deal. “Do you have a portfolio that I can look at?” Rather than just dismiss her conditions, hopefully I could point out, as charmingly as possible, why her suggestion was ludicrous, and I could get her to accept something else—something I was able to give her.

      “This isn’t a job interview. If you don’t want to go to this wedding, then fine.” She stood and had her hand on my office door handle by the time I got to her.

      “Stella, come on. Let’s discuss this,” I said, inhaling a strain of rose petals. I brushed up against the silk of her blouse. I was entirely too close to her, and I took a step back. I put my hands in my pockets, stopping myself from pushing her hair off her face so I could see those eyes better. “You can understand that the kind of properties I work on require a designer with a track record working at the cutting edge of design. I’m just trying to protect us both.”

      “Sounds to me like you want to have your cake and eat it, too. You asked me to name my terms.”

      I needed to think fast. I wasn’t a man who liked being held at gunpoint but that was what Stella was doing. But the alternative was the bank blowing my brains out. I had to get to Henry. I’d do whatever it took. Maybe she could work alongside the designer I already had on board for the project.

      “I know this isn’t an interview,” I said. “But humor me.” She held my gaze and didn’t flounce out, so I continued. “Say I agreed to have you work on the Mayfair project. What’s your vision?”

      She sighed but began to speak. “I’d say you’re trying to appeal to wealthy people who have their main home in the country and just want a pied-à-terre or childless singles and couples. And you’re selling to an international market—we’d have to consider that. I think the style of your last development in Fitzrovia works well, but potential buyers are going to expect a little more luxury, more exclusivity with the same classic style. I’d suggest we have each unit have something unique about it. That’s not unusual in these high-end developments but most of them go modern—I suggest we go vintage. We could use antique glass in the bedrooms, inset some reclaimed marble into one of the walls in the bathroom with glass shelving in front. A theatre close to my office is being refurbished. We could buy the stage off them, restore it, and use it as the floors in a master bedroom. Or I can source light fixtures from stately homes. We don’t want to overdo anything—just one or two things in each apartment that no one else has that has a history that we can use as part of the story of what’s so appealing about the flat. It’s beautiful. But it’s marketing.”

      I liked her ideas. And she understood I was aiming to sell the apartments, not just make them look pretty. I took a deep breath. She had me by the balls. If I said no, I’d say goodbye to my best chance of getting the Dawnay building. “I’ve got to have the right to pull you from the development if things aren’t working out.” Maybe I could get her to take me to the wedding and then renegotiate—give her a one-off flat to design and then use my normal designer on the Mayfair project. Worst-case scenario, I’d just have to gut the place after she was done.

      She pulled out her folio case from where it was tucked under her arm and produced some paperwork. “You can fire me if I miss the deadlines set out in the project plan or if I overspend by more than seven percent. It’s set out there in clause ten.”

      I flicked through the contract for services she’d handed me.

      “It’s all standard stuff,” she said. “Just sign on the last page.”

      Without a contract, I had options. If I signed, I was out of negotiating power. I had no choice other than to sign and worry about it later. “You better be good,” I said, pulling my pen from my inside pocket and leaning the contract on the back of the door.

      “I’m better than good. Oh, and just one more thing.”

      I dotted the “i” in Wilde and glanced up, waiting to hear what she was going to say—she probably wanted input on layouts or a profit share.

      “You have to pretend you’re my boyfriend—serious-about-to-propose-completely-in love-with-me boyfriend.”

      I grinned. Was she asking me on a date? “At the wedding?” I asked.

      “Yes, at the engagement party and while we’re in Scotland and any other event that comes up.”

      I leaned against the door and took her in. “How many events are there?”

      Again, her gaze flitted from my shoulder to the dome of St Paul’s cathedral behind me. “I don’t know. There’s the wedding and engagement party as far as I know.”

      This must be her way of asking me out. “If you want to make this a real date, you just had to say. You’re an attractive woman, and—”

      She sighed. “Don’t be an arsehole. I don’t need a boyfriend. I just need to look like I have a boyfriend.” She snatched the signed contract from me and stuffed it into her bag. “It’s strictly a business deal. Just like this.” She waved the paperwork in front of me. “I just need it to be believable. That’s all.”

      It was obviously important to her, but I didn’t get it. “So you want us to pretend when we’re in public but not when we’re alone?”

      She tipped her head to the side. “I’m not asking you to be my gigolo, Beck. Everything would be for show.” She rolled her eyes as if I was just the stupidest man she’d ever met. Stella London was a new experience for me. I was used to women flirting. Smiling. Playing with their hair when they spoke to me—not being exasperated like I was an annoying little brother.

      “But why?” I got the feeling I was an extra in a daytime soap and hadn’t received all the script.

      “Does it matter? It’s part of my terms. Agree or don’t go. It’s as simple as that.”

      I wasn’t complaining. It was weird but not a deal-breaker. I just was curious about why she’d make it a condition. “Okay. I’ll make-believe to be your boyfriend.” I wasn’t much of a real boyfriend, but who knew, maybe if I faked it, I’d be better at my next relationship.

      “Then you’ve got a deal. Engagement party’s this Saturday.” She turned toward the door. “Pick me up at seven.” Stella headed out of my office.

      “Hang on, I need your address. And your number.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You tracked me down at my favorite bar, after all.” The door slammed shut on me feeling like I might be on the losing end of this deal.

      This woman was going to give me a run for my money. But, for ten million quid, my future business and the chance to right the wrongs of my past, I’d put up with it.
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      STELLA

      This was what a brave face looked like, I told myself as I looked in the mirror. For once, I’d managed to put on false eyelashes without looking like a hooker. And the tinted moisturizer I’d bought on sale was living up to its promise to even out my skin tone. I hoped it would cover up the hives I was bound to break into any moment at the thought of being within a ten-foot radius of Matt and Karen. Couldn’t they have eloped to Tasmania or something?

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to pick you up? It’s on my way,” Florence said.

      “No, Beck is coming over.” I glanced at the time. He was due any minute. He’d emailed me exactly two hours after I’d left his office earlier in the week telling me he’d found my email, mobile phone, and home address. He’d probably had it already but making him work for it—and him figuring it out—felt good. With Matt I’d always been the one to pick the restaurant, make sure his suit was dry cleaned, and the cab was booked. And look where it had gotten me.

      Florence sighed. “It was a genius idea of making him your boyfriend for wedding season, even if I do say so myself.”

      “Pretend boyfriend. But yeah. It makes the idea of tonight and the wedding slightly less horrifying.”

      “It solves a lot of problems for you. I mean you get to go to the wedding, pretend you’ve moved on—”

      “Hey, I have moved on. I’m planning for my future. I didn’t even have a glass of wine last night.” It wasn’t that the fog had lifted, but since I’d been to Beck’s offices, I just had slightly better visibility.

      A pause at the other end of the line made me think she didn’t believe me. But it wasn’t like I wanted Matt back. Okay maybe I missed him, or at least missed who I’d thought he was. But no one forgot a betrayal like that.

      “Have you heard from Karen since you RSVP’d for you and Beck?” she asked.

      “Nope. Just the automatic reply. Have you?”

      I could almost hear the grin at the other end of the phone. “Yeah, she called me yesterday. Tell me you’re looking white-hot tonight. What are you wearing?”

      I stared at myself in the mirror. Hot wasn’t how I’d describe myself, but I hadn’t had a breakout and my hair hadn’t done that thing where it went limp and stuck to my face—the body-building shampoo had done its job—so it could have been worse. “That black, sequined tuxedo jacket and the black trousers with a white cami.”

      “Ditch the cami. Just wear the jacket.”

      “You mean just wear my bra? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m doing my best not to look like a hooker despite my eyelashes’ desire to have me change profession.”

      “No bra. That jacket has buttons. And if you go to the retailer’s website, they show it being worn without anything underneath it.”

      I didn’t have much boobage, it was true, but what I had, I didn’t want the world to see.

      “You have that tit tape, right? Get busy and get rid of the cami.”

      My buzzer sounded and I jumped before the churning in my stomach returned. This was really happening. If I thought about it too much, I wouldn’t answer my door and I’d dive under my bed with a bottle of wine and Elle Decoration. “Gotta go. Beck’s here. And by the way—call him Beck when you see him, not Hot Suit.”

      Henry wouldn’t be at the party tonight and Beck knew that, so he was only coming to the party for me—to fulfill his end of our agreement. Part of me had worried that he’d back out—find another way of getting what he wanted—and I’d be left with egg on my face. Again. Trying to explain why I hadn’t turned up to the wedding I’d said yes to.

      I ran down the stairs barefoot to collect him. His silhouette filled the stained-glass panels in the door—I’d forgotten how tall he was.

      “Hey,” I said as I swung open the door and smiled. He might be obligated to come tonight, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be nice about it, right?

      “Miss London,” he said and handed me a small bunch of flowers.

      “Sweet peas?” I wouldn’t have expected flowers from a real boyfriend, let alone blooms so unusual. “Come up,” I said as I started up the stairs.

      “My mother’s favorite.”

      “You didn’t have to bring flowers.” I turned left into the kitchen and pulled a vase down from the cupboard. “The fake boyfriend thing is for other people. I’m really not desperate for male company. But thank you.”

      He stood in the doorway to the kitchen that Matt used to say was too small for two when I suggested we cook together. “I like to be good at things. And it pains me to say that I’m not a good boyfriend.”

      I grinned. “It’s not a shock. I’ve yet to meet a man who is.” It was strange to see another guy in my flat. There’d been no one since Matt. But it wasn’t uncomfortable having Beck in my space. Perhaps because we weren’t dating—I wasn’t comparing him to Matt. I wasn’t worried if the lighting was flattering or whether he was going to see my flesh-colored control underwear. I didn’t care what he thought of me.

      I took the vase of flowers and shooed him out of the room. “Have a seat, I’ll be out in a minute. Don’t touch anything.”

      “I wouldn’t dare,” he said, raising his palms and backing toward the sofa.

      I studied him, trying to figure out if he was serious. “You think I come across as someone who tells everyone what to do?” Matt used to complain about me being bossy, but Florence and Karen used to tell me he was being a dick. Did Karen believe it when she said it, or was she trying to cover up her real feelings? Had she always loved Matt or was it something that had grown between them? A metallic taste burned in my mouth and I swallowed, trying to make it disappear.

      Beck’s chuckle halted my anxiety’s momentum. His laugh was unexpected and warmed the tips of my fingers like a welcoming fire on a cold day. It was confident rather than cocky. He dipped his eyes down to his shoes and then back up to hold my gaze. “I think you come across as a woman who knows what she wants and won’t let anything stand in her way of getting it.”

      If I had any chance at having another successful relationship, I probably needed to learn to be less bossy. Florence would disagree. But it was her job to build me up, so her opinion didn’t count.

      “It’s not a bad thing,” he said, frowning. “You look pissed off. Don’t be. I like it. It’s hot. It’s like you’re my female equivalent.”

      “And like the narcissist you are, you find yourself hot?” I laughed and my stomach shifted like the heavy, stone door of an Egyptian tomb that hadn’t been opened for a thousand years. How did this complete stranger make me feel so bloody comfortable?

      “Nothing wrong with healthy self-confidence,” he replied.

      There was no doubt that Beck had self-confidence in spades. Maybe if I hung out with him for a bit, some of it would rub off.

      “Give me two minutes and we’ll get going.” As I headed to my bedroom, I called out from down the hall. “I just need to decide on my outfit. I can’t figure out if I need a top under my jacket.”

      “Or what?”

      I pulled off my silk cami and slipped on the jacket, buttoning the two buttons. “Or what, what?” I called through to the sitting room.

      “A top or what else?”

      “Just my bra,” I replied and headed back into my sitting room. “What do you think?” I asked, as I peered down at my cleavage. It seemed a little too much from this angle.

      “Definitely just your bra,” Beck said and when I looked up, I found him staring at my cleavage, too.

      “You see? I can’t wear this. My boobs are out.” I didn’t want to look as if I was trying too hard, and I didn’t want Matt to think I was slutty. He’d always been really particular about how I dressed, and although at first I’d seen it as controlling, after meeting his family, I understood that he was trying to stop his mother from complaining. I might hate Matt, but I didn’t want him to look at me and say, “Thank God it’s not her I asked to marry me.” I wanted to wear something that made him regret what he’d done.

      “They’re not totally out,” Beck said. “They’re just giving me a little wave.”

      I pulled my hands up to my chest. “They’re not waving to you or anyone else.”

      “Winking then.”

      “Holy crap,” I said, turning and heading back to my bedroom. “My breasts don’t wink!”

      “Well, if you were my girlfriend, I’d be very happy to take you out with winking breasts.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “I need to advise you not to say that to a woman. Ever.” I’d just met this guy and already we were talking about my boobs. I guess we were in a serious relationship.

      “Good tip,” he called out. “But seriously, you look hot—better than with the top, which was a little . . . old.”

      Old wasn’t what I was going for.

      “This way, you’re sexy,” he said. “Your outfit, I mean.”

      I scooped up my evening bag and called out, “Let’s go.” He met me at the front door. “I think we’re going to crush this fake relationship thing if we can talk about my boobs so casually. Before the end of the night, we’ll be peeing with the bathroom door open.”

      He held the door open and I dipped under his arm to make my way out. “We probably should swap a few details about each other, or at the least get our story straight on how we met, how long we’ve been dating and stuff.”

      I paused halfway down the stairs as a rush of ice kissed the base of my spine and shivered up to my neck. “Shit. We’re completely unprepared. I mean, I don’t even know where you grew up or what your middle name is.”

      I was planning to go in and lie to everyone about how this Beck guy was the love of my life, and I didn’t know what he liked to do on Sunday mornings. Was he a gym guy or a lie-in-and-read-the-papers kind of man?

      It was going to be completely obvious that we’d just met.

      I was about to be completely humiliated.

      I pulled the door shut and locked up. Perhaps I should ask him to leave, call this entire thing off. It was a ridiculous idea. Bloody Florence. Only she could have talked me into this.

      “Kent and Robert,” he said, holding his arm out for a passing cab.

      “I don’t think we should do this,” I said, my feet fixed firmly to the pavement as Beck held the cab door open for me. “It’s insane. People are going to think I’m a lunatic when they find out I’m pretending we’re dating.”

      “Get in the cab, Stella.”

      “I mean it. I’m a terrible liar at the best of times. But I’m not prepared for this.”

      “We can talk about it on the way.”

      Maybe it was the way he was so calm, but I did as he said and got into the cab, telling the driver where to head.

      “I suggest we say we met at work. It’s easier to stay as close to the truth as possible. You pitched some design work to me, got the job, and I asked you out.”

      He was either an excellent liar or he’d done this before. “Do you have a lot of experience at this kind of thing?”

      “Having a fake girlfriend?” He raised his eyebrows as if I’d just asked him if he’d ever considered keeping a llama as a pet.

      “You know, lying.”

      “Everyone lies,” he said. “But I’ve never had a fake girlfriend, no.”

      “Oh my God. Do you have a real one?” Of course he had a girlfriend. This guy made the Hemsworth brothers look like they lost out in the gene pool lottery. “She can’t like this idea.” My heart clattered about in my ribcage, waking my pulse and making my hands sweaty. “What if someone knows her—”

      “Seriously, Stella, you need to calm down or you’re going to bring on a stroke. I’m not dating anyone.”

      “You’re not? How come?” Beck was handsome, wealthy. He should have had a string of women hanging on his every word.

      “If I remember correctly from the voicemail my ex-girlfriend left me last week, it’s because I’m a selfish, workaholic arsehole—no, that’s not right. I’m a piece of shit. Not an arsehole.”

      I winced. I had asked. “Were you together long?”

      He chuckled again, running his knuckles along his jawline. “A few months. I’m not nursing a broken heart; don’t worry about it.”

      For a second, I forgot about the party, about Karen and Matt, and wanted to ask Beck exactly how long they’d been together, whether he’d been faithful, or if they’d lived together, but somehow I stopped myself.

      “Perhaps we should skip tonight,” I said. “Do some homework—study each other—then go to the wedding prepared. It’s only two weeks away but by then I should at least know if you like tofu or hang gliding.”

      “It’s a mutually exclusive choice?” he asked, grinning.

      I couldn’t help but smile back. “Please, God, don’t tell me you like tofu.” I sighed dramatically. “I’m not sure I could have a fake relationship with a bean curd lover.”

      Pride lapped at the edges of my insides as he chuckled. Creating that laugh felt like it deserved some kind of award or a badge, at least.

      “You’re safe. We’ll be fine tonight. We’ll just have to try to not get separated for too long, then you won’t get asked questions about me and vice versa.”

      I admired his optimism. Something was bound to go catastrophically wrong. Even though I didn’t want to because I didn’t want someone else to feel sorry for me, I had to tell him about Matt. It wasn’t as if he was just another guest at the party. He was the groom. This was his party. People would assume Beck knew my history with Matt. I braced myself for that sideways tip of the head followed by either the I’m-so-sorry face or the sharp intake of breath, shocked face. “You should probably know that I used to date the groom,” I said.

      He turned to me as the cab stopped and the streetlight highlighted the contours of his face, emphasizing his sharp jaw. Men were so lucky—they could just roll out of bed, stick on a suit and look completely fuckable. I’d spent the best part of two and a half hours trying my best to look sexy without straying into slutty territory.

      “You did? For how long?” he asked.

      I sighed and checked out of the front window to see if the lights had changed. “A long time. We met at university.” Things hadn’t been great between us for a while, I’d known that, but I’d thought we were in it for the long haul. All couples go through bad patches.

      “And you’re still friendly enough to be invited to the wedding? How evolved of you.”

      I shrugged, trying to ignore the weight of his stare pressing into my skin. “We have a lot of mutual friends. It’s easier if we’re civil.”

      “Do you like his fiancée?”

      I’d expected him to ask me when we split up. My relationship with Karen raised more questions than it answered. “You know, same friendship circle.”

      “Really?” he asked, as we pulled up in front of the Berkeley hotel.

      If he thought it was weird that I was still friends with my ex, what would he think if he knew Karen had been my best friend since primary school right up until the point where she stole the love of my life? “Really,” I replied as I opened the car door.

      Before my feet hit the ground, somehow, Beck had sped around to my side of the car and offered his hand as I stepped out.

      “Do we hate him? Or do we like him? Just so I’m prepared.”

      Hating Matt would be easier. All I could focus on was why and what if things had been different. What if we hadn’t moved to London? What if I’d pushed him to get married years ago?

      “We don’t care enough to hate him. He’s history, and I’m so much happier with you because you’re richer and your dick is gigantic.”

      “Well, that’s true on both counts,” he said, guiding me toward the entrance, his hand at the small of my back.

      Despite the fact that I was walking into one of the most difficult situations in my life, I couldn’t help but smile at Beck’s arm around my waist. But he was still a complete stranger to me. I didn’t see how it was possible for us to get through an evening of pretending to be deeply in love when I knew close to nothing about him. We were bound to be caught out, and if my former best friend marrying my ex-boyfriend wasn’t humiliating enough, I’d be exposed as desperate enough to have blackmailed someone into pretending they were in love with me. If ever I needed a miracle, it was now.
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      STELLA

      “Have I got lipstick on my teeth?” I asked, bearing my mouth at him as we made it into the lobby of the Berkeley. Karen was always so perfectly turned out—even first thing in the morning, with a hangover, she was a coat of mascara and a pair of heels away from hosting a charity lunch. Whereas I always had loo paper stuck to my heel or had a button ping off just before the most crucial career moment. Tonight, I wanted to look like I had it together. I wanted people to see me and think Matt was an idiot for letting me go rather than think that the situation was messy but understandable given it was an obvious choice between Karen and me.

      This evening I didn’t want to feel like the jilted ex.

      I wanted to feel pretty. And glamorous. And sexy.

      I wanted to feel like a woman that men didn’t cheat on. That men married.

      Beck slid his hand into mine and my stomach tilted like a giddy ten-year-old in her mother’s heels, and for a moment I forgot that I was about to come face-to-face with Matt and Karen. It had been a while since a man had touched me like a lover. Looking back, I couldn’t remember the last time Matt had held my hand. And Beck was ridiculously handsome. The kind of good looking that made me look away because it was just too much.

      “You look fucking gorgeous,” he whispered. “Now let’s go see your friends.”

      I gazed at him as he led us down the long corridor. Had he meant that, or was he just trying to halt my rising anxiety about this evening in its tracks? Because he wrote the book on gorgeous.

      He was walking with intent, but I hadn’t seen any signs to the ballroom. “Do you know where you’re going?”

      “The email you sent me said the ballroom. It’s right along here.”

      “You’ve been here before?” Were these kinds of parties in five-star hotels what he was used to? Did he enjoy them? What kind of wine did he drink?

      So many questions.

      “Yeah, a few times. You know, charity dinners. Industry drinks.”

      “I really don’t know anything about you.” Tonight had disaster written all over it. We’d just have to show our faces and then make a speedy exit.

      Beck squeezed my hand as my friend Jo came toward us, her eyes sliding from me to Beck and then back to me, slightly wider than they were before.

      “I’m so pleased you came,” she said and pulled me in for a hug. “You’re an amazing human being.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if you knew what I was thinking.”

      “You’re here, that’s what counts. And you look completely amazing.” She stepped back to examine me. “What a super sexy look.”

      “It’s not really me, is it?”

      “It’s completely you. It’s understated, elegant, and confidently sexy just like you are.”

      My anxiety stepped down a couple of notches and my shoulders relaxed. Jo turned to Beck. “I’m Jo Frammer.”

      God, between my panic about not knowing enough about Beck, my apprehension about my outfit, and my anxiety about seeing Karen and Matt, I’d completely forgotten to make introductions. I needed to focus.

      “Beck Wilde,” he said, dipping to kiss Jo on both cheeks.

      “It’s wonderful to meet you. I want to hear all about you two,” she said, turning and leading us into the party. “Someone’s been keeping secrets. Tell me everything immediately. How long has this been going on?”

      I’d factored in lying to Karen and Matt, but I hadn’t really thought about the fact I’d have to lie to my friends—people I loved—about Beck. Jo didn’t deserve me lying to her, even though she’d be completely understanding and sweet if she found out.

      I was a horrible person. There was no way I was going to be able to pull this off. I glanced over my shoulder, wondering if it was too late to fake a vomiting bug. But that would be a lie, too—I was surrounded by them.

      “Depends on if you mean when we first met or when we started dating. Our first social dinner was a couple of months ago?” Beck turned to me for confirmation. I just nodded.

      “Wow, you have been playing your cards close to your chest,” Jo responded. “I’ve not seen anything on Facebook or Insta.”

      Shit. Social media. I hadn’t thought about documenting anything on there, but before I could say anything, Beck interjected. “Yeah, I don’t do social media. Unless it’s business-related.”

      “Oh I see,” Jo replied. “I’ve heard about people like you, but I thought you were like the Loch Ness monster or a yeti—just a myth.”

      “Don’t have Instagram, yet I’m still breathing,” he said. “Amazing, isn’t it?”

      “Rather than being amazing, it just means you’re old,” I replied.

      “Or far more interested in being with you than online.” He fixed me with those deep, green eyes and those walls that appeared when we first met were back—locking everyone else out, leaving just Beck and me, alone, staring at each other as if we’d known each other a thousand lifetimes and didn’t need words to communicate.

      Jo cleared her throat, bringing us back to the moment. “The party’s in here,” she said, nodding toward double doors.

      I glanced around the ballroom as we entered. A cacophony of sparkling lights, pastel colors, and the strains of a string quartet surrounded us, and my breath caught in my throat. It was beautiful. A huge arrangement of lilacs and summer flowers hung from the ceiling, drooping down over the central bar designed out of mirrors and glass. More flowers hung around the sides of the room, bringing the outside in and filling the space with a light, floral scent.

      This wasn’t Matt’s choice. His family would have opted for something far more traditional at the family home. No, this was Karen all over—expensive but tasteful. I guessed it was good Matt had learned to compromise. He’d always been so stubborn when we’d been together, but why hadn’t he learned to compromise for me?

      Chatter, clinking glasses, and laughter swept through the space. I was probably the only person in this room who wasn’t happy for Karen and Matt. The only person who, when it was said that they were perfectly suited, agreed, but only because they were both cheating, disloyal, despicable people.

      “Are Florence and Gordy here?” I asked. If Beck and I got talking to them, it might save us from having to make conversation with people who asked too many questions.

      “I haven’t seen them yet,” Jo replied.

      We settled at a ridiculously thin, tall table that people were supposed to stand around and rest their drinks on. “Stay here, and I’ll go and get some drinks,” Beck said.

      He was going to leave me? I’d thought his suggestion of making sure we were together most of the night was a good one. What happened if he bumped into someone and told them a thousand things about our relationship that I had no idea about? Or if Matt and Karen appeared and Beck wasn’t by my side to make me seem less of the bitter ex-girlfriend than I felt.

      As I surveyed the room, looking for Florence and Gordy, Karen walked straight into my eyeline as she came toward our table. My vision blurred slightly, and I held onto the edge of the table to steady myself. Jesus, she could have at least let me settle in and find my sea legs.

      This was the woman who’d stolen my boyfriend, my lover, my friend.

      Or the woman my boyfriend had left me for.

      I wasn’t sure which was worse.

      I tried to look at her like a stranger would—what was it about her that made him throw away seven years?

      Was she prettier, funnier, better in bed?

      Did he just love her more?

      She squealed as she got closer. “I’m so pleased you’re here,” she said, pulling me into a hug as if nothing had happened.

      I’d tried to prepare myself for this moment, but I hadn’t come up with a game plan. I could be so nice that I was clearly being sarcastic. I could be cool but distant. I could ignore her, or I could tell her what I thought of her. Except the last option probably would have our invitation revoked so that wasn’t really an option. I’d decided to do just what felt right in the moment, but I found myself paralyzed with anger, fear, and a lack of understanding.

      “I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it,” Karen said. “I know you RSVP’d and everything but honestly, I expected you to come down with stomach flu or something.”

      I put on my best fake smile. She was saying she expected me to lie. I guess she was judging me by her own standards. “My stomach is just fine.” Not only did she have a complete lack of remorse, she also couldn’t even be nice to me. She’d stolen my boyfriend and now she was acting as if he was hers all along. Maybe he had been.

      Perhaps she was embarrassed and hoping that we’d all forget about it. Because that was so easy to do when you’d lost the love of your life to your best friend.

      She laughed and glanced at my cleavage. “Well, I’m so pleased it is. And did you bring your . . . date or whatever?”

      “Oh, she certainly did,” Jo replied for me. “He’s over there by the bar. The tall, good-looking one.”

      I couldn’t help but grin at Jo’s description as we all looked to the bar. There was no doubt Beck was tall. And good looking. A description that didn’t do him justice. He was one of those men that commanded a double take when you passed him on the street. He was pretty enough to look like a male model but the way he carried off that suit—or any of the suits I’d seen him in—gave him power.

      The three of us were staring as he started back, carrying an ice bucket and glasses. I locked eyes with him and the tightness in my jaw disappeared. There was something about him that made it feel like I’d known him forever. He grinned and it seemed so genuine that I felt it from deep in my bones to the tips of my fingers.

      “Oh wow, that’s the look of love,” Jo said from beside me.

      If only she knew.

      “Ladies,” he said as he placed the ice bucket on the table.

      “This is Karen,” I said, remembering my manners this time. “She’s the bride-to-be.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t kiss Karen like he had Jo. Instead he offered her his hand. “Beck Wilde. Nice to meet you.”

      “Dom Perignon?” Jo asked as she twisted the bottle around to reveal the label.

      “Yes, I got them to go and get us a bottle.” He began to pour the alcohol into the glasses. “It’s kind of our drink.”

      “Your drink?” Karen asked.

      “We had it on our first date,” Beck replied. “I was trying to impress this beautiful woman.” He handed me a glass and placed a kiss on my cheek. Christ, this guy was good at faking it. “Not an easy thing to do,” he continued. “But hopefully I’ve won her over.”

      “How did you two meet?” Karen asked.

      “Work,” I mumbled and took a sip of my drink.

      “Oh,” she said. “You’re a recruitment consultant?”

      Beck chuckled. “No. I’d be terrible at that job. You have to be nice to all your clients and all the candidates. Stella is doing the design on one of my buildings.”

      “Really?” Karen and Jo both asked in unison.

      “I thought you’d given up on the interior designer thing?” Karen asked, her mouth a little pinched.

      Thing? It wasn’t a thing or a hobby. I’d loved the job. I’d missed it. “Nope. I’ve just been doing bits on the side.”

      “Which is insane,” Beck said. “You really need to be making the most of your talent.” He slipped his hand around my waist and pulled me toward him. The heat of his body coated me like armor, his hand holding me firmly in place as if it were a shield.

      “You would say that,” I replied, trying to continue our charade. He was so freaking good at this, I needed to step up.

      “I say it because it’s true,” he said and turned to Karen and Jo. “You know how modest Stella is. She never believes how good she is at anything.”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he slid his hand up my back. For a second, I could almost believe he meant it.

      My insides began to melt like ice cream in the sun.

      But of course, he didn’t mean it. It was all just for show.

      “I knew I was going to have to ask her out the moment we met, but Stella took some convincing.”

      I glanced at Karen and Jo to see if they were buying this. Both of them were focused on Beck, as if he were conjuring up white rabbits out of the ice bucket. If how he was being tonight was any indication of how he was with his girlfriends, I didn’t understand how he was still single. He was funny, confident, attentive, and generous.

      “You wore me down,” I replied.

      He grinned as if we were sharing an inside joke that no one else knew about. “You drive a hard bargain.”

      I laughed genuinely. I had to add good company to the list of great things about Beck. “Gotta make you work for it.”

      “Well, Stella, he seems perfect and completely head over heels with you,” Karen said. “Are you sure you didn’t pay him to be here?” My stomach flipped as if I’d just been caught trying on my mother’s make-up. She grinned as if she were joking, but I knew Karen better than that. It might have taken me twenty years, but I finally had the measure of her. I also knew that if she had a suspicion that Beck and my relationship wasn’t genuine, she wasn’t going to be easily distracted.

      “It’s so lovely to finally meet you, Karen,” Beck said. “Stella has said so many wonderful things about you. We’re both very excited to come to Scotland. I love the place.”

      I slid my arm around his waist. God, this guy made this faking it thing seem so easy.

      Karen’s mouth twitched. “Yes, well Matt and I are very pleased you could come.”

      She emphasized the name of my ex-boyfriend like she wanted it to hurt. Like maybe I’d forgotten that she was marrying him. As if I ever could? Had she always been like this? So cold, so heartless? Such a bitch?

      “Hey,” Florence said as she arrived at our table.

      “Florence!” Beck said and kissed her. “Let me go and get you a glass.” Beck stalked back to the bar, and I couldn’t help but watch him. He had a cute arse. Was I going to discover something I didn’t like about him? Hopefully. The last thing I needed was to develop some kind of crush on Beck. We were a business partnership. And I couldn’t trust myself to find a good guy. Eventually, when I was ready to start dating again, in twenty years or so, I’d just let Florence handle it. She could pick me a boyfriend. She had far more sense and would never end up with a guy who thought so little of her that he cheated on her or ran off with her best friend.

      Florence rolled her eyes as she turned the bottle in the ice bucket, revealing the label. “Dom Perignon again? Doesn’t it get old being with such a hot, rich, charming guy?”

      I laughed. Perhaps a week in Scotland with Beck wouldn’t be so bad. “No one’s perfect.” Although Beck Wilde might be the perfect fake boyfriend. This guy was sharp. He picked up on things so quickly and ad-libbed like it was his job. No wonder he wasn’t worried about tonight. I was almost convinced we were dating.

      “Exactly,” Karen said. “I’m sure there are loads of things about him that drive you nuts, right?”

      Beck had said to stay as close to the truth as possible. “Honestly, I’ve not found anything so far,” I replied.

      “So, when did you meet him, Florence?” Karen asked.

      “When they first met,” she replied.

      My heart stopped dead and it felt as if Karen’s cheating hands were pressing down on my chest, about to break my rib cage. I hadn’t briefed Florence on the story of us first meeting—she was bound to give something away that showed us up to be faking our relationship.

      I wasn’t prepared at all.

      I interrupted. “I trust Florence’s judgement, so I made sure they met before I agreed to go on a date.”

      Karen smiled, a small, fake smile. “Really. How nice.”

      Phew, I’d gotten away with it.

      “Well, you two seem perfect for each other,” Jo said. “It’s good to see you with someone who appreciates how wonderful you are.” Jo wouldn’t have meant it to be a pointed insult at Matt, not with Karen standing there, but Karen’s frown told me she took it as one.

      “Yes,” Karen said. “It’s important to show a man the best side of you.”

      “I’m not sure that works for me,” I replied. “You have to take the good with the bad. You don’t have to like every single bit of someone, but hiding stuff doesn’t work, either.”

      Honesty was important to me in a relationship. Even more so now. I never hid anything when I was going out with Matt. Perhaps that’s why it had worked between him and Karen and it hadn’t with us. Maybe men only liked to see the good, sexy, funny side. Maybe the sides that got irritated at work, liked to wear old, worn t-shirts in bed and no make-up on the weekend were reserved for the terminally single. If that was true, I’d end up alone for the rest of my life. Beck and I were an act—for public consumption—but I couldn’t keep it up for long. Not with someone I lived with and loved. It wasn’t who I was.

      Beck came back to the table with two extra glasses. “Gordy will be here soon, right?” How had he remembered Florence’s boyfriend’s name? No wonder he’d told me not to worry.

      “Yeah, he just went to put our coats in the cloakroom. Thanks, Beck. You gotta stop it with the champagne or I’m going to get used to it.”

      “You know Gordy?” Karen asked.

      “I’ve only heard about him through these two,” he said, lifting his chin toward Florence and me.

      “You’re going to get on brilliantly,” Florence said.

      “We have to get that dinner in the diary for next week. And we’ll go to that restaurant I was telling you about,” he said as he turned to me. “Where they serve the best oysters.”

      No! Things were going so well.

      My mouth went dry and I tried to swallow so I could say something and rescue the situation. Anyone who’d known me for longer than twenty-four hours knew I hated shellfish.

      “Why would you take Stella to somewhere they served great oysters?” Karen asked, her smile much more genuine now. She’d caught us out.

      Karen’s eyes were fixed on me even though she’d asked the question of Beck. She wanted to gloat.

      Who was this woman? This girl I’d shared secrets with, dreams, fears—I had a huge history with her. Yet, she’d betrayed me as if I were nothing to her. Like my life, my happiness was meaningless to her.

      I took a breath. There was no point in trying to deal with her with honesty and openness. She didn’t respond to those things. Perhaps lies were the only thing she understood. “Beck’s messing around,” I said, pulling back my shoulders, ready for a fight. “He knows I hate shellfish.”

      Beck chuckled next to me. “I keep hoping I can change her mind. It really is the worst thing about you, Stella.”

      Karen tilted her head to one side. “It’s weird. You didn’t seem like you were kidding.”

      “I guess you don’t know me very well.” Beck shrugged. He was good. But I doubted he was good enough to throw Karen off the scent.

      Karen was like a sniffer dog and there was no way she was that easily placated.

      We needed to be more prepared. Karen would now be looking for other things that didn’t add up between me and Beck. And the only thing more humiliating than your boyfriend running off with your best friend was being found out to be bringing a fake boyfriend to the wedding.

      There was no way we were going to pull this charade off for a week in Scotland unless we were a thousand times more prepared.
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      BECK

      Most people hate going into the office on Sundays, but I wasn’t most people. I wandered through the empty desks of Wilde Developments and headed to my office at the back of the building.

      I loved weekend working. The phones were quiet, and I didn’t have a constant stream of people trailing into my office asking for opinions or signatures. I could get things done. And now that I was weeks away from getting Henry to sign over the Mayfair property, there was plenty to do. I had to work on the tender document for the architects, go through the blueprints that Joshua had managed to get me of Henry’s building, which were much more comprehensive than the plans I’d had previously, and finally, I needed to figure out what I was going to do about the designer. I’d said yes to Stella, given her the benefit of the doubt, but seeing her flat last night brought my concerns back. Nothing about it had screamed luxury, high-end, or cutting-edge design.

      I closed my office door as my mobile began to ring.

      “Stella,” I said. “I was just thinking about you.”

      Silence and then, “There’s no way I can go to that wedding with you. This was a ridiculous idea.”

      Frustration twisted around my gut. There was no way I was going to let her change her mind. There was too much at stake. “What are you talking about?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even. I wanted to shout at her but knew it would be counterproductive.

      “I just got off the phone with Florence. Karen called her, asked loads of questions about you and me, said something didn’t seem right between the two of us—”

      This woman might be beautiful but she was totally paranoid. “I’m sure Karen will be focused on her wedding and not us when we’re up in Scotland.”

      She sighed as if I just wasn’t getting it. “You don’t know Karen very well. She’s focused on trying to make me look bad.”

      I thought these women were friends? I didn’t want to dive down that particular rabbit hole. All I cared about was that Stella was invited to Karen’s wedding. That was all that mattered. “You’re not going to look bad.”

      “We were nearly caught out last night. I barely managed to carry off our charade for an evening. I can’t keep it up for a week.”

      I threw my keys down on my desk and perched on the edge, facing the city. “Look, it was your idea to pretend that we were together.” It was a stupid idea. Why couldn’t we just go as friends?

      “I know. And I totally accept that it was a terrible idea and that I’m an idiot. This isn’t your fault. I’m just saying I can’t do it again. There’s no way I’ll pull it off. Let’s just agree that it’s not going to work, and I’ll cancel—say that I have a hernia operation or something.”

      I was going to have to talk her round. She wasn’t backing out on me.

      “Why do you even care? Worst-case scenario, people figure out we’re not dating. It’s not the end of the world.” I didn’t know Stella well enough to know how to change her mind, but I was going to have to try. “You laughed in my face when I offered you work for the recruitment agency but when you stormed into my office demanding that I make you designer on the development, you were laser-focused and determined. It’s clearly something you want to do, otherwise you could have just asked me for a check. Are you content to just walk away?” I tried to sound calm and logical, but the realization of a long-time dream hung in the balance. I’d get over losing the money. Probably. But not the opportunity of developing this block in Mayfair—I wasn’t going to let it go.

      “Better to walk away than face complete humiliation in front of everyone I know. I refuse to stay at the center of this scandal. I don’t know your birthday or what side of the bed you sleep on. It was insane to think I could carry this off.”

      So that was the problem. She felt unprepared and out of control. Well, I could fix that. I picked up my keys and stood. “Where are you?”

      “In my sitting room, why?”

      “I’m coming over and we’re going to prep,” I said as I pulled open my office door and headed out the way I’d just come a few minutes ago.

      “Prep?” she asked.

      “I bet you were one of those girls who did nothing but study at university. And you probably mocked up some kind of design for my Mayfair building before you came to see me to offer me the deal. Am I right?”

      “Erm, that’s why you go to university. To study.”

      “Wrong.” I bounded down the stairs two at a time. “Most people go to university to party. But okay, you’re a studier. A planner. I can work with that. We just need to study and plan for this wedding. I’ll be over in fifteen minutes.”

      “No! You can’t just come over—I’m in my PJs.”

      “That’s good. I need to learn how long it takes for you to have a shower and get ready. It will all help.”

      “Help what?”

      I pushed open the glass doors to the outside and pressed on my car fob. “I told you that the key to telling lies was to stick as closely to the truth as possible. We’re going to get to know each other. That way, when we get to Scotland, you won’t need to lie, and neither will I. We’ll both have plenty to say that’s the truth.” I slid into the driver’s seat of my sports car that I only used on weekends and started the engine. I’d had it over a year and every time I got behind the wheel, the car still made me grin like a beautiful woman laid out on my bed in nothing but underwear.

      “That’s a terrible idea. We have two weeks. We can’t pack a serious relationship into a day.”

      “So it might take two,” I said, pulling out and heading in the direction of Stella’s flat. If I could keep her talking, I’d be there before she could make any rash decisions.

      “You can’t just assume that I have two days to spend studying with you. I have things to do. Places to go. People to see.”

      “Right. And we can study at the same time. It will be good for me to tag along with you. I can see what you get up to. Learn your quirks—”

      “I don’t have quirks.”

      I grinned and imagined her little frown and pursed lips. “We all have quirks. That’s what makes us interesting.”

      I took her silence as a good sign. “We’ll spend some time together and before you know it, we’ll know each other well enough to breeze through the week in Scotland.”

      “There’s no way—”

      “Hey, I saw how much you wanted this design job. Has that just disappeared? Isn’t it worth a little effort? If you do a good job on a Wilde Developments project in Mayfair? Well, you won’t be a recruitment consultant anymore.”

      I put my foot on the accelerator. I’d almost convinced her—I could tell from the way her arguments were waning. “I’m just a few minutes away and then we can start.”

      “But what about you? I’ll need to know what you do at the weekend.”

      “Well, I was in the office when you called, but let’s spend today and tomorrow—and the two weeks before the wedding—like a couple. That way, it will be second nature to us when we get to Scotland. We won’t need to pretend. You’ll get your career back on track and I’ll get Henry to sell me his building. Everyone’s happy.” I didn’t tell her that I spent most weekends working, and that for me, dating didn’t involve much more than dinner and sex. But whatever. It was three weeks out of my life in exchange for ten million pounds and victory over my demons.

      “I guess we can see how today goes and then reassess,” she said.

      I kept quiet to avoid inadvertently talking her out of giving this a shot. “You better get here quickly before I change my mind,” she said.

      “I’m five minutes away.”
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      STELLA

      The door buzzer made me jump. That couldn’t be Beck, could it? I still had my mobile in my hand—we’d barely hung up more than a few minutes ago. I should have changed.

      I glanced down at my pajamas—there was a hole in the knee, and the elastic waistband had grown baggy so they slid to my hips. There were a lot of upsides to being single. One of them was wearing your favorite stuff around the house because no one was there to criticize or make comments about how his mother was perfectly groomed at all times.

      Beck always looked like he’d just stepped off a Milan runway, and I was sure his real girlfriends didn’t own PJs.

      But I wasn’t his real girlfriend, so what did I care what I looked like? I buzzed him up and left the door on the latch. Should I have given him a key by two months? No, that was a little much.

      “Have you ever lived with a woman?” I called as I heard him come through the door. Had he seen women other than when they were perfectly made up, hair blow-dried, with their best underwear on?

      “Well, hello to you too, Stella. And no. Never lived with a woman.” He appeared in the doorway to my kitchen just like he had when he’d come to pick me up last night. Already he looked at home, but Beck was the kind of guy who was probably comfortable wherever he was.

      “Have you ever given a woman a key to your flat?” Beck was right—I wanted this design job. I wanted to stop this circle of disappointment I’d been in since I’d found out about Matt and Karen. But we were going to have to up our game. Especially after my phone call with Florence. “You want coffee?” We were going to have to pack in a lot in a very short amount of time. Scotland was only a few weeks away.

      “No to the key question. Although I’ve had it suggested to me a couple of times. And water if you have it. Tap is fine.”

      “You don’t drink coffee?”

      He shook his head and I took a deep breath. We had a lot to cover. “You need to tell me these things. Not drinking coffee is a big deal.”

      “It is?”

      “Of course, it is. Do you drink tea?”

      “Nope. Can’t bear the taste. Coffee either. And anyway, I don’t like to be high on caffeine.”

      “Caffeine gets you high?” It was possible that Beck was one of those oh-so-dull men who didn’t know how to enjoy himself. There had to be a catch.

      “Not high, but it can amp up your mood. I don’t drink much alcohol either.”

      “Whoa. Really? Not at all? Are you an alcoholic? Do you take drugs?” I had ten million questions. This was never going to work.

      He chuckled. “No, not an alcoholic and I don’t take drugs.”

      “I thought you said you went to university for a good time. Can’t have been that great for you if you didn’t drink or do drugs—not that I did drugs, but I drank my fair share.”

      “I didn’t go to university.”

      I stopped, my teabag balanced on my spoon, and turned to look at him to see if he was serious. “You didn’t? How come?” In my circle of friends, everyone went to university.

      He shrugged. “Wasn’t my thing. I wanted to be out making money.”

      “Well, you’ve clearly done that.”

      “Exactly. I had my eye on the prize.”

      “And your parents didn’t mind?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No. Neither of my parents went.”

      I’d made assumptions about Beck that I hadn’t even realized. I’d thought he’d come from a privileged upper-middle-class background, just like my friends and I had. But he was changing the picture I had unknowingly built up of him.

      “You got into real estate straight away?” I asked. Did he have Russian backers or family money or something? Perhaps his business was a front for mob money laundering. Did London even have the mob?

      “Sort of. Worked a lot of different jobs, saved a little money, took out a loan to buy a flat in Hackney, flipped it. Did it again. And again. You know.”

      But I didn’t know. My friends were lawyers and doctors or helped run the family business. Flipping flats in Hackney was not part of my world. “So from a flat in Hackney to a development in Mayfair?”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked me in the eye. “Apparently.”

      “Your parents must be proud,” I said, hoping to coax out of him more about his background.

      “I guess. Not really thought about it.”

      “You close to them?”

      He laughed. “You’re going to need a notepad and pen. Get in the shower and then we can get on with whatever you had planned for the day while we talk.”

      I’d planned to spend the day cross-legged on my sofa, working on design ideas for his development, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. He didn’t need to see my haphazard process.

      “Okay, you can talk to me through the bathroom door. We don’t have time to waste,” I said, heading to my bedroom, my tea in hand.

      “We’re going to be fine, you know.” He toed off his shoes and sat on my bed as if we’d known each other for years as I closed the bathroom door. It was weird, having a conversation with a stranger in my flat while I was getting naked. He could be an axe murderer or at the very least a pervert. Although I didn’t get a pervert vibe from him. He was too confident, too sure of himself.

      “It’s not like we’re being quizzed by someone trying to catch you out,” he said.

      “I told you, Karen smells a rat. She’ll absolutely be trying to catch us out.”

      “But why? I thought you said you were friends.”

      “We’ve drifted apart more recently,” I replied. “She’s said to Florence that she thinks something doesn’t add up between us.”

      “Why does she care? Because your ex is the groom? Wasn’t it over between you years ago?”

      I stepped into the shower, grateful Beck couldn’t see my expression and I could keep things breezy. “You know how gossipy people are,” I said, raising my voice so he could hear my answer and sidestepping the question. “We were together for a long time.” I wouldn’t tell a new boyfriend all the ins and outs of an old relationship right away, would I? If I had to go to that wedding, then I wanted it to be with the one person who didn’t think I was a fool—who didn’t know I’d spent years with a man who’d tossed me away and replaced me within weeks with my best friend.

      I’d been humiliated enough. I needed a break from the shame, some kind of safe harbor.

      “Were you engaged?” he asked, his deep voice carrying through the closed door.

      I screwed my eyes shut, letting the water cascade over my face, hoping that dull ache in the pit of my stomach could be washed away. This was why I didn’t want to go to the wedding. Ninety-six-point-four percent of the time, I was entirely fine as long as I didn’t think about Matt and what he and Karen had done. But if I went to Scotland there’d be no escape from the two of them for an entire week. “Not officially,” I said. “But we’d talked about it. I assumed it would happen at some point.” I’d thought we were working toward our future together. I’d got that very wrong.

      “You lived together?”

      “Yeah. In this flat.”

      Silence from the other side of the door. Good, the Matt conversation was over, and we could move on to more important stuff.

      “Did you decorate this place?” he asked.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I understand what you need in your development. I get the styles are different.” Most of this flat had been Matt’s choices, not mine. “What about you? Why do you think you’ve never lived with a woman?”

      More silence but eventually he said, “I like my own space. Enjoy coming home, putting on the news, opening a beer, and sitting on my sofa in my boxers.”

      That sounded like the boy equivalent of PJs, ice cream, and a re-watch of Bridget Jones’ Diary.

      “And you can’t do that with a woman?” I finished rinsing out my hair and turned off the shower.

      “I never have. I just like silence sometimes. I don’t want to have to talk all the time. I don’t want to have to hear about what happened in her day or remember that she took her cat to the vet or whatever.”

      “Wow. Harsh,” I replied as I dried off and slipped on my favorite robe. It was white with pink flamingos all over it. I’d washed and worn it so often a small hole had appeared under the arm, but it was the most comfortable thing I owned, and I loved it.

      Matt hated it.

      “Harsh? That I like my own company?” he asked as I opened the door. He was laid back on my bed, one arm tucked behind his head, his long legs crossed at the ankle. My stomach tilted at the sight of him. He might drive a hard bargain, be overconfident, bordering on annoying, but there was no getting away from that sharp jaw and perfect body. The way his shirt fit him just perfectly, the way his trousers hinted at his clearly muscular thighs—it was almost obscene. I glanced away, trying to focus.

      “I suppose it makes sense if you’ve never been in love, which you obviously haven’t.”

      A grin spread over his face like a sunrise. “Obviously?”

      I turned away and sat in front of my dressing table, looking at him in the mirror behind me. “Yes, it’s clear to me for two reasons. First, you wouldn’t think hearing about her day was a chore—you’d want to know about her cat.”

      “I really don’t like cats,” he said.

      “Maybe not, but if her cat is important to her and she’s important to you, then you’d want to know what happened at the vet.” Something about the way he looked at me told me he wasn’t buying it. But what did I care? “For the record, this is a cat-free zone.”

      “Thank God. What’s the second reason?” he asked, sitting up.

      “We all get days where we want to sit around and decompress after work. People in love understand that they can do that together.”

      He hooked his legs over my bed and began to examine what was on my bedside table. “Is that what it was like with you and Matt?”

      I paused as I watched him pick up the silver elephant trinket box that I’d bought on a trip to India with Matt after graduation. Matt’s parents hadn’t approved of a gap year. But we had a gap six weeks. We’d been so happy, as if we’d been limbering up for a marathon or in the wings of a theatre before the first show—we were full of excitement and nervousness, hope and expectation. I’d thought we’d be together forever.

      A lot had happened since then.

      “Maybe. In the beginning, when things were good.”

      “That’s the other thing I don’t get about couples. They always seem to stick it out when it’s clear to everyone around them that neither of them is happy and they both need to move on. Why the hell is that?”

      I uncurled the towel on my head and picked up my hairbrush. “I suppose one or both of them is hoping it will get better. Wishing it could go back to how things used to be. It’s hard to walk away when you’ve invested so much time and effort into someone.”

      “But it’s a sunk cost. That time and effort is gone—spent. No point wasting more resources on a project that’s not going anywhere.”

      “Jeez. Relationships aren’t a balance sheet. Feelings are involved. Or are you just a cold-hearted businessman who’s all about the cold, hard cash?”

      Holding the book I was currently reading—The Goldfinch—he turned to stare at me. In actual fact, it was the book I was trying to read—what I was actually reading was the latest Nora Roberts. I’d gotten into the habit of having one paperback by my bedside that Matt would approve of and the one I was reading on my Kindle where he couldn’t comment on the number of brain cells I was losing by reading it. I suppose I had no one to pretend to anymore.

      “Maybe I am. Perhaps I’m just not capable of being in a relationship.”

      “Who was your last girlfriend?”

      “Danielle. She was a pharmacist. Gorgeous girl.”

      I wasn’t about to admit it, but I’d assumed he’d be dating models or ballerinas. Where the hell did men find ballerinas? Every ex-boyfriend Florence ever had left her for a ballerina. “What did you like about her?” I asked.

      “She was busy.”

      I burst into laughter. “You liked that she was busy?”

      He shrugged. “I mean, she was pretty. Great body. Her hair was . . . glossy. What do you want me to say?”

      I bit down on my bottom lip, willing myself not to laugh again. This guy was totally clueless. “Why was the first thing that popped into your head that she was busy? Because you didn’t have to see her much?”

      He tossed my copy of The Goldfinch on the bed and wandered over to my wardrobe. “No, I don’t think so. I just liked that she had her own life, her own friends. She wasn’t too needy. Although, I think I might have assumed she needed less attention from me than she actually did.”

      “So, your ideal woman doesn’t need anything from you? You don’t have to pay attention to her, hear about her day, concern yourself with what’s important to her, just as long as she’s around for a shag at your convenience? Is that about the size of it?”

      “You’re making me sound like a dick,” he said, pulling out a pink hoodie that I really should donate or at least fold away in a drawer as I never wore it.

      “I’m just replaying what I heard.”

      “You’re saying I’m a dick.”

      “I’m not saying that.” But I wasn’t not saying that either. Make-up done, I stood up and pulled out some jeans and a top from the chest under the window. “You need to leave, go poke about in my kitchen or something while I change.”

      He fixed me with a serious expression. “I really should see you naked if we’re doing our research properly.”

      Heat rose up my body and thundered into my cheeks and I shivered. It had been a long time since I’d felt those first whispers of attraction to someone.

      I glanced up at him and he grinned and then slipped out of the room.

      Beck was Matt’s opposite. Matt had never been afraid of commitment. He’d always envisaged his life with a wife and children. I wasn’t sure if it was because we’d met so young, but neither of us had needed to get used to coupledom. We’d wanted to be together, wanted to hear about each other’s day.

      Trying to get Beck to act like a man in love—a man more like Matt—was going to require some work.
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      BECK

      Figuring out women had never been a priority for me. But this was business, and although I wasn’t good at relationships, I was good at business. I’d done a little digging and found examples of Stella’s design work—she clearly had the training she said she did and although her clients were a little different to mine, it was still obvious she’d injected some individuality into each project. But then her flat was stuffed to the brim with a hotchpotch of old stuff that didn’t seem to belong together.

      “Are we heading over to your place now?” she asked. “So I can root through your stuff and make silent judgements?”

      I laughed. She was irreverent and funny but somehow managed to hit the nail on the head. “We’re not going back to mine, but I’m happy for your judgement of me to be completely out in the open,” I said, clicking down on my key fob, the lights of the Lamborghini flashing as the doors unlocked.

      She groaned. “Really? This is your car?”

      “Is that a problem?” I asked, opening the door for her and then rounding the bonnet before getting in the drivers’ side.

      “It’s just a little . . . obvious,” she said as I sat.

      “And what you mean by obvious is new money.” I didn’t exactly snap but at the same time, I wished I hadn’t mentioned it. Joshua and Dexter were always ribbing me about this car. But I liked it. What was the point in having money unless you enjoyed yourself a little with it?

      “I suppose—not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

      “Fast cars are fun. If that’s obvious, I’ll take it.” I pulled out into almost-stationary traffic. If we weren’t in central London, I could show her just how fun cars like this could be. My money might not have been given to me by my father, but it was as good as the inherited stuff.

      “I never got the car thing, but each to their own. So where are we going if not back to your place?”

      “I don’t know. What do you like to do at the weekend?”

      She let out a breath, which I’d figured out she did to give herself more time to answer. “I usually end up working, or I’m so knackered from work that I lie in bed, waiting for death.” She grinned at me.

      She was funny. Like one of the guys. “Level with me about the recruitment consultancy thing. Why are you in a job you clearly don’t like when you used to do something you’re obviously passionate about?”

      She leaned forward and began to fiddle with the air-con. “That’s not part of the introductory course. It’s the advanced curriculum. And anyway, you’ve heard a lot about me, and you’ve been in my flat twice now. I don’t know if you live in a tumble-down bedsit in Croydon or a Georgian townhouse in Belgravia.”

      I laughed, happy to move on from talk of her job, even though I was curious about how she’d ended up where she had. I was confident I’d get her to tell me sooner or later. “I live in Mayfair, of course.”

      “Of course,” she mumbled. “Mr. Mayfair. How could I forget?”

      “So, when you’re not lying in bed, waiting for death, what do you like to do in London?”

      “Eat?” she offered as if it was more of a question than an answer. “Especially at the weekend. Take the papers, settle into lunch. With a strictly no-talking policy.”

      “Well, we can do food but I’m banning papers. We need to talk or I’m going to have to deal with you having a meltdown because you don’t feel prepared enough.”

      “It’s like you’ve known me a thousand years already. But seriously, maybe we should just accept that this situation is impossible, shake hands, and move on with our lives. If Karen figures out we’re not really dating . . . I think I’d have to emigrate to avoid the shame.”

      “There will be no emigrating. And no giving up. We have a deal.” I didn’t understand why she needed to have a boyfriend for this wedding in the first place, but if it meant she’d take me then I was up for it. “Do I have to remind you that you really want to be the designer on my new building—when are you going to get an opportunity like that again?” I didn’t mention the antique chest in her bedroom that didn’t seem to go with anything, or the weird Chesterfield sofa in her living room that looked like it belonged in some stuffy, men-only, private members lunch club. Perhaps they were hand-me-downs and she couldn’t afford anything else. I tried to focus on the work she’d previously done and ignore the fear that any talent she had for interior design was purely in her imagination. I’d cross that particular bridge when I came to it.

      “And another thing. You lie in bed at the weekends waiting for death.” I chuckled at the over-dramatic description of her mood. “This will shake things up a little, make life a little more interesting. Give you a new challenge.”

      “And if I fail . . .” She trailed off. The hopelessness in her eyes suggested there was more to her story than what she’d told me.

      “Do me a favor?” I asked. She had to stop thinking she was being forced to do this. It was her choice.

      “Another one?”

      “Funny,” I said, pulling out of the traffic and turning left off Marylebone Road. “It’s not a favor if you’re getting something in return. It’s a bargain. Give it these next two weeks. We’ll hang out. Learn about each other and then if you don’t feel prepared, we won’t go to the wedding. You can feign illness or something. Stay positive. Keep your goal in mind. We’ve got this.”

      I glanced over to find her staring out of the window, drawing a small circle with her fingertip on the glass. “You’re right. I’ve stopped believing that things can go right for me.”

      The sadness in her voice sent a chill across the surface of my skin, as if I’d been blasted with cold air.

      “I’ve been told before that I change women’s lives. So, get ready.”

      She turned to me and grinned. “You’re so cheesy.”

      Her smile chased away the chill. “So, do we have a deal?”

      “Yes.” She nodded resolutely. “I’ll stop whining, and we’ll both do our best over the next few weeks.”

      I was going to make sure the woman knew more about me than my mother and my five best friends put together. There was no way I was letting Stella London or Henry Dawnay slip through my fingers.
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      “Now where?” Stella asked as we got back to the car after a long, late lunch that had seemed to pass in a flash.

      I checked my watch. It was after six. How had all those hours passed without me noticing? What I really wanted to do was drop her off at her flat and head to the pub. That was what I did on Sunday nights. “You don’t need to prepare for tomorrow?” I asked over the roof of the car before getting in and starting the engine.

      “Prepare for what?” Stella asked. “Another thrilling week in recruitment? No, it’s been a bit quieter recently. No doubt I’ll walk into the office tomorrow and get hit with a tidal wave of phone calls and emails.” We drove in silence for a few minutes. “So, what do you normally do on a Sunday night?”

      “Work. Hang out with friends.”

      “And what about women? Even if Danielle saw the light, surely, for a man like you, sex is on the agenda?”

      What did she mean, a man like me? I wasn’t a type. I didn’t fit in a box. “Not on a Sunday,” I replied.

      “For religious reasons?” she asked. I turned to see if she was serious and found a wide, warm smile that she didn’t wear often enough.

      I decided to double back on myself and head toward my flat. She wanted to be prepared? And she could banter like one of the guys? I was going to take her to the pub with me. “Yeah, I’m a regular Benedictine monk.”

      “I didn’t get that vibe from you.”

      “Weird that. Sunday nights are about chewing the fat and drinking beer with my oldest friends.”

      “I thought you didn’t drink.”

      “They drink. I nurse a pint of lemonade,” I replied.

      “Well, you know what I’m going to suggest.”

      “I’m way ahead of you. We’ll drop the car and we’ll be there to get the first round in.”

      “Are jeans okay?” She looked down at what she was wearing. “And this shirt is old.”

      “I swear, none of these guys will notice what you’re wearing.”

      “Nice. No wonder women aren’t part of your Sunday nights if you’re full of compliments like that.”

      “I’m not saying they won’t notice you. Just that your clothes aren’t what they’ll pick up on. First will be your smile. Then, no doubt they’ll check out your arse, boobs, legs. But they won’t focus on your shirt being so very last season.”

      “I don’t know whether to laugh or punch you.” She giggled and playfully punched me in the arm, and I feigned injury.

      “Don’t hate the player. Hate the game.” I chuckled at myself as Stella rolled her eyes. “What? You told me I was cheesy. I’m just proving you right. You should be happy.”

      “You think men just break women down into body parts?” she asked as I pulled into my garage.

      It was one of those questions that was impossible to answer. I’d either come off looking like a total dick or a complete and total dick. I had to reframe the question. “The first thing we notice is a woman’s physical appearance. That’s just a fact. But that’s not the only thing we care about. And you can’t tell me it’s not the same for a woman.” I switched off the engine. “I like attention from women. I don’t mind if they see me and like what they’re looking at. It’s human nature to be attracted to the physical.”

      We got out of the car and headed to the exit. Yes, we would be early, but there was no point in going up to my flat. I wasn’t sure I was ready for Stella to be in my space.

      “So you’re saying I should prepare myself to be objectified by your friends.”

      “No more than any other woman walking into the bar. At least they won’t be focused on your shirt.” I held my hand out as the lift opened at the lobby.

      All six of us had women in our lives at various points, some more seriously than others, but only one of us was married. It wasn’t that women were banned from our weekly trips to the pub, it was just that none had ever showed up, so I wasn’t quite sure how bringing Stella along would go down.

      Joshua and Dexter knew that Stella was taking me to the wedding so I could speak to Henry. But I’d have to fill the others in so no one got the wrong end of the stick and thought things were so serious I couldn’t be away from her for an evening. It would be so out of character they’d think I’d caught some kind of weird disease. I couldn’t imagine ever feeling that close to a woman. The perfect relationship for me was a woman I saw twice a week for dinner and a sleepover. The idea of sharing a bed every night was enough to make my skin itch and my palms sweat.

      “And I don’t have to drink beer, right? Because if fitting in means drinking beer then I’m happy to stick out. I hate it.”

      “You don’t have to but if you want to fit in . . .” I said in mock warning. “I’m drinking lemonade, remember.”

      I opened the door to the exit of the building, and she stopped in her tracks. “We’re not going up to your flat?”

      “No reason to. We can go straight there. It’s just on the corner.”

      She eyed me suspiciously but walked through the plate glass doors. “Summer in London is the best,” she said.

      “When it’s sunny,” I said, heading right out of my building. The six of us took it in turns to nominate the pub we had our drinks in but over the years we’d settled on three. Tonight, it was my turn, which meant we’d spend the evening around the corner from my flat.

      “And not too humid,” she said.

      “And you don’t have to sit in traffic.”

      “And you don’t have to work,” she replied. “Let me rephrase. Sunny, not humid, workless, traffic-less, summer evenings in London are the best.”

      I nodded. I couldn’t argue with that. “And kicking back with friends is the best way to spend those evenings.”

      “Agreed. Oh, the Punchbowl?” she asked, tipping her head back to look at the sign as the softening sunlight caught the strands of her hair. “This is the one Guy Richie owns?”

      “He sold it,” I said, peeling my eyes from her and opening the door, indicating for her to go before me. “Years ago. Trust me, it’s nice.” It was my favorite pub in London. It was like an old-fashioned place that had been polished up and made to look nice. And that kind of suited me.

      “It’s Mayfair. Of course it’s going to be nice,” she said. We headed inside, and she looked around. “Gosh, it’s a lot bigger on the inside.”

      It had plenty of choice when it came to the beer, which the boys enjoyed, and the dark wood and red leather chairs gave it an authentic feel.

      “This okay?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Sure. But I bet you can’t get Dom Perignon here,” she said.

      “I wouldn’t bet on it. Grab that table and I’ll go and order. You want champagne?”

      “I really don’t. Wine, please.”

      “What kind of wine?”

      “The house white is fine.”

      I’d ordered Danielle house wine once. Jesus, she’d been pissed off at me. Apparently, no one drank house wine, and on top of that I was supposed to have remembered the kind of wine she preferred. Apparently, I’d found the only person in London who drank house wine.

      It was tradition that whoever got to the pub first ordered drinks for everyone, even if it meant beers went flat. It wasn’t a complicated order, but I took the barmaid through it three times just to make sure she had it, then returned to our large, round table with a tray of seven drinks. It looked like Stella and I were in for a big night but the boys would be here soon enough.

      “So did you guys work together? Grow up together? How do you know each other?”

      “Duke of Edinburgh,” I replied. “Gangs had just started to build up on our estate when I was a teenager and my mum thought that weekends working toward something positive like the Duke of Edinburgh award—spending time outdoors, climbing mountains, and volunteering—would keep me out of prison. And it did.” A number of the kids I’d gone to school with had ended up doing time.

      “And you stayed in touch all these years?”

      “Yeah. Took three years to get all three awards. And it introduced me to a different future. Did you do it?” I asked as I took a seat on one of the low stools.

      She shook her head. “I knew people who did, but I was indoorsy rather than outdoorsy. Is that what you enjoyed? The hiking? You climb a lot of mountains, right?”

      “That’s part of it,” I replied. “But because kids from all over the area, from all different schools and backgrounds all did the award together, I met people who wanted more out of a life than just staying out of jail or to be a drug dealer,” I said as I transferred the last pint glass from the tray to the table. I’d been the only kid from my school to do the Duke of Edinburgh award, and I hadn’t told a soul in my class. I learned early not to hand my enemies ammunition. “The kids from other areas had different stories to tell, completely different lives. And I realized my fate wasn’t fixed—I didn’t have to stay on the estate where I grew up.” I took a breath in, still sensing the gratitude I had for stumbling onto the Duke of Edinburgh award. If I hadn’t seen that poster tacked up on the notice board by the assembly hall and surreptitiously gone and taken a photograph when I’d been excused to use the loo during a geography lesson, I might have had a very different life. “There was a girl that we did the silver medal with who ended up sailing across the Atlantic—her and her mate. Amazing. They were the youngest all-girl crew to ever do it. Seeing those aspirations in other people sows seeds. The beginning of my ambition was born spending time with the others on the course, understanding what was out there in the world for me, sharing our hopes and dreams for the future. I discovered my grit and determination. By the end of those three years, I’d built the foundations of the man I’d become and made the five best friends it was possible to make.”

      “Beck, that’s amazing.”

      Stella’s eyes were sparkling, and she seemed genuinely enthralled by my story. But it was amazing. For all of us. Those hours climbing up and down mountains in the rain, snow, and unbearable heat, volunteering with disadvantaged kids, raising money for the homeless—they had been the time of my life.

      “Speaking of—here’s Dexter,” I said, glancing at the door.

      Dexter arrived at the table and his gaze slid from me to Stella and back again, his eyebrows receding farther into his hairline with every second that passed.

      “Hey, mate,” I said. “You’ve heard about Stella.” I gestured next to me.

      “Oh, right. You two are going to the wedding together.” He kissed Stella on each cheek before taking a seat next to her.

      “That’s the plan,” I said before Stella could start on how impossible it would be.

      “And you’re friends now?” he asked.

      “We’re getting there,” I replied. “As I’m going as Stella’s plus one, we thought it would be good to spend some time together.”

      “He’s pretending to be my boyfriend, so I need to know everything about him. I’m hoping as his friends, you’ll be able to fill me in on all the stuff he doesn’t want to tell me.”

      Dexter shot her a grin that said he’d just won the lottery. “I’m pretty sure we can manage that.”

      “Manage what?” Joshua asked as he approached the table, setting his wallet down before noticing Stella. I swore one of these days he was going to walk right into the road because he was thinking up some complicated algorithm or something.

      “Joshua, Stella. Stella, Joshua.” I should have ensured we arrived late, that way we only had to do introductions once.

      “We have to rake up every awful thing we know about Beck to tell Stella,” Dexter said.

      “This isn’t a Vegas residency—we’re here for one night only,” Joshua replied.

      I really should have briefed them before bringing Stella. They were joking, but I wasn’t sure what would send Stella running in the opposite direction of the wedding. The last thing I needed was for these guys to destroy my last chance to meet Henry.

      By the time Andrew arrived, Stella already knew I was shit at football. I didn’t bother to add that it was because I hated the game. By the time we’d all sunk our first pints, Stella was almost through her glass of wine and the flush in her cheeks and her near-constant smile suited her. Apparently laughing at my expense relaxed her.

      “His legs were so thin, he could have slid down a plughole,” Dexter said.

      “Fuck off,” I said. “I was just lean, that’s all.”

      “Spindly more like,” Tristan said. “My mum used to pack chocolate bars into my rucksack to give you. She thought you were malnourished.”

      “That’s a lie. You never gave me any chocolate.”

      “Of course not. I kept it for myself.” Tristan shrugged as if I were stupid.

      “You all did all the levels together?” Stella asked.

      “Yeah. We all did bronze, silver, and gold, so it took a while,” Tristan said. “Years. I couldn’t shake these guys even if I wanted to.”

      “One of the best things I’ve ever done in my life, even if it did mean I hung out with this lot of losers,” Dexter said. “Getting all three medals is one of the achievements in my life I’m most proud of.”

      I nodded and looked up to see the other four guys nodding too. Tristan was a billionaire who’d built up his online pharmaceutical distribution business from scratch. Dexter was a diamond dealer and as sharp a man as I’d ever met. All six of us were the best in our field. We all had a lot to be proud of. But Duke of Edinburgh would make top three on our list of accomplishments any day of the week. We all owed a good portion of our success to the skills we developed during those times.

      “And you get to go to Buckingham Palace, right?” Stella asked.

      “If you complete gold, you sure do. We met the Duke of Edinburgh.” Dexter pulled out his phone and brought up a picture of him and his mum and dad in front of the palace gates. We all had a similar picture. And of course, we had plenty of the six of us.

      “You all seem very passionate about it,” Stella said.

      “Well, Beck here is,” Dexter said. “If he hadn’t done Duke of Edinburgh, he would have fallen down a plughole.”

      “Fuck off. I was lean.”

      Stella laughed and part of me wanted to strip down naked and challenge anyone to take the piss out of me. I was still lean, but unlike when I was fourteen, I now had the muscles that defined my shape. I didn’t get out into the country to hike as much as I’d like, but I was committed to running and the gym.

      “So, what else do I need to know about this guy?” Stella asked.

      “He’s disgustingly competitive,” Tristan said.

      “Coming from you?” He had to be kidding. Tristan was one of the most competitive people on the planet and the worst loser who ever lived.

      “We’re not talking about me,” he replied. “We’re talking about you.”

      “We’re all competitive,” I said. None of us could argue with that. What went unspoken was that we’d all step in front of a train for each other.

      When Gabriel’s father died when I was seventeen, I caught three trains and walked seven miles to get to the funeral.

      Two years ago, when Tristan’s sister’s boyfriend punched her, Joshua tracked him down online, drained his bank accounts of money, destroyed his credit rating, and gave him a criminal record for aggravated assault.

      When I bought my first flat in Hackney, all of them showed up and helped me gut the place.

      We were brothers. I’d learned some time ago that family wasn’t about blood that you shared but experiences that bound you.

      “Okay, what about current bad habits?” Stella asked.

      “Honestly, he’s not got the greatest track record with women,” Joshua said. “But other than that, he’s a pretty decent guy.”

      “What does his track record with women look like?” Stella asked.

      “Women just aren’t my focus,” I replied before anyone else could add something I couldn’t row back from. “So I can be a bit thoughtless.”

      “Have you ever had a serious relationship?” she asked.

      “Serious?” Dexter asked with a chortle.

      “I work too much,” I mumbled.

      “Like I keep telling you, mate, you won’t have to consciously try to make an effort when you find the right woman. But until then, a fake relationship sounds like a good idea. Make sure you keep him on his toes,” Dexter said.

      “So this is some kind of immersion weekend before you go to the wedding?” Joshua asked. “I guess you had to squeeze it in before you go to New York next week.”

      Fuck, I’d completely forgotten I was headed stateside next week. Stella wasn’t going to be happy.

      “You’re going to New York?” she asked. “For how long?”

      “The trip is ten days in all. I’m spending a few days in Chicago, but I don’t go until Thursday.”

      “Can you cancel? We have prep to do. I won’t make a total fool out of myself in front of all my friends.”

      I’d been winning with Stella before my trip had been mentioned. She’d relaxed and I’d begun to enjoy her company. I already recognized the beginning of a spiral into meltdown territory.

      “I can’t cancel. These meetings have been arranged for months. But it will be fine. I feel like you know me better than my own mother at this point.” The meeting in Chicago was about the possibility of converting an old hotel into luxury flats. It could turn out to be very lucrative. And I was looking forward to diversifying and spreading my wings a little.

      Stella set her drink on the table and sat back, looking as though dark clouds had gathered above her. Her mouth was downturned, and her eyebrows pulled together. “I’m serious, Beck, Karen will stop at nothing to embarrass me. And I don’t think I could handle it. I’ve had enough humiliation to last me a lifetime. Being at the wedding is bad enough.”

      “Humiliation? What do you mean?”

      Her eyes filled with tears, which was the last thing I was expecting. Despite her claim that she and Karen were friends, it didn’t seem that way at all. But why would going to the wedding be so awful? I didn’t want to ask and risk upsetting her even more. “You could come with me to America?” I suggested.

      “Don’t be crazy. I can’t follow you to New York. Apart from anything else, I don’t have enough holiday left. Especially since I have to take a week for the wedding.”

      “So, hand your notice in. You’re not going to be able to do that job and do all the design on my building anyway.” What was I doing? I shouldn’t be encouraging her to give up her job. It would be better for me if she realized herself that she couldn’t do the two things and ended up pulling out of my project.

      “I’ll figure it out.” She tapped her finger on the bottom of her wine glass. She didn’t sound too convincing. “In the meantime, you need to cancel your trip.”

      “That’s not going to happen. I’ll be at the end of the phone. We can even FaceTime. But I’m not cancelling. End of story.”

      “Oh, did I mention how stubborn Beck is?” Joshua asked.

      “Piss off,” I replied. “You wouldn’t cancel in my position either. And there’s no need to. If we were having a relationship, we would talk a lot by phone, so that’s what we’ll do. I’ll call you five times a day if necessary.” Truthfully, going to the US when Stella was so jittery wasn’t ideal, but I’d have to make good on my word and call her a lot—ask her questions, answer hers. It would be fine.

      “I guess, like you said, I can wait and see how confident I’m feeling and tell them I’m sick if I don’t think we’re ready.”

      “We’re going to be ready. I promise you.” One thing Stella would learn about me was that I didn’t make promises I didn’t keep.
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      STELLA

      With Beck in New York, I was going to have to make the best of things. It wasn’t as if he were on a desert island somewhere without his mobile. After elbowing my way through the lunchtime crowds of Seven Dials, I threw my salad onto my desk and pulled out my phone. It was nine in the morning in New York. Beck should be ready for a few questions.

      Me: Are u there?

      Beck: Where?

      Me: On the other end of the phone?

      Beck: No.

      He was almost funny.

      I had to use the time he was away as efficiently as possible. I needed to think of the kind of digging Karen was going to do. No internet research was going to tell her anything that would be a problem. It wasn’t like Beck was secretly gay or married or a priest or something.

      He liked women. His friends had assured me of that in the pub. I grinned to myself. He was always so cool and confident, it was nice to see he wasn’t perfect—the way his friends ribbed him about stuff in front of me had clearly irritated him.

      It was cute.

      Almost as if he wanted to present the best version of himself to me. As if he wanted me to like him.

      And I did like him. So far. Not that it mattered. Although, obviously he was attractive. An eighty-five-year-old lesbian nun would be a little giddy around Beck.

      But it didn’t matter. Because we weren’t dating. We were getting to know each other. That was different.

      Somehow.

      Me: What’s your favorite restaurant in London?

      Nothing.

      Two minutes later—nothing.

      Ten minutes later—still nothing.

      Five hours later just as I was logging out to go home—Beck was still radio silent. What could be more important to him than this? I thought he desperately wanted to go to the wedding.

      Three dots popped up, indicating he was online, not that I had the phone jammed in my hand or anything.

      But then nothing.

      I typed out “hello” and then deleted it. Then typed out another less polite message and deleted that one as well.

      I knew if any sane person could see me now, they’d wonder what the hell was going on. Time to call in the only person I was completely sure was sane: Florence.

      I shot past the lifts and took the stairs where I could get mobile coverage.

      “Hey,” she answered.

      “I need you to talk me off a cliff. Oh, and hello.”

      I heard her take a deep breath and it made me copy her and fill my lungs.

      “What’s going on.”

      Florence understood how difficult this wedding was going to be for me. She’d understand a little freaking out. “Beck isn’t answering my messages.”

      As I exited the building, by some miracle my bus was waiting for me at the stop. I climbed on and pressed the phone harder against my head, hoping I’d hear Florence over the traffic and announcements on the bus.

      “At all? Or has he just not answered one text. Yet?”

      “The one I sent him five hours ago hasn’t been answered. And before you ask, he’s seen it and it’s after lunch in New York.” I wasn’t being entirely unreasonable and expecting him to answer in the middle of the night or anything.

      “You know what I’m going to say,” Florence replied.

      I stared out of the window, watching the push and pull of the office workers trying to escape the area and the tourists pouring in. “That I should never have agreed to go to this wedding in the first place?” Well, that was completely certain. “It was a deal I couldn’t say—”

      “You know that’s not what I was going to say. He’s in New York for a reason, not just to message you the entire time. He’ll reply. He knows he has to keep you happy and stop you from completely melting down.”

      She was right. He was probably in a meeting. Or multiple meetings.

      But didn’t he get a loo break?

      “Karen is going to do her best to figure out if we’re an act. I can’t give her any chinks in our armor.”

      “Yeah, she’s on a mission now. If I didn’t know better, I would say she’s more interested in you and Beck than she is about the wedding itself. She called me again last night and asked a ton of questions about when you two met and then when I’d met him.”

      My heart pounded, sucking up blood from my toes and making them turn marble-cold. I’d half hoped Florence would tell me Karen had forgotten by now and that in Scotland she’d be far more focused on her wedding and her guests, but she’d done the opposite. “Maybe I should have gone to New York,” I replied. I could have phoned in sick, although knowing my luck, I would have bumped into someone from the office on the Heathrow Express.

      “Who cares what Karen thinks, anyway,” Florence said. “She’s a witch. You don’t need someone like that to believe you.”

      I thought Florence got it. “Karen can’t know that Beck and I aren’t a real couple. Gordy hasn’t said something, has he?” Was she trying to warm me up before she told me that Gordy had spilled the beans?

      “Gordy doesn’t speak to Karen. And actually he hasn’t spoken to Matt much either. Between you and me, they’ve had a bit of a falling out. Gordy really doesn’t approve of what he’s done.”

      Gordy was a sweet, kind man who might just deserve Florence.

      My thoughts tumbled down into the I-can’t-believe-this-has-happened valley. I’d spent a lot of time in that place, ruminating and wondering what had gone on, when things had gone wrong, how long Matt and Karen had been together—I couldn’t go back there.

      “Well, he’s done what he’s done. I’m trying to look to the future—otherwise I wouldn’t be going to this wedding.” The bus pulled up at my stop just three doors down from the flat I’d thought would become the place where Matt and I lived as newlyweds.

      “Exactly, so who cares if Karen figures out you and Beck. You still get the job. You still move forward.”

      I might still get the job of a lifetime but somehow, I needed more than that. I had to believe that I could be more than the girl whose best friend and boyfriend got married. “I need evidence,” I said. “Yes, the job’s important. I need the chance to get my design business up and running, but I need something else too. I’m in a rut—or I’m on a losing streak or something. At the moment, if I got that job, I’m worried something would happen to stuff it up. I need this pretend boyfriend thing to go right to break the pattern.”

      “To end your losing streak?”

      I put the key in the lock and pushed the door open into the hallway. Absolutely nothing about coming home had changed since Matt had left. Except Matt wasn’t here. The coat hooks still had too many coats on them, even though they were just my coats and jackets now. The succulent his mother had brought on her last visit still sat on the console table. The deep red carpet still made the hallway look dark. “Exactly. Maybe.” It wasn’t exactly a run of bad luck I was having. But I’d gotten into a pattern of bad stuff happening and it was starting to feel normal. “Something good needs to happen. And you know what? I want to convince everyone at that wedding, including Karen, that Beck is my boyfriend because I want to know that people think it’s possible.”

      “I’m not following you. Think what’s possible? That you could date a guy like Beck?”

      “Sort of. I mean, he’s good looking, hardworking, he has a great body, his own business. He’s funny—sometimes. He’s got nice friends. I don’t know, I just want people to believe that I’m worth someone like that. That I’m worth something more than a cheating boyfriend. I swear people think that I must have done something to deserve it.” The fact was, I was always trying to figure out what I could have done differently. What I could have done to have stopped Matt cheating.

      “Stella, I believe you’re worth more than a man like Matt.”

      I didn’t like the tinge of pity I heard when she said my name.

      “You don’t count. You’re biased.” I pulled open the bedside drawer that had been Matt’s. When I’d packed up his stuff, I’d forgotten this drawer, and when I realized, I didn’t bother to tell him. And I hadn’t emptied it. It was almost as if I didn’t want to get rid of the last pieces of him for some reason. Now a packet of mints, a pen that he’d gotten from his dad when he got his first job, and a dog-eared copy of Into the Wild were the only things of Matt left in this flat. In my life. I slammed the drawer shut. “It’s not just the Beck thing—I want people to think I’m strong and capable. And that my whole life hasn’t been busted into a million pieces.”

      “You want everyone else to believe that?”

      I did. I wanted the entire world to believe that I was okay. That I was not only capable of surviving Matt and Karen’s betrayal, but I had thrived despite them.

      If everyone else believed it, maybe I could too.

      The sound of a message arriving bleeped on my phone.

      “I’m putting you on speaker,” I said. If Beck was online, I wanted to make the most of it.

      Beck: J Sheekey. You?

      So he hadn’t died. And I liked his choice in restaurant.

      Matt always liked Rules for the venison, so we used to go there a lot. I preferred something a little more modern and less stuffy. Like J Sheekey or Scotts. But Matt didn’t like fish.

      Me: Scotts

      Beck: Nice. I like it there too. Do you have brothers and sisters?

      I grinned and flopped back on my bed. Beck was taking this seriously.

      “You think this will be one of those things that I look back on and say, thank God that happened? Thank goodness Matt cheated on me and ran off with Karen and married her within weeks?”

      “Absolutely,” Florence said as if she were in no doubt. “Wouldn’t surprise me if they were divorced by the end of the year.”

      “And I won’t even notice they’re divorcing because I’ll be so busy at work.”

      “And you’ll be having amazing sex with an intelligent, handsome, funny guy who treats you like gold.”

      “Actual sex? Or the make-believe sex like I’m having with Beck?”

      “You never know—by the end of a week in Scotland you might be having actual sex with Beck,” Florence replied.

      I ignored the fizzle under my ribs at the thought.

      “I just want the design job. I can live without his penis.”

      “I bet it’s super handsome. Just like him,” Florence said.

      “I’m going,” I said through my giggle. “You’re ridiculous and Beck just replied. I need to pepper him with questions.”

      “I hate to say I told you so, but I knew he’d reply,” Florence said. “I’ll be saying the same thing when you two end up hooking up in Scotland.”

      “I’m hanging up,” I said.

      Beck and I weren’t going to hook up. We were going to nail this fake boyfriend and girlfriend thing. Beck was going to get his Mayfair building, and I was going to get my life back.
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      STELLA

      “You think we’re ready?” I asked, unzipping my case in our hotel room. Between Beck’s meetings, the time difference, and my dragon of a boss, Beck and I had texted every day, spoken a handful of times, and even squeezed in a video call over the past ten days, but I was still nervous. I’d been trying to dampen down the rising panic all morning, but now that we were here, an hour away from beginning the celebration of a marriage of the two people who’d betrayed me, being here seemed ridiculous. Being here with Beck made it worse as if he emphasized that I was alone. I had no one. “I’d not considered the logistics of sharing a room. I need a drink.”

      “The logistics?”

      “You know. Two people. One bed.”

      “I think it would raise suspicions if we had separate rooms,” he said.

      He obviously thought I was too stupid to live. Of course I understood we had to share a room in the hotel, but I’d not mentally prepared myself. All my energy had gone to focusing on getting through the weekend. The day of the ceremony, my plan was to take a seat on one of the pews at the back, on the side away from the aisle so I could see and hear as little as possible. Then, rather than wait around for photographs, I’d disappear back to the hotel. But we had days to get through before that final obstacle.

      And here we were at the first obstacle—I’d not given sharing a bedroom with a perfect stranger much thought, and as if my suitcase wanted to provide me with proof, I pulled out my pajamas. If Beck and I were really dating, my pink nightwear with daisies speckled all over them would not be the way to go. No doubt he was used to seeing women in something sheer, sexy, and impossible to sleep in. Well, tonight he’d get to see what women wore to bed when they weren’t sharing it with an attractive man. “I know,” I replied. “But, it’s weird. We hardly know each other.”

      “That’s not even remotely true. I know more about you than anyone, barring my immediate family and my five closest friends.”

      The more time I spent with Beck, the more questions kept popping into my head. “What about your mum’s middle name?” I asked.

      “Bridget.”

      “I should have probably met her.”

      He chuckled, like he did most times when I began to sidestep into meltdown territory. He’d had to talk me down from a cliff at least three times since we’d made our pact. He was good at it. Knew what to say and which buttons to press. It was weird—I knew he was doing it to make sure he got what he wanted, but it always came across as if he had my best interests at heart. He was dangerous like that because he was just protecting what he wanted. I needed to remember that. He wasn’t just being nice. He had an agenda, however convincing he might be. Everything he did was pretend.

      “You know we’re not really dating, right?” he asked. “And we’re only pretending that we’ve been dating for just less than three months.” He’d unpacked at lightning speed, zipped up his suitcase, and stowed it behind the door.

      I sighed dramatically. “Beck, when you know, you know. Three months is a long time. It’s time we thought about taking things to the next level. We’re in love. It’s serious. What are we waiting for?”

      He paused for a second. “Three months is a long time? Would you be expecting to talk to someone you’re dating about the future, about marriage, after three months?”

      I thought about it for a second. I couldn’t remember when Matt and I had started talking about marriage and the future, even names for our kids, but we’d been so young when we’d met it hadn’t seemed imminent. Just something we’d do in the future. Except the future had never arrived. “I think it would depend on the relationship, but if it was the good kind, then sure. Why not?”

      “Three months in I’m not even making dinner reservations a week in advance—I’m certainly not thinking about honeymoon destinations.”

      “So, are you just waiting for the right girl to come in and bowl you over or are you refusing to settle down before a certain birthday or . . . What’s your deal?”

      He scooted back on the bed and watched as I continued to unpack, unzip, and tidy. “You think I’ve scheduled in getting serious with someone on the day after my thirty-fifth birthday?”

      “Some men do.” Matt had been a planner. Whenever I’d mentioned marriage, he’d always tell me how he wanted to get to a certain point in his career or be living in a different house. There had always been some practical reason why it wasn’t the right time. Although seeing how quickly he’d married Karen had changed all those reasons into excuses. “You’re saying you’re not one of them. Have you had your heart broken—is that the issue?”

      “There’s no issue and no history of a broken heart. I’m just happy doing what I’m doing. What about you? You’re looking to find a man who’s going to march you down the aisle within three months?”

      “God, no, but if I was going to marry someone, I think I’d know within three months.”

      I couldn’t imagine marrying anyone now. Matt and I had grown up together. There was nothing we didn’t know about each other. I’d never have that kind of intimacy with someone again, but that was what I was looking for—someone who knew me inside out and back to front and vice versa. I wasn’t into hiding, pretending—presenting my best side as Karen would say.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to commit to anything but a particular cocktail from now on. It’s difficult to find someone you want to spend time with and want to share every thought in your head with and hear exactly what they’re thinking. Imagine if the last few weeks with us had been real—squeezing in phone calls, texts. It’s hard and it has to be worth it.” It hadn’t been difficult with Beck because I was hell-bent on not being humiliated. And he was easy to talk to and valiantly put up with my crazy questions.

      “Just so we’re clear, if anyone asks, we’re not engaged, right?” he asked.

      “You look terrified at the prospect of even pretending.” I shook my head. Thank God I wasn’t dating Beck. We wouldn’t last an evening. He screamed scared of commitment from every pore. “We’re desperately in love but there’s no engagement. But of course, if someone nudges you and says, ‘You next,’ you have to try not to look as if they’ve just asked you to carve your leg off with a rusty knife. Smile and say something positive like—”

      “‘If she’ll have me’ or ‘I hope so.’ I get it, Stella. You don’t need to worry that I’m going to mess up.”

      I wasn’t really worried about Beck. He could more than handle himself. I was worried about me. How would I react to seeing Karen and Matt celebrating the official start of their lives together? Would I be able to swallow down the pain at the sight of everyone gathered to wish them well? Would I be wishing it was me and then hating myself for being so pathetic? “Is there a mini-bar? I need a drink.”

      Beck glanced at his watch before heading over to the cabinet under the window. It was barely lunchtime, but I needed something to give me the courage to get down those stairs. “What do you want?” he asked, peering into the small fridge.

      “Do they have wine?”

      He pulled out a bottle and set about getting a glass and pouring it for me. “It’s going to be fine, Stella. We’ve totally got this. We just need to stick together like we did at the engagement party.”

      What did he know? It wasn’t his ex and ex-best friend getting married. I just needed to remind myself that it was just a week out of my life and in return, I’d hopefully get my career back.

      I could do this.

      I could make people believe I hadn’t been broken by Matt and Karen’s cheating.

      I could convince everyone I had a new, better life.

      Probably.
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      BECK

      I didn’t like weddings even if I’d been invited. There was always someplace better to be—work, hiking with the boys, an abattoir. But this wedding was different. This wedding was work. And Henry Dawnay was the only meeting I had planned. I scanned the bright, sunny room where they were having welcome drinks, trying to look as if I wasn’t looking for anyone. Which I totally was. It might be day one, but I didn’t want to miss an opportunity to run into Henry.

      “God, this is pretty,” Stella said. I wasn’t sure if she realized she’d tightened her hand in mine as if I were her life jacket in choppy, open waters. I looked around the room again, trying to see what she did. I supposed it was pretty. There were blue and white fresh flowers everywhere I looked—framing the doors, in swags around the picture rails, and small arrangements on every table. The French doors opened up to a brick patio where people were spilling out onto a lawn. Perhaps Henry was out there. It sounded like they had a string quartet playing—maybe he liked the music?

      As we walked through the room, a waiter approached us with a tray of champagne. I took two glasses and handed one to Stella, who promptly downed hers, so I handed her mine. She smiled, slightly embarrassed, but took the glass nonetheless. She needed to take it easy on the alcohol, or I was going to have to carry her back up to our room. She was beyond stressed out. And I wasn’t sure if it was just because it was her ex’s wedding or if she was worried that we’d be caught faking it. Getting to know her had been eye-opening. I’d gotten an insight into how women thought. With me, what you saw was what you got. I’d realized over the last couple of weeks that the women I normally spent time with didn’t tell me half what they were thinking. In contrast, Stella didn’t hold back. I had a near-constant running commentary on what was going on inside her head. She’d assured me that all women thought similarly about various issues—men who only called late at night, men who wouldn’t go down on a woman but wanted a blow job, and men with back hair, among many other things. I also knew her opinion on men who ghosted women—which had happened to Florence before Gordy came along, apparently—on the joys of working from bed, and the importance of hedgehogs. It was as if I’d suddenly inherited a sister.

      Except Stella was hot.

      “You look beautiful,” I said, trying to calm her nerves. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she had a drinking problem, but I’d never seen her like this before.

      She was looking particularly stunning today. She’d picked out a floaty, floral dress with long, billowing sleeves and a deeply cut neckline. When she walked, I got a glimpse of her toned, tanned legs. It was a dress that looked demurer than it turned out to be.

      And that suited Stella—one thing on the face of it, hinting at something more interesting underneath.

      That dress could have been made for her. But my favorite thing about her today was the way she’d scraped up one side of her hair with a clip that had fresh flowers on it. It was innocent and sexy at the same time. It showed off her long neck and emphasized her cheekbones. She was gorgeous, even if she didn’t realize how gorgeous.

      She had nothing to worry about. I’d only laid eyes on the bride once, but the first time I’d seen Karen, I wondered why on earth Stella’s ex had dumped her. Not that Karen wasn’t attractive, but she wasn’t as beautiful as Stella, either. Not even close.

      “I don’t see Henry,” she said, emptying her second glass of champagne and catching a passing waiter, swapping her empty glass for two full ones.

      She handed one to me.

      “Are you sure you’re not going to take both of them?” I asked with a smile.

      She grimaced. “Sorry. I need to be medicated to get through tonight. Hopefully it won’t be so difficult after I see them for the first time.”

      But she was friends with them, wasn’t she? I wasn’t getting the full story from Stella, but given she’d been so open about so much with me, she must have her reasons to keep secrets. I wasn’t going to make her feel uncomfortable.

      “Here’s Florence and Gordy. They might have seen Henry.”

      “How are you holding up?” Florence asked once we’d all greeted each other.

      “I’m fine,” Stella replied. “Well, you know, as fine as can be expected.”

      “You need a drink,” Florence said. “Or maybe you don’t,” she added as Stella stumbled on a completely flat surface. It wasn’t even eight yet. At this rate she’d be throwing up within the hour.

      “That was my shoes, but I have to admit, this isn’t my first glass. At this rate, Beck will have to carry me upstairs.”

      “And that’s not part of the package,” I replied, and Stella blushed and put her finger to her lips.

      I hadn’t meant part of our deal—it was an offhand comment that was just meant to be a joke, but I could feel the heat in her cheeks in the tips of my fingers even though I hadn’t touched them. She needed to stop being so fixated on what was fake between us and focus on what was real.

      I really knew her—more than any woman.

      I really liked her.

      And I really wanted to get to know her more.
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      Right on cue at just before ten, Stella clutched her stomach and said, “I’m not feeling great. I might head back up to the room.”

      I hadn’t spotted Henry and felt sure he wasn’t about to arrive just as everyone was leaving. I’d have to be patient. It was just that all of my patience had been used up getting to this point. I needed his signature on the contract. I had exactly a week after the ceremony to get his signature. Then I could call the bank to tell them to call off the dogs and I could start on redevelopment. I was done waiting.

      “I’ll come up with you,” I said, taking Stella’s glass from her before she could down the last half a glass of champagne that we’d likely both see on the way back up. Luckily, Stella was a harmless, funny drunk. Cute really. I’d had a couple of girlfriends who turned into two-headed, fire-breathing monsters after a couple of glasses of wine. I’d not dated one of those for a while. The last one had been Joan. She’d been cool and sexy, and it was all going so well until one Friday night we went for dinner after she’d been drinking—it was as if she’d been possessed by an evil spirit. She’d started telling me how no one was going to fall in love with me because I was such a cold-hearted bastard who used women for sex. Her cool-girl act had been exactly that—an act.

      Stella just got more relaxed. Her shoulders fell by several inches each drink and then her head had tilted to one side as she kept telling Florence and Gordy how much she loved them.

      Stella grabbed Florence and they hugged each other as if they were expecting to never see each other again.

      “It’ll be about nine hours until you see her at breakfast,” I said.

      “Yes, and Bea and Jo will arrive soon. It will be so great to see them.” Stella launched her hand in the air and cocked out one hip. She was going to take somebody’s eye out. “To see all the girls from St. Catherine’s.”

      Hopefully, Henry would arrive tomorrow. Joshua better have been right when he’d said Henry would be here all week, or we were going to fall out.

      “Right. Bed,” she said.

      I placed my hand at the small of her back, gently encouraging her forward.

      “Beck, you’re a very nice guy,” she said, pointing her finger at my cheekbone as we started up the old, oak staircase, her toned thigh slipping out from under the fabric with every step she took. The dress was perfect for her—sweet and sexy. If the dress had downed at least a bottle of wine, I’d say they were related. “You’ve been the perfect gentleman tonight.”

      “Were you expecting something else?” I asked as we reached the landing, and I pulled out the key to our room.

      I turned when I realized she wasn’t by my side—she was frozen in the middle of the hallway.

      “Am I attractive?” she asked.

      The ground beneath my legs suddenly felt less stable—was she about to turn into a Joan? Was this a trick question where any answer I gave provoked rage? If I said yes, I would be objectifying her, and if I said no, I’d be some kind of mean bastard. “Of course. Let’s go inside.” I gestured to our room, holding the door open.

      “Do you mean that?” she asked as she slid past me. “Or are you just saying that?”

      I took a deep breath as I got a great view of her bottom as she bent from the waist to unclasp her shoes. There was no doubt she was attractive. From the moment I’d laid eyes on her, I’d been struck by her openness. And her high cheekbones and her eyes that watched me so intently. “I rarely say things just for the sake of it,” I replied, shrugging off my jacket and placing it on a hanger.

      “But am I marriage material?”

      Oh God, were we really going to do this? I wasn’t her therapist. I wasn’t her sister or best friend. I didn’t do girl talk. “I have no idea what marriage material is.”

      “Karen’s marriage material.” She struggled with the zip on the back of her dress, and I stepped forward to help her. “Well, clearly. We’re at her wedding. But I obviously wasn’t. Not for Matt anyway. And not for anyone, according to my left ring finger.” Before I could turn away, she let her unzipped dress fall to the floor. For a half-second, I expected her to proposition me, but she seemed to have moved on from worrying about sharing a bed and a bathroom and now seemed perfectly happy to walk around in her underwear. I wasn’t about to discourage her. Not with a body like that. Her skin was flawless, and her curves were in all the right places. Some men liked big boobs, but I liked a woman whose breasts were in proportion with everything else. Like Stella’s.

      She bent over and reached under her pillow and began to put on her PJs. “I bet the women you normally go to bed with wear super-sexy negligees, right?” She stumbled on the word negligee, and I had to bite back a grin. She was verging dangerously close to adorable.

      “Usually they’re naked.” There was little need for clothes if a woman was staying the night with me. I didn’t do sleepovers to watch Game of Thrones and drink tea.

      She scrunched up her nose. “Urgh. That’s gross. And cold. And what happens if there’s a fire alarm?”

      “So you’re saying I should leave some clothes on?” I asked.

      Her eyes widened and she started to giggle. “Yes! Cover your penis.”

      It wasn’t the usual thing I was used to hearing in the bedroom.

      “Do you think someone will marry me someday?” she asked, looking down at her bedclothes before collapsing on the small, blue sofa next to the mini-bar.

      I pulled on a t-shirt and padded toward her. She needed a glass of water. “Do you just want to marry anyone, or does it matter who?” I asked. I’d never understood women who had a goal of getting married. Didn’t that just happen if it happened?

      I crouched at the drinks’ cabinet, pulling out glasses and water.

      “I’m just saying that I think some girls are the type men marry and some aren’t.”

      I handed her a glass.

      “Thank you,” she said. Her eyes were dull and the corners of her mouth downturned. She was usually so upbeat—determined and focused on our preparation. I took a seat beside her.

      “I’m not sure that’s true. But then again, I’m probably not the guy to ask.”

      “I bet you’re the type that just goes out with models and bloody ballerinas.”

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever dated a ballerina. Is that a thing?” I stretched my arm across the back of the sofa cushion, angling myself toward her. Why did she have a thing about ballerinas? And marriage? Maybe it was just because we were at a wedding of her ex.

      “But I’m not your type, right? I can tell.”

      There was no doubt about that, but not because I wouldn’t give her a second glance if I passed her on the street. I would. I’d notice across the room. I might even buy her a drink—or dinner. But getting to know her these past few weeks—she was different. Worth more somehow. “Stella, you’re an attractive woman—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, she lunged at me, pressing her lips to mine.

      I froze.

      Ordinarily, I had no problem with women kissing me. Especially a woman as attractive as Stella. But I knew Stella well enough by now to know her kissing me wasn’t about me. It was all about being at this wedding, the nerves and the alcohol. Tomorrow she’d be shrouded with regret and that wasn’t the way it should be. If I was going to kiss Stella London, she wouldn’t regret it. She wasn’t going to be thinking about her ex or getting caught and she wasn’t going to be under the influence of a bottle of champagne.

      She pulled away and covered her face with her hands. “Oh my God. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m doing. Of course, you don’t want me.”

      I didn’t know what to say. “It’s not that, Stella. It’s just—”

      She covered her ears and screwed her eyes shut. “No, please don’t give me a rundown. I’m tired, drunk, and emotional. I’m really sorry.” She bounced up from the sofa and headed to the wardrobe, pulling down blankets. “I’m going to sleep on the sofa. Please, can we pretend this never happened?”

      Bloody hell, as if I was going to let her sleep on the sofa. The last thing I wanted to do was embarrass her. If she hadn’t had so much wine, I may well have been the one kissing her rather than the other way around. What a shitstorm. “Don’t be silly. I’ll take the sofa if sharing a bed makes you feel uncomfortable.”

      “The other way around, more likely. I’m an idiot. I was just lonely and feeling sorry for myself. I’m really, really sorry.”

      “Please don’t apologize. I’m very flattered—”

      She groaned and dragged the blankets to the sofa, shooing me off as she set about creating herself a makeshift bed.

      “I’m serious. You’re gorgeous.” It wasn’t like I could tell her I’d be completely up for getting naked if she were sober and not so obviously sad about her ex-boyfriend or not being married. Or something.

      She got under the blanket and turned toward the back of the sofa, her legs curled up so she could fit. “I’d be really grateful if we could just forget all about this.”

      I scraped my hand through my hair, desperate to make her feel better. It really was no big deal. “Of course. Consider it forgotten, on one condition: you sleep in the bed. I’ll take the sofa if it makes you feel better.”

      “You can’t sleep on here. You’re about six foot fifteen.”

      I’d much prefer not to spend the night with my legs wrapped around my head. I’d probably take the floor instead. “Six foot two. So, let’s both sleep in the bed. I’ll build a pillow wall down the middle if it helps?” I set about pulling the pillows down to the middle of the bed but by the time I finished, Stella hadn’t moved a muscle. There was only one thing for it. I scooped her off the sofa, and before she could ask me what the hell I was doing, I put her down on the bed.

      “There. Now sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

      “Thanks,” she said in a small voice, and I grinned to myself. She was cute when she was embarrassed. I had no idea why she didn’t think she was marriage material, she outshone everyone in the room tonight. She might not believe it, but she was entirely kissable and almost irresistible. But tonight, between us? The time just wasn’t right. When it was, I would kiss her, and she wouldn’t be thinking of any ex-boyfriends when I did.

      She wouldn’t be drunk.

      She wouldn’t be sad.

      And she wouldn’t ever be sorry.
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      STELLA

      Oh. My. God.

      Every time I thought back to last night, my stomach dived into my feet and I had to pause whatever I was doing to make sure I wasn’t about to throw up. Why could I have not passed out rather than decide I’d try to kiss Beck? It was as if I wasn’t content with the humiliation of being at my ex-boyfriend’s wedding with a stranger who was pretending to be my boyfriend. I had to bear the additional shame of trying to kiss the most handsome man alive.

      I was an idiot.

      I wasn’t sure anything was worth spending the rest of the week here. If I’d been sober enough to charge my phone, I was pretty sure I’d have booked a flight out of this cave of mortification by now. It didn’t help that we were all being bused to Matt’s uncle’s castle from the hotel for a day of activities. It might only be a fifteen-minute journey, but the narrow, winding roads mixed with the memories of the evening before were threatening to bring up last night’s dinner. At least I was at the front of the coach—last on, first off. I’d nearly missed it, and I was almost certain that by the end of the day I would wish I had.

      The bus pulled up in front of Glundis Castle. Last time I’d been here, Matt and I stayed in the west wing in the Churchill bedroom, named after its most famous occupant. I tried to push away the memories. Things were different now. I couldn’t change it. Every time we’d been away together in the last few years, I’d wondered if Matt would propose. Last summer when we were here, it hadn’t been any different. I pressed my head against the window to take in the turrets on top of the four stories of weathered red brick. The wide, stone steps narrowed toward the entrance and a red carpet had been laid to give everyone the VIP treatment as they entered. Last time I’d been here, I’d been treated as a member of the family. This time, I was one of many guests.

      When I got off, I stood in the rare Scottish sunshine, trying to focus on something other than the sloshing in my stomach. “Hey,” Florence said, bounding over to me. “I didn’t see you get on the bus. I wondered if your head was hurting a little too much this morning.”

      “Don’t remind me. I was a mess.”

      Jo and Bea came up behind us and I opened my arms and pulled them into a four-way hug. My girls. At least today I wouldn’t see much of Beck—hopefully by tonight, by magic, his memory would have been erased and he wouldn’t recall my sad, pathetic humiliation. Today the men and women had been separated and different things planned for each group. Apparently, the boys were shooting. We were probably flower arranging or something. The invitation assured us it would be an enjoyable day. I knew better.

      “It’s so good to see you,” Bea said. “I love that I get to hang out with you for an entire week!”

      Thank God there was finally an upside of being here. I was beginning to wonder if I should just spend the rest of the week with fake tonsillitis. Or something more contagious that would give me an excuse to check into my own room, where I’d be as far away as possible from Beck Wilde. If only I could just rewind and make myself go right to bed without speaking a word to him.

      I was never drinking again. Ever.

      “Can you believe this pottery shit?” Jo said as we followed the rest of the party around the back where five long trestle tables were set out with chairs on either side. Free-standing shelving full of plain pots and glazes flanked the tables. “Why can’t we go shooting with the boys?”

      If I hadn’t made a complete fool of myself with Beck last night, I would have agreed, but today I was grateful we’d been divided by gender—even if it was sexist bullshit.

      “Matt would never agree to pottery painting and Karen wouldn’t go shooting, so I guess it makes sense,” Florence said. “It’s kinda like the hen and stag parties they didn’t have.”

      “I know, but I’m desperate to meet Stella’s new man!” Bea said as we took our seats at one end of the table. If I thought I’d have a reprieve from my nausea, I was wrong. Florence was the only one who knew Beck was actually a fake boyfriend. She’d convinced me that the fewer people who knew the truth the better. I hated lying to Bea—she was always so open about her dating life.

      “Well, we’ve got another four days so I’m sure you’ll get to see him at some point,” I said, trying my best to give a genuine, newly-in-love smile.

      “Speak of the devil,” Florence said as we followed her gaze to see Beck heading toward us.

      Oh God. What did he want? I’d faked being asleep when he got up for a run, then dashed into the shower and made it out before he returned. I’d given myself a metaphorical pat on the back—it wasn’t as if we had anything in particular to say to each other. And I needed a few hours for my humiliation to be brought down to a simmer.

      Now I was going to have to act like the dutiful girlfriend. “Hey,” he said. “Hi, Florence. Jo.”

      “I’m Bea, Stella’s friend from St. Catherine’s.” Bea stood and beamed at Beck.

      “I’m delighted to meet you, Bea,” Beck replied as he bent down to kiss her cheek. “I’ve heard so much about you. And I’ve just met James.”

      Impressive that he’d remembered Bea’s boyfriend’s name and put them together. He was so bloody convincing he should take acting up for a living.

      “Stella,” he said and my heart ping-ponged in my chest as humiliation, confusion, and a little lust fought to be first in line. “Can I have a word?” He beckoned me toward him and started walking away from everyone.

      I followed him over the grass. What the hell was he doing here? I’d been such a complete lunatic last night. I’d never tried to kiss a man before. Why had I started with Beck Wilde? He was probably going to make us have some awkward conversation about how he thought of me as a friend, and I’d have to explain that last night hadn’t been about him—it had been about wine. And trying to make myself feel better. Maybe it had been a little about him, because he was so bloody nice to me on top of that six foot two of good looking. It was hard to resist without wine.

      He stopped about twenty meters from where everyone was choosing their pottery, so no one would be able to hear what we were saying.

      “Look, I’m really sorry about last night, Beck,” I said, trying to head off the talk he was about to initiate.

      Beck pushed his hands through his hair as if he were gearing up to deliver bad news.

      “You don’t need to worry,” I said. “I promise it won’t happen aga—”

      He cupped my face in his hands, his warmth heating my skin.

      “What?” What was happening? Why was he touching me? Was this part of the show? I searched his face, looking for answers.

      “I’m going to kiss you now. Are you ready?” he asked.

      I took a step back and he stepped forward, keeping his hands on my face.

      “Did you hear me?” he asked.

      “I don’t understand—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, his lips were on mine, and sparks of energy raced from his lips across my skin.

      What was happening? His mouth was soft but insistent, and he smelled of coconut shower gel, freshly mown grass, and something indescribable but undeniably male.

      He broke our kiss but didn’t move away, instead resting his forehead against mine. This had to be for someone else’s benefit—he’d done this to prove we were a couple.

      “I’ve been waiting to do that.” He straightened and took a half step back, as if he wanted to check not just my face, but my entire body’s reaction to his kiss. Which was entirely understandable because his kiss still reverberated from the bottom of my toes to the breath escaping from my lungs to the buzz of my jaw under his fingers.

      I felt it everywhere.

      “Did I miss something?” I stuttered, trying to figure out why he’d kissed me. Who was watching?

      He snaked his arm around my waist, and he pulled me toward him, kissing me again, this time his tongue parting my lips. He groaned as he moved deeper and my insides tightened, my heart sped, and my skin pricked like popping candy under my tongue. My knees weakened and I had to lean into him to stop myself from falling. But it didn’t stop the dizziness, the way the world seemed to sway as he touched me.

      “Christ,” he said, pulling away but keeping me in his arms. “I’m not quite sure how I’m going to be able to leave you alone for the rest of the day, but I’m going to have to. I’m thirty seconds away from pulling you down onto the grass and dry humping you like my fourteen-year-old self.”

      I smiled up at him, confused and a little disorientated. “What . . . I mean, did something happen? Did someone say something?”

      He paused, and there was a softness in his eyes I’d not seen before. “Last night . . . Well, I wasn’t expecting it. You were . . .”

      “Hammered,” I finished for him.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t want to take advantage last night. On my run this morning, I decided I didn’t want to wait a moment longer to kiss you.” His expression changed as he caught me—presumably looking as dazed and confused as I felt. “This is okay, right?” His thumb stroked my jaw. “Last night you seemed to be on for the kissing.”

      This entire situation was so weird. Last night I’d been a mess—a lunatic. And this morning, when I’d thought about trying to kiss him, all I’d felt was complete mortification. I hadn’t been picking out pottery to paint wondering if I still liked him or if he’d kiss me today, so I wasn’t prepared for his question. “It’s fine,” I replied. “Unexpected. It’s not because anyone has said something?” I asked.

      “Stella, listen to me. I don’t kiss women because I have to. I kissed you because I wanted to. I want to.”

      I wanted to turn away from him so he couldn’t see how much his kiss had affected me, no matter the shame from the previous evening. “Last night, I shouldn’t have—”

      “Last night was last night.” He paused. “You’d had a lot to drink.”

      I’d completely thrown myself at him, and though I’d been drunk, I could unfortunately remember every moment of it. I pressed my palm against his chest to get some space. “We’re here to introduce you to Henry, not to be . . . you know.”

      He pulled me closer and kissed me again. “Business comes first. But I really like kissing you.”

      I pressed my fingertips over my mouth to hide my smile. He really was an excellent kisser. And in the sixty seconds since it had happened, I’d not thought about Matt or Karen or their betrayal once. Apparently, kissing Beck was like pressing a temporary delete key in my brain. I nodded. “Me too.”

      The sound of breaking pottery brought me back to where we were, and I glanced over my shoulder to find Florence staring at us. I was going to have some explaining to do. Not that I had much to say. It was just a kiss. “I should get back to . . .” I grimaced. “Painting pottery.”

      “Sounds fascinating. Once you’re done, do they fling them into the air for us to shoot?” he asked. “These people do the weirdest things for fun.”

      “These people?”

      “You know. People with money.”

      “Do I need to remind you that we flew up here on a private jet you use all the time?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but my money isn’t old money. I’m not one of these people,” he said. “I don’t shoot at inanimate objects for fun. I like good food, sport, and sex. I’m a simple man.”

      I laughed—I wouldn’t have made the distinction between Beck and these people. But I suppose there was a difference. Most of the boys I’d grown up with had been wealthy, but he was right. There was a difference now that he’d pointed it out. It wasn’t obvious, but beneath the surface, there was a hunger, a drive Beck had that I didn’t see often. “Simple pleasures are the best,” I replied.

      “Absolutely.” His mouth twitched at the corners, and his eyes sparkled with a hint of wickedness. “I have to get back to clay pigeon shooting. I wonder if how they have sex is as unsatisfying as what they call sport.”

      Like a fourteen-year-old girl hearing the word sex, I shivered as he spoke. I couldn’t imagine sex with Beck could possibly be unsatisfying. I glanced at the ground, hoping to hide the heat I felt in my cheeks. “Yup. We both have to go and enjoy ourselves.” At least I’d managed to sit on a table with people I loved and away from Karen, but now being away from the boys for the day didn’t seem so much of a relief as it had on the coach ride over here.

      “So, I’ll see you back at the hotel?” He dipped to catch my eye, as if his question carried more meaning than it first appeared.

      I nodded and folded my arms, turning away but feeling a pull toward Beck that hadn’t been there before.

      It had been so long since I’d been kissed the way Beck had kissed me. In fact, I wasn’t sure, I’d ever felt a kiss so deeply before. With Matt, we’d been too young to realize what a kiss could mean—how it could be the promise of something, good or bad. Beck’s kiss had been so powerful that if it was the promise of something, it would either be catastrophic or the best thing that had ever happened in my life.

      I wasn’t sure I could withstand either.

      I wandered back to the tables, carefully avoiding looking at Karen’s table.

      “How’s Beck?” Florence asked, grinning at me as I approached as if she was just dying to tell me she’d told me so.

      Bea and Jo were both looking at me like baby birds waiting to be fed scraps of gossip. “Oh, you know—tall, dark, and handsome.”

      “He most certainly is,” Bea said. “And a phenomenal kisser by the looks of things.”

      There was no doubt about that.

      “Let me help you choose what you’re going to paint,” Florence said, springing up from her chair and shooing me over to the shelves stacked with the different types of pre-prepared pottery.

      She handed me a vase. “Oh my God, what’s going on?” she asked in a loud whisper.

      I glanced back at our table to see if anyone was watching or close enough to hear, but they were all engrossed in what they were doing.

      “Nothing, I mean—”

      “Stop that right now. Don’t tell me that was nothing. That wasn’t a kiss for show. Are you sleeping with him? I can’t believe you didn’t tell me this even though I completely knew it was going to happen.”

      “No, I’m not sleeping with him. This is as far as it’s gone—what you’ve seen is the entire extent of what’s happened between us.”

      “Wait—that was the first time you’ve kissed? What’s going on?”

      “He said he’d been running this morning and had realized he wanted to kiss me.”

      Florence narrowed her eyes, silently accusing me of not telling her the entire story.

      “You know how drunk I got last night? And being here—it was all a little overwhelming. And at some point, I might have lunged at Beck.”

      “Lunged?”

      Lunging wasn’t really my style. Not that I had a style with men. There had only ever been Matt. “Yeah. It was horribly embarrassing and if you tell anyone, I’ll kill you—”

      “But he was down for it?”

      “No, he politely declined.” My insides began to curl up in shame as I remembered last night. Despite him kissing me today, I still wished it hadn’t happened.

      “But then today?”

      “You know as much as I do. He said that he wanted to kiss me.”

      Florence took a deep breath. “Well, he’s obviously crazy for you,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s so nice that he didn’t kiss you when you lunged but did just now in front of everyone. He clearly couldn’t wait.”

      Florence was a hopeless romantic. “He’s not obviously crazy for me. It was just a kiss.” One that I’d felt in my bones and gave me goosebumps just remembering it.

      “You’re together for the next week. Sleeping in the same bed. Something more is bound to happen.”

      I rolled my lips together. It was just a kiss. But what if Florence was right and he kissed me again? Wanted more?

      Obviously, someone had to come after Matt. Unless I was going to check in to my local nunnery for the next fifty years, there would be another man. I knew that somewhere deep down, I just hadn’t gotten to the point that I wondered who that someone was or wanted a particular someone to be next.

      Not that I could have ignored Beck and his handsomeness. It hit you in the face like a freight train.

      And he’d been so nice to me—confident, reassuring, and concerned.

      There was a reason I’d lunged at him and not the bellboy.

      “You’re clearly both attracted to each other, and if he still likes you post-lunge, then that says a lot,” Florence said.

      “Post-lunge? Really? Can we not focus on the lunging? It’s humiliating enough.” But Florence was right—if he could see me drunk and emotional and not be running for the hills, perhaps Beck was the next someone. The problem was I didn’t know which way was up and I didn’t trust anyone enough to tell me.

      “He has a vested interest in being nice to me,” I said, my mind whirring with doubt and distrust. “He was probably worried about me abandoning him after his rejection last night and kissing me was his way of trying to keep me happy.” Was that what his kiss had been about? Had he just been protecting his own best interests? He seemed genuine enough but if he’d wanted to kiss me, was he really such a gentleman that he’d held back last night?

      “Stella, I witnessed that kiss. There was nothing fake or forced about it.”

      But she didn’t know Beck.

      I didn’t really know Beck. And even though what I did know of him I liked, the fact that I was at the wedding of the man I thought I was going to marry told me my judgement wasn’t to be trusted.

      No, I was here for business—fighting for my future. I wasn’t about to get thrown off course by a man’s showstopping kisses.

      No way.
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      BECK

      I was sticking out like the sorest of sore thumbs. I was wearing a navy-blue Tom Ford shell jacket in a sea of green and brown Barbours and tweed. It said everything you needed to know about me and the people here—I was new money versus their old.

      But fuck it, I was a better shot than most of them. Shooting clays was so fucking boring. I didn’t understand the appeal. It was no better than shooting cans at the back of the abandoned garages with an air rifle. And I’d mastered that around thirteen.

      In any other scenario I would have just gone back to the hotel. My emails were piling up, and I had a thousand missed calls, but nothing, not even clay pigeon shooting, was going to drive me away. Henry Dawnay was ten meters away from me, and I wasn’t going anywhere until I’d introduced myself.

      Obviously, I didn’t want to stare, but out of the corner of my eye I could see he was standing with three or four other men, one of whom was Stella’s ex-boyfriend. We hadn’t been officially introduced but I’d caught Matt’s eye a few times, first at the engagement party and then last night. It was strange. He’d obviously moved on because he was getting married, but I got the distinct impression there was some unfinished business with Stella from his perspective.

      But perhaps I was imagining things.

      My imagination had been working overdrive recently. Last night when Stella had tried to kiss me, I’d been a second away from pushing her against the wall and kissing her until she didn’t know what day of the week it was. Ever since, I’d been imagining what she tasted like, how her skin felt under my hands. I’d been wondering if the floral scent that I couldn’t quite place was a perfume or just how she woke up. And now I’d kissed her, I’d been thinking about when I’d get to do it again.

      But that would come later. Right now, I needed to focus on why we were both here.

      A table with drinks and snacks on it had been set up, and when I saw Henry break off from the small group he was talking to and head toward the table, I decided to seize the opportunity. I took a settling breath. I couldn’t blow this by going in too hard and fast, which was my usual MO. In my experience, men like Henry didn’t like to feel ambushed. They were used to having the control in most situations, so I needed to take my time and stick to my plan.

      When I got to the table, I set about making myself a cup of tea. “It’s a lovely day to be outside,” I said, trying to sound as casual as I could—as if I didn’t want to pin him down and sign away his property in Mayfair.

      I was used to doing business with all different types of people. When I’d been flipping bedsits in East London, the people I’d worked with had been the opposite to the ones I now dealt with when developing luxury residential property in the W1 postcode. I prided myself on finding common ground with some people, flattering the egos of others. I did what was required to get what I wanted. The difference was whoever I normally worked with, wanted or needed something from me. Henry was different. The Dawnay building wasn’t on the market.

      Henry didn’t need me.

      And that together with the fact he was old money meant I was so far out of my comfort zone I needed oxygen and a parachute.

      “A perfect day,” he replied and held out his hand. “I’m Henry Dawnay. How do you do?”

      I shook his hand. “Beck Wilde.” I couldn’t bring myself to say “How do you do” back. I liked to find common ground with people, but I wasn’t a faker. I couldn’t pretend to be someone I wasn’t, and I’d never said “How do you do” to anyone.

      Henry smiled and the muscles across my upper back began to unlock. I was finally here. In front of the man who could give me what I most wanted: a closed door on my past. I just had to bond with a man I had nothing in common with. A man who would no doubt look down on me because I hadn’t been to a school he’d heard of. I had to get him to like me, trust me. I had a lot of work to do.

      First thing was first, I needed to point out the coincidence of us being at the same wedding. “Henry Dawnay, that name’s familiar to me,” I said, poised to put two and two together in front of him.

      Before I’d gotten much past giving Henry my name, we were interrupted. By Stella’s ex. I held back a groan. I just needed a few more minutes to tell him we had a connection and that I’d been trying to get in contact with him.

      “We haven’t met,” he said, holding out his hand. “I’m Matt, the groom. You’re Stella’s plus one, right?”

      Plus one? That was an interesting way of referring to me and it gave away a lot more than he intended. He was clearly trying to dismiss me, and if I had been Stella’s boyfriend, perhaps I would be offended. But he served it up with such transparency it didn’t earn my offense. I nearly laughed at his petty point-scoring, but there was no need for him to know that I saw through his bullshit. “Beck Wilde. Stella’s boyfriend. Great to meet you and congratulations.”

      He held my gaze as if he were trying to stare me down. Christ, he’d be getting his dick out in a second and suggesting a pissing contest.

      I cast my mind back—I didn’t think Stella had ever mentioned why she and Matt had split up. But if they were still friends, and they had been together a long time, I guessed it was something innocuous like they just fell into a brother and sister relationship. I would have to ask her. It was the kind of information you would tell a new boyfriend you were serious about. And anyway, I was interested.

      “Looks like it’s going to be a beautiful week,” I said. “Perfect wedding weather. You’re a lucky man, given it’s Scotland.”

      “Indeed. And of course, I’m marrying the perfect woman,” he said. “How are you enjoying the day so far?”

      Perhaps it was my imagination again, but it seemed like his reference to Karen being perfect was rather pointed.

      “Great company, wonderful weather, and a cup of tea. What more could a man wish for?” I replied, glancing across at Henry.

      “Here, here,” Henry said, raising his teacup.

      Matt smiled tightly. “Absolutely,” he said. “I’ve spent almost every summer of my life up here, enjoying the spectacular countryside. And to get to enjoy it with the wonderful weather is the icing on the cake.”

      “You’re very lucky,” I said. Matt and these people weren’t like the rest of us. They could take entire summers off to shoot and ride horses while I pulled out rotting floorboards from a flat in New Cross. Now I had people to do the physical work, but my summers were still spent in the office, negotiating the price of my next property or managing builders and designers.

      My money had to be earned.

      Theirs just had to be babysat.

      “I don’t think we run in the same circles,” Matt said. “What is it that you do?”

      I might not want to answer Matt’s questions because he was no doubt wanting to know so he could judge me. But at least it was information I wanted Henry to know. “I’m a property developer,” I said. “Residential mainly. It’s how I met Stella. She’s a designer on one of my buildings.”

      Matt’s mouth twisted as if he’d taken a bite of something sour. “Really? What kind of building?”

      “Luxury residences. My latest is in Mayfair.”

      This was the perfect moment for Henry to tell me he had property in Mayfair. That he owned some rundown building that needed to be redeveloped, but he was staring out across the countryside, as if I’d been talking about the weather.

      Patience. This was our first conversation. And I had a plan, even if it had been thrown off track a little.

      “How interesting,” Matt said, clearing his throat and seemingly flustered.

      “Excuse me, I need to make a call,” Henry said, and I tried not to inwardly groan. Losing an opportunity to chat with Henry was bad enough. There was no way I was going to get left with Stella’s tool of an ex-boyfriend.

      “That reminds me,” I said. “I have to return an email. Good to meet you both.”

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and wandered toward the knoll that led down from the house. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through the next week surrounded by these people, who were all sweetness and conversations about the weather on the surface. Perhaps it wasn’t just the surface. Maybe an indulgent life and summers shooting clays and playing croquet provided unlimited charm.

      I’d never know. I’d never fit in with these people. My father had made sure of that.
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      STELLA

      I cleared the smudge of mascara from below my right eye and set about trying to avoid the same mistake on my left eye. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this way before seeing a man. I couldn’t even quite figure out what it was I did feel. Was it nerves? Even when I was first dating Matt, I didn’t remember a physical reaction just at the thought of a man. The way my breath got higher in my throat when I thought about Beck, the way my skin seemed to tighten when I remembered our kiss—it was all new. I kept replaying our kiss in my head, wondering what had brought it on—whether he’d kissed me out of necessity or desperation or if it had been, as he’d described, just about desire. And when I saw him again, would he have had a change of heart and not want to kiss me? And if he did want more kissing, should I resist him, reminding myself that everything between us was a lie?

      Too many questions.

      I popped the mascara wand back in the tube. Beck wasn’t back from whatever it was the boys were doing today, and I didn’t want to look as if I’d been waiting for him. Thankfully my pedicure had made it to four days without a chip, so I grabbed a pair of black sandals. Tonight, women and men had separate dinners, again in some kind of effort to recreate hen and stag nights. It seemed a little forced and ridiculous and although I didn’t want to admit it to myself, part of me wanted to spend the evening with Beck despite knowing this growing warmth I felt for him might be entirely in my head.

      I jumped at the rattle of the door handle but managed to do up my second sandal and stand as Beck entered the room.

      “Hi,” I said as if I’d just been caught doing something I shouldn’t and nerves tumbled about through my stomach like autumnal leaves in a breeze.

      His gaze swept down my body. “You look . . .” His eyes grew bigger and then finally met mine. “Nice.” The way he said it reverberated in the base of my spine as if he’d pressed his tongue against my skin. How did he make the word “nice” sound so sexy?

      “Thanks,” I said, hoping he couldn’t read my thoughts.

      “You look as if you’re leaving,” he said as I picked up my evening bag.

      “We have this separate dinner thing,” I replied, opening up my bag and checking that I had everything I needed, despite having checked it just before he came in. I just couldn’t look at him in case he saw how much I enjoyed our kiss earlier. I wanted to be cooler than that. Like it was no big deal that this hot, sexy guy sought me out to kiss me in front of everyone. Like it was real. “Drinks started at six-thirty.”

      He checked his watch. “I was hoping we could talk.”

      The leaves landed with a thud. In my experience, whenever men wanted to “talk” it was never about anything good.

      He pulled his jacket off, tossed it on the bed, and stalked toward me as if he were on a mission. I took a step back when it looked like he was going to mow me down, but as he reached me he circled an arm around my back and slid his hand behind my neck, kissing me again. This time it started more urgently, as if he’d been storing up his kisses all day. My body sagged—soft against his hard, marble-like chest. He was warm and smelled so good, like a forest floor after a rainstorm.

      His moan sent vibrations through my body, weakening my bones and making me gasp.

      “Talk, huh?” I said as we pulled away.

      He swept his thumb over my cheekbone. “Yeah. I didn’t want anything to be . . . I wanted to check I wasn’t out of line earlier.”

      “When you kissed me? So you did it again?” Nothing about him seemed fake. But then again, I’d believed everything Matt had told me as well.

      He shrugged. “Apparently.”

      “Don’t sweat it.”

      “Don’t sweat it?” he asked as he toed off his shoes and sat on the bed while he removed his watch.

      “You felt the need to kiss me, so you did. No big deal.”

      He chuckled as he stood and unbuttoned his shirt. I needed to get the hell out of there. The way he was going, he’d soon be naked, and I couldn’t guarantee I would be able to keep my hands to myself. “No need to have a discussion? I thought women liked to talk about these things.”

      “It may have escaped your notice, but women aren’t one large homogenous group of people who all think and act the same way.”

      “Ahhh,” he said as he peeled off his shirt, and I came face-to-face with his hard, bronzed chest. At least he didn’t wax. A man as good looking as Beck had every right to be vain, but there was something distinctly un-masculine about bare chests in my book. “That’s where I’ve been going wrong.” He began to unbuckle his belt, and I turned and headed to the door. Someone had turned the heating up and I was trying to keep my cool. “I’ll see you later,” he called after me as I headed out into the corridor.

      I suppose I had half an answer to my wondering what was going to happen next between us—no change of heart from Beck and a follow-up kiss.

      Beck and I were supposed to be pretend. But the constant flip of my stomach and the way my heart sped as if I were running the hundred-meter final in the Olympics whenever he was around were undeniably real.
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      BECK

      I was prepared. I’d tweaked my strategy of how to approach Henry about the Mayfair property. I’d just tell him how I hadn’t made the connection earlier, but that he must be the Henry Dawnay who owned the Dawnay building and go from there.

      I was ready to see him again.

      Primed to make my move.

      But he wasn’t bloody here.

      I checked my watch for the seventieth time that evening. It was almost ten and this thing was supposed to be over by ten-thirty. He was a no show. I’d kept my ears open all night, but I’d not heard anyone mention him. I swirled the tonic water in my glass, keeping the door to the reception room in my eyeline as it had been all evening, hoping he would make a last-minute appearance.

      It was useless. I might as well go back to the room. I drained my glass and headed out. Maybe I’d check the car park to see if Henry’s car was still there. Although, that wouldn’t tell me much—he might have simply done something else for the evening. I kept telling myself to be patient, but I didn’t have an infinite amount of time. There was just over a week left.

      As I turned the corner, laughter from the conservatory caught my attention. Through the small-paned glass, I saw Stella chatting to Florence amongst the other women of the wedding party.

      I paused and just as I did, she turned and saw me watching her almost as if she knew I was there. She looked stunning, her hair scraped up into a ponytail, her face slightly flushed. Without thinking, I grinned at her, and she smiled back before dipping to say something to Florence and then heading in my direction.

      “Hey,” she said as she got closer. “You okay?”

      I shrugged. “I thought I’d head back to the room and catch up on emails.”

      She blinked a couple of times as if she were waiting for me to say something else, to tell the truth.

      “I’ll come too,” she said after a couple of seconds.

      “You don’t need to.” I needed to catch up with work but at the same time it would be good to have some company. Someone to ruminate with on where Henry was. Someone I could run my newly tweaked strategy by.

      She looked up at me as if she were peering into my brain, wanting to know if what I said and what I meant were matching. “I know. But I want to. Let me just get my bag.”

      As Stella went to leave, the bride caught up with her and Stella visibly stiffened when she pressed her hand on her arm. “You’re leaving?” Karen asked, all smiles.

      Stella smiled back, but I knew her well enough now to distinguish a real smile from a fake one, and there was nothing genuine about the smile Stella wore. “We want to save some energy for all these different events,” Stella replied.

      “Yes, it’s spectacular, isn’t it? It was Matt’s idea to make a week of it—a real celebration. And I love Scotland, as you know, although I’d not been to the castle until Matt brought me up here to convince me that this was where we needed to get married.”

      Karen continued to chatter on, but Stella didn’t say a word—she just nodded and gave intermittent tight smiles. It was a side of Stella I hadn’t seen much of, like a deer caught in the headlights. She seemed vulnerable and . . . stuck.

      I stepped forward, taking Stella’s rigid hand. “I’m dragging her away. I hope you don’t mind,” I said as Stella’s palm melded against mine.

      “Of course not,” Karen said. “I’m so delighted you’re here to celebrate with us. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Stella’s fake smile faded, and she turned to me. “Thank you. I always get tongue-tied around . . . her.”

      I’d seen a very different Stella to the one holding my hand. One who was determined and unafraid to ask for what she wanted. Someone confident. Sure of herself. What was it about Karen that made Stella lose her ability to speak?

      We made our way toward the stairs, still hand in hand. “You went out with Matt for ages, right?” I asked.

      “Since university.”

      “But you know Henry, who is Karen’s godfather—you said you went to stay with him. So you knew her before she was going out with Matt?”

      “We’ve been best friends since the age of five,” she said as she tried to pull her hand from mine, but I tightened my grip.

      “And now she’s marrying your ex-boyfriend. Is that weird?” It seemed weird to me but horses for courses.

      We reached the top of the staircase and turned down the corridor toward our room in silence.

      Eventually, Stella said, “It’s a little weird.”

      I didn’t spend enough time talking to women about personal stuff to know much, but I knew from the silence, the way she’d gone stiff and looked at the ground when Karen came along, that a little weird was an understatement.

      “How long after you and Matt splitting did he and Karen get together?”

      She gave a half laugh, half sigh and then shook her head. “I have no idea. Matt and I broke up about three months ago. I didn’t know there was anything between him and Karen until I got the wedding invitation.”

      “Jesus, Stella. I had no idea.” It made sense why it had taken so much to get her to come to this wedding. “Why the hell were you invited?”

      She twisted her hand out of mine then dug about in her evening bag. “Oh, you know, I think they wanted to pretend it was all fine or something. Act as if it shouldn’t be a big deal because Matt and I had split. And they wouldn’t have expected me to come.” She held up the key card and I took it from her, unlocking the door and holding it open before she stepped inside.

      “You must want to design the Mayfair building pretty badly.”

      “More now than when you first asked me. It’s like I didn’t realize that’s what I needed—as if it’s given me a future, something to aim for,” she replied.

      I stayed silent as the words stuck in my throat, weighed down by sorrow for her. If she hadn’t been able to see a future for herself, she’d clearly been devastated.

      “I’m just going to go and get changed,” she said, scooping her nightclothes from the bed and heading for the bathroom before I thought of something to say.

      I stripped down to my boxers, turned on the TV, and lay against the headboard as I scrolled through my phone as if that had the answers.

      “Hey, where’s our pillow wall?” she asked as she emerged from the bathroom, her hair piled on top of her head and her pajamas on. She looked fantastic when she was dressed up, all magazine-glossy, but Stella was one of those women who looked even better without all that stuff.

      “Housekeeping must have demolished it.”

      “Well, I guess you’re safe tonight. I’m sober,” she said as she peeled back the covers on her side of the bed.

      “I sort of like drunk you,” I replied, putting down my phone and sliding under the covers.

      She laughed as she lay down on her side facing me. “It’s not a look I wear well.”

      “From what I’ve seen, you wear most things well,” I replied. “Want to talk about Matt? Or Karen?”

      She shook her head and placed her hands under her cheek. “There’s nothing to say. I thought he would be the man I’d spend the rest of my life with and later this week he’s going to marry the person I thought was my best friend. Safe to say my judgement’s a bit wonky. I’ve just got to get through this week, focus on my future and not my past.”

      Silence stretched between us.

      “That’s what I keep telling myself, anyway,” she added.

      I curled her hair around her ear, not knowing how to make it better for her. I’d done nothing but make it worse. “I’m sorry I brought you here.” I’d made her come face-to-face with these people who’d hurt her. She’d said she didn’t know when Karen and Matt started seeing each other, but to be getting married only a few months after Matt and Stella split, there must have been something going on while they were still together.

      I hated cheaters.

      “Don’t be. You’re helping me with my future, remember?”

      It didn’t seem enough. “Did you not want to marry him? Is that why you split up?”

      She stared across me at the dresser under the window. “I’d have married him years ago and he knew that. I thought we were just waiting for the right time. Apparently, it wasn’t the time that was wrong, but the girlfriend.”

      Listening to her, it was like my stomach was filling with curdled milk. “You expected him to marry you, and he led you on and then found a better option?” It sounded familiar. At least Matt hadn’t left Stella pregnant and then made her homeless.

      “I’m not sure he led me on.” She turned and lay flat on her back facing the ceiling. “I thought we were heading toward marriage and spending the rest of our lives together. Even when he ended things, I thought he was just having a bit of a freak out before making such a big commitment. I’d never really considered us split up and then . . . the invitation.”

      “Jesus, that’s closure.”

      “It was a shock.”

      “What did you say to him. To Karen? How did they excuse what they’d done?”

      More silence.

      “Nothing,” she said. “I mean, I never asked him. Or her.”

      I sat up. “You’ve never spoken to him about it? Not even when you got the invitation?”

      “What was there to say? It wasn’t like I was going to talk him out of it or negotiate a wedding for myself instead. What would have been the point?”

      “You could have done a lot of shouting, gotten it off your chest, let them know how you feel.” I wanted to do it for her.

      She shrugged. “I’m already the kind of woman they think they can lie to and cheat on. I’m already the girl they invite to the wedding because they think I’ll be happy for them or something. Or they don’t care. I suppose I didn’t want to give them reason to respect me even less.”

      “Who cares what they think? Either of them. They’re clearly people you don’t want anywhere near you. You should have confronted them for you, to make yourself feel better. Stand up to them. Don’t be the woman who takes everything they dish out with a smile.”

      Tears welled in her eyes. I’d gone too far. I didn’t mean to call her weak. She was here—at her former best friend’s and ex-boyfriend’s wedding. With a smile. That took courage and strength. But it was okay to feel wronged. To be angry. I was angry for her.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just . . . people like them . . . they act as if it’s their world and we just live in it. Like we don’t matter. They’re so entitled or so they think. They don’t care who they mow down on the way to getting what they want.”

      My mother was a victim of that entitled attitude—it still made me so angry. “You deserve more, Stella.”

      “I’ve rehearsed it,” she said in a small voice almost as if she didn’t want me to hear it. “What I’d say. To him and her. I didn’t sleep much in that first week after I got the invitation. I had plenty of time to prepare a speech. Probably spent more time on it than the father of the bride has on his.”

      “So, say it to them.”

      She took a deep breath. “I’d end up getting tongue-tied and Matt would try to talk over me . . . and would I feel better?”

      “You won’t know if you don’t try.”

      “I think I’d prefer to just avoid him. He hasn’t come near me at this wedding. And as long as he doesn’t, I’ll be fine. I don’t want to be made to feel like the entire situation is my fault. And that’s what would happen.”

      “You’ve not spoken to him at all while you’ve been here?”

      She shook her head. “If I know him at all, he’s angry that I’ve come—despite the invitation.”

      “Karen can’t keep away from you. I’ve seen her come up to you a few times.”

      “Yeah, I’ve come close to saying something to her, but then I think I only have myself to blame. Our entire lives, Karen has taken what she’s wanted, and I’ve never spoken out, never criticized her or told her what I really thought. At school she made us swap beds because she didn’t want to be near the loo. When we ate out in restaurants, she’d make me order a pudding and then she’d eat it herself. She would borrow my clothes and not return them. I’ve let that happen. For years. And I’ve done the same thing with Matt—I’ve wanted him to be happy more than I wanted me to be happy.”

      “You don’t know how to put yourself first,” I added.

      “It sounds like a cliché.”

      “It sounds true.”

      “I think they just have such forceful personalities, and I genuinely want people I love to be happy.”

      “But they’ve got to want you to be happy too, otherwise people will ride roughshod over you.” It had happened to my mother—used when there wasn’t anything better to do and then dropped when life moved on. It made me sick. “Promise me you’ll start pleasing yourself before you start pleasing other people.”

      “I can’t make promises that I don’t know I’m capable of keeping.”

      “Promise you’ll at least try. And if Matt says anything about you coming to this wedding after what he’s done and then sent you an invitation . . . he’ll have me to contend with.”

      “You’re going to be my knight in shining armor?” she asked.

      “No swords. I’m going to tell him what a useless human being he is.”

      She turned back toward me and placed her warm, soft hand over my arm. “Please don’t say a word. I’ve managed to avoid him so far—that’s all I’ve got to do until we leave on Sunday.”

      “He better keep away from you.”

      I couldn’t stand up to the man who’d discarded my mother like she was nothing because he was dead, but if Matt even breathed in Stella’s direction, I couldn’t hold myself responsible for what I’d do.

      “Promise me you won’t say anything,” she pleaded.

      “Stella, I can’t make promises that I don’t know I’m capable of keeping,” I said, replaying her words back to her.

      “Don’t think I haven’t seen that steel in you. I know you are perfectly able to control yourself if that’s what you want to do.” She slid her hand over mine. “Don’t think I’m not grateful. Just you wanting to protect me is . . .” She sighed. “More than Matt ever did.”

      “But why should I control myself? That guy needs some home truths—”

      “For me. That’s why.”

      With those two words she’d stolen the wind from my sails.

      For her.

      It was a simple reason, but the best. And one that couldn’t be argued with.

      “I promise I won’t say anything,” I said. For her—she was worth the promise.

      For her, I’d keep decades of frustrations locked up and wouldn’t unleash them on Matt, however tempting it was.

      For her, I wasn’t sure if there was anything I wouldn’t do.
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      STELLA

      Beck held my hand as we left the hotel room to join the others downstairs for a lunchtime picnic. I’d woken up feeling sore—not on the outside but somehow the inside of me was bruised. Maybe it had been that way for some time and I just hadn’t noticed. I couldn’t believe I’d confessed to Beck last night about Matt and Karen. He must have thought I was a total doormat.

      Just as we were stepping onto the brick veranda, Karen appeared. There was no heading off in the opposite direction or avoiding eye contact—we were face-to-face, and shame rose from my feet and seeped into my belly. Shame for not saying anything to her and for allowing myself to be treated the way she treated me.

      “Hi,” she said, glancing down at my hand linked with Beck’s. “It looks like the sun is going to hold.”

      “Looks beautiful,” I said, trying my best to smile. Even if I did have the courage to say something, I couldn’t risk upsetting things for Beck. Henry was Karen’s godfather after all. If I ruined her wedding, we’d be asked to leave, and Beck would lose his chance of getting Henry to sell him his building. But if I was to say something, I might tell her how her first boyfriend had turned up at my house the week before he ended things between them and told me he loved me. I might say how her little sister, Elsie, had told me once that she didn’t like the way Karen spoke to me. I might even show her the message I got from her mother the day after the invitation arrived, telling me how sorry she was for what her daughter had done.

      But of course, I stayed silent.

      “Well, head over to the weeping willows where everything is set up,” she said. “I’ll catch you later.”

      “She’s very upbeat,” Beck said as we made our way down the steps. “It’s annoying.”

      I laughed. “Yeah. She’s always been that way—nothing much gets to her.” It had always seemed like Karen had some kind of internal suit of armor.

      “I think it’s genetic,” he said. “Life’s always wonderful.”

      Different colors of tartan picnic blankets were laid out on the grass by the river. On each blanket there was a wicker hamper and a square card with names printed on them. Beck would think this was normal and put it down to the idiosyncrasies of the upper classes, but set seating at a picnic was anything but normal—it didn’t matter who you were.

      Beck and I wandered from one empty blanket to another looking for our names.

      “People are different. You can’t know someone just by virtue of the fact their family has money.” Beck was looking at name cards intently, and I wasn’t sure if he was ignoring me or hadn’t heard me. “There we are,” I said, spotting my name two blankets farther up, at the very edge of the party. I kicked off my ballet flats and took a seat.

      “Have you thought anymore about confronting Matt or Karen—or even better, both of them?” he asked, handing me the card while he unbuckled the hamper.

      “You might enjoy making enemies, but I don’t.”

      “It’s not about making enemies. It’s about standing up for yourself.”

      There was no point in having this conversation again. It wasn’t as if I’d helped Karen pick out her wedding gown or was a bridesmaid or something. “Well, if I had confronted her, I wouldn’t have been invited this week and you wouldn’t be here. So, count yourself lucky and zip it.”

      He chuckled, handing me two wine glasses. “Yeah. Okay. Point taken. I just don’t get it, that’s all.”

      I spotted Florence and Bea on the other side of the sea of blankets, down by the river. Karen must have given them a blanket for four.

      “Look, Florence is waving,” Beck said.

      I nodded. “Yeah. She’s over there with Bea and there’s Jo, too,” I said, spotting the rest of our gang.

      “No doubt your good friend Karen was in charge of the seating plan.”

      “Come on,” Beck said, standing up. “We’re going to take our blanket over there.” He tugged at the green wool I was sitting on. “Get up.”

      “Beck, no. We can’t. There’s a seating plan for a reason. Anyway, it doesn’t matter if we’re back here.”

      “We bloody well can.” He scooped up the hamper. “This week is difficult enough for you without her seating you nowhere near your friends.”

      “It won’t be malicious from her perspective,” I said, not entirely believing it. She probably hadn’t wanted me in her eyeline as a reminder of what she’d done, although in that case she shouldn’t have invited me.

      “I suppose it depends on your definition of malicious. If not giving a shit about you or your feelings is malicious, then that’s the least she’s being. Get up,” he said again, “or I’ll put you over my shoulder and carry you. If you won’t stick up for yourself, I’ll do it for you.”

      I shivered. I couldn’t remember any man coming to my rescue before. I wasn’t used to a man who worried about my feelings or the enjoyment of my day.

      Something ignited inside me, giving me energy, and I got to my feet.

      Matt should have been that guy.

      He should have been the man who wanted better for me than I wanted for myself, who stood up for me and did things to make my day better.

      Because we’d been together for so long, what I had and what I should expect for myself had melded together and I’d lost sight of what I was worth. Beck might be a fake boyfriend, but on every measure, he was better than Matt had ever been.

      He was nicer to me. More respectful. He was in my corner—batting for me, cheering me on. Not to mention more handsome, funnier, and a better kisser.

      Matt had done me a favor by dumping me. The constant, subtle putdowns, the lack of affection and kindness, not to mention the way he always pushed his needs to the top of the list, even if I’d let him. Beck had provided me with a new normal, and I could never go back now.

      It really said something when having a fake boyfriend was better than having a real one.

      Instead of sadness, the realization about Matt freeing me provided relief. And uncertainty—if I’d been wrong about Matt for so long, what else was I wrong about? Who else?

      Before I got a chance to overthink, Beck tucked the blanket under his arm and made his way between the other guests. I had no choice but to follow him as I hastily put my shoes back on and gathered the wine glasses. Although it felt a bit naughty, it also felt liberating. For once, I was doing something to make myself happy.

      “Hi,” Beck said, as we arrived at the spot where all my friends were. “Do you mind if we join you?”

      “Of course not,” Florence said. “I don’t know why you weren’t over here with us in the first place. And who the hell has assigned seating at a picnic anyway?”

      Beck shot me an I-told-you-so look and, despite him being a tiny bit irritating, I couldn’t help but admire how he just didn’t give a shit. It felt like a small victory over Karen and Matt, and Beck was the man who’d made it happen.

      “Who’s having wine?” Beck asked, offering up the bottle in our basket. When everyone passed, he filled my glass and put a few mouthfuls in his. “Day drinking and staring out at that river,” he said as we all looked through the screen of willow branches down to the jetty that led into the river. “It’s like something out of an E.M. Forster novel.”

      “You read much E.M. Forster?” I asked, laughing.

      “I read A Room with a View,” he said, which stopped my smile in its tracks.

      “You did?” I asked. “For school?”

      “No. I saw the film and liked it, so I decided to read the book.”

      He was obviously serious, and I had to stifle a giggle. He seemed such an unlikely audience for anything Merchant Ivory.

      He looked at me. “Are you laughing at me?” he asked, smirking.

      “Never,” I replied and took a sip of my wine. I was such a horrible liar.

      “What can I say? It’s a good film and a better book.”

      “It doesn’t seem like your kind of thing. Isn’t it wistful and romantic?” Beck was dogged and determined. You didn’t get to be as successful as he was from a standing start without having an edge. A love of costume drama didn’t seem to fit. But what did I know? I couldn’t tell good people from bad. Friends from foes.

      I wanted to ask more about his taste in films—prod to see if it was a character trait or a fluke—but I didn’t want to give away how little we knew about each other. “I’ve never seen it,” I said. “So I couldn’t possibly comment.”

      “When we’re back in London, we’ll watch it one night.”

      I glanced over at Bea, to see if she was taking any notice, but she was talking to Florence about something. Was this conversation real or fake? Either way, I was enjoying it.

      “You’ll have to point out all your favorite bits,” I said.

      He chuckled. “I can tell you don’t believe me, but my sister went through a phase of reading everything by him, and I was a dutiful younger brother and sat through the film a couple of times. Looking back, she must have been recovering from heartbreak. I guess she was around fifteen.”

      Shit, I’d forgotten her name. I lowered my voice. I couldn’t not ask but didn’t want anyone to overhear. “Are you still close with . . . your sister?”

      “She’s older and married with two kids. I don’t see her much but when I do, I enjoy it.”

      “Tell me that’s not Karen and Matt arriving on a boat,” Florence said, pointing at the water, interrupting me imagining a sun-kissed, younger Beck reading E.M. Forster. People began to murmur and, sure enough, Karen, dressed in white, and Matt in his usual summer outfit of chinos and a blue shirt, climbed out of a small rowing boat and up onto the jetty. I might have been hoping that one of them would go head-first into the water, but I wasn’t about to admit to it.

      “She’s such an attention seeker,” Jo said. “Who has an entire week of wedding celebrations in the first place. And then this?” She cocked her head at the river.

      If Karen had told me she was going to sail into her wedding picnic on a rowing boat in a white floaty dress when we’d still been friends, I would have thought she was fun and carefree. “It’s not a bit of fun?” I asked.

      “Everything’s fun for Karen if everyone’s looking at her,” Bea said. “Haven’t you noticed?”

      “If she’s so selfish and self-involved, why have we all been friends with her for all these years?” I asked. Had Bea and Jo seen this side of Karen since she got engaged to Matt or had they always felt this way?

      “Because you always wanted the four of us to do stuff together,” Bea said.

      “You’re always the one who includes Karen on the email chain or suggests she gets the invitation to dinner.”

      It hadn’t been conscious. I just liked to include everyone. “I never noticed . . .”

      “Because you see the best in everyone. Want the best for everyone. It’s lovely, but people like Karen eat up your goodness like summer pudding,” Florence said.

      Karen always liked to be at the center of things, the rest of us just looking on like we were members of the audience rather than on stage, but it had never really bothered me—I hadn’t seen her as taking advantage of me. Maybe Matt was the same. When we were together, I’d thought we were co-stars, but perhaps I was just backstage sweeping up after him.

      “Or Eton Mess,” Bea said. “Matt was no different—they both took advantage of your kindness.”

      Beck nudged me and nodded toward Florence and Bea as if to tell me I should pay attention to what they were saying.

      The thing was, I vaguely remembered Florence and Bea saying these things to me before and me dismissing them. But now, with what had happened, what Beck had said and kept saying . . . I couldn’t ignore who Karen and Matt really were anymore. But who else was going to reveal themselves as my enemy rather than my friend? If two of the people I was closest to in the world could betray me, then anyone could.

      As the happy couple walked up the riverbank to join us, people began to clap. Beside me, Beck chuckled. “I was hoping one of them would go in.”

      I bit down on my bottom lip to stop myself from laughing. Today had kind of summed Beck up—moving the blanket and calling out this spectacle, forcing me to acknowledge what was really happening.

      He dared to do what I didn’t, say what I couldn’t, made me see things the way they were rather than how I wanted them to be. Whether our kisses had been real or fake, Beck was changing the way I saw the world and the way I saw myself.

      I just hoped I wasn’t as wrong about him as I had been about Matt and Karen.
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      BECK

      Stella’s eyes dipped to my bowtie, then up to my jawline and finally up to meet my gaze. “You look cute.”

      The sun cast a golden, hazy light across the hotel room, making her look even more beautiful than usual, lighting up her face, highlighting the beauty spot on her cheek, emphasizing the deep v of her cupid’s bow. The short skirt didn’t hurt—she had killer legs.

      “Cute?” I asked. “I’m not sure cute is a compliment.”

      “Maybe I wasn’t giving you one,” she replied.

      This girl never let me get away with anything, and I couldn’t remember when I’d ever had quite so much fun. No woman had ever given me a hard time like Stella did—certainly none of my girlfriends had. I ended up dating women who were easy. Not in the sexual sense, but in the sense that they fit into my life and didn’t require me to work at anything, which left me to put all my energy into my business.

      It suited me. Perhaps Stella would be easy as a real girlfriend but as a fake girlfriend she was challenging and funny and had told me I was irritating on more than one occasion.

      “You look a lot better than cute,” I replied.

      She spun around, black and white sequins clinging to every curve. “You think it’s thirties enough? Everyone is bound to have gone to costume shops and had stuff made. I bought this for one of Matt’s work dos when we were up in Manchester.”

      “It’s a sexy take on the thirties. And why would you want to be like all these people anyway?”

      She smiled. “They’re not so bad, you know. Anyway, I don’t have anything else, so it will have to do.”

      “It will more than do. I’ll struggle to keep my hands to myself all evening.” We hadn’t repeated our kisses from the day before, but looking at her now, kissing her was all I could think about.

      “I have a feather boa,” she said, ignoring me. “But I think it looks tacky. What do you think?”

      She hung the black feathers around her shoulders. Normally, when a girlfriend asked me my opinion on her outfit, I’d say whatever was going to get us out the door fastest, but with Stella, I studied her. I wanted her to look as good as she could, feel the most confident she ever had. I wanted her to feel like she had all the power when she was with these people. Because she was better than all of them. “I think without. The dress is enough on its own.”

      “You’re right,” she said, discarding the boa on the bed. “It’s kind of distracting. And I look like a stripper.”

      “If it’s going to get you in character, then maybe I’ll change my mind.”

      She picked up her evening bag and whacked me with it. “Let’s go.” She led the way out of the hotel room.

      “So, it’s just cocktails tonight?” I asked as we made our way down the corridor. “No food?”

      “I have no idea. I can’t imagine Karen hasn’t thought of that. So perhaps substantial canapes?”

      “I might be ordering room service when we get back,” I mumbled. “There’s Henry,” I said, nodding toward the party making their way toward us from the other end of the corridor. “He’s rarely alone. It’s part of the reason it’s so difficult to speak to him.”

      “This is perfect. I’ve not seen him yet. Come on,” she said, picking up speed so we could run into him.

      “Henry,” Stella said. “How wonderful to see you.” Her grin lit up her face and a pang of jealousy bloomed in my gut. Had she ever smiled so widely at me?

      “Stella, darling. How are you? You’re looking wonderful.” Henry was all charm and warm smiles.

      “I’m wonderful, thank you. Can I introduce you to Beck Wilde?”

      She placed her hand lovingly on my arm, tucking her body into mine as if she belonged to me. My breath caught in my throat, not because it was uncomfortable but because the idea of her belonging to me felt . . . right.

      “Mr. Wilde, very nice to see you again. You did very well with the clays the other day. I hope you leave some grouse for us tomorrow.”

      “You have my word on that, sir,” I said. Maybe I was a hypocrite—I couldn’t even spell the word vegetarian—but I didn’t want the souls of tiny birds haunting me. I’d leave that to old money. “After we met,” I said, “I realized our paths have almost crossed a couple of times in London.” I wasn’t about to mention the time at the Dorchester when I tried to introduce myself. “There was a property of yours I was interested in.”

      Henry frowned. “Really? I don’t recall.”

      “Yes, the Dawnay building in Mayfair.”

      He took in a deep breath and then shook his head. “Yes, place still isn’t let. But I don’t remember any offers.”

      “Well, perhaps we could find some time to discuss it,” I said.

      “Yes, of course,” he said. “Right now, I must go and see Graham.” He shook his head and turned back to Stella. “You look wonderful, darling.” He turned to me. “Look after her . . . Mr. Wilde.”

      Great, I thought as Henry headed toward the bar and left Stella and me at the entrance to the party. He hadn’t even remembered my first name.

      “Who’s Graham?” I asked.

      “No idea,” she replied. “Tell me what happened?”

      “What? When?”

      “Henry mentioned that you shot well,” Stella said as we found ourselves a table and took a seat.

      “Oh yes. It’s surprising how often these men miss considering they do this kind of thing all the time.”

      Stella groaned. “Give it to me straight. Did you beat everyone else?”

      Why was she groaning? I thought she’d be impressed.

      “Easily,” I replied. “That’s what too much time with an air rifle and three empty tomato soup cans looks like.”

      She leaned toward me. “I’m going to ask you a straightforward question and I want you to give me an honest answer—how badly do you want this building in Mayfair?”

      Had she missed something? I thought I’d been more than clear. “Badly.”

      “Put your ego to one side, hand over your credit card, and follow my instructions ‘badly’?”

      “You want me to buy everyone a round of drinks?” I asked.

      “That’s the very last thing I want you to do.” She pulled out her phone and began scrolling. “We’re free tomorrow morning—no wedding events. We’ll try in the village but if not, we’re going to have to make a trip into Inverness,” she said like I knew what she was talking about.

      “For what?” I asked.

      “You’re clearly not winning over Henry. That introduction was a car crash.”

      Car crash seemed a harsh way of putting it. It hadn’t been that bad, had it? He might not have remembered my name, or asked me anything about the Dawnay building and my interest in it. He might have cut the conversation short, but it was progress, wasn’t it? I suppose it hadn’t been great, but I’d at least spoken to him.

      “So, we need to get you back on track,” Stella said. “We’re going to go shopping and buy you some things, and I’m going to help you build a relationship with Henry.”

      “What sort of things are we going to buy that will help me negotiate with Henry? A rope, duct tape, and some chloroform?”

      “Funny,” she replied. “Clothes. We’re going to give you a makeover.”

      “You’re going to give me a Pretty Woman moment?” I asked.

      “Think of me as Richard Gere. And you’re Julia Roberts, just not as hot.”

      “Well, for the record, you’re a lot better looking than either Richard or Julia.”

      “See? You can be charming.” She smoothed down the lapel of my jacket, and I had to fight back the urge to pull her on to my lap.

      “So Tom Ford’s not good enough?”

      “It’s far too good. You know these people aren’t cash rich. Their wealth is in property and art and trusts . . . They are caretakers of a fortune—they spend their time trying not to spend money. You know this; you’re not stupid.”

      “That’s the point. I can make Henry cash rich if he’d give me the time of day.”

      “Your way hasn’t worked so far, and he didn’t show much interest in speaking about your offer on his building. If you want him to sell you that property, you need to play by his rules. No one likes a show-off.”

      I liked Stella’s feistiness, had since I’d met her that first day when she’d turned me down flat. But a step farther and I’d officially be pissed off. “I’m not showing off.”

      “Then why did you win yesterday?”

      “You’re not suggesting I should pretend to be less than I am so I puff up these people’s egos, are you?” I asked.

      “If all it took was ego-puffing, then that would be easy. And I can’t imagine that you are so pig-headed that you wouldn’t be prepared to puff, puff, puff if that’s what it took. You can be so completely charming, so utterly convincing, I don’t get why you’re being so stubborn about using your powers of persuasion with these people. If I didn’t know better, I’d say part of you doesn’t want the Dawnay building at all.”

      “You know that I want the building more than anything.”

      “Why? You have plenty of money. It can’t just be a financial thing.”

      She waited as if I was going to answer her, as if I was going to tell her all my secrets.

      I stayed silent.

      “It’s like you’re trying to antagonize people. You need to get them on your side, but you know this, and so I don’t get it—the Tom Ford when everyone else is in tweed. The winning at clays even though what you should be concentrating on is talking to Henry and letting the host win. None of this makes sense.”

      “Oil and water,” I said. “We don’t mix. They don’t like me.”

      “I like you,” she said.

      Didn’t she get it? She wasn’t like the rest of them. She wasn’t like any woman I’d ever met. “You’re different.”

      “Then trust me and let me take you shopping tomorrow.”

      “If you let me kiss you,” I countered. It had been too long since our last kiss.

      A small smile curled around her lips. “You always want to make a deal. But you’re asking for something I’m more than willing to give without anything in return. Maybe you need to sharpen your negotiation skills.”

      This woman was as sharp as a pin.

      “Well, then maybe I’ll make you wait.”

      She sighed. “More waiting.”

      I pushed down a grin and tried to ignore the ache in my balls at the thought of denying her.

      Yes, I wanted the Dawnay building. But right at that moment, I wanted Stella London more. Tonight was going to be a long night, and I was going to have to use every ounce of my self-control to stop myself from pulling her out of this cocktail party, back to our room, and stripping her naked immediately.
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      BECK

      If I told Stella what I had planned to do to her tonight, she’d no doubt rip off one of her ultra-high heels and thwack me with it. Stella was sexy as hell, gave as good as she got, made me shift my focus about a lot of things, but best of all being with her felt easy, comfortable—like being at home. It was like being with a friend, but better because she was gorgeous, and I wanted to get her naked.

      Patience. I’d had to exercise a lot of it this evening and I was fast running out.

      I unlocked the door to our hotel room and held it open as she walked through.

      “You promised me kissing,” she said. “But it’s later and still I’m kissless.”

      “Kissless?” I asked. “Well we wouldn’t want that.” I spun her around to face me, cupped her face, and pressed my lips to hers.

      Her hands slid up the sides of my shirt and I held back a shiver. When had a simple touch over my clothes ever had such a visceral effect on me?

      I wanted this woman. This woman. Not just sex with a pretty girl. I wanted to undress Stella, to lick and bite every square centimeter of her until I knew her better than I knew myself.

      I wanted to devour her.

      She sighed under my touch and her hands caught my wrists. I pulled back. “You okay?”

      She grinned, her lips reddened with heat. “Absolutely.”

      “You know that this is more than kissing tonight?”

      “Oh yeah?” she asked. “What did you have planned?”

      I circled my arms around her waist and pulled her tight against me. “Naked stuff.”

      She laughed. “Such a Casanova.”

      The smooth guy I used to be, the one who knew how to seduce a woman, had disappeared. I’d never really understood the concept of being disarmed until Stella London. I bent and kissed her neck. “Not trying to be anyone but me,” I replied, tugging at the buttons at the back of her dress.

      I stripped her down to her underwear and walked her backward to the bed. I needed to get a grip, to take back control of this situation. I leaned over, pressed a kiss to her soft stomach and let myself breathe her in. Tonight, she’d be mine. Finally.

      I hooked my thumbs into her knickers, dragging them off as I pushed her back onto the bed and kneeled at her feet. My dick started to throb at just the thought of what she tasted like. Of how she smelled.

      Jesus, what was the matter with me? I was like a teenager leafing through the underwear section of my mother’s catalog.

      I pressed a kiss at the juncture of her thigh, and she groaned. Good. It wasn’t just me. She was worked up too—she wanted this. Wanted me.

      I made my way up to her perfect hip bone, across to the other side and down, enjoying her warm, smooth expanse of skin, needing to take my time but greedy for all of her all at once.

      “Beck,” she groaned, sliding her hands into my hair, the sound vibrating through my body in a way I was sure would register on the Richter scale and gathering in my balls, building my need for her by the second.

      I pressed a kiss over her clit. “You’re going to have to be patient.” I said the words as much to myself as to her.

      She sighed and I began to lick—slow, dirty strokes, going deeper and deeper. I wanted to bury myself in her. I took a breath, trying to dampen down the starting growl of my orgasm and focus on making the strokes longer and longer. Her hips lifted off the bed, and I pressed one hand on the hot skin of her stomach and the other on her thigh to keep her in place.

      “Tell me before you come,” I said.

      A gush of wetness spilled out onto my tongue and Stella began to grind against my mouth. “Beck,” she cried.

      I moved away. “You close?” I asked.

      “Yes. No . . . but . . . Oh God,” she groaned again as I pressed my fingertips into her milky skin—warm like sun-kissed seawater.

      For a split second I wondered if Matt had ever gone down on her. I doubt he had any idea of what to do with a woman. I would show Stella that she wasn’t missing anything by not being with him.

      I resumed my exploration of Stella, kissing, licking, and sucking, reveling in her sighs and moans, savoring the way she squeezed her eyes tight shut as if trying to block out the pleasure she was feeling. Her body was perfect from this angle, all smooth curves and goose-bumped plains. Her pulse tripped under my tongue, sending sparks of lust right to my cock. She definitely wasn’t far off, and I pulled away to assess her expression.

      She was lost. Floating. Her cheeks flushed, her hair spread out on the bed.

      I’d never seen her look so beautiful.

      “No coming,” I barked.

      “I’m close,” she said, her voice breathless and weak.

      We’d just have to do something about that. I gave her one final lick and then sat back. “Take a breath.”

      She gave me a confused look.

      “I said no coming and I meant it.”

      I liked that her orgasms didn’t come too easily. By the time I’d finished with her, she’d be coming on command.

      She lifted up onto her elbows. “Beck, what . . .”

      “You’re getting nothing else until you promise you won’t come without telling me.”

      “I p-promise,” she stuttered.

      I resumed my position, blowing on her clit and circling her entrance with my finger. She moaned. “I mean it, Stella. Relax and take a deep breath or I’m going to stop.”

      “What are you doing to me?” Her gaze flitted around my face.

      “Trust me and you’ll find out.”

      Her ribcage rose as her lungs filled and then she exhaled—a long, slow breath pushed from her lips.

      “Better?” I asked.

      “Define better.”

      “You’re not going to come straight away?”

      “Yeah, you and I have a different definition of better.”

      I pressed a kiss to her hip bone to stop myself from smiling. “You’ll see.” I twisted my fingers, working around her entrance, and lay my tongue flat against her clit. Her body tightened, her breaths shortened, and her hands fisted in my hair.

      She was close. Again. “Stella,” I growled. She needed to get better at communicating.

      Without further prompting, she took another deep breath and relaxed her body into the mattress.

      “Better.” Her compliance made my mouth wet and my dick hard. Stella was fucking fun and fun to fuck.

      As fingers and tongue worked, I luxuriated in the way Stella tried to keep her breaths deep and her body relaxed, but when I slid a third finger inside her, her back arched and she spluttered, “I’m going to come.”

      I withdrew my fingers and sat back. I wasn’t ready yet.

      “So, this is what you do?” she asked, her skin flushed and her words tripping into each other as if she were exhausted. “You torture women?”

      I could do this for hours with Stella.

      I couldn’t hide the grin she provoked. “I’m playing with you, not torturing you. And believe me. It will be so much better when I finally let you come.” I stood up, my erection raging against my stomach, desperate for release. It wasn’t just Stella I liked to deny.

      “The things for which you have to work hardest taste the sweetest.” I dropped a kiss on her mouth and headed to the bathroom. I undressed and poured two glasses of water.

      Her eyes went to my cock as I returned. “You’re going to fuck me now?”

      “We’re going to fuck all night. But you’re not having my dick yet. You’re going to have to work a little harder until you’ve proved you’re ready.”

      She groaned and this time it wasn’t in pleasure.

      “Drink this. I don’t want you getting dehydrated.”

      I expected her to argue, but she lifted herself up on her elbows, still eyeing my hard-on as she took the glass from me.

      My cock jerked under her inspection, and she sighed and gulped down the water as if she couldn’t wait for her reward.

      She’d get it. Eventually.

      She gave me back the glass and lay down.

      “Legs open,” I said as I retook my position and began working my fingers and tongue. Her hands gripped the sheets, but without my prompting she released them and blew out a breath.

      Good girl.

      I took her to the edge three more times, but she didn’t complain. In fact, she seemed to see it as a challenge.

      She sank into the mattress, her limbs heavy, and the glazed look in her eye suggesting she’d fully embraced my torture.

      I worked harder and she tried to muffle her cries, but the rippling of her stomach and the curl of her toes gave away her pleasure. She finally gave up and exhaled on a loud moan. “Beck,” she cried. “I’m going to come.”

      “Keep breathing deeply and come for me.”

      She shot me a panicked look as if she were afraid of what her orgasm might do to her.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I said as the convulsions in her body began to spread. I could almost see her orgasm crawl up her body. Her nipples peaked, her back arched, and silently, she reached for me—in reassurance or need?

      I had no idea but something in my gut stirred.

      I crawled up her body, and she circled her arms around my waist as her orgasm enveloped her.

      “You okay?” I asked as she recovered. I rolled to my side and she came with me, hooking her leg over mine.

      “Um, yeah. That was . . . I don’t know. Intense. I’ve never . . . I mean . . . intense.”

      I chuckled. “You enjoyed my torture.”

      “I’m not sure about the torture bit. It was a challenge but the orgasm . . . It was like the mother of all climaxes. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

      It was no less than she deserved.

      “We’re just warming up.”

      “I’m plenty warm,” she said as she pushed herself up on her elbows then straddled me.

      She was deliciously wet, immediately coating my cock in her juices. “Where did you learn that shit?” she asked as she moved her hips forward and back. “I mean, I expected you to be a little more . . .”

      I tucked my hand under my head as I waited to hear her explain her misconceptions of me.

      “I don’t know. Selfish. Impatient.”

      “You’ve clearly been fucking the wrong guy.”

      “Apparently,” she said, pressing her palms against my chest. “I mean, there’s only ever been Matt. I guess I don’t have a lot of experience.”

      Jesus, on top of it all, she was at the wedding of the only guy she’d ever slept with. Every time I thought I understood how difficult this week was for her, I found out something else.

      “Well, now there’s me.” She deserved the best sex that life had to offer. And I couldn’t help but enjoy the fact that I’d been the man who showed her how good it could be.

      I flipped her to her back and grabbed a condom from my wallet on the bedside table where I’d left it. I didn’t want to wait a moment longer.

      The more I got to know Stella, the more I wanted to know. When she’d first had her freak out and I’d spent the day with her, listening to her reel off information, all I’d wanted was to make her feel better so she didn’t bail on this wedding. But now, I wanted to know her. I wanted to know things about her that were completely unnecessary to fake a relationship in front of strangers. I wanted to get inside her head. Inside her body. I wanted to feel this woman.

      “Are you ready?” I asked as I positioned my cock at her entrance.

      “It depends. Are you going to torture me again?”

      “I’m going to fuck you. No more torture.”

      “Then I’m more than ready.” She ran her hands down her body then pulled her legs wide apart. Fuck, I wasn’t even inside her, but just knowing that in seconds I would be was enough to have my jaw tense and my cock jerking in my hand.

      I moved inside her, just enough so she’d feel me.

      “Oh God,” she said on a sigh as if she’d been lost in a desert for days and I was giving her a cold glass of water.

      Slowly I inched into her, and she took deep breaths as if she was trying to control her orgasm, as if a single stroke of my cock was going to tip her over and have her coming. That didn’t hurt my ego.

      I shoved in the last centimeter, wanting to get as deep as I could, and she arched her back, lifting off the bed.

      “So deep, Beck.”

      It was deep, tight, and fucking perfect.

      I had to take a breath. I wasn’t ready to give in, and I wanted her to come again.

      I withdrew just as slowly, trying to get used to the feel of her around me. Trying to get used to how she looked—the way her breasts shifted as I moved over her, the way she bit down on her bottom lip in concentration, the way she looked at me as if I’d wrapped up the moon and given it to her.

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever been aware of anyone in bed before. Not that I wasn’t focused on a woman’s pleasure—that was always part of the package. But compared to how I was taking Stella in—how I wanted to savor it all, remember it—it made me see that before her, it had always been anatomical, biological. With her it was . . . different, burrowed deeper somehow.

      She grasped my arm. “You okay?” she asked, pulling me out of my own head.

      I was more than okay.

      I nodded, pushing into her faster this time. She closed her eyes and pushed out a heavy, slow breath. Christ, even her breathing was sexy.

      I shut my eyes in an effort to block everything out—blanking my mind, seeing only white. I needed to focus. I began a rhythm, trying not to be so fucking aware of how soft and tight and perfect Stella London was.

      “Beck,” she whispered, bringing me back to the moment. “It’s so good. How is it so good?” She trailed her fingers down my back, and I couldn’t stop the guttural roar that rippled up from my gut and out of my throat.

      Sweat gathered at my hairline—not from the physical but from the mental effort of holding myself back from pouring into her. My cock was swollen with need, my muscles heavy with desire, and I kept thrusting, kept pushing into her. I needed to make it good for her, but more than anything, I wanted to keep these feelings, these new sensations that floated around me, whispering and wondering and new.

      “Beck, Beck, Beck,” she began to chant in panic.

      “Hey,” I said, folding myself over her so my chest was flat against hers.

      “I’m so close and it feels so good. I don’t think I can stop it.”

      I exhaled, almost relieved it would soon be over. I couldn’t stand this any longer—I couldn’t bear how fucking good it was.

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop my orgasm as hers arrived. “Shhh,” I said, pressing a kiss to her neck. “You can come, baby.”

      She blinked lazily and her hands dropped over her head. I felt it begin. The pulse under her skin, the tiny shiver that morphed into a shudder. She arched her body, and it flicked a switch in me.

      There was no more holding back. I pulled back and thrust in one more time, my orgasm creeping up my spine, circling and spinning, higher and higher until it exploded into every cell in my body.

      It pulled every ounce, every molecule of energy from me, draining me of everything but the sensation of coming. All I felt was the buzz of her skin against mine and how fucking perfect that was.

      I slumped against her, burying my face in her neck, and she tightened her grip around me, as if she thought I might go somewhere.

      As if I could.

      I didn’t have the energy to lift my head.

      And even if I did, there was nowhere I’d rather be.
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      STELLA

      The windscreen wipers were working overtime to clear some sort of path in front of us. The roads were ridiculously narrow around here, but it didn’t seem to faze Beck, who was at the wheel of the Land Rover he’d rented.

      “You think we should turn around?” I asked as I gripped the papers I was carrying.

      Beck shot me a look, then patted my leg, his hand staying a little too long on my thigh for it to be a friendly reassurance. Up until last night I’d doubted things between us—unable to understand what was real and fake. But last night was real and I had the bruises, the bitemarks, and the near-constant buzz under my skin from being with Beck that proved it.

      “It’s fine. Just rain. I can slow down if you’re nervous.” I didn’t know if it was the words or the tone, but I believed him when he said it was fine. Still, he lifted his foot off the accelerator a little and we slowed without me having to ask. At every opportunity, he showed me that he thought about my feelings, my desires, my needs. Being with him was a revelation. “It’s meant to clear in a couple of hours, so the journey back should be easier. At least we’re not going to Inverness. A helicopter would be more difficult in this visibility.”

      There was no way I would have gotten into a helicopter in this weather, but thankfully there was a shop in a village about twelve miles away that would have most of the stuff we needed.

      Not that buying things was going to help. What I really wanted was to get to the bottom of what was driving Beck. He was smart. He’d had money long enough to know how these things worked—it didn’t matter what world you came from, people did deals with people they liked and trusted, yet Beck was doing his best to not fit in.

      “We have a trip to Fort William next,” I said, looking at the detailed itinerary we’d been given when we arrived. “That should be relatively easy to dress for. We have that hike—we need to deal with that. And then the shooting. It’s too late to get you a dinner jacket—”

      “I’ve brought a perfectly nice dinner jacket.”

      This guy had a thing for Tom Ford, and who could blame him? He looked spectacular in everything he wore, but old money went to Saville Row. And they could tell the difference.

      “Just because I don’t have a tailor that my family has been using for four generations doesn’t mean my dinner jacket isn’t a perfect fit.”

      “You need to stop focusing on how things should be and just figure out how they are so you can get what you want.”

      His knuckles whitened on the steering wheel.

      “Why are you so determined to stand out from everyone around you?” I said, sliding my hand onto his leg. Beck’s comments about people with money still weren’t making sense to me, and I was determined to get to the bottom of it. I wanted to know him better. I wanted to understand exactly what made him tick. I’d thought I’d known Matt and it turned out I’d been living with a stranger all these years. I wasn’t going to settle for what Beck told me. I wanted to dig deeper. Not least because we were sharing a bed.

      Last night had been . . . unexpected. It was impossible to deny that Beck was attractive. But he wasn’t my type—well, physically, he was everyone’s type, but Beck was so . . . brash wasn’t the word. But he had a confidence about him that Matt had been missing. Matt was confident on the outside and comfortable in the world of public school and old money, but he didn’t have the core of steel Beck did.

      He also didn’t have the penis Beck did.

      But it wasn’t just Beck’s dick that had made last night so memorable. It was the way he’d made me feel. Like it was me, rather than sex, that he wanted. I couldn’t ever remember feeling like that with Matt. Being with Beck was . . . liberating. It allowed me to stop focusing on where I was and what had happened, and I’d been forced into the present. But it wasn’t as if Beck was going to be part of my future. As much as Beck and I were enjoying each other’s company, as much as I’d been convinced that things between us were real, we were both in Scotland—together—for a reason. And it wasn’t to start a serious relationship.

      The corners of Beck’s mouth twitched as he fought a grin as he faced the blurred road in front of us. I wasn’t sure if it was what I’d said, my hand, or whether he was thinking about last night, too.

      Beck cleared his throat, caught my wrist and placed my hand on his thigh. “The hike won’t be difficult,” he said. “We’re not going up Ben Nevis. We don’t need poles and shit. I’ve brought some gray hiking trousers.”

      I’d bet they were brand new. And I’d bet his arse looked fantastic in them. “Yeah we can probably solve that with a nail brush and some scissors.”

      “I have no idea what that means, but I know you’re not cutting up those trousers. I went up Scarfell Pike in them last year. There’s nothing wrong with them.”

      That sounded promising. At least they wouldn’t still have their label on and crease marks on the legs from the packaging. That was the thing with old money—nothing was new. Nothing looked as if you’d just spent money on it. But Beck knew this. He wanted to stand out. But why?

      “You went up Scarfell?” I liked the idea of Beck out in the wilds, his hair a little tousled, a smear of mud across his perfect jaw. I’d witnessed Beck a little sweaty and it looked good on him.

      “Yeah, some charity thing that Dexter was doing.”

      “So you sacrificed your pristine, expensive gym for the outdoors? I thought you left that behind when you got your Duke of Edinburgh?”

      The road veered to the right and some signs of life came into view. “Looks like where we’re headed,” he said, nodding at the buildings up ahead. “And I have no problem getting outdoors. Never have, never will. I might live in the city—”

      “In a penthouse in one of the most expensive postcodes in the country, in Europe even.”

      “Doesn’t mean I don’t like getting out. I grew up in the country. And you’re the one getting wiggy because it’s raining.” He took my hand from his lap and pressed a kiss to my wrist as if it was totally normal. His lips were like a shot of lust injected right into my veins.

      I pulled away, unsure of how long I could withstand the intensity of his touch.

      “Oh, this must be the village,” he said. “Can you spot the shop you want to go to?”

      I glanced to either side of the street as Beck slowed down. “There on the left,” I said.

      “You sure we’re going to find what we need?” he asked as he pulled in front of a shop with dark-green window frames and a cream sign on the front that said Cameron James-Gentleman’s Outfitters. “It looks like a ghost town.”

      “It’s not Saville Row, that’s for sure. What I do know is that I didn’t bring an umbrella.” It was only about three meters between the car and the door to the shop, but it was enough distance to drown in this weather.

      Beck pulled his jacket from the backseat. “Use this.”

      Before I could say no, he’d stepped out of the car and instead of making his way to the store he rounded the bonnet and opened my door.

      I could get used to a man doing that for me, although I couldn’t tell him that. “I can open my own door. You’ll get soaked.”

      I slid from my seat, holding his coat over my head, enjoying the scent of him as it surrounded me. “Here,” I said, trying to share the shelter of his jacket.

      He ignored me and took my hand, pulling me forward.

      The bell was still tinkling as we closed the door behind us and let the rain drip onto the mat in the entrance.

      I looked up at him and my stomach did a deep dive from a mile-high cliff. I wondered if I’d ever come up for air. The rain had emphasized his beauty. His face was splattered with raindrops and his hair was slick with water, as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. “You’re . . .” I traced his brows with my fingertips and he lazily shut his eyes.

      A man behind us cleared his throat. “Can I help you?”

      Beside me, Beck scrubbed his face with his hands and slicked back his hair.

      “Yes, we need something for Beck to wear when he goes shooting.”

      “Very well. My name’s Angus. Please follow me.”

      The shop looked tiny from the outside but seemed to go back for miles. We were the only customers, but the place was stocked as if they were expecting a sudden surge of people to descend on them at any moment. From the floor to the admittedly low ceiling were built-in, aged-oak cabinets and shelving stuffed full of shoes, shirts, jackets, walking sticks, boots, coats, trousers, kilts, wellingtons and binoculars. Every so often there was an island cabinet showcasing socks or cravats or ties. It was as if it had been airlifted from Saville Row right to the highlands of Scotland. We were bound to find everything we were looking for right here.

      “Miss, if you’d like to take a seat.” Angus indicated a small, buttoned, red velvet chair to the side of a cabinet full of blue ties of differing patterns. “Sir, if you want to make your way into the changing room, just there.” Angus nodded toward an oak door right beside me. “I’ll bring you some things,” he said, then scurried away.

      “What? He doesn’t want to know my size or what I like?”

      “This guy is what? Sixty? My guess is he’s been doing this job about forty-five years. He’ll know your size from looking at you and will know what you want better than you do.”

      “What I want is Henry’s signature on those papers.”

      “Exactly.”

      Beck sighed, then his face cracked into a grin. “Wanna come in and make out with me before Angus comes back?”

      I laughed. That was exactly what I wanted to do. But before I could respond, Angus returned, his arms weighed down with tweed, and he shooed Beck back into the changing rooms.

      “I was expecting the fit to be less fashionable,” Beck said as he came out in a three-piece, dark-green tweed suit.

      “Yes,” Angus said, apparently able to read minds. “It’s a traditional label that likes to throw in a modern twist in some of their designs. May I say, it fits you as if it’s been tailored.”

      Angus was right; the jacket clung to Beck’s shoulders perfectly and the dark green seemed to bring out the green in his eyes.

      “And you think a tie?” Beck asked, unbuttoning the jacket, showing off the waistcoat.

      “Not everyone will be dressed formally, but Henry will be,” I said, trying not to focus on how freaking good this guy looked in tweed. How was that even possible?

      “And the color is right for grouse,” Angus said.

      “Then let’s take it,” Beck said. “What else?”

      “I have a list,” I said, pulling out the pad of paper and pen I’d brought from the hotel. “We need some shooting boots, a waterproof jacket. I think some moleskin jeans for the Fort William trip. Maybe a casual tweed jacket and a hat?” I wasn’t sure I’d manage to get Beck into a hat, but it was worth a try.

      “You can forget about the hat,” Beck told Angus. “But the rest is fine.”

      Angus scurried away, and Beck turned to me. “I’m not a hat kind of man.”

      “You didn’t think you were a tweed kind of man until five minutes ago.” He rolled his eyes. “If I ask you a question, will you tell me the truth?” I asked.

      He frowned. “I’ve never lied to you.”

      Beck was right. He’d never given me any reason to doubt what he told me, but I was doubtful of everything at the moment.

      “Why’s the Dawnay building so important?” I asked. “You’re a rich man. You own the rest of that block. You could make a lot of money without that property.” He stepped forward to see if Angus was approaching and I got the feeling he’d welcome the interruption. But lucky for me, Angus was still gathering Beck’s new wardrobe. “You’re going to a lot of effort,” I continued. “It feels personal.”

      Beck took a breath and exhaled as if he were surrendering. “Maybe it is.”

      I stayed silent, willing the words to flow. I wanted to know more. I wanted to know everything about this man.

      “My mother used to live in the building. When she was first pregnant with me.”

      I knew there was something more to that building than the real estate, but such sentimentality was a shock. “You want to buy it for old time’s sake?” I asked.

      “Hardly. She was asked to leave just before she gave birth and she had nowhere to go. She told me the story when I was sixteen. I’ve been fixated on the building ever since.”

      “Because she was asked to leave?”

      He nodded, fiddling with the display of blue ties next to me. “Henry inherited the building from his cousin, Patrick Dawnay.” He paused. “My biological father.”

      A chill snaked up my spine.

      He’d talked about his dad—a man he clearly loved from the way he described him. And a man who was very much alive. “I thought your dad was—”

      “I never knew Patrick Dawnay. My dad raised me and is the only man I consider a father. Patrick Dawnay got my mother pregnant and then threw her away like she was nothing. She was his mistress and was provided with a flat in that building. But when she got pregnant, she got an eviction letter from his lawyer. Along with money for an abortion.”

      The edges of me curled up and I tried not to shudder.

      Everything made sense now.

      His obsession with the Dawnay building.

      The determination to be different from people with old money. He didn’t want to fit in. He didn’t want to be a man who would do that to his mother.

      I stood, stepped toward him and slid my arms around his waist. He stepped back, out of my reach.

      “Don’t feel sorry for me.”

      I looked up at him. “Not for you. For your mother. No one deserves that.”

      He nodded and this time he relented when I put my arms around him and placed my head on his chest.

      “The Dawnay building won’t exist when I’m finished with it.”

      “When we’re finished with it,” I corrected him.

      “Do you always have to have the last word?” he asked.

      “Pretty much. And I’m not done. The clothes aren’t enough—they’ll just make sure you don’t stand out. You need to switch up how you are approaching this. You’re self-sabotaging.”

      He sighed. “I know. I’m letting these people get under my skin. Every time I speak to someone, I want to ask them when they last did a full day’s work.”

      “You’d be surprised,” I said. “Have you met Matt’s uncle Richard?”

      “Nope.”

      “He doesn’t have to work—his family trust is gigantic—but he’s a pediatric neurosurgeon. Works full time in the NHS, doesn’t even see private patients.” He’d think I was making it up if I told him he liked to take on complicated cases from abroad on his off days.

      Beck just nodded, and I could tell he was just thinking that there was always an exception, but people were people—rich or poor. Some were nice and some were arseholes.

      “And Nancy Meadows, who I will introduce you to if I get a chance, works seven days a week, raising money for one charitable cause after another. The woman never takes a holiday. Last year she raised thirteen million pounds for a homeless charity. Not everyone born with money is worthless. And not everyone who made it on their own is a decent human being.”

      “I know, it’s just . . .”

      “You’ll like Henry. He really is one of the good guys. Just give him a chance to show you.”

      “I need this building,” he replied.

      “Then you know what you need to do. You need to be charming, and friendly, and get Henry eating out of the palm of your hand. Once you connect, you’ll like him—respect his opinion. I swear to you.”

      He nodded. “I need to focus on the goal and not get bogged down in the injustices . . .”

      “Yes, keep the endgame in mind, but it might not be such a chore if you give these people a chance.”

      He pressed his lips to my forehead. “I don’t know what I’d have done without you.”

      I closed my eyes, grateful that he’d needed me because I’d needed him right back. Without him, I’d still be mourning a man who wasn’t worth my tears, but now I was focused on my future. On the Dawnay building and the Mayfair development. We were going to get Henry to sign that building over, and we were going to rip that building to bits and rebuild it.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    




      BECK

      I was hoping that Stella remembered I was supposed to be Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman and not Steve McQueen in The Great Escape. We’d stopped by Boots to pick up a nail brush and a pumice stone, which was on Stella’s list, then at the entrance of the hotel, she’d scooped up some soil from the flowerbed, putting it in a small plastic bag she pulled out of her purse.

      “I still don’t understand what’s happening,” I said as I took a seat back in our hotel room. Stella was laying everything we’d purchased out on the bed.

      “I’m going to show you. Can you get the scissors from the vanity pack in the bathroom, please?”

      I’d just have to humor her. As I flicked on the bathroom light, images from the night before flashed into my head. Stella’s skin was so smooth it was like gliding my tongue over gin-soaked ice. My hands had fit perfectly over her hips. And she’d smelled so good.

      But sex was sex. It was rare not to enjoy it—even though it had been exceptional with Stella. What was more surprising was how completely alluring it was that she’d been entirely focused on our mission today. And the way she’d held me when I’d confessed my connection to the Dawnay building had been . . . comforting—no, more than that, it had bound us together somehow. No one else knew why I wanted that building so badly. It had just sort of tumbled out earlier. I couldn’t help it.

      I’d always professed to like the shallows when it came to women, but I couldn’t help but wade deeper with Stella. Every step forward, things got better between us, felt more right, as if I’d been waiting for this woman and now that she was here everything in my life made more sense.

      She was kneeling by the bed when I handed her the scissors, completely focused on the lining of the jacket of the five-thousand-pound suit I’d just bought and would wear once. She snipped the thread of the lining and made a hole in the seam about three centimeters long.

      “Is this some kind of passive-aggressive shit where you make me buy things and then destroy them because you’re annoyed about me not going down on you for long enough or something?” I asked.

      She paused what she was doing and looked up at me. “What kind of girls have you been dating?” Her expression was part horror, part pity. “And you went down on me plenty. Couldn’t you tell by my nineteen orgasms?”

      Stella had made me work for her climax, which meant I appreciated it all the more when I’d finally coaxed it from her. And it had made mine all the stronger. “I’m happy to try it again if you think it wasn’t quite long enough. Wouldn’t want to disappoint.”

      She grinned but shook her head as if I was some incorrigible fifteen-year-old boy obsessed with his older sister’s best friend.

      “Let’s focus. You need this signature from Henry. Then after . . .” She shrugged. “Let’s . . . let’s just grab the trousers and sit on them,” she said. “We don’t want them looking too new.” She reached for the pumice stone and started to rub it over the seam on the shoulders.

      “You know, I’m starting to think you’re a little bit crazy.”

      “Everything needs to look worn and not like we bought it ninety minutes ago.”

      “You mean you want it to look as if my grandfather bought the trousers and I’m so fucking stingy I’ve raided his wardrobe.” I toed off my shoes.

      “Open mind, remember.” She looked at me with a grin so warm I felt the heat in my bones.

      I took a seat next to her on the floor and picked up the pumice stone. “So, you know why I want the Dawnay building so badly. Why do you want the design job bad enough to watch your ex marry your best friend?”

      She blew out a breath. “Shouldn’t you be encouraging me, not questioning why I’m such a lunatic?”

      I shrugged. “You’re here now. For which I’m very thankful. But if I were in your shoes, I’m not sure anything could have dragged me here.”

      She blinked, closing her eyes for a second longer than normal, as if she were trying to wipe her mind clean of a memory. “Ironically, designing your Mayfair development is an opportunity to move forward after all that’s happened. I hate my job, but I can’t leave it until I have something else. I had a successful design business in Manchester but Matt had a job opportunity in London, so we moved down. I had started to build a new business, but when he . . . left, I’d only managed to get two small jobs. I wasn’t properly established and I had a mortgage to pay—London’s expensive.”

      “He left you with the mortgage?”

      “I told him to leave. I didn’t think through the cost of the place.”

      “He should have done the right thing and kept paying his share.” My jaw tightened at the thought that Matt believed he could just drop Stella and leave her to pick up the pieces.

      “It was my fault. I should have thought it through.” She always took on every problem like it was her own.

      “You should have asked him to contribute.”

      “I couldn’t do that. He wasn’t living there.”

      “But you gave up your business, moved cities for him.” Stella didn’t seem to see the injustice that was obvious to me.

      “For me too. I wanted a life together and anyway, I love London. I always wanted to be there.”

      She didn’t look at me the entire time she spoke. I wanted to tell her how sorry I was, but I knew she wouldn’t want my pity. “You’re good at giving. Not so good at taking,” I said.

      Ideas spun through my mind of what I could do for her. Maybe I could buy her something, pay her mortgage or something. It wasn’t that Stella was a woman who couldn’t look after herself—more that she was a girl who deserved to be spoiled.

      This Matt guy needed someone to show him that girls like Stella didn’t come along all the time. She’d made sacrifices to make him happy. She’d given things up for the good of their relationship, for a future together. She’d been part of a team, whereas he’d only been thinking of himself.

      “As long as Henry signs on the dotted line, this Mayfair development will turn things around for me. I’ve started sourcing suppliers already.”

      As nervous as I was about her taking on the project, I wanted her to do well and create a better future for herself. “Maybe I can put you in touch with a few people as well.”

      She looked up at me from beneath her lashes. “You’d do that?”

      Didn’t she get it? There wasn’t a lot I wouldn’t do for her.

      “It’s no problem. And I don’t think I’ve ever said thank you for coming here and doing all this.”

      “It’s not like I’m not getting something in exchange.”

      Was that what it was? A simple exchange? Perhaps I was making too much of what she was doing, but it felt like we were a team. That she was sitting on the hotel room floor, her arms deep in a sea of tweed because she wanted to help me.

      “The Dawnay building’s going to be a game changer for both of us,” she said.

      “Agreed. But can we stop calling it the Dawnay building?” I asked.

      “What will you name it? The Wilde building?

      “The entire development will be called One Park Street.”

      I didn’t need to name the building after myself. I just wanted to erase its legacy. And at the same time, create a new one for myself. And Stella.
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      STELLA

      I had a hot, semi-naked man in my bedroom, but the itinerary specified that I had to be semi-naked with a bunch of women.

      There was nothing better than a day at the spa.

      Usually.

      And as well as not being with Beck, I risked having to speak to Karen.

      “Stella,” Karen called as soon as I stepped into the relaxation room—a darkened space, lit only by candles that reflected off the gold walls. Whale music played in the background and loungers were organized around a central display of stones and crystals. “There’s a free seat here.”

      Typical that she’d be the first person I’d run into.

      Before she’d run off with my boyfriend, I would have assumed she was being nice by offering me a seat, but now, I couldn’t imagine it was possible for her to do anything nice for anyone. Perhaps she wanted to put on a show for the other people, or maybe she just needed to feel better about herself. Either way, I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of making a scene by refusing her offer.

      At least Florence was on the other side of me.

      “I was just telling Florence that I hadn’t seen much of you,” she said, patting the chaise longue next to her. “I want to hear all about your new man.”

      I had to dampen down a smile instead of the panic that usually came when I had to talk about my fake boyfriend. If nothing else, Beck was now my very real lover. “What is it that you want to know?” I asked.

      “Is it serious? What’s he like?” she asked.

      “It is from what I’ve seen,” Florence interrupted. “He’s charming, generous, funny, and crazy about Stella.”

      Florence was quite possibly the best human being. She knew I was a useless liar. But for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel the need for protection. “You’ve not seen anything until you’ve seen him naked,” I added.

      Florence’s eyes widened, and I nodded.

      “Good for fucking you,” she said, and I grinned. “You know what? With a man like that, I’m not sure I’d make it out of the bedroom.”

      “I needed some recovery time,” I said and that was the truth. After our first night together, I needed some mental space to process the things he’d made me feel. But after last night, it was physical recovery I needed. Every muscle and bone ached. And I wasn’t sure if it was from the things we’d done or my desire to do each one again.

      “So, it’s just casual sex?” Karen asked.

      Nothing I’d said had suggested that. “I didn’t say it was casual.” I grabbed a magazine from the pile on the table between Florence and me.

      “But it can’t be all that serious,” Karen said. “You’ve only been together a few months.”

      There were lots of things that were unbelievable about me being at this wedding, but Beck was right, one of them was that I’d never confronted Karen and Matt. Maybe the reason they thought they could betray me so fundamentally and then expect everything to be hunky-dory was because I wasn’t the kind to confront people—that I was too focused on not making people uncomfortable, that I wanted everyone to be happy and get along.

      I’d been trampled on for far too long.

      “Who cares if it’s casual?” Florence interjected. “Beck’s so hot, I’d take whatever he was offering.”

      “Yeah,” Karen said. “He doesn’t look the marrying kind.”

      “Well, someone looking for marriage isn’t necessarily the best kind,” I replied, flicking through the pages of my magazine but not taking them in. I wanted Karen to stop commenting on my love life like she hadn’t stolen my boyfriend. Clearly Matt was available to be stolen but still—she should have some shame. “Just a few months ago, I was dating someone who I thought was the marrying kind and look how that ended up.” I put my magazine down and turned to Karen, my pulse thudding in my ears as I tried to gather my courage. “I spent seven years with Matt and he’s marrying you. Perhaps I don’t want someone who pretends to want to marry me and then ends up marrying my best friend.”

      I could almost hear Florence’s jaw hit the floor behind me as I blew out a breath and my shoulders slid down from where they were up by my ears.

      I’d been keeping all that in, squashed up like a ball, and now it was out, I had more room.

      Karen blinked, furiously. “Well, if you felt like that, I don’t understand why you came.”

      “Felt like what? Hurt? Betrayed? Devastated?” Did she really think I’d be fine with it? “Given what you did, I don’t understand why you invited me,” I replied.

      “I thought you’d be happy for us. It wasn’t like the two of you were still living together.”

      I snorted, blown away by her lack of empathy. I’d been trying to find a reason for what happened—if only I hadn’t insisted on the blue lounge chair or agreed to move down to London, but it was obvious now.

      None of this was my fault.

      The elephant that had been sitting on my chest since I received the invitation had moved on to rest his arse somewhere else. “If that were true then you would have had the decency to tell me to my face that you were marrying my boyfriend. I wouldn’t have found out when I opened the invitation.” She didn’t think I’d be happy for her; she just didn’t care.

      “People can’t help falling in love, Stella. I thought you’d understand.”

      She thought I’d understand because I always had. I’d always excused her selfish behavior, constantly put her happiness ahead of my own—I did it with everyone. And I’d had enough.

      “I was in love with him for seven years, or did you forget?” I asked. After all these years, Karen’s motives for most things still flummoxed me. Was it possible that they were truly in love?

      Either way, I didn’t have to pretend I was happy for them.

      She looked at me, her eyes wide and her mouth parted as if she didn’t know if she should run or scream at me.

      “Was it worth it? Are you happy?” I asked, genuinely wanting to know. Would marrying my ex-boyfriend fulfil her? Had losing a friend she’d had since she was five years old made her feel good?

      “Of course,” she said, and I could almost see her feathers bristle. She checked her watch. “I think they might have forgotten about me. I’m going to see what the delay is.”

      “Absolutely,” I agreed. “They shouldn’t be keeping the bride-to-be waiting.”

      My limbs were floating, like I’d already had my massage. I always assumed confrontation brought anger and frustration but for me, telling Karen how I felt seemed to have instilled some kind of peace.

      “Well, good for you,” Florence whispered as we watched Karen leave. “I’ve been waiting for years for you to stand up to her. I can’t believe she thought you’d be happy for her.”

      “That’s how much of a doormat I’ve been,” I said.

      “It says far more about her than you, but I do like this new Stella. Has spending time with Beck made you brave?”

      “I’m not sure brave’s the word.” Time with Beck hadn’t given me courage, but it had given me a little bit of distance and perspective, away from the drama and debacle. Beck was an outsider, who had no skin in the game. Florence had been telling me for years I should stand up to Karen, but somehow seeing myself through Beck’s eyes changed things.

      “If Beck doesn’t make you brave, how does he make you feel?” Florence grinned so wide I couldn’t help but smile back—because of Beck but also because I had a friend like Florence who wanted me to be happy. Friends like her were rarer than I used to believe.

      “Like I have more room to breathe,” I replied. “He’s . . . I mean, it’s nothing—we’re stuck up here together and it’s . . . convenient. But I’m twenty-six and I’ve never had a fling, so I guess this is the holiday romance I never had.”

      “It’s way overdue. And you never know, it’s not like he’s Marco Russo and heading back to Italy in a couple of months.”

      I laughed. Marco Russo—how did Florence remember things like our Italian student teacher when we were fourteen? Every girl in the school had been utterly distracted by his swarthy looks and had completely underperformed in the end-of-school exams. “Back then you were all about going to Italy when we finished the exams.”

      “Like he would have even remembered our names at the end of the year,” she said.

      “Right? He never knew our names in the first place.”

      “I’d never seen a man so attractive,” Florence said. “I was sure that if I could find him in Italy, he’d fall in love with me, we’d get married, live in Tuscany, and paint and be happy forever.”

      We’d all had childhood fantasies that seemed ludicrous now. Just like the thought that I was going to marry Matt seemed now like something that had always been utterly impossible.

      “You seem happy,” Florence said. “When you’re with Beck.”

      I guess I was. But I wasn’t going to let myself think that it was something more than it was. “You’re ridiculous.” I tossed my magazine back on the table between us. “Beck is a stopgap. He’s a something that happens before real things happen. Like the anesthetic before an operation or the canape before the main meal.” The words tasted bitter on my tongue. I wasn’t sure that was true for me. Beck felt like the start of something, but I didn’t want to be that naïve girl who tumbled into something and got taken advantage of, again.

      If Beck wasn’t my future, he was a whisper of a future—a hint that there could be something after all that had happened. For the first time in a long time, I was starting to wonder what would make me happy.
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      BECK

      I’d woken up resolved. Stella was right. I knew what I needed to do. I just had to focus on the goal and not get hung up on what these people—Henry’s cousin—had done to my mother.

      Stella had helped me focus. She brought out the best in me.

      My new clothes, pumiced and muddy in places, made me look like everyone else, and I nodded at a few people as I made my way toward the group of men gathered at the edge of the sweeping drive.

      “Morning,” I said. “Beautiful day for it.” I’d come across these people in my life—hell I was good friends with a couple of trust funders. Stella told me that Henry was a good man and although it was difficult for me to believe that someone related to Patrick Dawnay could be decent, I trusted her.

      Henry was over by the keeper, so I headed in that direction.

      “We’re shooting wild birds today, not grouse reared on the estate.” Matt stepped up beside me, dressed in a light-green tweed suit, brown socks up to his knees and a flat cap to match.

      At a distance, he could have been fifty years older than he was. I’d drawn the line at headgear, and although Stella had wanted me to wear breeks and wellies, I’d insisted on trousers and walking boots. “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “As I’ll ever be,” I replied.

      Stella had insisted that I do my homework on what a grouse shoot involved. I was usually well prepared, but I’d been resisting it, rejecting every part of this way of life—perhaps because I’d been rejected by it in the first place. Patrick Dawnay hadn’t wanted me, had pushed me and my mother aside, and I didn’t want to want any part of it. But, as Stella said, if I wanted the Dawnay building, I had to do whatever it took.

      “Do you like shooting?” Matt asked.

      “Golf is more my thing,” I said.

      “Excellent,” he said. “Perhaps we should play a few holes when I’m back from my honeymoon. The girls can get together for lunch and leave us boys to it.”

      Why on earth would he think I’d want to spend time with him? He was Stella’s ex-boyfriend. And even if he wasn’t, I had enough friends. Five super-competitive arseholes were enough to contend with. There weren’t any vacancies in my friendship circle.

      “How are you enjoying Scotland?” he asked. “That rain yesterday was dreadful, but at least we’re seeing the sun today. I didn’t want to have to cancel.”

      “You don’t call off a shoot because of a spot of rain, man,” Henry barked at Matt as he came up beside us. “We wear waterproofs and get on with it.”

      “I enjoy the rain,” I said, because it was the truth. “I never miss a run because of weather.”

      “Quite right,” Henry said. “You’d never go outside in Scotland if you were afraid of a bit of water.” He sniffed, then turned to me. “So, you’re Stella’s new chap, are you?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, she’s a lovely girl. I’m very fond of her. Known her since she was a small child. She was always clever but never shouted about it. I liked that about her.”

      Henry and I agreed on one thing at least. “She underestimates herself,” I said. “Very modest despite being quite . . . wonderful.” It was easy to be honest when I was talking about how great Stella was.

      He nodded. “Puts other people first. Other people who frankly don’t deserve it.” He shot a glance at Matt, who had the good sense to be pretending not to hear what we were talking about.

      “I’ve just seen Phillip. Please excuse me,” Matt said. “I must go and ask him about his speech.”

      “Yes, he should scuttle off,” Henry said. “The way he and my god-daughter have treated Stella has been absolutely terrible. Selfish and entitled—both of them. Stella’s better off without him.”

      A grin filled my face. “I couldn’t have put it better myself. But his loss is my gain.”

      “Just make sure you realize what you’ve got in that girl.”

      I’d liked Stella from the moment I’d met her, found her attractive, enjoyed her feistiness. But getting to know her had brought an entirely new level of captivation with her. I respected her as well as enjoyed her company and couldn’t keep my hands off her. “Every day I realize it a little more,” I replied.

      “I’ve never understood womanizers. When I found my wife, I was determined to marry her. I saw how kind she was. She brought out the best in me and I could make her laugh. What more could I possibly want? And all these years later? It’s still the same—together we make each other better.”

      I looked out onto the countryside, all mossy greens and muted browns. That was Stella—she made me better. She saw things in me that others didn’t, and she coaxed the best out of me.

      “All Matt knows how to do is take,” Henry said. “Perhaps Karen is what he needs. If he’d married Stella, she would never have known what being adored and respected felt like. And she deserves that. She’s a special soul.”

      “Very special,” I agreed. Gut instinct had guided me well during the course of my career, and at that moment it was telling me that there was more to what Henry was saying than him just giving me a warning to look after Stella. It was almost as if he knew that we weren’t really together, and he was warning me not to pass up the opportunity to keep her in my life when this week was up.

      But perhaps that was my mind playing tricks on me.

      “You’ve shot grouse before?” Henry asked.

      “Never,” I admitted. “Not really my scene. I’ve shot clays a few times. And a lot of soup cans.”

      “Ahhh, sounds like me as a boy. With my air rifle at the back of the stables.” I chuckled. Perhaps Henry and I had more in common than I imagined. “That’s clearly why you were such a good shot the other day.”

      “Soup cans come in handy,” I said.

      “I take it you haven’t brought your own gun?”

      I shook my head.

      “I didn’t bring mine either. I’ll help you pick one out. Follow me.”

      As we walked toward the keeper, Matt’s chortle echoed out across the party. Henry cleared his throat. “I told Karen that a man who’s prepared to cheat on a woman, will cheat on any woman.”

      “I think those are wise words,” I replied.

      “You look after Stella. Maybe the next time I see you, after this week, it will be at your wedding.”

      I didn’t have to make an effort to agree with Henry. The last few weeks with Stella had been fun. She’d found the whole idea of pretending we were dating more stressful than I had. Relationships for me had never required any effort but with Stella . . . I was much better at being a fake boyfriend than a real one. Being a fake boyfriend was far more demanding—we were more like teammates with a shared goal. But I preferred it like that, which had me thinking that maybe that’s what relationships were meant to be about. I laughed. “Well, we’re not quite at that point yet.”

      Henry stopped and looked me dead in the eye. “You seem like a man who knows what he wants. If you want Stella, then don’t mess her around.”

      I admired how protective he was over her.

      Stella had a way of making me see things differently, even if she didn’t do it on purpose. She shook things up like a snow globe, and when everything settled down still again, things were back to normal but were forever changed.

      “Yes, this will do for you,” Henry said, handing me a shotgun, and pulling me away from my thoughts of Stella and wondering what things would be like when the snow settled and I went back to life before her. Whether that was even possible.

      “Perhaps we can carve out some time this week to talk more about the Dawnay building,” I said.

      “Oh that’s right,” Henry said. “You said you’d tried to set up a meeting about it. Did you want to lease it?” he asked. “It would need overhauling, I’m afraid. It’s in a dreadful state.”

      “Actually, I’d like to buy it from you.”

      His eyebrows disappeared under his hat. “I don’t think it’s for sale.” He didn’t sound very convinced. “At least, I’ve never considered selling it.”

      “I can offer you a good price. But I need to move things along quickly, I’m afraid. It’s a short window of opportunity, but like you say, the place needs work, even to let. If you sold it to me, you could invest in something else that’s easier to generate revenue from.”

      Henry nodded but stayed silent. I didn’t want to push. I needed to be patient. Let the idea settle.

      “Let me know the price you’re thinking. I’ll give it some thought. In the meantime, if you’ve got any paperwork I can look at or I can send to my lawyers, then let me have it.”

      I was holding my breath as he spoke, not quite believing that we were having this conversation and that he hadn’t dismissed the idea out of hand.

      I wasn’t sure if it was the tweed I was wearing or the warning I’d gotten from Stella to give Henry the benefit of the doubt, but something had shifted. If I kept listening to Stella, the Dawnay building might finally be mine.
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      BECK

      The lock on the hotel room door whirred and Stella appeared in the doorway, grinning as if she’d been waiting to see me. Her expression hit me like a physical force, almost knocking me off my chair. It was like seeing me made her happy.

      It felt fucking fantastic.

      “How many defenseless little grouse did you murder today?” she asked as she kicked off her shoes. I put down my phone on the table to give her my full attention. Her hair was piled high on her head, and her face was free of make-up.

      She looked beautiful.

      “Funny. And you’d be proud.” I gestured her over with a nod of my head.

      “I would?” When she was close enough, I grabbed her hand and pulled her between my thighs.

      “I bonded with Henry. You have quite the fan there.”

      She forked her fingers through my hair. “I do?”

      “Yeah. He likes you a lot. Not Matt’s biggest fan from what I can tell.”

      “Really? Well, that makes two of us.” She leaned against me as I rested my hands at the tops of her thighs.

      “You sure about that?” I asked her. “If he dumped Karen and told you he’d made the biggest mistake of his life, what would you do?”

      “Agree with him.”

      “Would you take him back?” I asked. Stella had so much to offer—she didn’t need to waste that on an idiot who didn’t appreciate her.

      “It’s never going to happen, so I don’t need to spend time and energy thinking about what-ifs.”

      It was such an evasion—did she really not understand that she was worth more?

      “You’d just go along with it?” I asked. Because that’s what Stella did. She went along with things to make other people happy, without really thinking about what she wanted.

      “I’ve not given it much thought.” She paused. “But no.” She exhaled, her eyebrows pulling together as if she were deep in thought. “No, I don’t think I would. I’d always be waiting for it to happen again. And anyway, Matt’s not the man I thought he was. He’s . . . different. I mean, I was wrong about him. What he’s done is unforgivable, but . . .”

      “There’s a ‘but’?” I asked. She couldn’t think that what he had done was justified.

      “Yeah. There’s part of me—a very small part of me—that thinks it’s not the worst thing that could have happened. What if we had got married and then I’d found out he and Karen were sleeping together or that he didn’t love me the way I loved him. I don’t know if it’s being here at their wedding but, although it’s still painful, I believe things will get better for me. I’ll get to London and I’ll figure stuff out.”

      I couldn’t stop smiling. I hoped I’d had a part to play in her believing the future held promise. I pulled her down onto my knee. Perhaps I’d show her how good things could be.

      I slid my hand up her skirt. I was done talking about Matt. “How was the spa? What did they do to you?”

      She squirmed as my hand dove between her thighs.

      “Erm, I had a massage?”

      “Who touched you? A girl or a guy?”

      “A girl, why? Are you jealous?”

      I nestled my finger underneath the lace of her knickers. “It depends,” I replied. “Did you have a happy ending?”

      She threw her head back and laughed and I grinned—not at my question but at the glorious sound of Stella happy. It was indisputable that Matt was an idiot for cheating on her with her best friend. But what if I gave her up when we got back to London? What did that make me?

      She gasped and grabbed my shoulder as my fingers delved into her. “No, you’re the only instigator of my orgasms this week.”

      Which was how it should be.

      “You haven’t told me how it went with Henry,” she said, shifting so my thumb grazed her clit, enjoying her shiver.

      “You want me to talk to you about my day while I’m getting you off?” Did couples do that?

      She smiled then pressed a kiss on my cheek. “No, but I do want to hear about it.”

      “Orgasms first,” I said, and pulled my hand away and lifted her onto her feet. She looked confused and then I began to undress her, lifting her t-shirt over her head. “And then we’ll talk shop.”

      “If you insist. I’m not going to complain.”

      “No, I’ll make sure you have nothing to complain about.” I released the clasp on her bra, and she shrugged off the straps as I knelt to unbutton her skirt. These clothes were for the people outside of this room. They were part of the act—a mask, armor—but this space, the private time between her and me, that was real.

      Once naked, she lay back on the bed, her arm bent, and her head resting on her hand as she watched me undress. “I like hanging out with you,” she said, and my heartbeat skipped, giving emphasis to what she was saying—painting the words in bold type.

      I wanted it to mean more.

      I wanted her to feel more.

      “I like hanging out with you, too.”

      I peeled off the last of my clothes and took her in, naked and waiting for me. I couldn’t rush this. I wanted to breathe in every curve, every dip and arc of her. To map her body with my tongue and then try to explain how fucking insatiable she made me. I stepped forward and trailed my fingers up her body like a blind man reading the secrets of eternal life. I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss anything, that I’d taken in every last word she told me.

      “You okay?” she asked. “You seem intense. You want to talk about Henry?”

      She didn’t think it was possible that I was intensely fascinated by her. “I’m not thinking about Henry. I’m thinking about how sensational your body is.”

      She slid her hand over mine. “Really?” she asked.

      “Is that so difficult to believe?” I supposed when the man you thought you were going to spend the rest of your life with ended up cheating on you, it was easy to believe you weren’t worthy of . . . admiration? Worship.

      She didn’t answer and I continued my exploration.

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever taken my time with a woman the way I did with Stella. I never liked to rush things, but that was so the end result was intensified. I liked to take my time with Stella because I wanted to savor the moment—not just build up to orgasm. I needed to squeeze out every last drop of being with her, soak myself in her. I’d never experienced anything like it before.

      “Flip onto your stomach,” I said, guiding her over.

      I swallowed as the lines and curves changed, her skin highlighted by the hazy, setting sun coming through the windows. “Let’s skip dinner,” I said. “We have all day tomorrow to spend with these people. Tonight, we should do this.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at me, as if checking she’d heard me right. A small smile turned up the corners of her mouth—part suspicion, part unease. I got the uneasy part. The feelings Stella stirred in me were unfamiliar. I’d never spent much time fully clothed with the women I dated. But it was more than just knowing her well that set her apart. It was because Stella was Stella.

      Unselfish.

      Thoughtful.

      Sexy.

      There were a thousand things I liked about her.

      I lifted her hips and pulled her back so her legs hit the floor. “Like this, I think.” She went up onto her forearms, her breasts grazing the mattress, and I growled at the memory of how they felt in my mouth.

      Later.

      I reached for a condom. I needed to fuck Stella hard and quickly tonight. Needed to claim her—to make her see what I saw in her.

      Leaning over her, I whispered in her ear, “I’m going to make you come so hard, you’re going to forget everything bad and only remember the good stuff.” I wanted her to forget her suspicions and bruised heart. I wanted her to know what being able to trust someone felt like. I slipped my hands over her shoulders, stroking my thumb over the dip at the top of her neck with one hand and then I trailed down the valley of her spine with my other. When I reached the base of her back, I kept going down between her arse cheeks, over her arsehole and into her opening.

      She was soaked; her wetness fueling my lust. I was done just feeling her on the outside. I needed to be inside.

      I put my thumb in her mouth, had her suck it clean, and then positioned my cock. Instead of taking it slow, I entered her in one hard, fast thrust, pulling her onto me as I pushed forward, getting deep, deep, deep.

      She cried out so loud anyone on the lawns outside our window would hear. Hell, most people within a half-mile radius would.

      “You’re going to break me in two,” she cried out, her hands bunched full of sheets.

      “Never,” I growled.

      I pulled back and thrust in again, hard and fast. She let out the same desperate moan, one melting into the next. My balls tightened, and I anchored my hand around her waist. I had to steady her, keep her still, and I needed to be close to her, to feel every vibration across her skin.

      “More,” she cried out as I stilled.

      I thrust again, not stopping this time before I pulled out and plowed into her over and over. I couldn’t tell who was making which sounds as they bounced off the walls of the room.

      Her back arched. “I’m . . . Please. Beck, please let me come.”

      This wasn’t the time to make her wait. Our lust and desire had pushed us into a different state of consciousness and orgasm was the only route out. I wasn’t going to be able to hold back anymore than she was.

      But the way she asked my permission, the way she had waited for me to say yes before she fully let herself go—it was too much. She was too much.

      “Come, baby.” The words scorched my throat, and before the command had fully left my lips, she began to quiver under my fingers. My climax pushed from the base of my spine, spinning, circling, and pressing out and up. It went on and on until I was bursting out of my skin.

      I wrapped my arms around Stella’s waist, holding her tight as she bucked underneath me, her orgasm combining with mine as we cried out in unison.

      I fell onto the bed, still holding her. Our jagged breathing settled as we found our rhythm.

      “Beck . . .”

      I waited for her to finish her thought. What would she say? Would she comment on how intense it was? But she left the sentence unfinished, almost as if she expected me to fill the gap.

      She twisted in my arms so we were facing each other and placed her palms on my chest. “Far more relaxing than the spa.”

      I laughed. “Did you enjoy your day?”

      She tilted her head, nuzzling into my body with a sigh. Wanting to commit her contentment to memory, I closed my eyes at the sensation of her breath on my skin. After fucking, my mind was usually elsewhere, either on fucking again or on my emails as I reached for my phone, ready to chase the next development, close the next deal. All I wanted to do with Stella was to be right here. With her in my arms.

      “I can’t remember my day,” she replied. “But you need to tell me about Henry. You said you bonded.”

      “Over you. I get the impression he’s not too impressed with Karen’s behavior.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “You might be right about him. He might be one of the good ones.”

      “I’m looking forward to hearing you say that I’m right a lot when we start the design process.”

      “Don’t bet on it. I’m a tough client to please.”

      “Oh yeah?” she asked, pulling out of my arms and wriggling down the bed as she grabbed the base of my cock.

      I chuckled and then groaned as she kneeled between my thighs. I glanced across to the bedside table then handed her a hair clip. There was no chance I was missing the visuals.

      She grinned and pulled her hair back, exposing her high, tight breasts and flat stomach. Sophie’s choice: My dick in her mouth, which was likely to be epic, or her skin sliding against mine as I fucked her again, this time face-to-face.

      I wanted both options immediately.

      Stella was teaching me a lot about patience.

      Her hair tied back, she bent, fisting my cock in her hand. Her grip was perfect—confident and strong. She glanced up, wet her lips, and swallowed. I could have come right there, all over that perfectly smooth neck, and it would have been the best blow job I’d ever had.

      It would be all over far too quickly if I watched right away, so I shifted so I was staring at the ceiling when I felt her tongue connect to the underside of my cock. It was like a starting pistol had been fired. I clenched my hands and tried to take a steadying breath as she licked long, steady strokes up to my crown. This was a marathon, not a sprint . . . I hoped.

      As she took my tip in her mouth and started to suck, I had to focus on keeping my hips on the bed and not ramming deep into her throat. Then she pulled back, licking up one side then down the other. Every millimeter of skin she touched buzzed and intensified the growl underneath my skin. She circled my crown with her tongue, and I willed her to take me into her mouth, but she was making me wait. Paying me back. It was pure, delicious torture, and I was going to have to live with it.

      Impossibly slowly, she took me deeper and deeper, tighter and tighter and tighter, and then she pulled back and used just a little teeth.

      At that moment I would have signed over my entire fortune to her if she let me flip her over onto her back and fuck her mouth into the mattress. But I held still, paralyzed with need and lust until she groaned, and I couldn’t hold back anymore. Some women made noises when they gave blow jobs, and it always filled me with suspicion—was that what they thought men wanted? Had they seen that when watching porn or reading Cosmo? But with Stella, her sounds were so uninhibited, so real and needy, that there was no doubt she loved sucking my dick.

      I’d never wanted a woman so much in my life.

      “I have to come,” I announced.

      “In my mouth?” she asked.

      I didn’t have time for a discussion. I pulled her onto the bed and flipped her to her back. “Lie there.” I took my dick in my hands. I wanted to see her as I came. To watch every naked part of her. She brought one leg up as if to hide herself, and I shook my head and pulled her knee wide, opening her pussy and revealing her wetness.

      Fuck, yes. My dick in her mouth had done that to her.

      I pushed into my hand, once, twice, and when she lifted the back of her hand to her mouth, wiping herself clean of me, I erupted all over my stomach, her name booming through the room.

      “You’re fucking amazing,” I said, collapsing back onto the bed.

      “I barely touched you,” she replied, pressing her hot palm against my chest.

      “And look what you did. I’m a fucking mess. Your body . . . Your . . . everything.”

      I was skirting too close to saying something before I knew what it was I wanted to say. I had to reel in my confessions, how these feelings were pushing up and breaking the surface of my soul. I wanted to be a man Stella wanted, craved, and deserved.
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      STELLA

      I should have been dreading a day trip with the people who’d hurt me most in the world, but with Beck by my side, I was actually looking forward to it. “Have you done many coach trips before?” I squeezed his hand as we strode across the courtyard toward the bus waiting to take us to Fort William.

      “Do I look eighty to you?”

      I squinted, trying to get a good look at him. “Maybe on a bad day,” I replied.

      He glared at me.

      “Oh right, you don’t have bad days. That’s what Tom Ford does for you. The rest of us put up with Zara and plenty of days looking like we haven’t slept in a week.”

      “Zara or not, I’ve never seen you looking anything other than fucking phenomenal.”

      My stomach dived to my knees. There was no one to overhear us, no need to pretend, yet the things Beck said when we were in public or private . . . He was nicer to me, more complimentary than Matt had ever been.

      “The Scottish weather must be getting to you,” I replied. Beck was the kind of guy who could get up at five in the morning and scrape his hands through his hair and be catwalk ready. Most of us weren’t so lucky.

      Raised voices by the door to the coach caught my attention and a man with a clipboard and hair as orange as a traffic cone smiled at Karen through gritted teeth.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” the driver said. “The booking is on the system for forty-four.”

      “We made it for forty-eight. There are still four more passengers than seats available.”

      “We could drive,” Beck told Karen. “That way I can subject Stella to easy listening music.”

      “You do not like easy listening,” I said, pulling on his arm.

      “I’m not going to confess stuff like that when we first start dating, am I? I have to save the dodgy taste and bad habits until it’s too late. I guess now is as good a time as any to confess . . .” He took a deep breath. “I love the Carpenters.”

      I collapsed into laughter. In some ways Beck had a gigantic ego—mainly wrapped up with his work and his lack of family money—but he threw me a curveball every now and then by not giving a shit what people thought about him.

      “Let’s drive—we can sing along in peace,” I suggested.

      We turned back to Karen and she rolled her eyes. “So that’s two people down. Matt and I will drive too to give us some alone time.”

      A week ago, a comment like that would have hurt, brought her betrayal back with a vengeance. But now her comments slid off me like oil to my water—she’d lost the power to hurt me. She wasn’t working for my forgiveness. She seemed determined to only care about herself. I’d always been envious of her independence, of the way she charged through life, fearless and determined. But she wasn’t so much fearless as careless. She wasn’t so much determined as detached from people’s feelings.

      I’d been looking through dirty glass for years and suddenly someone had come along with some white vinegar and a cleaning cloth. But just because I could see her clearly didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. It also meant I was always looking around, wondering where the other dirty windows were. Who else was I seeing the way I wanted to see them rather than the way they really were?

      I didn’t trust my judgement.

      “Is that okay?” Beck asked as we headed toward the car. “Are you worried the rental is too new money?”

      I laughed. “How come you wanted to drive?” I asked.

      “Rather than sit on a bus and play eye spy? I’d definitely rather drive.” He aimed the key fob at the car and the lights flashed before he opened the passenger door. “We can hang out, you can give me shit, and make me laugh. And I wasn’t joking about the Carpenters either.”

      I climbed into the car, fiddling with my phone. Bringing up their greatest hits on Spotify, I nestled the phone into the holder on the dash, connecting it to the Bluetooth. “What do you want first?” I asked as he slid into the driver’s seat. “Close To You? Superstar?”

      “I don’t mind. Start at the top.”

      The first song was Superstar. The intro played, and the first line rang out. “I thought you were going to sing?” I said.

      “I’m not good at multitasking,” he said as he made a sharp left turn onto the drive, heading out of the hotel grounds. “Given how anxious you get in the car, I would have thought you would want me to concentrate.”

      “Just when it’s rain—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, he launched into a word-perfect sing-along, complete with intonation and emphasis.

      “You not joining in?” he asked at a break between verses.

      “Oh, I’m appreciating it as a spectator rather than a member of the band.” I tried to swallow down a laugh, though it wasn’t at his singing. It was more that `` easy listening.

      He fiddled with the steering wheel and the music faded into the background. “So, tell me a bit about Fort William. Is that where the secrets of the upper classes are buried? Am I going to commit social suicide if I don’t know that Matt’s grandfather founded the place in fourteen fifty-seven?”

      Beck might think that buying the Dawnay building was going to lay to rest some ghosts, but something told me it wasn’t the building that was going to heal the hurt Beck still held.

      “Well, from what Florence told me, today is just a lunch overlooking Loch Linne.”

      “I can’t believe we’re not hiking here. We’re a stone’s throw away from Ben Nevis. The area’s beautiful. I looked it up and the hiking is really just a walk through the grounds.” He shook his head. “I suppose they have to cater to the majority. It just seems such a waste of the landscape around here.”

      “I’ve never hiked in Scotland, but from what I’ve seen, it looks like it would be gorgeous.”

      “You’ve been up here and never hiked? You’ve got to be kidding me. The boys and I practically lived up here doing our Duke of Edinburgh gold award.”

      “I guess I’ve only ever been up with Matt and he never wanted to hike. Didn’t like the rain.”

      “Well, I’m going to bring you back and we’re going to hike.”

      I held my breath, waiting for him to follow up his comment. Had he meant to suggest future plans? It was just the two of us in the car. There was no need to put on a show, so why was he suggesting we come back here? I’d seen Beck and I as a temporary thing—a holiday romance—but was he thinking that we might be more? My heartbeat began to boom in my ears, like a siren blasting—warning me—but of what? I wasn’t going to let myself think about it. I was determined just to enjoy the moment with Beck and be grateful he was healing the wounds Matt had created.

      “No camping though, right?” It was as noncommittal a reply as I could come up with.

      “I’m not making any promises. Waking up in the middle of nature—it’s . . . That kinda shit’s important.”

      I laughed. “That kinda shit? You’re a regular philosopher. You should write a book, offer counseling.”

      “I might say it badly, but it doesn’t make it any less true.”

      “Well make sure you don’t say it badly with Henry today. Are you going to talk to him about the Mayfair property?”

      “I’ve got to. I can’t chance it and wait until the ceremony when there might be a chance I miss him. I’ve got to find my opportunity today. I got the papers he requested ready to send through. I just hope he looks at them fast. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “Florence emailed me the table plan—we’re at the opposite end of the room from Henry,” I said. “So I think you should try to speak to him before everyone sits down. I’ll just be a distraction, but you can get down to business if it’s just the two of you. I’ll find Florence and Gordy or head to the bar or something.”

      It might not be up to me to close the deal on the Dawnay building, but this was maybe even more my future than it was Beck’s. After weeks of licking my wounds, the trip here had woken something in me, or perhaps it had closed the door on something. Now I was impatient to get started on my future—whether or not that future included Beck.
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      After searching high and low for Florence, I’d spotted her and Gordy in the car park, having a heated conversation, and I’d decided it wasn’t my place to interrupt just because I didn’t want to be wandering around the restaurant trying to avoid Matt and Karen and their families. Just a few weeks ago, I considered many people in this room my family, yet here we were avoiding each other’s eyelines and pretending each other didn’t exist.

      I might not know exactly where my future lay, but I knew it wasn’t among the people here.

      “A gin and tonic, please,” I asked the barman as I faced toward the bar, so as not to catch anyone’s eye.

      “You okay?” the barman asked, and I realized I was staring at him.

      “Yes, completely fine. How are you?” I was being an idiot. I was a confident, capable woman in her prime, and I wasn’t the one who should be avoiding anyone. I’d done nothing wrong. I took my drink and turned slightly to admire the view, grinning as I saw Beck talking to Henry. He was totally going to get the Dawnay building. I was sure of it. He could convince anyone of anything.

      “Stella,” a familiar voice came from behind me and I froze.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      This was why I’d been hiding.

      As much as I hadn’t wanted to spend time with Karen, the very last thing I wanted to do was to speak to my ex-boyfriend.

      “Matt?” I turned and looked at him, trying to fix my face with some kind of neutral expression.

      His eyes were wide and red and the tendons in his neck bulging as if he were ready to hit someone. “What are you doing here?” he hissed, glancing around to check that no one was watching.

      “At Fort William?” I asked, not quite understanding the question. “It was part of the itinerary, I—”

      “This entire week? Why did you come?” He reached to grab my wrist, but I moved my arm and stepped out of his way just in time.

      “What do you mean? You invited me,” I said.

      How was he angry with me?

      “You weren’t supposed to say yes, Stella. You’re making a complete fool of yourself. Can’t you see?”

      As though a tide was turning in my stomach, nausea mixed with confusion and the sense of being cornered by an enemy.

      There was so much anger and blame in his expression.

      Anger at me. Yet it was me who was supposed to be angry. He was to blame. He’d run off with my best friend.

      What had I done?

      “If you hadn’t wanted me here, you shouldn’t have invited me,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady despite feeling like I was trying to keep afloat on choppy waters.

      The injustice of the situation was tempered by the shame that Matt always managed to sprinkle over me. Like when he told me I was being pretentious whenever I showed him a piece of furniture I’d found that would look good in our flat. Like the look he gave me when I won the pitch to redesign the interior of a local hotel up in Manchester. I’d never noticed before, but now that I thought about it, Matt made me feel ashamed of many things I was excited about.

      “This is so typical of you, Stella. Needy. Desperate.”

      Matt and I had gone to India the summer of our graduation. On our first night in Delhi, on the way back from dinner, we came across an elephant and its owner in the middle of the city. The owner was charging tourists to take pictures with the elephant. I didn’t understand how such a powerful animal was so easily led with a simple chain around its thick ankle. It could run his owner down and escape back to family and friends. How had the owner trained it to follow him?

      It was only now, standing in front of Matt, that I realized.

      The elephant had been conditioned to expect pain if it stepped out of line. It was the fear of hurt that stopped it from trying to flee.

      The elephant’s pain was physical. The pain Matt inflicted on me over the years was mental. But both the elephant and I had been cowed.

      Diminished.

      We’d both had our power taken away.

      And standing in front of him, I could still feel the pull of the chain, the rub of his ire, and I wasn’t sure if I had the strength left to charge over him and free myself.

      “Karen wanted to be nice. I told her you’d pull a stunt like this. You’re completely oblivious to reality, Stella.”

      I didn’t know what to say. This was a man I loved for seven years. A man I’d trusted, thought I’d have a family with, yet he looked at me with a mixture of contempt, anger, and irritation as if we were almost strangers. “You invited me,” I repeated. I could hardly tell him it was the last place I wanted to be.

      “What did you expect when you came up here? That I’d change my mind? You should have realized years ago that we were only a temporary thing. I never proposed, Stella. I thought you’d take the hint. Things were hardly good between us, but you seemed to carry on regardless, not reading the signs, thinking we were going to be together forever. I thought moving to London would finally put an end to things. But you went ahead and followed me. Christ—wake up.”

      I was a deer stuck in the headlights. Okay, Matt didn’t love me. Okay, Matt was marrying my best friend—but he was trying to say it was all my fault. I felt myself weakening under the cold determination in his stare. He was determined to hurt me. Determined to break me. Matt acted as if he’d cut the chain from my ankle years ago and had been trying to shoo me away ever since. Had I been so naïve? When he’d told me about the job in London, it had been a shock, but he’d never said anything about splitting up. Just that it wasn’t an opportunity he could turn down. He never suggested going on his own. Up until the night he told me he was moving out, I’d never had any indication things weren’t working. But maybe they’d never been good from his perspective. He had me questioning everything.

      Had I missed him trying to end things? Clearly, I’d been working toward a shared future he didn’t want, but why hadn’t he just said he didn’t love me anymore? Why hadn’t he left sooner? And if he hadn’t wanted me to move to London with him, he should have just told me.

      “This isn’t my fault,” I said. I felt pathetic that I couldn’t put together a more coherent defense to his accusations.

      He sighed, rolling his eyes. “You only ever see what you want to see. You’ve always been the same—it’s like you have some kind of tunnel vision and you only see the Stella version of reality. No doubt you’ve done it with this new guy too.” He nodded toward the window where Beck was sitting with Henry.

      Perhaps I had missed signs with Matt. Maybe I should have pushed him more about our future, but I loved him and I thought that he loved me. It didn’t occur to me not to trust him with my heart.

      It wouldn’t happen again. My heart wouldn’t ever be given away so easily. Despite what Matt thought, in future I wouldn’t assume someone’s feelings matched mine. I wouldn’t expect people to be honest, and straightforward, and loyal. I was done being the woman that men took advantage of.

      I’d learned my lesson, and I wouldn’t repeat the same mistakes again.
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      BECK

      Thank God for Stella. I couldn’t have handled the endless lunches, drinks, and dinners or inane small talk if it wasn’t for her. But today I needed to nail down Henry, get him to agree in principle to a sale of the Dawnay building, and it would have all been worth it. I wasn’t leaving Scotland without that victory, and I had work to do. I was running out of time.

      I glanced over at Stella at the bar. There was so much riding on this conversation. But when she looked at me, I didn’t doubt myself for a second. I wanted this. Of course I did, but I also wanted this for her—so she could do the design, get her business back on track, and move on from her idiot ex. She might have needed this win even more than I did.

      I headed over toward Henry and the large picture window that overlooked the loch and the mountains behind it. The landscape matched the colors of the shop we’d visited the other day. Browns, heathers, and greens. I’d never taken much notice of the landscape when the boys and I had come up when we were teenagers. Yeah, we liked the views, but we’d been focused on the goal of getting to the top of the mountain, the end of the trail, and our gold award. I wasn’t sure I’d appreciated everything that got me to that point.

      “Henry,” I said as he turned away from the window. “You taking in this fantastic view?”

      “I certainly am. I’ve been coming up here most of my life, but it still holds my attention.”

      “I was eighteen on my first trip up here. Before I’d started my first business, before I knew what I was going to do with my life. But nothing’s changed.”

      “And we can take comfort in that.”

      Though I’d rather chat to Henry than most of the other people here, I didn’t want to just make small talk with him. “I’ve put together a pack of papers to send you on email if you have an address,” I said. I pulled out my phone as Henry relayed his address to me and I typed it in. I’d made sure that the lawyers had everything ready, so if Henry was so minded, he could sign everything and get the deal done right away.

      Not that I was expecting him to do that. I just didn’t want there to be any reason from my end why the deal wasn’t signature ready.

      “Okay, I’ve sent that across to you,” I said, tucking the phone back in my pocket.

      “I’ll take a look. But give me a little background, why do you want the property?” Henry asked.

      I tried to swallow down the lump that formed in my throat that appeared every time I thought about my mother and the way she was treated. “I think I mentioned that I own others in the block. I want to make it the premier residential site in Mayfair.”

      “So a complete transformation of the entire block?”

      “Exactly.” I nodded.

      “That property has held our family name since it was built in the mid-eighteenth century. Even if I was to sell, I’d want that name retained in relation to the building.”

      Despite being related by blood, I’d never borne the Dawnay name. It had never been an option for me, having been disowned by my father. I was damn sure that as soon as I bought the building, its name would be the first thing to go.

      I didn’t need constant reminders of who I wasn’t.

      “The entire block will be one large complex that will have a brand-new name,” I said.

      “Well perhaps you can work the Dawnay name into a wing or something?” Henry asked.

      “I’d definitely look at doing something,” I replied, deliberately being noncommittal.

      “We’d have to agree on what exactly it was that would carry the name,” Henry said. “Perhaps a plaque in the lobby explaining the family connection would work?”

      Over my dead body.

      “What do you think?” Henry continued.

      “You want this incorporated into the contract?” I asked.

      “Absolutely,” Henry replied. “Selling the building is not . . . Liquidating assets is not something I generally like to do. And that building has been part of our family estate for generations.”

      I could tell him, explain how I might not have the Dawnay name but I had the Dawnay blood in my veins.

      But there was no way I’d use my connection to my biological father to get anything in my life. He’d never given anything to me. And I wasn’t going to take anything. I’d worked hard for everything I’d ever had and that wasn’t about to change.

      “I understand that it might be easier to transfer it to a family member. But in my experience, Henry—and forgive me if I speak out of turn—sometimes family members aren’t the best people to take care of a property like the Dawnay building. I want to tend to it, nurture it—bring it to life for another generation.” I glanced over at Stella, maybe hoping to feel some of the confidence she had in me and recharge myself. This was clearly important to Henry, and I didn’t want to misstep.

      She was facing me, but she wasn’t talking to Florence. Stella’s head was bowed and her eyes were fixed on the floor as she spoke to a man whose back was to me. It almost looked like she was going to cry. Was it Gordy speaking to her?

      Before I could figure out who was with her, Henry replied. “I see what you’re saying but—and you’ll have to forgive me this time if I speak out of turn—I don’t know you. I’m sure you’re a completely honest person who does what they say they’ll do . . .”

      My attention should have been one hundred percent focused on Henry, but all I could see was the way Stella flinched when the man she was standing with tried to grab her wrist.

      “Is that Matt with Stella?” I asked without thinking. I was interrupting when Henry should have all my attention.

      “I believe so,” Henry replied.

      What the fuck was he doing, grabbing her? She took a step back and then he stepped toward her, menacing and threatening, and his voice was starting to increase in volume.

      I half stood, hovering over my chair. Should I go over there? Stella wasn’t mine to protect, but she didn’t deserve anything Matt was dishing out.

      I should be closing this deal with Henry, fulfilling a lifetime’s ambition but— “Henry, I’m sorry, but please excuse me.”

      All I could think about was making sure that Matt had hurt Stella for the last time. He didn’t deserve her time, her conversation, or anymore of her tears.

      I might have walked away from closing a deal I’d been working toward my entire life.

      But some things were more important.

      I’d never moved so quickly, and my hand was on the small of Stella’s back in a second. Two at the most. She gasped as I touched her, and when she looked up at me, I saw a sadness in her eyes that I remembered from the first time we’d ever met.

      I glanced at Matt. He’d done that.

      I wanted to kill him. But I’d made Stella a promise that I wouldn’t even say anything to Matt, not hold him to account or tell him how worthless he was for treating a woman so valuable with such contempt—let alone bury him.

      It was a good job that a promise to Stella overrode my desire to give Matt what was coming to him.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I need to speak to my girlfriend,” I said, and with that I led Stella out of the room.

      Away from the man who’d thrown her aside.

      Away from the man who stood between me and the Dawnay building, and the ending I so desperately wanted.
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      STELLA

      Even after a run, the man looked beautiful. Beck’s glistening face, his heaving chest. It was almost too much. No wonder I’d managed to stay distracted these last few days.

      “You look gorgeous,” Beck said as he stood at the entrance to the hotel room.

      Even the view wasn’t enough to distract me from the guilt that still covered me like a fine layer of sweat on a muggy August day in London. “You think you’ll see Henry today?” I asked.

      Beck shrugged and pulled off his shirt. He’d whisked me out of the restaurant the day before yesterday, making some excuse about needing to speak to me. I’d never been so pleased to see anyone, but at the same time, Beck had been so close to closing the deal. And yesterday Henry had been visiting family and hadn’t joined the hike. Beck could have missed his shot.

      “I should have sent you back to speak to Henry. I could have waited in the car.”

      “You said that already. And there was no way I was leaving you.”

      “Also, did I say thank you?”

      He turned to me and smiled. “You did. Many times.” He toed off his shoes and headed into the bathroom, keeping the door open.

      I could barely keep my hands off Beck on the car ride back to the hotel. At one point along the way, we’d pulled over and I’d crawled onto his lap on the back seat. I don’t know what it was, but Beck interrupting Matt and me, walking away from Henry to come to my rescue was . . . I’d never had anyone do anything like that for me.

      “I’d do it again,” he added. “He was lucky I didn’t punch him out, and if I hadn’t made that promise to you, I probably would have. Are you still not going to tell me what he said to you?”

      I couldn’t tell him. It was too embarrassing to admit that Matt had said I looked desperate by coming to the wedding. And that I should have realized he was never going to marry me. “You know. He was just trying to justify running off with my best friend.” I tried to dismiss what he’d said but just thinking about his accusations was like pouring vinegar onto a wound.

      Had I been desperate? Had I missed the signs? It was true that I never thought Matt or Karen capable of so much deception, of such a lack of loyalty. I thought they loved me. But I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “Typical coward. Trying to make you feel bad.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I lied. “I’m more concerned about Henry.” Focusing on the future was my only option now.

      All I could do was move on, keep my heart safe, and not make the same mistake again. I had to focus on work. “He might have signed the paperwork if you hadn’t come to save me.”

      “Maybe. Although, he seems stuck on keeping the Dawnay name attached to the building in some way.”

      I’d been so wrapped up in my own drama, we’d not talked about what he and Henry had spoken about. “In what way?”

      “Like a wing or the lobby or something.”

      “And that’s a big no no for you, given, your background, I guess.”

      He snapped his head around. “Yeah. Exactly.”

      “I get that,” I said. He was treating this development as therapy of some kind. Having to keep the Dawnay name as part of it would undermine that in his eyes. But all the same, it seemed a small price to pay. “You have to ask yourself whether you’re prepared to walk away if it’s a sticking point with Henry.”

      “I need to shower but come and talk to me,” he said.

      I tried to think back to when Matt and I had first been together. Had we ever had conversations in the bathroom? Life was always so busy—I couldn’t remember the last time we’d properly talked.

      “You think I’m being an idiot about the name? Am I cutting my nose off to spite my face?”

      “I didn’t say that,” I replied.

      Beck continued to strip off with the bathroom door open. He was so unselfconscious. We’d only known each other a few weeks, but I knew his body better than I knew my own. That small scar on his jaw that I couldn’t see unless I was just a few centimeters away—the result of falling and hitting the rocks on a trip up Snowden. The dimples just above his arse cheeks that were the reason I liked to watch him from bed as he walked naked across the room. The way his hands were twice the size of mine and wrapped around my waist, my hips, my breasts as if they owned them. I’d miss all those things about him.

      I’d miss him.

      “Yeah but I’ve gotten to know that little twitch of your mouth and the way you look away—it means you don’t agree. Tell me what you think, Stella. I want to hear it.”

      We hadn’t known each other long, but in many ways he seemed to know me better than some of my oldest friends. “It sounds like there might be a bit of nose cutting off.”

      “I’ve been known to do it before,” he confessed.

      “Well, I’m hardly one to talk. Florence had to talk me into coming to this wedding.”

      “I can understand why you wouldn’t want to come. What Matt and Karen did? It’s awful.”

      “And I understand why you don’t want the Dawnay name anywhere near your building.”

      He stepped into the shower and looked at me. “Don’t ever let a guy tell you you’re not a fucking prize, Stella.”

      He said it as if he thought I was the best thing ever to happen to any man, and his gaze created a tingle across my skin as if his lips were on mine.

      “I’m not sure if that means you’re going to accept Henry’s condition or not.”

      He sighed like it was an impossible situation. “What would you do if you were me?”

      “Wrong question,” I replied. “You want to know what Warren Buffet would do or Jeff Bezos.”

      “You’re telling me not to let sentiment get in the way.”

      “Actually, I’m not. I think that if your aim is to make the best business deal, then agree to let Henry keep the name. That’s what Warren or Jeff would do.”

      “Of course I want to make the best deal,” he said.

      That might be partly true but there were other reasons why he wanted the Dawnay building. “Or you want to lay ghosts to rest,” I replied. “And if that’s the case, then buying that building is never going to fulfil you in the way you need it to if you have to keep the Dawnay name attached to it.”

      “So walk away?”

      I shook my head. “I’m saying, decide what’s more important—putting the past to bed or getting that building. If this is about your father and Henry insists on keeping the name, then maybe you should walk away.”

      Beck got out of the shower, and I padded back to the bedroom and dressed quickly in a Zara knockoff of a Prada skirt and blouse.

      “As well as being a prize, you’re right,” Beck said, toweling himself off. “It’s more than a building or a deal. I can’t live with the name being a part of the building in the future. I want to move forward and for so many years, owning that building—having my thumbprint on it and not my father’s—has been the only thing holding me back.”

      I knew the feeling about wanting to get on with my life. I couldn’t help but think I’d just shot myself in the foot. If Beck didn’t buy the Dawnay building, where did that leave me? In a crappy job that I hated and a flat I’d shared with Matt.

      “Then I guess you have your answer,” I said.

      “Maybe,” he replied. “If I can’t convince Henry to drop the name. But it’s worth another shot.”

      “Hopefully you’ll get to see him at the ceremony today.”

      Beck pulled on his trousers and pulled a shirt from the hanger in the wardrobe.

      “And then we’ll be done,” I said. After today I could move on with my life. The Matt chapter of my life that I thought would last the entire book would be over. But with Beck and the Dawnay building still uncertain, I had no idea what would be over the page.

      He grabbed his suitcase from behind the door, reached onto the bed for a t-shirt, and pulled it over his head. “Let’s pack,” he said.

      “Now?” I glanced at my watch. “We can’t be late for the ceremony.” We could pack later. There was no way I was going to be late to the church and risk having to grab a pew when everyone else was seated and turned to watch me.

      “No, let’s go today. Now. I have Henry’s details. I can call him. Email him.”

      My heart started to thunder, excitement and relief mixing in my stomach. Although the thought wasn’t vomit-inducing like it had been at the beginning of the week, watching Matt and Karen get married wasn’t exactly first on my list of things to do today. “Wouldn’t it be better for you to speak to him face-to-face?”

      “I think I need to let him stew.” He pulled his clothes from the wardrobe and threw them in the case. “Unless you want to be there for some reason? Closure or something?”

      “It’s the last place I want to be.”

      “So, come on then, get those sexy shoes off and packed.” He grabbed his phone off the bedside table, and I sat like a stone on the mattress. “I’m going to call for the plane, but if you want to stay, we’ll stay.”

      Did I care if there was a two-person gap at the reception? People would probably say I couldn’t face it and they wouldn’t be wrong. I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for Beck and the design job. If Beck was offering me a get out of jail free card, why shouldn’t I grab it? “Are you sure? You’re so close with Henry?”

      “I think we both need to escape right now.”

      “If you’re sure, then—”

      “Stella, it’s almost as if you’re waiting for me to change my mind. You never know—walking away might be the push that Henry needs.” He held the phone up. “Say the word.”

      I didn’t want to stay here. I didn’t want to watch Matt marry Karen. I wanted to be in the air, and on the way back to London. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back to the flat Matt and I had shared or the job I’d taken to pay the mortgage, but I knew being here was worse. “Let’s go.”

      I jumped up, adrenaline licking at my skin, and began to strip out of my wedding-appropriate outfit as I scanned the room for my jeans. “Are we really doing this? It feels wrong somehow.”

      Beck picked up the phone. “Joe, I’m going to need the plane today. We’re going to be leaving the hotel in about ten minutes, so we should be at the airfield in half an hour.” Beck hung up and turned to me. “Yes, we’re doing this. Finally, you’re going to do what’s best for you, rather than what’s best for Matt, your friends, and even me.” He grinned at me and then pulled me toward him, placing a kiss on the top of my head. “It’s about time.”
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      STELLA

      Out of the back window of the car, I watched the hotel disappear and fade away into the gray, Scottish skies. I had to be sure we had gone. “It’s like I’m leaving my past behind,” I said. “Literally. Figuratively. It’s all back there.”

      “Are you okay with that?” Beck asked.

      I turned back to face forward in the passenger seat next to Beck. “It’s a relief. To get it done. And to not have to go to the ceremony. I doubt I’ll ever see Matt and Karen again.”

      “But you’ll see Florence and Gordy?”

      “Sure. Florence has been amazing through all this.”

      Beck stayed silent.

      “She’s been a great friend,” I added. “I don’t know what I would have done without her.”

      He shrugged.

      It was weird because I knew Beck well enough to know he wasn’t just disinterested in what I was saying. He was disagreeing with me but trying to hold himself back from saying so.

      “You don’t like Florence?”

      He tapped his thumbs on the steering wheel. “I don’t like the fact that she’s still friends with Karen after what she did to you.”

      I reached for his arm. It was sweet that he seemed invested, but he’d gotten it wrong about Florence. “Florence isn’t friends with Karen.”

      “She’s at her wedding. And honestly, I don’t know Gordy very well, but he seems like a nice bloke. I don’t understand why he didn’t put his foot down and refuse to come.”

      I had to push down a giggle. “Put his foot down? I’d like to see him try and tell Florence what to do. But for your information, Florence promised to come to Scotland if I came. She didn’t want me to go through it alone. She wouldn’t have come if I hadn’t needed her here.”

      Beck took a long, slow breath. “Good,” he said. “That makes more sense. And Gordy just went along with it?”

      “He’ll do anything to make Florence happy. You can stop judging them now. Even though it’s kinda nice that you’re being so protective.”

      “The character of a person is important to me. You know that.”

      In many ways I knew a lot about Beck, considering the short amount of time we’d spent in each other’s company. But these days I knew better than to assume I knew anyone. After my conversation with Matt, the lack of confidence I had in my own judgement of people was reaching boiling point.

      “I don’t understand why you were with Matt for so long, or friends with Karen since you were five. The pair of them deserve each other from what I’ve seen. Neither of them merit a friend like you.”

      It was easy to look on as an outsider and see things that weren’t right. But when you were in the middle of them, they were easier to overlook. “No one is ever entirely one hundred percent to blame,” I replied.

      We turned onto the main road, Beck revved up the engine and we picked up speed. “If that tool successfully made you feel like him running off with your best friend was somehow your fault—”

      “No, it’s not that. More that when you’re in a relationship, the aim is to be happy and that means compromising and accepting you’re not right all the time.”

      “And that’s what Matt did?”

      I’m not sure I understood Matt’s aims at all, which made me feel all the more stupid. I’d been blindly trundling along, expecting everyone to have good hearts and me to be granted my happily ever after at some point. “They weren’t Matt’s core skills while we were together,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t have good intentions.”

      “That’s the point though, isn’t it? You had good intentions and he didn’t give a shit.”

      Matt cared about me. At one point. He must have done. “We were happy for a long time.”

      “And when you stopped being happy,” he said. “Did you walk away?”

      My stomach roiled. I hadn’t stopped being happy. Even when he’d ended things, I’d loved him and thought it would work.

      I’d been such a fool.

      Even with a little distance from Matt, it was clear that our relationship was far from perfect. Looking back, he was controlling and demanding and more than a bit of a snob.

      Beck was right. I’d seen what I’d wanted to see—ignored the bad and created the good in our relationship. My rose-tinted glasses had been lasered on.

      My fear now was that my twisted vision wasn’t limited to Matt and Karen but that I wasn’t capable of seeing reality. Was I only seeing the good things about Beck? It seemed real between us; it seemed like he’d do anything for me. But I’d been wrong before.

      “I’m not looking back. I’m focused on the future. On the Mayfair project.”

      “If we get it,” Beck said.

      “You’ll get it.”

      He grinned and grabbed my hand, linking his fingers through mine. Was this just pretend? “Thank you for your confidence. But I’ve decided. I want it without the name or not at all.”

      At that moment, a call came through on the Bluetooth and Henry’s name flashed up. He should have been at the ceremony.

      “Henry,” Beck answered.

      “If you’ve got any sense, you’ve whisked the lovely Stella away from this ridiculous parade. The dear girl shouldn’t have to sit through such a palaver.”

      “Agreed. We’re headed to the airfield now, and we’re going to make our way back to London.”

      “Very good,” he said. “Anyway, I called because we didn’t finish our conversation back at Fort William.”

      Beck cleared his throat. “Yes, sorry about that. I—”

      “No need to apologize. You did quite the right thing,” he replied. “It actually got me thinking about family and loyalty. There have been plenty of Dawnays who haven’t displayed the character you did to me in that moment when you intervened in the situation between dear Stella and Matt. In fact, between you and me, the cousin I inherited the building from wasn’t the best man I’ve ever met. I’m thinking that perhaps the Wilde name deserves to be the only one on your development.”

      I squeezed my hands into fists in the hope it would hold in the squeal of delight pushing to get out.

      “I appreciate that.” Beck shot me a grin—it was the look of a man who knew a victory when he won one.

      “You said fourteen fifty a square foot?” Henry asked.

      “That’s right,” Beck replied.

      It seemed like a lot of money, but Beck had said it was fair for the location, and after doing some research I’d worked out Beck could put over a thousand per square foot on that if I did my job properly.

      “If you can go to fifteen hundred, then I’ll sign,” Henry said.

      “If we get documents executed by Thursday, I can do that price.”

      “Then I suggest we light a fire under our lawyers,” Henry said, chuckling. “And you and Stella will come to dinner a week on Saturday to celebrate.”

      Beck turned to me and without thinking about it, I nodded enthusiastically. Henry’s agreement couldn’t have come at a more perfect time. I had something to look forward to, to work toward.

      “We’d be delighted,” Beck said. “I’ll let you go and get straight on to your lawyers. Enjoy the wedding, sir.”

      “You got your building,” I said, beaming at Beck. “I knew you would.”

      “And you got your project,” he replied.

      “My future.”

      He reached across and cupped my face, sweeping his thumb over my cheekbone. “We should celebrate when we get back to London.”

      My stomach swooped and slid down to my knees. I’d deliberately not allowed myself to think about Beck and me on the other side of the Scottish border. But we were about an hour away from being back in England.

      If he was suggesting a date, then I wasn’t sure what to say—Matt had taught me I had to be more careful with my heart.

      “That’s the idea of Henry’s dinner,” I replied.

      “Yes, but I’d like to celebrate just with you.”

      He removed any doubt to what he was saying. My pulse began to thud in my wrists. I wasn’t sure if it was excitement or fear that was the cause. “It’s certainly something to celebrate,” I said.

      Beck getting the Dawnay building was something to celebrate.

      Standing up to Karen was something to celebrate.

      Escaping the wedding was something to celebrate.

      There were plenty of good things happening in my life I could raise a glass to. But doing that with Beck?

      Was I brave enough to trust myself? Was it possible for me to see how things really were rather than how I wanted them to be?

      The last week with Beck had been wonderful. But the two of us had been living a lie. Just like Matt and I had been doing. At least I was in on the deception with Beck, but it was still not the truth. It was still messy and complicated.

      Matt showing me how different reality was to the life I thought I was living had pulled the rug from under me, and I needed to dust myself off and learn to walk again.

      “You want to still pretend we’re dating for this dinner with Henry?” I asked. We hadn’t discussed what we were doing. We were pretending to be dating and sleeping together. Did that mean that we were really dating?

      Beck shot me a look, his eyes narrowed. “You’re pretending? It didn’t seem that way last night in bed.” A wide grin curled around his lips. “Or this morning in the shower or—”

      “Okay, I get it. It’s just, you know, Scotland was . . . Scotland.”

      “I don’t know what ‘Scotland was Scotland’ means.”

      I didn’t know what I was saying either. The fact was we hadn’t discussed dating in real life. I guess that’s what we were doing now—discussing what happened when we got back to London.

      “You want to call it quits when we get back to London?” he asked, his voice a little colder and more distant than it had been just seconds before.

      I gnawed at the inside of my cheek. Did I?

      I liked Beck. I really liked having sex with Beck. And he was funny. And cute when he was serious. And seriously cute when he was in work mode.

      He’d rescued me from Matt and suggested we didn’t attend the ceremony today.

      Beck seemed like a good guy. But so had Matt.

      I needed to figure out if I had some fundamental flaw that only allowed me to see the good things in people.

      Florence had pointed out how selfish Matt had been and how I’d given in to him all the time, but I’d never seen it like that.

      I needed time to let my focus readjust. Or retrain my instincts or something. I needed to fix the part of me that was broken and didn’t see things how they really were.

      What I didn’t want to do was jump from the frying pan into the fire.

      My stomach churned as I realized that Beck and I were probably a horrible idea. History showed that my instincts were off. If it felt right, it must be wrong. Surely he would agree when he thought about it. “We’re going to be working together. Maybe it’s not a good idea to be mixing business with . . .” I wasn’t sure what he was suggesting. I was half hoping he’d agree, half hoping he’d talk me around. No doubt he’d talk me into whatever he had in mind. “You know, sex.”

      Beck turned away from me and stared straight ahead. “Okay, we’ll keep it professional.”

      That was it?

      I’d expected him to present a counterargument. That was his MO, right? I’d assumed I’d have to at least put up a fight. I’d seen Beck in action. When he wanted something, he didn’t stop at anything.

      Looked like he didn’t want me. Enough.

      I guess my judgement wasn’t so wonky after all. My doubts around him were well founded.
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      BECK

      All I’d wanted to do was focus on my work, but since leaving Scotland, it was as if my brain had been dunked in a black fog which I just couldn’t find my way out of. It had only been days but it felt like weeks—months.

      I drummed my fingers on the black, glossy table, skirting the edge of my pint glass.

      “Is that water?” Dexter asked as he arrived, wincing as if I were nursing a pint of battery acid.

      “With a wedge of lime. Got a problem with that?” Alcohol was the last thing I needed. I wanted my head to be less fuzzy not more.

      He slipped his jacket onto the back of his chair and nodded at the barman. “Where did you develop your mood? A car crash?”

      “Fuck off, nothing’s wrong with my mood,” I snapped.

      “Right,” he said, leaning back and thanking the barman as they slid a glass of whiskey in front of him.

      “You’re a tit for paying for this place.” I never understood why people paid memberships to get into what was essentially a bar and restaurant. I glanced around Dexter’s club—the ceiling was a reflection of the table we were sitting around, and gold streaks shot out from the circle of dark glass like the sun trying to escape an eclipse. It looked like the kind of thing Stella would point out to me. “There are a thousand bars like this in London.” That wasn’t quite true. This place was nice, but I expected Dexter to be more frugal.

      “Okaaay,” he replied. “Are you going to tell me why you look like your dog just died?”

      “Nothing wrong with me. I’ve just been waiting for you lot to arrive.” I hadn’t been able to focus in the office, which wasn’t like me, so I’d taken myself off to the gym, then come straight here. I’d been hoping the exercise would clear my head, but nothing was working. All I could think about was Stella. Where was she? What was she doing? What was she thinking about? Who was she with?

      “And you’re not flirting with the waitresses, which means you either lost a shitload of money or you didn’t get your own way on something important. Which is it?” he asked.

      Jesus, did this guy think he was my therapist? “Neither, Madame Zelda. Stop trying to read my mind or fortune or whatever.”

      “So, how was Scotland?”

      What was with the twenty questions? “You want me to fill in a questionnaire for you about my life?” I asked.

      Dexter burst out laughing. “I take it you have your period.”

      “Don’t be a sexist fucker,” I said. I might go. Dexter was irritating me tonight. Everything was irritating me tonight.

      “Oh sorry, I forgot you were the bastion of political correctness.”

      “Not being a dick isn’t being politically correct—it’s not being a dick.”

      Dexter raised his eyebrows. “Fair enough. So, you don’t have your period because you’re not a woman, not that being a woman is a bad thing and having a period must be great, but seriously, mate, what the fuck is the matter with you?”

      I slumped back in my chair. “Just got some stuff on my mind, that’s all.”

      Over at the hostess’s table, Tristan was chatting up a member of staff. “That guy needs to get laid,” Dexter said.

      “Clearly,” I replied as Tristan approached our table.

      “Christy,” he said by way of explanation. “Hot, right?”

      “Doesn’t mean you have to bang her,” Dexter said, as if he were telling a four-year-old not to go near the fire.

      “Doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t shag her either.”

      Tristan was going through a phase. It was just a phase that had lasted about five years.

      “Is it just the three of us tonight?” he said.

      “Gabriel might join us later but he’s working late,” Dexter said.

      “How was Scotland?” Tristan asked. “Did you get the building?”

      I exhaled. It should feel like more of a victory than it did. Perhaps it would be different when the documents were finally signed. “Price is agreed. Survey done. Just waiting for the contracts to catch up.”

      “Wow, that’s great news . . . isn’t it?” Tristan said.

      “So what?” I barked. Without Stella, the Dawnay building didn’t seem so important.

      “His dog died,” Dexter said, trying to explain why my expression didn’t match up to the news that the deal I’d been waiting so long for and working so hard toward was finally about to happen.

      “My dog is fine.” I shook my head. What was I talking about? “I don’t have a fucking dog. No one died. No one’s sick. I’m just . . . pre-occupied.”

      I didn’t miss the look Tristan shot Dexter, one that said I was teetering on the brink of mental failure. Which I might just be.

      “With what?” Tristan asked.

      “Just stuff. Work and things. And then Dexter was being a dick and irritating me.”

      “Apparently, I’m sexist,” Dexter said.

      “That goes without saying,” Tristan said. “But it’s not news.” He took a sip of the drink that had just been put in front of him. Clearly flirting with the hostess hadn’t been just about getting her number. “Scotland worked out. Work’s good. No one’s dog died. How’s Stella?”

      Fuck him. I hated Tristan at times. He was a nosey parker. How was he still a member of our circle? “Fine.”

      Dexter and Tristan both sucked in a breath at the same time.

      “What?” I asked.

      “This bad mood is Stella related.” Dexter said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” If I could just stop thinking about her everything could get back to normal.

      “Yup, it’s definitely Stella related. Did she say no to your very weak game?” Tristan asked.

      “My game isn’t weak. And of course, she didn’t say no.” I groaned inwardly. I’d just given them an in.

      “Ahhh,” they both chorused.

      “I thought by that hangdog expression it was women trouble,” Tristan said. “Not that I’ve ever seen it on you. This is interesting.”

      I didn’t have women trouble. Stella and I weren’t dating. We weren’t even talking.

      “You slept with her,” Dexter said. “Then what happened?”

      “Nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “But there’s an it that you don’t want to talk about,” Tristan said. He was really getting on my nerves.

      “Shut up,” I said.

      “You two need to stop it before a fight breaks out,” Dexter said. “But seriously, what happened with Stella? I’ve never seen you like this. You’re defensive and bad-tempered. We’re not laughing at you—we’re laughing with you.”

      “I’m laughing at him,” Tristan said. “But you can have Christy’s number if it will help.”

      I needed to leave, or Tristan and I were going to end up at the end of each other’s fists. I might be in a bad mood, but he was unnaturally chirpy.

      “Shut up, Tristan,” Dexter said.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I just ordered a new car and I’m feeling pretty pleased with myself. I’ll shut up.” He waved his hand over his face and resumed a normal expression. “I was being a dick. Tell us what happened?”

      “Nothing’s up. I just . . .” I just wasn’t sure what had gone wrong. “I suggested she and I celebrate getting the Dawnay building, and she didn’t seem that keen. Said it was best to keep it professional. That’s all.” I didn’t get it. We’d had a completely great week. Amazing. Why wouldn’t she want to celebrate? But whatever. I was over it. Not that there was anything to get over.

      “You like her, Beck,” Dexter said. “I’m not sure what they’re putting in the air up there in Scotland, but whatever it is has you brooding over a woman.”

      “I am not brooding.” I was just irritated.

      “You wouldn’t normally care what anyone thought of you, but Stella’s opinion obviously matters,” Dexter said. “If it makes you feel any better, I thought she was great. Gave as good as she got. And she was hot, wasn’t she, Tristan?”

      “I’d bang her,” Tristan replied.

      “Hey,” I warned. I didn’t like the idea of Tristan thinking of Stella like that.

      “That’s not saying a lot coming from Tristan—it would mean more if he wouldn’t bang her,” Dexter said.

      “Well, the point is moot,” I replied. “Even if I did like her, which I’m not saying I do, we haven’t spoken since we got back.”

      Tristan rolled his eyes. “Persistence pays off. Look at me and Christy. I’ve been trying to get her number for three months. You just gotta work at it.”

      “I don’t work at getting women,” I replied. I didn’t work at having people like me. Not for anyone. And especially not Stella. She was too used to just going along with what other people wanted. She needed to figure out what made her happy.

      “Sometimes it’s worth it,” Dexter said. “You don’t want to regret anything. And from your mood, it seems like Stella is important.”

      “I liked her. That’s all.” I thought she’d liked me too. But, I guess that’s how it went. It just needled. I’d thought we were on the same page.

      “That’s all?” Tristan asked. “I’ve never heard you say you like a woman. I rarely hear you mention a woman.”

      Tristan was exaggerating. As usual.

      “I just don’t get it. We were having a great time. I read the situation all wrong.”

      “From what you told me on the phone from Scotland, her very serious boyfriend married her best friend. The girl’s going to assume that everyone’s trying to screw her over for a while. That kind of stuff messes you up.”

      I took in a deep breath and tried to process what Dexter had said. I wouldn’t describe Stella as messed up, but he had a point. It can’t have been easy for her to watch Matt and Karen play the happy couple, even if Matt seemed like a bit of a cock. “Yeah well, I get that.” She must have been concerned that I couldn’t be trusted. “But I’m not wasting my energy on a woman who was happy to walk away.”

      “She’ll come around. Stella’s a sensible girl,” Dexter said.

      “Funny, too,” Tristan said. “If you’re going to fuck things up with her, then can you let me have her number?”

      Christ, Tristan was annoying me tonight. “What’s the matter with you? You can’t find your own woman, so you have to try for mine?”

      He fixed me with a stare. “Your woman? Sounds serious. Sort it out. Because if it’s not me, some other guy will swoop in and this mood of yours will be permanent.”

      A cold shiver ran through my body. Tristan was right—some other guy would swoop in. Stella was a fucking prize. The same swirl of dread that I had when I thought I was going to have to give up the Mayfair project gathered in my stomach, except this time it was sharper, more pressing and urgent.

      “Yeah, well there’s nothing to be done. She doesn’t want me. So, that’s the end of it.”

      The corner turned up on Dexter’s mouth. “She’s probably afraid. It won’t be that she doesn’t want you. You get that, right?”

      It was Dexter who didn’t get it. She didn’t want me. There might be a reason, but it all boiled down to the same thing.

      Dexter drained his whiskey. “Tristan, will you go and get me another drink?”

      “It’s waitress service. And for your information, I’m not the waitress,” he replied, all the while his gaze fixed on his phone.

      Dexter sighed. “Okay, will you fuck off for a few minutes so I can talk to Beck privately?”

      Tristan looked up and grinned. “You just had to say.” He slid out of the booth and inevitably headed toward Christy.

      I sat back, ready for whatever it was that Dexter was about to tell me. He’d been through a lot in the last few years. Losing his parents. The shit his brother put him through. Building his business from scratch. But he always kept a clear head, and I admired him for it. He never for a moment doubted his destiny.

      “I don’t want to go all deep and shit on you,” he said. “But have you considered that you don’t get close to people because of what happened with your biological father?” It was a testament to how well Dexter knew me that he didn’t refer to the man who’d gotten my mother pregnant as my dad or ever just my father. He knew me better than that.

      “You think I don’t get close to people because I never knew my biological father?”

      “You experienced a fundamental rejection from the moment you were born and it’s bound to take its toll.”

      “I’m not as naïve as you think I am,” I said. “It’s definitely affected me. I’ve just spent God knows how long chasing down the Dawnay property.”

      “I’d hate to see that be the reason you lose someone who could make you happy,” he said.

      I wasn’t sure what Dexter was trying to say but he had my attention.

      “Your biological father was an arsehole,” he continued.

      “Clearly,” I replied. “But what’s that got to do with Stella?”

      “Stella is running because she’s scared. Not because she’s an arsehole.”

      “I don’t think she’s an arsehole.” I thought she was wonderful. Special. All those things they wrote about in poetry and love songs. I felt them all when I looked at Stella.

      “Sometimes you have to chase after the things that are important.”

      Stella had nothing to be afraid of with me. She knew that. Dexter had this wrong. “She’s not afraid of me.”

      “No, I bet she’s afraid of being hurt. Look what she went through. This isn’t about her not wanting you, it’s about her not wanting to let anyone in.”

      Dexter had a point. I could definitely see that Stella would be reticent about getting involved with someone again after Matt, but I wasn’t proposing or suggesting we move in together. “I just suggested a drink. If she’s not interested, then—”

      “Mate, she’s interested. I saw it when she was in the pub with us that night.”

      “In the pub? We hardly knew each other then.”

      “Trust me. I know what a woman looks like when she’s into a guy. And you were taken with her as well. There was something about the two of you. You just fit together.”

      Dexter described exactly how I felt—it was like we were two sides of the same coin. But the feeling clearly wasn’t mutual. I shrugged. “You know what I’m like. I’m not a good boyfriend anyway.”

      “You know what I’m going to say to that,” he warned. “You’re not a good boyfriend because you don’t care about the women you spend time with.”

      “So, if your theories are correct, if Stella had been the right woman, I’d have chased after her.”

      “No, you’d be sitting in the pub, nursing a pint of water, brooding because you got knocked back and it’s the first time it’s ever happened.”

      I picked up my pint, hoping he’d continue but not wanting to ask him to explain further.

      “I’ve never seen you in a bad mood because a woman turned down an invitation to dinner or drinks or whatever.”

      I couldn’t remember it ever happening.

      “It’s bound to have happened before, but I bet you don’t remember because you never gave a shit before. But with Stella, it’s different. I can tell.”

      I didn’t want to say he was right, but Dexter was right—she was different. Stella seemed to get me. Know me. Not just because she knew my mother’s occupation and how I liked my steak—she knew my soul. “I can’t make her date me, Dexter. She said no.”

      “She doesn’t trust herself. Doesn’t trust you. You need to woo her. Keep showing her what a good man you are, and she’ll come around.”

      “I shouldn’t have to convince someone to date me.” I’d seen how Stella could go along with things to make other people happy. I wanted her to really want me. To actively choose to be with me. I didn’t want to have to persuade her.

      “This isn’t about how she feels about you. It’s all about how she feels about the world. Be the guy who makes the world safe for her. If Stella’s the woman for you, then it’s your job to give her what she needs. And she needs to know she’s safe with you. She needs to understand you’re not going to fuck her over. And take it from me, every woman needs to know that she’s worth fighting for.”

      She definitely deserved all of those things.

      “If she’s as important to you as I think she is,” Dexter continued. “Don’t let anything stand in your way. The man who sired you turned his back on you, but that’s not what Stella is doing. She’s not rejecting you—she’s protecting herself.”

      I let Dexter’s words settle. When something was important to me, I worked to get what I wanted, to prove that I was worthy. I tapped the edge of my pint glass. But I hadn’t fought for Stella. Hadn’t even stated my case. Dexter was right—it was because I didn’t want to risk being rejected. Again.

      I knew I didn’t want to lose someone as important as Stella was, just because I was scared. I wasn’t going to let my past dictate my future. Henry selling me the Dawnay building was the end of that chapter in my life.

      And Stella London was in my future. Of that I was certain.
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      STELLA

      I was going to show Beck Wilde. The interiors of the Mayfair project were going to be the talk of London. They would win awards and have people whispering at parties about how fabulous they were. I just needed to be inspired, find suppliers, and hunt down things that had never been seen in London before.

      “That’s the third time you’ve yawned in the last seven minutes,” Florence said, tipping her head to the side and staring at the underside of a table. The cute interiors shop just off Marylebone High Street was one of my favorites. It had a mixture of antiques and new pieces—furniture, art, vases, pots, rugs. It was like visiting an overstuffed London mansion owned by someone who had great taste but not enough space. “Why are you so tired? Has Beck been keeping you up?”

      “I think I’m going to have to make a few trips abroad,” I said, swerving around her questions. I’d taken the week off in Scotland so there was no way my dragon of a boss would let me take more holiday. My job was next on my to-do list—after forget about Beck and before sort my life out.

      “For what? With Beck?”

      “For suppliers.” I wished she’d stop bringing him up. “Unless I go for an entirely British interior. Make it a feature that everything has been crafted by artisans in this country. It could be a selling point.” But would it be luxurious enough? I wanted some kind of theme other than opulence and luxury. I needed to find an edge. I was going to do whatever it took to impress the hell out of Beck. Maybe then he’d realize what he’d let slip through his fingers.

      “It feels like you’ve got your mojo back a little,” Florence said. “Do you think you got some closure last week?”

      I flopped down on a green damask settee. “I’m not sure if closure is the way to describe it.” Beck being there had pulled my focus. He’d been a complete distraction.

      “It does seem like you’ve moved on. Hopefully, you can get your design business back up and running, leave that recruitment consultancy, and forget about Matt and Karen. Especially now you’re seeing someone else.”

      “I’m not seeing someone else,” I said. “Beck and I . . . It’s nothing. And now we’re back in London, so . . .”

      “What?” Florence asked, finally pulling herself away from the Chinese basin she’d been eyeing up and joining me on the settee. “What happened? You both seemed so into each other.”

      I’d been into him. Too into him. I’d gotten so caught up in it—the sex, the way he held my hand as if he wouldn’t let go for anything. The way he looked at me when he thought I wasn’t looking. We’d been fast-forwarded into the honeymoon stages of a relationship and all of a sudden we were home and our relationship had been annulled. “I guess we put on a good show.”

      She nudged me. “Come on, we both know it was more than that. What happened?”

      “I’ve just learned that I’m way too trusting. I’ve got to toughen up. Assume the worst. See things how they are and not how I want them to be.” I stood and started scanning the room for more inspiration.

      “Stella, what on earth went wrong?”

      “Nothing. But Beck—I barely knew him. And one thing’s for certain. I’m not jumping from the frying pan into the fire.”

      “No, there should be no jumping into any fires. Did he end things between you?”

      “Things? There were no things to end. It was just casual—something to pass the time.”

      “So he didn’t bring up seeing you again in London?” she asked.

      “Kind of. I mean, hardly.” I swallowed, trying to get rid of the disappointment I’d felt when he hadn’t even tried to convince me we could combine the professional and the personal.

      “So he did?” she asked.

      “He said something about celebrating him getting the building.”

      “Right,” Florence said. “And what did you say?”

      “Nothing much. He didn’t seem too bothered. I said something about how because we’d be working together, we should be professional.”

      “He asked to see you again and you said no.” Florence rolled her eyes and pushed herself up from the settee.

      “No. This wasn’t me. I . . . When Beck wants something, he goes for it. Fights for it. And I just wasn’t ultra-enthusiastic about his idea of a celebration, and he agreed and went cold. He clearly wasn’t that bothered. I gave him an easy out.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “He seemed pretty smitten to me.”

      “Yeah, well I thought Matt was smitten.” I shrugged. “People can’t be trusted. No, wait—men can’t be trusted.”

      When she didn’t respond, I glanced over at her. Her nose wrinkled like someone was making her sniff sour milk. “We’re friends, right? And friends tell each other when they’re being idiots, agreed?”

      My stomach sank to my knees.

      “Matt couldn’t be trusted. He was an arsehole. Doesn’t mean Beck will be. Keep Matt behind you. Don’t let him ruin your future. Don’t let him take what you and Beck have.”

      My heart spluttered in that same way it did when I thought I’d fucked up at work or when I’d inadvertently made a friend cry. “Wait, no,” I said. This wasn’t me. “Beck didn’t want me. It was obvious. I might not have jumped at his idea of a celebration, but he didn’t seem bothered. Not at all. I know what he looks like when he’s determined he wants something.”

      “You’ve seen what he looks like when he wants to buy a building,” Florence said. “Not when he’s asking a woman on a date. The biggest egos are the ones most easily crushed.”

      The idea that I’d crushed Beck’s ego was ludicrous. “I’m sure he has plenty of women willing to kiss him and make him feel better.”

      “Maybe not the one he wants, though,” she replied.

      I folded my arms and headed over to the window. I needed to think—get my head straight.

      “I don’t want to make the same mistake again,” I said as Florence came up beside me. “I don’t want to be the fool who thinks her boyfriend’s in love with her and is the last to know I’m not the person he wants to marry.”

      “You weren’t the last person to know. Everyone thought you and Matt would get married.”

      “I didn’t want to read the signs wrong—think Beck was into me and then figure out it was just about sex. I need to be moving on, not having history repeat itself.”

      “I get it. When Beck came along . . . You were still—”

      “Reeling. From shock, betrayal, pain. I can’t go through it again. It’s time to move on,” I said, pulling back and nodding resolutely.

      “I think that sounds perfect. And having seen you two together last week, I’d say Beck Wilde is the man to move on with.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just because I’m moving on doesn’t mean I have to jump the first guy who comes along.”

      “Agreed. But don’t run away from a guy who might just be perfect for you because you’re scared. It’s understandable that you’re suspicious of him, but if you like him, you should give him a chance.”

      “And what? Wait until he hurts me? Matt was right, looking back, there were signs he wasn’t thinking long term with me. I mean, why in the hell did he talk about marriage so much but always say it wasn’t the right time? I wasn’t even putting pressure on him to marry me and he always—”

      “Don’t torture yourself by looking back. Just because you didn’t spot any so-called signs doesn’t mean you have joint culpability.”

      “Matt thought it was more than joint. He thought the entire thing was my fault.”

      “Well of course he did. He’s a spoiled, selfish child who doesn’t want to have to be accountable for his own actions.”

      “But if I hadn’t been so clueless, I could have avoided being hurt.”

      She tilted her head, challenging me without saying a word.

      “Okay, maybe I was always going to get hurt,” I said. “But at least I wouldn’t have felt so freaking stupid.”

      “I get that. But the only way to not risk being hurt is not to fall in love again. Beck, or whoever it is, won’t come with a cast-iron guarantee.”

      “True,” I replied. “But at the same time, if the warning bells go off—”

      “Your warning bells are on a hair-trigger at the moment.”

      Maybe she was right. Perhaps I’d overreacted, but the fact was Beck wasn’t tearing down my front door, telling me how desperate he was to be with me.

      “I want a man who really wants me. Who sees me as a prize. A guy who wants to convince me that we should be together.”

      “Do you feel that way about Beck? Do you really want him? See him as a prize? It’s not just up to Beck. You need to decide what you want, and it can’t just be someone who likes you. I swear, you never asked yourself if you were happy when you were with Matt. You just carried on because that’s what he wanted. You’re always so focused on everyone else, you never stop to ask yourself what you want.”

      It wasn’t the first time someone had described our relationship along those lines. “I did love Matt,” I said. “I would have left him if I hadn’t.”

      “Really?” she asked. “Or were you just used to him, didn’t know any better and making the best of it?”

      “I wanted to marry him,” I said. I wouldn’t have stayed with someone for seven years making the best of it. I’d thought we had a future together.

      “You wanted to be married to him or you thought that’s what was next?”

      “I loved him, Florence.”

      She sighed. “I know I’m being harsh. I just want you to be happy. The next man in your life should be so special you can’t live without him. I don’t want you ending up with someone just because they pick you.”

      Maybe Matt and I were no Anthony and Cleopatra, but I was happy. I took a breath, thinking back, trying to remember what being with Matt had been like. It was only months we’d been apart, but the memories were so hazy now. I had been happy but there was something missing. Being with Beck had showed me that. Beck listened to me, trusted me, took my advice. And I believed in him and thought he felt the same.

      “There were things that weren’t right with Matt. And I probably did just go along with things. I wanted to make him happy.”

      “But what will make you happy, Stella?” she asked.

      I tried to hold back a grin as I thought about Beck slowing down in the rain for me, holding my hand, whisking me away from Matt but not making a scene because he’d promised not to. And then that body and the things that it could do to my body. “I do like him,” I said in a small voice.

      “Beck?” she asked.

      “I just don’t understand why he wasn’t more persistent,” I said. “And although I like him, want him, think he could make me happy—I can’t be with a man who doesn’t want me enough to fight for me.”

      “I get it. But something tells me that Beck’s relationships have been all about his dick up until you. He’s probably as confused as you are. Maybe you need to let him know you’re ready to be fought for.”

      “Maybe,” I replied. Now that I’d let myself think about him, I couldn’t wait to see him.

      “Weren’t you meant to have dinner with Karen’s godfather?” she asked me.

      I nodded. That was this Saturday. Just two days away.

      “Maybe that’s a good time to let him know.”

      “Let him know what?” I asked.

      “That you’re ready. To be fought for.”

      Maybe I’d been too quick to label our relationship a holiday romance, as something that couldn’t be real. Because it felt more than real to me. I’d tried to convince myself I wasn’t the right woman for him, but the longer I spent without him, the more I couldn’t shake the feeling he was who I was meant to be with.
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      STELLA

      As I knocked on my boss’s door, I couldn’t decide if I was the world’s biggest idiot or just a fool pursuing my dreams.

      “What is it?” she barked.

      I opened the door.

      “What now, Stella? I have a lot to get through and unless you’ve made this month’s target, so do you.”

      At least she hadn’t suddenly become pleasant or I might have felt a little bad. I wondered whether she was always a bitch or if this awful job had made her that way.

      “I won’t take up much of your time. I just wanted to hand you this in person.” The nerves in my stomach sloshed as I placed the sealed envelope on her desk. I was doing the right thing—I knew it. It was time to take a leap of faith.

      “What is this?” she asked, as if I’d just delivered up a turd on a spade.

      “My resignation. Let me know if you want me to work my notice.” Instantly it was as if someone had tied balloons to my body and I was ten tons lighter. I turned and headed out.

      “Your resignation? What the hell are you talking about?”

      At the door I turned and grinned. “I’m leaving.” I wasn’t a recruitment consultant. Not in my heart.

      “Who are you going to? Whitman and Jones? They are complete bastards to work—”

      “I haven’t got a job to go to. I’m going to concentrate on establishing my own design business.”

      “No job?” She rose to her feet and leaned across her desk. If I were a little closer, I might be worried she’d lunge at me. “Haven’t you got bills to pay?”

      Paying the mortgage wasn’t enough anymore—I wanted to be happy.

      “I’m selling my place.” I didn’t want to be in the flat that Matt and I had moved into together, surrounded by broken promises and bloody awful taste. “In this market, the agent said they’d have a buyer for me by the end of the week.” I was planning to use the equity in the flat to tide me over until my business got up and running. If it took longer than my money lasted, I’d get a part-time job—one that didn’t consume my soul.

      “Well, good luck to you,” she spat as if she was wishing a tropical disease on me rather than luck. “Clear your desk. I don’t want to see you in the office again.”

      My grin hadn’t faded one bit as I headed out, my balloons leading the way.

      I was free. And at the start of a new life.
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      STELLA

      I rotated my ankle, looking at my new shoes from every angle. The red satin straps hugged my foot and perfectly matched my nail polish. They were the highest heels I’d ever seen and beyond sexy. If these heels didn’t hint that I was ready to be fought for, then nothing would.

      I figured Florence was right—I was guarded and still a little bruised, so Beck needed to know I was ready. For him. Because I was. He might not be able to give me what I needed, but I owed it to myself to find out.

      I’d decided I’d lay my cards on the table, tell him how I felt and what I needed from him. He’d have to be all in or all out. I wasn’t going to just be one of a pack of girls he was dating. Beck might say no, but I knew I couldn’t date him knowing he wasn’t as committed to me as I was to him.

      I needed a man who wanted me and no one else. If I was giving away my heart, I wanted another in return.

      The door buzzed and my breath caught. This was it. I’d missed him. The echo of his absence had been getting louder. Knowing he was on the other side of the door was like the tide had rushed in and filled up my heart.

      I hitched up my bra—off the shoulder was the perfect blend of demure and sexy but strapless bras and I would never be friends—and turned to the side to check that the bottom of my long, black dress wasn’t stuck in my knickers, then grabbed my clutch and headed out.

      A wave of heat chased up my body as I answered the door and came eye to eye with Beck.

      Even in a few days his hair seemed to have grown, and I wanted to push my fingers through it so I could see his pretty eyes more clearly.

      “Hi,” I said, my pulse vibrating across my skin.

      His gaze didn’t leave my face. “You look beautiful.”

      Perhaps I didn’t need to spend so much time on the dress, shoes, or perfect shade of nail polish.

      “You too,” I replied, trying to resist the urge to slide my hands up his chest and lay my cheek against his heart.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, knocking me out of my own head.

      I nodded, and he slid his hand into mine and squeezed just like we were back in Scotland. I bit down on my bottom lip as we headed to the car.

      “We should talk,” he said as he got into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

      “Talk?” I asked as if that wasn’t exactly what I’d been about to suggest.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “I have things I need to say. A lot of things, actually.”

      “Me too.”

      He shot me a glance.

      Anticipation and impatience tickled at my fingertips.

      “We’ll discuss everything later,” he said. “But first we’ll have dinner.”

      “This is just Henry and us, right?” I asked. “You’d tell me if it were a welcome back from honeymoon party for Karen and Matt, right?”

      “No, I would have declined the invitation.”

      Beck didn’t look at me, just pinched his eyebrows together, making his frown sterner.

      “I never should have been invited to the wedding—they should have been too ashamed, and they should have been worried I’d turn up and burn the place to the ground. Not that I ever would, but I shouldn’t have been so predictably polite about it. You know what I mean?”

      “I do,” he said, his expression neutral as he navigated the heavy traffic.

      “I’m done with being polite to people who hurt me.” I exhaled as I stared out of the window. London had so many amazing things to offer. Life had so much to grab. I wasn’t willing to sit by anymore. “Do you mind if we turn the air conditioning down and open the window?”

      “Not at all,” he said, pressing a button on the steering wheel. The fans stopped whirring and the windows opened.

      “That’s better,” I said.

      He glanced at me and grinned as if he knew something I didn’t.

      “What?” I asked, wanting to be in on the secret, too.

      “Nothing,” he replied. “Later.”

      “We’re going to talk about me wanting the window open later?”

      He paused as if he was considering whether he was going to elaborate. He nodded. “Later. Let’s do dinner. Then after that, our deal is done.”

      Later felt like a long way away.

      We passed endless streets of wrought-iron railings. Gazing out the window, I wanted to get behind them and discover what was inside. I couldn’t wait to get back to designing. To sourcing materials, researching suppliers. “I resigned this week,” I announced as we continued to drive toward Henry’s townhouse.

      “Permanently?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Handed my notice in on Tuesday.”

      “That’s amazing, Stella. How do you feel?”

      Warmth settled in my belly at his enthusiasm. “Nervous but relieved, I think. I don’t have many savings, but the flat is on the market and there are five viewings set up for this weekend. I’m hoping I can use the equity to live while I’m getting back on my feet.”

      “You’re going to focus solely on interior design?”

      “Absolutely. I don’t know how I stayed doing recruitment for as long as I did.”

      “So you’re figuring out what you want and going for it,” he said, almost to himself. “Good for you.”

      With every word I’d spoken, Beck’s grin got bigger and bigger. Was he just happy for me? Was that how this worked? I wanted to dip inside his brain and figure out what he was thinking. Was he seeing us as colleagues, friends, boss and employee? Or did he want me to join his little black book of women that he leafed through whenever he wanted company?

      I didn’t like any of those options.

      “I know you said later, Beck. But—”

      “Here we are,” he said, pulling into a gated driveway. “They must have been expecting us.”

      “Can we just have five minutes before we go in?”

      “Let’s get this Henry thing done. And then everything after that’s real. If it hasn’t been already.”

      Before I could ask him what he meant, he’d switched the engine off and climbed out of the car.

      Everything after this dinner was real? How much had he been pretending?

      Later better bloody hurry up.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    




      BECK

      I’d had the builders work overnight to make sure everything was ready. I’d never had to talk about my feelings, and I wasn’t convinced that me just talking was going to change her mind. I wanted something tangible I could show Stella—to demonstrate how I felt.

      Stella was a once-in-a-lifetime woman and this was my one chance to convince her I was the man for her. I had to get it right.

      “Dinner was nice,” Stella said from the passenger seat. “Henry’s so charming.” I was so on edge, so amped up over what I was going to say that I’d almost forgotten she was next to me.

      “Yes. Nice.”

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      I wasn’t sure I was. My palms were sweaty. I couldn’t sit still. I thought I’d wanted Henry’s signature on the contract for the Dawnay building badly, but it didn’t compare to the need that coursed through me knowing Stella wasn’t mine. “Fine,” I replied. I’d feel better when we got to my office and I showed her what I’d done.

      “You’re heading east,” she said. “I can get the tube home if—”

      “I’ll take you. Just need to pick up something from the office.” Wooing women, as Dexter put it, wasn’t something I was practiced in. I’d never had to convince a woman to give me a chance. Never had to explain how I felt. And now, without any experience, I had my one shot.

      I’d make it work. I had to.

      I drew up outside my building.

      “The City’s always so quiet at the weekend,” she said, glancing around. The streetlights highlighted her cheekbones and her full, soft lips. It had been too long since I’d been able to properly touch her.

      “Will you come up?” I asked.

      “To your office?” She raised her eyebrows as if she didn’t understand, but without further questions, she unclicked her seatbelt and opened the door. That was the thing with Stella—yes, her ex had left her mistrustful, but underneath that, when the people unworthy of her were cleaned away, there was an open, beautiful woman who would do anything to please someone she cared about. She just needed the right man to care about.

      I took her hand as I joined her on the pavement, and she tipped her head back and smiled.

      “We are due a conversation,” she said. “I have things I need to say and you said you did, too.”

      I led her through the sliding doors and inside toward the lifts.

      “You’re right,” I replied. “I’d like to go first if you don’t mind.”

      She nodded, and I squeezed her hand, silently thanking her for her patience.

      “It seems like an age since I was last here,” she said as the lift doors opened onto my office floor.

      It felt like a different lifetime to me. I led her toward the glass wall with the view of St. Paul’s.

      “It looks great lit up at night,” she said, gazing up at the cathedral that had stood there for nearly four hundred years. “Did you know that in order to get such an audacious design built, Sir Christopher Wren pretended he was building a more modest church and then he whipped off the scaffolds and surprised everyone?”

      I grinned. Perhaps subconsciously I’d taken inspiration from the architect of St. Paul’s. I’d gotten Stella up to my office under false pretenses. “Is that right? There must be something in the air around here,” I replied.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      Without answering her, I headed away from my office to the other side of the floor and came to a standstill outside the second glass office on the floor that I’d just had created.

      “What?” Stella asked.

      I nodded toward the pink neon sign behind the desk. “I think your new business needs an office.”

      She stepped closer and peered inside, her nose almost pressed up against the glass.

      “We can go in—I kinda own the building.” I pulled open the door and led her inside.

      “I don’t get it. The sign says London Designs.” She let my hand drop and made her way toward the desk.

      Jesus, I knew I’d be bad at this. “Yeah. I didn’t know how else to—I wanted to show you how—I need you to know . . .”

      Bollocks. Dexter said I had charm, but it had all escaped me now.

      “Stella, I know you’re worried about us working together and mixing business with pleasure—but we’ve done that from the start. And we do it so well together.”

      “I don’t get it. You want me to work from your office?” she asked.

      “I want us to be partners.”

      “Business partners?” she asked.

      “No.” Christ. How could I be so bad at this? “When we made our deal, I had no idea that pretending to be your boyfriend would result in what we have—what I feel for you. It might have started off as pretend but what I feel for you is as real as it gets.”

      She blushed and leaned against the desk I hoped she would accept as hers. My heartbeat thumped in my chest like a clenched fist pounding on a door, waiting for her response.

      She didn’t speak. Had it been enough?

      “If you still have to work through your feelings for Matt, I’m prepared to be patient. To win you over. To make you see that he never deserved you. If you have doubts about us being able to work and be together then I’ll erase them for you. Give me a chance and I’ll prove to you how much I’m in love with you.”

      Stella gasped as the strength of my feelings hit me like a fist to my throat.

      I loved her.

      She was all I wanted.

      She stepped toward me. Close enough for me to touch her but somehow, I held back. I wanted to hear clearly, and I wasn’t sure I could concentrate if I was touching her.

      “I don’t have feelings for Matt that I need to work through. And yes, I’m a little nervous about working together if we’re in a relationship. But really, most of all, I’m scared.”

      “Of me?”

      She pressed her hand to my chest and I relaxed instantly. Her warmth was like coming home—it was belonging. Wherever she was, I was meant to be.

      “I’m terrified of being hurt,” she replied. “Of being made a fool of. But most of all I’m afraid of how I feel about you. It’s so powerful that even after a few weeks, I know you could devastate me forever. You’re capable of hurting me far more than Matt ever could have because of what I feel for you. I wouldn’t be able to live through you breaking my heart.”

      I slid my hands around her waist. “You won’t ever have to.”

      “But after Scotland, you didn’t seem bothered if we saw each other again—I said about us working together and you sort of shrugged as if it didn’t matter.”

      “Stella, I was floored. I’d assumed that things would continue between us and when you seemed so unsure, I was on the back foot. Unprepared.”

      She nodded, fiddling with the button on my shirt. “I thought you’d convince me. I’d seen you when you want something, and you gave in so easily I thought I wasn’t important. And after what’s happened—I need to be important to someone.”

      Of course she needed that—deserved it. She needed me to have fought for her—and I hadn’t. I just hoped it wasn’t too late. “No one’s ever been more important to me,” I said.

      She looked up at me as if she was trying to gauge if I was telling the truth.

      A thousand words clambered up my throat, fighting to get out. “It’s why I brought you here,” I said. “I want us to be together—whether we’re at home or in the office. I want you to do what you love—to be happy—and if I can help then I’ll do whatever I can. I want to support you and your business.”

      She glanced around. “Twenty-four hours a day?” She giggled, and it was such a delicious sound, I knew I’d be working to hear it as often as I could for as long as I lived.

      “You don’t realize how different you are for me. I’ve never felt . . . The idea of losing you causes me actual, physical pain. I didn’t realize that was a thing, but I’ve been walking around with a tightness in my jaw and a headache that won’t go away but disappeared the moment I laid eyes on you tonight.” She reached up for my face. “I want to wake up with you every morning, not just when we’re in some castle in Scotland. I want us to work together so we don’t have to spend the day apart. We can talk all day. Discuss business projects. Jesus, I want to know what color underwear you’re wearing every morning and why you’re pissed off after a phone call.

      “I want it all.

      “I want to love you. If you’ll let me.”

      I took a breath. It was all I had. I just hoped it was enough.

      She paused and it was as if every nanosecond was strung out and had become an hour. Finally she spoke. “Being with you in Scotland shifted things for me,” she said. “I came back, and I knew what I wanted. I handed my notice in, put the flat on the market—I just knew.”

      “And do you know about us?” I asked, impatient as ever. But she was so resolute about everything, why hadn’t she reached out? I’d not heard from her at all since Scotland.

      “That’s the final piece of the puzzle. You say you want me, and I know I want you. I came here to give you a speech about how I wasn’t prepared to be just some girl you’re dating.”

      “You’ll never be just some girl I’m dating. You’re the woman I want to spend every waking hour with, want to tell every thought in my head to. You’re the only person I’ll take sartorial advice from and the only human being on this planet I’d let share my office. You’ll never be some girl. You’re my woman. Fuck Matt, fuck every other man on the planet.”

      She placed her finger over my lips. “I need to be clear with you now—I was hurt by what Matt did. Devastated even. But he never made me feel like you do. I feel strong, not weak, with you, like my opinion matters, like I’m smart and sexy and cared for when I’m with you. Don’t ever compare yourself to anyone and especially not Matt.”

      The tension in my muscles eased. I’d needed to hear that from her more than I’d let myself believe. For me it was simple—I’d never had a relationship with a woman worth mentioning—but she’d thought she would spend the rest of her life with Matt. I hated him for having that part of her before I could, but I also wanted to shake the prick’s hand for being stupid enough to let her go. Because that meant I got her.

      “You’re incomparable to anyone,” I said.

      “So, we’re doing this?” she asked.

      I chuckled. “We are. But you might need to use your pumice stone on me as we go on our journey. I have some rough edges and I’m pretty sure I’m going to fuck up left and right. You’ll have to tell me.”

      “Oh, I will, don’t worry.”

      I cupped her face in my hands. “I know you will.” And I’d enjoy every second of her setting me straight and explaining exactly how I should love her.

      I’d love her any way she needed and every way I could.
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      BECK

      I slid my hands up her thighs, taking her skirt with me. “You know what this calls for.”

      “I know you’re trying to get into my knickers,” she replied leaning back on the desk and opening her legs.

      I was trying. And I wasn’t hearing any complaints.

      “But I don’t know what occasion you’re referring to.”

      “You mean apart from the fact I just told you I loved you and you apparently love me back, apart from the fact we’re alone for the first time in days, and apart from the fact I’ve dreamt about the feel of your skin under my fingertips every night since we left Scotland?”

      She grinned in response. This woman’s smile had the power to end me. I felt it deep in my gut—like I needed it to function. I’d never stop yearning for, working for, dreaming of it.

      “Apart from all those things,” she said, tipping her head back as I pressed more and more urgent kisses up her throat.

      “We have to christen your new office. That way, every meeting, every telephone call, every thought you have in here, will have me as a backdrop.”

      I started to unbutton her blouse but she stopped me. “Beck, the whole of London can see us.”

      “Not unless they’re standing on the dome of St Paul’s—” She went to interrupt me but my amusement must have shown on my face and she stopped. “Before you say something about people watching from the Golden Gallery or the Stone Gallery—the place is closed.”

      I finished unbuttoning her blouse. “And if there was some private function or an interloper, hidden away after closing . . .” I dipped and placed a kiss between her breasts. “Then I think they deserve a show.”

      I reached up between her legs, pulled off her knickers, and she gasped as I trailed my fingers across her pussy. “Wow, you’re sensitive.”

      “Don’t tease me,” she pleaded. “Not tonight.”

      I plunged two fingers deep into her and she groaned. “I promise. There will be no teasing.”

      Not teasing exactly. But the things for which you work hardest, taste the sweetest.

      I withdrew my hand and straightened out, tasting her as I licked my fingers clean. “Just like honey,” I said.

      She sat up, reaching for my belt, and I took a step back, took off my jacket, and hung it on the coat stand behind the door.

      “Beck,” she implored.

      I took a breath. I didn’t need to rush. We had the rest of our lives to do this—for me to . . .

      Make her beg.

      Make her come.

      Make her happy.

      I was going to savor every moment.

      Undoing the cufflinks on my shirt, I slid them onto a glass side table and rolled up my sleeves. Stella’s groan suggested to me that, despite her protestations, she liked a little bit of torture.

      She was my perfect woman in every way.

      “You’re so impatient. What am I going to do with you?” I asked.

      “Anything you like,” she replied.

      Like I said—my perfect woman.

      I didn’t reply and just stood watching her, watching her beautiful bare pussy, ripe and ready for my fingers, lips, and cock. She groaned and reached to touch herself.

      In a flash, I had circled her wrist with my fingers. “Not unless you ask me first. That’s mine to play with.”

      I took her hand and placed it over my fabric-covered cock. “And this is yours.”

      She fumbled to undo my zip and then wrapped her fingers around it.

      So fucking eager.

      So fucking perfect.

      And mine.

      I gritted my teeth, but I couldn’t resist and I pushed into her hand. Fuck, even her fingers were better than the best I’d ever had until Stella.

      “I don’t think you’d be able to hold back,” she said. “Even if you wanted to.”

      “You want to test that theory?” I asked, stepping away from her.

      She shook her head, panic slicing across her face.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” I pushed her down onto her desk, one side of her lit up by the streetlights, the other shadowed but all beautiful.

      I spread her knees apart, bending to inspect her pussy. Talk about beautiful—all curves, contours, and softness but hot and needy at the same time. And it belonged to me now.

      She squirmed under my inspection, not out of embarrassment but desire. Fuck, how did I get so lucky? “Please, Beck.”

      She was right. I couldn’t hold back—didn’t want to. I pressed the head of my cock at her entrance and tried not to explode at the searing heat of her. Fuck, I’d missed this. Missed us. Missed feeling that I had everything I needed.

      It was only when she left that I realized she was so much more than I could ever have imagined.

      She was everything.

      I took a deep breath and slid into her, watching her as she watched me. And it was just as I remembered and more. Being as close to another person as it’s possible to be seemed to take on meaning with Stella, like our union had been foretold a millennium ago by an omniscient god or was written in the stars when the universe exploded into existence.

      We were meant to be.

      I’d never been surer about anything than I was about her. About us.

      “I didn’t know it was possible to feel this way about anyone. It feels like more than love,” she whispered, echoing my thoughts.

      I folded my body over hers. “I know.” I began to move in and out, feeling our fate surrounding us, binding us stronger. The push and pull of our bodies sinking me further into our destiny.

      She caught my jaw in her hand, her fingers pressing into my stubble, and brought my lips to hers. She plunged her tongue into my mouth, her groans shooting vibrations of pleasure down my spine.

      Breaking our kiss, I braced myself, hands flat on the desk either side of her and took a breath. It was too much. This woman was too fucking much for me.

      Her hair splayed on the glass desk, the reflection of her body everywhere I looked from the glass windows to the chrome legs of the table, she surrounded me and it was overwhelming and perfect and I wanted it to last forever.

      But I needed to fuck her. I needed to come. And when we were done, I needed to do it again and again and again.

      A lifetime of this woman wouldn’t ever be enough.

      I was two seconds away from giving up, from surrendering to my orgasm, but I wanted her pleasure more than my own, and by some force of will, adrenaline seared through my limbs, giving me the strength to keep going, to keep chasing away the ache in me that she created. For it was only her who held the cure.

      “Beck!” she cried out.

      The desperation in her eyes told me she couldn’t take anymore, and I understood.

      “Come, Stella. Come for me.”

      She sighed, thankful and longing, and her body silently erupted beneath me. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen and I was gone. I was lost to her and I pushed in again, gasping at the fierce rumble of my orgasm that gathered into a roar when it reached my chest and exploded.

      I wasn’t sure I could withstand the power of my climax, the pleasure I got from being with her.

      After a moment of blackness, I opened my eyes to find her gazing up at me. Panting, I lay my head on her chest and tried to find my voice. “Tell me what you want?” I asked, my breath heavy against her skin.

      “You,” she whispered. “I want you. I need you. It’s only you. Ever.”

      Since I met her, whether I’d known it or not, those were the words I’d been waiting to hear from Stella. Hearing it calmed me. As if the final piece of the jigsaw had been found. And I needed nothing but her—not buildings or developments, not acceptance from a section of society that had so resolutely rejected me. I didn’t need anything but to be with the woman who had changed how I saw myself. She was the woman who healed my wounds, faded my scars, and showed me my future.
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      SIX MONTHS LATER

      STELLA

      Was it wrong to feel a sexual connection toward a slab of stone? I took in the thin, gray veins of the white Statuario marble and shivered. So beautiful.

      “Stella? Are you drooling?” Florence appeared at my side.

      “Maybe. What are you doing here?” Had I been too engrossed in fixtures and missed a lunch date?

      “I called by the office and they said you were down here.”

      The last time she’d called by my office, it had been a different office, a different job—an entirely different life that I was leading.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked, sweeping my hand down the cold, smooth surface and turning away in case I got tempted to lick it.

      Florence winced and I guided her out of the penthouse unit we were working on and toward the lift. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “I wanted you to hear this from me,” Florence said as she stepped inside.

      “Oh God, will you stop starting sentences like that?” I laughed. “At least this time, I know you’re not about to tell me that Karen’s running off with Beck.” There was never a day that went by that I doubted Beck’s love for me. He was a man who believed that love was a verb and found every way he could to show me how he felt.

      He’d taught me what real love was.

      “Well, no, but you won’t believe it when I tell you what she’s done now.”

      The goods lift hit the floor with a thump.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Well, she’s walked out on Matt. Left him.”

      For all Karen’s faults, I didn’t think she’d walk out on a marriage that was only six months’ old.

      “Apparently she found him with his hand up one of her mother’s friends’ skirts at their housewarming. And they were snogging each other’s faces off. Of course, he blamed it on the booze.”

      I laughed although it wasn’t funny. I’d never thought Matt was a cheater. He might have cheated on me, but I didn’t think that’s who he was in his DNA. But perhaps that’s how he was wired. “Are you sure that’s not just the story Karen made up to deflect from something she’d done?”

      Florence shrugged. “I heard it from Bea who heard it from Karen.”

      “Are they trying to make it work or is that it? The D word?” I asked.

      “From what I heard, Karen’s already moved on.”

      We headed across the road to the bench where Beck and I sat and had our lunch on days we were on site.

      Beck was right—those two really did deserve each other.

      “How do you feel?” Florence asked. “I wondered if you’d be a bit upset.”

      “Upset?” I asked. “I don’t feel anything other than relief that I’m not part of the drama. And grateful it wasn’t me that found him. That he ended things when he did and he didn’t come back to me in the months before the wedding when I might have taken him back. Him marrying Karen was awful but it led me to Beck, and I can’t be sad about that.”

      I grinned as Beck waved from the entrance to One Park Street. He strode over to us.

      “Christ, he’s so good looking, Stella.”

      “He is. But it’s his heart and his humor that make me love him more every day.”

      “What are you two gossiping about?” Beck asked as he bounded over.

      “I was just telling Florence how much I love you,” I said and that grin he wore when things went his way crept across his face.

      “Not as much as I love you,” he said, dropping a kiss on the top of my head.

      “You two are ridiculously perfect for each other,” Florence said.

      “Just as you and Gordy are.”

      “Which is the other reason I’m here,” Florence said. “Gordy proposed and I said yes.”

      I jumped up and threw myself at Florence. “Yes! I’m so happy for you.”

      “I want you to be maid of honor. Gordy wants a huge wedding. I’d prefer to elope but, you know, he doesn’t often put his foot down.”

      “I’m excited.” I turned to Beck. “Isn’t this great?”

      “I wish you were this excited when I propose to you.” He rolled his eyes.

      I had to stifle a giggle. Beck proposed on an almost monthly basis. And each time, I said maybe or no or not yet. He took it in his stride, but I could understand why me being so excited smarted a little. “It’s different. Florence and Gordy have been together forever.”

      “Just like we will be,” he replied.

      “Right. So who cares if we get married?” I’d been so sure that I’d marry Matt, that somehow I didn’t want to cheapen what Beck and I had by wanting to get married. A ceremony that everyone else could have wasn’t enough somehow. I didn’t see the point.

      “I’ll wear you down eventually,” he said.

      I laughed. If it was important to Beck, then one of these times he proposed, I’d say yes. But I knew he loved me and that was all I needed. Beck’s love, adoration, respect, and time was more than I could ever have hoped for and I had it all. He was all I’d ever need.

      

  




TWELVE MONTHS LATER

      BECK

      I stared up at the newly renovated, soon-to-launch, One Park Street. The red brickwork had been cleaned, repointed, and repaired and looked as good as it no doubt did when it was built over a hundred and fifty years ago. The arched windows were lit up, hiding the beautiful interiors Stella had completely transformed. Tonight, we launched the sales of the first units on a strictly invitation-only basis.

      “You did it,” Stella said as she stood next to me.

      I slid my arm around her waist. “We did it.”

      “But this for you . . . It’s more than just another development. How does it feel?”

      “Different to how I expected,” I replied. “Looking back, I was a maniac—giving you the interiors on this job was insane. But I was desperate.”

      “Hey.” Stella thwacked me in the stomach and laughed.

      “You did a more than amazing job—far better than any designer I’ve ever worked with. But seriously, I didn’t know you from Adam. I should never have agreed to you leading this. I wanted the Dawnay building whatever the cost.”

      “Do you feel free now? Like you’ve conquered your past?” she asked.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d given my biological father a second thought. “Yeah, but I’m not sure that’s got anything to do with the building. I think that’s about you and the life we have together—the future we’re going to have.” I loved that I could still make her blush. I hoped that never went away, even when we were ninety and hitting each other with our walking sticks. “The thought of five baby Wildes in our new place makes everything else seem ridiculous.”

      “Less of the five,” Stella said. “And less of the Wildes. They will be London babies.”

      “But after we’re married, they’ll be Wildes.”

      “No, after we’re married, I’ll still be Stella London. You’ll still be Beck Wilde. Our babies will be London-Wildes or Wilde-Londons.”

      “That’s ridiculous. We’re not having kids with a double-barreled name.”

      “Then they’ll be Londons,” she said.

      I grinned—partly because she knew I’d give in to just about anything she wanted. But mainly because she hadn’t told me how she had no intention of marrying me.

      Because she usually did. Every time I asked her. And I asked her a lot. Stella was a prize I’d never give up fighting for.

      A familiar hand gripped my shoulder. “Not bad, mate. Not bad at all,” Dexter said as he came up behind us.

      “Not bad? You want to see the interior,” I said.

      “It’s incredible,” Stella said. “It’s the real estate equivalent of a diamond.”

      “You got that wrong,” Dexter said and the gleam in his eye meant only one thing—he’d found a stone he’d been chasing.

      “You deal in coal,” I said. “I prefer bricks and mortar.”

      “Stop teasing Dexter,” Stella said.

      “You keep hold of this one,” Dexter said. “She’s special. Women like Stella don’t come along more than once in a lifetime.”

      “I know, mate. It hasn’t happened for you, yet. But it will.”

      Dexter smiled and nodded—clearly not wanting to get into it but not believing me either.

      “I have a feeling that this time next year, we’ll be double dating,” Stella said. “I mean, any girl would be lucky to have you—funny, handsome, and millions of pounds worth of diamonds at your fingertips on a daily basis.” She turned to me. “If this guy hadn’t tricked me into falling in love with him, I’d be first in the queue.”

      My heart almost stopped every time she told me she loved me. Even now. Over a year since we met.

      “I shouldn’t complain,” Dexter said. “It’s not like I’ve never had what you guys have. I was just stupid enough to fuck it up. Just this once, don’t follow my example.”

      Dexter believed in love but that it only happened once a lifetime. But being with Stella had shifted my perspective on a lot of things. Dexter was right. Loving a woman was important and I wouldn’t believe that my mate was going to go the rest of his life on his own.

      “I’ll try,” I said, for once not wanting to mock him. “As soon as she finally says yes, you’ll be my first call. We’re going to need a rock of a ring.”

      “I don’t need a rock,” Stella said and I bit back a grin. So she’d thought about the ring she wanted. Interesting.

      I bent and pressed a kiss on her lips. “You deserve a rock.”

      “Can’t you two keep your hands off each other for even a second?” an annoying voice said from behind me.

      I turned to find Tristan and Gabriel coming toward us. Gabriel was supposed to be in Miami. He must have just stepped off the flight. He knew tonight was important to me—so it was important to him to be here.

      How did I get so fucking lucky? Friends who would stand in front of a bullet for me and a woman I’d stand in front of a bullet for. No wonder my past had dissolved into the air. Life didn’t get any better than right now.

      “You boys are looking gorgeous,” Stella said to the two of them and I tightened my grip. She was now a regular at our Sunday night drinks and the guys adored her. It was like a woman had been initiated into our group.

      “Not as beautiful as you,” Tristan said, taking her arm and placing a kiss on the back of her hand.

      “Knock it off,” I said, pulling Stella back, and she laughed.

      “Now I know Stella’s taken, I think I can safely say, I’ll never marry,” Tristan said.

      He was full of shit. But it was exactly how I would feel if Tristan was with Stella—there wouldn’t be any point looking for anyone else when the woman who was meant for me was already taken.

      “So this is One Park Street,” Tristan said. “Looks decent enough but if it’s that nice, then why aren’t you two moving in?”

      Stella had suggested we take one of the two penthouses, but I’d been a bit reticent. I wasn’t sure how I’d feel living somewhere with such a strong connection with the Dawnay family. But now, after the block’s transformation, after being with Stella and working so closely with her on this building, I couldn’t think of a better place to live.

      “Actually,” I said, pulling the keys to the penthouse from my trouser pocket. “I’ve been thinking about that. As it’s launch night, maybe we should take a tour and look at it from a buyer’s perspective.”

      Stella lifted up on her tiptoes and her eyes lit up. “Really? I’ve been hoping against hope that you might have a change of heart when you saw the place.”

      “Excuse us, gentleman, go help yourself to champagne. We’re going to go and look at the flat where we’re going to bring my first son home from hospital,” I said, guiding Stella into the building and toward the private lift for Penthouse A.

      “Are you serious about this?” she asked.

      “Which bit? The son thing? The hospital or the penthouse?”

      She grinned. “I meant the penthouse but all of it, I guess.”

      We stepped out of the lift and directly into the lobby of the best apartment in W1. The marble floors, the crystal chandelier, the inlaid brass detailing on the door frames. It all looked perfect.

      “I’m serious about everything to do with our future,” I replied, striding toward the entrance to the living space, but Stella didn’t move and when I turned, she was biting the inside of her cheek like she did when she was nervous.

      “Well, if that’s the case, then I have a question,” she said.

      “Ask me anything,” I replied.

      She fumbled in her handbag and pulled something out. “How about we wear these?” she said, presenting a black velvet box to me. I recognized it as one of the jewelry boxes Dexter used for his clients.

      Was my woman proposing to me? After all these months of me asking her to marry me—she was finally saying yes? I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Tonight was the perfect night—just when I thought life couldn’t get any better. But that was life with Stella. Just as I thought we reached the pinnacle, she went and set a new standard in happiness.

      When I didn’t take the box from her, tentatively she opened it to reveal two rings, side by side—one a band of diamonds and one plain platinum.

      I hoped this woman would never stop surprising me.

      I grinned and she rolled her eyes.

      “So what do you say?” she asked.

      Okay so it might not be the most romantic proposal I’d ever heard, but I wouldn’t want it any other way.

      “Sure, I’ll wear the ring.”

      “Beck!” she said.

      “What? I can’t answer a question you haven’t asked me.”

      She laughed. “You’re impossible. But I love you. Will you marry me?”

      “You’re perfect. And I love you too, and I’ll marry you every day of the week for the rest of your life.”

      I took the box from her and pulled the diamond ring out and got on one knee. “You’re the most gracious, kind, funny, sexy woman I’ve ever met, and I love you so much sometimes it frightens me. My entire life, I’ve been searching for something, needing to fill a missing void in my life. For years I thought the Dawnay building was the answer. But all along it was you I was waiting for.”

      Stella stepped forward, tilted her head to the side, and pushed her fingers through my hair.

      “Marry me,” I said. “And I’ll never stop working to make you happy.”

      She sat on my bended knee and clasped her arms around my neck. “I love you, Beck Wilde. Now. Tomorrow. Forever. It’s as if my life didn’t really begin until I met you. And you’ve got a deal.”

      Being with Stella London wasn’t just a one-off, deal of a lifetime. It was a daily win, and nothing would ever compare. It didn’t matter what happened in life—good or bad—as long as Stella was by my side, everything was perfect. Searching for a closed door on my past had opened the heavens and brought me Stella, and I’d never look back.
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        She’s American. He’s British.

        She lives in a trailer. He sleeps in a penthouse.
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        They say opposites attract. Hollie and Dexter combust.
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      DEXTER

      She was the kind of beautiful that could send a man straight to the asylum. Just a glimpse of her had the hairs needling the back of my neck and my fingers stiff, desperate for a simple touch.

      Exotic. Glorious. And bloody expensive.

      “Very pretty. You should be extremely proud,” Gabriel, one of my best friends, said while staring at the display case in the middle of the Dorchester’s ballroom.

      “She really is glorious,” I replied. I hadn’t seen her for a long time, but you didn’t forget beauty like hers.

      “You know that’s a headband thingy and not a woman, right?” asked Tristan, another of the group of six of us who had been friends since we were teenagers.

      “Tiara,” I corrected him. To Tristan, it was just something women wore on their heads. To Gabriel, it was a collection of pretty stones. But to me, the tiara was beauty, life force—it was my fucking legacy.

      “Right,” Tristan said. “And your parents made it?”

      “My mother designed it. My father made it.”

      “For the queen?” Tristan asked.

      “The queen of Finland. She wore it on her wedding day.” As a child, sprawled in a heap of Lego underneath the display cases in their shop on Hatton Garden, I’d felt like the only thing my parents did was work on this design. Hearing about the tiara was the soundtrack of my childhood. Though their lives were dominated by the tiara for just one summer, it consumed them entirely. Seeing the piece again now, for the first time since their death, I understood why they had been so consumed. It was gorgeous, an audaciously modern design still classic enough to be regal.

      My parents’ passion for their work had percolated through the air I breathed, and I grew up in the enviable position of knowing exactly what I was going to do with my life—follow in their footsteps and be a jeweler. But when my parents died and my brother sold their shop without me knowing, my desire to become a jeweler wasn’t enough. For them, for their memory, I wanted to be the best in the world at what I did. I wanted their name—my name—to be known internationally for the most beautiful jewelry in existence. It was what they deserved.

      “I still don’t understand why we’re in London and not Finland,” Tristan said.

      “The princess is marrying a British man, so they’re holding the competition to design her jewelry here. It’s raising a lot of money for charity. Pockets are deeper in London.”

      “Makes sense,” Gabriel said.

      Tristan pushed his hands into his pockets and nodded. “Well, it’s nice stuff.”

      I grinned. Tristan might be clueless at times, but he didn’t flinch when I asked him to come tonight. Far more comfortable in jeans, in front of a computer, he put on a dinner jacket without hesitation because he was as loyal as you could want in a friend. He needed a drink. I caught the eye of a waiter with a tray of champagne. He came over and we all grabbed a glass.

      “To diamonds?” Tristan offered in toast.

      “To your parents,” Gabriel corrected. He had been the dad of our friendship group since we were seventeen, long before he was actually a dad—wise, measured and always armed with the right thing to say.

      “Thanks, mate,” I replied, clinking my glass to his. “To my parents. And to winning this bloody competition.”

      “I predict that if you do, you’ll open your first store in London. It would be a great way to burst onto the scene,” Tristan said.

      I took commissions in London, and our workshop and design studio were based here. But I had yet to open a Daniels & Co storefront in the UK. My flagship store was in New York, with locations in Paris, Rome, Beijing and Dubai. We’d just opened in Beverly Hills and Singapore.

      But not London.

      In London, I existed in my own tightly controlled bubble. I lived and worked here, but didn’t interact with the local industry. There were too many memories from the bleakest part of my life—my parents’ Hatton Garden store that no longer existed. Sparkle’s shop, which only survived because of my parents’ designs. And David, my brother, the man who destroyed my parents’ legacy and gave Sparkle theirs. There was too much here to forget.

      I was asked about a London offering all the time, but continually dodged the questions and kept quiet. A Daniels & Co London shop wasn’t going to happen. I believed in moving forward, not looking back. There was no need to dredge up the past when it could stay properly buried and undisturbed.

      “And cheers to being mate dates,” Tristan said. “I’m quite enjoying being on your arm. Just as long as you don’t try to kiss me at the end of the night.”

      “You should be so lucky,” I replied.

      “I’ve been that lucky—that weekend in Prague, remember? I don’t want your wandering hands near me again,” Tristan said.

      “Shut it,” I replied, only half concentrating on Tristan as my gaze caught a woman in a white dress, strands of treacle-colored hair tumbling down her back. She was carrying a glass of champagne and an old-fashioned reporter’s notebook, though she was focused on neither as she squeezed by us, nearly tipping alcohol over Gabriel’s very expensive jacket. “It was fifteen years ago and I was asleep,” I said as the woman passed. I tracked her as she headed toward one of the display cases, where her face lit up with a huge smile as she took in a pair of earrings my parents had produced to go with the tiara. Happy at the thought of someone else enjoying my parents’ designs, I tuned back into the long-running debate with Tristan.

      Tristan rolled his eyes and nodded. “So you say. But asleep or awake, you tried to spoon me.”

      Gabriel was a man of few words but Tristan had enough for both of them. How the three of us, plus Beck, Andrew and Joshua had managed to remain friends all these years was a miracle. We were brothers more than friends.

      “The six of us should go back to Prague,” Gabriel said.

      “Definitely now we can all afford our own rooms, and I don’t have to sleep with this guy,” Tristan said, nodding his head toward me. “I’ll look into it.”

      A break with my best mates sounded like a great idea, but not until I’d won this competition. I had a lot of work to do over the next few months. Putting together the designs for the princess of Finland’s wedding collection wasn’t going to be enough. The quality and rarity of the stones, plus cutting and setting them, was going to set us apart. My contacts with stone suppliers were the best in the business, and I was going to need the best of the best. There would be no taking breaks in Prague or anywhere else for a while.

      “We can make it a celebratory trip when Dexter’s won this competition,” Gabriel said, once again guessing my thoughts.

      Tristan shrugged. “If you like. I still don’t get why you have to enter some stupid competition. It’s not like you need the work. Or the money. Do you?”

      Tristan was right. I didn’t need the money or the work.

      But I had to win.

      Partly for my reputation—it would be more evidence I was the best at what I did. But mostly for my parents. To win the competition a generation after they had was what they would have wanted—proof that their passion had been passed through their genes—and I was carrying on the torch for them.

      “I’m not knocking on the door to the poor house, don’t worry,” I said.

      “Pleased to hear it. But at the same time, if you want to offload that DB5 of yours at a knockdown price, I’d be happy to pay cash.”

      “Find your own Aston Martin and stop trying to buy mine,” I replied. I turned to Gabriel. “If you ever find me dead under suspicious circumstances, point the police in this guy’s direction,” I said, nodding toward Tristan. “No doubt they’ll find him with my car keys in his grasp.”

      Tristan shrugged as if it would be a fair assumption. He’d borrowed my car too often for me to count. He didn’t need to bump me off for it.

      “You know we’re huddled here like Macbeth’s witches. You should mingle,” Gabriel said.

      It was probably true. I was here to prove to the industry that contrary to popular belief, I didn’t think I was too good for them. I scanned the room for a safe place to land—ideally, a small group of people who wouldn’t immediately bombard me with stories about my parents. And of course, I had no desire to run into anyone from Sparkle. A conspicuous trail of empty champagne glasses led to the woman in the white dress, who was standing in front of the earrings my parents had produced for the queen’s wedding. “Okay. I won’t be long,” I said, heading in the direction of the earrings. The woman in white seemed to be the only person in the room focused more on jewelry than socializing, and by my standards, that meant she was someone worth getting to know.

      As I passed the entrance, a list pinned to an easel caught my eye—the names of the attendees. Primrose, my head designer, would be keen to see who was here tonight. I pulled out my phone and took a picture before trailing my finger down the alphabetical list to find my name. I pulled away abruptly, as if the board had emitted an electric shock. I’d expected to see my name there, but there were two “Daniels” on this list.

      David was here.

      The brother who’d tried to destroy my parents’ legacy. The brother I’d vowed to have nothing to do with. The brother I hated.

      Heat flushed through me and I turned quickly to survey the room. He couldn’t be here, could he? Would I even recognize him fifteen years later? At thirty-seven he might have lost his hair, like dad. Or—

      “Dexter Daniels!” An avuncular stranger in his mid-fifties grabbed me by the elbow and thrust his palm against mine, shaking my hand vigorously and effectively pulling my thoughts from the black hole they’d been circling. “Gosh, you make me feel like an old man,” he said. “If Joyce McLean hadn’t said it was you, I never would have believed it.” He grinned at me as if I should recognize him, but I was sure I’d never seen him before in my life. “The last time I saw you, you had a bottle of vinegar in one hand and tissues in the other, cleaning the glass in your parents’ shop.”

      I exhaled and imagined an invisible shield surrounding me, stopping his words from penetrating, from reaching the places I’d spent so long protecting. This was why Tristan and Gabriel were here tonight. Sure, Tristan liked free booze and the chance to mingle with a ballroom full of women, but he and Gabriel both were here because I’d asked them to be my buffers. “They were good people,” I replied. This was why I’d avoided situations like this for as long as I had. I knew how great my parents were. I didn’t need strangers to remind me, to poke at the open wound created by their absence.

      “Talented. And kind. It was a long time ago but the industry still feels their loss.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “It was a loss on a personal level but their talent and hard work meant it was a loss for jewelry more generally.” My rehearsed response emerged automatically, not for the first time tonight.

      Usually this short, polite exchange would end with a handshake here, but the man, whoever he was, wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Do you know what I miss most about them?” he asked. “Your father’s rather rare laugh.”

      I smiled—a real smile, not the forced one I’d been wearing all night. My father had been a serious man at work. But not around his family. Our house was full of tickles and laughter.

      “It was your mother who was always able to coax it out of him,” the man said.

      I nodded, remembering how she’d tell him jokes in the shop, trying to get him to lighten up. “They were a good team.”

      “She would say how his stern face made it look like he was being possessed by his father, your grandfather.”

      I’d forgotten that. She’d chase me around the shop making scary noises, and inevitably my father’s stern expression would give way to something softer, more familiar.

      “You know all the big houses were after your mother—Bulgari, Harry Winston—they queued up to offer her design roles. She could have written her own check. But she only ever wanted to work with your father.”

      I tried to keep my surprise from showing. I’d never heard her mention how she’d been offered other roles. I guess it hadn’t been important to her. The only person who ever mattered was my father—and her boys, of course. “My mother was very talented.”

      I’d been dreading coming here tonight. I hadn’t wanted to hear the sorrow and sadness in people’s voices when they discussed my parents, or be constantly reminded about how much I’d lost. But hearing about them from someone else’s perspective was gratifying, and reigniting beloved memories was deeply comforting. I’d pushed so much of my past away to stop it from hurting me that I’d lost some of the memories that were important.

      “She was. And from what I’ve seen, the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree. I’ve followed your career.”

      I still didn’t know who this man was but he seemed to know me well enough. “Can I take your card?” I asked. Perhaps I might have reason to do business with this man at some point in the future.

      “Of course,” he said, flipping open his wallet. “You’ve not shown your face much around London.”

      “No, sir,” I replied. “I go where my clients are.” It was a lie but a believable one.

      “Yes, I was surprised your brother never went into the industry,” he said, holding out his card.

      The warmth that had gathered in my belly at his words about my parents turned to ice when he mentioned my brother. The realization that David was here tonight, enjoying the champagne, no doubt at the Sparkle table, pulled the air from the room. I needed space. I needed to breathe in the goodness my parents brought to this room, not the betrayal my brother did.

      “Would you please excuse me,” I said, shaking the man’s hand once again. “I’ve just seen someone over there I must speak to.” The girl with the treacle-colored hair was in the corner, looking at one of my favorite pieces.
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      Yeah, bit of a miscalculation there.

      But see, I need the money to fund my brand new venture. And Dear Sexy Ex, well, it turns out he needs me to save his business.

      By becoming his fake fiancée.

      Yup, that's the pickle I find myself in -- pretending to be madly in love with the charming, brilliant, and utterly infuriating man known as Dear Sexy Ex.

      Only, it's not an act. And he can never know.
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      Summer

      

      Dear Past Me,

      

      
        
        In about twenty-four hours, you’re going to have a spectacularly brilliant idea.

      

        

      
        One that will make all the sense in the world at the time because it’ll solve a big, hairy problem. And you love ideas that solve big, hairy problems. Like in sixth grade when you decided to sell origami door-to-door to raise money for the soccer team’s travel. (Who knew there was such a big demand for folded frogs in suburban New York when you were in middle school? You did!)

      

        

      
        Or in eighth grade when you ran for Chief Fun Officer on a platform of two junior proms, the second one including a carnival, because who doesn’t love a carnival?

      

        

      
        But this idea? This outstanding, fantastic idea that’ll make your dreams come true?

        Watch out, Summer.

      

        

      
        You’re going to end up with a soaking wet bridesmaid’s dress, a swan boat incident you’ll never live down, the disappointment of your entire family, plus the crushing heartbreak you’ve sought to avoid for decades, and also . . . a pole.

      

        

      
        Yes, that kind of pole. The kind of pole everybody whispers about when they see it in someone’s basement. A “Do they really do that with that?” pole.

      

        

      
        I wish I could tell you it’ll all work out.

      

        

      
        But, as I stand here now, clutching the wet remains of the dress while figuring out what to do with this pole, I don’t have an earthly clue how any of this will resolve.

      

        

      
        Because of all the harebrained schemes you’ve whipped up, this one doesn’t just take the cake. It bakes it, frosts it, and serves it up in all its three-tiered, royal-icing glory.

      

        

      
        You’ll look back on other cringeworthy moments in your life—like that time you boldly updated your Twitter feed after four martinis, or your shame over the wrong placement of the apostrophe in ladies’ night—and they will pale in comparison.

      

        

      
        It’s worse, even, than when Mom found you practicing volleyball indoors when you were fourteen.

      

        

      
        In the living room.

      

        

      
        And you had to give up all your allowance to pay for the chandelier.

      

        

      
        And the vase.

      

        

      
        And the picture frames too.

      

        

      
        Of all the things that seemed like good ideas at the time, this letter, this contest, this ruse wins the prize.

      

        

      
        So it’s up to you, Past Me, to avoid this jam we’re in now. Because I don’t have a clue what to do from here.

      

      

      

      
        
        Sincerely,

      

        

      
        Future You
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      Ten days ago

      

      I am about to be busted.

      Embarrassingly so. And—I hang my head in shame—deservedly so.

      But, for the record, I don’t regularly check out guys’ packages.

      That’s not my thing. I don’t really think that’s any woman’s thing. I’m pretty sure gawking at the goods doesn’t rank alongside knitting and candle-making in my female friends’ hobbies. Or, at least, not that they’d admit in public.

      Except . . . I am doing it, and I can’t stop.

      It’s just that . . . seriously? Tiny little bathing suits?

      They’re impossible to look away from.

      I literally have no idea how anyone is not supposed to notice a guy’s, ahem, outline when he gets out of a pool wearing only a Speedo.

      How do Olympic diving judges focus on their job, or women across the beaches of Europe focus on anything else? Clearly, that’s why truly sophisticated European women always wear huge designer sunglasses.

      Since you’re supposed to avert your gaze.

      That’s what I’ve tried to do for the last minute.

      I 100 percent averted my gaze as Oliver reached his sinewy arms for the metal ladder. As he rose out of the water. As he stepped away from the pool.

      Because that’s the proper social protocol.

      But it’s really hard to keep your gaze averted the entire time when you’re having a conversation with a guy while he’s wearing nothing but a Speedo.

      And when he’s dripping wet.

      I mean, all those droplets of water are taking their sweet time sliding down his tanned skin. Along his pecs, over the grooves of his abs, and just a little farther.

      This is resist-tasting-the-cookie-batter hard. This is don’t-sing-along-to-“Bohemian Rhapsody” hard.

      Just. Can’t. Do. It.

      Also, there are extenuating circumstances here in the form of Oliver Harris. His form is an extenuating circumstance.

      Six foot one. Built like the statue of David. Face carved by a sculptor too.

      Did anyone look away when Daniel Craig got out of the water in his first James Bond film?

      I rest my gaze.

      I mean, I rest my case.

      I snap my gaze up, meeting Oliver’s eyes. Those damn green eyes that are twinkling with mischief.

      “So, does that work for you?” I ask, adopting the most casual tone I can. The kind of tone that says, I was so not looking at you as I totally focus on scheduling a get-together to discuss my new business venture.

      His grin twitches.

      Then, my longtime friend, in all his wet, toned, nearly naked glory, simply arches a brow, points to his irises, and dryly says, “You do know my eyes are up here?”

      Dammit.

      Caught red-handed.

      I improvise, pointing to the pool behind him. “I was just looking in the shallow end. I was sure I saw Mrs. Wilson’s rose-gold bracelet at the bottom. She thought she lost it during the water aerobics class I just taught.”

      So plausible. I could invent excuses for a living, surely.

      He nods slowly, an I call bullshit nod. “Right. Did you want to go have a look? Pop into the water? Organize a search party?”

      I tap my chin as if considering all three, then shake my head. “It was just wishful thinking. I looked pretty closely after class.” I sigh forlornly over the missing jewelry.

      Magnanimously, he offers the goggles in his hand. “I insist. It’s Mrs. Wilson’s prized bracelet after all. Let’s have another go, shall we? I’ll help you. We’ll be like scuba divers searching for buried treasure.”

      I’d give him points for holding his ground if he wasn’t holding it against me.

      But I maintain the oh-so-innocent facade as I gesture to my jeans and sky-blue blouse. “No. I’m already dressed for work. Busy day at the residence. Thank you though. I’ll just let Lost and Found know to keep an eye out.”

      He hooks his thumb toward the glistening water. A few solo swimmers power up and down the freestyle lanes. “Want me to jump in? Have a quick check?”

      I wave him off. “No worries. I’ll find it later.”

      “Are you sure? Might give you a better view of my arse. I’d appreciate an appraisal.”

      And the sexy Brit wins the battle of wills.

      I have no choice but to give him the all-the-way-to-Jupiter eye roll. “No need. I made my assessment that time you streaked naked across my backyard when we were sixteen. It’s a five, maybe a six on a good day.”

      He peers over his shoulder at the backside in question, then parks his hands on his hips. “I beg your pardon. This is a top-notch arse here.”

      I cross my arms and chuckle at the way he set up my victory shot. “Yes, indeed. I am definitely checking out a top-notch arse.”

      Like a cartoon character muttering curses, he says under his breath, “Touché, woman. Touché.”

      He steps toward me, shrugs a muscled shoulder, and gives me a smile from his cache of them—this one I’ve dubbed the disarming one. “Truth be told, I don’t mind if you gawk at the crown jewels. I wouldn’t tell you to look away from the works of art if you were at the Louvre.”

      “Less like masterpieces and more like Velvet Elvises and paintings of dogs playing poker.”

      The corner of his lips curves up. Why is it that infuriatingly good-looking men all have lopsided grins? Is it a standard feature when they’re assembled in the too-hot-for-words factory? Is it a custom order, or part of the Unfairly Handsome Package?

      “Summer,” he chides gently. “You’ve been doing it since we were fourteen.”

      Back then, I might have given in to the urge to swat him, but I don’t now. Instead, I grit my teeth, dig my heels in, and remind myself that even though he is the living, breathing embodiment of cocky male in the city, he is also the guy who has saved me many times.

      And I’ve saved him more than once too.

      But at the moment, I need to save face. I march to the nearby bench and grab one of the pieces of white cardboard they call gym towels here. Returning, I hand it to Oliver, raising my chin. “There. Now no one can admire the goods, such as they are.”

      With an I’m about to give it right back to you chuckle, he takes the towel and pointedly refrains from wrapping it around his waist.

      The cheeky fucker.

      He drapes it over his shoulders then saunters to the side of the pool and leans against the wall, beckoning me. I follow, of course, because I need something from him.

      Desperately.

      “Tell me exactly what it is you need me to do this time,” he says. “Escort you to the wedding of a jackass you once dated? Train with you for a 10K to benefit Alzheimer’s? Or just look absolutely fantastic when I get out of the water?”

      I huff. How can he be so endearing and such an ass at the same time? “Do you practice that, Oliver?”

      He arches a brow. “You mean being the knight in shining armor? Or the way I always manage to get your goat?”

      “Both,” I say with a laugh.

      He scratches his jaw. “It’s a unique talent, I suppose. Being devilishly charming at all hours, no matter the circumstances.” Then he tugs me in close, roping an arm around me. A very wet arm, soaking my work shirt. “You know I’m just teasing you. You are literally the most delightful person to tease because I never know what you’ll do. Either you look like you want to clobber me, or you laugh and go along with it. Keeps me on my toes.”

      I wriggle away from him, eyeing the wet splotches on my blouse. “Devil is indeed the appropriate word.”

      “And you’re such an angel?” His green eyes flash me a pointed look.

      “You know I’m not.” I shift gears and gesture toward the women’s locker room. “But I need to get to work. I have to complete some of the final paperwork for the new fitness center, and I’m hoping I might be able to borrow your brain tonight. Pretty please?”

      He rolls with the topic change. That’s the thing about Oliver and me—we’ve worn so many hats with each other that we exchange them with ease. “My brain is always available for the borrowing. See you after work. Can we go to the Melt My Heart place?” He puts his palms together in a plea, adopting a doe-eyed look that makes me laugh.

      “Since when do you like specialty shop franchises you’d normally mock?”

      He affects a serious expression. “I’m considering it for my last-meal list.”

      “You’re back to that?”

      “I was off it for a while, but it amuses me, so I’ve returned to it. Don’t you have things you do that amuse you?”

      I tap his nose. “Yes. Talking to you. See you later.”

      As I head to the women’s locker room, he says my name. “Summer?”

      I turn around.

      He raises an arm, leans to the side, and stretches, his muscles glistening as he moves, his abs looking lickable, his torso gleaming, toned and smooth. “Let me know when you find that missing bracelet. I’m sure Mrs. Wilson is terribly worked up over it.”

      I rein in a revealing smirk, holding tight to my lie. “Of course.”

      He heads to the men’s locker room, and I do not stare at his butt until he leaves my line of sight.

      I do not stare at his butt.

      I do not . . . oh hell, the man just has a great ass.

      Like, Louvre quality.

      It’s only exceeded by his commitment to besting me, since he calls out, “Oh, hello there, Mrs. Wilson. Can I help you find your bracelet? What’s that? You left it in my locker? You naughty bird, you.”
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      I’m about to leave work that evening when I hear the click of a pair of Mary Janes on the hardwood floors.

      The clearing of the most aggrieved throat comes next.

      Then the voice, brimming with consternation at all that she finds wrong in the world—in a nutshell, everything. Literally, everything.

      Look, it’s not like I disagree. The planet has a lot of knocks against it these days. But, glass half full—a lot is right in the world too.

      “Excuse me, Miss Life Enrichment Director.” Roxanne says my title precisely the way such a title should be said—dripping with mockery.

      Because seriously?

      Couldn’t I simply be the Activities Director? Or, if we need to be cutesy, perhaps Lifestyle Leader?

      Nope.

      Sunshine Living has gone over-the-top twenty-first-century workplace in dubbing me Life Enrichment Director. The title is almost as mockable as my friend Bethany’s—she’s the Chief Flavor Officer for a small-batch ice cream shop in the Village. I’m as ripe for ribbing as the guy in my building who is a Sales Ninja at an electronics store.

      I turn around in the hallway of the assisted living home, flashing Roxanne an I’m ready to listen smile.

      I swear the woman gets better with age. Every day she looks more glamorous. Her hair isn’t gray. It’s platinum.

      Her face isn’t wrinkled. It’s wise.

      And I swear her spine is straighter than her gold-tipped cane with the puma head top.

      She stabs her cane against the floor, banging it petulantly. “Summer, I’m bored. Simply, utterly bored.”

      I gesture to the activity room fifty feet away, pasting on my cheeriest grin. “Bingo!” I declare, like I’m announcing a room full of puppies to cuddle. “It starts in ten minutes. It’s going to be a rollicking good time,” I say, even as I wish I could strangle the game of bingo.

      Bingo is an affront to the very idea of fun and games. I wish I could make a bonfire of every bingo card in existence as an atonement for ever offering it as a pastime.

      But bingo is what the boss wants in the Sunshine Living facilities throughout the tristate region, including here on the Upper West Side. “Everyone loves bingo, and no one gets hurt doing it, Summer. Get it going around the clock. Safety first!” he barked when he hired me a year ago.

      It’s hard to enrich the lifestyles of residents when you work for the Stickler in Chief, who refuses to implement anything close to fun. Not since a septuagenarian suffered a Siamese-inflicted injury during a field trip to a local cat shelter. In the cat’s defense, everyone knows petting cats is just asking for a scratch.

      Roxanne fires laser beams from her eyes. “Let me ask you a question, Summer. Are you trying to kill me? No, I’m serious. Do you actually want me to die today? Because bingo is murder.”

      I laugh. “No. Of course not.” Then I glance around, and once I’m certain Travis is nowhere around, I step closer, dropping my voice to a whisper. “But you should know death by bingo sets in after twenty-four hours, so it’s good to avoid it.”

      She chuckles the slightest bit, the sort of inviting laugh that says we’re on the same page. Sort of. “My point exactly. Who in their right mind actually likes bingo? Nobody here wants to play bingo. We only do it because we’re bored. In fact, I’ve already lined up cohorts to protest the never-ending bingo offerings in this place.”

      “The bingo revolt is upon us?”

      She narrows her eyes. “Consider yourself warned.”

      I nod solemnly, then speak from the heart. “Roxanne, I’m trying. I swear, I’m trying.” I don’t add that there’s so much red tape at Sunshine Living that I need a machete to cut my way through the overgrown jungle of bureaucracy here. You don’t go around dumping your work woes on your customers. So I put on my best Happiness Hero hat, and say, “I submitted a number of proposals for new activities. I have some great ideas I want to implement, like Zumba classes, macaron tasting, and Riverside Park walks. I’ve put them in front of the board, and I’m really hoping they approve my plans.”

      My plans rock. They are compelling and well-written, and they spell out all the bennies. Only a total fun-slayer like Travis would shoot them down. But I’m hopeful that the other board members put more stock in common sense and, oh, say, data and research.

      A sliver of a smile seems to tug at Roxanne’s lips. “Zumba, you say?”

      I execute a few zippy Zumba steps. I think my body must be programmed for motion, the way joy whips through me as I demonstrate. “Yes. Have you ever tried it? It’s great for mental and physical health. I outlined some of the key health benefits for the over-fifty set in my proposal. There are so many studies about how good it is for your core.”

      One perfectly groomed silver eyebrow lifts, and mischief flares in Roxanne’s eyes. “And for the libido, I hear.”

      I tuck a strand of blonde hair behind my ear, pausing to consider whether I’d be breaking the rules if I discussed libidos with the residents. Since I don’t know the answer, I respond in an offhand way. “That’s possible too.”

      She raises a make-a-point finger. “Along those lines, you might consider a game of Would You Rather for the residents. Or a Would You Rather bar hop. This hood has some very hip drinking establishments, as you may know.”

      A cough bursts from my chest, and I gesture for her to lower the volume, whispering, “I would be fired if I organized a bar hop.”

      “Please, darling. I’ve been old enough to drink longer than you’ve been alive. Maybe double.”

      She’s probably not wrong. But still. I’m not a drink alchemist or an alcohol tour guide for senior citizens, especially since Travis’s response to a bar hop suggestion would be But we don’t know about any contraindications of the prescription meds our residents are on; ergo, there is no room on the schedule.

      “Would You Rather isn’t a bad idea for a game night in though,” I say diplomatically, doing my best to maintain the requisite chipper attitude.

      I do have a chipper attitude.

      Well, most of the time. When I can actually make a difference—the very thing I wanted to do in the first place when I took this job. My cover letter was bursting with enthusiasm and plans. Travis even said he’d never seen a job candidate with so many creative ideas.

      And yet, here I am. Wizard of Bingo Scheduling.

      Roxanne lifts her cane, curling her fingers around the puma head. “Or how about something more practical for an activity? I have a fabulous idea.”

      I hold my hands out wide, letting her know I’m all ears. “I love suggestions. What do you have in mind?”

      Her cool eyes glint. “A session on how to make a great dating profile. An Ins and Outs of Tinder class.”

      Hmm. A class on Tinder isn’t a discussion on libidos, so I can entertain this topic. “Go on,” I say.

      “Like, for instance, how do I know if I’m being hatfished?”

      I smile helpfully. “You mean catfished?”

      She shakes her head, her silver mane swishing. “No, hatfished. It’s quite common with my generation. That’s when a man wears hats all the time to hide his lack of hair.”

      I stifle a laugh. “Oh, well. Dating truly is full of hazards.”

      “Exactly. And don’t even get me started on the submarining. I refuse to be a victim of that foul trend.”

      I pump a fist in solidarity. “The last guy I went out with did that to me—ghosted me then reappeared out of nowhere without so much as an explanation.”

      “I hope you torpedoed him,” she says, and we’re sisters-in-arms suddenly.

      “Of course.” I take a beat, studying the savvy woman in front of me. “Seems you already know the ins and outs of online dating, Roxanne.”

      She shrugs coyly. “Fine, maybe I do. I have profiles on Tinder, Bumble, and POF. But there is always something to learn. Like, if I swipe right on the gentleman down the hall, is he going to expect me to have a conversation here first? Because sometimes I want conversation, and sometimes I simply have no patience for small talk. But how do I set expectations on the latter occasions, when I primarily want to get to the good stuff?” Her expression is dead serious. “These are important topics for the modern woman.”

      “And they are things I have wondered myself,” I admit with a sigh.

      “See? We should work together to spruce up the social life here.” She hooks her elbow through mine, coconspirators. “Dating, dancing, wine tasting, how-tos. Make that happen, Summer. I want a full life.”

      Since my shift is over and I have an hour before I meet up with Oliver, I gesture toward the front door. Knowing Roxanne loves to stay active, I say, “Want to go for a walk and you can tell me what you want most?”

      As we amble around the block, she rattles off her dream activities, from cheese tasting, to bar hops, to tips on how to make the most of a hookup. “But the ones I want most after the dating classes?” She leans in close to whisper, “Kickboxing and spin classes.”

      “You do?” I can barely contain my rush of excitement at this unexpected and unwitting validation of a business idea I’ve been saving toward since I was twenty-two.

      Over the last nine years, I’ve squirreled away nearly enough money to open a specialty gym that caters to the over-fifty-five crowd. Just a little more capital so I can pay instructors for the classes I want to offer, and I can do it. Top-notch classes are vital for the success of a gym, and hearing Roxanne’s enthusiasm—and for just the sort of classes I want to offer—is a big dose of encouragement.

      “Absolutely. How else would I stay in shape for Tinder?”

      And we’re back where we started. But hey, in my book, exercise is good, no matter the reason. “If it keeps the heart rate up . . .”

      As we near the entrance to Sunshine Living, she says, “The best thing about being my age is I don’t have to worry about getting knocked up.” She eyes me up and down. “You, on the other hand . . .”

      I hold up a stop-sign palm. If she only knew how dating and I have fared. “I’m not involved with anyone. Or dating, even.”

      Her sharp gaze says she doesn’t believe me for a second. “Are you sure you don’t have a date tonight? You look different. You’re wearing black. You never wear black. And a little more mascara. Do you have a swipe-right lined up?”

      I laugh, shaking my head. Dating is the opposite of what I do with Oliver. “Nope. I’m just meeting a friend after work.”

      Skeptically, she regards my skinny jeans, my black boots, and my sweater that . . . Fine, this one is my favorite, and since my blue shirt was unwearable, I had to go home and change after that troublemaker put his arms around me.

      “I don’t buy that he’s just a friend,” Roxanne says.

      I picture Oliver’s square jaw. His flop of hair. His daring grin. The way he drives me absolutely crazy.

      With complete honesty, I answer, “I’ve known him since I was wearing braces. Since I was all elbows and knees, and understanding boys was like learning how to survive on Mars.”

      “And now you’re all legs and sass and energy,” she says in a flirty tone.

      I shake my head, adamant. “And he’s always dating someone else. Besides, he’s helping me with the paperwork I need for my new venture.”

      Her face says she still doubts me. “Is he a dragon?”

      That’s a dating term I haven’t heard. “Does that mean he has bad breath?”

      She shimmies her hips. “It means he brings the fire in the bedroom.”

      A blush creeps across my cheeks and my skin heats as the briefest image of what Oliver might be like in the bedroom flashes before my eyes.

      But I give her the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. “I will never know, because he’s just a friend. And he’s my brother’s best friend at that. Ergo, nothing will happen.”

      For so many reasons.

      “If you say so . . .” Roxanne lets those words trail off into the evening as I say goodbye, heading across town to meet the off-limits dragon.
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      My job boils down to three things: Reassuring. Fighting. Finagling.

      I happen to be tops at all three.

      Perhaps that sounds cocky.

      But as my cousin Jason says, “You can’t be cocky if what you say is true.”

      Fine, fine. There are about a million flaws in his logic, as I point out every time, but it’s become our joke.

      Today, I’m completely confident as I reassure my newest client. “I’ve got this, Geneva. I’m going to take care of you. This is going to be the partnership you’ve always wanted.”

      Seated across from me in my Park Avenue office thirty floors up, the nervous client breathes an audible sigh of relief. “Thank you so much,” she says, her shoulders relaxing. “I had a feeling you would be the right one to call on this deal. And I’m not just saying that because we’re from the same side of the street.”

      “Can’t beat Crystal Palace, even the dodgy end,” I say. I grew up in that London neighborhood, where I lived until I was thirteen, and my new client comes from there too.

      I tap the top paper in the stack on my desk—a term sheet I’m working on for her. Her ad agency is partnering up with a smaller one for a number of media clients, and my firm is handling the legal issues of the new pairing. Untangling prior contracts, I’ve found a few particularly thorny ones with unfortunate terms. Her last attorney was a selfish prick, adding in layers of unnecessary loopholes that likely just padded his billables. He was also her ex. More proof that exes are douches. “We’ll get this all sorted out,” I tell her, keeping my opinion of her ex to myself.

      “Thank you, Oliver.” She smooths a hand over her tight black bun. “It’s been a terrible year, and I want something to go well. I had a very public split recently.” She waves a hand to dismiss her words. “But you don’t need to hear about that.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve had a rough go of it,” I say lightly. I did hear of her divorce. Or rather, my Aunt Jane did, and she told me before the appointment. Since I hired her a few months ago, Jane’s job has been not only to staff the reception desk and manage the office, but also to stay abreast of every iota of gossip.

      “It’s better now. Or it will be soon,” Geneva says, stiff-upper-lipping it.

      “It will be,” I reassure her. I don’t know all of her situation, but I do hope it improves.

      “And on that cheery note, I’d better be off,” she says.

      I rise, escorting her to the reception area, where Jane beams from her post at the desk. “You already look happier,” Jane tells Geneva. “Like I told you when you arrived, Ollie has a way of setting everyone at ease.”

      “Oliver,” I say low, in a friendly warning.

      Jane gives us an oops grin. “He’ll always be Ollie to me.”

      “Ollie,” Geneva says, laughing. “It’s a very sweet name.”

      Sweet.

      An adjective no corporate attorney wants assigned to him.

      “Would you like Jane to call you a Lyft?” I steer the conversation away from nicknames. “An UberX to whisk you home? Horse-drawn carriage, maybe? On the house.”

      Geneva’s lips quirk at the over-the-top suggestion.

      “I wasn’t sure ‘on the house’ was in an attorney’s vocabulary.”

      “Shh. Don’t tell the bar he said them,” Jane whispers.

      “I’ll keep it quiet.” She seems to be enjoying the banter—a good sign for business. “But I must know—does the carriage come with a footman?” she asks with a smile.

      That smile is like a signature on the client roster. It tells me she has all the faith in the world in my firm, which is how I want her to feel.

      That’s how I want all our clients to feel. Absolutely reassured.

      “But of course,” I say, not sure where I’d find a footman but still playing along.

      Geneva, though, gestures to the lift. “I like to walk in the spring. But thank you so much. I appreciate it.”

      When she leaves, Jane gives me an approving nod. “Try to be a little less charming next time, dear.”

      “That would be impossible.”

      “I know,” she says with a wink.

      “Also, you should try to call me Oliver.”

      “I will, Ollie,” she says with a wave.

      I return to my office, make a few initial calls to the other attorneys involved in Geneva’s business, then shoot her a quick email letting her know I’ve begun the work. I lean back in my office chair made of old tires. I had my doubts when Jane ordered it—finding recycled replacements is another passion of hers—but the chair is not only kinder to cows than leather, it turns out it’s also pleasant on the arse.

      As I gaze out the window, I picture the deal coming together, imagining what it could do for this firm. How it could shoot us to another level, raise our profile, allow us to attract bigger clients and pay our staffers even more. It’s an enticing image, being able to provide for those in my employ while sticking it to her ex.

      Well, not directly to her ex.

      I simply have zero tolerance for bad legal advice.

      And zero tolerance for lateness.

      I grab my phone, lock up my office, and head out, chatting on the way with Jane about her weekend plans. No surprises—they involve snuggling cats, gardening, and reading the gossip blogs, much like they always do.

      “Thank you again for the job, love.” She plants a kiss on my cheek. “If it wasn’t for you, I’d still be working for that wretched temp agency.”

      “What? You didn’t like shuffling papers for bond traders who spent the day shouting into phones when not cursing and punching things?”

      “Shockingly, I did not,” she says with a smile.

      We say goodbye on the street, and I turn to walk uptown. As I reach the crosswalk, a text pops up.

      

      
        
        Logan: Tomorrow night. Paintball. Be ready. I need you operating at 110%.

      

        

      
        Oliver: Everything I do is at 110%.

      

        

      
        Logan: That’s not what she said.

      

      

      

      He rings. I pick up, faking an over-the-top laugh. “Haha. Never heard that from you before.”

      “Listen, if you give me low-hanging fruit, I’m going to pluck it. But about paintball—” Logan wastes no time and minces no words. “I’ve got some new strategies to go over. We have to beat those fuckers at Lehman.”

      His two speeds: intense and hyperintense. It’s my job to remind him of life’s niceties. “You do know the paintball league events are to raise money for charity, right? Not for obliterating other teams.”

      “Yeah, sure, that’s awesome. That’s totally why I do it. But I also have to crush Lehman, and you know why.”

      “Fair enough.” I do know he has his reasons. Perfectly valid ones. “But don’t worry. I’m brilliant at paintball, as you know.”

      “Humble too.”

      “Because humility is the trait you lead with as well?”

      He scoffs. “Never. Anyway, I’ll email you and Fitz and the rest of the team the strategy guidelines later. I’m going to the boxing gym now. I’ve got to blow off some steam. Want to join me?”

      As I walk up the avenue, I shake my head, though of course he can’t see me. “I know you can risk things like having an eye that looks like a meat pie or a nose that’s out of whack, being an ugly git already, but I can’t take those chances. What with this face and all.” I scrub a hand across my jaw as I stop at Sixtieth Street.

      “Right,” he says, the word having about ten syllables. “You don’t want to risk your next appearance on Buzzfeed’s New York’s Most Eligible Bachelors.”

      “Of course not. I’m hoping to make it five years in a row.”

      “I cannot wait till the day you fall off that list,” he says, and I can hear that he’s practically salivating.

      “They say all good things come to an end, but this one seems like it’ll last forever.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “In any case, I’m almost at Melt My Heart to meet your sister.”

      “Say hi to my twin for me. Also, why don’t you two just—”

      A bus rumbles to a stop, the sound drowning out Logan’s words. “Didn’t catch those last few words.”

      “Marry her. It’ll be easier.”

      “What would be easier? I don’t follow.” My brow furrows. What he said doesn’t compute. There are a million reasons why Summer and I shouldn’t get married. First and foremost, we’re great friends. Second, despite her being quite lovely to look at, I can’t think of her that way. Third, I like having her in my life, not out of it, and since relationships always go belly-up and exes always go rogue, it’s best to keep this one on the level.

      “Kidding! I’m kidding,” Logan says. “Just like I was that time I told you to propose when you took her to that asshole’s wedding.” His other line beeps, and he groans.

      There’s another reason too. “Let me remind you, your sister is well-known for having the worst taste in men. Just bloody awful, and well, I’m delightful.”

      “I beg to differ on your levels of delight. But the devil is calling, so I have to go. It’s my night with Amelia after boxing.”

      “Tell Amelia her favorite person will swing by this weekend. We have to catch up on Game of Thrones.”

      “You are not showing Game of Thrones to my six-year-old.”

      “Sex Education, then? It’s brilliant.”

      “Goodbye. The devil waits for no one.” He hangs up to talk to his ex, who is evidence that exes GO wrong.

      Tucking the phone away, I head into Melt My Heart to wait for Summer, a woman who fits into a highly specific category among the people in my life. And that is the most important reason we can never be a thing.

      Because Summer is a dependable person.

      She’s reliable in a world where far too many people aren’t.

      And frankly, those are the people you don’t risk losing by messing with a proven formula.
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      Things I love about New York City.

      

      
        
        1. The people. New York thrives on a Las Vegas-style buffet of humankind. There’s no type of person you won’t find on the menu here, and it’s awesome. I love talking to strangers, talking to friends, talking to anyone.

      

        

      
        2. Central Park, and everything else. You can literally never be bored in New York. If you are bored, you’re boring. There’s always something new, exciting, innovative, or even traditional to participate in. I’m all about participation, so this suits me. Museums, parks, sports—there is a league for everything, a class for anything, and a desire to move, move, move. Plus, there’s that huge oasis in the middle of the city, and I could spend all my days there.

      

        

      
        3. Specialty shops. This city is the Land of the Niche, with shops for pickles, for mayonnaise, for pencils, for grilled cheese, and for cookies—like my friend Stella’s cookie shop.

      

      

      

      As I head across town to meet Oliver, I make a detour at Stella’s Cookie Shack, since she messaged me earlier asking me to pop in.

      With her hair in a messy bun, her purple glasses sliding down her nose, and an apron tied around her neck with an illustration of two cookies high-fiving each other on the front, Stella is a model of charm and efficiency. She slides a box of a dozen cookies to a curly-haired woman, then tells her it’ll be thirty-six dollars.

      The customer doesn’t bat an eye. Stella bakes the best cookies on the eastern seaboard, and there’s no reason she shouldn’t charge two arms and two legs for them.

      When the woman leaves, Stella shoots me a grin, her brown eyes twinkling from behind her glasses. “Can’t stay away, can you?”

      “No one can,” I say, proud of my friend and her business.

      Her store opened three months ago to rave reviews. This momentary lull in customers is just lucky for me. In a few minutes, throngs of Manhattanites will pour in here, grabbing cookies for dessert, for a snack, for a meal.

      Hell, cookies for anything is my mantra.

      “It was a busy day,” she says, then crosses her fingers. “May there be many more.” She gestures to the display case and its mouthwatering array of designer treats. “In the mood for the chef’s choice?”

      Setting my reusable drink mug on the counter, I give a crisp nod. “I’ll live my life on the edge. Bring on the mystery cookie.”

      She bends down, dips a gloved hand into the shelf, and brandishes a treat. “Try the habanero chocolate chip cookie. I’ve just perfected the recipe, and it has all the zing and all the sweetness.”

      I let my tongue hang out, my show of adoration for her talent. “Sounds perfect. But I’ll eat it later. I don’t want to have cookie crumbs all over my face when I see Oliver in a little bit.”

      She sets her palms on the counter and stares harshly at me. “One, there are napkins for that. Two, that’s a given. You have to look perfect for Mr. Perfect.”

      I wave breezily, making light of her comment. I do like looking good for Oliver, but it’s a “when in Rome” thing. The man always looks good, sounds good, smells good, making a woman want to do the same. “That’s not why I don’t want to eat it now,” I say, defending myself. “I just don’t want to look like a piggy when I see him in”—I stop, check my watch—“about ten minutes.”

      Her eyes twinkle with a gotcha. “And counting.” I’ll be hearing someday about how I know in exactly how many minutes I’ll see him. Stella darts out a hand, reaching for my to-go cup. “The usual?”

      “Yes, please, Goddess of Cookies and London Fog Lattes,” I answer, grateful for the latte and for moving away from the subject of Oliver.

      She fills the cup, sets it down, and adds an extra cookie into the bag. “One for you, one for Ollie. Then you can be piggies together with all your crumbs.”

      Amused, I shake my head, dip a hand into my purse, and offer her a ten.

      She sneers. “Your money is no good here. Save it for the gym.”

      “And that’s exactly what I need it for. I’m meeting with the bank on Monday. Here’s hoping for approval on a loan.” I have my savings for the lease on the space and for equipment, but I need a loan for the finishing touches and some great classes I want to offer. “Roxanne has me thinking that kickboxing would be a terrific addition to the class list.” I can picture it now. A class full of senior citizens learning to punch, kick, and defend themselves. The image fires me up. “What do you think? Kickboxing for seniors? Is that a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down?”

      “Big thumbs-up. I’d send my grandpa to that class,” she says. “And that’s why I have all the faith in the world that your loan will come through.”

      I segue to a text she sent me earlier. “You said you had something to show me?”

      A giddy smile takes over her freckled face. She ducks behind the counter, grabs something from a shelf, then slides a glossy sheet of paper to me.

      I arch a brow. “What’s that?”

      “It’s from a magazine.”

      “Oh, those things that used to be paper, but now are digital?”

      “Yes, Miss Sassy Pants. I saw it at the dentist’s office. It’s basically an ad for the magazine’s online sister pub—The Dating Pool. It’s having a really cool contest that you should look into.”

      “A dating contest? I don’t think so.” I shake my head so fast my hair whips. “Dating and me—we’re not really simpatico these days. Do I need to remind you of the last guy who ghosted me?”

      Stella stares down the bridge of her nose at me. “That’s because you like bad boys.”

      “Yes, because they also don’t get in the way of little things like, ya know, goals,” I counter. Bad boys have their place on a modern gal’s dating résumé. She just has to remember the heart can hurt just the same when they show their douche colors. “So, considering I’m waist-deep in opening-a-gym goals, I think I’ll avoid dating contests.”

      “It’s not a dating contest. It’s an essay contest—with prize money. And you’ve always been good at putting your crazy thoughts and wild ideas into writing. Remember the time you convinced the physical therapy company you worked for to institute Happy Heart Friday? You had that whole pitch for a midday walking break laid out beautifully, and they said yes. Boom—happy hearting at Home Health Solutions was born.”

      I sigh contentedly at the memory. Too bad Home Health had to cut back last year, a decision that sent me to Sunshine Living. I don’t think Travis would approve stopping work for a walk, let alone see the benefits of disco bingo.

      But that’s yet another reason why I’m trying to open the gym.

      Hmm . . . That’s not a bad idea. I wiggle a brow at Stella. “What do you think about disco bingo?”

      “For your essay?”

      I shake my head. “No, for Sunshine Living.”

      “Summer, focus. Just read.” Stella stabs the glossy sheet, and I scan it quickly. The theme is “Lessons Learned.” That does sound right up my alley. “Okay, that’s more interesting. I’m intrigued.”

      The bell dings above the door, and a squadron of schoolkids rushes in.

      “It’s the cookie lady,” the kids shout.

      She warbles a songbird hello to the chattering throng, then in a low voice says to me, “You should definitely enter it.”

      “Thank you, cookie lady.” I blow her a kiss, tucking the bag of cookies into my purse.

      As I open the door, she waves goodbye, calling out, “Feel free to test Law Number Three of Stella’s Theory.”

      I shoot her a sharp stare. She simply smiles and returns her focus to the kids, bug-eyed and gaping at the displays of yummy goodness.

      I leave, hearing Stella’s voice in my head as I go.

      Stella has a theory about men, and it’s based on her three so-called Immutable Laws.

      Law Number One: funny men make great lovers.

      Law Number Two: funny and smart men make even better lovers.

      Law Number Three: good-looking guys make terrible lovers.

      The way Stella explains it, being good in bed is work. It requires skills. It demands talent. It calls for an education in the ways of women.

      “That’s why beautiful men are boring in the sack,” she explains when called upon. “I know because I conducted a comprehensive study before I married Henry. And my conclusion? The best-looking men waltz through life on their looks. They never have to work to get a woman in bed, so they don’t care about her pleasure. Therefore, you should never go above a five on the looks scale. And that’s Stella’s theory on how to have a happy vagina.”

      As I drink my latte along the way to the grilled cheese shop, I wonder if Oliver’s ever had to work for it.

      With those eyes, that face, and that accent, what are the chances? Women flock to him, especially since he’s on all those most-bangable-in-the-city lists. Several years ago, he went to a few galas and premieres with a TV actress, shooting him straight onto the seen-on-the-arm-of pages of the gossip rags. Since then, he’s been spotted with plenty of well-known women, and, come to think of it, he’s not even on the apps.

      Hmm. Maybe he doesn’t have to work for it. I bet they line up at his door. Send him perfumed panties in the mail. Leave keys for their hotels at his reception desk.

      My shoulders sag. I bet Oliver’s terrible in the sack.

      Dreadful.

      I bet he kisses like a bore, bangs like a jackhammer, and licks like he’s painting a house.

      Then I berate myself for thinking about Oliver’s prowess or lack thereof. Who cares if Chantal the heiress, or Dardania the TV lawyer, or Angelique the model ring him up for dates? Who cares if he takes women to O-town or not? That has no bearing on our friendship.

      And that’s what we are. I’ve known the man since we were fourteen, when my mom drove him, Logan, and me to school nearly every day.

      I’ve known him since his sister and I helped the boys plan their prom-posals.

      I’ve known him since that night a few years ago, when Logan, Stella, Henry, and Oliver took me out for a night on the town to celebrate my recent and nasty breakup. When Douchey Ex himself waltzed into the bar and sauntered over to me, and Oliver pretended to be my new boyfriend.

      Draping an arm around me.

      Dropping a kiss onto my cheek.

      Playing with my hair.

      Making me momentarily believe he was.

      But that’s just what friends do—help each other out in a pinch.

      I push those thoughts out of my mind as I reach Melt My Heart. When I open the door, Oliver stands and flashes me that familiar grin—one that sends an inappropriate tingle across my chest.

      I’ve got my own theories, laws, and rules too, and mine start and end with—ignore that inappropriate tingle.

      I’ve done it most of my life.
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      Somehow, Oliver doesn’t look piggy when he eats a grilled cheese sandwich.

      Maybe it’s the charcoal suit—the complete opposite of what I saw him wearing this morning. Nearly every inch of his skin is covered up now, except for his neck and a bit of his throat where he’s slightly loosened his teal-blue tie.

      And a hint of his forearms, since his sleeves are rolled up.

      Also, his face. Since he’s not wearing a sack over it. But if he did, he’d probably wear it well.

      Just like the silk suit.

      And the swimsuit.

      Damn him.

      But wait. What’s that I see?

      A string of cheddar decorates his lower lip as he chews.

      If there is any justice in the universe, that cheese will stick to his lip all afternoon, unbeknownst to him.

      A girl can hope.

      “So, what do you think, Summer? Does this make it onto our list?” he asks as he sets the sandwich down on a mint-green ceramic plate. For some reason, the Fiestaware style makes me want to collect plates, even though I’m not generally a collector of anything.

      “Your list,” I point out, as I root for the cheese to hang on. Go cheese. You can do it. “Your morbid list.”

      “It’s not morbid. It’s important,” he says, licking his lips but still missing that bit of cheese.

      Maybe I should tell him about it. But it’s too fun to watch the polished Mr. Harris, attorney at law, eligible bachelor, and connoisseur of women, outfitted in his tailor-made suit and wearing a sliver of Vermont cheddar on the corner of his lips.

      I nod solemnly. “Then yes, I might consider this sinfully delicious grilled cheese sandwich as a last meal.”

      He nods appreciatively. “I had a feeling this would make it. What do you say we put it in the top three?”

      “Does it meet the key requirement though?”

      As Oliver considers whether the grilled cheese says something about how he’s lived his life, I flash back to when we first played this game a few years ago, dining on buttered scallops. He’d groaned like a cooking show host after the first bite.

      “About to go full Sally in the diner there, are you?” I’d asked.

      “Yes. Because this is last-meal worthy,” he’d declared.

      “Something you’re trying to tell me?” I asked, concerned that he was about to deliver Very Bad News.

      Something he knew far too much about.

      “No. It’s just that last meals say something about you. So it’s important to know what your last meal would be.”

      “Brandon was obsessed with that. Well, with death row inmates’ last meal requests,” I offered.

      “Is that Douchey Ex Number Two? Since that guy at the bar is Douchey Ex Number One.”

      “Yes, and he also liked to read about serial killers. He had a stack of books about them on his nightstand.”

      Oliver speared another butter-drenched scallop. “That’s why you broke up with him, right?”

      Sheepishly, I answered, “He broke up with me, but that’s beside the point.”

      Pointing his fork at me, Oliver had gotten emphatic. “No, that is the point. The man would have to be barking mad. It’s a damn good thing you’re not with him, and someday you’ll realize you have literally the worst taste in men.”

      I arched a pot-calling-the-kettle-black brow. “And you have all the taste.” He had a solid three-and-out approach to dating.

      But tonight I don’t want to linger on thoughts of Oliver and his appetite for the ladies, so I shift away from the memory, returning to the present. “Your renewed interest in last meals—is it because we’re nearing . . .?”

      He shakes his head, a familiar flash of sadness in his eyes. He hides it well, and it disappears so quickly I can almost believe it was never there at all except that I’ve glimpsed it since we were eighteen.

      “I just think it says something about you—your life, your passions, and such—if you know what you’d eat if it were your last day. Sort of like last words. Did you know Humphrey Bogart’s last words were ‘I should never have switched from scotch to martinis’?”

      “Fitting,” I say. “But let’s make sure yours aren’t ‘Do I have cheese on my face?’”

      An eyebrow lifts, and he swipes a hand across his cheek.

      I laugh, shaking my head. “Try again.”

      “Damn. I missed it.” He goes for the forehead.

      “Still off.”

      “Help a mate out, Summer,” he says, jutting his face forward.

      His gorgeous face.

      I’m tempted to lift a finger. To touch his lip. To feel my flesh on his.

      So I do, leaning closer, raising my hand, about to touch.

      And maybe for a fraction of a second, the look in his eyes says he wouldn’t mind if I did that. Wouldn’t mind my hand on him. Wouldn’t mind knowing how my fingers on his lips would feel.

      But I shake those lunatic thoughts away, reach for a napkin, and wipe the cheese off his lip like the mate that I am.

      And still, a tingle rushes through me.

      Sometimes I wish I didn’t feel these bouts of inappropriate desire for my good friend. They’re like a side effect of the drug of friendship with a hot guy. Buddy-ira. Friend-ium. Mate-Zan.

      Side effects can include temporary hallucinations, including, but not limited to, occasional inconvenient fantasies, inability to control dirty thoughts, and heightened desire to touch your friend’s lips.

      Because it is inappropriate for a thousand reasons—and also just one.

      I need him.

      Even though he’s as infuriating as an alarm clock that won’t stop beeping, he’s also as wonderful as a sunrise. And sunrise is my favorite part of the day. Which I suppose means Oliver is one of my favorite parts of life.

      “Thank you for looking out for the artwork,” he says with a teasing wink. “The Louvre appreciates your service.”

      I roll my eyes, and we are back to normal. As normal as we ever are anyway.

      He sets down the remains of his sandwich, taps the plate, and declares the grilled cheese “on the short list for last meals because it says he lived his life unafraid to indulge now and then.”

      “It was indeed a tasty indulgence,” I second.

      He dusts one hand against the other. “Let’s dive into the paperwork.”

      We spend the next hour reviewing the final details of the gym and its lease, as well as my insurance obligations. I’ve been saving for this for years and planning for just as many, and I’m nearly ready to pull the trigger.

      “Everything looks good. And I’m proud of you, Summer. You’ve wanted to do this for some time. And look at you, doing it,” he says, smiling. It’s his earnest smile, his honest one. The one, too, that says he admires me. It’s one of my favorite smiles of his.

      “Almost doing it,” I correct. “But I’ll get there. I have a meeting with the bank on Monday.”

      “Need any help?”

      “Nah, I’m good.” I want to do this on my own. Nab the loan, secure the financing, fund my dream. “I can’t wait to tell Maggie later that it’s looking good.”

      “Your grams will be so happy for you that she’ll go run a marathon.”

      “Or get on Tinder,” I say with a laugh. “Lord knows she has better luck than I do.”

      “Are you still on Tinder? Thought you declared yourself done.” He says it crisply, as if done is exactly where he wants me to be with dating.

      “I might as well be done with it.”

      “Are you though?” he presses, and it sounds vital that he know. Perhaps it’s just the lawyer in him, asking questions in that most lawyerly tone.

      “Not entirely,” I admit. “But I haven’t used it in a while.”

      He groans, dropping his head in his hand. “Woman, what am I going to do with you? Screen all your dates so you stop dating douches?”

      “I’m fine with my relationship status. Why does it bother you?”

      “Why?” His eyes widen as he repeats the question. “Why does it bother me?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Because you’re you,” he says, and he seems flustered.

      Totally discomposed.

      It’s an odd look on him.

      “And?” I prompt.

      “Don’t make me say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “Something nice,” he grumbles.

      I laugh. “Ah, so that’s it. You’re being protective of your nice friend.”

      “It’s hardly protective, and you’re not really nice. More like saucy and vexing, and you wear sarcasm like a coat.”

      I preen like a cat, taking the compliment. “Thank you for backpedaling on such a terrible adjective. ‘Saucy’ is way better than ‘nice.’”

      “I just don’t want my mean, cruel, terrible friend dating douches, and you seem to be drawn to them.”

      I shoot him a withering glare. Who is he to talk? “And you’re drawn to sweethearts? Angels? Mother Teresas?”

      He stares at the ceiling as if in thought. “Hmm. I’m not sure about sweethearts, but I’m positive I’ve never dated Mother Teresa.”

      I lean across the table to swat his shoulder. “You have definitely dated douches too. Oh, wait. You haven’t dated anyone long enough for them to measure on the douche-meter.”

      He arches a brow. “I beg your pardon. I have absolutely hit the crazy-ex floor in the department store of love.”

      I laugh as we clear our plates and head for the door. “Have you now?”

      “Do I need to remind you of Hazel?”

      No. He doesn’t.

      I can picture perfectly the day I saved his ass.
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      Two years ago

      

      This was getting to be a problem—the morning ambush.

      Warily, I walked to the window, pulled back the blinds, and peered down to the street. Cars, cabs, and buses rushed along the avenue, and I held onto the fervent hope that I might be able to leave my own building unscathed.

      Then I caught a glimpse of red.

      Fucking hell.

      Hazel was there, lying in wait.

      With tea.

      I didn’t even like tea.

      Who decided that all Englishmen liked tea and scones, lived in castles, and followed football?

      Well, scones were delicious.

      I pulled back from the window, grabbed my phone, and called in a favor.

      “She’s here again,” I whispered, even though whispering was unnecessary. But it felt necessary. “Are you nearby? You’re probably on a run, right?”

      On the other end of the call, Summer breathed out hard. “Just finished five miles. I’m on the east side of the park. I can be there in ten. Want me to pretend I’m your girlfriend?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m on it,” she said, knowing the situation well and knowing the solution too.

      “You’re a superhero.”

      “I am. It’s true.”

      I grabbed a tie and slipped it around my neck, knotted it, and pulled on my suit jacket. I had to get to work without my ex pouncing on me and asking me to get back together with her. Never mind that she was hardly an ex. She was a woman I’d dated for a mere two weeks. After I ended it on account of a massive lack of sparks—and not at all because she wanted to attend a cheese-making class, even though I hate trendy thing-making classes—she decided to try to woo me back by waiting outside my building with tea from my favorite coffee shop.

      She’d done this four days in a row. Today was the fifth.

      Returning to the window, I watched the street below. On the dot, Summer walked into view, holding a paper cup. She spotted Hazel and, with a smile, headed over to the redhead, exchanged a few words, then continued into the lobby.

      Hazel cast a glance upward, but she’d never been inside my building, so she didn’t know which floor was mine.

      Her shoulders sagged, and she walked away.

      I punched the air as my doorbell rang.

      Summer looked quite pleased with herself, and quite pleasant in her running shorts and purple sneakers, her blonde hair high in a ponytail. Her cheeks were red, her skin flushed from running. Would other activities bring that same pink glow to her face?

      To the exposed flesh above her sports bra?

      To . . .

      Quickly, I dismissed the freight train of dirty thoughts, because I had to.

      Also, because . . . coffee.

      She thrust a cup into my hand. “Coffee. Just the way you like it.” She took a beat, pausing before delivering our oft-said punchline, “Without tea.”

      “Superhero indeed,” I said, taking the drink then motioning with my free hand for her to tell me what went down.

      Squaring her shoulders, she flicked an unseen piece of lint off her Lycra top. “Call me Super Friend. Able to deflect clingy exes in a single bound. As soon as I saw her, I walked over, said a cheery good morning, then eyed her two cups of tea with friendly concern.”

      “And?”

      “And then I said, ‘By the way, if that’s for Oliver, he doesn’t care for tea. Go figure. But that’s my boyfriend for you.’”

      I beamed as she continued. “Then I trotted inside, said hi to the doorman, and left her to tuck her tail between her legs. She did tuck her tail, right?”

      “Totally tucked. Saw it when I peeked out the window.”

      Summer blew on her fingernails. “Yay, me.”

      “Thank you for your excellent service,” I said.

      “It was easy. No doubt you’ll need me again for the next crazy ex-girlfriend.”

      We left my building a minute later, finding Hazel across the street waiting for the bus.

      When she spotted me walking next to Summer, I immediately grabbed Summer’s hand, threaded our fingers tightly together, and dropped a quick kiss onto her cheek.

      Her breath hitched, and she whispered a surprised oh. A sexy-sounding oh. One that had the freight train starting to chug out of the station again.

      But there were exes to deflect.

      “She’s across the street,” I said in her ear.

      “Oh.” Summer straightened her shoulders and cleared her throat. “Well, in that case.” She tugged me closer, looping her arm possessively around my waist, let out a throaty laugh, then returned the kiss.

      She dusted her lips across my jaw, sending an arrow of heat straight up my spine. Then she whispered in my ear, “Peas and carrots, peas and carrots, peas and carrots.”

      Good thing she’d mentioned the veggies, because I’d been borderline aroused.

      But I hated peas, so that took care of that.
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      Present day

      

      For a second, I remember that whisper of a kiss.

      Tender, gentle. The slide of his lips against my cheek.

      The soft whoosh in my belly.

      So fleeting, and then it was gone, and Hazel boarded the bus.

      “Never to be heard from again,” I say, finishing the story.

      “Thanks to Super Friend,” Oliver says as we reach the crosswalk, slowing to a stop at the light.

      I tap my chest, imagining my Super Friend insignia is stitched on top of my shirt. “I’m awesome at saving your ass.”

      He squeezes my shoulder. “You are. Especially from exes who want to take macchiato-making classes.”

      “I thought it was cheese-making that turned you off?”

      “Oh, no doubt the macchiato was coming next.”

      I nod sagely. “Good thing you cut it off. So, can you just admit you have douchey exes too?”

      He shakes his head. “Get it right, woman. Men have crazy exes. Women have douchey exes.”

      “But your rule of thumb is that all exes are awful?”

      “That’s why they’re exes, right?”

      “I’m not sure I agree. Yes, we joke about my number of douchey exes. But were they truly all jackwads? What if they’re only exes because they weren’t right at the time?”

      He shakes his head, adamant, as the light changes and we cross the street walking down Madison. “That presupposes there is only one right person for everyone, and there is nothing sadder in the world than assuming there’s only one person for you.”

      “Right,” I say with an exaggerated nod. “That’s the saddest thing in the whole world.”

      He levels a chiding gaze at me. “Obviously, it’s not the saddest. I’m simply saying it’s damn sad when it comes to relationships.”

      “And I’m simply saying that no matter how fun it is to refer to a parade of exes as Douchey Ex Number One, Two, and Three, perhaps none of them were the right person. And there’s nothing wrong with that. You have to kiss a lot of frogs. I think we can learn from every ex.” I snap my fingers. “I should write about that for that contest.”

      “What contest?”

      Grabbing the sheet of paper from my purse, I unfold it and show it to him as we walk. “The Dating Pool is hosting an essay contest. Lessons learned from the past. I could write about lessons learned from my exes.”

      He smiles wryly, quickly scanning the page. “That’s so very you. You can find the positive in every negative experience.”

      “Is that such a bad thing? To find the silver lining?” I tuck the paper back into my purse.

      “No, it’s not a bad thing. It’s a Summer thing. And that does sound like a good idea for you to write about,” he concedes. “You’d probably make it hilarious.” He mimes typing a letter. “Dear Dating Pool, I learned how to cook an omelet from Timmy the Dickhead Cook, how to sing an aria from Rupert the Awful Opera Singer, and how to pilot a private jet from Kip the Cocky Playboy Captain I dated.”

      Aghast, I swat him. “I never dated those men.”

      “I know, but that’s the sort of thing you’d say. You can make a sweater out of any tangled skein of yarn. You’re an inherently positive person. That’s why you’re in the field you’re in.”

      “And you? You’re a negative person?”

      “I’m a realist,” he says. “And the realist in me says that if we were meant to get on so well with our exes, they wouldn’t become exes, and so if they are exes, they are crazy douches.” He raises his arm in the air, like an orator declaring victory. “Or frogs, and neither is terribly appealing. Both men and women can be douches or frogs.”

      “That’s the difference between you and me. I played with frogs when I was a kid, and no, that’s not a euphemism.”

      “You played with frogs?”

      “Yes. And I put one in Logan’s bed too.”

      His mouth twitches in a that’s too good grin. “Well done. How did he take it?”

      “Screamed like a boy,” I say, proud of my frog fearlessness. “Also, it was a tiny frog. Like, maybe an inch big.”

      “Things no one says about me,” Oliver whispers.

      I shoot him the side-eye he deserves. “It’s a wonder any woman has lasted with you for any period of time.”

      He wriggles his brows. “Oh, sweetheart, they last because I can last. All night long.”

      “I take it back. You are a pig,” I say.

      “Guilty as charged.”

      As we stop at the next crosswalk, I reach into my purse and grab the bag of cookies. “All right, frog prince, this is my small way of saying thank you.”

      He takes one. “Aww. This is a thanks for me letting you check out my package earlier?”

      “You ass.”

      “Ah, it’s for the time I let you check out my arse. I see,” he says, biting into the cookie.

      “Double ass,” I say, but I’m laughing.

      He chews and somehow looks sexy while eating, crumbs and all. “Admit it—I’m the sexiest of your ex-boyfriends.”

      “You’re not a real ex,” I point out as we turn the corner then head into Central Park.

      “I know. That’s what makes me the sexiest.”

      “Cockiest maybe.”

      “Like I said, the sexiest.” We wander along the mall, almost by instinct. He knows this promenade, with its towering elms and green canopy, is one of my favorite parts of the park, which is my favorite place in the city.

      “More like most infuriating,” I say, as we slide back into our rhythm.

      The rhythm that reminds me to squash any inappropriate tingles.

      This rhythm is worth so much more than testing a theory would be.

      We continue debating exes along the Literary Walk.

      He hooks his thumb at a statue of Shakespeare. “He thinks exes are rubbish.”

      “He killed most of his heroes and heroines,” I point out. “Hello, tragedy?”

      “Like I said, rubbish.”

      As we pass stone replicas of Sir Walter Scott and Robert Burns, the great debate rages on, until he walks me all the way home, where he gives me a hug outside my building and says goodbye.

      Later that night, as I read in detail the magazine page Stella gave me, our debate gives me a brilliant idea.

      A brilliant idea that might solve a big, hairy problem.
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      I wave the magazine page at Maggie. “I should do this, right?”

      “Darn straight you should do it.” My grandmother, also my roommate, affirms my decision as she slices off the top of another strawberry with precision, and slides the red fruit to the edge of the cutting board.

      “I mean, this is tailor-made for me.”

      Another slice, another cut. She drops a handful of berries into the blender. “It’s as if it was written for you.” She holds up the knife to make her point. “Just for you.”

      I back away. “Mags, put the knife down.”

      “I have excellent vision and dexterity, you know.”

      “This isn’t about your vision or dexterity, you crazy old bat,” I say playfully. “It’s about you wielding a sharp knife.”

      “Impudent whippersnapper,” she mutters under her breath, but I smile at her teasing. She sets down the knife, drops the rest of the strawberries into the blender, then hits the crush button.

      As the machine pulverizes the fruit, she chatters above the noise. “In any case, you’ve always loved contests, and you’ve always excelled at them, so you should do it.”

      She hits end with the panache of a former professional cheerleader.

      Because that’s what she is. This seventy-five-year-old babe shook her pom-poms and backflipped her way from the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders to a forty-year career as a cheer coach and a trophy case full of well-deserved bling.

      “But you could also let me fund your gym,” she adds like she’s trying to entice me into her car with candy.

      “No way.” I shake my head and gesture to her rent-controlled two-bedroom Upper West Side palace. “You barely charge me rent. You’ve already made it possible for me to save a ton of money and live in one of the world’s most expensive cities on an activity manager’s salary. No way am I taking the cash from you.”

      “But the offer stands.”

      “And I appreciate it, but my answer is still no. I want to do this on my own.”

      “Always digging your heels in.” She rubs my back gently. “I know you don’t like to accept help. And I know it’s because you think your mom should have kept working instead of quitting her job to help your dad.”

      “Well,” I say, straightening my spine, “she gave up her own career managing a bookstore when his company took off. And she always reminds him.”

      I love my parents madly. They have a great marriage, and they raised me with love. But every now and then when I was growing up, my mom made little comments about how proud she was of the success his consulting company was having, in part because she quit her job to support him.

      I don’t ever want to be the person who quits.

      The one who has to remind the other that she did.

      Or the one who maybe wishes she hadn’t quit. Because I suspect that’s what’s behind her little asides.

      Maggie tilts her head with a skeptical look. “Always reminds him?”

      “It feels often to me,” I say, then I wave a hand breezily.

      She pours her concoction into two glasses and slides one to me, then whispers, “I have an extra thousand under the mattress. C’mon. Take it.”

      “Please tell me you don’t keep money under the mattress.”

      “Mattress. Bank. Same thing.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. You didn’t fund Logan’s business. You’re not funding mine. Besides, I’ll either win this contest or nab a loan.”

      She takes a long swig of her smoothie, and I do the same. Then I nearly spit it out as my tongue rebels against the taste. “This is the worst one ever. What did you put in it?”

      “Wheatgrass.”

      “You do know grass is what dogs eat when they need to barf?”

      She laughs. “Wheatgrass is very popular in healthy beverages.”

      “No. Just no. Wheatgrass is wrong. It’s grass, Mags. Grass.”

      She gives me a look like I deserve to be sent to my room for impudence. “It’s good for you. Keeps you healthy. And I need to replenish after my workout. By the way, I killed it at my bike-training session today. Mildred and Octavia had nothing on me. I left them in the dust in Central Park,” she says, then heads to the living room, where she grabs her phone and, judging from the beeping sounds, returns to her Words with Friends game.

      From the stool at the kitchen counter, I review The Dating Pool contest rules one more time.

      The theme is spot-on: letters to exes, with the proviso that you must have learned something from the past relationship. No slams, no digs, no skewering. Show us how you’re moving on.

      Dating Pool, I’ve got this. I’ve so got this.

      This is my jam. Learning. Takeaways. Putting a positive spin on nearly everything.

      I can bang out this letter, easy peasy.

      I have the perfect person to write about.

      Grabbing my tablet, I flip it open.

      Two hours later, my entry is polished and ready to go.
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      One year ago

      

      There are things a man just needs to know how to do by the time he goes out on his own.

      How to tie a necktie, ideally without looking in the mirror. How to parallel park in one try. How to build a campfire—with and without matches. (Hint: magnifying glasses. Learn how to use them and you, too, can become Prometheus.)

      And how to answer a Mayday call from your female best friend.

      As it happened, Jason and I were hanging in his apartment one evening, working our way through the top ten skills any man must know.

      I strummed a chord on his acoustic guitar, working my way through “Love Me Do,” the song we’d dubbed easiest to learn to play on a guitar. (On the list of things a modern man should know: how to play at least one song on the guitar.)

      “Stop. Stop. It’s like a parrot mating with a trombone,” Jason said, clapping his hands over his ears.

      Naturally, I played louder. “You’re just jealous that I’m ahead of you. I’ve tackled six items, and it’s your bloody list.”

      An eye roll was his answer. “I would never be envious of someone who is total rubbish at item number four.”

      “Building a campfire?” I scoffed. We’d worked on that skill last weekend while camping an hour outside of the city. “Please. I excelled. Yours was more like a bonfire, Smokey Bear. You do know the point isn’t to set the whole forest alight?”

      “I made an elegant fire and cooked a burger on it. A burger you enjoyed,” he pointed out as he reached for the composition notebook with his list.

      “Fine, I concede. The burger was tasty. But when you do your podcast on the top ten requisite skills, I want credit for excelling in outdoorsmanship, which is all the more impressive given my day job. Not only can I argue a case in court, but I can also survive a bear attack.” I eyed his notebook. “Check out item number seven. It’ll get any bloke past a grizzly or a black bear.”

      He smacked the notebook on his thigh, looking skeptical. “I’m not questioning that you can research how to survive a bear attack, since you did it to put the item on here. Frankly, neither one of us ought to be putting that one to the test. Spoiler alert—the bear usually wins. But let’s go back to your other supposed skill.” His eyebrow rose to the ceiling. “‘Argue a case’? You’re a corporate attorney, inking contracts from your swank Park Avenue office. You’re hardly a prosecutor orating in court, Atticus.”

      I stopped strumming, shooting him an oh no, you didn’t stare. “First, you enlist me as your comrade in tackling this Be a Man list for your podcast. Then you malign my ability to execute the tasks. Now you question my talent in the courtroom? I’m not sure you understand the meaning of the words help a fella out.”

      “Fine, fine. You can fend off the next black bear we run into if-slash-when we answer the call of the wild,” he said, just as my phone bleated.

      Jason peered at it on the coffee table, then arched a brow. “Ohhhhh. Summer’s calling. Your totally charming, utterly adorable bestie who you deny having a thing for,” he said in a high-pitched tone, sliding the phone across the coffee table like he’d caught me in the act of—what? Having a friend with breasts? “Go on. Answer it.”

      “Men and women can be friends, as you well know.” I clicked answer on the call and said, “Oliver Harris, at your service.”

      “Hi,” Summer said, biting out the word. Sensing the rage in that one little syllable, I sat up straighter. Then, like she was breathing fire, she scorched the next word from her mouth. “Drew.”

      As she hissed, the light bulb went on in my brain, illuminating an image of someone she used to date. “Ah, Douchey Ex Number Three?”

      “Yes. He took my work ideas and claimed they were his.”

      “That is grounds for top prize in jackassery.”

      “And obviously why I broke up with him, though he never saw it that way. He thought my ideas were just ‘part of the conversational fabric and, therefore, fair game, and why don’t we try to work this out, sweetie-pie lovey-bear?’”

      “And the double pet names didn’t win you back? Such a shock.”

      “I know, right?”

      “Also, who the hell says ‘conversational fabric’ unless it’s an op-ed piece for a snooty newspaper?”

      “Drew, that’s who. And guess what he did now?”

      “Don’t keep me waiting. I’m on the edge of my seat.”

      “He invited me to his wedding,” she said, irritation thick in her voice. Suddenly, I had one goal—erase that irritation as soon as possible.

      “Say no,” I said, since that was the easiest method to wipe it away.

      “I would, except . . . remember? We work together, and the whole department is going. There’s this office-vibe thing, and I look like the petulant jackass if I don’t attend. Like I’m holding a grudge.”

      “‘Conversational fabric’ is reason enough to hold a grudge. It’s in the guidebook.”

      “Along with claiming any idea of yours is ‘fair game.’ Also, inviting an ex to your wedding should be in the guidebook.”

      “That’s in the How to Be a Total Arse handbook.”

      “Ah, but of course. Why did I take a job at this company?”

      “You’re a glutton for punishment, clearly.”

      “I know, and now I have to go to this wedding, says the rule book for being the bigger person compared to my douchey ex. What am I supposed to do?”

      The answer was so simple I barely thought about it. There was one way to survive a black bear attack—make yourself look gigantic. I could help her in that department.

      “I’ll go with you,” I said.

      “You will?” Her voice lightened immediately. Gone was the anger. In its place was something else . . . amusement perhaps.

      “I’ll be your pretend boyfriend,” I offered. It seemed like the ideal solution.

      My normally confident, outgoing friend was quiet for a beat. “Like we’ve done before?”

      “Exactly. Unless you don’t want me to, in which case I will spend the time showing my hapless cousin how to fix a flat tire, because I’ll wager he can’t do that without my help.” I looked over to tell Jason, “You do know law school teaches students how to fix flat tires?”

      “Exactly what law school did you go to?” he asked, rolling his eyes.

      Summer laughed—a warm, happy sound that made me certain playing her beau for the night was the right choice. “So it’s between helping me and fixing a flat tire with Jason?”

      “Yes, but you’re far more interesting than working on a car, I assure you.” I returned to the music, absently strumming The Beatles again.

      “What is that sound? Is there a cockatoo strangling a trumpet near you?” she asked.

      My shoulders sagged. “I’m playing the guitar. And I swear, you and my cousin are in cahoots. Did you go to the same school of insult metaphors? Now, would you like me to go with you, and we can show this asshat at the office that, one, it’s rude to invite an ex to a wedding, and, two, if you are such a twit that you do invite an ex, you are going to be shown up by a much sexier, much more handsome new beau?” I paused for dramatic effect. “Me.”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you have a ginormous—”

      “Yes, of course. All the time.”

      “Ego, Oliver. Ego.”

      “If you mean ‘ego’ as a euphemism for the crown jewels, then also yes.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” she said, but she was laughing again, happy again. And that was what I wanted from Summer. After all, she’d been one half of the reason I didn’t spiral into depression during high school. She’d done everything she could to keep my spirits up during the darkest days of my life. This was the least I could do for her.

      “That’s better than being corrigible, isn’t it? Tell me when to pick you up.”

      She gave me the details, and when I hung up, Jason stared at me, lips twitching, eyebrows arching. “So, it’s the old pretend-boyfriend ruse, is it?”

      “Why, yes, it is.”

      “You know what they say about that.”

      I strummed another chord. “No, I don’t. Enlighten me.”

      But he simply laughed rather than answering, and I didn’t give his comments a second thought.

      After all, being Summer’s pretend boyfriend had always been easy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On a Sunday evening two weeks later, I knocked on the door to Summer’s apartment. As it opened, I said, “All right, sexy fake girlfriend, get on my arm and let’s show you off like the—”

      My jaw dropped.

      Possibly literally.

      Definitely figuratively.

      Because holy fuck.

      Summer was a fox.

      She wore some kind of dress. Some kind of fabric. Who the hell knew what any of it was except light blue and delectable.

      She looked nothing like the girl I’d known most of my life, yet everything like her too.

      She was sex appeal and sweetness all wrapped up in one delicious package.

      “Like the what?” she asked, curious. “Show me off like the what?”

      My throat was dry, but I managed to speak through the desert. “Let’s show you off like you’re the thing he most regrets.”

      Because jackass or not, how could Drew not regret his fuckup? Losing this woman had to be cause for going to the hospital to check for alarmingly high levels of relationship remorse.

      She smiled, and it did something funny to my chest.

      Something funny that I shoved into a dark corner of my mind, determined not to examine.

      I hooked her arm through mine, then we left her building and slid into a waiting Uber.

      In the car, I reminded myself of our roles, and that quick reset was all I needed to ignore that dark corner of my mind.

      At the wedding, it was easy, so damn easy to pretend she was mine, but that wasn’t because she was all dolled up.

      It was because we knew each other. We had an ease between us. A rhythm.

      During the reception, her ex strode over and introduced himself. “Pleasure to meet you. Drew McAllister the third.”

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      I held out my hand. “Oliver Harris the twelfth,” I said, since two could play that game. “Congrats on the wedding.”

      “Yes. I particularly love the favors. I’d been hoping for a pen with your photo on it,” Summer put in.

      “Thanks. They’re great for signing things,” Drew said, completely missing the point.

      “As pens are,” I added, affixing a most serious look to my face. “Do they also work for taking notes?”

      “Yeah,” he said, giving me a confused look. Drew scrubbed a hand over his jaw and glanced from Summer to me and back. “Have you two been together long?”

      I looped my arm around her waist. “No, but when something is right, it’s just right, isn’t it?”

      And since I had no more interest in him than I did in his bride-and-groom photo pens, I took Summer to the dance floor and twirled her around.

      “Did you know you can also use a pen as a whistle?”

      “Did you know you can use a pen to poke your brother or your cousin?” she tossed back.

      “Some pens double as back scratchers,” I said.

      “And don’t forget—nearly all can be used to hit that hard-to-reach reset button on modems.”

      I spun her around, and when she made a full circle, I added, “And this concludes our discussion of other uses for pens. By the way, Drew the third, dullest man in existence, is not only a douche but a total douche.”

      Her blonde hair spilled behind her, and she smiled. “Was it the third or the personalized pens that sealed the deal?”

      I shook my head, tugging her up. “No, it’s that he’s holding a wedding on a Sunday. Who does that?”

      “What’s wrong with Sunday? Don’t tell me you hate Sundays.”

      “It’s too close to Monday.”

      “Aww, poor Oliver hates Monday,” she said, patting my chest as we danced. “Ollie and Garfield.”

      “Don’t call me Ollie,” I growled.

      “But comparing you to a cartoon cat is okay?”

      “It’s better than being called Ollie.”

      “You know why I call you Ollie,” she said, a hint of seriousness in her tone.

      “I know,” I replied, partially serious too.

      “And I think you like it, even though you pretend not to.”

      “Try me, woman.”

      Her lips curved into a fantastic grin as she taunted, “Ollie, Ollie, Ollie.”

      Maybe, just maybe, I didn’t entirely mind it from her. Still, I wasn’t a man for diminutives, so I clasped her tighter.

      “Now I must punish you.” I dipped her precariously far. But Summer was the girl who liked to cliff jump into the ocean. She was the daredevil who’d skateboarded down the hilly street we lived on as teens. She had a lion-tamer’s ferocity and a fearless heart.

      “That’s your punishment for Ollie?” she fired back.

      “Watch it, or spankings come next.”

      “Ooh, is that included on the fake boyfriend menu?”

      I brought her back up again, flush against my chest, and for a flash of a moment, I had an image of where dancing might lead.

      A dangerous image that would require use of the dark corners of my mind, so I stepped away from talk of spanking.

      Lest it lead to something just like that.

      Instead, I cleared my throat and answered her earlier question. “Holding a wedding on a Sunday is throwing in the towel. It says you’re going to bed early. It says you’re waking up and heading to the gym the next morning. It says you aren’t committed to lasting all night long.”

      “What’s wrong with going to the gym in the morning?”

      “Nothing, as long as it’s not the morning after your wedding night.”

      “How do you know they aren’t staying up all night long?”

      “Because it’s Sunday.”

      “So are you telling me that you’ve never stayed up all night long on a Sunday?”

      “I have, but I doubt Drew the third has my stamina,” I said, as I made sure our bodies didn’t sway too closely. I didn’t need another brazen image of her lodging itself where it didn’t belong.

      “You are so cocky.”

      “But it’s not cocky if it’s true.”

      She tapped my shoulder. “Just because you and your cousin have this saying doesn’t make it right.”

      “But you know what is true and right?” I asked, spinning her and enjoying the way it made her laugh.

      “What?”

      “Me stepping in as the future Douchey Ex Number Four. Because now you’re not thinking about your Douchey Ex Number Three breaking the rules of common decency by inviting you to his wedding, are you?”

      Her smile lit up the entire dance floor. It was all the twinkling lights in the reception hall. It was the stars in the night sky. “Not at all.” She took a beat, as if stripping away the sass and teasing that were the hallmarks of our friendship. “Thank you, Oliver.”

      “It was my pleasure, Summer.” And it was. The night had been fantastic. “Just like it was with the guy from the bar. Remember that night at the Lucky Spot?”

      “I do. You pulled me onto your lap and played with my hair, really selling it to the jury.”

      “It worked. He sulked off,” I said, but I wasn’t thinking of the ex. I was thinking of her hair, grateful she wore it up tonight, so I wouldn’t be tempted.

      Summer glanced around, as if surveying the success of the wedding ruse. “And on that note, has anyone told you you’re the best fake boyfriend around?”

      “Why, yes. It’s going on my business card.”

      “Oh, good. Now I feel special.”

      “You should always feel special,” I said, conveying that in my tone. I wanted her to know that. Wanted her to feel it. Because her role in my life and the immeasurable levels of special she brought to it were the reasons I didn’t want to get any closer to her.

      “I should?” Her question came out a little tentative, a little surprised.

      I met her gaze, making sure she saw that I was being honest. “You are special, Summer.”

      She’d been one of my closest friends since I was old enough to need someone to turn to.

      She’d been there for me the entire time my sister was sick when I was in high school, and when Phoebe died, she’d been there for me too.

      Always.

      And I always wanted her in my life, and to be in hers, not on a list of mistakes.

      That was why I laughed it off when Jason or Logan hinted about us becoming more than friends.

      We were an us because we didn’t ever let us become anything else.
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      Present day

      

      Stella answers on the first ring. “Let me guess. You’re in jail, and you need me to bail you out.”

      “As if I’d call you first,” I say indignantly.

      “Who would you call?”

      I consider this from bed, staring at the ceiling. “Logan probably. He can talk his way out of anything.”

      “Sweetie, it’s money you need for bail. Not talk.”

      “But maybe he could talk his way out of the bail,” I suggest.

      Stella yawns so savagely you could drive a semitruck through it. “Anyway, why are you calling at ten at night if you’re not in jail?”

      “How old are you? Ten is not late.”

      “Two years older than you, which means I need my sleep.”

      “Sorry,” I mutter. “Sort of. Anyway, I’m calling because I wrote the letter, and I’m about to hit submit. But want to hear it first?”

      “Oooh! I am wide awake and ready.”

      I clear my throat and read the letter out loud.

      

      Dear Sexy Ex-Boyfriend,

      

      
        
        I’ve said this before, and I’ll say it again.

      

        

      
        Exes are exes for a reason.

      

        

      
        But not always for a bad reason.

      

        

      
        Usually, they’re in the past because you didn’t see eye to eye.

      

        

      
        Or because you didn’t love each other enough.

      

        

      
        Or maybe circumstances pulled you apart.

      

        

      
        That happens, and it’s just part of life, part of learning.

      

        

      
        Sometimes, though, an ex is history because one of you, or both of you, are absolute douches.

      

        

      
        After all, exes can be jerks. They can wander into bars, saunter over to you when you’re with your friends, and act like nothing happened.

      

        

      
        Or invite you to their wedding when you have zero interest in their nuptials and even less in their swaggy wedding favors. (Seriously. Commemorative pens? Pens with your face on them?)

      

        

      
        But I’ve never believed that all the ex-boyfriends are the worst.

      

        

      
        I don’t believe that about you.

      

        

      
        You stepped in when I needed you the most, with your charm, and your wit, and your “I’ve got this” spirit.

      

        

      
        You lifted me up when I needed you to. And you saved me when I needed saving. I saved you too.

      

        

      
        And I know you—from the way you look when you get out of the pool to the way you like your English breakfast tea (not at all, thank you very much).

      

        

      
        But in spite of this knowledge, you told me that someday I’d call you a douchey ex too.

      

        

      
        And you’d deserve it, you said.

      

        

      
        You’d deserve it because we don’t always see eye to eye. Because we don’t agree on everything. Because we see the world differently.

      

        

      
        But you know what? I’ve learned something about who I am from you.

      

        

      
        Just like our choice of a last meal is insight into the life we led, right? Exes say something about a person. When I look back on mine, they tell the story of my heart and my goals and my dreams. They say I’m not ready yet to give my all to a relationship. I’m not ready to move into that phase of my life.

      

        

      
        There is a world out there and so much to see in it. I couldn’t travel the way I wanted to if my exes had been the kind to stick around.

      

        

      
        The kind I wanted to stick around.

      

        

      
        And especially if you’d been the kind of guy who wanted more.

      

        

      
        That was never in the cards for us.

      

        

      
        So I say, if you want to be Douchey Ex Number Four, I welcome that. I’ve got labels printed out. You can wear a sandwich board stating that you’re Douchey Ex Number Four—and proud of it.

      

        

      
        We’d grab a pint someday and probably even laugh about it, except we both prefer martinis.

      

        

      
        Because you and me? We know what we are to each other. We know that the world needs more sexy ex-boyfriends so we can achieve our dreams.

      

        

      
        May we learn lessons from all kinds of exes—from the jerks, from the timid, from the crazy, from the ones we just didn’t love enough, and from the ones who didn’t love us enough.

      

        

      
        They teach us about ourselves.

      

        

      
        And I’m still trying to achieve all my dreams.

      

        

      
        So I say thank you, Douchey Ex Number Four, for being the sexiest ex-boyfriend of all.

      

      

      

      
        
        My best,

      

        

      
        Summer

      

      

      

      I finish, feeling naked, exposed, but hopeful that it says everything I want to say, and that Stella will like it.

      Hopeful that The Dating Pool will love it, because winning this could tip me over the edge with my new venture.

      “It’s . . .” Stella begins, but doesn’t finish.

      “It’s terrible? That’s what you were going to say? Or it’s a brilliant scheme and a terrific chance to nab some extra money if I win. And if I win, I would use it to add a self-defense class to the roster, and that’s precisely what my gym needs.” My words are like froyo spilling out too fast and overflowing from the sample cup.

      She laughs sweetly. “I was going to say I think it’s a brilliant scheme and a lovely letter. And I actually think I get it now.”

      My brow knits. “Get what?”

      “You and Oliver. Your connection. I think I understand it in a whole new way.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah, I do. I kind of get why you’re not interested in testing my theory. I understand now why you always say nothing will happen.”

      “Thank you,” I say, warmth and happiness bubbling up in me. “It’s so easy to think because we’re good friends that a romance is inevitable. But that’s not in the cards.”

      “Yeah, I see that now,” she says, sounding introspective. “I guess it’s human nature to want to ship two pretty people who spend so much time together.”

      “And now you understand why there is no Sumiver Ship or Olimer Ship.”

      “More proof you’re right. Your names are horribly un-shippable.”

      “There you go.” I smile, thanking her, then hit submit.

      Even though, I suppose, a small part of me still wonders about the accuracy of her theories.

      But just a small part, I swear.
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            SUMMER

          

        

      

    

    
      On Monday, I watch as Loan Officer Electra nods thoughtfully, takes a beat, then smiles. “You present a very compelling argument. And honestly, I’m counting the days till your gym opens.”

      Must not crawl across the desk and tackle-hug the world’s coolest loan officer.

      Instead, I sit ramrod straight on the edge of the leather seat, beaming. “I’m so glad you feel that way. I’ve lined up my final teachers too, to make the classes amazing. Seniors have different needs than other age groups and want a gym where they feel comfortable and welcome. Providing that can increase health in the golden years. I found a Zumba teacher who specializes in catering to seniors. I have a spin-class instructor who’s the best in the biz. I even found someone to teach kickboxing to older adults.”

      I’m giddy, but professionally giddy. That’s a thing. “This is going to be so good for health and fitness and longevity. In time, we can reduce medical costs and reduce insurance needs. It’s going to be great,” I say, unable to stop giving my pitch to her on why fitness for life matters.

      But the curly-haired woman with the hawklike nose seems to need little convincing. “I know! I can’t wait to sign up my dad. He is going to love it. He’s jonesing to do kickboxing.”

      Just like Stella’s grandpa. Yes! This gym is filling an unserved need. And I am going to call my instructors the second the ink dries. They are going to flip.

      “Thank you, Electra. I’m glad you feel that way. I can’t wait to let my instructors know it’s a go,” I say, nerves winging through my body as I adjust the pencil skirt that feels like a costume, since I don’t usually wear navy skirts and silk blouses.

      Except when begging for money.

      But that ends today.

      Humming, Electra drums her fingers on her oak desk, flashing a cheery smile in my direction. “They are going to be ecstatic. And we simply can’t wait to hear how it goes.”

      I blink. What? She can’t wait to hear how it goes? “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, do keep in touch. And best of luck, Summer.”

      Ohhhhhhhhhh.

      My shoulders slide toward the floor in the slumpiest slump of all time. “You’re not granting the loan?” I ask in a dead tone.

      She shakes her head, still grinning, which seems kind of cruel. “No, but you’re one of our most regular and valuable customers, and we so appreciate you saving all that money with us.”

      “But I need more.” My voice cracks, and I swallow that awful splintering sound. Maybe I misunderstood. Maybe she’s just messing around. “I’ve been a good customer for ten years, and now I need a loan to make this gym the best it can be. To be competitive.”

      Electra pumps a fist. “And we are fired up to see how it goes with all that you have saved here. You go get ’em, girl.”

      Girl.

      She just you go, girled me.

      She hasn’t even uttered any of the warning words that come before crushing your hopes and dreams. Words like however, but, with that said, or unfortunately.

      She’s turned me down with pep and vigor.

      “Is there anything else I can do?”

      “The risk is just too great.”

      With a deep sigh, I gather my purse, say a wooden thanks, and leave.

      A deep sadness cloaks me as I walk across the stone floor of the bank toward the ominous exit.

      Maybe I didn’t present a compelling enough pitch. Maybe I asked for too much. Maybe I asked for too little. But I need that extra money. Need it to get me over the hump. Need it to show I can do this on my own.

      All I’ve ever wanted is to do this on my own.

      And now I don’t have enough to open the doors.

      Now I’ll have to table my dreams for months while I save up the rest.

      As I trudge to the street, my phone rings—my mom is calling. I answer it half-heartedly, wishing I could muster my normal pep.

      “Hi, Mom,” I say, trying to sound cheery, trying to focus on her. “How’s everything going with you? Is it Book Club Monday? Do you have everyone hooked on the newest Nora Roberts?”

      “Of course I do. I’m a master at picking books. I should be running book clubs all over town. But that’s not why I’m calling. How did it go?” She sounds like she’s been holding her breath with anticipation.

      “Oh, you know. It went . . .” But I can’t even spin a tale. “They turned me down.” My throat catches.

      “Sweetie, let us help you.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. I’ll make this work.”

      “Summer, I want to help. We want to help,” she says, her tone upbeat. “I’m very good at helping, as you know. I’ve done it for years.”

      And that, right there, is why I don’t entirely want it.

      What if I take it and feel indebted? Annoyed? Resentful? She says she likes helping, but why does she always bring it up? Because she wishes she were still running her bookstore, I suspect.

      “I know, Mom. But this is just a little speed bump. I’ll figure it out.” I check my watch. I need to go to Sunshine Living in two hours, so I’ve got one-hundred-and-twenty minutes to process my disappointment. I refuse to bring it to work with me. “I have to go to work in a little bit. I’m going to go for a walk. But I’ll text you later.”

      “Do that. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      I hang up, walking toward the park, trying to work through these obstacles before I clock in with Travis.

      The moment I hit Fifth Avenue, my phone trills again—my brother this time. I’m tempted, so damn tempted to ask him for a loan. The words are on the tip of my tongue. He has the money.

      He also has a six-year-old and the scars from a painful and expensive divorce.

      And if I won’t take it from anyone else, I won’t take it from him.

      I sigh so heavily it’ll send the Dow Jones plummeting. I’ll just wait a little longer, save a little more. It’s all I can do.

      “Hey, Logan, what’s going on?”

      My brother is cackling. “Sexy. Ex. Boyfriend. Dude, that is the funniest thing you’ve ever written.”

      My brow pinches. “What are you talking about?”

      But when I click on Twitter, I see I’ve made so much more than a grammatical error.
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            SUMMER

          

        

      

    

    
      I. Am. Trending.

      Or rather, “America’s Worst Boyfriend” is.

      It’s all over Twitter. The letter I wrote. The dissection of it. The whodunit. And there is little social media loves more than a good outing. How was it even published? But I don’t have time to figure that out because right now, I need to rubberneck at my own ten-car pileup.

      I scroll through a river of comments hashtagged #AmericasWorstBoyfriend as I walk, head bent, face buried in a mess of my own making.

      

      
        
        @NYer14: I bet he’s a celebrity.

      

        

      
        @GossipLover1andOnly: A reality show star.

      

        

      
        @SportsFan: An athlete.

      

        

      
        @Anglophile2200: Hello? You twits. He sounds British. English breakfast tea and all.

      

        

      
        @GossipLover1andOnly: No, she said he hated tea.

      

        

      
        @Anglophile2200: No, she said it would be cliché if he loved it. Learn to read, dimwit.

      

        

      
        @RoyalWatcher: Could it be one of the royals?

      

        

      
        @BTSLover: I bet he’s in a boy band.

      

        

      
        @HatesBoyBands: Yes, that has to be it. Guys in boy bands are royal douches.

      

        

      
        @TheThird: Wait. I know this guy.

      

        

      
        @SexyLady: No, I know him.

      

        

      
        @SexierLady: No, I dated him.

      

      

      

      I stomp like Rumpelstiltskin.

      No!

      My hair is on fire, my blood heats to a thousand degrees of fury. I can’t believe I did this. I can’t believe this happened. I can’t believe . . . oh shit.

      I can’t believe the next comment.

      

      
        
        @TheThird: I’m pretty sure it’s Oliver Harris the twelfth. He came with Summer to my wedding. I gave out very nice pens. I’m not surprised they split though. He seemed like a bit of a playboy, truth be told. Also, my pens were cool.

      

      

      

      Screw one thousand degrees. I am an inferno, and I want to throw balls of fire at my very douchey ex Drew.

      Because his comment is all it takes.

      What started as the funniest thing I ever wrote speeds straight into an epic dumpster fire.

      

      
        
        @ManCandyFan: Oliver! Oh, he’s hawt.

      

        

      
        @LovesListsofMen: That British lawyer? The one who looks like Tom Ellis and Chris Hemsworth had a love child and Harry Styles donated his hair to their baby?

      

        

      
        @GossipLover1andOnly: Yes, the one on New York’s Most Eligible Bachelors list.

      

        

      
        @ManCandyFan: The one who dated that heiress? Chantal. And some TV actress. That dude gets around.

      

        

      
        @CheetahNoah: I hope he gets around! I’m doing a corporate scavenger hunt, and one of the things we have to find is a picture of an internet celebrity in the wild! If I can find HIM, I’m golden.

      

        

      
        @MenAreJerks: I bet you’ll find him being a douche.

      

        

      
        @PeopleAreJerks: He does look like a douche too. And I mean that in the best way possible.

      

        

      
        @ILoveJerks: Right? Jerks are sooo hot. Why are jerks so hot? I don’t even know. They just are.

      

        

      
        @ILoveCockyJackholes: OMG, yes. So much yes. There is just something about a jackass that I love.

      

        

      
        @DownwithDouches: And look at this picture of him. He’s posing like a freaking model, with his top button undone, his hand in his hair, like he thinks he’s the hottest thing ever.

      

        

      
        @ILoveJerks: Well, he is. I mean, my God. That jawline. That’s, like, the kind of jawline you use to measure hottest jawlines ever.

      

        

      
        @MenAreJerks: That’s not a thing—hottest jawline ever is so not a thing.

      

        

      
        @ILoveCockyJackholes: Well, it should be.

      

        

      
        @FanofNietzsche: Jerks always get the good genes. It’s the universe’s way of reminding us that nihilism is alive and well.

      

        

      
        @QuestionEverything22: So now this is a philosophical movement?

      

        

      
        @DownwithDouches: Let’s start a movement to stop assholes.

      

        

      
        @HZRedhead: Yes, I concur. I dated him once. I went to his apartment to bring him tea. Wasn’t that sweet of me? And he didn’t even have the courtesy to come downstairs and break my heart in person. I was in love with him. IN LOVE. MAD, CRAZY, BEAUTIFUL LOVE. Instead, he sent his new girlfriend to tell me. This man is the patron saint of asshole exes, and he must be stopped.

      

      

      

      My eyes bug out when I discover Hazel’s comment. She and Oliver dated for maybe two weeks. He ended it with her in person. And she stalked him. With tea.

      “You got it all wrong, crazy pants,” I mutter at the screen.

      Maybe I’m the crazy one, though, since I’m talking to my phone as I march uptown. Oh, wait. That just makes me a New Yorker. But the craziest thing of all is when I see the next email.

      From an editor at The Dating Pool. And it answers a big question.

      

      Congratulations, Summer! We loved your letter so much we published it this morning, as we planned to do with the top three finalists. If yours is selected as the winner, you’ll receive $5000 in prize money. Best of luck!
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            OLIVER

          

        

      

    

    
      This is not how my day was supposed to go. This is not how any day is supposed to go, ever.

      Dragging my hand through my hair—which looks nothing like Harry Styles’s, thank you very much—I pace in my office. With my work phone pressed to my ear, I do my very best to practice one of the three skills I pride myself on.

      Reassuring.

      “That’s not me. I swear that’s not who I am,” I tell Geneva, who’s beside herself thanks to Twitter doing what Twitter does best.

      Misinterpreting literally everything.

      “But all the posts say it’s you,” Geneva insists, a brand-new worry in her voice. “All the comments, all the blogs. Hashtag ‘America’s Worst Boyfriend.’ And frankly, I don’t know if I’m comfortable doing business with someone like that.”

      A knot of anxiety tightens in my chest, hard and unpleasant.

      I hate unhappy clients. It means I didn’t try hard enough, fight well enough. That’s not okay. I didn’t go into this field to lose. I went to law school to help those who need a lion in their corner, who want the king of the jungle fighting their battles.

      For all the lawyer jokes in the world, the reality is, when you need someone to go to battle for you—and everyone needs someone to go to battle for them at some point—that usually means you need an attorney who will be fierce for you.

      My sister needed it when she was young. Geneva needs it now. And I want to be that person for her. “I think there’s simply been a misunderstanding. Allow me to explain,” I say calmly, preparing to improvise the hell out of this shitshow.

      A shitshow that Summer started. Unwittingly, I’m sure. But one she started, nonetheless, with a funny, sweet, heartfelt insider’s joke of a letter that’s been twisted by the thing known as the internet. I bet in ten years, computers will come with a warning label. Caution: internet use may be hazardous to your sanity. Social media, in particular, has been known to cause stupidity and bad decisions, resulting in dumpster fires and absolute fuckery.

      “You see . . .” I begin.

      “No, allow me to explain,” Geneva says, sharper now, her voice like a knife. “I just went through a terrible divorce. Public and horrible. My ex was a Casanova who made an utter mockery of our marriage, and frankly . . . this reminds me of it.”

      What she described, what Twitter is saying, couldn’t be further from the truth. I just need to convey that to her.

      “Twitter has twisted this all around. The woman who wrote that—I’ve known her my whole life. It was all . . .” I say, and then I’m about to tell her the true reason for the letter—that the woman who wrote it is, like, my best mate, that we have a long-running joke about terrible exes, that it’s a thing we do for each other, playing pretend, and that it all started way back in high school when my sister was sick. But as those words take shape in my mind, they sound ridiculous.

      They sound like a bald-faced lie.

      Geneva picks up where I trailed off. “If you were America’s best boyfriend, it would be one thing. But this? These things they are saying about you . . .”

      My cell buzzes on my desk with a text from Summer. I lunge for it as Geneva goes on about all the brilliant comments on Twitter, including how I am the biggest twat of the internet.

      

      
        
        Summer: I am so sorry. You are not America’s worst boyfriend. You are America’s best ex-boyfriend. That was supposed to be fun, a tongue-in-cheek way to celebrate us, and I never thought anyone would figure out it was you. I didn’t even know my essay was going to be posted online—at least not right away, not to mention go viral—and I feel like such an utter idiot. The absolute worst friend ever. You probably hate me, and if you do, I deserve it, but I will do anything to make this right for you. What can I do?

      

      

      

      Immediately, I know the answer.

      I won’t lose this client for my firm. I won’t lose this deal. And I will fight this battle for her. It’ll take me three weeks to ink the new partnership for her agency, and in the meantime, there’s only one choice.

      I flash back to a few years ago when my cousin Christian faced a somewhat similar predicament. To save his company in Paris, he had to marry straightaway.

      A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.

      Sliding in when Geneva pauses, I go for it. Leave it all on the field. Well, not exactly marriage. But the same idea. “Here’s the thing. Summer didn’t mean the letter that way. The truth is, I am America’s best boyfriend. Because . . .” I draw on my best store of humility, such as it is. “Summer and I . . . well, we’re engaged. It happened quite recently. So, you see, what she meant with the letter is that she’s saying goodbye to me as her ex-boyfriend because now I’m going to be her forever one.”

      And the response from my client is all I could ever want.

      It’s one word.

      Oh.

      Her tone is surprise mixed with delight, and then it finishes on a happy squeal.

      “That’s so lovely, Ollie.” She laughs, sounding almost embarrassed, and I don’t even care that she called me Ollie. “I got it all wrong. I am so sorry I got it so completely inside out.”

      “Everyone did, obviously.” I push out a chuckle. “We weren’t going to announce it yet, but Summer? Well, she’s Summer. She likes to present things in unconventional ways, which is one of the things I love about her. You’ll see when you meet her. We should all have dinner this Saturday.”

      “Perhaps Jane can come along too. I wanted to invite her to my wine tasting tomorrow night. Why don’t we all go to that, and then we can have dinner with some of the other partners in the firm this weekend? It’s important to me to fully know and trust the people I work with.”

      “I’m sure she’d love that—the wine and the dinner.” I breathe a lifetime’s worth of sighs of relief, even though Summer hates wine.

      But I bet she can fake it for me.

      Geneva seems relieved too. “I can’t wait to meet her, and of course, I won’t back out of our deal. I’m so glad that it was a misunderstanding. Thank you for setting things straight.”

      I wave a hand airily. “Everything gets out of hand on the internet, doesn’t it?”

      “Indeed it does. I should have known better,” she says with so much contrition that I almost feel bad for my fib.

      Almost.

      When I hang up, I call Summer and tell her to meet me straightaway. Then I leave, telling Jane I’ll be back soon.

      “Don’t forget you have a one o’clock with Hanover Media,” she tells me. “Prospective new client. Helen Williams Designs referred them, since she loved your work so much on the last deal.”

      “And I love word of mouth.” Word of mouth is exactly why I need to stop this shitshow from snowballing.

      Loosening my tie as I go, I head to Fifth Avenue, walk up a few blocks, texting my cousin in Paris as I go.

      

      
        
        Oliver: Remember that time you engineered a marriage of convenience to save your company?

      

        

      
        Christian: Hmm. Sounds a bit familiar. Care to elaborate?

        Oliver: It worked brilliantly, right?

      

        

      
        Christian: What sort of hot water have you gotten yourself into, cuz?

      

      

      

      I stare at the text thread. Yeah, this might not be helpful right now.

      

      
        
        Oliver: I’ll update you later.

      

        

      
        Christian: Spare no details. I need a good laugh.

      

      

      

      Yes, a laugh. This is funny. This is something we’ll all look back on and laugh. Putting my phone away, I  find Summer outside the entrance to the park, waiting at a bench and wringing her hands.

      She looks devastated, her big brown eyes brimming with worry. “I am so sorry. I am the worst friend ever. I never thought that would happen. Those people are dickheads.”

      “Yes, and Twitter is the biggest dickhead of all.” I’m not in the business of holding grudges or staying pissed. There’s no point. Besides, I’m about to call in a big favor now. “But I knew what you meant. I know what you were trying to say.”

      “You do?” she asks, and her voice is small, fearful. “You’re not pissed at me?”

      I hold up my thumb and forefinger, showing a sliver of space. “Maybe a little at first. But not for long.”

      “Oh, Oliver. I feel terrible,” she says, her brow knit with worry. “I thought it was a nice little way of saying thank you, but in a way where only you would know it was you.” She presses her palms together as if in prayer. “Tell me how I can help. I meant it when I said I’d do anything.”

      I shoot her a wry grin, take a beat, then call in a your-turn-to-scratch-my-back. “Here’s what I need for the next three weeks.”

      “Anything. Please. I’m dying to make this right.” The look in those puppy-dog eyes is a desperate plea. I sort of hate that she feels that way, but sort of not.

      Because it’s going to make my outlandish request much easier.

      “Good,” I say, with what I’m sure is a slightly evil grin. “Because I’m cashing in on the prom promise. Your sexy ex-boyfriend is about to become your fake fiancé.”
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            SUMMER

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirteen years ago

      

      We huddled in the teen cave, the sprawling basement of Oliver’s home, music blasting, hands dipping into the popcorn bowl as the four of us plotted—Logan, Oliver, Phoebe, and me.

      The mission? Prom-posals for my twin brother and the guy next door.

      We’d already mapped out a plan for Logan to ask the foreign exchange student in his history class.

      Now it was time to assist Oliver in asking Emily.

      As for me? I planned to go with my friends, a big group of girls in pretty dresses and sparkly shoes, dancing with each other.

      “How about I ask Emily when she goes for her run in the morning?” Oliver suggested, grabbing a handful of popcorn and munching.

      Logan pointed his finger approvingly as he grabbed some kernels then headed to the Ping-Pong table. “Dude. Yes. You just get some Sharpies, write it on a sign, and boom. In like Flynn.”

      I scoff-laughed. “I don’t think it’s that easy.”

      From her spot in the corner of the couch, Phoebe shot her younger brother a look that said he was a dolt. It was a look she’d perfected with him. “Promise me you’re not going to do that, Ollie. Just promise me.”

      Oliver turned to his sister, now nineteen. It was one of her good days. They were fewer and farther between, but she tried to embrace them when they came.

      We all did. She’d been fighting cancer since the family moved from England a few years ago so she could undergo an experimental treatment at a nearby hospital. It had worked . . .

      For a while.

      “Why not? Emily likes to run. She’s captain of the cross-country team. It seems perfect for a prom-posal,” Oliver said, being all boy-logical as he rose to join Logan at the table.

      But boy logic didn’t always sway teenage girls.

      Phoebe turned to me. The look in her crystal blue eyes said, Boys. You can’t train them to do anything. “What are we supposed to do with him, Summer? He’s hopeless. Utterly hopeless.”

      “It’s a condition of being male,” I agreed dryly.

      Oliver lifted his chin, standing his ground. “I think it’s brilliant.”

      “You would,” Phoebe said, reaching for some popcorn and tossing it at her brother. The kernels landed a few feet from Oliver. Her strength was waning.

      He bent to pick them up, but their corgi mix, Gloria, raised her snout from the floor and gamely trotted over to hoover up the spill as Logan served the white ball across the table.

      Oliver darted up in time to smack it back, and the rhythmic sound of the plastic ball hitting the table punctuated our romantic war room machinations.

      “Anyway,” Phoebe added in her best arch I’m your older sister and I know better voice, “I would strongly suggest something a bit more creative. Right, Summer?”

      “Perhaps balloons spelling out PROM,” I offered. “Or get a T-shirt for Gloria to wear with Will you go to prom with my person? written on it.”

      “Excellent idea. Dogs are perfect wingmen. Or wingwomen, in Gloria’s case. Another option is to rent the marquee at the local cinema and put a sign up there asking her.”

      Logan slammed a ball across the table. “No way. That’s megabucks. We don’t even know if Emily likes him.”

      Phoebe stroked her chin, brow furrowed. “Fair point. It’s hard to imagine anyone would, truly.”

      I held up a hand to high-five her.

      “You’re a little stinker,” Oliver said to her as he backhanded a ball. “But I’ve no doubt she’s into me. She has excellent taste.”

      “Then I bet she’ll go for that bloke who looks like Jude Law,” Phoebe offered.

      My gaze snapped in her direction. “You mean Colton Davis? The guy who plays guitar? Senior? He’s yummy.”

      “So yummy,” Phoebe said dreamily. It was the first thing that had come out of her mouth that afternoon that wasn’t laced with sarcasm or sass.

      Logan missed the shot, Oliver lowered his paddle, and I simply stared at her. Phoebe rarely talked about boys. With a determined look, Oliver walked over to his sister, sat next to her, and took her hand. “Do you want to go with him? We could ask him to go with you.”

      The sound that emanated from Phoebe was the most derisive snort to emanate from any person ever.

      “No!”

      Instinctively, I turned to the door, looking for Oliver’s parents to come running to see if she’d fallen, to see if she was okay. But she was more than fine, and they were out, their dad at work, their mom running to the pharmacy to pick up meds for Phoebe.

      She jerked her hand away from Oliver and pointed a stern finger at him. “Do not ever do that. Do not do something because you feel sorry for me. I mean it. I don’t want to get dressed up. I don’t want to wear stupid makeup, and I definitely don’t want to wear a hideous fucking wig. No, thank you. I’d rather stay home with Gloria than have everyone stare at me because I finally got to go to prom.” For a second, her voice trembled, but she swallowed and raised her chin. “Besides,” she said, collecting herself, a twinkle in her eyes, “I’d rather help Summer get ready, do her hair, and snap the photos when she has to take you as a pity date after Emily turns you down.”

      Her smile was slow to spread, mischievous and thoroughly Machiavellian.

      Logan mimed shooting a slam dunk. “Ohhh! You’ve just been burned.”

      We all laughed. Phoebe was still Phoebe—always finding ways to poke fun at her little brother.

      I joined in the laughter, knowing full well Phoebe’s prediction would never come true.

      Emily would say yes, Oliver would take her to prom, and I’d go with . . . well, a group of friends.

      Which would be fine.

      I liked my girlfriends.

      I didn’t have a crush on the handsome British boy next door.

      I didn’t long for my brother’s best friend.

      For my good friend.

      Not at all.

      At least, not very much most of the time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      But enough, apparently, that butterflies flickered through my chest two days later when Oliver pulled me aside after fifth-period calculus, scratched his jaw, and said, “Listen. Turns out Emily’s involved. Dating some wanker in community college who’s taking her to prom.”

      “He’s definitely a wanker if he’s dating a high school student,” I said, quickly concurring. “What kind of college student dates a high schooler?”

      “The wanker kind.” His grin faded, his expression turning serious. “But I was thinking about what Phoebe said.”

      “Which part?” I asked, ever so casually, as if the details of the prom planning weren’t seared into my brain.

      “The part where she mentioned you getting ready. I think she really wants to help you get ready. Do the whole girly thing. And look, I know it’s not your thing. I know you’re more into sports and Phoebe was always more of the frilly one, but would you want to?”

      My heart sped up, beating a wildly fast rhythm. That was weird. Why would my heart trip over itself? I didn’t like Oliver like that. I truly didn’t. Fine, now and then I’d entertain little crush-like thoughts, but that was it, that was all.

      But I wanted to be sure I understood. “Would I want to go to prom?”

      “Would you be my pity date?” His lips curved into a grin as he repeated Phoebe’s words.

      “You make it sound so appealing,” I teased, but we both knew what the date was about.

      It wasn’t about us. It wasn’t about this skip in my heart.

      It was about Oliver giving something to his sister that she’d never ask him to give. Something small that he could do if I said yes.

      Of course I said yes. I didn’t say it for me, though, in spite of those butterflies.

      I said it for him and, most of all, for her.
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      A few weeks later, Phoebe did her best to help me with my hair, flat ironing it until she was too tired to hold the iron.

      She applied my blush, then regarded me with the intense stare of a reality show judge. “You look smashing,” she declared, appraising my simple blue dress. No frills, no satin, no lace.

      “She does,” Oliver seconded, shooting me a smile that warmed me all over.

      Was the smile for her? Or was the smile for me?

      I didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. Phoebe mattered.

      Oliver gave his sister a hug at the door, and Phoebe said, “That Emily doesn’t know what she’s missing, Ollie.”

      He simply laughed, soft and light. “I told you not to call me that.”

      “Oh, you love it,” she said, waving a hand dismissively.

      “No. I don’t at all,” he said, but his grin gave him away.

      “Then grumble every time someone calls you that, just like you do with me. It’ll be your way of remembering me when I’m gone.”

      His smile disappeared. His eyes narrowed. “Oh, shut up now.”

      “Just do it,” she said, and she wasn’t mad. She was simply . . . Phoebe.

      Especially when she turned to me and said, “Summer, call him Ollie now and then to get a rise out of him. Do that for me, okay?”

      Laughing, I gave her my oath. “I solemnly swear to call him Ollie every now and then.”

      “You’re a gem,” she told me.

      “And you’re a little stinker,” Oliver told her.

      She preened. “I know.”

      “So stop talking about when you’ll be gone,” he said, a hitch in his voice.

      “It’s the truth. I’m used to it. I’m fine with it.”

      “I’m not,” he said fiercely, then dropped a kiss onto her forehead and wished her a good night.

      As we left, he seemed to collect himself, to shift away from that tug I was sure he felt in his heart, that wish that things were different.

      “I love Phoebe,” I blurted when we slid into the limo, just the two of us.

      He offered a sad smile. “Join the club.”

      “It is not fair,” I said, my lip quivering, but I swallowed the threatening tears. It was his hurt, his pending loss. I didn’t want to co-opt it.

      “I know. Some days that’s all I think about.”

      “I wish everything were different,” I said, my voice catching once more.

      “You have no idea how much I want that. How much I hope for . . .”

      “For a miracle.”

      Glancing out the window, he nodded, swallowing tightly and swiping a finger across his face before looking back at me with a helpless shrug. “I’ll miss her so much,” he whispered.

      I set my hand on his, squeezing. “I’ll be here for you.”

      He pressed his shoulder against mine. “I know.”

      “Always. I promise.”

      “I know that too, Summer.”

      He squeezed my hand in return, and that contact was like a seal on our friendship. A promise that we’d look out for each other. That we’d have each other’s backs.

      We had a blast at prom, dancing, drinking punch, laughing, and hanging out with friends.

      Later, we lounged in our chairs at our table, watching the disco ball swirl its squares of light on the floor as others swayed and we talked.

      He lifted a brow in a question. “So, tell me, Summer. How was your first pity date?”

      “You’re assuming it’s my first,” I teased.

      “Oh, is this a service you offer other sorry boys?”

      “Only the sorriest.”

      “How lucky am I?”

      “Very lucky,” I said.

      “In that case, let me know if I can return the favor. Down the road, when you’re twenty-five or thirty, if you ever need a pity date, you call on me, okay?”

      I patted his knee. “You’ll be the first one I call. I promise. And same goes for you if you need my services again.”

      “It’ll be our prom promise,” he said.

      “A solemn vow,” I said, wiggling my brow and pursing my lips before I added with a smirk, “Ollie.”

      He narrowed his eyes, growling at me. “You’re evil. But even so, I doubt you’ll need to cash it in. You’ll have no problem getting dates . . .” He trailed off like he was waiting for me to say something more.

      Was I supposed to say something? Something clever or romantic?

      I didn’t know, wasn’t sure what he was getting at. Teasing him was easy. Understanding him was hard in moments like these.

      And deciphering my own tangled knot of emotions—friendship, a dash of attraction, a close family connection, and that terrible kernel of pending grief, cresting like a wave not far from the shore—was impossible. Best to not even try.

      So I simply laughed and said, “You’ll have no problem either, Emilys of the world aside.”

      The odd thing was that Emily didn’t go to the dance. She wasn’t there with her wanker boyfriend.

      The next week, I overheard her in the cafeteria line talking to a friend as she scooped salad onto her tray. “It’s strange,” she said. “I was so sure Oliver Harris was going to ask me to prom. He never did.”

      I blinked, my face flushing as she unwittingly revealed his secret to me.

      He’d never asked her.

      I never let on that I knew he hadn’t.

      It didn’t really matter anyway.

      I was his pity date, and Phoebe was the happiest we’d seen her in a long time.
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      Present day

      

      All day long, all the time, all across the world people say, “I’ll do anything.”

      But it’s just a saying, like “I’m dying to see your dress” or “This song is the worst.”

      So when Oliver takes me up on my offer to do anything, my jaw comes unhinged. My brain buzzes with static, a radio stuck between stations.

      Did he just say “become your fake fiancé”?

      That’s the anything?

      Cashing in on our prom promise? Isn’t that what we’ve always done? First with Emily, and later with Drew the third and his pens, with Hazel and her tea, and with all the other douche exes we’ve both had.

      But not for three weeks.

      More like for a few minutes, an hour, a night.

      And now we’re making believe for twenty-one long days. I should be dreading it, like a twenty-one-day paprika-infused juice cleanse.

      When someone cashes in a voucher for a debt you owe, it’s not supposed to be enjoyable.

      But being Oliver’s pretend fiancée doesn’t sound that bad.

      It sounds weirdly sort of fun, when he explains why he needs one.

      Like being immersed in a great romance novel.

      Hell, maybe, just maybe, a touch of pretend will eradicate those occasionally pesky tingles from my body. Satisfy a craving or my curiosity perhaps.

      I confirm I heard him right. “So, let me get this straight. I wrote a letter for a contest extolling your virtues as an ex, the internet misinterpreted it, your client freaked out, and your solution is for us to pretend we’re engaged?”

      He quirks up an I’m so clever brow. “Brilliant, right?”

      I laugh. “That’s one word for it.” I shake my head, but I’m already in, and we know it. “A deal is a deal, and no prom promise shall be reneged on. So we better lay out the rules.”

      His eyes twinkle with delight, and maybe relief too. “We should. Rules are good, right?”

      “Rules are vital for any game people play.”

      As if we’d planned it, we both gesture to the park as if to say, Let’s walk and talk. There’s no need to say it. It’s one of the things we do, and the park is my favorite place in the city.

      We used to hop the train in from Connecticut and do teen things, and we usually ended up in the park eventually.

      Heading into the park, we roll up our fake fiancée planning sleeves. “So, how did this happen? Well, besides the obvious. My letter. I’m sorry for it,” I say, and I feel like I’ll be apologizing for this for the rest of my life.

      “Don’t. It was quite sweet.” His tone is neutral, though, and I can’t tell what he means. “Even if it was nearly deadly to my business.”

      I cringe. “So what happened?”

      “I didn’t see it at first, so I was a tad surprised when Jane alerted me to the things people were saying.”

      “Ah, Jane. Looks innocent on the outside, loves gossip on the inside,” I say.

      “That describes her to a T. Though it’s a useful trait in an aunt who runs the reception desk. In any case, she tipped me off, showed me the comments, then Geneva rang.” As we wander through the park, he goes into how his key new client reacted.

      “And that’s when I realized, I had to cash in on the prom promise,” he continues. “But we should probably get our story straight. Like, how this happened, and so on.”

      I tap my chest. “I’ve got this. You’ve come to the Queen of Brilliant Schemes. I’m thinking we keep it easy—we say we’ve known each other for ages, and—”

      He snaps his fingers. “You fell for me when you saw me get out of the pool. Couldn’t keep your hands off me, and we’ve been shagging like bunnies every night since.”

      I blink. “Whoa.”

      My mind is a carousel now. The merry-go-round of my brain whirls past an arousing array of images of Oliver unable to keep his hands off me.

      Because, hey, this is my inconvenient fantasy, and in it, he can’t get enough of me.

      But there is one little issue nagging at me, back where I can hear Stella’s voice in my head. “So, that’s how it happened? Your fake fiancée backstory starts with shagging?”

      He scratches his head. “Yeah. I mean, how else would it start?” The corner of his lips curves up into the cheekiest of grins as we near the carousel.

      Carnival music floats out from the ride, a nostalgic sound that reminds me of our times traipsing through the park on weekend escapes into the city. I told Oliver once that I planned to have my first real kiss in front of the carousel. And now we’re talking about banging.

      “Right. Naturally, it started with sex,” I say, deadpan, and I’m thinking Stella is right. Good-looking men have no clue.

      Women fall at their feet.

      “Precisely. A very stellar shag,” he adds.

      Naturally, Oliver would assume I caught one look at his banana hammock at the pool and had to get his man meat between my thighs.

      God damn it.

      Why does Stella have to be a soothsayer?

      Oliver is surely awful in bed.

      I raise a palm as we near the pretty ponies. “Or, hear me out, we could keep the bedroom part private and maybe just say something generic, like After years of friendship, we realized the one we wanted was right in front of us.”

      He snorts. “Boring.”

      “Seriously? That’s boring? It’s kind of sweet.”

      “Nope. It’s dull. After years of friendship, we can’t just have a light bulb moment. We need fireworks.” He mimes an explosion with both arms. “A parade. A twenty-one-gun salute in honor of our hormones finally getting on the same page,” he says.

      “Fine, yes. That could work. Or maybe,” I say, as if offering an outlandish idea, “how would you feel if it wasn’t about hormones? If maybe it was about—gasp— feelings?”

      He sighs dramatically. “Only if we can still have fireworks. Don’t you get me, Summer?” He grabs my shoulders, gripping me. “We need the story of our fireworks.”

      Fireworks. The thing we will never have because the Law of Good-Looking equals bad in bed is as inescapable as E equals MC squared.

      This entire conversation is pretty much confirmation.

      “Fine.” I wave a hand airily, searching for a tale that’ll satisfy him. “Let’s say one night while you were helping me plan the gym, I went over to review paperwork, we got stuck in the elevator, and all our pent-up truths came out.”

      “Elevator, you say? Can we have shagged in it?”

      I slug him. “Yes, you sex-obsessed pervert. You are America’s Worst Boyfriend.” I laugh, and he grabs me, putting me in a chokehold.

      “Say you don’t mean it. Say I’m the best. Say no one is better than me.”

      It’s like being tickled, and I’m laughing and snorting at the same damn time when a throat clears.

      And a voice I don’t recognize cuts in—fast, excited. “Excuse me. This may be crazy, but it’s probably not, because I’m pretty sure I’m right. Aren’t you America’s Worst Boyfriend?”

      Oliver groans.

      We both turn to face some random person, a guy a few years younger than us with dark hair and a trim frame. He’s waggling his phone at us, showing his Twitter feed. A satisfied grin lights his face. “Yes! I thought it was you. I was so sure, and now I know it is. I’m Noah. I’m doing this crazy scavenger hunt for my company, and we have to get ten items. One is a pic of a real-life internet celebrity. We hashtag the pic, and everyone shares it. Can I take your pic? It would probably get my team into first, and if we win, our company will donate to the charity we chose, and I picked pediatric cancer research.”

      While the guy catches his breath, a flash of sadness crosses Oliver’s eyes, and that’s when an idea sticks in my mind.

      The next brilliant scheme.

      This will solve the hairiest, thorniest issue of all. And it’ll even do some good, it seems.

      I drape an arm around my best friend, then meet Noah’s gaze. “You can take his picture, but his nickname isn’t America’s Worst Boyfriend. It’s America’s Best Boyfriend.” I squeeze Oliver’s shoulder like a girlfriend would do, then shoot him a hearts are aflutter in my eyes look. “And I know that because I wrote the essay and this man is my fiancé.”

      “Sweet! Even better. It’s like I can break the story. I always wanted to be a journalist. Well, after being an Olympic superstar. That was my first goal. But this—this’ll work.”

      “Excellent. Glad to hear it,” I say. Oliver turns his face to me, mouthing, You’re brilliant.

      “Smile for the camera,” Noah says, and holds up his phone. “New hashtag. ‘America’s Best Boyfriend.’”

      And America’s Best Boyfriend deserves a kiss. I lean in and press my lips chastely to his cheek when Oliver says, “Let’s give them something to hashtag about.”
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      I’ve thought about kissing Oliver before. My mind has gone there every now and then.

      It’s not like I’ve mooned over him.

      Please. I’m a grown woman. I don’t moon.

      It’s been more of a . . . consideration. A visit to another town, just to peek around, see the shops, check out the scenery.

      That’s all it is, because I’ve had enough experience with this inconvenient crush that it’s no longer inconvenient. I can turn it off anytime. Hell, I turn it off most of the time. I guess that makes it a convenient crush.

      But when I have let my mind skip over the border to Kissingville, there’s a buildup. I picture us at a bar, on the beach, along the boardwalk.

      There is always a moment. A movie moment that I see coming.

      But now I’m completely blindsided, and I have no time to brace for the most unexpected kiss of my life.

      I close my eyes the second his lips touch mine.

      No, the world doesn’t stop.

      No, I don’t melt.

      And no, I don’t stop breathing when Oliver brushes his mouth against mine.

      What happens is far more wondrous.

      I feel good everywhere.

      There’s not a corner forgotten or untouched.

      I’ve taken a happiness drug, and it’s flooding my veins with a dreamy, dizzying sensation, and every molecule is tingling.

      It’s sunshine and music, this feeling of his lips dusting mine with a soft, tender ghost of a kiss.

      A gentle slide.

      A delicious sigh.

      His lips trace mine for the very first time and the kiss sweeps through me, lights flickering on like fireflies in June.

      I’m illuminated by a kiss that feels like floating.

      His lips are soft, full, and confident.

      They brush against me, making me tremble, making my skin shimmer.

      It’s possible I’m glowing.

      Because holy hell.

      Oliver Harris is proving Stella’s theory wrong.

      This man can kiss.

      Oh my, he can kiss so damn well.

      My knees wobble, my stomach flips, and shivers rush down my arms, skating across my skin.

      One touch of his lips, one flick of his tongue, and I am tumbling out of this-is-so-easy zone and into what-the-hell-was-I-thinking land.

      Pretending to be his fiancée is no longer the simplest thing, not when I know now exactly what I’m missing.

      I’m missing him.

      I’m missing a kiss that makes me want to sing.

      I’m missing this possibility beyond my reach.

      Then, that possibility turns hotter, burns brighter. Oliver’s hand cups my cheek, grazing my skin, making me shudder. His fingertips trail down my face.

      And he lingers, his thumb sliding along my jaw. It’s almost like he doesn’t want this to end either. His lips luxuriate on mine for one last second, and right when I swear he’s about to pull away, his tongue flicks out across my bottom lip.

      I gasp.

      He breaks the kiss.

      I’m not a fainter. But I’m about to tumble to the ground in a puddle of turned-on woman. He clasps my elbow, and I steady myself.

      Oliver’s gaze stays on me, his green eyes growing darker, glittering with something new, something that looks distinctly like the start of a fire.

      Like desire.

      Like want.

      And that—that look—sends a whole new rush of sensations through me.

      Hot, wild, electric ones that threaten to consume my common sense, tenuous as it is right now.

      The man behind the phone camera emits a low wolf whistle. “Hot damn. I think I’m going to enter that on a Tumblr feed of hottest kisses spotted in the wild. Or really, I bet my friend Ginny will. She’s into that sort of thing. She’ll dig it.”

      “Glad to be of help,” Oliver says, his voice smoky.

      I’ve never heard it like that before.

      But I want to hear it like that again.

      And that’s a problem.

      The man leaves, and I turn to Oliver, trying to wrestle some semblance of control over my thoughts, when I remember—I’m due at work.

      “I need to go.” I point in the general direction of Sunshine Living as explanation.

      He drags a hand through his hair, taking a deep breath, like he’s centering himself.

      “I’ll . . .” he stops, like he isn’t sure what to say, “see you later,” he says distractedly, and when he leaves too, I try not to glance back.

      I swear I do.

      But when I sneak one last peek, I see Oliver doing the same at me.

      And when I reach the other side of the park, I’m still replaying that kiss.
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      Evidently, one kiss does the trick.

      Geneva sends me an email that night.

      

      
        
        I’m so sorry again about earlier and my mistaken assumptions. I just stumbled across the photo of you and your fiancée in the park. How utterly delightful! You’re the toast of the town. See you tomorrow at wine o’clock!

      

      

      

      I fire off a quick reply, thanking her, then segue to business, updating her on the deal and confirming we’ll be at the tasting.

      Jane is next, sending me a text.

      

      
        
        Jane: How dare you not tell me you’re betrothed? You naughty boy. Also, I expect all the salacious details tomorrow. :)

      

        

      
        Jane: Wait. Not the salacious ones. Just the juicy little nuggets of how you found yourself in this pickle.

      

        

      
        Jane: P.S. How long must we keep this ruse up? It is a ruse, no?

      

        

      
        Oliver: Yes. Ruse. But you didn’t hear that from me.

      

        

      
        Jane: I’ll be in early tomorrow for a full and proper download.

      

      

      

      I sink down on my couch with my Chinese takeaway for dinner, put on my online hazmat suit—aka my I don’t give a fuck armor—and dive into the deep end.

      I click on the hashtag “America’s Best Boyfriend” as I eat.

      Well, well, well, look at that. That turnaround didn’t take long.

      Apparently, I’m not such a knob after all. The internet loves me again.

      

      
        
        @LovesListsofMen: SAD!!! All the good ones are taken! Do you think she runs her hands through his Harry Styles hair?

      

        

      
        @ManCandyFan: If she doesn’t, I volunteer as tribute. But she totally does.

      

        

      
        @GossipLover1andOnly: Among other places where she runs her hands.

      

        

      
        @ManCandyFan: Arms. I bet he has good arms. Sigh. I love good arm candy.

      

      

      

      I check out the guns. Not too shabby. Why, yes, ManCandyFan, feel free to enjoy the arms.

      

      
        
        @RoyalWatcher: Did we ever figure out if he’s royal? He looks like a duke. Or an earl. That lady is lucky to snag an earl.

      

        

      
        @Anglophile2200: I’d take a viscount.

      

        

      
        @BritsDoItBest: I’d take the valet of a viscount if he could speak British to me.

      

        

      
        @Anglophile2200: British is not a language, you twit.

      

        

      
        @BritsDoItBest: Gee, thanks for horning in on my fantasy life.

      

        

      
        @Anglophile2200: Maybe keep it off Twitter?

      

        

      
        @BritsDoItBest: Maybe you should keep off Twitter. Maybe you’re America’s Worst Boyfriend.

      

        

      
        @RomanceFanForLife: Can we please focus on the most important thing? How cute they are? That letter was like a love letter to him. It was her way of telling him how much she loves him.

      

      

      

      I scoff at that last one. Oh, you are so very wrong, RomanceFanForLife. But who cares, because I righted this ship, and that’s all that matters.

      That kiss barely matters.

      That was simply a smooch for the camera.

      I’m not thinking about how it turned me on wildly. Definitely not contemplating how I touched her face, dragged her close, and brought her in for a hot, searing moment of passion.

      If not for the guy on the scavenger hunt, I would have pushed her up against a carousel horse and continued for hours rather than seconds, kissing the breath out of her to the calliope music soundtrack until we were panting, groaning, putting on a show.

      And see? That didn’t happen.

      So it’s all good.

      The plan is working, and Geneva doesn’t think I’m a callous arse.

      I take another bite of the pepper steak, then fire off a text to Summer, sending her a link to the new hashtag.

      

      
        
        Oliver: It worked. We are tops at faking it.

      

        

      
        Summer: Well, I’ve been pretending to tolerate you for seventeen years, so this is easy enough.

      

        

      
        Oliver: Absolutely. It’s been the same for me. It’s not easy, since you’re a terrible bore.

      

        

      
        Summer: And you’re a humorless nitwit. :)

      

        

      
        Oliver: And we have zero to say to each other.

      

        

      
        Summer: Nothing but dead air when we’re together.

      

        

      
        Oliver: Amazing that we’ve pulled off this friendship for so long when we can’t stand each other.

      

        

      
        Summer: And no one can tell. They actually think we like each other. As if.

      

      

      

      I laugh as I take another bite of my dinner. This is an excellent way to handle a kiss that didn’t feel like we hated each other whatsoever. That felt a little pent-up. Fine, a lot pent-up.

      But whatever.

      It was just a kiss for the hashtag.

      The sighs, the gasps, the little murmurs were just by-products. If there was more to the kiss than damage control, we wouldn’t be joking so well, getting on like we’ve always done.

      

      
        
        Summer: Little do they know we are experts at this ruse. Heck, we could enter a contest for most believable fake fiancée kissing. Oh, speaking of contests, I have news!

      

        

      
        Oliver: I’m all ears. Digital ears. But ears nonetheless.

      

      

      

      I reread my last note. I might sound like I’m trying too hard at friendship. But hell, we are friends. It’s not trying. It just . . . is.

      I truly want to know her news.

      

      
        
        Summer: The magazine just informed me I won the prize for the essay!

      

      

      

      I pump a fist, thrilled for her.

      

      
        
        Oliver: That’s brilliant!!! You deserve it! Everything is coming up aces.

      

        

      
        Summer: Crazy, right? It’s $5000!

      

        

      
        Oliver: Is it enough for the final funding for your gym, with the classes and whatnot?

      

        

      
        Summer: Not quite, but it sure does make the shortfall a little easier to manage.

      

      

      

      As I’m typing out a reply, a new post from Twitter pops up under the hashtag thread, with a series of replies too.

      

      
        
        @MenAreJerks: I bet he’s still a douche.

      

        

      
        @PeopleAreJerks: He looks like he’s a good kisser. Therefore, a douche.

      

        

      
        @ILoveJerks: Jerks are the best kissers.

      

      

      

      I take a screenshot and send it to Summer.

      

      
        
        Oliver: Ah, Twitter still thinks I’m a jackass. C’est la vie.

      

      

      

      She seems to take her time answering. The dots pop up, indicating she’s typing, but they stop every few seconds, making me curious.

      What are you trying to say, Summer?

      Hell, I’m dying to know.

      And then, finally, she sends something, but not to me.

      There’s a new post on the social media feed, in a reply to ILoveJerks.

      

      
        
        @SummerTime: I don’t know if jerks are the best kissers. I do know that Oliver is.

      

      

      

      And there goes my fucking resolve not to think about kissing her.

      My brain can go fuck itself.
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      “This tastes like blackberries and a fireplace on a cold winter’s night.”

      The declaration comes from Geneva the next night at the wine tasting in Soho.

      She holds the glass of merlot up high, sniffs it again, then takes another sip. “With a hint of . . . leather.”

      “The finest leather,” Jane seconds from her post next to Geneva.

      My client turns to Summer, who’s by my side looking elegant in a black dress that, if it were up to me, would plunge lower. But the V-thing it’s got going on works its powers of distraction nevertheless.

      Geneva reaches for a fresh glass from a nearby table and thrusts it at my date. “What do you think, Summer? I’d love your opinion.”

      Summer shakes her head. “I’m honestly not a wine person.”

      Geneva frowns. “Oh? I thought Oliver said you liked wine?”

      Summer jerks her gaze to me. “You did?”

      And shit, fuck, bugger. I forgot to debrief Summer properly on the way over, forgot to tell her I told Geneva that she enjoyed wine. Because of that damn dress. It’s like Lex Luthor designed a dress with my personal kryptonite. Or maybe that kiss fried too many brain cells going into tonight.

      Jane widens her Mayday eyes, trying to signal that I need to get my act together.

      “My apologies, Geneva. Summer’s never been a wine fan,” I say, dropping an arm across my date’s shoulder. “But I wanted to come, and I knew she’d be a good sport about it, because she is a great sport.”

      Summer gives an aren’t we cute grin. “That’s me. Sometimes he even calls me sport.”

      What?

      I would really like to roll my eyes now. I’d never call her “sport.” Maybe “strawberry.” Or “petal.” Or “cupcake.” She does look a bit like one right now . . . as in, good enough to eat.

      I push out a laugh as I shift my gaze to the woman by my side. “But most of the time, I call you cupcake.”

      “Yes, it is so dear when he calls her ‘cupcake,’” Jane chimes in.

      I press a kiss to Summer’s cheek. And the kiss seems to do the trick.

      “For a moment there, you had me thinking you don’t really know your fiancée. With the wine and whatnot.” Geneva wags a finger at me. She’s grinning, but her grin says, You damn well better know your fiancée.

      I toss my head back and laugh at that ridiculous suggestion. “I know her incredibly well. Have for years.”

      “They were practically inseparable in high school, from what I heard,” Jane adds.

      “We were. And we never drank wine together then either,” Summer says.

      “Such well-behaved teens,” Jane says.

      “And I can at least sniff it now,” Summer chimes in, grabbing the glass and lifting it to her nose. “Yes, it does indeed smell like bacon.”

      Geneva frowns.

      “I meant leather.” Summer quickly corrects herself. “I meant it smells like fine leather. The finest.”

      Jane grins.

      I squeeze Summer’s arm tighter, then drop a kiss onto her cheek. “Leather. Bacon. Sometimes it’s one and the same.”

      “I love bacon,” Summer blurts out. “That was a compliment. Bacon is awesome. They should make bacon wine.”

      Geneva tilts her head, considering us for a beat. The woman is more skeptical than I’d like her to be, and it’s much harder to play pretend than I anticipated.

      Time to prove it’s real. I draw Summer close and plant a quick kiss on her lips that’s not so quick after all. Because she’s delicious and the taste of her lips goes to my head, making me want more of them. So I linger just a little bit longer. “Your lips taste like cupcakes,” I murmur.

      And Summer breathes out hard.

      That makes Geneva smile bigger.

      “Such an affectionate couple. I swear, some days you can’t pry them apart. Now, let’s go try that Syrah,” Jane says, steering Geneva away while shooting me a get it together look.

      I turn to Summer. “‘Sport’? I would never call you ‘sport.’”

      She swats my arm and chides in a whisper, “And I never would have said I didn’t like wine if I’d known I’m supposed to love it. Maybe if you had told me that instead of spending all that time on the fictional first time we shagged.”

      “Fair point. But also, bacon wine?”

      “Someone should make it.”

      “No. No one should make it.”

      “If someone made bacon wine, I might like wine.”

      “Stop. Just stop. Bacon wine sounds horrid.”

      “Bacon wine, bacon wine, bacon wine,” she whispers, taunting me, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Woman, you need to get a grip.”

      She bonks my shoulder. “And you need to brief me properly.”

      “Fine. On the way home, we’ll work on our cover story for next time. But for now, I have a solution.”

      “What’s that?”

      I waggle my hands. “Did you know I’m incredibly affectionate?”

      “Is that so?”

      She raises her eyebrows flirtatiously, and I tempt fate. I run my fingers over her leg.

      Her breath catches the tiniest bit, and if she wasn’t my fake girlfriend, my fake fiancée, I’d think it was sexy.

      But this is all pretend.

      It’s a lucky thing I’ve always been so good at make-believe. For instance, I know that if your pretend love affair comes into doubt, you should touch your fake fiancée as much as possible.

      At least, that’s my rule and I’m sticking to it.
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            OLIVER

          

        

      

    

    
      This is weird.

      It shouldn’t be, and yet it is.

      I take a drink of my IPA, set the glass down, and try to focus on whatever Logan is going on about—something vitally important, judging by the sound of his voice.

      “So it lets you take down the enemy faster,” he says, staring intently at us. “Make sense?”

      “Right,” I say, but I’ve missed how we’re taking down the enemy or even why we want to. I don’t even remember who that is exactly.

      At this moment, my libido is my most obvious foe, taking over a larger portion of my brain than it normally controls, say, 99 percent instead of the usual 95 percent.

      Thank fuck our mates are here with us at Gin Joint on Wednesday night, because I need the buffer with Logan.

      Which is another thing that’s unusual—I’ve never needed a buffer with Logan when it comes to his sister because we’re all friends.

      But this is the first time I’ve seen him since I kissed Summer. Since I had my hands all over her. Buffers are absolutely necessary because I’m thinking about his sister naked.

      “So, that’s the plan, guys. Can you do it?” Logan asks, looking at me, then at Jason, then at Fitz, who rolls his eyes as he downs the rest of his drink.

      “Dude. I knocked out Blake MacAvoy from Ottawa the other night. Yes, I think I can take out this fucker from Lehman.”

      Yes! Paintball. Sneak attack strategies. That’s what we’re talking about. I can focus on that, not on how insanely strange it is to be sitting across from Logan after thinking about the huge boner his sister gave me last night.

      But there is no brain space for boners now.

      None.

      Zero.

      Not even if I think about her lips.

      Her smell.

      The way she curved her body against mine.

      Nope.

      I’m not getting aroused again.

      Especially while I’m sitting here with my mates. Three great big, hairy male mates. There are no better boner killers than that.

      Maybe I should just stare at them to erase the image of Logan’s sister melting in my arms by the carousel, sighing against my lips as that guy snapped our pic, and emitting that sexy little gasp when I kissed her for the hashtag.

      When I touched her face, her cheek, her jaw.

      And when I kissed her a second time last night.

      I definitely need to focus on something the opposite of enticing, and these fellas will do.

      Logan with his dark hair, who looks nothing like his twin sister.

      Jason and his familial relationship to me.

      Fitz and his beard and his ink, the familiar face of one of the NHL’s top D-men. Who’s our paintball ace.

      Done. Summer is no longer in my head. Ejected.

      “Perfect. You’re our secret weapon,” Logan says.

      “It’s good to have a ringer on our team, isn’t it?” Jason gestures to Fitz, who winks.

      “I got your backs, boys.”

      “If we didn’t have Fitz,” Logan says, always planning for contingencies, “I’d invite my sister because she is the most competitive bastard I know—”

      Dammit to fucking hell. Why did he mention Summer? Why not show me a picture of her in that dress again and just kneecap me now? Though, admittedly, I wouldn’t look away.

      “Wait. More than me?” Fitz asks, mortally offended. His million-dollar-a-year job depends on him being ruthlessly competitive.

      Logan arches a brow, considering Fitz’s question. “Maybe not more than you. But close. Only, she won’t play paintball with us. She says it’s”—he stops to sketch air quotes—“‘Neanderthal.’”

      “Smart woman,” Jason remarks, then gestures to the bar where his wife is mixing drinks. “And speaking of smart women, I’m going to see my bride and nab a refill.”

      I raise my empty glass. “Same here. On the refill, that is.”

      We head to the bar, where a couple of hipster guys are checking out Fitz. The taller of the pair says, “This is my chance. I should go talk to him. I’ve had a crush on him forever. But do you think he’s involved with one of those guys?”

      “Probably, because who wouldn’t want him? It could be your shot though. You have to take it, Gavin. Do it,” the other one urges.

      Jason shoots me a smirk and quietly says, “Should I tell them the good news that he’s not with one of us? Or do you want to pretend you’re engaged to Fitz as well as Summer?”

      I lean back, catching the eye of the taller of the guys at the bar. “Sorry, mate. Fitz is with this guy,” I say, clapping my cousin on the back.

      Jason mutters under his breath, “Fucking hell. You beat me to it. Also, what if Fitz was into him?”

      “Fitz is a big boy. He can make his own moves.”

      “You’re a terrible wingman.”

      “That may be true.”

      After we refill our drinks, Jason says he’s going to spend time with his bride, so I return to the boner-killers, settling into my chair and turning to Fitz. “By the way, those guys at the bar are devising a strategy to come talk to you.”

      This gets his attention. He raises a curious brow. “Are they hot?”

      I give him a Seriously? look. “How am I supposed to answer that?”

      “Do you have eyes?”

      “I do.”

      “Can you not tell if a dude is good-looking?”

      “Are we talking about George Clooney?” Logan asks. “Because I can tell, empirically, that George Clooney is good-looking. Beyond that, no one.”

      Fitz huffs. “So you’re saying you can tell if someone is good-looking only if they’re the gender you want to sleep with? Unless it’s George Clooney? That’s the line you draw?”

      “It’s called the Clooney Line,” I supply. “He’s the only guy a straight guy can tell is empirically good-looking.”

      Fitz smiles, wagging an I’ve caught you finger at Logan. “You want to sleep with Clooney—admit it.”

      Logan laughs, nearly spitting out his beer. “No. I don’t.”

      Then to me, Fitz says, “But if you had to sleep with a dude, it’d be Clooney.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to sleep with Clooney.”

      “If not Clooney, who would it be?”

      I shoot him a look like he’s nuts. “Are you barking mad? I’m not going to answer that. Can you say which movie starlet you’d shag?”

      He shudders. “Fair point. But I’d do Clooney for sure. I don’t mind the gray hair.”

      “How open-minded of you,” I say.

      Fitz’s grin spreads, and he leans his elbows on the table, counting off on his fingers. “But if you really want the movie star list, it goes something like this—Idris Elba, Adam Driver, Kit Harington, Henry Cavill, Michael B. Jordan.” He stops, furrowing his brow. “And Michael Fassbender. For obvious reasons.”

      Logan blinks. “Why is that obvious? What’s the reason?”

      Fitz’s jaw drops. “You don’t know?”

      Logan stares at him blankly. “No. That’s why I asked.”

      Fitz gestures wildly to Logan’s phone on the table. “Just google his name. You’ll see what comes up as one of the search terms.”

      Logan picks up his phone as Fitz says, “Also, I forgot to add Liam and Chris to the list.”

      “The Hemsworths?” Logan asks, momentarily distracted from the search mission.

      Fitz shrugs, giving a wolfish grin. “Yep. Both. Same time.”

      “And you know they are brothers?” Logan asks, ignoring his phone now.

      “Well, they don’t have to bang each other,” Fitz deadpans.

      I clear my throat, continuing down this path of absurdity because it is indeed a fantastic murderer of the libido. “How are you shagging them both at the same time?”

      Logan cuts in, narrowing his eyes at me. “Did you really just ask him that, Oliver? It’s patently obvious. Same way you’d do the Olsen twins.”

      And that does it for me.

      Not the prospect of Fitz taking on the Hemsworth brothers, because, whatever, who cares who he bangs.

      But it’s the image of me doing the Olsen twins.

      I used to watch Full House reruns, for fuck’s sake, and that’s the most massive boner killer of all time.

      “But for the record, I can tell if a woman is pretty, unlike you dickheads.” Fitz gestures to Logan. “His twin sister. Very pretty.”

      And here we go again. Back to Summer. Back to picturing her blonde hair, her brown eyes, her glossy pink lips.

      I. Can’t. Win.

      “Thanks. She takes after me,” Logan says, then swings his gaze to me. “Speaking of my sister, dude, what the hell? Why are you two engaged?”

      I shake my head. “We’re not a real thing. Also, use your library voices, arseholes. It’s a bloody fake engagement. I don’t need the whole bar knowing.”

      “Whatever. It’s funny,” Logan says, swiping his screen, then swiveling it around to show us Twitter, of all things. “So, now you’re America’s Best Boyfriend. You turned that shit around in two days. Well done, my man. Well done.”

      I take a small bow. “Thank you.”

      Fitz taps on the picture of Summer and me. “So, tell us more about this kiss, Ollie.”

      My skin goes hot. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and every detail of kissing Summer flashes before me, image after delicious image. The moment should be no different than any other moment in my life, but it keeps flipping before my eyes.

      Taunting me.

      Teasing me.

      I drag a hand through my hair. I should not be this affected by one little fucking kiss.

      One kiss.

      Hell, there wasn’t even any tongue. There were no fingers in hair, no bodies aligned together, grinding and pressing . . .

      Well, maybe there was a little tongue.

      And maybe that little bit of tongue is what’s unleashed this dragon of lust in me.

      A dragon that did not return to its lair last night.

      Nope, the wine-tasting handsy action only intensified the fire.

      “Excuse me,” I say, pushing back in the chair and walking away from the table, heading straight for the men’s room.

      Men’s rooms are reliable erection banishers too, especially if they are shitholes.

      This one is mostly tidy. I’d give it a seven on a scale of one to not-a-shithole, so that’s a small miracle, but it still helps with deflation.

      Because it’s still a toilet.

      I set my hands on the counter, stare in the mirror, and do something I haven’t done in ages. I listen for my sister’s advice. I try so damn hard to conjure what Phoebe would say. Ever the older sister, she loved to tell me what to do. Sometimes it’d be a scathing wardrobe indictment, like That blue shirt looks wretched with those jeans. Please go change before all the girls never date you again, and other times it’d be a backhanded compliment, like Just ask the debate teacher if you can level up, since clearly you’ve never met an issue you won’t argue.

      If she were here, I’d ask her how to put a kiss or two with Summer behind me.

      But when I try to guess at what she’d say, I come up empty, so I’m left to answer myself. “One kiss with your best mate. Get over it, you twat.”

      A toilet flushes, and I groan. Grand, just grand. Someone’s in here. I turn on the tap to wash my hands and don’t look at the guy who comes out of the stall and heads to the sink next to mine.

      After a moment he asks, “But was it a good kiss?”

      It’s the guy who was crushing on Fitz. I grumble my answer into the water. “Yes.”

      “Then maybe you don’t want to get over it,” he says, turns off the water, dries his hands, and walks out.

      I flip him the bird as the door closes. “Thanks for that profound unsolicited advice.”

      Then I stare at my reflection.

      This time I don’t say a word out loud. But in my head, I repeat my new mantra.

      Don’t touch her again.

      Don’t touch her again.

      Don’t touch her again.

      I’m sure Phoebe would agree that’s the right approach.

      When I return to the table, I slap my palm on it. “Let’s review paintball strategy. We need to crush the opposition.”

      That reroutes the conversation with the two most competitive friends I have, and for the next thirty minutes, I am laser-focused on paintball strategy and only paintball strategy.

      Logan is determined to win the league, even more so because his ex-wife’s lover works at Lehman, an investment bank his firm worked with.

      “So that’s the plan of attack for this weekend,” Logan says, then turns to Fitz. “We will see you after you destroy Montreal Friday night.”

      “Annihilation is indeed the game plan,” Fitz says. “I have extra tix. Want ’em?”

      Logan shakes his head. “I’m with Amelia that night.”

      “Dude, she loves hockey.”

      “Afternoon games. I can’t take her to a night one,” he says. “Past her bedtime.”

      Fitz tips his chin at me. “Why don’t you take Summer? It’ll help with your public image, lover boy.”

      “Good plan,” Logan seconds. “Sell it to the jury, man.”

      And the funny thing is, in some other bar, some other guy is cursing himself for crushing on his best friend’s little sister because his friend would hate it.

      But that’s not the case here.

      Logan isn’t the issue. Hell, he’s given the idea of us his approval already.

      The issue is I know exactly how it feels to lose the people you care for, the people who make your world go round.

      I know, too, how it feels when your life falls to pieces.

      I became a lawyer in the first place because of the battles my parents fought with insurance companies over my sister’s treatments. Because of the marathon phone calls they endured trying to get coverage, to get treatment, to get meds.

      I saw what it did to them. How it nearly broke them. How they nearly withered. How we all nearly fell apart.

      And how much I needed Logan and his sister at that time. They both became my family. Hell, their parents did too. It’s why I’ve never crossed a line before with Summer.

      Because what if it all went to hell?

      That could happen.

      I don’t want to lose someone I love.

      And I’m pretty sure I love Logan and Summer—as friends—and I want them in my life always.

      Best way to keep Summer in it? Lock her in the friend zone.

      I send her a quick text to see if she wants to go to the game, and she replies immediately with a yes. Perfect. The hockey game will be the ideal opportunity to refocus on our friendship.

      “Sure, Summer and I will take the tickets,” I say.

      Fitz gives me the details, and as I’m saving them in my phone, Logan shouts victoriously. “Michael Fassbender’s penis! How did I miss that reference?”

      “Now you see why it’s obvious he’s on the list,” Fitz says, like a supremely satisfied cat.

      I blink, bewildered, as Logan high-fives Fitz with one hand and holds his phone in the other. Logan waves the mobile around, showing the results of his image search.

      Michael Fassbender’s penis.

      Yes!

      That’s perfect. And, frankly, obvious.
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      I leave later with the perfect trick to rid my mind of dirty thoughts of my good friend.

      That night, every time my brain drifts off and imagines the sounds Summer might make if I touched her, I think about Michael Fassbender’s penis.

      It works.

      It works all the next day at the office, and at the gym, and in the shower.

      I may never be aroused again.

      This is like a three-week celibacy pill.

      Who knew that Michael Fassbender’s penis would cure me of all my desire for Summer Clarke?

      That is, until Friday morning when I see her march into the pool area at the gym as I’m finishing my swim.

      Out of the corner of my goggles, I notice her sundress, how it’s swishing around her legs, showing them off, accentuating her curves and muscles.

      And now I won’t be able to get out of the pool.

      Thanks a fucking lot, Fassbender.

      Your dick failed me when it mattered.

      Time to turn up the friendship charm.
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            SUMMER

          

        

      

    

    
      I crouch at the edge of the pool, waiting for Oliver to finish his lap.

      When his head pops up, he gives me a grin. “Good morning, fake fiancée,” he whispers, wiggling his brows.

      “Shh. We don’t want anyone to know,” I say, pressing a finger to my lips.

      But the pool is quiet. It’s only us.

      He parks his elbows on the edge of the deck, water droplets sliding down his face, one hitting his lip.

      My finger itches to touch it, to swipe it off.

      I ignore that desire, zeroing in on everyday us. “Just wondering if you wanted to grab a quick breakfast when you get finished. I would love to go over my plans for how to use the money from the essay. That is, if you have time.”

      “I have a meeting at nine, but I always have time for the future Mrs. Harris.” He’s laying on the charm, flashing a slightly strange smile, but he doesn’t move to get out of the pool.

      “Breakfast is on me,” I add.

      “Sounds great,” he says, still not budging.

      “Do you have more laps to do?” I glance at the wall clock. He’s usually done at seven on the dot, and it’s ticking past the hour.

      His eyes light up. “Yes, I nearly forgot. I have ten more to do. Can’t fall behind.”

      “Cool. I’ll wait for you on the bench.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I don’t mind. I can answer some emails.”

      His eyes stray longingly to the clock. “Maybe twenty more laps. You’d better wait in the lobby. You know, for your health. Nasal health.” He taps me on the nose, an overly cute gesture. Made all the overly cuter when he crinkles his own nose.

      “For my nasal health?”

      “Well, all the chlorine in the air,” he says apologetically, like it’s somehow his fault. “It isn’t great to breathe.”

      “I already taught a water aerobics class, so I’ve been inhaling it all morning.” The whole exchange makes me wonder what he’s been inhaling, but I just point out, “I’m not affected.”

      He simply shrugs. “If you say so.”

      I rock forward and rap my knuckles on his forehead. “You’re being odd.”

      He’s silent, and I see the cogs in his head turning, picking up speed. Then things seem to click, and he heaves a dramatic sigh. “Fine. Fine. I’ll skip the rest of the laps. I was trying to do you a favor. I just thought, with you being my fake fiancée and all, it’d be even harder for you to look away when I got out of the pool. I didn’t want to tempt you.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’ll do my best to resist you.”

      Though, admittedly, resisting him is much harder now that I’ve kissed him. Twice.

      Even though they weren’t real kisses.

      He glances at the pile of towels on the bench. “Any chance you can grab one for me?”

      My brow knits. He’s suddenly strangely shy. More proof the kiss was a one-way street.

      With tongue.

      And moans.

      He definitely moaned the other morning.

      I can still hear the sound of it rumbling in my ears.

      Whatever. I’m not letting myself go there, and I’m not thinking of his hands all over me at the wine tasting. How they felt when he slid his palms down my bare arms.

      I turn around, head to the bench, grab a towel, and return to him. He’s at the ladder now, and he climbs out, quickly wrapping the towel around his waist like he’s preventing me from seeing his Speedo.

      “Weirdo,” I mutter.

      “Takes one to know one,” he says with a wink.

      Ah, that’s the Oliver I know. Fine, I get it. He’s firmly planting his flagpole in Friendship Land.

      Well, duh. Where else would he plant it?

      “I’ll be ready in five minutes,” he says.

      “That’s all it takes to blow dry your Harry Styles hair?”

      He drags a hand through his wet locks. “Harry’s got nothing on me, baby.”

      There’s the sound of shoes clicking on the tile, then a voice calls out—older, feminine. “Summer, dear. Have you seen my silver tennis bracelet? I think it fell in the water this morning.”

      Hello, déjà vu.

      It’s Mrs. Wilson, one of my regulars in water aerobics, and evidently a regular when it comes to losing her shiny objects.

      I turn around, and Oliver does too, scanning the pool area. A hint of silver gleams on the deck by the ladder. “I think that’s it,” I say, and Oliver and I cross over, bending and reaching for it at the same time.

      We’re close to each other, our noses inches apart, and I’m keenly aware of his body, his scent, and how even with the chlorine he still smells kissable.

      Damn him. He is good for my nasal health.

      “Found it,” he says.

      “Oh, thank God. Good thing it wasn’t my cubic zirconia ring that everyone thinks is a diamond. I’d hate to lose that. I’d have to go to John Steven in Midtown to get another one,” Mrs. Wilson says with a laugh.

      Oliver meets my gaze, his green eyes saying what I’m thinking. Holy shit, we need a ring before dinner with your client this weekend and probably before the hockey game tonight.

      Geneva must not have noticed the absence of one the other night, but I suspect she’ll be more hawkish at a dinner party.

      We rise, and Oliver hands the bracelet to Mrs. Wilson. She blows him a kiss, but then her brow knits. “Wait. Aren’t you America’s Best Boyfriend? My granddaughter showed me the picture of you two kissing the other day. Apparently, it wound up on BuzzFeed’s Ten Best Kisses Ever list,” she says, then waggles her fingers and says goodbye.

      As she walks away, I grab my phone, tap “BuzzFeed” into the search bar, then stare at the two of us at the top of the list.

      I’ve seen the image a million times now.

      But still, seeing it codified this way, seeing it labeled, is like seeing it anew.

      Or maybe the difference is that I’m seeing it with him next to me, mere inches away.

      My pulse spikes, and I shudder.

      Oliver clears his throat, like there’s something smoky, husky stuck in it. “Yeah, that’s . . .”

      My lips part to say hot, but Mrs. Wilson wheels around before I do. “Dear, can you remind me again how to do that move? It was like a trick. The leg-lift bicep-curl combo.”

      “Of course,” I say, and the moment crumbles away as Oliver heads for the locker room and I show Mrs. Wilson how to do the move.
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      Over eggs and potatoes at a nearby diner, we arrange to snag a cubic zirconia ring in Midtown tonight at John Steven Jeweler’s before the hockey game, then we review my plans for the money.

      We don’t discuss that moment at the pool. No need to after all. We’re past it.

      “So, the extra money helps, but I’ll still have to push back the opening. Not the worst thing,” I say, taking a drink of my coffee and giving an easy shrug.

      He munches on his potatoes then sets down his fork. “You always manage to see the positive. And I have no doubt you’ll be swinging open the doors in no time. I’d offer to loan you the rest, but—”

      I narrow my eyes. “But you know I’d claw your eyes out with my daggers for nails.” I brandish my short, unpolished nails as claws.

      He shudders, shirking away. “Yes, exactly. I learned from a very early age never to cross you when it comes to you doing things your way. Like when you were insistent that we all go as the Breakfast Club for Halloween in tenth grade. Even if it meant taking the train to the city and scouring all the secondhand shops to find your frayed denim John Bender jacket.”

      I wiggle my brows. “Worth it. We won best group costume. And this’ll be worth it too.”

      He nods, then reaches for his coffee. “But it’s not just your iron will and damn-the-torpedoes approach, is it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He takes a drink, then sets down his mug. “You’re so determined to raze the city solo.”

      “I am not.”

      He laughs at me. “Funny, how you believe that.”

      I narrow my eyes, grumbling. “Fine. I’m stubborn. I just want to—”

      “Do everything on your own?”

      “Yes. But you know why. I mean, are we that different? You like to be prepared. I like to be independent.”

      “Well, nothing could have prepared me for the Twitter hate,” he jokes.

      I wince. “Are you mad at me for that?”

      He takes another bite of his breakfast, then says, “It’s hard to be mad at you. And believe me, I tried.”

      I’m about to reply when the woman in the booth behind us says to her companion, “I have no problem admitting I would watch the neighbors have sex. Are you telling me you have an issue with that?”

      My eyes pop.

      I nearly drop my fork.

      Oliver mouths, This is getting interesting.

      As I lift a forkful of eggs, the woman says, “And you’re telling me you wouldn’t watch?”

      The man she’s with scoffs. “No. I wouldn’t. You would? You truly would? If you looked outside and saw someone in an apartment across the street having sex, you’d watch?”

      I keep my gaze on Oliver’s, smirking as I take a bite.

      Oliver mimes bringing a pair of binoculars to his eyes, pretending to peer at someone in the distance. I hold in a laugh as the man and woman grab their things and leave, the debate raging on as they go.

      “It’s not perversion,” she says, her voice lingering as they head to the door. “It’s curiosity.”

      “It’s a little perverted. Actually, a lot,” the man says as they fade out of earshot.

      Oliver’s lips quirk in a grin. “That raises an interesting question, doesn’t it? A little or a lot perverted?”

      I laugh. “I thought you were going to ask if I’d watch.”

      “Excellent question too. Would you watch?”

      “Would you?”

      “You go first,” he says.

      “Fine. The answer is yes. Yes, I would.” I square my shoulders, owning it.

      “So, set the scene for me,” he says. “You’re at home with Mags, you walk past the window, you see the neighbors shagging. Mr. Winchester with his bald spot and beer belly has bent Mrs. Winchester over the couch by the window. And you’re the Peeping Tom in that scenario?”

      “Are you saying I should only watch hot young things bang in front of the window?”

      We are back to Oliver and Summer, pals at large.

      He laughs, shaking his head. “Not saying that at all. I just want to understand this particular perversion of yours.”

      I pretend to toss my napkin at him. “Humans are inquisitive. If someone is going to publicly screw, I will watch. Not for titillation but curiosity.”

      He arches a brow. “You’d watch for curiosity?”

      I nod, then take another bite of my eggs, chewing, swallowing. “Yes. Because it’s interesting. Sex is interesting. And if someone is going to do it in front of an open window, I’m going to check them out. And obviously, you are not.”

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I am most definitely watching. Wait. Correction. I am flipping through the channel, stopping, deciding if it looks good.”

      “And if it’s Mr. and Mrs. Winchester, you’re moving on to ESPN?”

      He pretends to work a remote. “Clicking the next channel at lightning speed,” he says, a gleam in his eyes.

      “Well, I guess you’re more discerning than I am with your perversions,” I say, glad whatever weirdness he felt at the pool has vanished. “Or more discerning than the rest of the world too, since everyone seems to want to watch us kiss, what with that pic and all.”

      One eyebrow climbs. “Really? I dunno, Summer. Seems like watching your neighbors go at it like bunnies is just a little different than checking out a snapshot of a somewhat chaste kiss.”

      Somewhat.

      That’s the key. It was somewhat chaste, but what does he make of the “somewhat” portion? I wish I knew.

      “The concept is the same,” I say, sticking to the cerebral side of this conversation.

      “The concept is one hundred percent not the same,” he insists, stabbing his finger against the table. “Case in point. We can look at that picture right now, in public, and that’s not perverted.” Grabbing his phone, he taps on the search bar, and seconds later, slides the device to the middle of the table so we can both see it again.

      An image I checked out less than an hour ago.

      And I can’t look away from this picture of a man and a woman swept up in each other.

      Lost in a kiss.

      They look . . . enrapt.

      The memory of the kiss sweeps over me, cocooning me in a kind of residual bliss.

      A somewhat chaste bliss, but I feel all the tingles you get from a memory. They float over me, reignite, send flutters all through my body.

      Flutters that turn to sizzles as the memory intensifies.

      They turn more carnal.

      They’re hardly chaste at all now.

      Heat races through me, and my neck is hot. My cheeks go red. And my wishes must be written in my eyes. I have to wonder if Oliver can read them there.

      Kiss me.

      His gaze locks with mine, and I swear on all that is good and holy—on Stella’s cookies and comfortable yoga pants and nights out with friends—that his eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them before.

      Desire flashes across them too.

      But we’re in a diner.

      We’re just checking out a photo.

      Testing a concept.

      Except I’m thinking about where this image could lead to.

      To touching, to closeness, to sex.

      To nothing chaste whatsoever.

      “You know,” he begins, as if he has an idea. I hope it’s to pour cold water on my head or dip me in an ice bath, because I need something, anything, to deal with the heatwave inside of me. “We should take one. Post it on your feed, since you defended my kissing the other night on Twitter.”

      It’s not Summer the friend who answers his suggestion.

      It’s Summer the tiger.

      It’s Summer who wants Oliver, the man who’s spectacular at kissing, to kiss her again.

      “Yes. We should.”

      He rises from his side, moves with grace and confidence around the table, and sits next to me.

      I shiver at his nearness.

      He raises the phone camera, then laughs, shaking his head. “This may come as a bit of a shock, but I’ve never taken a picture of myself kissing before.”

      I laugh. “First time for me too.”

      He holds out one arm, slides the other all the way around my shoulders, clasping me tightly, and I am dying.

      His touch is electrifying.

      I feel almost ashamed, because he’s not even kissing me, and it’s not even real, but I’m already awash in anticipation.

      Waiting.

      Needing.

      Hoping.

      He peers into the screen, checking the image.

      “Wait. Hold on,” he says, then adjusts his hands, moving his fingers away from my shoulder, fluttering them across my neck, playing with my hair, and then he’s leaning in.

      And everything happens in slow motion.

      I watch him inching closer.

      His eyes zeroing in on my lips.

      His lips parting.

      Then, when he’s dizzyingly near to me, he glides his lips over mine, and all the hope I’ve been holding escapes in one long, delicious sigh that turns into a moan.

      Because here we are again, kissing for the camera.

      Click.

      I hear him snap a picture.

      And I hear something else too.

      His sexy sighs.

      His murmurs.

      He kisses me with another click, another moment, another image.

      It’s simply for the camera.

      But he flicks his tongue against my lips.

      And I ask myself if this is proving Stella wrong once again, and whether I want to fully explore her laws.

      When I part my lips for him, inviting more, I know the answer.

      I do.

      And this kiss becomes more than a kiss for the camera.

      The device slips from his hands and hits the table with a thud.

      In no time at all, his hands are on my face, and he’s hauling me in for a hot, hard kiss.

      This kiss wastes no time. This kiss leaves no mixed signals. This isn’t a kiss for a hashtag. He’s taking it for himself.

      His hands curl around my face possessively. He holds me like he doesn’t want to let go.

      He kisses me fiercely. His lips are hungry, fevered, as he skates his tongue across my lips again, and then our mouths explore each other.

      Not just our mouths—my hands are curious cats, slinking up his suit jacket, sliding up his pressed shirt, grabbing his tie. I yank him closer, tugging on the silk.

      And he responds with a rougher kiss.

      It’s no longer an exploration.

      It’s a declaration.

      It says, I want you, I want your lips, I want your taste, and I want to feel you, touch you, have you.

      In a diner, on a Friday morning before work, we kiss like the world is going up in flames.

      I’m positive that if I were to see someone going at it like we are, I’d watch.

      Oh, hell would I watch.

      Because kisses like this don’t come around often.

      I’ve never had one like it in my life, and I don’t have a clue what it means, or where we go after.

      Someone coughs, and we break the kiss as the waitress passes us.

      I blink, breathing out hard like I’ve run a race.

      He looks at me the same damn way.

      He swallows, trying to collect himself, his voice hoarse. “So, yeah. Looks like we got that one. You want to post it?”

      I don’t know how he’s speaking. I don’t know how anyone can speak after being kissed senseless by her best friend.

      But he’s doing it, so I follow his lead. “Yes. Sure. Of course. Do you want me to say anything special?”

      He waves a hand. “Oh, you’re great with that stuff.” He looks at his watch. “I have a meeting. I should go.”

      He’s leaving? Just leaving? Though he did say he had a meeting. Still . . .

      I furrow my brow. “Oliver?”

      He scoots away, grabbing his phone and tossing bills on the table. “Yes?”

      But the look in his eyes is nothing I’ve seen before. It’s distant and masked.

      Actually, I have seen that look before. It’s how he looked for months after his sister died.

      My chest hurts. It aches terribly.

      He regrets kissing me, while I regret stopping the kiss.

      I try to draw a big, fueling breath, like it can reroute the pang in my chest. I purse my lips. Then, against the tightness in my throat, I manage to say, “I’ll meet you at the jeweler. Before the hockey game?”

      “That’d be perfect.”

      He turns and leaves me and my bruised lips and heart at the table.
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      Blinders come in handy.

      I put mine on all day, zeroing in on the contract work ahead of me for Geneva’s firm, then on the deal memo for my new client, Helen Williams Designs.

      I focus on that rather than on how utterly fucking complicated this fake fiancée gambit has become after this morning’s kiss.

      I have half a mind to call it off. Because how the hell am I supposed to spend time with her and pretend I don’t want to kiss her again?

      It’s all I want to do.

      Wait. That’s not true. I want to do much more.

      Which is the real problem.

      So I bury myself in work, since the law is reliable.

      With every line of legalese I write, I remind myself of why I am faking it—I have to protect this firm and its rep.

      I meet with some of the junior partners handling various deals for the firm, and we review the terms. When we’re done, one of the newest attorneys here mentions that his one-year-old just took his first steps, and then shows us the video.

      “What a cutie-pie,” one of the women says.

      That’s another reminder.

      These people depend on me. I sign their checks so they can pay their student loans and take care of their one-year-olds.

      I can’t call anything off.

      Even if I want to.

      Even if it’s getting harder to pretend.
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      At the end of the day, I change into running shorts to hit the park, chatting with Jane on the way out.

      “I see you’re the toast of Twitter now,” she says as the elevator doors close.

      “Am I now?”

      With a sneaky look on her face, she grabs her phone from her handbag, slides it open, and shows me the latest comments.

      

      
        
        @LovesListsofMen: The kissing pics!!! Dying. Just dying.

      

        

      
        @ManCandyFan: Dying twice. Dying dead again. Dying from the hotness of the kissing.

      

        

      
        @GossipLover1andOnly: I am dead. I am literally dead.

      

        

      
        @ManCandyFan: *collects your body* *gives it a proper funeral befitting a death from hotness*

      

      

      

      I laugh at the exuberance. I guess it’s better than the first rush of tags. “That’s good. Wait—” I narrow my eyes and point to the next one in the thread. “Is that the pen twat again?”

      

      
        
        @TheThird: I dunno. Something about the two of them is almost too good to be true.

      

        

      
        @LovesListsofMen: Jelly much?

      

        

      
        @TheThird: Not one bit. I’m just saying, who’s like that?

      

        

      
        @HZRedhead: He wasn’t like that with me.

      

        

      
        @ManCandyFan: Uh, hello. He’s not with you. He’s with her.

      

      

      

      Jane closes the app. “Your public is amused.”

      “Seems to be.”

      She pats my arm. “You know, I’m happy to keep this up as long as you need me to, but do think about what happens down the road,” she says as we exit the lift.

      Down the road. I let those words echo, as I slide a thumb across my mobile, checking out the latest text from Christian.

      

      Christian: Tell me every entertaining detail. Also, have we discussed the importance of an exit strategy?

      

      But I’ve got no time for down the road, or exit strategies, when I have to deal with now and with this morning and what will happen tonight.

      I head to meet Jason in the park.
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      “It happens to the best of us.”

      That’s Jason’s sage advice that evening after I updated him on my morning bolt-from-the-scene routine during our four-mile run through Central Park.

      “And what exactly is the ‘it’?” I ask as we walk along the Reservoir to cool down.

      “Being an arsehole,” he says.

      “You’re saying I was an arsehole this morning?”

      He blinks. “Are you saying you were anything but?”

      “I had a meeting. I had to go.”

      He rolls his eyes. “‘Had a meeting’ is a load of shite for an excuse. You kissed her in a diner full of people and then left like your trousers were on fire. Face it—you just punched your ticket at the ‘I’m an arsehole’ counter.”

      I shoot him a betrayed look. I knew it was a dick move, but I wasn’t prepared for this sort of character assassination, not even from the renowned hitman of men’s characters. “And I suppose you’ve never done anything so stupid?”

      He lets out a deep belly laugh, hands on his stomach. “How the hell do you think I know about the ticket counter for arseholes?” He pats his chest. “You’re looking at a once-upon-a-time card-carrying member. I did some very stupid shit when I was figuring out things with my wife, before she was my wife.” He gives me a wry smile, one that I know means he’s about to give me shit. “However, I never ran from a kiss like I might catch something. Now that I think about it, you’re the bigger knob. I’m getting you a plaque.”

      “Thanks. This is grand. Simply grand.”

      He claps my shoulder. “Just apologize. Say you were overcome by the taste of her lips or something.”

      I recoil. “That does not sound like anything I’d say.”

      “I know. With you, it’s more like grunt, tits, arse, sex.”

      I roll my eyes. “Pot. Kettle.”

      “I’m calling it as I see it,” he says as we head around the bend toward the park exit. “Anyway, say you were stressed about the meeting, you know it was rude, and you’d very much like to kiss her again.”

      I flinch. I can’t say that. We can’t kiss like that again. “That won’t work.”

      He stops at the edge of the park, trees overhanging us, other New Yorkers running, walking, blading by, and shoots a serious stare at me. “Why exactly did you leave?”

      I stop, rubbing my hand across the back of my neck. I left because I didn’t know if I could stop kissing her. I left because I wanted to say, Screw the meeting, come spend the day in bed with me. I left because I want to know what the hell is going on with this brand-new mess of desire I feel for my best friend.

      Somehow I wrap that all up into one simple answer. “Because it was easier.”

      He drops a hand to my shoulder. “I hear you. But now you have to do something harder—find a way to say you’re sorry for being an arse. Probably won’t be the last time you have to say it, so consider it good practice.”

      I blow out a long stream of air, nodding. “I hate that you actually know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t worry. It came from years of being a dickhead too.”

      “I feel loads better.”
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      I see the puma first. The gold figure waggles out of a doorway in front of me as I walk down the hallway of Sunshine Living’s fifth floor.

      “Summer,” Roxanne says, poking her head out, scanning the hallway. She sets the cane on the floor, puma-head down. She blinks, flustered, then switches the puma to its upright position.

      “Hey, Roxanne.” Curious, I slow at her door. She doesn’t seem her savvy self at all. “What’s going on?”

      “Help,” she whispers.

      The hairs on my neck prick. “Are you okay?”

      She shakes her head and beckons me. “Come inside for a second. I think I’ve made a grave mistake.”

      “Okay,” I say, following her into her apartment.

      The door stays open as she ushers me to her living room and motions to a high-backed cranberry-red upholstered couch. “Sit.”

      I park myself, and she brandishes her phone. “I don’t know what to do,” she says, almost distraught. “It’s this damn Tinder. I’m in a bit of a pickle.”

      “What happened?”

      Shaking her head, she lowers her voice. “I’m now chatting with a man I’m not interested in. Actually, I’m chatting with a bunch of men I’m not interested in.”

      I frown. “Can you just stop talking to them?”

      “I could . . .” She trails off.

      “But?”

      “But there are things I like about them. Hence, my dilemma.”

      “I’m a little confused. How did you wind up chatting with them in the first place if you’re not interested?”

      She gives me an innocent grin. “They have cute dogs. I swiped right on their dogs.”

      A laugh bursts out before I can stop it. “You swiped right on their dogs? How does that happen?”

      She squares her shoulders. “Sometimes the dog picture shows first, and some dogs are so adorable I can’t help myself. Especially if they look like my collie, Sally.” She wrings her hands. “Can I just go out with them to see their dogs? I miss my Sally so much.”

      I take a breath and consider my answer. “That’s an idea. But I think you should probably tell them that you’re only interested in their dogs.”

      She sighs heavily, but after a moment, nods and pats my knee. “You’re right. Honesty is usually best,” she says. “And speaking of honesty, can I tell you my idea for classes?”

      “Sure. Of course.”

      She sweeps her arm out wide. “Exotic dancing. I want to learn exotic dancing.”

      I keep my expression neutral somehow as she tells me about the dance moves she wants to learn.

      “Can you please work on getting an exotic dancing class here? Or else I’ll have to set it up myself.”

      “Sure. I can look into it,” I tell her.

      Throughout the rest of the day, her words echo in my head. Not about exotic dancing, though if she wants that, I will try to help.

      But what she said about being honest.

      I should be honest with Oliver.

      Let him know we simply can’t fake-kiss again. It’s hurting my heart too much. It’s throwing me off.

      Nothing against the man, but I’d rather date someone who was more into my dog than me than go through that again.

      As I leave, I vow to find a way to add an Ins and Outs of Tinder class to the activity list, no matter what my boss says.
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      After a post-run shower, I head to Midtown and pace outside the jewelry store, practicing what to say to Summer.

      The words roll off my tongue easily.

      I’m sorry I was a dick earlier.

      I’m sorry I took off like the jackhole the internet sometimes thinks I am.

      Boom.

      That shouldn’t be too hard.

      I can handle all of that, no problem.

      Except something nags at me as I wait on the street, while early evening crowds march past, heads bent, checking their phones on the way to their destinations.

      Because I can picture myself asking Phoebe what to say to Summer.

      And for the first time in a while, I can hear her crisp voice in my head, chiding me. That’s only half an apology, Ollie. Apologize all the way.

      An image of my older sister giving me a sharp stare, telling me to apologize properly, takes shape before my eyes.

      It’s the strangest thing to see and hear her so clearly, especially when I was listening for her the other night and heard nothing.

      My God, how can the sharpness of her voice still be so clear after all this time?

      Maybe because she’s right, you daft idiot.

      I laugh out loud, because I hear that in her voice, crystal clear. And it makes me happier than I ever thought I would be to still recall her voice in these moments.

      “What’s so funny?”

      I jerk around. Summer’s here, head tilted, eyes curious, lips so damn pretty.

      My heart pounds a little faster.

      “I was just thinking of something funny Phoebe would say.” Then I’m smiling because I can share that with Summer. I don’t think I’ve ever been with a woman to whom I could admit how much I long sometimes to hear my sister’s voice.

      After thirteen years, I shouldn’t still be so affected by her passing. And yet, every now and then, I am.

      I don’t need to explain to Summer why I sometimes drift off, why I obsess over last meals, why I don’t mind one bit if she calls me Ollie.

      Why I even like it when she does.

      Because it’s a promise we made to Phoebe long ago.

      Summer’s smile starts small then spreads as she steps closer. “Tell me what she would say. And then I have something to tell you.”

      “Ladies first.”

      She stands firm. “No. You.”

      “Fine.”

      I know what to say. I have to do this the right way. Because this friendship matters too much to give her half an apology.

      I draw a fueling breath then begin. “I’m sorry I left so quickly this morning at the diner.” That’s easy to get out—what comes next is harder.

      But then maybe not as hard as I anticipated, because the huge knot of anxiety comes undone when I continue with the cold, stark truth. “I left because I didn’t think I could stop kissing you if I stayed, and I care about you too deeply to jeopardize our friendship. Even though kissing you was absolutely fantastic and definitely not at all chaste. So I hope you’ll forgive me for being a dick.”

      I try to read her reaction, try to find the secret to Summer in her brown eyes, but all I see is surprise.

      Or more like shock.

      Because her irises go wider than the moon, and she blinks several times, like she’s trying to make sense of my words.

      For a second or two, her lips seem to twitch like she has a secret. But if she does, she’s keeping it in, because she schools her expression before she parts her lips to speak.

      A ringing bell from the store interrupts us. A large man with a thick beard and a helpful grin pops out of the shop. “We’re closing in ten minutes. Just wanted to see if you needed something before we shut for the evening.”

      “Yes. We do,” I say, and then we head inside, quickly finding a cubic zirconia that looks mostly real, and once we leave, she returns to the conversation.

      “There’s nothing to forgive. We’re all good. And I appreciate you saying that. It means a lot to me.”

      “It does?”

      “It does. I care so much about our friendship too. I truly do. And I don’t want to jeopardize it either.”

      I sigh in relief. “Well, that’s good. That’s great. Being on the same page and all.” But I’m still eager to know what was on her mind earlier. “What were you going to tell me before we went in there?”

      She smiles as she looks at her fake ring. “Just what I said, for the most part. That I love being friends with you.” She lifts a hand like she’s going to set it on my arm, but she doesn’t. She lowers it and keeps her arms at her sides. “But also that it’s probably for the best if we don’t pretend to kiss again . . . because I liked it too. A lot.”

      Oh.

      Well.

      That’s an interesting twist. “You did?”

      She gives me a what can you do shrug. “I did.” She smiles a little impishly then taps my skull. “But don’t let that go to your head too much. I don’t want your ego to grow any larger.”

      “No, I wouldn’t want it to outpace other large parts of my body.” Joking is easier than addressing what she’s just told me.

      But I stew on it anyway as we walk to Madison Square Garden to catch Fitz’s game. Along the way, I’m extremely grateful for the noise of Manhattan, for the sardine-packed streets stuffed with tourists and locals, and for the smells of garbage, the scent of buses fuming, the din of phone calls, of cabs honking, of cars stopping.

      It keeps my focus on the immediate rather than this brand-new information that’s complicating matters even more.

      She liked it too.

      A lot.

      When we go inside the Garden, it feels like I’m entering a safe zone.

      There is no way I will be tempted to kiss her here.

      Not a chance.

      Especially when we grab nachos and beer. The nachos here are covered in jalapeños, and who would want a jalapeño kiss?

      Not this guy.

      Not at all.

      Not even with Summer.

      Then I take a bite of the nachos, and they are spicier than I remembered.

      Who am I kidding? I bet she’d taste fiery.

      That’s the trouble.
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      But a deal is a deal.

      That’s what we have. A deal to appear engaged. A deal to look the part.

      So we do our best at the game, shouting and cheering and, also, talking.

      Like we’ve done for the last seventeen years.

      Every year. Every day.

      And I can forget the jalapeño desire. I can forget how good she tasted, how fantastic she smells. I can do what I’ve always done—be her friend.

      “Have you given any more thought to your gym time frame while you save the rest of the money?”

      “No. But my mom texted me again. She offered me the money a second time, but . . .”

      “But you’re not going to take it, I trust?”

      “It just doesn’t feel right to me.”

      “I suppose.” I take another drink of my beer as the good guys chase the puck on the ice and Summer shouts her encouragement.

      At the next lull, she picks up the discussion as if we’d only hit pause.

      “You get why I turn her down though, right?” she asks earnestly. “I want to do this myself. I already pretty much get off scot-free in the rent department, living with my grandma. I don’t want to be beholden to anyone else.”

      “But your mom would give you the money. So would you truly be beholden?”

      She reaches for the nachos, scoops one up, and chews. “No, but what if I was? She always talked about how she gave up her job to help support my dad’s business. So what if it became this thing that would hang over us?”

      I nod, taking a tortilla chip and eating it as New York attacks the net. But New York misses the shot, and the collective shoulders in the rink slump.

      “Your mom’s happy though, don’t you think? At least, she always seemed that way when we were younger.”

      “Did she?”

      “Happier than my parents. But that’s not hard.”

      She sighs, sets a hand on my shoulder, and squeezes. “True. Understandable, but true.”

      “It was so much better to be at your house, you know?”

      She nods. “I do know, and I also know it’s not simply because I made amazing popcorn.”

      I arch a skeptical brow. “‘Made’? More like bought.”

      “Hey! I made it. Most of the time,” she says sheepishly.

      “And all of the time it was better to be there than with my parents fighting constantly over insurance and treatments, and on and on.” Ironic that they moved to America for jobs with supposedly better health benefits but wound up arguing with insurance for hours every day, it seemed.

      Summer winces. “I sound like I’m complaining about my mom wanting to support me. I’m a dick, huh?”

      I laugh, loop an arm around her shoulders, and draw her near. “Only a little.”

      “I’m a little dick. Even better.”

      I laugh, knowing I’d miss these moments if I lost her to a stupid decision like giving in to lust. “All I’m saying is you’re remembering it a certain way. You remember her being resentful, but I remember her being happy.”

      “And I remember your parents trying really hard every second to keep it together, and you remember them fighting,” she says softly.

      I mull that over as I drink my beer. She has a point, but also maybe not. “But isn’t it our recollections, more than the reality, that informs our outlook?”

      “Possibly. But what if our recollections are wrong?”

      “Speaking of wrong, sometimes I worry that Logan is too caught up in what went wrong with his marriage. On wanting to beat that guy who cheated with his wife,” I say.

      “I think that too. But I’ve said it to him, and he doesn’t seem ready to hear it.”

      “Maybe we only hear things when we’re ready.” My attention swings back to the ice, where Fitz slams the puck, sending it to the forward, who lobs it straight into the net. Setting my beer down, I thrust my arms in the air, cheering.

      Summer’s up in no time, punching the sky, hooting and hollering.

      The Jumbotron pans the crowd, capturing a raucous audience cheering. When it swings to us, the words “Best Kiss Ever?” blast across the screen.

      And in seconds, the whole section is pointing at us.

      Summer blinks, her face flushing pink.

      She looks at me. I look at her. We look at the screen.

      And the words “America’s Best Boyfriend” flash across it.

      I don’t know if one of us goes first, or if we both just realize we have to.

      I cup her cheek. She slides a hand around my waist. And we kiss not only for the camera, but for the entire arena. Twenty thousand fans cheer us on as I seal my lips to hers, kissing Summer for the fourth time.

      And for the fourth time, tearing myself away from her seems impossible because I don’t want to stop kissing her.

      Only this time, it’s because I know she likes it.

      Judging from the way she slides closer, from how she skims her hands up my shirt, from the way she murmurs, we both like it more than we should.

      In fact, when we finally break the kiss, our section is seated, play has resumed, and the Jumbotron screen is showing the game again.

      I have no idea how long we were kissing.

      Only that I didn’t want it to end.

      And I know, too, that we’re going to have to sort out what the hell is going on—sooner rather than later.

      When the game ends, her phone trills loudly, and after she answers it and listens, she shrieks in excitement.
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      Things I never expected to happen in Madison Square Garden.

      Getting a phone call from a dating site.

      Getting a phone call from a dating site asking me to be part of a feature.

      Getting a phone call from a dating site asking me to be part of a feature that the magazine is willing to pay me for.

      It would cover the rest of the financing I need for the gym, I mentally figure when the woman on the other end of the line tells me how much I’ll receive if I can deliver a bang-up piece.

      “So, would you want to do it?” she asks.

      Oliver is watching me with expectant big eyes, gesturing for me to hurry up and tell him what it is.

      I cover the phone. “The Dating Pool asked me to do a profile on Top Five Best Dates in New York. They want us to go on them,” I whisper. “Do you say yes?”

      “Yes.”
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      At Gin Joint with Fitz, we toast.

      “To another win,” I offer.

      Fitz clinks his glass to mine. “To the best fake engagement ever.”

      Oliver taps his glass too. “To the money for Summer to fund her dream.”

      Then we drink and chat, and this moment almost seems too good to be true.

      Like this is a fragile bubble of happy news, great friends, and possibilities. Stella even texts that she’s nearby after a baking class and comes to join in.

      She flops down next to us, giving Fitz a kiss on the cheek, then Oliver, then a hug for me. She’s a toucher, and always has been.

      “Henry’s at a conference, so I’m all by my lonesome,” she announces, then orders a gin cocktail. “I debated going home and bingeing Schitt’s Creek, but I decided I like you guys better.”

      “How lucky for us,” Oliver deadpans. “We’re better than TV.”

      “Dude, have you seen Schitt’s Creek?” Fitz asks. “That’s one helluva compliment.”

      I nod savagely. “That’s a compliment of the highest order.” I point to my friends, sweeping a circle around them. “Trust me, if it’s between you guys and that show, I’m picking the show.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Fitz says.

      “You’re definitely not wrong,” Stella adds, then returns to the topic of The Dating Pool phone call. “So, what’s the first step in being this poster child of adorable couples?”

      “They want us to do very New York photo-shoot things. Eat cupcakes, stroll through the park, all that jazz,” I tell her, and the four of us discuss date options as we work our way through a round of drinks.

      “Just make sure to look pretty for the cameras when you snap all the shots,” Stella says.

      “Don’t I always?” Oliver asks, adopting an Instagram-ready duck face.

      “Yes, you’re so lovely,” Fitz says. He drifts off in thought for a moment, staring at the ceiling, then returns to Oliver and me. “I was just thinking though—what happens when this ends?”

      Oliver nearly spits out his drink. “What do you mean?”

      Fitz laughs, then his mirth subsides. He peers at us like we’re a science experiment as he strokes his beard. “You’ve thought about that, right? You have to have a game plan?”

      Oliver gulps. “Sure . . .”

      But the word goes on forever, and Stella shakes her head and laughs. “You guys need a plan.”

      “An exit strategy,” Fitz adds.

      “My cousin Christian said the same thing,” Oliver adds.

      They’re totally right, and I cycle through the options. “I guess I figured interest would die down after a while, and we’d quietly say we were better off as friends.” It’s not a far-fetched idea, though a plan based on what other people do is risky. “Sort of like those dating reality shows. They never stay together, and no one really cares after their season is over, right?”

      “True,” Oliver says. “They just move on to the next thing. We can do that, no problem. Just move on, and no one will think twice about it.”

      “Or—” Stella holds up a finger. “Just tell everyone Oliver is terrible in bed.”

      “Ouch,” Fitz declares. “Way to wound a man.”

      “Yes, exactly,” Oliver says, recoiling. “Spreading such spurious lies.”

      Stella shrugs, and I cringe a little, knowing where this is going. “I’m just saying there’s no way you can be great in bed. It goes against the Third Law. You’re too cute.”

      I stare hot coals at her. I don’t want Oliver to know that Stella and I have discussed this, or that I’ve even thought about how this law might apply to him.

      Fitz arches a brow in a check out my smolder way. “Hate to break it to you, ladies, but I’m even hotter than Oliver, and I’m pretty much a god in bed. And that’s my law—be awesome in the sheets all the time.”

      Stella pats his leg. “Sweetie, I have no doubt you’re a prize in the sheets. But Stella’s Law focuses on a different type of plumbing.”

      “Oh, well. See if Oliver can handle the pipes, then,” Fitz says as a fit guy walks by, giving the hockey star a lingering gaze with his piercing green eyes. “Speaking of, I have to go practice some laws.”

      He leaves, and Oliver looks at Stella and me expectantly. “So, ladies, tell me all about this law of plumbing.”

      I scowl at Stella. She offers an it was inevitable smile.

      Oliver cocks his head and prompts again, “So, you have a law about how I’m bad in bed?”

      I slam a hand on Stella’s thigh, squeezing it to make her stop. “No one said you were bad in bed, right, Stella?”

      Oliver points at the accuser. “She did. Did you not just hear her with that vicious character assassination? And I thought my cousin was bad. But, Stella,” he says, clutching his heart, “you are cruel and hurtful.”

      Stella simply shrugs. “That may be true, but the evidence suggests you’d be terrible in the sheets.”

      “How?”

      Her brow knits. “Have you looked in the mirror lately?”

      Oliver grabs his phone and turns it to selfie mode. He smiles at the screen. “Yes. And I have nothing stuck between my teeth, so what is it?”

      “You’re too pretty,” she says matter-of-factly, then lifts her glass and takes a drink.

      “Too pretty for what?”

      “To be good in bed. Look, it’s a law like gravity. It’s not your fault. You were blessed with extraordinary genes, and now you have to live with the consequences.”

      I wave a nothing to see here hand, my chest tight as we edge closer to a place I don’t want to travel. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

      Oliver swings his gaze my way. “Nor do you. You haven’t taken this car out for a proper drive. We’ve only kissed. And you said I was a great kisser.” His eyes narrow. “Or were you just taking the piss out of me?”

      My eyes go wide, and I shake my head. “No. That was true. You kiss extremely well.”

      Oliver raises his chin at Stella and clears his throat. “See? She vouched for me.”

      “She’s never slept with you though. Good-looking men can still be great kissers, because that’s an entry point. But beyond that, women fall at their feet, and the hotties never have to work for it.” She stretches an arm across the table and ruffles his hair. “Look, Oliver, I hate to break it to you. But there’s no way you can be anything but bad in bed.”

      “And you will never know that I’m an Olympic-caliber fucker.”

      I try to suppress a laugh, but the chuckle bursts from me. I can’t help it. “Oliver, are you a gold-medal fucker?”

      He crosses his arms in something pretty close to a sulk. “Maybe you should find out and then vouch for me.”

      Stella glances from Oliver to me and back. “Well, if you do, let me know. But my money is on bad in bed.” With a wink, she rises, tosses some bills on the table, and gestures to the door as she yawns. She waves goodbye and takes off.

      Oliver points at her, stabbing the air. “She’s wrong. She’s completely wrong.”

      “Of course she’s wrong. I’m sure you’re great in bed. Fireworks, the whole nine yards.” I try not to blush, not to let on how much I’ve thought about what he’d be like between the sheets.

      How often I’ve wondered if her theory is true.

      How I’m wondering it right now. Because he’s looking at me with serious bedroom eyes.

      Sex is written across his green irises. It’s all he’s thinking about. He’s gazing at me like he wants to prove things to me.

      And his stare is making me hot.

      This is dangerous. Too dangerous.

      We agreed not to go there. Not to tango on the physical side.

      And there’s no need to now. Not for a stupid theory that’s just for fun. Not for a friend who’s giving him a hard time.

      But Oliver won’t leave the topic alone. He leans closer to me across the table. “Do you think I’d be bad in bed?”

      “Oliver, what does it matter? I already said you’re a good kisser. I can’t possibly know how you are in bed.”

      “But what do you think?”

      My chest heats. My cheeks are hot too. “Who cares what I think?”

      He grabs my arm, his fingers circling my wrist, sending a ribbon of fire through my body. “I care.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not lazy. I work hard. I want to please the woman I’m with. I want her to feel good. I want her to feel fucking fantastic.”

      Dear God, I already do. His words send sparks sweeping across my skin, leaving a pulse beating between my legs.

      Defuse the situation, I tell myself. “I need to go.”

      He pays the bill, and we make our way outside, where there’s an awkward moment again. We stand on the street, phones in hand. This is where we call separate Lyfts.

      He lives on the East Side.

      I’m on the West.

      There is no reason for us to share a car. There is no reason for us to spend any more time together.

      Except he’s not moving to go.

      Neither am I.

      “I’m not that tired,” he says, his eyes still searching mine for something. Permission? An answer? An invitation?

      “Nor am I,” I say, a little breathy as I wait for something too. Maybe I’m the one wanting an invitation.

      “We could work on that list of dates for the article. Do some research.”

      A smile pulls at my lips. “We could.”

      “Go to a diner. Or a coffee shop. Or back in the bar.”

      “Or you could come over,” I suggest. “We could go to my—”

      “Yes.”

      In seconds we’re in a Lyft, heading uptown to the home I share with my grandmother.

      This will be safe.

      Nothing dangerous will happen.

      I’m not going to jump him with Maggie in the house.

      We’re simply going to sit in the living room, have some popcorn, and plan some dates.

      Maggie might even help.

      But when we reach my place, a note from her on the kitchen table says she’s gone to Connecticut to visit a friend and won’t be home tonight.

      The air feels heavy.

      My skin tingles with possibility.

      With Oliver a few inches behind me, I set down the slip of paper, and say, “She’s not here tonight.”

      His fingers graze the back of my neck. “About that law . . .”
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      There are things you should do and things you shouldn’t do. And then there are things you quite simply have to do.

      This is the latter.

      Touching Summer is no longer optional.

      Because those ladies are wrong, and I’m going to prove it.

      I can’t let her think I’m some sort of conceited jackass in bed. That I don’t care about a woman’s pleasure. Hell, a woman’s pleasure is literally all I care about.

      Pretty much most of the time.

      Ninety-five percent of my brain is allocated to libido. To making a woman arch her back, curl her toes, grab the sheets.

      And that allocation is earmarked all for Summer now.

      As I stand behind her and run my fingers across her neck, my focus zeroes in on one thing only—showing her how good I can make her feel.

      Because I can’t stomach her thinking I’d do anything other than bring her uncommon bliss.

      “That law should be stricken from the books,” I say, as I gently move her blonde locks over her shoulder, revealing her neck, prime real estate for kisses that’ll drive her wild.

      “Is it unconstitutional?” Her voice is breathy, needy.

      “Yes. And I intend to show you why.” My fingers trail along her neck. Her gorgeous, enticing neck.

      “Tonight?” That one question seems to charge the ions between us, crackling with electricity.

      It reverberates in the silence, waiting for an answer.

      I am a man on a mission.

      I bend to her, brushing my lips across her skin, answering with a “Yes.”

      She shivers, emitting a sexy “Ohhh.”

      Grinding against her, I continue my travels, mapping her neck with my mouth. Kissing her shoulder. Dusting my lips across her exposed collarbone, a location on a woman’s body that doesn’t get the attention it deserves. “I think I’ll worship your collarbone for a little bit as I make my case,” I whisper, kissing her there, inhaling her scent—something sweet, maybe vanilla, maybe honey. I don’t know, but it goes to my head, making my mind hazy with desire.

      “You’re presenting some compelling evidence, counselor,” she whispers.

      “I’m only getting started. But here’s Exhibit A.” I run my fingers through her hair as I kiss her neck, running my other hand down her arm, sliding past the short sleeves of her blouse, traversing her skin as the little hairs on her arm stand on end. I inch closer, my chest to her back, as my hand glides down to hers, palm touching palm. There’s a hitch in her breath, and it sounds like an invitation. And it’s one I desperately want to accept. My body heat rises as I move in closer and thread our fingers together, clasping her hand. She clasps back, squeezing tightly.

      And that, right there, is another line.

      Or maybe everything is a line, and I’m hell-bent on vaulting each damn one.

      I kiss her neck harder, driven, determined to make her feel incredible.

      She’s trembling in my arms, and that’s what I want. I nip my teeth against the flesh of her neck, setting off a chain reaction. She groans, a rumbly, sexy sound that fills the silence, that hooks into my body and drives me on.

      I spin her around, grab her face, and drag her to me, pressing my hard-on against her body. “I know I said I shouldn’t kiss you again, but that was temporary insanity. I can’t not kiss you.”

      Her lips part, and her eyes spark with lust. “You’re right. But I’m not going to take your word for it.” She grabs at my shirt. “I want more hard evidence.”

      Oh hell, she is dirty, and I love it. “Then here’s Exhibit B.” I push against her, letting her feel the outline of my length.

      She moans, and her fingers tighten around the fabric of my T-shirt, twisting it as she rubs against me. “I need to know if that law should be overturned, overruled, whatever you lawyers call it. Show me.”

      “I’ve got quite a case to present,” I murmur as my hands loop through her hair, the lush, blonde strands sifting between my fingers. “Also, for the record, there was not a single chaste thing about kissing you. It was never pretending. It was always a turn-on.”

      “A rush, a total rush,” she whispers, barely a breath.

      Then I cross all the lines, crushing my mouth to hers and devouring her lips.

      Kissing her hard, possessively, like she belongs to me. My lips claim hers, my tongue flicking across her delicious mouth, the taste of her lip gloss so damn arousing. It’s understated and sexy, like everything about her. The sporty tomboy has turned out to be wildly feminine underneath, and the scent of her, the feel of her, sends a new wave of lust crashing over me.

      Because this kiss is different.

      It’s not our first. But it’s a whole new kind.

      We kissed in the park.

      We pecked at the wine tasting.

      We went at it in the diner.

      We made out for the Jumbotron.

      Every other time, there has been an audience. Every other time, we’ve pretended it was pretend.

      Now that it’s only us, I’m learning it was never pretend for me. That I was only fooling myself. Because every time, I felt something.

      Something unexpected.

      Something that surprised me.

      Maybe that something has always been there, and I had no clue until I touched her.

      I can’t say for certain. All I know is I’m kissing her for real now, kissing her like nothing else matters beyond these four walls. My hands tighten in her hair, and my tongue explores her mouth, and my body craves more and more contact with her. More closeness, more connection.

      Maybe their comments earlier about me being bad in bed flipped a switch. Maybe they drove me to break the promise I made to Summer outside the jewelry store. Or maybe they gave me the excuse I’d been looking for to get closer to her again.

      But they’re not the reason I’m kissing her.

      They aren’t why I’m scooping her up in my arms.

      And none of that spurs me into carrying her to her bedroom, kicking the door closed, and setting her on the edge of her bed.

      As my breath comes hard, I gaze at the woman I’ve known more than half my life.

      The woman I took to prom.

      The woman who’s been my rock.

      The person I’ve depended on.

      And holy shit, I really want to get naked with her all night long, damn the consequences.

      I don’t want to do it to prove a point. I want to do it because I want her.

      I want Summer Clarke so damn badly.

      I cup her cheek, meeting her gaze, ready to tell her that this thing between us—and I don’t want to define it—is so much more than a stupid point to prove.

      That it’s turning into a strange new sensation in my heart.

      But she speaks first while she’s tugging at my shirt, pulling it up, trailing her fingers against my abs.

      “Oliver, show me,” she whispers in the voice of a seductress. “Show me how good you are in bed, as good as I’ve imagined.”

      My brain short-circuits.

      All the wiring fries, and I can’t form coherent thoughts.

      Because she’s pictured this.

      Knowing that throws accelerant on a roaring fire.

      I ignite, and the flames lick through my body as I pull off my shirt the rest of the way, letting the corner of my lips curve up in a grin. “You’ve pictured me?”

      She nods, dancing her fingers down my stomach, over my abs. “I have. I shouldn’t, but I have, and every time, you’ve made me come.”

      Holy fuck.

      She is a goddess of dirty dreams.

      She’s a kitten and a vixen and a daring, bold woman all in one.

      She runs her fingers back up to my chest, making my brain pop. My skin sizzles.

      I don’t need to form intelligent thoughts after all. Telling her this isn’t about ego, that I’m not making a case—those protestations don’t fit in the heat of this moment.

      Not when she wants this purely physical connection.

      So I home in on that.

      I undo her blouse, slipping one button through its hole, then the next, then the next. Her shirt falls open, revealing soft, creamy skin and a pale-pink bra holding in those beauties. She shrugs off the shirt, letting it fall to the floor. We toe off shoes, and then I climb onto the bed with her, lying down, sliding under her so I can kiss her like that.

      It should be weird, kissing my best friend with her lying on top of me.

      Kissing in her bed, half-undressed, knowing everything’s coming off so very soon.

      But it’s not weird.

      It feels inevitable.

      It feels like it’s about damn time.

      And it’s utterly fantastic to finally give in.

      I’m not sure how long I’ve wanted her, whether these feelings are new or they’ve been there all along, just waiting.

      But I know, right now, my desire for her runs far and deep.

      I bring her close for another devouring kiss. She tastes sweet and sexy as our lips collide in a hungry, wild crush.

      My hands slide to the back of her bra, unhooking it. She sits up on me, lets the lingerie fall to the bed, and I stop everything because I have to look. I have to feel.

      My God, she’s spectacular.

      I cup her breasts, moaning my appreciation. “You are fucking beautiful.”

      She smiles, kind of shyly, as she arches her back. “So are you.”

      “But that’s the problem, isn’t it? You think I can’t make you feel good.” I tease her nipples, lifting my head up from the pillow to draw one delicious teardrop breast into my mouth, sucking on that diamond point.

      She gasps, and it turns into a long, lingering groan. “Oh God. That feels so good. You do make me feel good.”

      “Good. That’s what I want.”

      Except, for her, this might merely be an exploration. An exercise. A test.

      But as I flick my tongue across her nipple, I decide I can’t fucking care about the why right now. All I care about is that this doesn’t stop.

      I bite gently then switch to her other breast, lavishing attention on it too.

      She wriggles as I touch her, bowing her back, seeking out my mouth.

      I answer her movements, licking and sucking and kissing as the girl next door writhes on top of me. As I play with her breasts, she moves up my body, straddling me now, rocking her hips against the outline of my cock.

      “Oliver,” she whispers, a needy plea. “More, please, give me more.”

      I thrust up against her as I kiss her breasts, licking as she gasps, as she seems to chase her pleasure.

      And soon, her hips are rolling, her pelvis rocking, her tits bouncing in my face.

      Her breath comes in short, sharp bursts.

      “Don’t stop.”

      “I have no intention of stopping,” I murmur against her chest as my hands guide her, gripping her, working her over as she seeks her release.

      Because that’s what she’s doing.

      And this is a fucking revelation.

      Summer loves it when I kiss her breasts.

      Summer gets wildly aroused from me biting her nipples.

      Summer is so turned on, she’s panting, moaning, and riding me clothed, looking perilously close to climax.

      And then she does.

      Her mouth falls into an O.

      Her moan rises higher.

      Her body rocks, thrusts, then shudders.

      Beautifully.

      “Oh God, oh God,” she pants, then cries out, collapsing onto me. The sight of her coming is honestly the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

      So hot that I flip her to her back, strip off her jeans, then meet her gaze, my fingers stopping at her pale-pink knickers. “Summer,” I say.

      “Yes?” Her tone is feathery. She’s still floating on her orgasm, it seems.

      “I need these off. I need to be inside you. Tell me you need it too. Please fucking tell me you need it too. I’m desperate for you.”

      She nods, blinking, then sits up, grabbing at my jeans. “Take these off. Now.”

      Maybe we ought to be having a conversation about what this means, or what happens next, or how we navigate friendship and fucking.

      But I don’t want to ruin the moment.

      She yanks at the button on my jeans, and I fumble at the zipper, working it open. Before I push my pants down, I grab my wallet, fish out a condom, and set it on the bedside table. Then I shed my jeans as she helps us along by slipping off her pink lace.

      She’s naked, and she’s gorgeous.

      And I’m so damn hard. My cock throbs as I push down my boxer briefs, freeing my erection.

      She licks her lips, her eyes never straying from my dick.

      And hey, I don’t mind the eye-fucking.

      I don’t mind the ogling at all.

      I grip my cock, sliding a fist over it, showing her what she’s doing to me. “You are so fucking sexy.”

      “So are you,” she says, her eyes hooded, her tone so sensual. She moves her body like a cat stretching out, then she glides her hand down her pelvis. “I don’t think you’re bad in bed so far, but I think you should prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

      And there it is—I was right about what she’s after. Why she’s doing this.

      Proof.

      But I’m not trying to prove anything. What drives me is pure and simple want.

      It’s too strong to fight. It’s overwhelming. It’s fierce and dangerous, like a wild animal finally set free.

      Part of me thinks it’s for the best that she’s not on the same page. That it’s safer.

      And this may be simply an experiment for her, but she seems to be enjoying every second of our lab test. She arches her hips, such a desperate thing.

      And it’s so arousing that my dick throbs insistently.

      “I will make sure beyond any reasonable doubt that you come hard for a second time, maybe even a third. Sound about right?”

      She moans. “Sounds perfect.”

      Getting on the bed, I wrap my hands around her ankles, opening her legs.

      But she shakes her head. “Let me be on top.”

      “What the lady wants.” I flop onto the mattress as she shifts, straddling me. I reach for the condom, open the packet, then roll it down my length.

      With avid eyes, she watches me, a wild sort of hunger in her gaze. It’s something I’ve never seen there before. Something I never expected from her.

      But it’s incredibly erotic to experience her like this.

      To see my friend come alive in a whole new way in the bedroom.

      As she settles her knees on either side of me, I don’t need any proof to know I want so much more than one time with her.

      Because I’ve been wanting her for a long, long time.

      How did I not realize it sooner? I’ve been craving this, denying this. Moments over the last few years flash before me. Snapshots of the flush on her chest, my gaze on her lips, our bodies nearly touching.

      The way I felt.

      How I reacted.

      I shoved all those wants away each time, ignoring, denying.

      Pretending.

      That was where I was truly faking it.

      Now, here I am with her for real, and I’m pretty sure my want is so much more than physical.

      It’s hitting me in a much deeper way.

      And evidently, like a stupid idiot, it took me getting naked with her to learn I really, really like her.

      On a whole lot of levels.

      Even if she’s only feeling it on one level.

      I’ll have to take what I can get.
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      I hardly feel like me.

      Gone is the outgoing, upbeat, peppy, positive Summer.

      I’m suddenly this wildly different woman.

      I’m lust-drenched and dipped in desire, rolled in it from head to toe like a sugar coating.

      As Oliver sheathes himself, I’m vibrating with desire.

      I’m enrobed in lust.

      I can’t entirely believe I’m doing this.

      I’m about to fuck my best friend, and a part of me wonders why we waited so long to cross this line.

      Here in my room, everything about us together feels . . . undeniable, like maybe all our touches, all our teasing, and all our kissing was always pointing right to this.

      He grips my hips, his fingers digging into my flesh as I position myself over him. I take his cock in my hand, and I breathe out, hard. It’s a relief and a thrill all at once to touch him at last. To touch the man I’ve been crushing on for years.

      And the only way—literally the only way—I can get through the sheer intensity of this moment is to act like it’s just a game, an experiment.

      But it’s so much more.

      It’s a deep and potent longing to know him like this when I’ve craved it for so long.

      As I curl a fist around his length, I’m lit up, because this is heady, this is real, this is me touching my best friend and knowing he wants me the same way I want him.

      And I want us to feel everything together. I rub the head against my wetness, my eyes squeezing shut at the first enticing feel of his cock against me.

      Then I rise up, and I slide down onto Oliver Harris, the boy who took me to prom, the man who I’m taking to bed, the person I enjoy the most in this world.

      “Oh God. Oh my God,” I groan as I sink down, settling onto his shaft.

      He growls, a long, carnal hum of approval. “Summer. You feel fucking incredible.”

      “God, so do you.” It’s all I can say, all I can feel as I adjust to his delicious length, to the feel of him pulsing inside me.

      If I say anything more, I’ll say too much.

      I’ll tell him I’ve wanted this for reasons that go beyond his beautiful face, his carved body. For reasons that live inside me. Because he’s the person I’ve laughed with, depended on, turned to.

      And he’s this beautiful man beneath me in bed.

      A friend and now, for the most unexpected of reasons, a lover.

      Those roles are supposed to be separate. Opposite sides of the ring. But they’re crashing into each other and doing crazy, dangerous things to my heart.

      It’s hammering. It’s expanding. It’s reaching for him.

      Focus on the physical.

      Yes, that’s what I need to do.

      I start to move, to seek a rhythm, find a pace.

      Moving my hips, I roll back and forth, up and down, taking him in, out.

      I plant my palms on his chest, and he guides me with his strong hands.

      “That’s right, cupcake. Use my cock. Use it to make yourself feel so fucking good.”

      Sparks race across my skin. He’s a dirty talker, and I love it. Love discovering this side of him.

      “More. Give me more dirty words,” I pant. His voice sends shivers across my skin, hot, decadent tingles that feel so damn good.

      “Fuck me hard, cupcake. Like you know you want to,” he urges, moving me up and down on his thick, hard cock.

      Sparks of pleasure ignite in my core, fireworks exploding into the night sky as I rock my hips against him. “I do. I do want it hard. I do want it good.”

      I’ve never spoken like this during sex.

      I’ve never wanted to. Never tried.

      But it’s heady and thrilling to say out loud all the filthy things I feel.

      “Then that’s how you’ll get it. You are going to get it so hard and deep you’ll be feeling me tomorrow. Now let me see those beautiful tits bounce up and down,” he says, rocking under me, fucking me from below. He pistons his hips, driving into me and consuming me with pleasure. I can’t stop moaning, because the threat of bliss is close, so deliciously close.

      Oliver slides a hand across my waist, down my belly, heading straight for my clit. The second he touches me there, I cry out. I toss my head back, yelling his name.

      “Oliver, God, Oliver! Yes, yes, yes.” His name is hard to say during sex. All those syllables. But I want to feel it on my tongue. I want the reminder that he’s doing this to me. My friend, my rock, my confidante. That even if this is a game, a slipup, a moment in our pretend love affair, I want it to feel as real as I’ve imagined it.

      So many times.

      Countless times.

      And now, as I’m chasing the edge, I start to understand why.

      As he pumps into me, my belly tightens, a swirl of pleasure coiling inward, gathering strength, and then, out of nowhere or out of everywhere, the pleasure in me shatters into a thousand diamonds as I detonate.

      I shake as ecstasy rattles through me, expanding, crashing over me, into me, under me as I call out his name again.

      The second I come down from the high, he pulls out, flips me to my back, and hikes up my legs on his shoulders.

      Oh my God. I can’t move. I don’t want to move. I want to be owned.

      He’s fucking me so good.

      Such a hard, wild fucking.

      And I love it. I love watching him take me. Feeling him ride me to the edge, my legs hooked over his shoulders as he pumps hard, fast, deep.

      “You’re so fucking wet. So fucking sexy. Love the way you grip my cock. Love the way you feel. It’s so fucking good.”

      “It is. It’s so good.”

      “So sexy. So goddamn sexy. Come again for me. Want you to come again.”

      As he drives into me more furiously, his moves send me soaring over another cliff, and I come hard for the third time. I cry out, then I beg, “I want you to come.”

      But I don’t really have to ask. His body stiffens, and then he grunts, “Coming,” and collapses onto me.

      He’s panting, moaning, and saying my name over and over. Whispering it. Then my new nickname, spoken quietly in my ear. “Cupcake.”

      It’s a slow, soft murmur.

      Like he’s delighting in it.

      And I am too, as aftershocks reverberate in me while Oliver kisses my neck. “That was so much more than being good in bed,” he whispers.

      I know, I know.

      My throat tightens, and I press my lips together because I don’t dare let a true word escape. That this was so much more than a test, a theory. That it was so much more than sex.

      But if I admit any of that, I might lose my heart to him, and if I lose my heart, I could lose him.

      The person I depend on, turn to, need.

      So I say something else that’s true. “It was. You broke all the laws, Oliver.”
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      This isn’t the first time we’ve spent the night. There was that Saturday a few years ago when we were all up late—Stella, Henry, Oliver, and me—playing Would You Rather and showing off our drink-mixing and drink-downing prowess. My grandma was out of town, and we all crashed in the living room in an epic late-night fiesta of drinks, food, and fun that made us feel like we were in college again.

      Another time, I was at his apartment, binge-watching Friends from College on Netflix—or cringe-watching, really, since that show is like a train wreck you can’t turn away from—and I conked out five minutes into the final episode.

      I woke the next morning covered in a navy-blue blanket, one arm hanging over the side of his couch. We finished the episode over coffee and bagels, lamenting the show’s cancellation.

      But this is not that.

      This is not either of those.

      This is something else entirely.

      I’m not even sure how he or we made the decision for him to stay over last night, only that there was yawning and stretching, and a great many I’m so tireds involved.

      Now, it’s Saturday morning, and he’s sound asleep on his stomach, the sheets riding low on his waist.

      His back is exposed, and as I push up on my elbows, I’m tempted to trace long, lazy lines down his spine to where the curves of his perfect, round butt cheeks peek above the sheets.

      Dear sexy ex-boyfriend indeed.

      He’s the sexiest.

      And the riskiest. Because my heart clutches as I gaze at him, swelling with new emotions.

      Or maybe not so new ones.

      Maybe ones that have been present for years and became even stronger last night, activated by touch.

      Or maybe activated by new moments too.

      I flash back on last night outside the jewelry store, the way he apologized, then later at the game as we talked about our families.

      Those moments brought me closer to him.

      Made me feel more connected to my best friend.

      I lift my hand, running it through the air as if I’m touching him. The desire storming inside me is so much more than physical.

      It’s not only coming from my body—it’s coming from my heart, my mind.

      And that’s why I have to get out of bed, have to get away from him.

      If I stay here, I’ll pepper him with kisses. I’ll run my fingers across his warm skin. I’ll try to cuddle him.

      My God, if I cuddle him, I’ll give away all this aching in my heart.

      And I can’t.

      Just can’t.

      Last night has to be just sex.

      Because I remember how he looked at me in the diner yesterday after we broke the kiss.

      Like he’d already lost something.

      I remember what he said later when he apologized.

      I left because I didn’t think I could stop kissing you if I stayed, and I care about you too deeply to jeopardize our friendship.

      The memory singes me, and I bolt out of bed, grabbing jeans, panties, a bra, and a shirt. Like my hair is on fire, I rush to the bathroom, take a quick shower, brush my teeth, and get dressed. I can’t risk our friendship. I can’t hurt it.

      Ten minutes later, I’m out of there, heading into the kitchen to start some coffee.

      I’m not a yoga person, and I don’t meditate. But I know the value of breathing, so I practice my breaths, telling myself that nothing can jeopardize the years of depending on each other.

      Because I won’t let it.

      As the life-giving beverage brews, I hear sheets rustling and feet padding on the floor. Then the toilet flushes, a sink runs, and a door opens.

      Clad in only jeans, Oliver walks into the kitchen with gorgeous bed head and a happy grin.

      My heart trips on itself, wanting to run to him and fling itself at his feet.

      Must. Calm. Down.

      “Good morning,” I say, all cheery and full of zest.

      I’m not Summer the Sex Vixen anymore. I’m the cheery, sarcastic friend. I draw a circle in the air to encompass him, especially the hair. “I’m entering you in The Best Bed Head Ever competition. Because that all-the-strands-sticking-up look is adorable.”

      I fix on a smile.

      There. I sound like a sassy friend, not a lovestruck lover.

      With a what can you do shrug, he drags a hand through his tousled hair, strides over to me, and drops a kiss onto my cheek. The minty scent of his breath drifts past my nostrils. He must have found my extra toothbrush and brushed his teeth when he woke up. Another point in his favor.

      He lifts his face. “Morning.”

      Gah.

      Even the way he says Morning is making my heart do handsprings. What is wrong with me?

      I straighten my spine and gesture to the coffee. “Want a cup?”

      “There is only one correct answer to that question.”

      I smile and pour him a mug, looking away and focusing on the role I’m playing. That role means steering the ship of us back into Buddy Harbor.

      “So,” I begin, drawing a deep breath. “The verdict is in.” I spin around and hand him his coffee.

      He arches a brow in question. “It is?”

      I nod fiercely, making a big deal of this moment. Because friendships cannot be jeopardized with things like epic, earth-shattering, soul-searing sex.

      “Good-looking men are not selfish lovers. Law abolished.” I make a big sweeping gesture with my free hand, like I’m striking down a statute.

      He blinks, his brow furrowing. He takes a drink of his coffee, the crease in his forehead still present. “Oh, right,” he says. Then his expression shifts, like he’s clearing something up in his head. When he looks at me, he flashes that fabulous, famous smile—the one that melts hearts and panties, and might very well be doing a number on both those things of mine right now.

      Damn him for being so damn pretty.

      And kind.

      And funny.

      And caring.

      Because that was what I saw last night. For all his cocksure charm, all his jokes about sizes, he’s the same guy in bed that he is out of it.

      A good man.

      He blows out a long stream of air, like he’s relieved too. “Glad to hear that. That law. Super important to strike it down.”

      “Right?” I force out a laugh. “I couldn’t have Stella bad-mouthing your abilities. I had to know for sure, though, since she wouldn’t take my word for it.”

      “Right, right,” he says, nodding as he drinks again. “Wouldn’t want that.” His voice tightens, goes a little crisper. “Maybe it’s time to let Twitter know too. I’m sure they’d be delighted to learn that I’m not only a spectacular kisser, but that I’m great in bed as well.”

      My brow knits. Is he mad?

      He sets the cup on the table and turns to head for the bedroom. In my alarm and confusion, I grab his arm. “I didn’t mean anything bad by it.”

      He laughs, but it sounds bitter. “Nor did I. Hell, it’s great news. Let’s host a parade. Let’s tell everyone that the guy you all thought would be rubbish in the sack is a stellar shag.”

      “Oliver,” I say, turning desperate. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m not posting anything on Twitter. I was just . . .”

      I was just covering up how I feel for you.

      He waves a hand. “Whatever. It’s fine. I love being judged for completely unimportant shit.”

      He doesn’t add like how I look, because that would be cocky.

      And right now, he’s not cocky.

      But he has been judged—unfairly—and that’s partly my fault.

      I don’t let go of his arm, squeezing tightly. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I didn’t mean to judge you. I think you’re amazing. As a person, as a friend, as a . . .” I flap my hand in the direction of the bedroom.

      A small smile plays on his lips. “Thanks.”

      “And I would never say something online about . . .” I don’t finish that sentence either—how good you are in bed. That seems trivial, and this moment feels bigger, more important.

      So I do the thing I ought to do—apologize again. “I’m sorry for judging you on your looks. You’re gorgeous, and I maybe assumed something that was stupid to assume.”

      He laughs, and it sounds self-deprecating. “I sound like a total arse now. It’s all good. We’re good, I swear. I didn’t mean to get cranky.” He takes a beat. “But would you tell Stella your grade for me?”

      The question comes out almost sheepish, like he’s embarrassed to ask.

      I want to tell him the truth. That I would tell Stella as my friend. That I would tell her because she’s the only person to see through this facade of mine. Because she knows how I feel for Oliver.

      Oh, how I want to find her, flop onto a couch, clutch my heart, and say it was amazing because it was him.

      But I can’t, and I won’t.

      “No,” I say. “It’s private.”

      He shakes his head, like he’s clearing it. “Shit. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I said any of that about judgments and whatnot. I didn’t mean anything bad by it.”

      I let go of his arm. “I didn’t mean to make it seem like it was only about that, Oliver. I didn’t sleep with you to test her theory.”

      “You didn’t?” For a second, it sounds like he’s holding something precious in his hands, like a hummingbird, like hope.

      I square my shoulders. “No. It wasn’t about a law.”

      “No. It wasn’t about that for me either,” he says, his voice stretched thin.

      In it I can hear fear—fear of loss—like I heard the other day. I go with an answer that’s true but won’t hurt my heart—or his.

      I meet his eyes, willing myself to stay strong. “I think we just got caught up.”

      “Yes!” His eyes blaze. Well, then. “All caught up.”

      “It was a moment. And we just gave in.”

      “Yes, precisely. Just a moment,” he says, practically punching the air in agreement.

      Admittedly, my silly heart wishes he weren’t agreeing so easily. But my head knows this is for the best.

      “We’re not going to do it again, obviously,” I add.

      “Of course not. We know better.”

      I swallow past the stone in my throat. “We do.”

      “Yeah, we sure do.” Then he picks up the cup, takes another deep drink, and peers at the clock. “I should get out of here. I have lots to do.” He scratches his head and repeats, “Yeah, lots to do.”

      I don’t answer. I just savor the view one last time.

      I’ll see him like this again, surely. At the pool, he’ll be wearing less.

      But it’s not so much what he’s wearing or not wearing.

      It’s why. He’s still in a half-dressed state from last night, from us, together. It’s not just bed head—it’s bed head from sleeping next to me. It’s shirtlessness from me undressing him last night.

      It’s a sleepy, sex-rumpled, morning-after look, and I put it there.

      I want to put it there again.

      But I can’t.

      So it’s better if I just let him leave.

      “Yeah, I have so much to do too. The gym and planning. Maybe I’ll even add a pole-dancing class and all sorts of fun stuff.” The words tumble out to fill the awkward silence. “Plus, we have dinner tonight with your client, and maybe we should take pics for one of those The Dating Pool dates before we go? I’ll pick one and text you where to meet.”

      “Sounds brilliant.” He heads to my room, grabs his clothes and shoes, then walks to the door.

      I follow him, and as I open it, my grandmother walks back in.

      “Oh, I didn’t know you had company,” she says. “Hi, Oliver.”

      “Good to see you, Mags. I’m just taking off. Summer, I’ll see you tonight.”

      When he leaves, it feels like he takes a piece of my heart with him. My grandmother tilts her head, shooting me a curious look.

      “There’s something you need to tell me. I see it in your eyes.”

      A lump rises in my throat. She knows me so well.

      My shoulders sag as she shuts the door, and then I sit at the table and tell her everything.

      Well, I leave out the three orgasms, but I tell her that I think I’m falling for him.

      “What do I do?”

      She pats my hand. “Sweetheart, I honestly don’t know.”
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      Time to focus on the gym.

      On the goal that I’ve been working toward for years.

      I am this close to nabbing the financing I need to make this happen, and all I have to do is nail this feature piece for The Dating Pool.

      I power walk around the park with Mags, where we discuss the follow-up email from The Dating Pool, with its short list of possible dates. We debate the merits of each, and settle on a few fab ones. Ones that will make the piece sing, and hopefully guarantee the magazine pays me the full amount for the article I’ll write.

      Then we catch up on her triathlon training and her friend Octavia’s Tinder woes—she did not swipe right on a dog, but she is suffering from a severe lack of interest in men her age.

      “She finds them dull. She likes a captivating young mind,” Mags says.

      “And what about you? Anyone new on the horizon?”

      “Me? I like ’em thirty-five or younger,” she says with a wink, and I’m pretty sure she’s taking this walk with me to keep my mind off Oliver. News flash—it’s not entirely working. I’m faking it, pretending I’m not thinking about him.

      But I do always love chatting with my grandmother.

      “Cradle robber,” I say with an exaggerated cringe.

      “But I do prefer to meet men the old-fashioned way. IRL.”

      “You can just say ‘in real life,’” I tell her as we power walk along the Bethesda Terrace.

      “If I don’t use the lingo, you’ll never learn it,” she says sweetly.

      “Hey! I know the lingo.”

      “Sure you do,” she says with a wink, then she squeezes my shoulders when we reach Fifth Avenue. “Good luck with your meeting.”

      She spins around and breaks into a jog. I smile as I watch her go, loving her spirit, her get-up-and-go-no-matter-what-ness. I’m glad she’s so fit at her age—seeing her energy reminds me why I do what I do.

      Or what I’m trying to do, at least.

      I head to a café and meet with some of my instructors for the classes I want to add at the gym, crossing my fingers that this dating piece will do the trick and make my dream come true.

      When I’m done, I say goodbye, grab a coffee, and google my favorite options from the short list The Dating Pool sent over. Checking the time, I pick the best one for tonight, then open my text app and tap out a message to Oliver.

      

      
        
        Summer: I know you hate classes, but . . .

      

        

      
        Oliver: Please tell me we’re not going to learn to knit hats or make booties. Or candles. I draw the line at candle making.

      

        

      
        Summer: Candles? That’s the line in the sand?

      

        

      
        Oliver: A man has to have some lines.

      

        

      
        Summer: Then you’ll love where I’ve drawn this one.

      

        

      
        Oliver: Can’t wait.

      

        

      
        Summer: You do know I can hear the sarcasm even through text messages?

      

        

      
        Oliver: I wasn’t trying to hide it.

      

        

      
        Summer: See you at five on Perry and Hudson, then we’ll go to your client’s dinner, and we’ll have a hostess gift that’ll be perfectly unique.

      

        

      
        Oliver: Lawyers are generally known for giving great hostess gifts. We’re often praised as a collective group for our excellence in that area.

      

      

      

      As I drink my coffee and reread the thread, a pang pulls on my heart.

      This should be a good thing—that we can return so seamlessly to the way we’ve always been. We are a rubber band, snapping back into friendship shape.

      But in a way, it feels off, like this isn’t who we are anymore.

      Or maybe it’s not who we could be.

      I had a taste of that last night, and I want another drink.

      But I sigh and close the app.
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      In the grand scheme of things, I have nothing against pink. I mean, it’s not my color. I don’t wear it. I don’t decorate with it. Not that I decorate anything, for that matter.

      Point being, pink is fine, except when it’s not fine. Except when I’m surrounded by it.

      “I feel like I’m swimming in a Pepto Bismol bottle,” I whisper to Summer as the pink-haired instructor with the world’s cheeriest smile hands us aprons at the Cookie Academy.

      “It does have a rather strong Candy Land-slash-My Little Pony vibe,” Summer whispers, tying an apron around her neck.

      I fasten mine at the waist, then gesture to myself, reaching for humor and normalcy. “Domestic god is a good look on me, right?” I lift a brow and give her my best smolder. “You’ve always wanted to see me in an apron—admit it.”

      Wait—

      I frown, second-guessing myself.

      Was that flirty?

      Yeah, that was flirty.

      I shouldn’t be flirty with Summer if we’re going back to the friend zone. And we are, since we’ve agreed that last night was not the norm.

      But this is a cookie-making class. Cookie dough won’t be tempting. It’s not like we’re making sensual massage oil. Now that would be a class I could get behind.

      “You look absolutely dashing.” Summer pats me on the shoulder as we set out ingredients on the pink counter. If she’s feeling awkward after this morning’s let’s-never-go-there-again decision, it’s not showing.

      At the front of the kitchen classroom, the instructor cups her mouth to make a megaphone. “Who’s ready to make the best cookie batter ever?”

      “We are,” shouts the couple behind us.

      “Woot, woot,” shouts another.

      I groan inside. Classes should not include a cheering section.

      The instructor sings out her instructions, and we set to work mixing and measuring, Summer taking pics as we go.

      “I think The Dating Pool included this date idea on its short list because it’s highly Instagrammable.” She snaps a shot of me measuring sugar.

      “Isn’t that the main criterion for a date these days? Because who will believe you had a date if you don’t post pics on social media?”

      When Summer laughs, I take it as a sign that this is where we’re supposed to be. No, not this pic-friendly, cotton-candy-pink cookie school. I mean the friendship we’ve managed to pull out of the sex nosedive. We’re flying at cruising altitude into the friend zone so damn easily it’s like we live there.

      This proves last night was a blip. Just a bump of turbulence.

      “We’re adorbs,” she says. Now she’s snapping a shot of us working our KitchenAid blender—pink, of course. Then she pauses. “Wait. How about a kiss? What’s a photo op without a kiss?”

      “Things I ask myself every day.” I drop a chaste one on her cheek.

      This is our frequency, this saccharine cute and absolutely fucking awful class where we stir up a concoction we could make at home. But in this day and age, we need a course in everything so it can be chronicled for social media, thus proving we’re having the best time ever.

      All I want to do is rip off this apron, bring her close, and kiss her senseless.

      Toss her over my shoulder.

      Carry her out of here.

      I want to strip her, touch her, have her.

      Tell her how I feel all night long, and then in the morning tell her that I want to do it again and again.

      Instead, I’m shaking rainbow sprinkles into cookie dough batter while pretending I don’t want to do any of that with the woman next to me.

      I sneak a glance at her—the girl next door who’s become the woman I want.

      Become so much more than a friend.

      The strawberry shortcake instructor swings by, checking out our mix and clapping approvingly.

      “I’ll take a picture of you guys, since you’re so cute,” she chirps.

      We pose, flashing toothy, too-big smiles, cheerily stirring our batter, peppering each other’s cheeks with kisses.

      My life has become a series of social media moments, chronicled for The Dating Pool piece, one fake moment after another with my fake fiancée.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When we leave to make our way to Geneva’s dinner party, Summer’s brow is furrowed, and she seems lost in thought. I look at her hand by her side, wanting to take it, knowing I shouldn’t.

      Why did I think it would be a good idea to sleep with her to prove a point?

      That was a stupid idea.

      “You okay, Summer?” I ask as we walk along Perry Street, wanting to keep things light between us. “Are you thinking deep, cookie-inspired thoughts about the state of the world?”

      She shoots me a dubious sideways look. “Did cookies make you think deep thoughts about the state of the world?”

      “Yes. Absolutely.”

      “Do tell,” she prompts.

      I choose the safest of my insights. “When did everything turn into a class? There are pickle-making classes, yarn-twining classes, how-to-tie-your-shoelace-into-an-origami-frog classes. Everything is a class.”

      “I wouldn’t mind learning how to tie my shoelaces into a frog,” she counters, but her tone is more curious than challenging. “Why do you dislike all these trendy classes so much?”

      “They’re pointless. People take them, but they never actually go home and make pickles, or candles, or piña coladas. They take them knowing they’ll never make pickles or piña coladas.”

      She shrugs and smiles. “Who cares, as long as the class itself is fun.”

      “You liked that?” I hook my thumb back toward the Cookie Academy.

      “Yes. I had a good time.”

      “But you could do that at home,” I argue as we reach the next block, heading toward my client’s West Village home.

      “True, but I don’t very often, and sometimes it’s fun just to get out of the house. To do something other than dinner and a movie, or dinner and drinks. You wouldn’t want to do that if we were dating?”

      That stops me in my tracks—the if. The question of dating her. The possibility I haven’t let myself ponder.

      “No, I wouldn’t.”

      “What would you want to do, then?”

      I answer easily. “I would probably take you to, say, a hockey game. Or maybe to your favorite diner. I would take you to Central Park, since I know you love it. We’d wander through it and try to find a corner of the park you haven’t explored. But if we couldn’t, we’d just go to all your favorite places because they’re mine too.”

      The scenarios roll off my tongue. I know them well. I know her well. “I would go for a run with you, something else we both enjoy. I would ask you what new music is on your current playlist, and you’d tell me you just downloaded the playlist from Sex Education, and I’d say, ‘That’s a brilliant show,’ and you’d say, ‘I know, I love it, it’s amazing.’ And then we’d debate which one’s better, Sex Education or Schitt’s Creek, but we’d literally never decide.”

      I stop for a breath, trying to read her brown eyes. But they’re not flashing kiss me now at me in neon. Instead, they’re gentler, and that softness in them, a vulnerability, even, hooks into my heart and tugs.

      I don’t know what to do with that look or these feelings except to stand on this corner with her. Talk to her. Be with her. Go into that party tonight as if it’s a real date, not a date for show.

      Mostly, I just want to know where she’s at.

      “What do you think?” I ask.

      “Those things all sound like great dates too,” she says slowly, absorbing what I’ve just said, and almost as slowly, she lets a grin spread across her pretty face. “But I also had a great time with you just now at the cookie class. I pretty much always have a great time with you, Oliver.”

      I fight the impulse to draw her near, to bring her into my arms. “Yeah, same here. I hate stupid classes, but I always have fun with you. I guess part of me is just tired of the charade,” I say, but the desire to touch her is stronger than the will to stop, and I finally yank her in close for a hug.  She snuggles against me, her face in the crook of my neck.

      And that feels too good.

      Too right.

      And a little too tempting. As a couple walks past us, I close my eyes and inhale the scent of her hair, sweet vanilla reminding me of last night, taunting me with a tonight that won’t happen.

      I breathe her in on the streets of New York, doing my damnedest to stay very still. To not cross a line again. To make sure we’re on the level.

      Even though it’s hard.

      Maybe too hard to keep to myself.

      “You smell really, really good,” I whisper, and a bit of weight shifts off of me.

      “So do you,” she says softly into my neck. “Maybe beautiful guys just smell better.”

      I laugh. “Yes, it’s our secret cologne.”

      She takes a beat. “Actually, it’s just you. You just smell really good, Ollie.”

      Then she draws a shaky breath and pulls back. “But if we keep doing that, we’ll get all caught up again, and we said we wouldn’t.”

      “Right. Right. We did say that.” Part of me loves that she feels the same slippery slope I do.

      Another part wants to send us both tumbling down that hill.

      We start walking again along the block and spot a couple staring at us. One of the pair, a woman with dark hair and gray eyes, offers me a tentative smile and seems embarrassed. “America’s Best Boyfriend?”

      Summer chimes in, “This is him.”

      “Can we take a pic?”

      “Sure,” she says, snuggling up against me.

      The woman snaps a picture, then her eyes drift down to Summer’s left hand. “Gorgeous ring.”

      “Thanks so much,” Summer says, and the couple turns to leave, saying they’ll hashtag us.

      I look forward to the day I’m not a hashtag.
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      A little later, we reach Geneva’s block.

      “I feel a little guilty going in there,” Summer says softly.

      “Because it’s a charade?”

      She smiles softly. “Yes, to be honest.”

      “Same here. I guess I’m not as Machiavellian as I thought.”

      “Did you think you were?”

      “I’m a lawyer. I have to be a little Machiavellian. The ends justify the means and all.” I puff up my chest and put on my best dickhead voice. “I’m an asshole. I can do this.”

      She laughs, then her laughter fades. “But in this case, I do think the end justifies the means. Maybe I’m Machiavellian.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because I think it’s stupid that you were judged for what I said. I think it’s stupid, too, that I judged you for being”—she waves her hand at me—“for being pretty.”

      I flutter my hand across my chest. “I’ve always wanted to be pretty.”

      “You know what I mean. It’s ridiculous. Society judges women based on looks, and, frankly, on a million other things too. And then we turn around and judge other people. The internet judged you. Your client judged you for a letter I wrote about how awesome you are.” She’s winding herself up, building a head of steam. “It’s insane. I mean, so what if you had truly broken my heart. Does that mean you’re a bad lawyer?”

      “Probably means I’m a good lawyer.”

      “But see, that’s the thing—the letter was supposed to be a thank you,” she says, turning to me, touching my arm. “It was supposed to be between us.”

      I take a breath, thinking carefully before I say the next thing. “Then why didn’t you just tell me?”

      She’s quiet, the cogs in her brain whirring. “Because I don’t think I realized what it was at the time. I wrote it from the heart, and it felt like a secret, something only we would know.”

      Her confession feels like the true secret. She’s telling me something private, something meaningful.

      I stroke her hair, tucking some strands behind her ear. “Then next time, just tell me.”

      She raises her hand to clutch my wrist, but not like she’s stopping me—more like she’s clinging to me. “I’ll do that. I promise. And I’m glad you’re not mad at me.”

      I lean in closer, press my forehead to hers. “Do you want me to pretend I am? To fake being mad?”

      She laughs. “Don’t fake that. I’m sorry you have to play this game because of me.”

      But maybe I don’t mind the game after all. I slide my hand down her hair, savoring the softness, and consider saying fuck the world and kissing her.

      Instead, I let go.

      “Don’t be sorry. I’m having a blast with you. Let’s go inside and fake it—and give her this infernal cookie-batter hostess gift.”

      Once inside, we give Geneva the batter, which delights her.

      “I’ve never had someone bring me cookie batter,” she says, her eyes shifting from Summer to me. “I suspect this is your fiancée’s doing.”

      “It absolutely is.”

      We mingle with her guests, as well as Jane, and I feel nothing but honest as I take Summer’s hand, thread my fingers through hers, and introduce her as my fiancée.

      She looks like she belongs to me.

      She feels like she belongs to me.

      And when I hold her hand during the cocktail hour, I don’t think anyone can tell otherwise.

      Geneva introduces me to some of the other partners at her media firm. “This is my attorney, Oliver Harris. He’s tops at contracts and business, and he looks out for me like a tiger,” she says. “And this is his fiancée, Summer.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Summer says to a tall woman with horn-rimmed glasses.

      “And you as well,” the woman answers. “How long have you two been engaged?”

      “Two weeks.” Summer gives the story that we practiced after the bacon-wine almost-fiasco.

      “Congrats. And when is the wedding?” the inquisitor continues.

      “In ten months,” she says, squeezing my hand. “We’re getting married in Central Park. We’ve always loved it there.”

      “Right.” I pitch to sell our story. “We had our first kiss there.”

      “Oh, how romantic,” Geneva puts in. “Where in Central Park?”

      Summer meets my gaze, her brown eyes twinkling. “By the carousel.” She touches my arm. “Do you remember what I said in high school about kissing at that spot?”

      My mind is a blank—a white slate of nothing. Then, like the sun rising, the memory returns. “Right. On one of our visits there. You said you wanted your first real kiss to be there. And I just laughed.”

      “Why did you laugh?” Geneva asks curiously.

      I don’t look at Geneva. I look at Summer and speak the truth. “Because I knew then, on some level, I wanted her first kiss to be with me.”

      “Ohh! That’s so lovely.” Geneva clasps her hands to her chest. The other woman coos.

      And Summer just smiles at me, only me. “I wanted it to be you too.”

      I have no choice. I step closer, sweep my lips across hers, and kiss her the way I want to now.

      Well, not entirely. I’d like to kiss her with no one else around. But here in the middle of a dinner party, I’ll take this.

      Nothing about it feels fake. Not the gust of breath that escapes her lips. Not the slightest murmur she gives. And not how she responds.

      But because we’re not alone, I end the kiss after a few seconds, reorienting on the present moment. “And we did kiss there for real, several months ago, when we started dating.” I pick up the thread of our fake story. “Because I realized after all these years that it’d always been her.”

      All the hands flutter over all their hearts.

      Summer’s eyes widen, shining with what might be the threat of tears, but she, too, gets back to the story. “So, earlier this week, we recreated our kiss for fun. To celebrate, you know?”

      “Yes, of course,” Geneva says.

      The other woman adds, “And did you know then that you were in love with her?”

      “It took me a while to figure it out,” I say, and Summer visibly trembles at the comment. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, the way it moves through her body. The way her breath ghosts across her lips.

      “But you figured it out,” Geneva says.

      As I meet Summer’s gaze, I speak the full truth when I say, “Yes, I did.”
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      We’re quiet later as we leave, heading down the stairs to the street, where Summer waits for her Lyft.

      We don’t say a word. It’s strange for us. But she breaks the silence eventually, gesturing to my client’s home. “Are you going to feel as bad as I will when you tell her we broke up?”

      “Yes.” But not for the reasons she thinks. Not because I feel guilty. I don’t fucking care about appearances anymore.

      I say yes because I feel like it’s already happening—the breaking up—and it does feel bad.

      The feeling is magnified when the Honda pulls up to the curb and I open the door and say good night.

      She waves faintly from the car, the look in her eyes a little sad.

      It probably mirrors mine.

      Last night really was just one night.

      Once she leaves, I don’t call a cab or a Lyft.

      I start down the block, but I’m not alone for long. A familiar voice calls out, “Care to walk a woman home, love?”

      I turn around and wait for Jane, coming from the party. “If I must.”

      We turn uptown. “Seems like your little ruse is going well.”

      “Is it though?”

      “You had everyone eating out of the palm of your hand,” she remarks. “Maybe you missed your calling as an actor.”

      “Maybe I did.”

      She pats my arm. “Or maybe you should just let Summer know you actually have feelings for her, like ManCandyFan thinks you do.” She takes a breath, showing me her phone.

      

      
        
        @ManCandyFan: He’s so in love with her.

      

        

      
        @TheThird: Is he though?

      

        

      
        @GossipLover1andOnly: Yes. It’s beyond obvious.

      

      

      

      For a second, I close my eyes, letting the comments sink in. By and large, the internet is pretty stupid. But Jane isn’t. So, I open my eyes and meet her gaze, asking her opinion, since she knows me well.

      “You think I have feelings for her?”

      “Yes. And that perhaps you have for a long time now.” Then she hails a cab. “Time for me to go.”

      “Thanks for leaving on that note.”

      “What better note to leave on than giving you something to think about? Especially when I need to get home to feed Daisy. She’s quite demanding when she’s hungry. Cats. What can you do?”

      “Feed them, I suppose.”

      When she’s gone, I walk up the street, trying to remind myself why I never pursued anything with Summer in the first place. Why I never let myself examine all those things I felt for her but couldn’t name.

      It’s because she’s practically family.

      Because she’s part of my life.

      Because I know what it’s like to lose someone you love.

      Only, none of those reasons hold as much weight as they did a week ago.
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      The next morning, I meet up with Logan and Fitz to play paintball in Central Park.

      “I had an epiphany last night,” Logan announces.

      “You’re joining a monastery?” Fitz asks.

      “You’re dying your hair all the colors of the rainbow?” I put in.

      “You’re going to Vegas and betting everything on red?” Fitz says.

      Logan rolls his eyes. “No, dickheads. It’s about the strategy. I had it all wrong. It’s not about crushing the other team. It’s about how fucking awesome we are.”

      I shoot him a skeptical look. “Is this an empowerment moment?”

      “Yeah, because I don’t know if I’m ready to sing ‘Let the River Run’ with you cats,” Fitz says.

      Logan gives him the side-eye. “Did you just reference Working Girl?”

      “Yes, does this surprise you?” Fitz asks. “One, Harrison Ford is in it. Two, I grew up with three sisters and a single mom. We watched it together.”

      I snap my gaze to Logan. “More to the point, did you just recognize a Working Girl reference?”

      Logan ignores me and proceeds with “As I was saying—Amelia and I were talking last night, and she said I was going at it all wrong.” Amelia is his daughter, and I appreciate the image of her telling him he was all wrong. “She said the point of the game is not to crush the enemy but to have fun. And I realized I’ve been focused on the wrong thing—on some stupid revenge on the guy at Lehman. But you know what? He can have my ex. I am done being angry, and I am letting it go. I just want to have a blast and move the hell on.”

      Is he serious? I pull back to study him, and yes, he absolutely means what he’s saying. This is a huge step for my friend, and I smile, happy for and proud of him.

      “That is big of you.”

      Logan simply shrugs. “Time to move on. Also, my daughter is brilliant, so I should listen to her.”

      “Sometimes kids have the best advice,” I agree. I wonder what Amelia would tell me to do about all these feelings I have for her Aunt Summer.

      The advice she gave Logan is kind of all-purpose, and maybe I should apply it broadly. So I decide to follow the kid’s wisdom for the moment.

      Just have fun.

      Right now, though, we play, and Logan doesn’t obsess on crushing the competition to settle a pointless score. He seems happy, and like that—playing as a team, playing as friends—we win.

      Afterward, as he packs up his gear, I tell Fitz, “Bet he meets someone new and is arse-over-elbow in love before we know it.”

      Fitz claps me on the back. “My bet is you’re next.”

      I scoff, dismissing that with a wave, then tell them I’ll take them out for breakfast. But over eggs and toast, I’m still thinking about Summer and the story of how we fell in love in Central Park.

      Then I shove it out of my head because it’s time to play pretend with her again.
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            SUMMER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thrifting?” Oliver arches a brow as we walk to A Taste of Champagne, a consignment shop on the Upper West Side, then he shakes his head like a dog shaking off water. “You’re really taking me thrifting?”

      “It’s apparently a very popular thing to do on a date.”

      “For who? Teenage girls?”

      “Well, the cookie-dough class seemed tailor-made for teenage girls, and women who were once teenage girls do most of the date planning these days, so I suppose, yes, dating trends are driven by teenagers.”

      “Can we go to the mall next?”

      I swat him and tell him no as we head into the vintage shop. As I comb through racks, he snaps pictures of me while I hunt for a cute jacket.

      Focus on the date, I remind myself.

      Focus on the article.

      Don’t focus on memories of last night and the swoony words that fell from his mouth as he spun the story of how he fell in love with me.

      Swoony words were part of faking it.

      Who knew Oliver was such a good actor?

      But he is. He’s a great actor.

      I find a rack of short sequined dresses, labeled The Bridesmaid Dresses You Really Want. I sort through them, paying undue attention to the sparkles to keep my mind off all the things I can’t have.

      Like him.

      Because relationships suck. I don’t have time for them, and they just distract you from your goals anyway.

      So there, I tell my brain.

      Really, I should tell my heart, which beats too fast for him.

      “Thrifting is fun,” I say as I sort through clothes, ever the cheerleader.

      “Why does it need a name like thrifting? It’s just shopping,” he says.

      I shoot him a look over a rack of red dresses. “See? You’re being all negative again.”

      “No, I’m being honest. It’s not like this is a new thing. Is it supposed to be a fresh fad because we gave it a new name? It’s literally bargain-hunting.”

      “Why do you have to be the fun police?”

      “I am not the fun police. I am the fun ringmaster. And I’ll prove it to you with our next activity. Did you see the link I sent you earlier? Today is a very special day at Central Park. Once a year. Swan boats.”

      “Yes. I did. I love that the park just started that,” I answer, then return my attention to the dresses, where I spot a sapphire sequined mini dress with spaghetti straps. “This is perfect. I’ll try it on, and can you take a pic?”

      “Yes, of course, and then we’ll Snapchat it to all our friends, like Madison and Hannah and Taylor,” he says, imitating a teenager.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You’re having a good time even though you don’t realize it.”

      He laughs, waving a hand toward the dressing room. “Let’s see the dress, Cassidy, and then we can show Grayson.”

      “Fine, but don’t forget to tag Braxton, Jayden, and also Carson.” I snatch the dress and saunter into the changing room.

      “I’ll get it on Instaface straightaway. And then ChatterSnap.”

      “You do that.” I shrug out of my cotton sundress and pull the snug little number over my head, yanking it down to my thighs, where it ends. Glancing at my shoes, I laugh out loud. “My yellow flip-flops look so cute with this sexy number, Jarret.”

      “All right. Show me, Isabella, and then we can post it for the squad.”

      I swing open the door, announcing myself with a “Ta-da.”

      Oliver’s jaw drops. He blinks then rubs a hand over his chin. “I love thrifting.”

      “You do?”

      He nods, looking mesmerized. “I’m getting it for you. Wear it all day.”

      And I say yes.
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      A bearded man chewing on a straw unties a swan boat, pats the railing on the dock, then tells us to get in.

      We step into a plastic swan paddleboat on the lake in Central Park. Normally, the park only has gondolas or rowboats, but once a year it’s Swan Boat Day.

      “No rocking. No swan boat bumper cars, and no making out,” he barks at us.

      “Aye-aye, captain,” Oliver says, backing the boat out of the dock, the churning of the paddles beneath the boat like a roller coaster chugging uphill.

      I push hard with my yellow flip-flops as we pedal around the lake at top speed—maybe three miles an hour. We cruise past other boaters, enjoying the sun and the water.

      “Is this too teenager-y for you, Mr. I’m So Sophisticated?” I ask. “Are you sure it’s not your fun police duty to arrest us?”

      “It’s more fun than shopping,” he says as we pedal through a sunny patch of water, past another group of boaters.

      I wave to them before turning my narrow-eyed gaze on Oliver. “But you seemed to be having fun shopping. You made me get the dress.”

      He eyes me from top to bottom, his green eyes shimmering with a hint of desire. He’s not trying to hide it, and that heats me up, especially when he says, “Well, it looks good on you. I had no choice.”

      “No choice? Really?”

      “When a woman looks this good, she can’t not wear the thing that makes her look this hot,” he says, his eyes locked on mine.

      His words and his gaze make my stomach flip as tingles spread down my chest.

      “See? You have your laws, and so do I.” The way he says it, all low and sexy, makes my pulse speed up.

      I shouldn’t like this, but I do. God, I do.

      I like knowing he’s still affected, still attracted to me, even though we laid down the rules.

      We made our choices.

      But it feels like the choices are making us.

      And try as we might to reroute back to friendship, we keep tipping into the danger zone.

      Soon we reach a quiet corner of the lake where it feels like it’s just us. He stops pedaling, and we soak in the sun.

      Maybe it’s best to remember those choices. To remind ourselves of why we’re here. So I try. “We made it through last night. We survived.”

      “Yes, the cookie batter. Don’t remind me.”

      I set a hand on his arm. He tenses, then, after a moment, relaxes. “No, I meant we survived moving past the sex.”

      “We did,” he says, pushing out a laugh. “Because I used my patented mind eraser.”

      “What’s that?”

      He mimes sweeping. “I just get out my broom and sweep the memory into a corner and pretend it never happened.”

      “Really?”

      “Men are simple, right?”

      “I don’t know. I think you’re complicated.”

      “Trust me. I’m not. I’m pretty straightforward.”

      “So, if I flash my boobs, are boobs all you’re going to think about?” I ask, challenging him.

      “I’m sorry. What did you say? I stopped thinking.” He lets his gaze drift playfully down to my chest. “Nice dress.”

      “But see, I don’t believe that. You pretend you are shallow, but deep down you think about things like friendship,” I say, as he looks me in the eyes again. “You think about life and death and your parents, and you think about your clients and fighting for them and doing the best you can.”

      He looks at me, quiet and studying. “True. Yet sometimes I’m still playing the same loop. Food. Sex. Money.” He takes a beat. “Sex.”

      And I might be playing that last one on a loop too. But I’m still trying to make a point, one related to sex, and to all the other things I like about him. “I don’t think that’s all you care about. You care about security. Reliability. Dependability. If you didn’t, we’d be sleeping together again.”

      He stares hard at me, his jaw ticking. “Is that why we’re not sleeping together?”

      I stare back, feeling the mood shift. My skin is hot, my breath comes fast, and the sun beats down. “Isn’t it?”

      “At the moment, I’m honestly not sure.”

      Heat roars in my body. “I’m not either. Going back to how we were sounds good in theory . . .”

      “But theories can be wrong,” he says, his eyes dark, glimmering with lust.

      But I don’t think it’s only lust I see. I think there’s so much more.

      No, I know it.

      My tingling chest is the proof.

      My aching heart is the verification.

      And my wild need is the driver.

      Of me.

      Because here on this sunny day, in this quiet nook of my favorite place on earth, I do maybe the craziest, most daring thing of all.

      I shift out of my seat, climb onto his lap, and straddle him. Then I kiss the breath out of my best friend in a paddleboat.
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      I’m a pretty open-minded guy.

      I’ll try nearly any position. I’ll break out toys, props, and loads of dirty talk.

      I’ll give the woman what she wants.

      And if the woman wants public sex, sure, that can be arranged, short of an arrestable offense.

      I just never put a paddleboat on the list of places I’d want to try.

      But then, I never expected Summer to initiate paddleboat sex.

      Here she is with her knees spread and her dress riding up, grinding against me.

      When in Rome . . .

      I cup her face, drag her close, and kiss her.

      Without any cameras, without any agenda, without anything to prove.

      There’s no reason but desire, and we kiss hard and hungrily in the lake at Central Park, and it feels like where we’re supposed to be.

      I trace her lips, parting them with my tongue then stroking inside her mouth. I tug her closer, kiss her harder, our lips marauders. We plunder and suck, tongues tangling, bodies pressing.

      She grinds against me, pressing on my cock, like iron in my jeans. And she’s relentless, a woman after her own pleasure, like she was the other night.

      And the source of it is me.

      It’s a thrilling and addictive feeling, knowing I’m the one she’s chasing like this.

      That’s how we kiss.

      Like we can’t get enough of each other. Can’t get enough lips, tongue, skin. My fingers curl around her skull, gripping her tight, slamming her against me.

      Her hands skate into my hair, her fingers roping through the strands as she brings me closer. She’s panting, moaning, and nothing on earth is sexier than this woman revealing her desires to me.

      For me.

      And with me. I slide my hands down her back, along the crazy sequined dress and down to her ass, cupping her cheeks.

      A groan rips from my throat as I squeeze her tight, firm ass. Yes, she was naked on me the other night, and yes, she was naked in bed, but it still feels like the first time.

      Like I’m just discovering all her curves, all the softness of her body.

      My hands slide lower, reaching the edge of her short dress. She feels too good. I break the kiss, panting. “So glad you got this dress.”

      “Me too.” She breathes out hard, then lifts up and grinds back down on me, sliding against my cock, humping me.

      Lust sizzles down my spine, radiating out through my whole body as she stares wickedly at me, a wanton, gorgeous woman eager for pleasure.

      “I want you again,” she whispers, her voice all smoky and sexy.

      It’s the hottest sound I’ve ever heard, and I can still barely believe it’s coming from her.

      From my friend, who’s shown me so many sides of herself over the years—except this one.

      “I want you again too. Right now, Summer.” I bring my mouth to her neck, kissing a decadent path to her ear. “But we really need to get to my place where I can strip you to nothing, worship your body, and make you come over and over.”

      “Yes. That. Let’s do that now.”

      She slides off me a few inches, setting her feet down, hunting for her flip-flops. As she roots around for her shoes while tugging down her dress, she stumbles.

      Tips.

      Pitches.

      Right off my lap.

      Everything happens in a heartbeat.

      One second, she’s grinding on me. The next, she’s toppling off the side of the boat and into the lake.
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      How to instantly become a social media sensation? Fall into the lake while humping your fake fiancé.

      Once I pop up from the murky depths of the lake, he’s fighting like hell not to laugh at me.

      I’m soaked, head to toe, and covered in algae or Central Park Loch Ness guts. Take your pick. Both are fetid.

      “I’m a sea monster!” I say, skimming my hand over my soaking wet and utterly disgusting hair.

      Oliver kneels on the edge of the swan boat, offering his hand as he cackles.

      “You’re evil! You’re laughing at me. You’re a terrible fake fiancé.”

      He rolls his eyes as he tugs me up by my hand. “I’m an amazing fake fiancé. Get back here, you sea monster of mine.” His tone is playful as he pulls me up out of the brackish water. I sling one foot over the edge of the white plastic boat then haul myself up the rest of the way, his hand an anchor.

      I am an ungraceful, sopping, smelly mess.

      I shove the strands of wet, tangled hair from my face.

      “I told you not to do that!”

      I jerk my gaze to the bearded man who rented us the boat.

      He’s on the shore, pointing at us, flapping his arms. “I told you the rules!”

      “Gee, thanks. I wanted to fall in the water. It was on my bucket list. Go to Central Park, ride a paddleboat, and fall in the cesspool known as this lake,” I shout back.

      “I meant no making out, lady. Serves you right,” he yells.

      Oh, well. He might have a point there.

      He’s not the only one watching us.

      He’s flanked by spectators with their cameras trained on our boat. Natch. After all, what’s funnier than a girl falling into a big pond in the city?

      I do the only thing I can. Smile and wave. Just smile and wave.

      I park my butt in the plastic seat next to my fake fiancé, and we pedal to the shore, where the bearded man glowers at us, telling us to never come back again.

      “That won’t be a problem,” I assure him.

      As we get off the boat and walk away from the dock, Oliver peels off his T-shirt and hands it to me.

      My brow knits. “You’re giving me your shirt?”

      “Well, your clothes are a little bit wet.”

      I run my eyes up and down his carved chest. “Guess I get a nice view and a shirt. It is my lucky day.”

      “Play your cards right, and you can get a shower at my place too.”

      And let me tell you, I practically run out of the park for that chance.
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      I peel off his gray T-shirt then my wet sequined dress, dropping them onto the tiled bathroom floor.

      I wiggle my eyebrows as I unhook my soaking wet bra. “I’m sexy wearing Central Park lake water, don’t you think?”

      Oliver smiles as he stretches past me to turn on the shower. The water runs, and he unbuttons his jeans then unzips them. “Let me tell you something, Summer. Your sea monster perfume isn’t going to deter me from fucking you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I shiver from his words, from seeing this side of Oliver Harris, from hearing him say fuck as it applies to me. It’s surreal, but heady too, to experience him like this—wanting me, staring at me, heat and abandon in his eyes.

      Even in my swamp creature state, all matted hair and stinking of pond scum, he still gazes at me like I’m not just the object of his desire, but like I’m precious too.

      Like fucking isn’t just fucking.

      Like it’s so much more.

      That’s how I feel too. And I want to tell him and tell him soon.

      But first, I need to de-skunk myself.

      I let my bra fall to the floor as steam curls from the shower. I peel off my damp panties, hold them up on my fingertip, twirl the cotton fabric, then toss them to the floor as well.

      I step into the shower but keep my eyes trained on my best friend. I’m tempted to make a joke, maybe about swamp monsters or sea creatures, but the look in his eyes stops my breath.

      Intensity flashes across his irises, a deep and powerful longing in his green gaze.

      My heart stutters, then it pounds relentlessly as he pushes his jeans to the floor.

      His boxer briefs go whoosh.

      His cock springs free, happy to see me in my Central Park state of decay.

      “Nice to see you too,” I say as I lean my head back under the water, letting it stream over me.

      He steps in, closing the shower door behind us.

      I shudder at his nearness, at the way he can’t take his eyes off me.

      And at my own spiking pulse.

      But I also want to get clean.

      Seems Oliver wants that too, because he reaches behind me for the shampoo, pours some into his hands, then washes my hair. He’s tender and gentle, running the shampoo all through my strands then rinsing it out.

      I squirt some into my hands and return the favor, loving the feel of his hair between my fingers.

      We’re quiet, besides saying the occasional hi, and that feels good, and lots and lots of mmmms.

      I don’t trust myself to say anything else. To not blurt out some great, immutable truth. Some pronouncement born from years of admiring him from afar, from endless days of maybe, possibly crushing on my best friend.

      Fine, maybe it was more than a crush.

      Maybe it’s becoming real, so damn real, but I don’t trust that this new reality will last beyond the here and now.

      So I let myself wordlessly enjoy the moment.

      He reaches for his shower gel, pours some in his hands, and then lathers up. He rubs along my arms, and I inhale deeply, loving the attention, the care.

      He moves up my arms to my shoulders, soaping me, then down my breasts to my belly.

      After he squirts more soap, he bends, kneeling on the tiles as the water pounds over us. He soaps up my legs, from my ankles to my knees to my thighs, cleaning all the dirty water off me.

      Then he runs his hands up the back of my legs and looks up at me. “I swear this is all I’ve thought about since the other night,” he whispers, and presses his face to my thigh, brushing a kiss against my skin, water droplets sliding down his nose.

      “Same here,” I confess, my voice feathery, my need palpable.

      “Maybe I am simple, Summer. I just want to touch you again. I want to kiss you and have you and fuck you,” he says, then a rumble emanates from his throat as he turns his face from my leg to my center, pressing his lips against me where I ache for him.

      Flicking his tongue against my wetness.

      “Oh God,” I gasp the second he makes contact.

      And because I’m helpful like that, I widen my stance, spreading my legs a little more.

      He groans against me, licking and kissing.

      Desire floods my body. It lights up my veins. It spreads across my skin as he cups my ass and licks me in his shower. I lean back against the wall, and I’m glad I do when my knees wobble as his tongue sweeps across all my wetness, all my desire for him. Kissing, licking, sucking.

      The sounds he makes are a dirty song, a carnal tune of lust and passion, the notes insanely sensual.

      “If this is simple, I’ll take it,” I whisper, my fingers tangling in his hair.

      He hitches my right leg onto his shoulder, and yes, standing is harder now, but he’s got me, and so has the wall.

      And this is on.

      It’s happening.

      And I’m awash in pleasure.

      He’s relentless, kissing and worshipping, and soon pleasure crests in my body, a wave rising up, rushing to the shore. I let go of his hair, grab at the wall, and shudder. A long gust of breath escapes my lips.

      I rock against him, losing myself to the moment, losing my mind to this connection.

      And nothing feels like we’re getting swept up in a moment or a mistake.

      Everything feels like we’ve been building to this.

      It’s the last wall between us coming down, coming down gloriously.

      As the desire tightens in my belly then bursts, I gasp and cry out, coming hard.

      I wobble, and he reaches for my hips, steadying me as he rises. He wraps his arms around me and tugs me close, our wet, naked bodies pressed together.

      “Hi, Oliver,” I whisper.

      “Hi, Summer.”

      “You’re quite good at that,” I say.

      He presses a soft kiss to my lips. “Because it’s you.”

      “Or maybe because it’s you.” I slide a hand down his chest, reaching for his cock. He groans, all growly sexy as I wrap a fist around him. I stroke him, gripping and pumping and wanting.

      So much wanting.

      But so much more than wanting.

      As he thrusts into my fist, his breath hot and staggered, I take another step, a bolder step.

      Maybe the riskiest one of all.

      I don’t know where we’re going. I don’t know how to make us work. I don’t know what happens tomorrow. But I want him to know this is more than just sex for me.

      I let go of him, run my hands up his chest, and meet his gaze. “Would you make love to me?”

      His lips curve up. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      You think you know someone.

      And maybe you do.

      Maybe you know how they like their coffee, or that they snort when they laugh too hard, or that they’re a little bit stubborn—or maybe a lot—but still the most positive, upbeat person you’ve ever known.

      And maybe you need that part of them, needed that part of them for ages, because you haven’t been inherently upbeat since life changed you.

      And you know that about yourself.

      But then, you get this person naked and you learn about her other side.

      I’m learning that Summer luxuriates in her body.

      That when she’s toweled off and dry, she settles into my bed languidly, stretching her hands over her head, her body on beautiful display.

      Sure, I’ve thought about having her here, but always in a truncated way where my brain doesn’t let me finish the thought. Where I force myself to swipe the images away.

      Now the images are real as she parts her legs for me, slides a hand between them, and glides her fingers through her wetness.

      Fuckkk.

      I don’t know that I can withstand the hotness, but I’m willing to try. I am goddamn willing to try as I climb onto the bed with her, grab her ankles, and spread her legs wide.

      “Let me taste you.”

      “But you already did,” she says with a smile.

      “I am ravenous, it seems.”

      She lifts her hand, runs her fingers across my lips, and I draw them into my mouth, sucking hard, savoring once again the delicious taste of her.

      “You dirty, sexy woman. Enticing me with the way you taste so fucking good.”

      “I think you like being enticed,” she whispers as a shudder moves through her, gliding along her skin.

      I shake my head. “No. I love it.”

      I reach for a condom in the nightstand, open it, roll it on, and then push her knees up higher and higher still.

      Then I notch the head of my cock against her and push inside.

      “Oh God,” she gasps, her back bowing, her eyes fluttering shut.

      And that’s another thing I now know.

      How the girl next door looks when I fill her. When she takes me in all the way. She looks spectacular, all sex-drunk and needy, her lips parted, her knees hiked up.

      Open to me.

      I move in her, swiveling my hips, pushing deeper, pulling back, then plunging in again.

      Her hands slide up my chest. “This feels so good,” she whispers.

      “Feels amazing,” I murmur as pleasure crackles along my spine. “Feels fucking incredible.”

      Her arms loop around my neck, her fingers playing with my hair. Even that touch ignites sparks across my skin. “Because it’s you,” I tell her as I pick up the pace, moving faster, listening to her body.

      She arches her back, moving with me as we find our pace.

      When we do, I bend closer to her, my lips dusting across hers. My shoulders are tight. Tension, exquisite tension, radiates through my muscles as I fight off my own release, focusing on her, only her.

      And on the words I just said.

      Because it’s you.

      Only, that’s not entirely true. This is spectacular, the sex, the connection, the unholy pleasure.

      But not because it’s just her or me.

      “No, Summer. Do you know why it’s so good?”

      “Why?” she asks as she gasps, her voice cresting to a needy cry.

      As I move in her, I pull back to look at her face. Her brown eyes are glittering with lust and something else.

      Something deeper.

      Something far more powerful.

      Something that lasts.

      I bury my face in her neck, whispering against her ear, “Because it’s us. That’s why it’s so good. Because we’re so good together.”

      “Ohhhh,” she calls out, rising up, her hips bucking, her voice catching, her sounds reaching the ceiling. Then she’s losing control, and it’s beautiful—absolutely beautiful and erotic to watch her fall apart beneath me.

      And I follow her there, chasing my pleasure to the other side of bliss too.

      Soon, I’m lying next to her, panting, sated, drawing lines with my fingertips down her warm skin when my phone rings.

      I have half a mind to ignore it, until I realize it’s Jane’s ringtone.

      I grab the phone from the floor and answer. “Hi, Jane. What’s going on?”

      She clears her throat, and a pit forms in my stomach. “Well, love, it seems that America’s Best Boyfriend is now America’s Fakest Boyfriend.”
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      That pit? It becomes a cavernous maw as I read. It’s like rubbernecking, and I can’t stop.

      This time, it’s worse. Far worse. Because there’s a GIF someone made of Summer splashing water at me, saying, “You’re evil! You’re laughing at me. You’re a terrible fake fiancé.”

      And that’s all it takes.

      

      
        
        @ManCandyFan: NO!!!! It was all fake???? They were fake dating? They were faking us? No, no, no.

      

        

      
        @LovesListsofMen: Do you mean YES???? It means he’s single.

      

        

      
        @GossipLover1andOnly: Single and going right back on my Single and Hot in the City list.

      

        

      
        @ManCandyFan: Put him at the top. But also, NOOO!!!! They were such a cute couple.

      

        

      
        @CheetahNoah: They seemed real to me. So real. I don’t know about this new intel. Are we sure? Like, really sure? Super sure?

      

        

      
        @MenAreJerks: He’s a douche. This proves his douchiness.

      

        

      
        @PeopleAreJerks: Um, hello? She’s a douche too. She’s just as bad. They both lied to us. They totally lied. And I’m sad, sad, sad, but not surprised.

      

        

      
        @ILoveJerks: I love liars. They are so hawt.

      

        

      
        @IloveCockyJackholes: OMG, yes. Liars are like the hottest guys ever. They lie, and they look good lying. And he sure looks delish lying.

      

        

      
        @DownwithDouches: Look at this picture of them eating cookie batter. I hate them.

      

        

      
        @ILoveJerks: Would eat cookie batter off his chest. Even with raw eggs in it.

      

        

      
        @MenAreJerks: I would eat it off her chest.

      

        

      
        @DownwithDouches: Also, her ring looks fake. I bet it’s cubic zirconia.

      

        

      
        @FanofNietzsche: What did I tell you about jerks? Jerks are always the hotties. And jerks always win. And he won. The hot jerk got the hot girl, and they hoodwinked us all. Once again, it’s the universe’s way of reminding us that nihilism is alive and well.

      

        

      
        @QuestionEverything22: Or maybe that they are pranksters?

      

        

      
        @DownwithDouches: They pranked us! Let’s start a movement to stop pranksters. Also, I zoomed in on her ring from the hockey game. TOTAL FAKE, like they are.

      

        

      
        @HZRedhead: Ahem. We stopped the pranksters. You’re welcome.

      

        

      
        @TheThird: Yes. You see, we had a feeling, Hazel and I. We sensed they were faking it. So we followed them. And then we caught them on camera. They tried to trick us all. But guess who’s getting the last laugh?

      

        

      
        @HZRedhead: We are. We’re cackling as we sit in a coffee shop writing this and smooching and enjoying the satisfaction of exposing two douchey jerk canoes who tried to trick us all!

      

        

      
        @ManCandyFan: Umm, aren’t you married, @TheThird?

      

        

      
        @TheThird: Happily divorced and enjoying my new girl. We fell in love as we took down the fake fiancées. NO ONE should lie about love.

      

        

      
        @HZRedhead: Love is beautiful and true. Like you.

      

        

      
        @TheThird: No, like you. <3

      

      

      

      I yank on boxer briefs one-handed while scrolling, slack-jawed, through my phone.

      “The internet must end,” I say.

      “Like my dreams are ending. This is terrible,” she says, hunting around for clothes in a hurry, finding her purse where she stashed her sundress from the thrift shop. She tugs it over her head, then borrows some boxer briefs from me and retrieves her wet dress and underthings from the bathroom. The briefs on under her dress are kind of an odd look, but, hey, desperate times.

      And they’re definitely desperate when I see there’s a message from my newest client on my phone. It’s three words long.

      Is this true?

      And another from Helen Williams Designs asking me to call her.

      Then Summer wags her phone. “Look at this.” Her breath catches, and her face twists in a wince as she shoves the screen at me.

      It’s a message from The Dating Pool.

      The note is terse, to the point.

      

      
        
        This email is to inform you that both the Best Dates piece and your winnings from the essay contest have been canceled, your entries disqualified.

      

      

      

      And one from her mother too. She thrusts that at me next.

      

      
        
        Honey, are you all right? My book club is forwarding me a lot of strange tweets. I told them that I would know if you were engaged or if you were faking it. So let me know which it is. Love you, Mom.

      

      

      

      “I need to go.” Her voice cracks, and she covers her mouth with her hand.

      “Yeah, I need to deal with this too.” I scramble to get dressed, cursing as I tug on jeans then a shirt. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. Not a single bit of it.”

      She freezes. “What?”

      “The whole thing. It’s a fucking shitshow.”

      She swallows roughly then nods. “I didn’t mean for any of it to happen either. None of it.” She grabs her purse and says, “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Then she marches out, stopping at the door to turn and offer a helpless shrug. “I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”

      “It’s my fault,” I argue, but the door’s falling shut behind her.

      Out in the hall, her phone rings, and I hear her ask, “What’s going on, Roxanne?”
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      “You’re stuck on a stripper pole?”

      I rub my ear in case I’m hearing things. Because that just can’t be. How can Roxanne be stuck on a stripper pole? How can anyone be stuck on a stripper pole?

      “I’m not stuck,” she says diplomatically.

      “Who is, then?” I ask, swiping at the tears pricking my eyes, zeroing in on the Mayday call instead.

      “It’s more like the pole is stuck.”

      “In your apartment?”

      “In the activity room,” she confesses in a hushed voice.

      “How is there a stripper pole in the activity room?”

      “I had it installed. As part of the bingo revolt.”

      “Oh my God,” I groan, rushing to the stairwell and racing downstairs so I can get across town. “I’ll be there in five.”

      Once outside, I call a Lyft, which speeds me through the park to Sunshine Living.

      I run to the second-floor activity room, blinking when I find Roxanne, a seventyish man named Michael, and a woman Roxanne’s age, tugging at a silver pole.

      “Ah, Summer!” Roxanne rises, a little wobbly, setting her puma head cane down. “Be a dear. You’re so strong and young. Can you help us move this?”

      I shake my head in disbelief. This is my life? I’m carrying a plastic bag with a sopping wet bridesmaid’s dress inside, and now I have to uninstall a stripper pole, plus the internet hates me, my dreams have been crushed, and the man I love thinks we are a mistake. He didn’t mean for any of it to happen. He didn’t mean for us to happen.

      But first things first. Dropping the bag, I rush to the crew who are pulling—to no avail—at a stripper pole installed in a silver base. After a quick assessment, I figure out they were unscrewing it the wrong way. Grabbing the screwdriver, I slide the tool into the base and detach the pole from it, holding tightly so it doesn’t fall. Once it’s detached, the pole comes apart in two pieces.

      Roxanne guards the entrance to the activity room, then mouths, Coast is clear. Let’s take it to my place.

      I hand her and her friends the pole pieces. “Maybe that’s where it should have been installed in the first place.”

      “Live and learn,” she says, then stomps off with her friends.

      I sink down on the couch, grab my phone, and stare at my messages, trying to decide what to tackle next.

      But really, there’s nothing to tackle.

      I can’t undo The Dating Pool’s decision.

      I can’t convince them to requalify me.

      And I can’t prove we didn’t lie. We did lie. We were fake, and we won’t ever be real.

      But I can at least return my mother’s call.

      “Sweetheart. I’m at Mags’s place. Where are you?”

      “I’m on my way,” I say, crying for real, and there is nothing fake about these tears.
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      “So this is true.”

      The words are clipped, crisp.

      I pinch my nose, nodding as I slump down on my couch. “Yes.”

      I tell Geneva the truth. There’s no point in lying now. “It’s all true that it was all fake.”

      She sighs. “I’m soooo—”

      I take the liberty of filling in the blank. “Disappointed. Yeah, I’m disappointed in myself too.”

      “Yes. I thought I could trust you as my attorney.”

      “Of course you did. That’s why you hired me.” A weight sinks onto my shoulders, dragging me down. There is no point backpedaling now. No purpose in covering it up. The proof’s there on social media, where all truths and lies are exposed.

      The ring, the comments, the offhand joke between Summer and me post-paddleboat hump. Those people who took a picture of us on the street last night were probably sent by our crazy exes. More proof that exes are crazy.

      But even so, I deserve this.

      I tricked a client.

      “And I suppose that’s what is most surprising. I would expect you, of all people, to know the value of trust,” she says.

      I hang my head, dragging my hand through my hair. “You’re not wrong. It was a mistake. It seemed like a way to save face at the time, but I should have told you the truth when you first called me. I wanted to help you with your deal. I want to take care of my employees and my aunt and everyone else. So I said we were engaged because it seemed easier.”

      She sighs heavily. “I suppose what’s so strange about it is that . . .” She takes a beat to think, or maybe to mull over what to say. “It seemed so real. Last night, the things you said to Summer, the way you looked at her. I suppose it made me believe in love again. Like it was possible to get hurt and then get back up and try again. When you said—”

      “‘I realized after all these years that it’d always been her.’” I repeat my words from last night. Words that make my chest feel lighter. Words that fall from my lips so easily.

      “Yes.” There’s a smile in her voice. I can hear it. “When you said that, Oliver, I was so sure you meant it.”

      I sit up straighter, recalling last night, remembering how my heart thundered when I looked at Summer at the party. How it ached when I put her in the car. How it sped up when we were in the paddleboat, then the shower, then the bed, only an hour ago.

      “I did mean it.” I’m speaking the whole truth now.

      “What?”

      “I did. It was all fake, and it was all true too.”

      She’s quiet, humming softly then asking carefully, “What do you mean?”

      “It started as a ruse. It started because you didn’t trust me. So I thought it’d be safer if I was involved with the woman who wrote the letter, so it wouldn’t be a character indictment. And Summer’s my best friend. I’ve known her for seventeen years. She’s been by my side through everything. I know how to make her laugh, I know how to comfort her when she cries, I know what makes her happy—the park and exercise and her grandmother and trying new things—and I know her dreams. And I want to help her achieve them.”

      There goes my heart again, pounding mercilessly against my rib cage, trying to find her, to see her. “And I suppose I didn’t truly realize all of this until we faked it. But I also think maybe a part of me knew I had feelings for her and just didn’t see what was in front of me. After all, I never wanted to invite Emily to prom. I only wanted to go with Summer.”

      Geneva sighs happily. “Oh my God, that’s so sweet.”

      Then I freeze, remembering something else I said, not last night, but just an hour ago.

      I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.

      Those words could easily have been misinterpreted.

      Shit.

      I picture Summer’s face, the hurt in her pretty brown eyes, and I’m sure they were.

      There’s a voice in my head, loud and clear, and it’s not my sister’s voice, though I suspect she’d tell me exactly what I need to do right now.

      And I know she’d be right, because my own voice is telling me the same thing.

      “Excuse me, Geneva. You’re not the one I should be saying this to. Summer is.”

      I hang up, grab my keys, and leave.
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      I am a stubborn girl.

      I know this about myself.

      But when I walk into my apartment and find not just my roommate but my mother, my niece, and my twin brother, I let all the tears rain down.

      I head for the couch, nosedive into it, and cry in my mother’s lap. Amelia crawls up next to me, crouching by my side. “Don’t cry, Aunt Summer. Everything’s going to be fine. I swear.”

      And that makes me cry a little harder—her sweet six-year-old faith in the world.

      “Tell me why you’re so sad, honey,” Mags says.

      “Yes, tell us. What can we do?”

      Amelia snuggles on my lap. “I’m all ears. That’s what my daddy says to me when I want to talk to him. He says, What can I do?”

      Logan ruffles his daughter’s hair, then plops down on the couch next to all of us—four women and a guy.

      “I’m in love with Oliver Harris.” I choke out the words past the prickly, complicated emotions that clog my throat.

      Logan snorts.

      I shoot him a sharp stare. “What was that for?”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. I came here to see if you were okay, and this is what you confess? Something we’ve all known for years?”

      “Thanks a lot,” I mutter.

      My grandmother smiles, petting my hair. “Ignore him, honey.”

      “Yes. We all do,” my mother says.

      “I like Oliver,” Amelia chirps.

      “Me too. But it’s a mess, and he said the whole thing was a mistake, and it is a massive mistake. Just look at what happened. I lost the prize money. I lost the chance to write the feature piece. I lost Oliver.”

      My mother tuts. “Did you lose Oliver though?”

      I make a show of looking around. “He’s not here, and he said it was all a mistake.”

      “It’s hard to believe it’s a mistake when you seem like such a great couple,” she says diplomatically.

      “But we’re not. This isn’t some cheesy romance where everything works out perfectly. It’s real life.” I swipe my hand across my face, swallowing these dumb tears. I draw a deep, fueling breath, one that I hope masks all this pain in my heart, this wild ache for Oliver. An ache that won’t be soothed. “It’s fine. I don’t want a relationship. I’m not interested in one. It doesn’t remotely make sense in my life.” I hold my chin up high even as my lower lip quivers.

      “Relationships never entirely make sense, dear,” my mom says softly. “Did you think it made sense to me when I met your father?”

      I furrow my brow. “I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about it.”

      She tucks a finger under my chin, tilting my head so she can look me in the eyes. “I just loved him. It wasn’t always convenient.”

      I straighten my shoulders. “Well, I don’t have time for a relationship. I’m trying to grow my business, and it’s going to be even harder now. I’ll have to start over.”

      “You can do both.”

      I stare at her and point out a truth of my whole life. “But you didn’t do both.”

      Her brow knits. “What do you mean?”

      “When you quit working to help with Dad’s business. You always made comments about how you left your job at the bookstore. You didn’t really want to leave it, did you?”

      “Sweetheart. I did want to. I chose to,” she says, rubbing my shoulder.

      “Why did you always say that, then? To me? To us?” I gesture to my brother and then to me.

      Logan simply smiles, his grin telling me he knows why she did it.

      “Because I was proud of my decision,” my mother says. “I brought it up because it was what I’d wanted to do. I was glad I made that choice. I stood by it then; I stand by it now. And whatever you decide, I hope you have no regrets. There are too many other things to regret in life, and I don’t want your career to be one of them.” She squeezes my arm then lets go to tap my chest. “But I don’t think the way you feel now, this hurt in your heart, has anything to do with your career.”

      Mags squeezes my other arm. “It doesn’t at all.”

      And Amelia shoots me a sad smile. “Just be happy and tell Ollie you love him. Sheesh.”

      Logan scoops up his daughter. “You are full of brilliant advice.” He meets my gaze. “And as Oliver’s good friend, let me tell you something, Summer. You might need to spell it out for him—how you feel—because he doesn’t always believe when good things happen.”

      My heart crawls up my throat. “You think he wants this?”

      Before I can say anything more, my phone buzzes. It’s Oliver. I answer it the second it rings, but he speaks first.

      “It’s Ollie, and I’ve come to fix something stupid I said earlier.”

      “Yes.”

      Logan walks down the hall and holds the door open for me.

      Rather than wait, I rush out, down the steps, and into Oliver’s arms, where he waits on the stairwell.
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      She’s flying down the stairs, her blonde hair a sheet behind her, a huge grin on her gorgeous face. I stop on the landing, my smile taking over my entire being as I drink in the sight of the woman I love madly.

      “It wasn’t a mistake. Nothing was a mistake,” she blurts out.

      “I know. I meant it all. I wanted it all to happen.” Words tumble out in a rush, and I reach to catch her and tug her into my arms.

      She’s wrapped around me in an instant, arms, legs, and then lips on mine.

      “I meant it all, Oliver,” she says between kisses. “I wanted it all to happen. When I said I didn’t mean for any of it to happen, I meant everything going wrong. But not everything that went right. And we’re right.”

      I run my arms up her back, holding her tight, thrilling at the feeling of her, at the truth of her words. “We are so right together,” I agree, happiness taking over my chest, sunshine flooding my veins. “I love you. I am in love with you. And I never wanted to ask Emily to prom. I always wanted to ask you.”

      The smile that takes over her face is radiant. Beautiful. Magical. And all for me.

      “I was hoping you’d say that. I wanted that. I think I started falling in love with you that night all those years ago,” she says, all soft and sweet and so sure.

      “I definitely did. But I’m a simple man. It took faking it for me to realize how real it all is. How real everything is with you. I don’t want this to stop. I want it to keep going, on and on, always.” I press a kiss to her lips, savoring the chance to imprint her with the full truth of my heart. “Because I’m in love with you, Summer. Madly.”

      She slides off me, planting her feet on the ground, cupping my cheeks. “I am so in love with my best friend. Will you be mine?”

      I laugh, shaking my head in amusement. “I’m not letting you go. So yes, I’ll be yours, and you’ll be mine. And let’s not fake a thing ever again.”

      She slides her hand down my cheek, stroking my jawline. “I was never faking a thing with you.”

      I close my eyes, brush my lips to hers, then claim her mouth in a possessive, greedy kiss that’ll turn filthy if we let it.

      So I stop, running a hand through her hair. “After all these years, it’s always been you.”

      She rises on tiptoe, kissing me tenderly. “And it’s you for me.”

      Then she takes my hand, leads me up the stairs, and kicks everyone out, including her grandmother.

      It’s fine by me.

      I have plans for her. For her body. Her heart. Her mind.

      But I’ll start with her body. Even though I had her mere hours ago, I want her again, and she wants the same thing. We go to her room, strip down to nothing, and I bring her close to me then slide inside her, making love to my best friend.
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      A few weeks later

      

      “Hmm. What would taste good with an order of humble pie?” I ask as I peruse the display at Stella’s Cookie Shack.

      “Personally, I highly recommend the cherry chocolate chip cookie as a chaser when you have to eat crow,” Stella says with a wink.

      “Make it a double, then,” my mom says.

      Stella plucks two cookies from the case, slides them onto a plate, and hands it to us. We head to a white table in the back of her shop, settling in with the sweets.

      My mom picks up a cookie. “A toast.”

      I pick up the other one. “Yes, let’s toast to the end of my stubborn streak.”

      She scoffs but says nothing.

      “What?”

      “You’ll be stubborn again. But I’m glad you’re not being stubborn now.”

      I give her a soft and very genuine smile. “Me too. Also, thank you, Mom. I truly appreciate you doing this for me.”

      Setting down her cookie, she stretches her hand across the table and squeezes mine. “I love that you’re pursuing your dream. I love that you saved so much of the money. And I love your commitment to doing this. It’s a beautiful thing to bring health and fitness to the older generation. I’m proud of you.” Emotions swell in my chest as she clasps my hand more tightly. “But I’m especially proud that you’re allowing me to help. Thank you for letting me.”

      I swallow past the lump in my throat. “Thank you for making this happen.”

      We finalize the details of her gift to me.

      I wanted it to be a loan, but she said she wanted to give it to me, no strings attached.

      And I decided to take it.

      With grace, at last.

      It seemed more important to move forward than to dig in my heels.

      And that means my gym opens in less than two months, and I have a ton to do.

      I couldn’t be happier.
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      Later that day

      

      She’s staring at me shamelessly.

      She doesn’t even pretend not to.

      As I reach the ladder at the edge of the pool, my gaze locks on Summer, on the naughty glint in her brown eyes.

      She watches unabashedly as I climb up the ladder and out of the pool.

      And I watch her too.

      My girlfriend looks gorgeous in her workout clothes.

      But then, she looked stunning in a sopping wet sequined dress.

      “Feel free to check out the crown jewels.”

      She wiggles her brow. “I am. But I’ll give them a more thorough inspection tonight.”

      “Excellent. You be sure to give a proper review, okay?”

      “Count on it.” She offers me a towel then snatches it back.

      “No towel for me?”

      “Nah. I’m going to check you out a little bit longer.”

      “Feel free.”

      With a smile, she hands me the towel, and I dry off. “How was your workout?”

      “Amazing. Roxanne came with me. We did a Zumba class here. And she’ll do the water aerobics I’m teaching tomorrow.”

      “And then pole dancing? Have you signed her up for that?”

      “Not yet. But I will,” she says, then she glances at the clock. “Do you have a few minutes? I was hoping I could borrow your brain to review my gym plans.”

      “Always. I always have time for you.”
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      Several months later

      

      I pace in my office, finishing a call. “Yes, we can absolutely add that clause into the contract.”

      “Oh, good. That’ll make a huge difference with the next acquisition,” Geneva says.

      “Almost as big a difference as in the last partnership.” As we talk, I check out the crowds below, New Yorkers scurrying by on Park Avenue.

      “Yes. That deal was top-notch,” she adds. “I’m glad I stayed with you.”

      “As am I.”

      We wrap up and say goodbye, and I hang up the phone.

      When I turn around, Jane’s standing in the doorway. “Still have her eating out of the palm of your hand?”

      I shrug like it’s no big deal, when, in fact, it’s a huge deal that she stayed.

      I didn’t chase her. I didn’t beg. She decided to stick around on her own, telling me that the work was good, that she appreciated me owning up to the ruse, and that if I lied to her again, she’d have my head.

      That seemed fair and reasonable on all counts, so we finished the first deal and started working on a second one.

      “Besides,” Geneva had said. “It’s your personal life, and honestly, you’re free to do what you want with it. I shouldn’t have cared so much or taken it so personally.”

      “Don’t think twice about it,” I’d told her, all too happy to move on.

      I meet Jane’s green-eyed gaze. “Aren’t they all eating out of my hand, Jane? Aren’t they all?”

      “Ah, there’s that cocky nephew of mine.”

      “And you wouldn’t have me any other way.” I glance at my watch. “And on that note, I need to meet the fellas.”

      “Don’t stay out too late.”

      “I promise to be good.”

      I leave, catching a Lyft to Chelsea, texting my cousin in Paris on the way, who can’t stop reminding me that falling in love with Summer was exactly what he meant by an exit strategy.

      

      
        
        Christian: When are you going to admit I was right about everything?

      

        

      
        Oliver: You were right. There, are you happy?

      

        

      
        Christian: Yes. And I suspect you are too. Happy, that is.

      

      

      

      He’s right on that count. He’s completely right.

      The car pulls over to the curb, and I thank the driver, then get out to meet Logan and Fitz for drinks. Summer’s teaching a kickboxing class at her gym now, but I’ll see her tonight when she comes home.

      Since she lives with me now.

      I open the door to Gin Joint, finding my mates quickly. They’re toasting to all sorts of good news.

      I order a beer, then join them.

      “So, we have loads to celebrate tonight,” I say.

      “Yes, how good of you to grace us with your presence. Maybe you’ll have something to celebrate soon,” Logan deadpans.

      “Maybe I will, but let’s start with you.”

      Fitz raises a glass and stretches his free hand across the table to knock Logan on the shoulder. “To this cat finally getting on the apps. The ladies of New York had better watch out. They don’t even know what’s coming their way.”

      Logan takes a drink. “Speaking of, remember that woman I told you guys about at lunch the other day?”

      My ears prick. I know who he’s talking about. I also know what went down and it’s way more complicated than he ever expected. “The Snoopy lunchbox woman?” I ask just to make sure who we’re discussing.

      “She’s the one,” Logan says, heavily. “Her name is Bryn, and she is the sexiest, most captivating, most off-limits woman I’ve ever met.”

      “Did anything else happen since you and I last talked?” I ask.

      “Yeah, stop holding out on me, bro,” Fitz says. “I want all the deets too.”

      “It’s quite complicated,” I say, like a warning.

      Logan scratches his jaw. “Crazy complicated,” he says, then catches Fitz up to speed on the details.

      “Whoa. I do not envy you there, Logan. Good luck with that. It actually sounds mega complicated,” Fitz says.

      “And you?” I ask Fitz. “What’s your news?”

      “My little sister was just accepted into the art program of her dreams—in London. So I’ll be taking her over there in a few months, helping her get set up.”

      “Say hello to the homeland for me. And don’t forget to check out The Magpie. Some of my mates over there were raving about it. It’s their favorite local bar.”

      Fitz taps his temple. “I’ll file that away.”

      “Supposedly, the bartenders are good-looking.”

      He arches a brow. “Tell me more.”

      I laugh. “You’ll have to figure out that part on your own.”

      “Maybe you’ll meet someone with an accent just like Oliver’s who’ll sweep you off your feet,” Logan chimes in.

      Fitz laughs. “Not gonna lie—I do love a hot British accent. But getting swept off my feet? I don’t think so.”

      I shrug. “It can happen to the best of us, mate. After all, tomorrow I’m going shopping.”
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            OLIVER

          

        

      

    

    
      A few weeks later

      

      Another satisfying last meal is on the books.

      We leave Melt My Heart on a Sunday afternoon and wander through Central Park, the afternoon sun warming our skin, the birds chirping.

      “I’ve decided,” I announce as we walk along the path.

      “And what did you decide?”

      “The grilled cheese at Melt My Heart wins.”

      She shoots me an oh really look. “What about that sandwich makes the cut?”

      I drape an arm around her, loving that I can, that I have the freedom to touch her as we walk and talk. “It meets the most critical requirement. It says something about how I lived my life.”

      “It says you loved carbs and cheese? Get in line. Me too.”

      “Carbs and cheese are the hallmarks of a well-lived life.”

      She laughs as we near the carousel. “Words to live by.”

      The carnival music grows louder as the merry-go-round comes into view. “But in this case,” I say, returning to the reason we’re here, “I believe what it says is this.”

      I stop, take her hand, and meet her gaze. “I hope it says that the grilled cheese sandwiches we just devoured are the last meal we’ll have before . . .”

      I drop down to one knee, take her hand, and finish the thought. “Before you become my fiancée for real.”

      She gasps, her hand covering her mouth. “Ollie.”

      “Summer, I’ve been falling in love with you since I was seventeen, and I plan to keep falling in love with you for the rest of my life. Will you marry me? Because I would love for my best friend to become my wife.”

      Her smile is worthy of a million social media posts. Of a thousand Instagram likes. Of all the BuzzFeed lists ever made.

      But it’s just for me.

      No cameras.

      No pictures.

      No Twitter.

      And that’s how I want it to be, as the woman I love falls to her knees, throws her arms around me, and smothers me in kisses.

      Well, I could get used to this.

      When she breaks the kiss, she says, “Yes. In case that wasn’t clear—yes.”

      I take out a box from my pocket, slide a diamond solitaire on her finger, and kiss the hell out of my very real fiancée.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer

      

      
        
        A few months later

      

      

      

      Dear Sexy Ex-Fiancé,

      

      
        
        I’ve said this before, and I’ll say it again.

      

        

      
        Exes are exes for a reason.

      

        

      
        But not always for bad reasons.

      

        

      
        You’re an ex now for the best of reasons.

      

        

      
        Because you’re graduating. You’re moving on up and kicking all of those old titles to the wayside.

      

        

      
        You’re no longer the guy I crushed on. You’re no longer my pretend ex-boyfriend. You’re definitely not my fake fiancé. And you’re about to leave your position as my real fiancé.

      

        

      
        Today, you become my husband.

      

        

      
        And as I write this on the morning of our wedding day, I can’t wait to walk down the aisle and say, “I do.”

      

        

      
        But fair warning.

      

        

      
        I might jump into your arms.

      

        

      
        Who am I kidding? I will definitely jump into your arms.

      

        

      
        It’s what I’ve been wanting to do for so many years.

      

        

      
        And you know what I’ve learned from falling in love with you when we were younger?

      

        

      
        That every day gets better. Every day, I love you more. And every day, I love knowing you.

      

        

      
        Once upon a time, I wasn’t ready to give my all to a relationship.

      

        

      
        That changed with you.

      

        

      
        And I want it all with you.

      

        

      
        There is a world out there and so much to see. I want to see it with you. Always with you.

      

        

      
        So, thank you for being the sexiest ex-fiancé of all. Now, it’s time for you to move into your new role, so let me say this . . .

      

        

      
        Dear Sexy-As-Sin Husband—I’m going to love you for the rest of my life.

      

      

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      EAGER FOR LOGAN’S STORY? It’s complicated indeed and will be told in THE WHAT IF GUY, a sexy, swoony romantic comedy! Also, Fitz’s romance is coming your way too in my first ever MM romance, a sexy, irresistible, epic romance – A GUY WALKS INTO MY BAR, coming this summer. Sign up for my newsletter to make sure you don’t a single sexy new book!

      

      
        
        THE WHAT IF GUY

      

      

      

      It should be an easy rule to follow – don’t bang your boss…

      But I didn’t know who he was when I met him.

      And the first time I saw him, our connection sounded like the stuff of romantic legends — that whole “their eyes locked across a crowded room” moment that turned into more.

      I didn’t believe it. . . . until it happened to me.

      Fine, the charming, clever, sexy-as-sin guy in the tailored suit was only trying to buy the same Snoopy lunchbox (as a gift!), but still, our eyes totally locked, and my lady parts definitely tingled as we vied for the prize.

      Naturally, I did what any badass business woman would do. Negotiated for the lunchbox, then found my what-if guy online and made plans to see him the next night.

      One night only — that was the deal we made.

      But one fantastic night had us both changing our minds in the morning. And making plans for another.

      Until I walked into the office to learn he just bought my company.

      And here’s the biggest rule of romantic legends — no matter what, don’t bang your boss.

      Especially if you’re already falling for him.

      THE WHAT IF GUY is a sexy standalone you can escape into!

      

      And don’t forget to preorder Fitz’s romance as he heads to England and meets a sexy bartender who rocks his world…

      

      
        
        A Guy Walks Into My Bar

      

      

      

      Every bartender should follow one simple rule—don’t go home with the customers.

      That’s been easy for me to stick to, until the night a cocky, confident, and sinfully charming hockey star walks into my bar. This sexy athlete is too hard to resist, especially when he makes it clear how much he wants the “sarcastic, witty, hot AF” guy behind the bar—also known as me.

      Still, I’m not keen on breaking my own rules since I know where that can lead—no place good. 

      But when that man makes his case with one bone-searing kiss on the streets of London, I throw resistance out the window.

      What could go wrong with a hot, dirty, no-strings-attached fling before he leaves town in five days? 

      Trouble is, soon our nights together lead to days, to long conversations, to getting to know each other, and to something I never expected—falling ridiculously hard for a man who’s getting on a plane to America when I live a world away. 

      My life is here. His is there. And no amount of falling or feeling will change that one big problem. 

      Warning: contains hot hotel sex, loads of dirty talk, PDA all over London, and two sexy, witty, charming alpha heroes…

      Preorder this sexy, irresistible, epic romance – A GUY WALKS INTO MY BAR!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY LAUREN BLAKELY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FULL PACKAGE, the #1 New York Times Bestselling romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        BIG ROCK, the hit New York Times Bestselling standalone romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        THE SEXY ONE, a New York Times Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        THE KNOCKED UP PLAN, a multi-week USA Today and Amazon Charts Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        MOST VALUABLE PLAYBOY, a sexy multi-week USA Today Bestselling sports romance! And its companion sports romance, MOST LIKELY TO SCORE!

      

        

      
        WANDERLUST, a USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        COME AS YOU ARE, a Wall Street Journal and multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        PART-TIME LOVER, a multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        UNBREAK MY HEART, an emotional second chance USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        BEST LAID PLANS, a sexy friends-to-lovers USA Today Bestselling romance!

      

        

      
        The Heartbreakers! The USA Today and WSJ Bestselling rock star series of standalone!

      

        

      
        P.S. IT’S ALWAYS BEEN YOU, a sweeping, second chance romance!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTACT

          

        

      

    

    
      I love hearing from readers! You can find me on Twitter at LaurenBlakely3, Instagram at LaurenBlakelyBooks, Facebook at LaurenBlakelyBooks, or online at LaurenBlakely.com. You can also email me at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com

    

  







            THE YEAR WE FELL DOWN

          

          

      

    

    






SARINA BOWEN

        

      

    

    
      The sport she loves is out of reach. The boy she loves has someone else. What now?

      She expected to start Harkness College as a varsity ice hockey player. But a serious accident means that Corey Callahan will start school in a wheelchair instead.

      Across the hall, in the other handicapped-accessible dorm room, lives the too-delicious-to-be real Adam Hartley, another would-be hockey star with his leg broken in two places. He’s way out of Corey’s league. Also, he’s taken.

      Nevertheless, an unlikely alliance blooms between Corey and Hartley in McHerrin Hall. Over perilously balanced dining hall trays, and video games, the two cope with disappointments that nobody else understands.

      They’re just friends, of course, until one night when things fall apart. Or fall together. All Corey knows is that she’s falling. Hard.

      But will Hartley set aside his trophy girl to love someone as broken as Corey? If he won’t, she will need to find the courage to make a life for herself at Harkness — one which does not revolve around the sport she can no longer play, or the brown-eyed boy who’s struggling with his own demons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GREETINGS!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hear about all the latest books and discounts first! Join Sarina’s mailing list!

        Or Join Sarina’s Facebook reader group: Sarindipity.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Ivy Years series is:

        The Year We Fell Down #1

        The Year We Hid Away #2

        The Understatement of the Year #3

        The Shameless Hour #4

        The Fifteenth Minute #5

        Extra Credit #6

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR THE YEAR WE FELL DOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      "I absolutely loved it! And I can't wait to read the rest of her books." Colleen Hoover, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Hopeless

      

      Sarina Bowen's Ivy Years is my favorite New Adult series of all-time! Elle Kennedy, New York Times bestselling author of The Deal 

      

      "This page-turner will have readers eagerly awaiting Bowen's next book." Publisher's Weekly

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Hope” is the thing with feathers -

        That perches in the soul -

        And sings the tune without the words -

      
        And never stops - at all -

        EMILY DICKINSON
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            GARGOYLES AND BARBECUE

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      “This looks promising,” my mother said, eyeing the dormitory’s ivy-covered facade. I could hear the anticipation in her voice. “Try your key card, Corey.”

      It was move-in day at Harkness College, and parents of the new frosh were oohing and ahhing all around campus. As the official tour guides will tell you, three of the last six presidents held at least one degree from the 300-year-old college. And twice a day, students from the Carillon Guild climb 144 steps into Beaumont Tower to serenade the campus on bells weighing upwards of a ton each.

      Unfortunately, my mother’s interest in the dorm was neither historical nor architectural. It was the wheelchair ramp that captivated her.

      I rolled up to wave my shiny new Harkness ID in front of the card reader. Then I pushed the blue button with the wheelchair on it. I held my breath until the pretty arched door began to swing slowly open.

      After everything I’d been through in the past year, it was hard to believe that this was really happening for me. I was in.

      Wheeling up the ramp and into the narrow building, I counted two dorm rooms, one on my left and one on my right. Both had wide doors — the telltale sign of a handicapped-accessible room. Straight ahead, there was a stairway with a pretty oaken banister. Like most of the old dorms at Harkness University, the building had no elevator. I wouldn’t be visiting any of the upstairs rooms in my chair.

      “The floor is very level,” my mother observed, approvingly. “When they told us the building was eighty years old, I had my doubts.”

      That was putting it mildly.

      The fact that my parents had begged me not to come to Harkness was just the latest bitter irony in a long string of bitter ironies. While other new Harkness parents were practically throwing confetti for their offspring today, mine were having two heart attacks apiece, because their baby girl had chosen a college a thousand miles from home, where they couldn’t check up on her every half hour.

      Thank goodness.

      After the accident, my parents had pleaded with me to defer for a year. But who could take another year of hovering, with nothing better to fill the time than extra physical therapy sessions? When I’d put my proverbial foot down about heading off to college, my parents had changed tactics. They tried to convince me to stay in Wisconsin. I’d been subjected to a number of anxious lectures entitled “Why Connecticut?” And “You Don’t Have to Prove Anything.”

      But I wanted this. I wanted the chance to attend the same elite school that my brother had. I wanted the independence, I wanted a change in scenery, and I really wanted to get the taste of last year out of my mouth.

      The door on my left opened suddenly, and a pretty girl with dark curly hair stuck her head out. “Corey!” she beamed. “I’m Dana!”

      When my rooming assignment had arrived in our Wisconsin mailbox, I wasn’t sure what to expect from Dana. But during the past month we’d traded several emails. She was originally from California, but went to high school in Tokyo, where her father was a businessman. I’d already filled her in on my physical quirks. I’d explained that I couldn’t feel my right foot, or any of my left leg. I’d warned her that I was in a wheelchair most of the time. Although, with a set of cumbersome leg braces and forearm crutches, I sometimes did a very poor imitation of walking.

      And I’d already apologized for her odd rooming assignment — living with the cripple in a different dorm than the rest of the First Years. When Dana had quickly replied that she didn’t mind, a little specter of hope had alighted on my shoulder. And this feathered, winged thing had been buzzing around for weeks, whispering encouragements in my ear.

      Now, facing her in the flesh for the first time, my little hope fairy did a cartwheel on my shoulder. I spread my arms, indicating the chair. “How ever did you recognize me?”

      Her eyes sparkled, and then she said exactly the right thing. “Facebook. Duh!” She swung the door wide open, and I rolled inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Our room is fabulous,” Dana said for the third time. “We have at least twice as much space as everyone else. This will be great for parties.”

      It was good to know that Dana was a beer-keg-is-half-full kind of roommate.

      And in truth, ours was a beautiful room. The door opened into what Harkness students called a “common room,” but the rest of the world would call a living room. Off the common room were two separate bedrooms, each one large enough to turn a wheelchair around in. For furnishings, we each had a desk and — this was surprising — a double bed.

      “I brought twin sheets,” I said, puzzled.

      “So did I,” Dana laughed. “Maybe accessible rooms have double beds? We’ll just have to go shopping. Oh, the hardship!” Her eyes twinkled.

      My mom, huffing under the weight of one of my suitcases, came into the room. “Shopping for what?”

      “Sheets,” I said. “We have double beds.”

      She clapped her hands together. “We’ll drive you girls to Target before we leave.”

      I would have rather gotten rid of my parents, but Dana took her up on it.

      “First, let me have a look around,” my mother said. “Maybe there are other things you need.” She traipsed into our private bathroom. It was amply proportioned, with a handicapped accessible shower. “This is perfect,” she said. “Let’s put a few of your things away, and make sure you have somewhere to dry your catheters.”

      “Mother,” I hissed. I really did not want to discuss my freakish rituals in front of my roommate.

      “If we’re going to Target,” Dana said from the common room, “we should look at the rugs. It echoes in here.”

      My mother hurried out of the bathroom to humiliate me further. “Oh, Corey can’t have an area rug while she’s still working on walking. She could trip. But where do you girls want Hank to install the television?” my mom asked, turning about.

      I jumped on the change of topic. “My father is hooking us up with a flat-screen, and a cable subscription,” I said to Dana. “If that’s okay with you. Not everybody wants a TV.”

      Dana put a thoughtful hand to her chin. “I’m not much of a TV watcher myself…” Her eyes flashed. “But there may be um, certain sorts of people who will want to gather in our room, say, when sporting events are on?”

      My mother laughed. “What sort of people?”

      “Well, have you met our neighbor yet? He’s a junior.” My new roommate’s eyes darted towards the hallway.

      “Across the hall?” I asked. “In the other accessible room?” It wasn’t the first place I’d look for a hot guy.

      She nodded. “You’ll see. Just wait.”
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      Our shopping trip took far longer than I’d hoped. My mother insisted on paying for Dana’s new bedding, with the argument that the peculiar accessible beds were all our fault. Dana chose a comforter with a giant red flower on it. I chose polka dots.

      “Very cheery,” my mother said approvingly. My mom had always liked the cheery look. But after the year we’d just had, she clung to cheery like a life raft. “Let’s get the matching shams, ladies. And…” she went into the next aisle. “An extra pillow for each of you. Those beds won’t look right otherwise.”

      “She doesn’t have to do this,” Dana whispered.

      “Just go with it,” I said. “Wait…” I beckoned, and Dana leaned down so I could add something privately. “Take a peek at the rugs. If you see anything good, we’ll come back another time.”

      She frowned at me. “But I thought…”

      I gave her an eye roll. “She’s insane.”

      With a wink, Dana ducked into the rug aisle.
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      When we got back, my father was standing in the center of our empty room, flipping channels on the TV he’d mounted on our wall. “Success!” he called out.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      His smile was tired. “No problem.”

      As irritating as I’d found my mother this past year, things were even trickier with my father. He and I used to talk about ice hockey all day long. It was our shared passion, as well as his livelihood. But now an uncomfortable silence hung between us. The fact that I couldn’t skate anymore just killed him. He’d aged about ten years since my accident. I hoped that with me out of the house, he would be able to get back into his groove.

      It was time to ease my parents into hallway, and send them on their way. “Guys? There’s a barbecue for First Years on the lawn. And Dana and I are going to it. Soon.”

      My mother wrung her hands. “Hold up. I forgot to install your night-light.” She darted into my bedroom, while I bit back an angry complaint. Seriously? I hadn’t had a night-light since I was seven. And when my brother went off to Harkness four years ago, there wasn’t any handholding for him. Damien got only a plane ticket and a clap on the shoulder.

      “She can’t help herself,” my father said, reading my face. He picked his tool kit up off the floor and made his way toward the door.

      “I’m going to be fine, you know,” I said, wheeling after him.

      “I know you are, Corey.” He put one hand on my head, and then took it away again.

      “Hey, Dad? I hope you have a great season.”

      His eyes looked heavy. “Thanks, honey.” Under other circumstances, he’d be wishing the same for me. He would have inspected my safety pads, and we would have found a corner of the room to accommodate my hockey bag. He would have booked plane tickets to come out and watch one of my games.

      But none of that was going to happen.

      Instead, we went into the hallway together in silence. But there, my reverie was broken by the sight of a guy hanging up a white board on the wall outside of his door. My first glimpse was of a very tight backside and muscled arms. He was attempting to tap a nail into the wall without letting his crutches fall to the ground. “Damn,” he said under his breath as one of them toppled anyway.

      And when he turned around, it was as if the sun had come out after a rainy day.

      For starters, his face was movie-star handsome, with sparkling brown eyes and thick lashes. His wavy brown hair was a bit unkempt, as if he’d just run his fingers through it. He was tall and strong-looking, but not beefy, exactly. It wasn’t a linebacker’s body, but he was definitely an athlete.

      Definitely.

      Wow.

      “Hi there,” he said, revealing a dimple.

      Well hello, hottie, my brain answered. Unfortunately, my mouth said nothing. And after a beat I realized I was staring at his beautiful mouth, frozen like Bambi in the forest. “Hi,” I squeaked, with great effort.

      My father leaned over to fetch the crutch this handsome creature had dropped. “That’s some cast you have there, son.”

      I looked, and felt my face flush. Because looking at the cast meant allowing my eyes to travel down his body. The end of my slow scan revealed one very muscular leg. The other was encased in white plaster.

      “Isn’t it a beauty?” His voice had a masculine roughness which put a quiver in my chest. “I broke it in two places.” He extended a hand to my father. “I’m Adam Hartley.”

      “Ouch, Mr. Hartley,” my father said, shaking his hand. “Frank Callahan.”

      Adam Hartley looked down at his own leg. “Well, Mr. Callahan, you should see the other guy.” My father’s face stiffened. But then my new neighbor’s face broke into another giant grin. “Don’t worry, sir. Your daughter isn’t living next door to a brawler. Actually, I fell.”

      The look of relief on my dad’s face was so priceless that it broke my drooly spell, and I laughed. My gorgeous new neighbor extended a hand to me, which I had to roll forward to shake. “Well played,” I said. “I’m Corey Callahan.”

      “Nice to meet you,” he began, his large hand gripping mine. His light brown eyes loomed in front of me, and I noticed that their irises had a darker ring around each one. The way he leaned down to shake my hand made me feel self-conscious. And was it hot in here?

      Then the moment was broken by a shrill female voice erupting from inside his room. “Hartleeeey! I need you to hang this photograph, so you won’t forget me while I’m in France. But I can’t decide which wall!”

      Hartley rolled his eyes just a little bit. “So make three more of them, baby,” he called. “Then you’ll have it covered.”

      My father grinned, handing Hartley his crutch.

      “Honey?” came the voice again. “Have you seen my mascara?”

      “You don’t need it, gorgeous!” he called, tucking both crutches under his arms.

      “Hartley! Help me look.”

      “Yeah, that never works,” he said with a wink. Then he tipped his head toward the open door to his room. “Good to meet you. I have to solve the great makeup crisis.”

      He disappeared as my mother emerged from my room, her face a tight line. “Are you sure there’s nothing else we can do for you?” she asked, fear in her eyes.

      Be nice, I coached myself. The baby-proofing is finally over. “Thanks for all your help,” I said. “But I think I’m all set.”

      My mother’s eyes misted. “Take good care of yourself, baby,” she said, her voice scratchy. She leaned over and hugged me, crushing my head to her chest.

      “I will, Mom,” I said, the words muffled.

      With a deep breath, she seemed to pull herself together. “Call if you need us.” She pushed open the dormitory’s outside door.

      “…But if you don’t call for a few days, we won’t panic,” my father added. Then he gave me a quick salute before the door fell closed behind him. And then they were gone.

      My sigh was nothing but relief.
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      A half-hour later, Dana and I set off for the barbecue. She bounced across the street, and I wheeled along beside her. At Harkness College, students were split into twelve Houses. It was just like Hogwarts, only bigger, and without the sorting hat. Dana and I were assigned to Beaumont House, where we would live from sophomore year on. But all First Years lived together in the buildings ringing the enormous Freshman Court.

      All the First Years except for us.

      At least our dormitory was just across the street. My brother had told me that McHerrin was used for a jumble of purposes — it housed students whose houses were undergoing renovation, or foreign students visiting just for a term.

      And apparently, McHerrin was where they put gimps like me.

      Dana and I passed through a set of marble gates and headed toward the scent of barbecued chicken. This was Freshman Court, where each building was more elegant and antique than the last. They all sported steep stone steps stretching up to carved wooden doors. I couldn’t help but ogle their ornate facades like a tourist. This was Harkness College — the stone gargoyles, the three centuries of history. It was gorgeous, if not handicapped-accessible.

      “I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry that we’re not living in Fresh Court with the rest of our class,” I said, using my brother’s slang for the first year dorms. “It’s kind of unfair that you’re stuck in McHerrin with me.”

      “Corey, stop apologizing!” Dana insisted. “We’re going to meet lots of people. And we have such a great room. I’m not worried.”

      Together, we approached the center of the lawn, where a tent was set up. The strains of someone’s guitar floated on the warm September air, while the smell of charcoal wafted past our noses.

      I never dreamed I’d show up for college in a wheelchair. Some people say that after a life-threatening event, they learn to enjoy life more. That they stop taking everything for granted.

      Sometimes I felt like punching those people.

      But today I understood. The September sun was warm, and my roommate was as friendly in person as she was over email. And I was breathing. So I had better learn to appreciate it.
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            LOOK MOM, NO STAIRS!

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      The next morning was the first day of classes. Armed with my special copy of the The Harkness Accessible Campus Map, I rolled through the sunshine toward the math department. As advertised, the building had a perfectly adequate wheelchair ramp and wide doors on its western side.

      So Calculus 105 was accessible, if not exciting.

      After that, it was off to Economics 101, a class my father had suggested. “I always wished I knew more about money,” he’d confessed, in a rare moment of regret. “I asked your brother to give econ a try, and he liked it. I’d like you to give it a try, too.” This was a powerful negotiating tactic, seeing as I’d played the Big Brother card for my own selfish purposes. My knockout punch in the fraught discussion of where I should go to college this year had been: “Damien went to Harkness, I’m going too.” Neither of my parents had been able to look their disabled daughter in the eye and argue with that.

      They’d caved, and so to please my father, I signed up for a semester’s worth of microeconomics. Whatever that was. The upshot was that my Monday, Wednesday and Friday mornings — with Calculus and then econ — were going to be awfully dull.
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      The economics lecture hall was big and old, with ancient oak seats in tight rows. There was no obvious wheelchair parking spot, so I reversed myself into position against the back wall, next to a couple of old mismatched chairs.

      A minute later, someone dropped heavily into the chair next to me. A glance to my right revealed a tanned, muscular forearm stowing a pair of wooden crutches.

      It seemed that my hot neighbor had arrived.

      My little feathered hope fairy woke up and whispered into my ear. Economics just got better.

      With a groan, Hartley kicked his backpack out in front of him on the wood floor, and then wrestled the heel of his broken leg on top of it. Then he tipped his head back against the paneled wall behind us and said, “Shoot me, Callahan. Why did I sign up for a class so far away from McHerrin?”

      “You could always call the gimpmobile,” I suggested.

      Turning his chin, those chocolaty brown eyes caught me in their tractor beam. “Sorry?”

      For a second there, I almost forgot what I’d been saying. The gimpmobile. Right. “There’s a van.” I handed him my accessible map. “You call this number ahead of time, and they’ll pick you up for class.”

      “Who knew?” Hartley frowned at the map. “Is that what you do?”

      “Honestly? I’d rather paste a bright red L to my forehead than call the van.” I made the universal sign for “loser” with my fingers, and Hartley snorted with laughter. His dimple appeared, and I had to fight off the urge to reach over and put my thumb over it.

      Just then, a skinny girl with straight dark hair and giant glasses slid into the seat on the other side of Hartley.

      “Excuse me,” he said, turning to her. “This section is reserved for gimps.”

      She looked up at him, eyes huge, and then bolted from her chair like a frightened rabbit. I watched her run down the aisle and slide into another seat.

      “Well, I knew you were kidding,” I said.

      “Right?” Hartley gave me another smile so warm and devilish that I could not look away. Then he slapped a notebook onto his lap just as a professor began tapping the microphone on the lectern.

      Professor Rumpel looked to be about 109 years old, give or take a decade. “Class,” he began. “It really is true what they say about economics. The answer to any test question is ‘supply and demand.’” The old man let out a breathy gust of air into the microphone.

      Hartley leaned closer to me and whispered, “I think that was supposed to be a joke.”

      The proximity made my face feel hot. “We are in serious trouble,” I whispered back.

      But really, I was referring to me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hartley’s cell phone rang as class ended, so I gave him a friendly wave and rolled out of the lecture hall alone. Then, after consulting my trusty gimp map, I headed toward the biggest dining hall on campus. Harkness Commons had been built in the 1930s to accommodate the entire college at once. Slowly, I wheeled into the crowded, cavernous space. Before me stretched over one hundred wooden tables. After swiping my ID at the door, I had to watch the flow of bodies inside to determine where to go next.

      Students flowed past me toward one wall of the room. So I wound my wheelchair through the tables toward what looked like a line. Drifting forward while trying to read a chalkboard, I accidentally bumped the person in line in front of me. She spun around quickly, a look of irritation on her face until she looked down and realized what had hit her. “Sorry!” she said quickly.

      I felt my face flush. “I’m sorry,” I echoed. And why was she sorry, anyway? I’m the dope who ran into her.

      This was one of the strange truths about driving a wheelchair. Nine out of ten times, anyone I bumped — or maybe even flattened — would apologize. It made no sense at all, and somehow it also pissed me off.

      I found the end of the line. But then I noticed that everyone else in line had collected a tray already, and silverware. So I steered myself out of line, found the trays and cutlery, and then added myself to the end again. Waiting in line in my chair put me at eye-level with other people’s rear ends. It was the same way the world had looked when I was seven years old.
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      —Hartley—

      I swear to God, the guy who made my sandwich could not have moved slower if he had both wrists tied together. I stood there, my ankle throbbing, my good leg shaking. It didn’t help that I’d skipped breakfast. By the time he handed the plate over, I thought I might pass out.

      “Thanks,” I said. I took the plate in my right hand, and then jammed my right crutch under my armpit. I tried to walk away like that, without gripping the crutch handle. My balance off, I swayed, and then had to lean against the service counter just to stay vertical. My crutch fell to the floor with a bang.

      Fail. The only saving grace was that the sandwich didn’t jump ship, too.

      “Hey gimp!” a voice called from behind me.

      I turned around, but it took me a minute to find Corey, because I was looking for someone my own height. After an awkward second, I looked down and spotted her. “Callahan,” I said. “Did you see that suave maneuver?”

      With a smile, she took the plate out of my hand and set it on her tray. “Don’t kill yourself in the name of a…” she looked at the plate. “Turkey club. I’ll carry it for you if you can give me a second.”

      “Thanks,” I sighed. I hopped aside, and waited while the same under-motivated sandwich guy made her lunch.
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      Several hours later (I might be exaggerating), our tray contained two sandwiches, chips, cookies, my glasses of milk and her diet soda. “I think I see a free table over there, in the next zip code,” I muttered, crutching forward. Corey wheeled our booty to the table, where I yanked one of the heavy wooden chairs out of the way to make a parking spot for her.

      Then I collapsed into a chair. “Jesus, Mary and mother of God.” I rested my forehead against the heels of my hands. “That only took about seven times as long as it’s supposed to.”

      Corey handed me my plate. “It’s a new injury, isn’t it?” she asked, picking up her sandwich.

      “Is it that obvious? I did it a week ago at hockey preseason training camp.”

      “Hockey, huh?” A strange look crossed her face.

      “Sort of. See, I didn’t break it playing hockey, because that would at least make sense. I broke the leg falling off a climbing wall.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Did the ropes break?”

      Not exactly. “There may not have been ropes. Also, it may have been two in the morning.” I winced, because it’s no fun telling a pretty girl how big an idiot you are. “Also, I may have been drunk.”

      “Ouch. So you can’t even tell people that you’re the victim of a poke check gone wrong?”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you a hockey fan, Callahan?”

      “Kind of.” She fidgeted with a potato chip. “My father is a high-school hockey coach,” she said. “And my brother Damien was the senior wing on your team last year.”

      “No shit! You’re Callahan’s little sister?”

      She smiled, which made her blue eyes glitter. She had a kick-ass smile, and rosy coloring, as if she’d just run a 5K race. “That’s right.”

      “See, I knew you were cool.” I took a gulp of milk.

      “So,” she picked up her sandwich. “If your break is only a week old, you must be in a lot of pain.”

      I shrugged while chewing on a bite. “The pain I can handle. But it’s just so fucking awkward. Getting dressed takes a half hour. And taking a shower is ridiculous.”

      “At least temporarily.”

      I froze mid-bite, dismayed by my own stupidity. “Shit, Callahan. Listen to me bitching about twelve weeks in a cast…” I put down my sandwich. “I’m kind of an asshole.”

      She flushed. “No, I didn’t mean it that way. I swear. Because if you can’t complain a little bit, then neither can I.”

      “Why not?” I think I’d just proved that she had every right to bitch. Especially with assholes like me running around.

      Corey toyed with her napkin. “Well, after my accident, my parents sent me to a support group for people with spinal cord injuries, which is how I ended up…” she waved her hands over her lap. “Anyway, the room was full of people who can’t move a whole lot more body parts than I can’t move. Many of them can’t feel their arms. They can’t feed themselves, or turn over in bed. They couldn’t even get out of a burning building, or send an email, or hug someone.”

      I rested my face in my hand. “Well that’s uplifting.”

      “Tell me about it. Those people scared the crap out of me, and I never went back. And if I can whine — and trust me, I do — you might as well gripe about hopping around like a flamingo.” She picked up her sandwich again.

      “So…” I didn’t have any idea whether this was too personal a question. “When was this?”

      “When was what?” Her eyes evaded me.

      “The accident.”

      “January fifteenth.”

      “Wait…this January fifteenth? Like, eight months ago?” She gave me a tiny nod. “So…last week you said, ‘fuck it, it’s September. I’d better move across the country and get on with it?’”

      Corey pounded her soda, quite possibly to escape my scrutiny. “Well…more or less. But seriously, what is the proper mourning period over the use of one’s legs?” She looked me full in the face then, one eyebrow raised.

      Fuck. This girl probably just cured me from whining for the rest of my life, right there. “You are hardcore, Corey Callahan.”

      She gave me a little shrug. “The college offered me a year’s deferral, but I didn’t take it. You met my parents. I didn’t want to sit home and watch them wring their hands.”

      My phone rang, and I had to give Corey the universal signal for “just a second” while I picked up Stacia. “Hi, hottie,” I answered. “I’m sitting at a table against the back wall. Love you too.” I stashed the phone. “Okay…wait. So a little tender loving care drove you into a different time zone?”

      “The three of us were half insane last year. This was best for everyone.”

      That hadn’t occurred to me, but it should have. When you have an accident, it doesn’t just happen to you. “I can almost see it. My mom drove me batshit crazy last week. But I probably deserved it.”

      “Your mom was pissed about your broken leg?”

      “Sure she was. It’s not like I broke it saving babies from a burning building. My mom missed a couple days of work taking care of me, and now there’s a whopping E.R. bill, too.”

      “Your coach must be spitting fire,” Corey pointed out.

      “You got it. I’ve heard the ‘You Let Everyone Down’ lecture several times already.” I began to watch the door for Stacia. A couple of minutes and a half a sandwich later, a gorgeous girl appeared in the archway. As she stood there, scanning the tables, I couldn’t look away. Stacia had it all. She was tall, and yet somehow curvy, with flowing yellow hair and the bearing of a princess. When she spotted me, her big hazel eyes lit up. Then she pointed those long legs in my direction. And the first thing she did when she arrived beside me was to kiss me full on the mouth.

      We’d been dating for most of a year, and it still shocked me every time she did that.

      “Stacia,” I said after she released my lips. “This is my new neighbor Callahan. She and her roommate Dana are in Beaumont House, too.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Stacia said quickly, with the barest glance at Corey. “Hartley, are you ready to go?”

      I laughed. “Babe, you don’t know how hard we had to work for this food,” I said. “So give me a few minutes to finish it.” I pulled out a chair for her.

      Stacia sat down, but didn’t bother to conceal her irritation. She stabbed at her phone while I took my time with my cookies and milk.

      Corey had gone quiet, but that was okay, because Stacia was always ready to fill dead air with another of her first-world problems. “My hairdresser says she can’t fit me in tomorrow. That’s so wrong,” my girlfriend complained.

      “I’m pretty sure they have salons in Paris,” I said, not that she’d listen. Stacia was the pickiest girl on the planet. The food in the dining halls didn’t meet her standards — so she bought most of her meals off campus. Her shampoo was mail-ordered, because none of the fifty brands at the drugstore would do. She wasn’t exactly warm to new people, either.

      And yet Stacia looked at me the same way she looked at a shopping bag from Prada. The fancy girl from Greenwich, Connecticut wanted this guy. This guy right here, the one in the Bruins cap and the Gold’s Gym T-shirt.

      I could tell you it didn’t make me feel a foot taller, but I’d be lying.

      Corey drained her soda, and then began to stack our stuff back on her tray.

      “Hey, Stacia?” I put my hand on my girlfriend’s wrist to get her attention. “Will you do us a solid and bus this?”

      She looked up from her phone, surprised. Then she glanced from the tray to the back of the dining hall, as if calculating the effort. For a long moment, she hesitated. I could tell that Corey was just on the verge of offering to do it when Stacia rose suddenly, grabbed the tray and stomped off.

      I shook my head, aiming a sheepish smile at my new neighbor. “At her house, the staff does that sort of thing.”

      I could tell by the look on Corey’s face that she had no idea whether I was joking or not. Actually, I wasn’t.

      See, Stacia was a piece of work. But she was my piece of work.
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            THE FURNITURE GENIE

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      “So how was the first day?” Dana asked when I arrived home that afternoon. She was perched on our window seat, painting her fingernails.

      “Good,” I said. “I found all three of my classes on the first try. You?”

      “Yeah! And I really like my history of art professor.”

      “Is he hot?” I made a comical wiggle with my eyebrows.

      “He is if you’re into seventy-five year olds.”

      “Who says I’m not?” I did a wheelie in my chair, because there was really no furniture in my way. Dana’s desk was against one wall, her trunk shoved up next to it. Our room still echoed.

      “Whoa! Isn’t that dangerous?” she asked.

      “Nope.” I did it again, popping back onto two wheels and then spinning in a circle. “But it does make me dizzy.”

      “Isn’t there such a thing as wheelchair basketball?” Dana asked, blowing on her nails.

      “Probably,” I dodged. Given my sporty history, more than a dozen people had asked me the same question already. But before my accident, I’d never been interested in hoops. And I was doubly uninterested in some kind of adaptive bullshit. Why did people think that sounded like fun? Why must all gimps love basketball?

      Dana capped her nail polish. “So…I’m going to the jam tonight. Do you want to come?”

      “What’s a jam?”

      “It’s a concert, a showcase for the a cappella singing groups. Are you going to rush?”

      I shook my head. “I gave up choir in the eighth grade because it conflicted with hockey.”

      “You don’t have to be crazy good,” Dana argued. “There are ten groups, and it’s social as much as musical.”

      “Let’s go to the jam, then,” I said. “We’ll check it out.”

      “Awesome! It’s right after dinner. I’ll find this auditorium…” She hopped up to dig a campus map out of her bag.

      “Nice TV, ladies,” a sexy voice said from the open doorway.

      I looked up to see Hartley leaning against our doorjamb. “Thanks,” I said, my heart rate kicking up a notch.

      “What you really need is a sofa right here,” he pointed to the empty wall just inside the door. “They’re selling used ones on Fresh Court.”

      “We saw them,” Dana said. “But we don’t know how to summon a furniture genie to carry it for us.”

      Hartley scraped a hand along his gorgeous jaw. “I guess two gimps and a chick won’t cut it. I’ll work on it at dinner.” He looked at his watch. “…Which starts now. Takers?”

      “Sure,” Dana said. “I haven’t been to the Beaumont dining hall yet.”

      “So let’s go,” Hartley said, turning his crutches toward the outside door.

      Dana and I followed Hartley out of McHerrin and down the street. Beaumont House, in all its Gothic glory, had big iron gates. Dana swept her ID in front of the reader and the gate clicked open. She held the door for Hartley and then for me.

      The gimp parade was slow going, with Hartley on crutches, and me driving cautiously. The flagstone pathway was uneven, and I didn’t want to catch my wheels on one of the cracks and do a face plant. It was hard enough being The Girl in the Wheelchair. I didn’t need to be The Girl Who Ejected From Her Wheelchair.

      We made our way through one small stone courtyard and into the larger one, which was on every official Harkness tour. My brother Damien had once complained about dodging tourists and their cameras when he was on the way to class. But if that was the price of living in an historic granite and marble castle, so be it.

      On the far side of the courtyard, Hartley stopped our progress. “Shit,” he said, looking up at the building. “The dining hall is on the second floor. I forgot about the stairs.”

      “You know, Beaumont dining hall isn’t on the accessible map,” I said. “I think I’ll try another dining hall.” Commons wasn’t open for dinner, but I’d already memorized which houses had first-floor dining rooms.

      Hartley leaned over the handles of his crutches and shook his head. “I’m not climbing it, either. But…how does the food get up there? I bet they don’t carry it up the stairs.” He frowned up at the building. “I can’t believe I’ve eaten here for two years and never wondered about that.” He turned toward another gate leading out onto the street. “Dana, we’ll meet you inside. There must be a service entrance. This way, Callahan.”

      My face pink, I followed Hartley out onto Pine Alley, which backed up to both Beaumont and Turner House.

      “That will be it,” Hartley grinned. He limped toward a gray metal door with an intercom beside it. He pushed the button.

      “Yeah!” came a voice.

      He looked at me, his dimple showing. “Delivery!”

      A moment later, the gray door slid open to reveal a dimly lit elevator carriage, which was not even full height. “Classy,” Hartley said. “Well, let’s do this.” There was a slight lip, which almost tripped him up. But he ducked inside, holding the door while I rolled myself backwards into the car. The door slid shut with a grinding sound that scared me. Was this going to become one of those moments — the kind you look back on later and wonder why you followed a hot guy into a shaky, unmarked elevator? But Hartley only chuckled as the car seemed to tremble around us. “I hope you have good lungs, in case we need to yell for help.”

      The car rose so slowly that I didn’t relax until the door finally wheezed open. When we emerged into a brightly lit kitchen, a guy in a chef’s hat frowned at us, and several busy people in white aprons turned to stare. “Don’t tell me you lost our reservation?” Hartley scoffed, looking around. “This way, Callahan.” I followed him across a tile floor, around a glass-faced serving bay, and into the melee of students waiting with trays in hand.

      “There you are!” Dana said, making room for us. “How’d you get up here?”

      “In the service elevator,” Hartley said. “It worked like a charm. Dana, can you grab us one more tray?”

      “Sure, take this one.” She darted off, returning with another tray and two more sets of cutlery.

      The line snaked forward, and eventually we were up next. “Can you see over?” Hartley asked.

      No, as usual. “What looks good?” I asked.

      “Meatball sub. Fish looks a little scary.”

      “Easy decision, then.”

      “Two subs, please,” Hartley said.

      “Can I help you guys carry anything?” Dana asked.

      Hartley answered, “Callahan and I have a system.”

      When he looked away, Dana gave me a meaningful eyebrow twist. I bit back a grin.
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      When we had our food, Hartley pointed a crutch toward a half-filled table in the middle of the room. “Over there, ladies.”

      As we approached the table, a guy with dark red hair waved. “Hartley! Christ, look at you.”

      “You always know just what to say, Bridge.”

      The redhead got up and came around the table to see Hartley’s enormous cast. “That is serious, dude. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      Hartley waved a hand, like he didn’t want to hear it. I recognized that reaction, because I’d felt that way, too. Sometimes even the nicest things that people say only remind you of all that’s gone wrong. “Get rid of one of these chairs for Callahan, would you?” Hartley said.

      Bridger dismissed one of the heavy wooden chairs with a flick of one finger. He was another hunky athlete, with a broad chest and bulky, freckled biceps emerging from the sleeves of his Harkness Hockey T-shirt. Bridger was almost as attractive as Hartley, and had a friendly warmth that I appreciated. When Hartley introduced us as his neighbors, he grinned. “I traded Hartley to you two. We were supposed to be roommates. Come to think of it, I might have pushed him off that wall so I could have a single.”

      “Nice,” Hartley said. “Can you do us a favor after dinner? These ladies need to buy a sofa on Old Campus. It’s only about a fifty-yard trip, no stairs. And you can see my fancy handicapped pad.”

      “Alright. What are you doing tonight, anyway?”

      Hartley shook his head. “It’s not up to me. Stacia leaves in the morning.”

      “I see.” Bridger’s eyebrows went up. “Go easy on that leg, dude. Save the tricky positions for next time.” When Hartley threw his balled up napkin at his head, Bridger only laughed. “Did they give you any good painkillers?”

      “Yeah, but they made me puke, so I left them at home. It’s plain old Advil for me, and I take them by the fistful.”

      Another guy sat down with us, a preppy blond with a country club haircut. “The leg hurts that much?” he asked.

      “Everything hurts,” Hartley said. “…My good leg, from working so hard, my hip, from swinging the cast through. My armpits.”

      “Your crutch handles are set too low,” I said, wiping my mouth on my napkin.

      “Really?” Hartley perked up.

      “Really. Move them up a notch, and never lean on the underarm supports. Trust me.”

      He pointed a french fry at me. “You are a very useful neighbor, Callahan.”

      I shook my head. “If there was a game show for physical therapy trivia, I could win big.”

      The preppy guy gave me a weird look. But I was used to those. So instead of feeling bad about it, I finished my meatball sub. It was delicious.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After dinner, Dana and I paid forty dollars for a used couch in a shade of not-too-ugly blue. Bridger and the preppy, whom they called Fairfax, carried it into our room.

      “Thank you, thank you!” Dana said, dancing in front of them to open up our room. The accessible door was so wide that they didn’t even have to tip the sofa to carry it in.

      “Nice room,” Bridger said, setting down his end of the sofa. “Let’s see yours, Hartley.”

      With both our doors blocked open, I heard Hartley’s friends exclaim over his single across the hall. He didn’t have a common room like ours, but I’d noticed that his room was also generously sized. “Christ, a double bed? Nice.”

      “Just in time for your girlfriend to leave the country,” Fairfax snickered. “Where is she, anyway?”

      Hartley’s voice answered. “The mall? A salon? Somewhere expensive. Whatever. Who wants a beer before she gets back?”
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      After admiring our new furniture, and dragging Dana’s trunk over to be our coffee table, we made our way across campus to the singing group jam. Inside the auditorium, we were handed a program on a half-sheet of paper. There were ten groups listed, each one singing two songs. “They have to hand this out,” Dana explained as we parked ourselves in the designated handicapped spot, where my chair wouldn’t stick out into the aisle. “So that the rushes can remember who sang what.”

      The groups all had cute names, like the Harkness Harmonics, and the Tony Tones. When the lights dimmed, the first group walked onstage — twelve guys in matching T-shirts and khaki shorts. I checked the program. They were the Minstrel Marauders.

      “A cappella is kind of nerdy,” Dana leaned over to say. “But in a good way.”

      After a few minutes, I was inclined to agree with her. One guy on the far end held up a pitch pipe and blew a single note. His eleven friends hummed a chord. And then the leader stashed his pitch pipe, raising both hands. When he brought them down again, the group launched into a rendition of “Up the Ladder to the Roof” in four-part harmony. And somehow they made a song that was on the radio when my parents were little sound cool. I’d always thought that athletes were my type. But I had to admit that a dozen men rocking out to an up-tempo love song was pretty appealing.

      “They’re great,” I whispered.

      Dana nodded. “They’re supposed to be the best men’s group.”

      The next bunch were the Mixed Masters, a coed chorus. They looked like they were having an awful lot of fun, but they lacked the perfection of the Marauders.

      “Next…” Dana whispered. But the following group — Something Special — made her squeeze my wrist. “This is my ‘reach’ group,” she said.

      The women made a perfect semicircle on stage. They linked arms, and then began to sing a lovely, haunting version of “Desperado” by the Eagles.

      When it was over, the applause was furious. “Wow,” I said. “They rock.”

      “I know,” Dana sighed. “But did you notice how blond they are? I wonder if that’s a coincidence. Maybe you should audition, Corey. Your have almost the right coloring.”

      “No way,” I said automatically, putting a hand up to my sun-streaked hair.

      I wondered why Dana didn’t hear the flaw in her own logic. If Something Special cared so much about appearances, imagine what a wheelchair or crutches would do to the pretty line of smiling faces? Did Dana honestly think that any of the attractive groups onstage would look right with me parked in the center of them?

      The jam was fun to watch, but I knew where I stood. So to speak.
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            YOU THINK YOU'RE SO SNEAKY

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      There was a knock on our door the following week, as Dana and I dug into our course reading. “It’s open,” I called.

      The wooden door swung in to reveal Hartley and his crutches. “Evening,” he said. “Is everybody working hard? I can come back another time.”

      Dana snapped her book shut. “I have an audition in a half-hour. What’s up?”

      “I have a strange and selfish request.”

      “That sounds interesting,” Dana said. “If not promising.”

      “You’re a smart girl, Dana.” He flashed his dimple, and I felt myself slip a little further under his spell. That smile could melt glass. “See, I have a QuirkBox. But no TV. Bridger and I were a good team — but the TV was his.”

      “QuirkBox is a game console?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Anyway, if you ever want to play, I would hook it up in here. It only takes a second.”

      “Well, go ahead,” I said. “Give it a shot.”

      “You’re the best,” he said, a look of joy on his face. “I’ll be right back.”

      The door fell closed, and we heard the sound of Hartley thumping back across the hall.

      “Big fan of gaming?” Dana asked me.

      “No,” I grinned. “However…”

      She laughed. “I think we should call him ‘Hart-throb’ from now on. I’d better get ready for this audition.” She went into her room to have a fashion crisis.
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      “Video games aren’t really my thing. I’ll just watch,” I told Hartley as he hooked it up. From the couch, I had a nice view of his backside.

      “Suit yourself.” A minute later, the game lit the big screen, and a team of incredibly realistic hockey players in Bruins jerseys took the ice.

      I leaned forward in spite of myself. “That’s Anton Khodobin! You can see their faces?”

      Hartley chuckled. “Yeah, but I know it’s not your thing.” Balancing on his crutches in front of the TV, he held the controller in his hands. At the sound of the buzzer, there was a face-off, which Hartley’s player won. His team was skating against the Islanders, and Hartley passed the puck from his center to his left wing.

      A tense moment followed, when the Islanders’ defenseman got his stick on the puck. But Hartley snatched it back with a grunt of satisfaction. He skated forward, lining up a shot. The goalie lunged, but before I could see what happened, Hartley moved his shoulders into my line of sight, and the screen disappeared behind his body. Without thinking, I pushed off the sofa to move around him.

      And I fell.

      In the split second before I hit the floor, I realized my mistake. It still happened once in awhile, and only when I was very distracted. I would actually forget that I could no longer stand unassisted, and hurl myself to the ground.

      I went down with a thump, my arm making an exaggerated smack onto our makeshift coffee table.

      Hartley’s head whipped around. “Shit, are you okay?”

      “Sure,” I said, my face getting hot. “Just, um, clumsy.” I rubbed my arm where it had hit the table. “Look out,” I said, nodding toward the screen. The Islanders had stolen the puck and were breaking for Hartley’s goal. When he looked away from me, I quickly hoisted my butt back onto the couch.

      He paused the game, and then turned around again, studying me.

      I looked down at my hands.

      “Heads up,” Hartley said. And when I looked back at him, he tossed me the controller, which I caught. “What team do you want to be?” He gave me a huge smile, just the kind that made me feel all squishy inside.

      “Pittsburgh,” I answered, without hesitation.

      “Good pick, Callahan,” he said, grabbing the other controller and pulling up a menu on the screen. “This will only take a second to set up. And then you will learn from the master.”

      There were many things I would have liked to learn from “the master.” But that night, I settled for a video game called RealStix.
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      The next time Hartley came over to play hockey, I was ready for him.

      “Do you remember how to do this?” Hartley asked, handing me a controller.

      “I think so.”

      This time, we sat side by side on the sofa, with Hartley’s cast balanced on the coffee table. He pressed “play,” and our two players stared one another down for the face-off. The digital ref dropped the puck between us, and I hooked it with my stick. Then, after passing to my wing, I skated toward the goal.

      Hartley’s goalie came into view. I angled towards him, the puck aiming toward the right hand corner of the net. On the screen, Hartley’s guy inched over to cover that side. I faked to the left, and the goalie swerved right on cue. I slammed the puck right again and sent it into the goal.

      Then I giggled as the fake crowd went wild.

      “What the fuck, Callahan?” Hartley paused the game. “You deked my goalie?” Slowly, his surprised face evolved into a wicked grin. “Hold on, girl. You practiced, didn’t you!”

      I fought against my own smile. “Wouldn’t you, if you were me?”

      “Jesus Christ, you’re going to pay for this…” Then, with some kind of ninja speed, he leaned over and grabbed my arm, raising it up. Before I even knew what was happening, he had his fingers under my armpit, tickling me.

      “Hartley!” I shrieked, shoving his hand away and clamping my arm against my side.

      “You think you’re so sneaky.” He reached for my arm again, but it was a fake-out. I had an older brother, and I knew all the tricks. Even as he dove for my waist instead, I wrenched my elbow down, protecting myself. But Hartley only rose up on his good knee and dove for my vulnerable left side. I shrieked again when he pressed my shoulder against the sofa, his free hand finding two tickling places at once.

      Above me, his brown eyes laughed. As I looked up into them, I felt a rush of warmth, and then something else too. His expression changed, growing more serious. It looked almost hungry.

      A giggle died on my lips as our eyes locked.

      “What is going on out here?” Dana came out of her room, fastening an earring.

      Releasing me, Hartley tossed himself back onto his own side of the sofa and picked up his game controller.

      And the moment was broken. Or maybe there was no moment, and I imagined the whole thing. As Dana smiled at us, I looked over at Hartley, but he looked the same as always. “Somebody got shelled,” I answered Dana to cover my own confusion, “and lost his cool.”

      “Somebody needs to be taught a lesson,” Hartley argued, restarting the game.

      “Bring it,” I said.

      Dana put on a jacket. “Should I have called in a babysitter for you two? No fighting, okay?”

      But we didn’t even answer her, because the game was back on. Hartley won the face-off this time, and I couldn’t get possession. But with a stroke of luck, my goalie evaded him, falling on the puck.

      “Whew,” I said. “That was close.” I looked around for Dana, but she had already gone. “So, we’re still at one-zip, Pittsburgh’s lead.”

      “Now you’re bragging?” Hartley asked. “I’m going to wipe that smile off your face.”

      My fluttery little hope fairy put a word in then. I can think of a few ways to do that, she simpered.
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      RealStix Video Hockey became our thing together. The Bruins vs. Puffins rivalry grew into my favorite obsession. Sometimes we’d play a quick game before dinner on a weeknight. Dana would just shake her head and call us junkies. These games were fun, but we were often interrupted by phone calls for Hartley. He’d pause the game and answer, because at that hour of the day Stacia was just retiring to bed. “Sorry,” he said the first time it happened. “But I can’t call her back later. It’s eleven o’clock over there.”

      “No problem.” Only, it was a problem. Because the phone calls were excruciating.

      “Rome for the weekend? That sounds like fun,” Hartley would say. The indulgent tone he took with her sounded wrong on him. “I bet you’ll give your credit cards a workout. You’d better buy some extra luggage while you’re at it. You’ll never get all your designer booty home.”

      I sat through these conversations with gritted teeth. Not only did they interrupt my new favorite hobby, but they drove my mind into alleyways where I didn’t wish to go. “Hi, hottie,” Hartley often answered his phone. Or, “hi baby.” It was hard to say which term of endearment bothered me more. Because nobody had ever called me by either one.

      The truth was that my blazing attraction to Hartley made me start to measure out the distance between girls like Stacia and me. Before my accident, I’d always assumed that a passionate romance would eventually come my way. But listening to Hartley butter up his gorgeous girlfriend niggled at me. Was there a guy out there for me, who would refer to his wheelchair-bound girlfriend as a hottie?

      I really didn’t think there was.
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      Part of the bargain I’d made with my parents was that I would continue physical therapy at Harkness. My new therapist was a sporty-looking woman in a Patriots cap. “Call me Pat,” she said, shaking my hand. “I spent the weekend with your file.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “That sounds like a dull read.”

      “Not at all,” she smiled. I noticed she had freckles everywhere. “Your trainers seem to have found you refreshing.”

      I laughed. “If ‘refreshing’ is a euphemism for ‘bitchy,’ then maybe I’d buy it.”

      She shook her head. “You’ve had a very challenging year, Corey. Everyone understands that. So let’s get started.”

      First, Pat stretched me. That’s how therapy always began — with the unsettling sensation of someone moving my body around as if I was a rag doll. Pat worked my legs around the hip joints, followed by knees and ankles. Before asking me to sit up, she hesitated. “Can I take a peek at your skin? Nobody will see.”

      I looked around. The therapy room door was shut, and there were no faces outside its window. “Just quickly,” I said.

      Pat lifted the back of my yoga pants and took a peek down the back of my underwear. The concern was that I would get pressure sores from sitting in my chair all day. “No problems there.”

      “I’m not high risk,” I said. “My parents asked you to check, didn’t they?”

      She smiled. “You can’t blame them for caring.”

      I could, actually.

      “If we can get you out of that chair,” Pat jerked her thumb toward the offending object, “then nobody will worry about it anymore. How many hours a day are you up on your sticks?”

      “A few,” I hedged. The truth was that I hadn’t figured out yet how to blend my crutches into my Harkness schedule. “I’m still working out how far apart all the buildings are.”

      “I see,” she said. “But if you’re going to participate in student life, we’ve got to get you climbing stairs. Otherwise, you should have picked a college built in the seventies. So let’s do some leg press.”

      I tried not to grumble too much. But a year ago, I used to put twice my body weight on the leg press. Now? Pat put on sixty pounds or so, and still I had to push on my quads with my hands to move the platform. A first-grader could do better.

      Really, what was even the point?

      But Pat was undeterred by my lousy performance. “Now we’ll work your core,” she insisted. “Good torso stability is crucial to helping you balance on crutches.” It was nothing I hadn’t heard before. Pat had learned her lines from the same script as the other therapists I’d seen. And I’d seen plenty.

      Unfortunately, nowhere in any script were the words for the things that really bothered me. Pat knew what to do when my hips wobbled in the middle of a plank exercise. But nobody had ever taught me how to handle the odd looks I got when people made eye contact with me in my wheelchair. Sometimes I saw looks of outright pity. Those seemed honest, if not helpful. And then there were the Big Smiles. There can’t be many people in the world who walk around grinning like maniacs at random strangers. But I got a lot of Big Smiles from people who thought that they owed it to me. It was like a consolation prize. You don’t have much use of your legs, so have a Big Smile on me.

      Of course, I never complained about these things out loud. It would only sound bitchy. But the last nine months had been humbling. The old me used to be offended when guys stared at my boobs. Now I only wished people would stare at my boobs. When they looked at me now, they only saw the chair.

      “Four more crunches, Corey. Then you’ll be all set,” Pat said.

      I looked up into Pat’s determined face and crunched. But we both knew I would never be all set.
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            DRUNK GIRAFFE ON STILTS

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      September quickly became October, and life was good. I stayed on top of my course-work, and I learned to navigate the campus with increasing ease. Dana was in the throes of the singing group rush process. Her audition song was Hey There, Delilah, and with all her practicing, I had started to hear that song in my sleep.

      I didn’t have much of my own social life yet, but that was probably going to take some time. Hands down, my favorite Friday and Saturday nights so far had been spent playing RealStix with Hartley. As hockey season got going, Hartley’s friends were increasingly unavailable. They were either at practice, or headed to parties in corners of the campus Hartley didn’t wish to climb to. On those nights, he would flop onto the couch next to me for a few games of hockey. Sometimes we put on a movie afterward.

      “You know, you depend too much on your team captain,” Hartley said one night, when I was losing.

      I wasn’t about to tell him, but the reason I was losing that night had very little to do with my center, and everything to do with the fact that Hartley was not wearing a shirt. I’d spent the last half hour trying not to drool over Hartley’s six-pack.

      He cracked open a bottle of beer and offered it to me, but I waved it away. “Digby is good, but there are other players on the ice.”

      “But Digby is dreamy,” I said, setting down my controller. And it was true — even the digitized version of the Puffins’ captain made my heart go pitter-patter. He was almost the hottest hockey player I could name. The hottest one was sitting beside me on the sofa.

      Hartley snorted into his beer. “Seriously?” He laughed, which meant I got to see more of his smile. “Callahan, I thought you were a real fan. I didn’t realize you were a puck bunny.”

      That made me gasp. “And I didn’t realize you were an asshole.”

      He held up two hands defensively, one of them still clutching his beer. “Whoa, just a little joke.”

      I bit my lip, trying to dial back my irritation. Puck bunny was a derogatory term for women who liked hockey players much more than they liked hockey. Nobody had ever called me that before. The happiest moments of my life had been spent on the rink.

      Hartley eased his broken leg onto the table and cocked his head, like a golden retriever. “I hit a nerve? I’m sorry.”

      Reaching across the sofa, I took the beer out of his hand and stole a swig. “I guess I should start painting my face and yelling at the refs. Since I’m such a big fan.”

      I stretched the bottle back in his direction, but he didn’t take it back. He just looked at me so intently that I wondered if he could hear my thoughts. “Callahan,” he said slowly. “Are you a hockey player?”

      For a minute, we just blinked at each other. I’d always been a player — since I was five years old. And now, at best, I was just a fan. And that really stung.

      Swallowing hard, I answered the question. “I was a player. Before, you know… Before I gave it up.” I felt a prickle behind my eyes. But I was not going to cry in front of Hartley. I took a deep breath in through my nose.

      He licked his lips. “You told me your father was a high-school coach.”

      “He was my high-school coach.”

      “No shit?” Hartley cracked open a new beer without ever breaking eye contact. “What position do you play?”

      Did I play. Past tense.

      “Center, of course.” I knew what he was really asking. “Captain. All state. Recruited by colleges.” It was so hard to tell him this — to show him exactly what I’d lost. Most people didn’t want to hear it. They would change the subject, and ask if I’d considered taking up knitting, or chess.

      But Hartley only reached over, clinking his beer bottle against the one that I still held. “You know, I knew I liked you, Callahan,” he said. At that, my battle against tears became even tougher. But I took a long pull off the beer in my hand and fought them off. There was another moment of silence before Hartley broke it. “So…I guess this means I should teach you how to flip the screen perspective, so you can always see where your defensemen are. Slide over here.”

      Happy to have that conversation over with, I scooted closer to him on the sofa. Hartley wrapped his arm around me in order to hold the controller in front of my body where I could see it. “If you push these two buttons at the same time,” he said, depressing them with his thumbs, and looking up at the screen, “it toggles between the player’s view and the coach’s.” I was tucked snugly against him, where I could feel his breath on my ear when he spoke.

      “Right,” I breathed. The heat of his bare chest at my back was incredibly distracting. “That’s…useful,” I stammered.

      As he showed me a couple more maneuvers, I inhaled the clean scent of his soap, and admired the sculpted forearms reaching around to encircle mine. There should be poetry written about those arms. Hartley explained something about body-checking, but I didn’t quite catch it. Every time he said “body” all I could think about was his.

      “Okay?” he finished, as I struggled to take in oxygen. “Now when I beat you, you won’t be able to claim ignorance.” Giving my short ponytail a gentle yank, he withdrew his embrace.

      With flushed cheeks, I scooted quickly back to my own end of the couch. “Come on, then,” I said, mustering up a few brain cells. “I’m ready to mow you down.”

      “We’ll just see about that,” he chuckled.
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      The next Friday night, I bumped into Hartley as we were both coming in the front door of McHerrin. “RealStix later?” I asked. Please?

      He shook his head. “The hockey team doesn’t start their play season for another week, so Bridger’s having a party. You should come — there are only six stairs. I made him count them for me. Can you do six stairs?”

      I considered the question. “I can do them, as long as I don’t mind looking like a drunk giraffe on stilts. Only less graceful.”

      He grinned. “That’s me on a good day. I’m going over at eight, and I’ll knock on your door. Bring Dana, and anyone else you feel like.” He went into his room.

      “Do you want to go to Bridger’s party tonight?” I asked Dana when she finally came home.

      “I would, but I can’t,” she said. “There are two rush parties. Will you help me choose an outfit?”

      “Sure,” I said, feeling even better about my decision not to rush a singing group. If you had to sing well and dress well, I was not a good candidate.

      We chose a slinky purple sweater for Dana, over jet-black jeans. She looked pretty, but it didn’t look like she was trying too hard. “But what are you wearing?” she asked me.

      I only shrugged, glancing down at my Harkness T-shirt. “It’s a kegger in Bridger’s room. Who would dress up for that?”

      Dana rolled her eyes at me. “Come on, Corey. The jeans are okay, but you need a cuter top.” She strode into my room and began opening dresser drawers. “How does this one fit you?”

      “Well, it’s pink.”

      “I can see that. Put it on.”

      Humoring her, I threw my Harkness tee on the bed and grabbed the top that Dana held out.
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      —Hartley—

      When I opened the door to the girls’ common room, I could hear voices from behind Corey’s half-open bedroom door.

      “There. Can I go now?” Corey asked.

      “That’s so much cuter,” Dana gushed. “It hugs you in just the right places. Now, wait. Put on these hoops.”

      “Fine,” Corey sighed, “because it’s quicker than arguing with you.”

      “And I’m not letting you out of the house without lipstick.”

      “God, why?”

      That’s when I laughed, and Corey’s door opened all the way. “Gotta go,” she called to Dana.

      “Wait!” her roommate cried, fumbling on Corey’s dresser top. “Don’t you own any mascara?”

      “Good luck at the rush parties,” Corey called as she crutched toward me in a hurry. “Run,” she mouthed, and I opened the door.

      Corey managed the six stairs into Bridger’s room with little difficulty, which was great since I wouldn’t have been any help. But that night, the party itself was the real work. It was exactly what I should have anticipated. Warm beer in plastic cups? Check. Music too loud to talk over? Check. Girls tossing their hair at all of my teammates? Check and check.

      Bridger’s room was thick with Harkness Hockey jackets and sweatshirts. The puck bunnies fanned out around them, fawning. I followed Corey’s stare to find a rather drunk young woman grinding up against Bridger. When I caught Corey’s eye, she raised an eyebrow. All I could do was shrug. You might think that there wouldn’t be any puck bunnies at an ambitious school like Harkness. But you’d be wrong. At every home game, there was at least one homemade poster reading: “Future Hockey Wives.” They weren’t even subtle about it.

      When Corey and I had battled all the way into the party, Bridger gave us each a warm smile and a warm beer. It was then that I discovered the logistical difficulty of drinking a beer while supporting oneself on crutches. Corey, who was obviously smarter than I was, had wedged herself onto the arm of Bridger’s beat up old sofa. Leaning her crutches up against the wall behind her, she had her hands free.

      From her perch, Corey surveyed the room that Bridger and I would have shared if not for my broken leg. Beaumont House was a hundred years old, and the university hadn’t renovated it in a few decades. So the dark wood moldings were scratched, the walls yellowing. But it was still one of the coolest places I’d ever been. The arched windows were hung with real leaded glass, divided into tiny shimmering rectangles. An oaken window seat stretched beneath.

      Students perched on its edge, cups in hand, the same way they’d been sitting since the 1920s. I’d always thought that was cool, but tonight it just seemed depressingly stagnant.

      Bridger even had one of those felt banners hanging above his not-functional-since-the-1960s fireplace, reading Esse Quam Videri. The university motto was: To Be, Rather Than to Seem. It was a nice sentiment, but the vibe in Bridger’s room that night was more along the lines of: To See, To Be Seen, and To Drink a Lot.

      The first beer went down quick. “You need another?” I asked Callahan.

      “Not really,” she said with a smile.

      And good thing, because I probably couldn’t carry one back to her without spilling it. With my cup in my teeth, I made my way through the crowd to the keg without crushing anyone’s toes with my crutches. Bridger took the cup out of my mouth and refilled it.

      “What happened to that octopus I saw hanging on you earlier?” I asked him.

      He tipped my cup to avoid too much foam. “Christ. I had to peel her off me. That’s Hank’s little sister.”

      “Seriously? I thought she was younger.”

      “That’s the problem. She’s sixteen, and just visiting for the weekend. Now she’s reattached herself. To Fairfax, of all people.”

      I scanned the scrum of bodies. Sure enough, on the window-seat I spotted a half-lidded girl wrapped around our teammate. And Fairfax looked pretty deep into his cups himself. “Fuck. Where is Hank, anyway?”

      “I really don’t know. Haven’t seen him for a while. Probably someone offered him a smoke.” Bridger handed me my cup, and we both watched a drunken Fairfax shove his tongue in the girl’s mouth. “That’s just some kind of wrong,” Bridger muttered. “Do you have your phone?”

      “Sure. Hold this.” I gave Bridger my cup, and shot off a quick text to Hank. “911. Put the bong down and come get your sister.”

      Bridge and I drank a beer together while watching the door. But Hank didn’t appear. I looked back toward the happy couple. “Dayum. Did she just grab his junk?”

      Bridger winced. “We’ll have to stage an intervention. If that was my little sister…” he let the sentence die. “That girl is drunk off her ass.”

      It had to be done. “Coming through,” I called, and Bridge and I wove our way towards the window seat. They were still hot and heavy by the time we got over there.

      I tapped the girl on the shoulder. “Excuse me, Hank is looking for you.” Their lips made an audible popping sound when they came apart. “Whah?” the girl slurred.

      “Your brother,” Bridger said, pulling her off Fairfax. “Right now.”

      “Holy shit, Darcy!”

      Hank had appeared, towering over us. The dude was almost seven feet tall. He put one giant hand on his sister’s shoulder, and held up his phone with the other. “Thanks, Hartley. I owe you.”

      I shrugged it off, but not before Fairfax noticed. After Hank dragged his sister away, he fixed me with a wobbly stare. “So you’re cock-blocking me now?”

      Seriously? “No, man. I’m helping you out. You’ve got to throw the little ones back. It’s the law.”

      “You are such a bastard, Hartley. Always such a bastard.”

      I clenched my fists on instinct.

      “Oh, fuck no,” Bridger spat, putting a hand on my chest. “You are not punching Fairfax at my party. No matter how big a douchecanoe he is tonight.”

      But my blood was boiling already. That fucking word. Why do people have to use that fucking word?

      “Dude, no,” Bridger pled, both his hands on me now. “Let this one go. If you hurt him, he tells Coach…nothing good comes from that. And the guy is plowed, Hartley. He won’t even remember this in the morning.”

      As if to prove the point, Fairfax began to sag onto the window seat.

      I shook Bridger off me, but I didn’t lunge at Fairfax.

      “No good deed goes unpunished,” Bridger added, handing me the crutch I’d dropped.

      Right. So this had been fun.

      I turned away without another word, heading back towards Corey, and her perch on the sofa arm. The sofa proper was taken up by with two couples engaged in varying stages of foreplay. But the wall beside Corey was empty, and so I maneuvered myself into position to lean upon it. With just a third of a beer left, I could dangle the cup from two fingers and still hang onto my crutches.

      “Everything okay?” she asked mildly.

      “The leg is killing me tonight,” I mumbled, staring into the last of my beer.

      She tugged her bag off her shoulders. Digging into the bottom, her hand emerged with a tiny bottle of Advil. God bless her, she tapped two of these into my palm.

      “You are such a babe,” I said, tossing them back into my mouth.

      “Uh huh,” she said with an eye roll.

      I gave her a wink, and the puck bunny standing in front of us gave Corey a dirty look. She was a fluffy-haired cheerleader type wearing some kind of tight, shiny shirt.

      “Stacia really left you high and dry, didn’t she?” the shiny-shirted girl asked me.

      “How do you figure?” I shifted my weight to put more of it against the wall. I was fairly miserable, and it was only ten o’clock.

      “She’s wandering Paris, and you’re stuck here in sunny Harkness Connecticut. How’s that fair? A whole semester without any action?” She tossed her hair, and the invitation was unmistakable.

      I winked, shaking my phone in one hand. “See, that’s what Skype is for.” The girl and her friend dissolved in a fit of giggles, while Corey rolled her eyes again. “The only tricky part is getting the whole thing in the picture.” I held the camera at arm’s length and waist height, as if zooming out on my crotch, and they howled again. I drained my beer, wondering why I came to these things.

      A guy we called Kreature pushed through the girls to talk to me, and I was happy for the interruption.

      “Hey man. How’s it going?” I asked. “Have you met Callahan’s little sister?”

      “Nice to meet you,” Kreature shook Corey’s hand. “Practice was just brutal today, Hartley. Lunging sprints on the track, followed by murder drills on the ice. No scrimmage. It was exhausting and boring at the same time.”

      “Giddyup,” I said, crushing my empty cup.

      “Trust me, man. It was a day when missing practice meant missing nothing.”

      “No kidding?” I said. But privately, I thought, bullshit. I’d have done anything to be at practice today, instead of laid up with a giant cast on my leg. I cut my glance over to Corey’s for half a second, and found her with a knowing smile.

      Yeah. She was the only one in the room who understood.

      After Kreature went away, Corey put her bag over her shoulders again, and found her crutches. “I’m going to take off,” she said.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I volunteered immediately.

      She headed for the doorway, and I managed to follow without clubbing anyone with my cast.

      “You don’t have to walk me out,” she said as we reached the landing outside Bridger’s door. “Why do the stairs two extra times?”

      The pain in my ankle made me grimace. “I’m not, Callahan. I’m just using you as an excuse to sneak away.” With great care, I crutched down the first stair. “Come on, you can say it. That was a totally pointless evening.”

      “Was it? Honestly, it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. Nobody puked on me, and I didn’t do a face plant on the stairs.” Callahan hopped down one stair, and then another. Compared to me, she was practically a gazelle.

      “I guess it’s all about expectations,” I muttered, tackling the second stair.

      “Everything is,” she agreed quietly.
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            MORE FUN THAN DISNEY WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      On my way out of the room on Monday morning, I found a note that had been slid under our door. It was a folded piece of paper reading CALLAHAN on the outside. Inside, it read: I can’t come to econ today because I’m having two screws put in my knee this morning. Share your notes with me, pretty please? H.

      I waited until after lunch to text him. Got your note. Surgery? So sorry.

      A couple of hours later he replied: Don’t B sorry. Anesthesia rocks. You don’t have to visit, but if you do, bring food.

      Me: What kind of food?

      Hartley: OMG who cares? Hospital food is vomit.

      I laughed, because it was true.
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      When I stuck my head into Hartley’s hospital room later, the first thing I saw was his bandaged knee, draped over a machine, which bent it and straightened it repeatedly. “That looks like fun.” At least his giant cast was gone, and there was a smaller one — a boot cast — on his lower leg.

      “More fun than Disney World.” He turned his head and offered me a pale smile. He was wearing a hospital gown, and an IV dripped liquids into his arm.

      I fought off a shudder at the familiarity of it all. “Sorry,” I said. “Why the surgery, anyway?”

      He pressed his head back against the pillows. “The hockey coach wanted me to see his favorite ortho guy. And that guy said it would heal faster with screws in it.”

      “Well…that’s good, right?”

      He shrugged. “It’s good for my knee. But my ankle will heal at the same speed, no matter what. So I’m trying to figure out what’s changed, except for the fact that I now have steel body parts.”

      “You’re going to set off metal detectors.” I rolled further into the room. “You don’t mind me visiting? I always hated visitors.”

      Hartley picked his head up. “You hated visitors? What do you have against people who like you?”

      “I didn’t want to be seen, that’s all. It was so humiliating to be flat on my back, unshowered, and basically naked except for the little cotton gown.”

      “That’s where we’re different,” Hartley said with a tip of his head. “I’m cool with not showering. And nudity.”

      I fished a white paper bag out of my pack.

      “What did you bring me?”

      “An Italian sub and a bag of chips. And Gatorade.”

      “Have I ever told you that you’re beautiful?”

      “Any time I offer you food.”

      “Exactly. Gimme that.” He held out his hands, and I passed him the bag.

      I looked up at the IV, and the drugs running into his arm. “Are you supposed to be eating?”

      “Who cares? I’m hungry.” He unwrapped the sandwich and took a bite. “Mmh,” he said. “Beautiful.”

      “Me or the sandwich?”

      “Both.” He took another bite. “Callahan? How long were you in the hospital?”

      The question made my chest feel tight. The accident wasn’t something I liked to talk about. “Six weeks.”

      His eyes widened. “That is a long time to eat really bad food.”

      I nodded, even though the bad food wasn’t even in my top ten things to hate about the hospital.

      “How much school did you miss?”

      “Three months. I went back for the last few weeks. Luckily, I’d applied early action to Harkness. So my acceptance letter came before the accident.”

      “But you graduated on time?”

      “The school district sent me a tutor once I got into rehab.”

      “That’s aggressive.”

      “Is it?” I sighed. “There was nothing else to do with my free time. Better to learn a bunch of calculus equations than to just sit and think all day long.” I pointed at his knee. “Tell me you wouldn’t rather be at an economics lecture right now.”

      He thought about it. “Sure, but only if I could keep the sandwich.” He opened the bag of chips and offered them to me. I took one and we crunched in silence for a minute. “What was it like going back to school in a wheelchair?”

      I sighed. “Really? You’re going to make me talk about this?”

      He spread his arms wide. “You don’t have to. But when in Rome…”

      “It was just as dreadful as you’d think. People were very, very nice to me, of course. But that didn’t make it any less awful. I was a conversation stopper. When I’d roll by, nobody could stand to talk about the theme for prom, or whatever. They felt like they couldn’t.”

      Hartley was quiet for a moment. “Well that sounds craptastic. Did you have to go back?”

      “I didn’t have to — but being at home was even less fun. My parents were stressed out all the time. I thought if I went back off to school, they could, you know, back away from the ledge a little. I was sick of being under their microscope.” And now I was really sick of this topic. “Dana is out on her own ledge right now. Tomorrow is tap night.”

      Hartley gave me another pale smile. “Yeah? If they spring me from this joint tomorrow, I’ll sit and wait up with you guys. We’ll have to play a few games of hockey, of course.”

      “Naturally,” I agreed.
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      When I came in from the library just before nine the next night, Hartley’s room door stood open. I put my head in, finding him seated on his bed, his desk chair propped under his leg. “Hey, Callahan,” he said, tearing a piece of paper out of his notebook and balling it up.

      “Hey yourself.” I studied him, taking in the pale face and the weary look in his eyes. “You don’t look so good.”

      “Thanks for the compliment.” He shot the wadded paper toward the distant trashcan. It went in, of course. Because Hartley was Hartley.

      I crutched further into the room. “Seriously, are you okay?”

      “I will be. The second day is always the worst, right? I just need a good night’s sleep. You know how hospitals are.” He squinted up at me.

      “Yeah, I do.” I maneuvered over to sit down next to him, careful not to bump him at all. “How many times did they wake you up to check your vitals?”

      “Lost count.” He leaned down for his water bottle on the floor, and then drained it. “Callahan, would you mind refilling this for me?”

      “Of course I wouldn’t.” I jumped up. Hooking the bottle’s strap over my finger, I crutched into Hartley’s bathroom and refilled it. “Can you take another dose of ibuprofen yet?” I asked, spotting the bottle on the sink.

      “Hell, yes,” he said.

      I took two tablets out of the bottle and tipped them into my pocket. Then I brought the water back over to him. It scared me to see Hartley in pain and vulnerable. He looked all wrong. Before I could stop myself, I reached up, pressing my palm against his face. Big brown eyes rose up to study me. “You don’t feel feverish,” I said quickly. “Post surgical infections can be scary.”

      He closed his eyes, and let the weight of his head tip into my hand. For a long moment, I didn’t move. I knew I needed to pull away, even though I wanted to do just the opposite — to wrap my arms around him and hold on tight. If I thought he’d let me, I would have done it.

      With a sigh, I slid my hand down to his shoulder and put the water bottle in his hand. When he straightened up, I fished the pills out of my pocket.

      “Only two?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

      “But that’s the dose! How many would you usually take?”

      “Three or four, of course.”

      “The bottle says two, Hartley.”

      “Tell you what, Callahan. I’ll sit on you, and then you can tell me why it makes sense for your dose to be the same as mine.” His mouth smiled, but his eyes were too tired to join in.

      “You’re a pain in the ass, Hartley,” I said to cover my concern for him. I made the trip back to his bathroom for one more pill.

      “Thank you,” he whispered when I came back. And after he’d swallowed all the tablets down, he leaned back on his hands, a grimace on his face. “What time is it?”

      I checked my watch. “Just about nine.”

      “We have to go sit with Dana,” he said.

      I blinked. For a moment, I’d completely forgotten that it was supposed to be Dana’s big night. Very shortly, all the singing groups would begin running across the Freshman Yard, tapping their favorite First Years in a mad dash for the best singers. “Right. Are you sure you want to move?”

      He closed his eyes for a moment and then opened them again. “Good thing it’s just across the hall.”

      “Hang on,” I said. “Let me set up first.”

      I crutched back into my room, moved a bunch of books off the sofa, and lined up the coffee table for Hartley’s knee. Then, struck by inspiration, I nudged my wheelchair out my door, across the hall, and into Hartley’s room. This was perfect, because I’d gone to the Beaumont library (which had only three stairs) on my braces, and didn’t need it myself.

      He was standing when I found him. “Check this out,” I said. “You don’t even have to walk.”

      “Well, thanks,” he sighed. I kicked the chair around behind him, and he sat. Quickly, I adjusted the footrest out in front of him, raising his bad leg into the air. He put his hands on the wheels and pushed. “So this is how the world looks to Callahan,” he said, heading out the door.

      “Dana, we’re here!” I said as we entered my common room. “And it’s nine. What do we do?”

      She came skidding out of her bedroom. “We just wait.”

      “Can I turn on the football game?” Hartley asked.

      My roommate frowned. “On mute. I need to be able to hear them knock.”

      Hartley was kind enough not to point out that since Dana had cranked our windows all the way open, and the door to the building was right outside, we’d never miss them. He picked up the remote in silence. When he found the football game, he backed my chair up near the couch and began fumbling for a way to transfer.

      “Hey guys!” Bridger said, walking in with a bag of ice. “Special delivery. I’m gonna put it in your mini fridge, okay, bro?”

      “Thanks, man. I could use some now, actually.”

      Bridger disappeared, and Hartley turned his attention to the task of getting out of my wheelchair.

      “You could just stay there,” I offered. “Keeps you from jostling it.”

      Hartley considered this idea, and then shook his head. He stood up on his good leg and tipped his body onto the couch. “I’m better off here,” he said under his breath.

      And he didn’t look me in the eye.

      Without comment, I moved the wheelchair away from the sofa. But the truth was, it bothered me. Hartley obviously couldn’t stand the thought of sitting in a wheelchair when a passel of singing group girls entered the room. I’d always felt like the chair made me either pitiful or invisible, and Hartley had basically just agreed with me.

      I was distracted from these distressing thoughts by the sound of pounding feet outside the window. Dana’s face froze with excitement.

      Quickly, I crutched into the hallway and opened the outside door. Twelve girls in red T-shirts ran past me and into our room. They had linked arms and begun to sing Aretha Franklin’s Respect before I even made it back inside.

      The second the song was over, the girls asked Dana if she wanted to become a member of the Merry Mellowtones. I held my breath, because I didn’t know what Dana was going to say. I knew this group wasn’t her first choice. On the other hand, they’d come for her early on, which meant they really cared.

      “Maybe,” she said quickly. The allowable answers were “yes,” “no” and “maybe.” But if a group wanted to, they could give away your spot after ten p.m., which was just forty-five minutes away.

      “We hope you’ll change that to a yes!” The pitch handed Dana a card with her phone number on it. Then they ran off to tap the next person on their list.

      “Crumbs,” Dana grumbled when they’d gone. “Should I just have said yes?” She took up her position at the window again. “I really want Something Special,” she whispered. “But it’s kind of a stretch.”

      “I want something special too, baby,” Hartley grinned, his hands behind his head.

      “Hartley!” Dana yelled.

      “I guess the pain relievers are kicking in,” I muttered.

      Bridger came back into the room with a plastic bag full of ice, which Hartley eased onto his knee. But then his phone began to ring. Even the minimal shifting required to ease his phone out of his back pocket made Hartley wince in pain. He checked the phone’s display and then silenced it.

      “Awful late for Stacia to call, isn’t it?” Bridger asked.

      Hartley gave a one-shouldered shrug. “She’s probably drunk dialing me from some club. I can’t deal with her and pain at the same time.”

      Bridger snorted. “Remind me why you stay loyal to someone who doesn’t even know how to comfort a man in pain?”

      “Leave it alone, Bridge.” Hartley’s voice was exhausted.

      “Okay. But then don’t ride me for being a man-whore, when you make commitment look so appealing.” He sat down on the sofa.

      “I don’t want to ride you, Bridge. You’re not my type.”

      “But thanks for the visual,” Bridger returned, and I laughed.

      Across the room, Dana seemed oblivious to the entire conversation. She worried the card in her hand and paced back and forth. Her own hope fairies were obviously working overtime, whispering words of encouragement, fighting off the dread.

      “Hang in there, Dana,” Bridger said, pointing at the T.V. screen. “Dude, the volume?”

      Hartley just shook his head.
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      For a long time, nothing happened, except the Patriots scored a touchdown. So at least we had that going for us. While the minutes crawled by, Dana tried alternately to wear a hole in our new rug and tatter the edges of the card the Merry Mellowtones had given her. Meanwhile, Hartley’s color improved, and he stopped making weird pain faces every time he moved.

      And I was on some kind of emotional overload. It was hard to keep from hugging the both of them. Dana looked stressed out and forsaken. Clearly I’d made the right decision about rushing a singing group. Tap night was a kind of medieval self-torture, whereby the world notified you, within the span of an hour, just how desirable you were.

      Who needed that? It was better to receive rejection in bite-sized slivers. I got regular doses every day — in the look on Hartley’s face at the idea of sitting in a wheelchair, or the Big Smiles I got from people who didn’t know what to say. I watched Dana’s crumbling bravado and asked myself, why buy problems when they’re giving them away for free?

      Just as I began to wonder whether Dana could take any more, there was another pounding of feet outside, and every muscle in my roommate’s body tensed. There was a knock on the outside door. And then Bridger leapt up, running out of our room to let them in.

      A gaggle of girls in purple T-shirts ran into our room, linked arms and began to sing the school fight song in four-part harmony. Dana’s face lit up like the Rockefeller Center Christmas tree.

      “Dana, would you like to be the newest member of Something Special?” the pitch asked when the song ended.

      “YES!” Dana shrieked.

      The guys clapped, and I put my arms around Dana. She was actually shaking with joy.

      Suddenly, the evening’s lessons tilted in a way that hurt my heart. Dana’s big risk had paid off. She’d found her tribe. The big bunch of purple-shirted girls hugging her now was not insubstantial. I smiled a face-cracking smile, and was so happy for her.

      At the same time, it cost me.
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            YOUR POSTER BOY

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      By the time the leaves finished turning yellow and red, midterms were almost over. I’d aced my Spanish test, and limped through calculus. Economics was my favorite class now, since Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays always found me seated in the gimp section with Hartley. And after class it was off to our lunch in Commons.

      The only dark spot in every week was Physical Therapy.

      “How are we doing on the stairs these days?” Pat asked, as she always did.

      “Fine. Slow.” For some reason, P.T. turned me into someone who spoke only in monosyllables.

      “Let’s practice,” she said.

      “Yes, let’s,” I deadpanned.

      Pat led me out into a stairwell that I’d never seen before. “Okay, have at it,” she said. “Let’s see your technique.”

      One at a time, I placed my crutches onto the first step, and then hopped my feet up to meet them. Then I did it all again. And again. But when I was seven steps up, I turned to look at Pat.

      That was a mistake.

      I could see exactly how easy it would be to trip, and fall down those seven concrete steps. I had a vision of my body bouncing over their edges. Falling backwards. It was the very thing that terrified me.

      I was suddenly stranded there, in the middle of the flight of stairs. I was afraid to keep going up, and I couldn’t turn around to go back down.

      Then Pat stood behind me. “I’m spotting you,” she said, her hand on my shoulder blade. “Just a few more.”

      Sweating, I sucked it up. After each step she touched my back, so I’d know she was still there. When I made it to the landing, we stopped.

      Pat tapped her chin, making thoughtful faces while I panted. “I know that you were taught to use two crutches,” she said. “But I think you might do better with one, plus the railing.” She guided me over to the handrail, and took my right crutch away.

      The second span of steps was easier, because I had a death grip on the banister.

      “We’ll take the elevator back down,” Pat announced when I’d made it to the top. She gave me back my crutch, and pressed the button.

      Grim and perspiring, I followed her back into the therapy room. She had me sit down on the mat and remove my braces. “You know, Corey…”

      I hated when people began a sentence that way. It almost always led to nagging.

      “…The more we can get you walking, the better you’ll feel. You haven’t plateaued yet. I know walking feels ungainly to you, but there are some great things we can do to make your stride more natural.”

      “Like what?” My straight-legged “stride” could hardly be less natural.

      “There are new braces which bend when you want them to and lock when you need it. I think you’re a really good candidate. But the manufacturer requires that you to commit to eight more months of therapy on them.”

      “If a brace needs eight months of therapy to work, how good could it be?”

      Pat smiled the smile of someone who was trying to be patient. “I think they’re miraculous. But you have to train your trunk, torso and glutes to help you. Think about it. In the meantime, let’s work on crawling.”

      I gave Pat a weary look, because crawling was one of the more exhausting things we did.

      “Hands down on the mat, please,” she said.

      With a barely cooperative sigh, I turned over, placing my hands on the mat. Then I curved my back like a cat, pulling with my weak quads into something resembling all fours. Pat adjusted my uncooperative legs behind me.

      “Let’s go,” she said. “There’s only eight minutes left, anyway.”

      I stepped one of my hands forward on the mat.

      “This is easier if you move the hand and the opposing leg together,” she said. “Let me show you.” Pat got onto her hands and knees too, demonstrating the proper way to unweight the leg that I wish to move.

      The door to the therapy room swung open, and a voice said. “Oh goody. Women on all fours.”

      “Mister Hartley,” Pat’s voice was frosty. “That is not an appropriate way to speak to me or my patient.”

      “Don’t worry, Pat,” Hartley said. “You get to punish me for the next hour, and Callahan will get her chance to punish me over RealStix later.”

      “Damn straight,” I said, sitting my butt down on my useless lower legs, which is a total no-no, for circulatory reasons. At the rehab center, they used to have a fit if I sat on my feet even for a second.

      “Let’s go, Corey,” Pat said. “I need you to do the length of the mat.”

      But I hesitated. I really did not want Hartley to watch me crawl like a drunk, my butt swaying in the air. I met Pat’s eye and gave the tiniest shake of my head.

      Pat studied me for a second. Then she called out, “Hartley, I need a favor. Could you please go down to the front desk and collect my mail? I’m expecting something. And there’s still a few more minutes until we start.”

      “O-kay…” he said slowly. “Is there anything else I can get you while I’m out? Coffee? Dry cleaning?”

      “That will be all,” Pat said.

      When he walked out, I lifted my ass in the air and prepared to crawl. “Thank you,” I said in a low voice.

      “Not a problem,” she sighed.
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      “So, Corey,” Dana said, putting on a jacket. “Did you hear about the Screw Your Roommate Dance next week?”

      Hartley was setting up our hockey game, but we hadn’t started playing yet. “Those are always fun,” he said. “I set Bridger up last year. I handcuffed him to a tree in the courtyard, and gave his date the key.”

      “Sounds…interesting,” I said. “Do you want to go, Dana?” Although, since she’d brought it up, I could assume the answer was yes.

      She shrugged. “I think it sounds like fun. Don’t you? What’s your type, Corey? Do you have a type?”

      Hartley handed me a game controller. “There’s only one man for Callahan, and he’s pretty unavailable.”

      At that, my heart took off galloping like a pony, and I actually tasted bile in my mouth. Because I was sure that Hartley knew how I felt about him, and that he was about to say it out loud.

      “The Pittsburgh Puffins probably have a game that night,” Hartley continued, “otherwise, I’m sure the captain would fly up if you asked.”

      My heart rate began to descend back into the normal range.

      Dana giggled. “The captain of the Pittsburgh Puffins, huh? Now I have to Google him.” She leaned over my laptop computer where it sat on the trunk, tapping on the keyboard. “Ooh!” she said. “I see. Wow.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, while Hartley snorted.

      “Hey, Corey?” Dana said. “You’re getting a Skype call. It’s Damien. Should I answer?”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      Dana handed me the laptop, and my brother’s face materialized on the screen. “Hi shorty,” he said. “What’s shaking?”

      “Not much. I’m just hanging out. Are you still at work?” I could see office furniture behind him.

      “Yup, it’s a glamorous life.” My brother was working as a paralegal for a year before he went to law school.

      Beside me, Hartley plopped down on the sofa, a bottle of tequila in one hand, a cocktail shaker in the other. “Whoa! It’s Callahan! How are you, man?”

      “Dude. Why would you be in my sister’s room, and not at practice?”

      “Well, Captain, the reason would be the giant fucking cast on my leg. These days I can only play hockey on a screen, and your sister has the sweet TV. This is how we party in the gimp ghetto.” Hartley looked down at the other supplies he’d brought. “Fuck. I forgot the limes. Be right back.” He grabbed his crutches and stood up, ambling toward my door.

      Damien waited a moment before crossing his arms and hooking his eyebrows. “Please tell me you’re not seeing him.”

      This made me laugh. “I’m not seeing him. But — God, Damien — why do you care?”

      “He’s not who I would pick for you.”

      Well I’m not who he picked, so it looks like you don’t need to worry. “That’s funny, Damien. Who would you pick for me?”

      “Nobody, of course. You’re my little sister.”

      “I see.”

      “Please stay away from the entire hockey team. They’re pigs.”

      “I think you just called yourself a pig.”

      My brother’s smile was wide. “I just call ‘em like I see ‘em.”

      “I have a video game to win here, bro. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Damien frowned. “Don’t let Hartley get you drunk.”

      “Really? You’d lecture me about drinking? Ease up, okay? Or I’ll tell Mom what really happened to that bottle of cooking sherry that went missing when you were in tenth grade.”

      He grinned. “Later, shorty.”
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      I won our first game. Afterwards, instead of rubbing Hartley’s face in it, I told him that I needed a little advice.

      “Yes, you should trade your goalie to another team. He’s weak.” Hartley was squeezing lime juice into a cocktail shaker. I watched him pour the tequila in, and then add a dollop of honey. He had been told to stop icing his knee, so the plan was to use up the rest of the bag of ice Bridger had brought him on margaritas.

      “No, seriously. It’s about the Screw Your Roommate dance. Dana wants me to set her up. But since I live under a rock, I don’t know who to call.”

      He shook up our cocktails. “What’s her type?”

      “I’m not sure. She’s not really into sports. I could see her with a theater nerd, or a musician.”

      “Then you might be asking the wrong guy for help.” He uncapped the shaker and strained the results into two dining hall glasses. “I wish I’d thought to snag some salt. Cheers.” He handed me a glass.

      I took a sip. “You know, I thought the honey was a strange choice. But it’s quite good.”

      “Stick with me, babe.”

      If only I could.

      “Tell me this,” Hartley said, bending his knee a few degrees, and grimacing. “If Dana asks me for advice about who to set you up with for Screw Your Roommate, what should I tell her? There are a couple of frosh on the hockey team who would like to go. I don’t know their game schedule, though.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going.”

      “You don’t want to be screwed?”

      I felt my face heat. “Gosh, I wonder if that joke has ever been made before?”

      “It’s a tough crowd here for a Friday night,” Hartley grinned. “Look, it’s really kind of fun, and a low pressure way to meet people. No offense, Callahan, but you’re not exactly getting out there.”

      I nearly choked on my drink. “Hartley, if I wanted someone to nag me about meeting people, I could always call my mother.”

      “I’m not nagging you, I just don’t understand. I know why I’m sitting here on a Friday night, popping Advil on the couch. My leg is sore and my girlfriend is overseas. I’m on, like, the injured reserve list.”

      I took a very large gulp of my drink, the lime shimmering on my tongue. “The injured reserve list is a good analogy. I think I’m still on it. It’s a dance, Hartley. Why would I go?”

      He swirled his drink in his glass. “Okay, so maybe it’s not your best event.”

      “You think? And you’d set me up with an athlete? He would say you had a sick sense of humor.”

      Hartley put his elbow on the back of the couch and turned so that he could see me better. “You think athletes only like other athletes? Some of the women I’ve dated think that putting on makeup counts as a physical activity.”

      Of course he was right, but that didn’t mean I felt very dateable. Nothing about me was the same as it used to be. My hair was the wrong length, my legs were beginning to thin out from too much time in the chair. Just because Hartley didn’t see all that was wrong didn’t mean I couldn’t.

      After my accident, a well-meaning therapist had given me some literature about body image after spinal cord injury. The pamphlet was full of perky suggestions for “learning to love the ‘new you.’” But my heart was full of dark questions that weren’t answered anywhere on those shiny pages.

      Meanwhile, my margarita was disappearing rapidly. “The old me would have loved to be set up with a hockey player,” I told him. “But I don’t look the same as I used to. I don’t feel the same.” Also, I’m in love with you. But that’s a separate problem. “Maybe it will just take a while longer.”

      “You’re still trying to get your feet under you.” Hartley’s brown eyes were soft. “I hope you don’t mind a little gallows humor.”

      “I adore gallows humor.”

      “See? You’re fun, Callahan. It really isn’t all that complicated.”

      “Everything about it is complicated, okay?” The tequila was starting to get to me. “Everything. I don’t even know what I’m still capable of.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Never mind.” I picked up my game controller, but Hartley took it out of my hands.

      “Callahan, do you mean sex?”

      I shrugged, miserable. “I can’t talk about it with you.”

      “Well, who can you talk about it with? Because that sounds like a pretty big fucking problem.”

      “So to speak.”

      “Seriously. When I told my friends that my leg was broken in two places, everybody said, well, at least your dick isn’t broken. So life can’t be all that bad.”

      I tried not to aspirate my margarita. “And that’s the difference between how guys and girls speak to one another.”

      He ran a finger around the rim of his glass. “When you say you’re not sure what you’re capable of, do you mean…”

      “Hartley, really. Not an easy topic for me.”

      “More tequila, then.” He reached over to refill my glass. “Okay, so, if a guy is paralyzed, that means he can’t get it up anymore, right? Stacia made me watch Downton Abbey.”

      I let out a bark of laughter. “Something like that. But it depends where the injury occurred, and what sort of injury it was. Some guys in wheelchairs do fine. But some of them can raise the flag, only they can’t feel it anymore.”

      His eyes widened with true horror. “Shit.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, for a woman…”

      I shook my head. “Next topic, please.”

      “I guess a woman could always do it. But if she couldn’t feel it, then she might not want to.”

      I stared up at the ceiling, hoping he would let it go.

      He took a sip of his drink. “Callahan, one thing you might not know about me is that I don’t embarrass.”

      “Well, I do,” I said.

      But he didn’t listen. “Now, a guy who wasn’t sure if it still worked would just start slapping things around, like, the minute he got home from the hospital,” Hartley said. “Actually, before that. He would be yanking on it the first time he was alone in the hospital bathroom. And the mystery would be solved.”

      Now he was starting to piss me off. “Honestly, you have no idea.”

      “Then tell me, Callahan. If I have no idea.” He pinned me with his gaze, and then we were having one of our stare downs. I’m a fierce competitor, of course, but it was impossible to win against Hartley. It was impossible to win if you’re me, anyway. Because staring into Hartley’s chocolaty eyes always took me apart, reminding me just how much I wanted to climb inside his gaze and never come back out.

      I looked down into my drink and tried to explain. “Okay, your paralyzed boy? For a long time he won’t be able to tell what works and what doesn’t, because a spinal injury shocks your entire system. He can’t feel anything below his ribcage for a while, and it’s terrifying. Then the doctors start arguing about what he’ll get back, and scaring the shit out of his parents.”

      When I looked up again, Hartley regarded me with a quiet, liquid gaze.

      Though I wished it wouldn’t, my throat began to feel hot and tight. “And your poster boy? He has a catheter up his weenie, okay? And he doesn’t even know — probably for weeks — if he can poop like a normal person.” I gulped my drink as an excuse to look away. “It takes a long time for everything to settle back down and start working again. And even then, your boy might be psyched out about the whole thing. Even a committed horn dog might take a vacation from jerking off. If only to preserve his own sanity.”

      Hartley’s expression softened. “That really sucks for our hypothetical friend.”

      “Hypothetically, yes.”

      There was a silence for a minute, but it was not an uncomfortable one. My shoulders began to relax again. I’d never told Dana any of the gory details about spinal cord injury, because I didn’t want her to think pitying thoughts about me. But something about Hartley always loosened my tongue. Hopefully I wouldn’t regret it later.

      We sipped our drinks for a little while longer, until eventually he set my game controller on my knee. “Let’s find out if your goalie’s reflexes are still sharp after two margaritas.”

      “Yes, let’s,” I agreed.
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            BUT YOU SHOULDN'T HAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      —Hartley—

      I was looking over my notes from bio lab when someone knocked on my door. “Enter!” I expected to see Corey wheel in to throw me some attitude about the two more RealStix wins she’d pulled off the other night. But it was Dana who came in. “What’s up, girl?”

      She bounced into the room and shut the door behind her. “I want to have a party.”

      I tossed my bio notebook onto the desk and gave her my full attention. “Sounds like a plan. What’s the occasion?”

      “Well, it’s Corey’s birthday on Friday.” She heaved herself onto my bed. “But we’re not having a birthday party, because those are for five-year-olds.”

      “Obviously.”

      “I want to throw a party anyway, because…why haven’t we done this already? Our room is great, so we’re totally overdue. So my gift to Corey is that I’m making a giant batch of my famous sangria. And we’ll invite everyone we know.”

      “Awesome. What do you need from me?”

      Dana fidgeted. “Well, are you free on Friday? Because you’re the person Corey knows best.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it. And the hockey team has a home game at seven. I could bring Bridger and some of our crew over by ten.”

      She clapped her hands together. “Perfect! And there’s one more thing…”

      “Now you’re going to ask us to buy the alcohol, aren’t you?”

      Dana grinned. “How did you know?”

      “Because your fake ID sucks, and Callahan doesn’t have one.” I picked up my phone to text Bridger. “Call your order into the package store on York, and we’ll get Bridger to pick it up Friday night.”

      “You’re the best, Hartley.” She popped off my bed and scurried out the door.

      Same to you, Dana. The game of roommate roulette was not always kind to First Years. But Dana was awesome, and Corey was lucky to have her.
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      Friday night, when I approached the outer door to McHerrin, there was already music and laughter spilling out into the night. Nice. “This way, guys.”

      A dozen hockey players followed me into Corey’s room. Dana’s Something Special pals were already inside, and I recognized some other Beaumont First Years. Mumford and Sons was playing in the background.

      “Welcome!” Dana waved a ladle in our direction. “The sangria is over here.” She stood over a big plastic tub, a stack of cups beside her.

      I accepted a drink. “Awesome, Dana. Where’s the birthday girl?”

      She pointed, and I spotted Corey propped up against the couch, thanking Bridger for the wine delivery.

      “Don’t mention it, Callahan,” Bridger said. “I’m going to have a sample,” he winked. “You know, quality control.”

      “Sample the heck out of it, Bridge,” Corey said as he walked away.

      “Happy Birthday, beautiful.” Without thinking, I pulled her in for a hug, which felt great. But then I felt her stiffen in my arms. I leaned back, hoping I hadn’t somehow offended her. Sure, we didn’t usually go full-frontal. But it was only a birthday hug.

      “You went to the hockey game,” she whispered.

      And then I understood. She’d smelled it on my jacket — that icy whiff that was so familiar. I’d had the same strange reaction only hours before, when I’d walked into the rink for the first time in months. Nothing else smelled like that.

      I relaxed my arms around her. “Yeah. I took the gimpmobile. Did you want to go?”

      “Nah,” she said quickly, trying to cover her reaction. “But who won?”

      “We did, of course. And now we’re ready to celebrate.”

      Corey looked around. “You brought all these guys? Awesome.”

      “Sure. It wasn’t easy dragging them into a room full of singing group girls for a cold drink. But I managed. Hey — I’ll be right back, okay? I’m going to drop my jacket.” I let go of Callahan and crutched into her bedroom. I took off my jacket, and was just reaching into the breast pocket when Bridger came in, startling me.

      “Hey, man.” Bridger chucked his jacket onto Corey’s bed.

      “Good game tonight,” I said, even though it really wasn’t. But the unhelpful injured shouldn’t be too critical.

      “Eh,” he said. “At least we won. Could have been worse. And now there’s a redhead showing me the ‘fuck me’ eyes.”

      “You’d better get out there, then.” I needed him to leave so that I could sneak Corey’s birthday present out of my jacket.

      “Yeah,” he said, but he didn’t move. “So what’s the deal with you and Callahan, anyway?”

      That was a question I hadn’t really been expecting. “We’re tight, that’s all.” I gave the most casual shrug I could muster. Bridger wouldn’t understand. He didn’t have any girl friends, or even any girlfriends. His M.O. with women was simply to exchange body fluids and then move on.

      “You two look awfully cozy,” Bridger crossed his arms. “She’d be a really big improvement over Stacia.”

      “That’s real nice, asshole. I’ll give Stacia your love next time she calls.” But it was no secret that Bridger wasn’t the president of my girlfriend’s fan club. And the feeling was unfortunately mutual.

      Bridger raised his hands defensively. “It’s just an observation. Corey is more your type than Stacia ever was.”

      It was hard to argue that point. Before dating Princess Stacia, I’d always gone for the jock girls. Not just any jock. But there was something really sexy about a pretty girl who could also throw a football, and who didn’t mind watching the Bruins. But that was beside the point. “Stacia’s not going anywhere, Bridge.” He’d better get used to it.

      “Too bad.” He turned and left Corey’s room.

      Alone again, I pulled my gift out of my jacket and dropped it onto Corey’s pillow. Shit, if Bridger knew what was in this box, he would never believe that we were only friends. The birthday girl was going to blush like a tomato when she opened it. It was sort of a gag gift, but sort of not. Given the intense discussion we’d had a week ago, I hoped she’d understand.

      “Good party,” I told her when I came back out into the common room. And it was. Tonight they were that room — the one bursting with energy and conversation.

      Unfortunately, I was in no mood for a party. I had just spent the past two hours trying not to scream with frustration. It had cost me five dollars to buy a ticket in the student section to watch my own team play Rensselaer. And they’d barely eked out the win, breaking the 1-1 tie fifteen seconds before the buzzer. There was no less powerful feeling than watching your teammates struggle without you. And all the while, the cold air of the ice rink had slowly frozen my leg into a painsicle.

      I felt selfish just thinking it, but what I really needed that second was a couple of hours alone with Corey, shooting the shit on the sofa. I needed the warm glance I always got from her when I walked into the room.

      Whatever Bridger might make of it, I needed my Corey fix.

      I flopped down on Corey’s empty couch, and patted the cushion next to me. She looked down, calculating the effort required to grab her crutches and relocate from the arm of the couch to the seat. It was Crutches Math 101. I did it all day long, too.

      Saving her the trouble, I reached up and grabbed her by the hips. A half second later she landed next to me, her face startled. “Good thing this drink wasn’t full,” she said, staring into her cup.

      “Good thing.” I arranged my aching leg on the coffee table. “Talk to me, Callahan. What’s the gossip?”

      “Wow,” she said. “Check out Bridger. He sure works fast.”

      I looked up. And sure enough, Bridger was already making time in the corner of the room, lip-locked to one of Dana’s singing group friends. I rubbed my aching leg and grinned. “The dude does work fast, and not just with the ladies. Bridge gets more done in a day than most people do in a week. Did you know he’s in that program where you get a masters degree at the same time as your bachelor’s?”

      “Really?” Corey cocked an eyebrow toward the corner, where Bridger seemed to be eating the girls’ face. “Where does he find the time?”

      “Unlike us normal people, Bridger never sleeps. After hockey season ends, he drives a forklift three nights a week in a warehouse.”

      “Seriously? You’ve known each other a long time, haven’t you?” She propped an elbow on the back of the sofa and turned her face so she could see me. Corey always gave me her full attention, like there was nobody else in the room.

      “Yeah. Bridge and I played on the same league in high school. And we’re both members of another club.”

      “Which one?”

      My smile was probably more like a grimace. “The Poor Club. Bridger grew up about ten miles from here, on the wrong side of the industrial wasteland.” While Harkness College had a beautiful campus, the city around it was actually kind of a shithole. “And my town isn’t much better. When I first came to Harkness, all the money here was a shock.”

      Corey took a thoughtful sip of her sangria. “But at Harkness, everybody lives in the dorms and eats in the dining hall. I love that about this place. It doesn’t matter who’s rich.”

      I shook my head. “Wait until spring, when people start arguing about which Caribbean island to spend break on.”

      “I’ll be spending it in sunny Wisconsin.”

      “Your girl Dana will probably head down to St. Croix or St. John. I’d put money on it.”

      Corey’s eyes darted to her roommate on the other end of the room. “Well, her family has a house in Hawaii.”

      “See what I mean? My frosh year, the first time someone told me they had a second home at Lake Tahoe, I thought, ‘That’s weird. Who needs two houses?’ I had no fucking clue. This place gives you a great education in more ways than one.”

      “Dude.” Bridger appeared beside me, leaning down to ask a question into my ear. “Where do you keep your goalies? I’m all out.”

      I chuckled, giving him a shove on the shoulder. “They’re in the logical drawer. Help yourself.”

      “I’ll pay you back.” Bridger straightened up.

      Whatever. I didn’t have any near-term need for condoms, anyway. “But, dude? Take the party elsewhere, okay?” I didn’t need to find Bridger fucking some girl on my bed. When we were roommates that had happened more than once.

      “You got it.” Bridger walked out of Corey’s common room, reappearing less than a minute later. Then he collected his girlfriend for the evening. They swapped spit for a moment in the middle of the room. And then the two of them left together.

      Corey watched them go. “Wait…goalies?” I watched the understanding break on her face, and then she snorted with laughter. Embarrassed, she clamped a hand over her mouth. But her eyes danced with glee. “Okay,” she said when she could breathe again “I thought my brother had taught me every hockey slang term. But apparently not.”

      “Yeah?” I tipped my head back onto the sofa. “He left out a good one.”

      Corey grinned. “If you had a little sister, you’d understand. Or so I’m told.”

      Right. I felt a familiar little kick to the gut at the very idea. If life had worked out differently, I would have a little sister. And two brothers besides. But I pushed that thought away. “I get it. Your big brother thinks his baby sister shouldn’t think about those things.”

      Her smile got sly. “Hang on…tell me the truth. How much of a dog was my brother?”

      “Well, if the scale is from priest to Bridger…” I held my hands far apart, and Corey giggled. “I’d say he was right in the middle.”

      “Here’s to mediocrity,” she said, holding up her glass.

      “Cheers.”

      Corey drained her drink and then pointed at the darkened TV screen. “Do you think anyone would disapprove if we checked the hockey score? I don’t think I can make it through the evening without knowing whether my Puffins are smacking your Bruins.”

      She turned her blue eyes onto mine, and for some reason I felt an unwelcome pang in my chest. “Go for it, birthday girl. That said, I wouldn’t want you to get depressed on your big day. Because there’s no way you’re winning this thing.”

      “Says you.” With a big smile, she began to look around for the remote.
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      —Corey—

      The Puffins flattened the Bruins, 4 to 1. For a while there, I thought Hartley might start crying into his drink.

      So at least I had that going for me. Of all the things on my birthday list, though, a Puffins victory wouldn’t have been at the top. The gift I really wanted was the Bruins fan on the sofa next to me.

      Hartley stayed until the party was over. Then he gave me a kiss on top of the head, and another “happy birthday.” And then Dana and I were alone again.

      “Let’s leave the cleanup for tomorrow,” she yawned.

      “Absolutely,” I said, privately vowing to do it all myself.

      I let her have the bathroom first. When I finally got to bed, I found a small red box on my pillow. In black marker, the words MR. DIGBY had been inked onto the cover.

      What?

      I lifted the lid. Inside I found a purple plastic object measuring about six inches long, shaped like a fat cigar. It took me several long seconds to figure out what I was looking at.

      It was a vibrator.

      “Oh my God,” I said aloud, the words echoing in my empty room. I could only guess that Hartley had this strange gift idea after our uncomfortable talk about sex after paralysis. Even though I was all alone in my room, I felt heat creep up my neck and over my cheeks.

      Hell and damn. When someone gives you a gift, you have to at least acknowledge it. Ugh! He had to know how embarrassing I’d find this. Maybe that was the point?

      There was no way I could mention this in person. So I took the cheesy way out. I texted him. And it was just my luck, but he texted right back.

      Corey: Uh, Hartley?

      Hartley: Yes, beautiful? ;-)

      Corey: Um…you shouldn’t have?

      Hartley: Since U liked RealStix I thought my other favorite hobby might appeal to U too.

      If possible, I began blushing even harder. A bolder girl would have replied “thanks for the visual.” But I wasn’t that girl.

      Corey: How…thoughtful?

      Hartley: Too bad I can’t see your face right now.

      Corey: ***face palm***

      Hartley: Did I mention that I don’t embarrass?

      Corey: You weren’t kidding about that.

      Hartley: Goodnight Callahan. Nice party.

      Corey: Goodnight Hartley.
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            PEACE IN THE KINGDOM

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      “What’s the matter, Callahan?” Hartley asked as we made our way slowly toward Commons for lunch.

      I stuffed my phone into my bag and caught up with him. “Nothing. My mom is having a cow because I told her I didn’t want to fly home for Thanksgiving.”

      “Why not?”

      I shrugged. “It’s too many planes, trains and automobiles for only for a couple of days.” Flying with a wheelchair in tow was a drag, especially because Harkness students had to catch a bus to the airport. I just didn’t want the hassle.

      “This place really empties out over Thanksgiving. You don’t want to stay here alone.”

      “I’m not. Dana isn’t going all the way back to Japan for Thanksgiving. So we’re going to hang out together. The medical school cafeteria stays open that day.”

      Hartley stopped crutching toward Commons. “You are not eating in the med school caf on Thanksgiving.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and tapped it. Then he put it to his ear.

      I waited, of course, because a guy can’t crutch and talk on the phone at the same time.

      “Hey Mom? I need to bring two more friends home for Thanksgiving.”

      “Hartley! Don’t…”

      He waved a hand to silence me. “No, don’t worry. She’s still safely out of the country. These are perfectly normal friends. Nobody will be expecting caviar and fois gras.” He paused. “Awesome. Love you.” He hung up, stuffed the phone into his pocket and put his hands back on the crutch handles.

      “Hartley,” I protested. “Your mom doesn’t need two extra guests.”

      “Sure she does. I was already bringing Bridger and his sister. I always bring people, because I live close by. The only guest my mom did not enjoy was Stacia.” We waited for the light to change so that we could cross the street. “You and I will have to stay on the first floor, of course. If you don’t mind sharing a room with me.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Did I want to go to Hartley’s house with him? Heck yes. But I could imagine the pitfalls — me looking ridiculous, mostly. “That’s really nice of you,” I said, thinking. “Did you say Bridger has a sister?”

      Hartley laughed. “Wait until you meet her.”

      

      A week later, I watched the streets of sleepy Etna, Connecticut, roll by from the backseat of Bridger’s car. Hartley rode shotgun, on the phone again with his mother. “We’re just off the highway,” he was saying. “Do you need us to pick anything up?”

      In the back seat, between Dana and me, Bridger’s sister Lucy bounced in her seat. “Over the river and through the woods, to Hartley’s house we go…” she sang. “Are we there yet?”

      Bridger’s sister was nothing like what I expected — mainly because she was seven years old, and in the second grade.

      “If you kick the front seat one more time,” Bridger threatened from behind the wheel, “I will tickle you until you pee yourself.”

      “Icky,” Lucy agreed, stilling her feet. Her ponytail was a gorgeous russet color, the exact same shade as Bridger’s.

      “And you’d better not be kicking Callahan,” Bridger added.

      “I’m fine,” I said quickly.

      Hartley was still on the phone with his mom. “That inflatable mattress has a hole in it,” he said. “But we’re good, because Bridger and Lucy can have the guest room, and Dana will take my old room. Callahan is going to bunk with me, because neither one of us is any good on the stairs.” He listened for a moment. “You need to relax, mom. Stop ironing napkins and have a glass of wine. We’ll be there in five minutes.”
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      When Bridger pulled into the driveway, Hartley’s mom was waiting for us on the porch swing of an old wooden house. When Hartley opened his door, she bounced down three steps and ran over to kiss him and ruffle his hair.

      She was pretty, and younger than I expected her to be, with shiny black hair and rosy skin. Her eyes were just as beautiful as Hartley’s, only darker. “Welcome! Welcome,” she said as Dana hopped out of the car, her smile wide. “I’m Theresa.”

      “Hi Aunt Theresa!” Lucy yelled, hugging her around the waist.

      “Oh! You’ve gotten so tall,” Hartley’s mom said. “You big girl. The dog is upstairs, Lucy. She’ll be happy to see you.”

      Without another word, the little girl ran up the steps and inside.

      “Mom, this is Callahan and Dana.”

      “I hope we’re not imposing,” I couldn’t help but say. “Hartley wouldn’t let us stay on campus for some reason.”

      “You can’t stay there!” she laughed. “Not on Thanksgiving.”

      Dana pressed a bottle of wine into her hands. “Thanks so much for having us.”

      “You’re always welcome. But hang on, Adam. I didn’t realize Miss Callahan was a girl. She won’t want to bunk with you.”

      “Mom, all the ladies want to share my bed.”

      “Hartley!” I punched him in the arm, and his mother laughed.

      He turned to me. “The bed is the size of Massachusetts. I’m not kidding.” To his mom he said, “You’re not talking me onto that evil couch.” Hartley kissed her on the cheek. “How are you?”

      “Good,” she said.

      “Is there anything Bridger and I can help you with while we’re here?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “The car could use an oil change,” she said. “You could do that this weekend. Save me the forty bucks.”

      “Done,” he said.
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      Theresa had already done most of the work on the Thanksgiving meal. The turkey was almost done, and two pies cooled on the counter.

      Even so, Hartley tied an apron around his waist and then poured a quart of heavy cream into a bowl. He took a whisk from a drawer and began whipping quick ovals through the bowl. “What’s the matter, Callahan? You’ve never seen a guy whip cream before?”

      I shook off my surprise. “I just wouldn’t expect you to cook, Hartley.”

      “I’m only the assistant.” He sped up the motion, the whisk a blur through the white surface. He picked up a cup of sugar and shook some of it into the mixture. Then he began whipping again.

      I dragged my eyes away from the mouthwatering sight of Hartley’s upper body hard at work. “So what can I do to help?” I asked. “I’m not, um, a cook. But I take direction well enough.”

      “We’ve got it covered,” Theresa said, although it seemed categorically impossible that at two p.m. on Thanksgiving there wasn’t something I could do.

      “Mom,” Hartley said, “Callahan gets cranky if she thinks you’re babying her. If you want peace in the kingdom, give her a job.”

      His mother laughed. “Sorry, Corey. It’s just that I’m not used to it. Not all of Hartley’s friends have such a positive attitude toward kitchen work.”

      “Nice, mom,” Hartley said. “Take a couple of shots at her even though she’s on another continent.”

      I pointed to a bag of potatoes on the counter. “Do these need peeling?”

      “They sure do,” Theresa said, opening a drawer to produce a peeler.

      I tucked the bag under my arm, and crutched over to the kitchen table. I heaved myself into a chair. Theresa watched as I unlocked my knees and swiveled to face the table. She brought me a newspaper for the peels, and a bowl for the finished spuds. The peeling was slow work, but I didn’t mind.

      “Adam, how’s the therapy going?” Theresa asked.

      “Tedious,” he said, still whisking. “Callahan and I have the same trainer. Pat the drill sergeant.”

      “I think therapists are like dentists,” I said. “Nobody is ever excited to see them. Or maybe you and I are just jerks.”

      “Or maybe it’s Pat,” Theresa suggested.

      “Nope!” I argued cheerfully. “I’ve pretty much disliked every therapist I’ve met. And there have been many.” I tossed another potato into the bowl. “Although, I might be mellowing with age. I’m not as ornery with Pat as I was with the others.”

      “Why?” Hartley asked.

      “Well, the first therapists I saw were teaching me to do things like put on my own socks, and transfer from the wheelchair to a bed. And I was so pissed off that I needed someone to teach me that, I couldn’t see straight.”

      “I can understand that,” Theresa said.

      “They know a lot of cool tricks, though. Once they show you something — like how to get from the floor back into your wheelchair without tipping over — it’s just so obvious how much you need their help. And that just makes it worse. You hate learning it, but you can’t afford not to.”

      “Sounds like a blast,” Hartley said.

      “You’d think, since I’d spent so many hours training for sports, that I would have been a model patient, but you’d be wrong,” I told them. “Okay, I’m going to stop whining now,” I said, tossing a potato into the bowl.

      “You’re not a whiner, Callahan,” Hartley said sweetly. “Except when you lose to me at RealStix.”

      “But that so rarely happens,” I said, and Theresa laughed.
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      The house began to smell wonderful. Dana and Bridger set the table, swearing that they couldn’t use my help just at that moment. So I sat on the living room couch, flipping pages in my economics textbook. Exams were coming up fast.

      Lucy appeared in front of me, a deck of cards in her hands. “Do you know how to play Uno?”

      “Well, sure,” I closed the book. “Want to play?”

      “Yeah! Do you know how to shuffle? I suck at shuffling.” She threw herself down on the living room floor and cut the deck in two.

      I unstrapped my braces and dropped them on the floor. Then, with no grace whatsoever, I slid off the sofa and butt-scooted over to Lucy. Using my hands, I arranged my legs in a straddle position and took the cards from her. As I shuffled and dealt, Lucy stretched out a hand and cautiously touched my toe.

      “Um, Callahan?” she looked at me with a question in her eyes. “Can you really not feel this?”

      I shook my head. “Can’t. Swear to God.” I watched as her finger traced the top of my sock. She might as well have been touching someone else’s foot, for all I could tell.

      “What does it feel like not to feel?” Lucy had a high little voice, clear and sweet. If someone else had asked me the question, I might have bristled. But there was a guileless curiosity shining in her face, and it was impossible to feel self-conscious.

      “Well, I can only say that it feels like nothing. If I were to reach over and pinch your ponytail, you might not notice. Or you might feel a little tug, but not in the place I’m pinching. Like that.”

      Lucy considered this explanation. “That’s a little creepy.”

      I laughed. “It is, honestly. Sometimes I stare at my feet and try to convince them to move. When I was in the hospital I did that all day long. I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. I’d say, ‘come on feet! Everyone else is doing it.’”

      Lucy giggled. “Do you miss walking normal?”

      “Well, sure. But mostly I can get where I need to go. Stairs are a big problem, though. And what I really miss is skating.”

      Lucy frowned, her elfin face tilted up toward mine. “Skating is okay,” she said. “But I fall down a lot. Not like Bridger. He skates fast.”

      “Keep skating, and you’ll go fast too. Fast is amazing,” I told her. “It feels like flying. I still dream about skating. I think I dream about it every night.” I’d never admitted that out loud before. And Lucy’s mouth didn’t fall open with distress the way my parents’ would, if I’d said it to them.

      “I dream about riding horses,” Lucy said, fiddling with her cards. Then the little girl turned her chin toward the doorway. “What, Hartley? Did you want to play too?”

      I looked up quickly, but Hartley was already turning away. I had no idea how long he’d been standing there. “Dinner in fifteen minutes,” he said in a gruff voice as he walked away.
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      There were six of us around the table, and Theresa lit candles as we passed around the dishes.

      “No green beans,” Lucy argued as her brother filled her plate.

      “Just eat three,” Bridger countered. “Hartley, guess what they outlawed from the training camp for next year?”

      “Let me think,” Hartley said, flipping a dollop of mashed potatoes onto his plate. “The climbing wall?”

      “Bingo,” Bridger said. “Isn’t that stupid? The insurance company is making them take it down.”

      Hartley passed the platter of turkey to his mother. “As long as they don’t outlaw hockey, we should be okay.”

      “Actually, I heard they’re talking about jacking the penalties again,” Bridger complained. “Which is stupid. You almost never see anyone get seriously hurt at the rink.”

      At that, I almost choked on the piece of turkey in my mouth.

      “Didn’t somebody break both his wrists last year?” Theresa asked.

      “That was really a freak accident,” Bridger said. “But seriously — look at football. Brain damage, anyone?”

      Dana cleared her throat. “This is just lovely, Theresa. Thank you so much for having us.” I felt my roommate’s eyes on me.

      “My pleasure, sweetie.”

      “I mean, a few broken bones is pretty tame by comparison,” Bridger continued, oblivious.

      The tension on Dana’s face drew Hartley’s attention. He looked from Dana to me to Bridger. And then understanding dawned on his face. “Bridge?” Hartley said, his voice edgy. “Can you grab the wine off the kitchen counter?”

      Lucy hopped out of her chair. “I’ll get it!”

      “I get so sick of people saying hockey is only for bruisers,” Bridger continued. “It’s just not true.”

      “Dude,” Hartley said, exasperated. “Shut up already.”

      Bridger looked up at the faces around him. When his gaze landed on me, his mouth fell open. “Oh, Jesus Christ.”

      Next to him, Hartley’s mom wore a look of undisguised horror.

      “I’m sorry…” Bridger shook his head, speechless. “No idea…”

      “There’s no need,” I said quickly. I really wasn’t going to talk about my accident on Thanksgiving.

      Just at that second, Lucy came bounding back into the room. “Here,” she said, handing Hartley a bottle of vinegar.

      He stared at it in his hand. “Um, thanks?” he set it down on the table.

      “Hey,” Lucy said. “We have to say what we’re thankful for.” She climbed back in her chair and looked at all of us expectantly.

      Theresa swallowed hard, and then her eyes went soft. “You’re right, Lucy. Do you want to start?”

      “Sure! I’m thankful for…” her little brow wrinkled in thought. “Ice cream, and no homework over Thanksgiving. And mom and Bridger. Oh — and all the Christmas specials start this weekend.”

      Bridger leaned back in his chair, his eyes made darker by the candlelight. “That’s a good list, kid,” he said gently. I got a lump in my throat as he put his big hand on her little shoulder. “If I’m next…” he looked around the table again. “Then I’m thankful for the whole crew here. Because you all put up with me,” his smile was shy.

      “Well you took mine,” Dana said. “So I’ll say how awesome it is to be back in America. This year so far has been just as great as I’d hoped it would be.”

      Then it was Hartley’s turn. “Well, I’m grateful for Advil, and beer, and elevators, and my mom putting up with me. And for good friends who drink beer and ride elevators and drive me places. And put up with me.”

      Theresa was next, holding her glass of wine in the candlelight. “I’m just happy to see all of your shining faces around my table tonight.” She beamed at each of us in turn. “Thank you for coming.”

      That left only me. And while I’d been enjoying hearing what nice things my friends had to say, the truth was that I couldn’t think of anything to add. Because I hadn’t been a very thankful person lately. “I’d like to say thanks to whichever computer makes the roommate assignment selections. And for getting to sit here with all of you tonight.”

      And that’s the best I could do. At least for right then.
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            THERE'S ALWAYS CUSTOM

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      “I’m no good at clearing the table,” I said, balancing my weight against the countertop. “But I can wash or dry.”

      Hartley tossed me a dish-towel, and Theresa handed me a wet serving bowl.

      Bridger walked past the doorway of the kitchen carrying Lucy piggyback style. “I read two chapters already,” he said. “Now you’re going to sleep.” I heard his footsteps on the stairs.

      “Why aren’t you going to sleep?” Lucy argued.

      “I will,” he said. “After I have a beer with Hartley.”

      “I’ll wait up for you,” she said.

      “If you wait with your eyes closed, that’s okay,” he said, chuckling. A half hour later, he came into the living room alone, bringing two six-packs with him.

      “You know why I invited you two?” Hartley asked Dana and me, taking a deck of cards out of a drawer in the coffee table.

      “Why?” Dana asked.

      “So that we could play euchre, of course.”

      I clapped my hands together. “Yes! Girls against the boys.”

      “Bring it.” Bridger cracked open a beer, offering it to Dana.

      “But I don’t know what euchre is,” she said, reaching for the bottle.

      “Fuck, really? And here I thought Japanese schools were superior.” He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Hey, mom?”

      Teresa stuck her head in the room. “You rang?”

      “We need a fourth for euchre. Dana doesn’t know how.”

      “Ah,” she said, coming in. “The best game ever. Do you know anything about bridge? Euchre is like bridge for idiots. Once you watch a couple of hands, you’ll be good to go.” She took a seat, and the beer that Bridger offered her.

      Hartley ran through the rules for Dana. “And there’s one kind of cheating that’s legal.”

      “Wait,” Dana said. “If it’s legal, how is it cheating?”

      “Just go with it, Dana,” he said. “In euchre, you can steal the deal. If the dealer doesn’t realize it’s his turn, and you step in, you keep the advantage.”

      “This is so complicated,” Dana complained.

      Hartley shook his head. “It isn’t, not really. Because there’s only six cards in the game. You’ll see.”

      Theresa played a hand with us, and she and I quickly euchred Bridger and Hartley.

      “So that was, like, a practice hand,” Hartley said.

      “What?” I yelped. “No way. Two points for the women.”

      “Competitive, much?” Hartley asked.

      Theresa laughed. “Pot, I’d like to introduce you to the kettle.”

      “You should see them in front of that video game,” Dana said. “I have to leave the room.”

      “I can only imagine.” Theresa picked up the deck and began to shuffle. “Bridger, how’s your mom?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Not great. But as long as she keeps her job, things will be okay. The work-week holds her together.”

      “It must be so hard for her,” Theresa said, shaking her head.

      “I used to say that too,” Bridger picked up his cards. “But at some point you just have to pull yourself together, and I don’t see that happening. Long weekends are the worst. That’s why I brought Lucy down here with me.”

      Theresa winced. “Bring her anytime.” Then she looked at her watch. “I’m going to go close my eyes for an hour before I have to go to work.”

      “Tonight?” I asked, incredulous.

      Hartley nodded. “It’s Black Friday. If mom doesn’t go in to work, then the people waiting in the parking lot outside Mega-Mart can’t get a hundred bucks off the latest cell phone.”

      “Ugh,” Dana said. “All night long?”

      Theresa just shrugged. “It’s no big deal. But, Corey? Before I go, I just want to say that my dear son would be happy to sleep on the sofa.”

      “Bullshit,” Hartley said.

      “It will be fine, Theresa,” I said. “I have crutches, and I’m not afraid to use them.”

      “She isn’t, Mom,” Hartley said, taking a swig of beer. “Trust me.”

      Hartley’s mom just shook her head as she left the room.

      Dana was a quick study, and our euchre game was soon tied at seven to seven. I dealt the next hand.

      “So, Hartley, what’s the countdown?” Bridger asked.

      “The countdown?”

      “When does the horniest man in the Ivy League get his girlfriend back?”

      I flipped over a jack, and Dana gasped at our good fortune. But I was distracted by the conversation.

      “Pass,” Hartley muttered at the card. Then he looked at Bridger. “Two weeks or so, I think. She mentioned coming back before the Christmas Ball.”

      Before the Christmas Ball? That was December tenth — the same day as our economics final. Suddenly, I saw the demise of our evenings playing RealStix together. I’d always known that Hartley’s girlfriend would reappear next term. But that had always seemed so far off. And now she was two weeks away?

      At Dana’s bidding, I picked up the jack, and tried to look happy about it. But inside I was crushed by the news I was getting.

      “How is that fair?” Bridger said. “Her term started after ours and ends earlier? What a scam.”

      “Totally. And they only had classes Tuesday through Thursday,” Hartley added, throwing away a nine. “That left long weekends to travel around Europe. There are pictures on Stacia’s Facebook page from Lisbon to Prague.”

      “I saw those,” Bridger said, swigging his beer. “The architecture was not the most interesting thing in them.”

      Hartley shook his head. “Don’t go there, man.”

      “Does it really not interest you that the same skinny Italian guy is in every shot?”

      Across from me, Dana lifted her eyes to mine.

      “Like I said, there is such a thing as legalized cheating. We have an arrangement,” Hartley said, his voice dropped low. “Stacia thinks there’s no point in standing on the bridges of Paris without someone to kiss at sunset.”

      “I don’t see you taking advantage of this,” Bridger shot back.

      Hartley shrugged. “Not my style.”

      “And that,” Bridger said, laying down an ace to win the last trick, “is the reason I don’t do relationships.”

      “That’s your call,” Hartley said. “But I don’t see how it concerns me.”

      Quietly, Dana scooped up the cards and began to shuffle them together. I saw what she was doing, and busied myself with worrying the label on my beer.

      “How does it not concern you?” Bridger asked. “She could at least be subtle about it.”

      “Stacia is far too high-maintenance to have a long distance relationship,” Hartley said. “She needs somebody local to carry all those shopping bags. But it cuts both ways, you know? The minute her little European vacation is over, he’s forgotten.”

      “He lives in New York.”

      Hartley just rolled his eyes. “To Stacia, that’s long distance. And I can’t believe you’re stalking my girlfriend’s… friend.”

      “She’s a piece of work,” Bridger said.

      “And this is news?” Hartley asked.

      Dana flipped over an ace, put the cards on the table and smiled like a kitty cat.

      “Christ,” Bridger swore. “You just stole the deal, didn’t you?”

      “Hartley gave me the idea,” Dana grinned, “when he said legalized cheating.” She winked at me, and I made sure to smile. But everything Hartley had just said was eating me alive. His girlfriend was fooling around, and he didn’t even care?

      My little hope fairy made an appearance then. I hadn’t heard from her lately, but there she was, whispering in my ear. Maybe they’ll break up, she said, her tiny wings tickling my ear.

      Right. Not likely.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Bedtime might have been awkward. But it wasn’t, because Hartley was incapable of awkward. No matter what, he was always just Hartley, with the lopsided smile and the “fuck it all” attitude.

      “Why is there an enormous bed in your den, anyway?” I asked, digging my PJs out of my bag.

      “After I broke my leg, I couldn’t get up the stairs to my room. My aunt was moving, and her new apartment wasn’t big enough for this thing. It’s a California king. So she brought it here to get me off the living room couch.”

      “That was nice of her,” I said.

      “It sure was. You want the bathroom first?”

      “You go ahead,” I said. “I take forever.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      By the time that I took my turn and got back to our room, he was already snoring.

      I shucked off my braces and tucked myself in. He hadn’t been kidding. There was a vast expanse of mattress between Hartley’s sleeping body and my own. I lay there, listening to the comfortable sounds of his sleep. Drifting off, I wondered how Stacia would feel about the rooming assignments. I knew I wasn’t really competition for her. But a girl could dream.
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      Sometime later, I woke up to the sound of a gasp. Disoriented, my eyes flew open in the dark. Hartley was standing next to the bed, his head bent forward, his arms on the mattress.

      “What’s the matter?” I croaked.

      “Calf. Cramp,” he bit out.

      “Which leg?”

      “Good one. Can’t put enough weight on the other one to…argh.”

      “Give it to me,” I said, sitting up. I knew a thing or two about leg cramps.

      With a grimace, Hartley sat on the bed and spun his good leg toward me.

      “Press your heel here,” I said, patting my blanketed hip. When he’d anchored his bare foot against me, I grabbed his toes with both hands and flexed the ball of his foot back toward him. He let out his breath in a great tumble. After a minute, I slid my hand under his calf and probed with my fingers. “Ouch,” I said, finding the knot.

      “Happens all the time,” he said.

      “Overcompensating for your bad leg is straining your good one,” I said. I made a fist with my hand and tried to knuckle into it.

      “Agh,” Hartley said.

      “Sorry. I have superhuman strength.” He grimaced as I flexed his foot. “What do you do when you’re alone?”

      “Suffer. And yearn for the competent hands of Pat the Therapist. Although you’re no slouch.”

      “My father taught me. He’s good with things like this,” I said. “Wait — now I’ve got it.” The knot in Hartley’s muscle relaxed under my hand.

      He exhaled. “Jeez. Thanks.”

      “Keep that flexed,” I cautioned as he pulled his leg back onto his side of the bed.

      “Don’t worry, I will.” He settled himself onto his back, his extra pillow under his knee. “Sorry for the midnight drama.”

      “No worries.” We were quiet for a couple of minutes, but I could tell that neither of us was sleeping.

      Another minute of silence passed, and then Hartley rolled to face me. “You never told me it was a hockey injury. You said ‘accident,’ and so I thought it was a car.”

      “Yeah,” I sighed, rolling to mirror him. We stared at each other for a second. “The thing is, Bridger was right. Hockey is only the seventh most dangerous sport. Cheerleading and baseball have greater injury rates. So do football, soccer, and lacrosse.”

      “So you’re saying that you have to be spectacularly unlucky to have a bad hockey injury?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Unfuckingbelievable,” Hartley said. We lapsed into silence, and I found myself wishing the bed weren’t so large.

      There’s a mere two feet between us and that luscious mouth, my hope fairy whispered.

      “I love your mom,” I blurted, dragging my mind out of the gutter.

      “She’s great,” Hartley smiled. “And she likes having the house full of people. I’m not just saying that.”

      “I can tell. And Bridger’s little sister is a cutie. She loves your mom, too.”

      Hartley propped his head on his hand. “Yeah. But she’s Bridger’s biggest worry.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “I bet you think Bridger is just a silly playboy, right?”

      “Well…” Fine, I did think that. “Isn’t he?”

      “Nope. I think he parties as hard as he does because he knows his fun times are coming to an end. His dad died about two years ago. And his mom isn’t holding it together.”

      “She’s depressed?”

      “She’s a drug addict.”

      I sucked in a breath. “That’s dark.”

      “Tell me about it. Bridger is worried that his mom will lose her job and fall apart. He might have to drop out if things get too ugly.”

      “He can’t drop out! In a year and a half he’ll be a Harkness grad.”

      “Bridger’s only a sophomore, actually. He took a year off before college, and now he’s kicking himself.”

      “You know…” The house was so quiet that even our whispered conversation seemed loud. “I get stuck inside my head too often. I forget that other people have problems.”

      Hartley was quiet a moment, watching me. Then he reached slowly across the expanse between us and covered my hand with his. Even that small touch made me stop breathing. “Everybody has their shit to shovel, Callahan. Everybody.” He gave my hand a squeeze, and then took his back. “Now, yours is right up front where everybody can see it. I don’t envy you that. But everybody has some, whether you can see it or not.”

      I had to stop and think about that. To look at Bridger, you wouldn’t know that he was dragging around such troubles. But I suspected there were others who had no shit at all to shovel, or else had an entire team of minions to shovel it for them. Stacia sprang to mind.

      “Are you sure?” I challenged him. “Because it seems like some people’s biggest problem is that the leather upholstery in their Beemer doesn’t come in the perfect color.”

      Hartley’s face broke into the most beautiful smile. “For that, there’s always custom, Callahan.” He rolled onto his back, putting his hands behind his head. “Thanks for the calf massage.”

      “Anytime.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t say that, or I’ll wake you up every night next week.”

      Sadly, I was so deep into him, I would probably look forward to it.

      Hartley began to breathe deeply as I lay there listening. He was a warm shape in the dark, and just a few feet away. I would have given anything for the privilege of sliding over, closing the distance between us, and wrapping an arm across his chest. It was difficult to even imagine the luxury of belonging with him. I wanted to roll over in the night and curl up against his body. I wanted to feel his breath on my neck while I slept.

      This is torture, my hope fairy grumbled, curling up on the pillow beside me.

      She wasn’t wrong. But it was a sweet kind of torture.
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            I'M GOOD WITH GORE

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      Friday, we watched football, ate leftovers and played a lot of cards. Lucy made sure that there was at least one hand of Uno to every game of euchre.

      On Saturday, we took Theresa out to dinner at a Chinese restaurant, which offered fifty different varieties of dumplings. Hartley’s mom looked worn out from two nine-hour shifts in holiday retail hell. But her tired brown eyes were happy nonetheless. Hartley sat next to his mother, and from time to time she reached over to muss his hair. Dana tried to teach Lucy how to use chopsticks, and I ate my weight in chicken cabbage dumplings.

      But later, after both Theresa and Lucy had gone to bed, and the guys had gone out to the garage to drink beer and change the oil in Theresa’s car, I had to admit that I was feeling off. There was a vague pain in my stomach, and my body felt hot and weary. Even though it was only ten o’clock, I took a couple of pain relievers and went to sleep.

      That night, I didn’t even hear Hartley come in and lie down next to me. That should have been a clue that something was wrong. The American Medical Association should add Indifference to Hartley as a symptom in their compendium.

      Even my hope fairy slept through it. I should have known.
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      The next morning, I hid my increasing discomfort. I took more Advil and drank two glasses of water. Still, I felt dizzy and hot.

      “You’re quiet today, Corey,” Theresa observed, proving that you can never get anything past a mom.

      “I’m just been thinking about exams,” I lied. I refilled my orange juice glass and forced a smile on my face. I needed fluids, and I needed to get home.

      Luckily, Bridger had to get the car back to his mother, and so our weekend at Hartley’s drew to a close by late afternoon.

      By the time we got back to McHerrin, I felt feverish and increasingly ornery. With a heavy heart, I phoned the Nazi police. “Mom, don’t freak out,” I said. “But I think I might have a bladder infection.”

      She freaked out.

      Ten minutes later — after listening to my mother rant about all the nasty things that can happen if a UTI is left to fester — I told Dana that I was under orders to roll myself to the hospital E.R.

      “Crumbs!” she said, jumping off the couch. “I’ll come with you.”

      “You really don’t have to,” I argued. “It’s going to be hours of waiting around for someone to hand me a prescription.”

      “I’ll bring a book. Let me get my coat.”

      When we went out in the hallway, I held up a finger to my lips. The fewer people who knew I was a wimp, the better. I could hear Hartley’s music through the door of his room as we snuck out.

      By the time we got to the E.R., I felt shaky and exhausted. The fluorescent lighting made even the employees look ill. The hospital was the very last place in the world I wanted to be. The only saving grace was that the place seemed deserted. “Thanksgiving Day is always nuts,” the triage nurse told us. “People visiting with family tend to injure themselves. Go figure. But tonight they’re all in their cars on the way home. If most of them aren’t drunk, we might have a quiet night.”

      She took my forms. “Callahan? I pulled your file already. Your parents called ahead.”

      Of course they did.
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      “Don’t admit me,” I begged about a half hour later, after peeing into a cup. (By the way, that’s no easy feat when you can’t squat over the toilet.) “I’ll take the medicine, I promise. I hate the hospital.”

      The young E.R. doctor nodded thoughtfully. “I’m sure you do. But your fever is something we want to watch, and there’s a risk that the infection could spread to your kidneys.”

      “But it hasn’t. I don’t have much pain.”

      He smiled, but we both knew that it didn’t matter what I reported, because decreased sensitivity down there made me an unreliable witness. “We have to stomp it out, Corey. Spinal cord patients have to be careful. There have been cases when UTIs permanently impaired patients’ bladder control.”

      That made me cringe.

      “I believe you that this is probably a fluke,” he went on. “But it isn’t worth the risk, okay? I just need to ask you a few more questions. Have you been drinking enough fluids?”

      I nodded.

      “And voiding your bladder regularly?”

      Here’s where I had to fess up. “Yes. The only thing that changed is that I didn’t self-cath for a couple of days.” Each morning and evening, I was supposed to use a catheter to fully empty my bladder. But I hadn’t brought catheters to Hartley’s house, because I didn’t want anyone to see them. “I’ve gone without it a few days before, and I didn’t have any problems.”

      He frowned. “When this is over, you’re going to need to be vigilant again, I’m sure you realize that.”

      I nodded, embarrassed.

      “Another trigger is sexual activity, both touching and intercourse,” he said. “Try to urinate before and after. Especially after.”

      “That’s really not the issue here,” I said, turning red.

      He actually laughed. “File that advice away for later, then. For now, you’ll get one night of intravenous antibiotics, Okay? You’ll conk out in a room upstairs, and in the morning we’ll release you. You’ll be gone before you know it.”

      Liars.

      Dana went home. I put on the stupid gown — open in the back, of course — and watched some bad TV while a nurse stuck a needle in my arm. Overnight, I was interrupted no fewer than four times, as nurses clocked my vital signs and swapped out my IV bag.

      I peed about fifty times in the chilly hospital room toilet.

      When morning came, I began to ask every human who wandered into my room when I could leave, from nurses’ assistants to the bringer of breakfast cereal. Unfortunately, the human I saw most often was a large, surly nurse with garishly hennaed hair. And Big Red was not helpful. “The resident will start rounds at ten,” was all she said.

      I put on my underwear, jeans and socks. I transferred to my chair, but I couldn’t change my top until my IV was removed. Ten o’clock came and went. I stared at the clock, fuming.

      Hartley texted me from econ class. Yoo hoo! Did U oversleep? U R missing a stimulating lecture on international trade.

      Me: Sounds better than my day. Having a little snafu. C U back at the ranch.

      Around noon, a doctor came in. Naturally it wasn’t the youngster from last night, because that would have been too efficient. This doctor had plenty of gray hair and a hasty demeanor. He yanked my chart out of the holder and squinted at the notes. “Okay,” he said finally. “Fever’s down. I’ll leave a prescription with the nurse, and you can be on your way.”

      He left.

      I still had an IV in my arm. Someone brought me a plate of gray mystery meat and rice, which I did not eat.

      When Big Red came back, I told her what the doctor had said. “So let’s remove this IV?”

      “He didn’t leave that prescription,” she frowned. “I’ll check.” She turned to walk out.

      “Wait!” I called as her wide bottom retreated.

      Another hour passed, and when she came back in with my prescription, I could barely be civil. “Would you please take this out?” I begged. “And then I can go?”

      She looked at my wrist as if she’d never seen an IV before. “The assistant does that. And I can’t release you without someone over eighteen to accompany you.”

      “What?”

      She nodded. “Students need to be picked up after a procedure.”

      “But…” I felt my blood pressure double. “An IV is not a procedure!”

      Big Red shrugged. “That’s the rule.” She left.

      “Fuck!” I yelled, sounding like Hartley. I looked at my watch. He had his Monday afternoons free, because that’s when he should have been at Hockey.

      No. Sitting there half-dressed, I was not going to call Hartley. Anyone but Hartley. He was the last person who I wanted to see me with unwashed hair in this awful hospital gown.

      Unfortunately, Dana had Italian class until two every single day. I texted her, asking me to call when she had a second. Pretty please.

      Two o’clock came and went, with no call. I texted again, and she didn’t reply. If her phone was dead, I’d never reach her. I couldn’t think of what to do. If the E.R. doc who had admitted me was working today, I could try to find him and explain my problem. But that involved wandering the hospital half-dressed, with an IV tower at my side.

      I dialed Dana again, putting my phone to my ear. It went right to voice-mail.

      “Damn it!” I hollered. I would have stamped my feet, if only they worked.
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      —Hartley—

      “Is there a problem in here?” I asked, fighting a smile.

      Corey’s head whipped around to find me in the doorway to her hospital room, leaning on my crutches. “Arrrrgh!” she cried, curling over herself. “I just want out of here, but they won’t let me go.”

      “Because you don’t have someone over eighteen to escort you off the premises?” I crutched into the room.

      Her mouth fell open. “How did you know?”

      “I ran into Dana after lunch, and she told me you were here. So I thought that might happen. And Bridger had to spring me after my knee surgery. So why didn’t you call?”

      Something passed across her face that I couldn’t read. “Because it’s a long crutch from McHerrin.”

      “It wasn’t too bad. So let’s get out of here. Didn’t you ask them to remove that IV?”

      The look on her face threatened an imminent explosion. “ONLY TEN TIMES!”

      I held up both hands. “Easy, Callahan. Watch that blood pressure, or you might end up in the hospital.”

      At that, Corey deflated. “Would you please come here a second?”

      “What do you need?” I made my way over to her.

      She held out her left hand. “Press down on the IV tube.”

      Uh oh. “Why?”

      “So I can take it out, Hartley. And change my shirt. And leave. And get on with my life.”

      “You are a piece of work, Callahan.”

      “Just press here,” she instructed. Trying not to notice the way the little tube poked right through her skin, I trapped the plastic under my thumb. Then Corey removed all the tape. “Okay, you can let go. Thanks,” she said.

      Before I could look away, she yanked the little catheter out from under her skin. Gross. “Now you’re bleeding from the wrist. Isn’t that, like, dangerous?”

      She looked at me with suspicion on her face. “Seriously, Hartley? You’re squeamish?”

      I turned around and grabbed a tissue off of the counter, handing it to her, keeping my eyes trained on the wall in front of me.

      “Wow. Tough hockey star faints at the sight of blood.” I heard her giggle as she dabbed at the blood.

      “Hey, I haven’t fainted since the fifth grade.”

      The giggle bloomed into a belly laugh. “What did you do after your knee surgery? Weren’t there bandages?”

      There were, and it wasn’t pretty. “I changed them myself. With my eyes half-closed.”

      For what it was worth, embarrassing myself had one benefit. At least Corey was smiling again. “And you say I’m a piece of work. Turn around so I can change my shirt.”

      “What, I can’t watch? I just saw blood for you.” Chuckling, I faced the wall.

      I heard her wrestling with her clothes. “I’m good with gore. You can always ask me to change a bandage. Not that we’re ever coming back to this godforsaken place.”

      “Sing it to me, sister.”

      “All done,” Corey said.

      A nurse with unnaturally red hair walked in then. “This is your escort?” she asked, eyeing my cast and crutches, a sneer curling her lip.

      Corey whirled on her. “Don’t tell me you’re discriminating against him,” she snapped. “We’re leaving now.” Corey wheeled around the end of the bed and bore down on the nurse. The poor woman lumbered out of the way, and Corey sailed out the door. If a wheelchair could squeal its tires, hers would have.

      The nurse stuck a clipboard in my hands. “Sign here, sir.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      By the time I found her, Corey was holding the elevator door open for me.

      Because my leg was aching, we called for the gimpmobile, but they told us it would be a thirty-minute wait.

      “Fuck it,” I said. “Let’s walk.”

      For Callahan, it was an easy roll towards campus. But for me, it was slow going. When we were about halfway back, I needed a break. Crutching over to a bench outside the medical school, I sat down. “So how did you end up in the hospital, anyway?”

      She bit down on her lip. “It was just a stupid little infection. I was a little careless, and everyone overreacted.”

      “Careless? This weekend?” I massaged my aching leg.

      Corey’s face went stony. “I’d rather not talk about it, okay? I know you just did me a huge favor, but…” she shook her head.

      “Alright. I’m just saying that we could have come back a day early. You only had to say…”

      She cut me off. “I didn’t want to, Hartley. I’m not fragile!” The look on her face just cut me. She looked vulnerable, and miserable about it.

      “That’s not the way it is, Callahan.” I grabbed her hands and rolled her closer to me, until our knees touched. “The thing is, we’re all fragile. It’s just that most of our friends are lucky enough not to know it yet.”

      Her eyes blinked against exhaustion, and I wondered if she might cry. But not Corey. Not my blue-eyed fighter, the girl who dreamed of skating every night, but always had something positive to say. She humbled me every fucking day.

      I tugged on her hands again, leaning forward until I could get her into an awkward hug. I don’t know if she needed one, but I sure did.

      With her chin on my shoulder, she swallowed hard. “Thanks for springing me from jail, Hartley.”

      “Any time, beautiful. Now let’s go home.”
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            FIRST-RATE HOOCH

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      On the first day of December, snow fell past the windows as I crutched through the dining hall. I’d been trying to spend more time on my feet, but it made everything harder. Dana waited for me at the end of a long table, where Hartley, Bridger, Fairfax, and a few others were tucking into hamburgers. When I sat down, she passed me my plate.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “No biggie.” She ate a French fry. “How’s the studying going?” Classes had ended, and exams were about to begin.

      “Not bad,” I said. “I have three take-home exams and then econ. I think I’m getting off easy.”

      “I’m worried about Japanese,” Dana said, her cute nose wrinkling.

      “But Dana, you speak Japanese.”

      “Not as well as the professor thinks I should. And he’s such a tool. He makes everything more stressful than it should be.”

      Down the table, Bridger poked Hartley in the arm. “Did you tell Fairfax about the birthday present you got today?”

      “Is it this week?” Fairfax asked. “Where’s the party? Are we making you do twenty-one shots?”

      I raised my head. Hartley’s birthday was this week? I would need to find a gift. Of course, there was no way to top the gag gift he’d given me. Mine would have to be something more conventional.

      “I don’t think any of us are invited to Hartley’s birthday,” Bridger answered. “Tell ‘em, dude.”

      Hartley shook his head. “The package store delivered a bottle of champagne to me. You know, the kind that costs the GDP of a developing nation?”

      “So, Stacia’s back in town,” Fairfax said.

      Hartley pointed his finger like a gun at him. “Bingo. The note said: Dear Hartley, put this on ice, I’ll be there for your big day.”

      My stomach dropped.

      “Big day,” Bridger grinned. “Dude, you’re going to get spectacularly laid.”

      Hartley shrugged. “The bookies should be careful with their odds. She’s been even flakier than usual lately.”

      “She’ll turn up,” Bridger theorized. “She sent the bubbly.”

      “Tell her you’re drinking it whether she shows up or not,” Fairfax suggested.

      “Of course I’m drinking it,” Hartley said. “That goes without saying.”
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      As it happened, Hartley’s birthday fell on the Saturday before exams began. Dana and I spent the day studying in the cozy little Beaumont library. Harkness College had a seemingly infinite number of places to study. You could visit a different library every day, and not repeat for more than a month.

      But even I wasn’t geeky enough to hit the books again after dinner.

      “What are you up to tonight?” Dana asked carefully, fishing earrings out of her jewelry box.

      “Um, watching TV?” I didn’t need to point out that my pal Hartley was unavailable for video games. But it wasn’t like there was anything else to do. During exams, the social activities ground to a halt.

      “You could come with me,” Dana offered.

      I laughed at the suggestion. Dana was on her way out to hear a portion of the English department’s all night reading of James Joyce’s Ulysses. If that didn’t showcase the nerdiness that was Harkness College during exam week, then nothing did. “But I’m not even taking that course! Do they hand out big L-shaped stickers at the door, to paste on your foreheads?”

      She gave me an eye roll. “That’s not nice, Corey. I just don’t like to think of you sitting here alone tonight.”

      “I know,” I sulked. “I’m sorry.” Obviously, there was no hiding my broken heart from Dana. It wasn’t that I’d planned an evening of sitting across the hall while the love of my life got “spectacularly laid.” It just worked out that way.

      After she left, I turned up the volume of the TV, hoping to blot out any sounds of reunion joy that might filter through the hallway. For a restless couple of hours I flipped channels. At last, I was rewarded with a showing of The Princess Bride. It was exactly the right movie for such a crappy night. I lay down on the sofa, braces and chair cast away, and let the familiar story suck me in.
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      —Hartley—

      When my phone rang, I knew it would be my mom. She always called at 8:30 on my birthday. I was born in the evening, right during an episode of Melrose Place. Before I was born, my mom never missed an episode of that cheesy show about West Hollywood brats.

      She had me when she was younger than any of the cast members.

      “Hi Mom,” I answered my phone.

      “Happy Birthday, sweetie. Please don’t do twenty-one shots tonight.”

      I laughed. “I promise not to do twenty-one shots. Or even twenty. Maybe I’ll stick to nineteen.”

      “That’s not funny, Hartley. You could die.”

      “I won’t drink much. I promise.” Just half a bottle of champagne.

      “Be careful, sweetie. I was young once.”

      “You still are, mom.” She wouldn’t even turn forty until the springtime.

      She laughed. “I love you, Adam Hartley.”

      “I love you too, Mom.”

      We hung up, and I checked the clock again. I was starting to feel impatient. Stacia had given me only a vague itinerary. She’d flown into JFK that afternoon, but was sticking around the city for farewell drinks with some of her other coursemates. I’d asked, but she didn’t say when she thought she’d arrive.

      She often pulled stunts like this, and I knew it was intentional. She was the type of girl who understood the value of playing hard to get. Hell, she practically invented it. Worse — it worked. Waiting for her always made me wonder if she was done with me. Part of wanting Stacia was knowing that she ought to be unattainable. I wanted her in the same way that she wanted her designer shit — because it was only sold in Italy, and nowhere else. Therefore, she must have it, and parade it around in front of others.

      Fuck. Forget what it said about her. What did that say about me?

      I got up and began to pace around my room, which is not an easy thing to do in a boot cast. Clunk. Clunk. Clunk. Everything about me tonight was ridiculous.

      It was going to be strange seeing Stacia for the first time in months. Of course I was looking forward to it, because long-distance Stacia had not been nearly as appealing as the real thing. Truthfully, I was a little worried about getting back into the swing of things with her. She was like a song I’d forgotten how to sing. I needed to hear it again to remember why I liked it the first time.

      Except songs didn’t really do that, did they? Even if you forgot the words, the tune was stuck deep in your soul.

      Gah. I was thinking too much. Way too much. And there was nobody around to stop me. The evening marched on, and my anticipation began to fade into disappointment. Stacia wasn’t going to show, and in my heart, I wasn’t all that shocked. The weirdest thing was that it left me feeling like an asshole. As if I ought to be more surprised. As if I should care more than I did.

      So when the text from Stacia finally came, it was pretty much anticlimactic. Sorry, Hartley. I’m stuck here tonight…

      Blah blah blah.

      It took me about three seconds to throw down the phone and stand up. There was someone just across the hall that I wanted to see — someone who was always easy to be with. Before I could overthink it, I had the bottle in hand, and was headed for the door.
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      —Corey—

      Just as The Man in Black was sitting down to poisoned wine with Vizzini, I heard our room door open. Expecting Dana to call out her usual greeting, I didn’t sit up or turn around. But it wasn’t her that I heard. Instead, there was the distinctive sound of crutches on the wood floor. And its pace was slow — the stuttering thump of someone crutching clumsily, possibly because his hands were overburdened. My heart began to thump in my chest. My hope fairy buzzed to life and began dancing with ticklish feet on my belly.

      “Jesus, Callahan, could you take something?”

      I kept my eyes on the screen a half-second longer, as if I hadn’t seen the film a good two dozen times before. When I sat up, it was just in time to reach over, catching the two glasses dangling from Hartley’s fingers. In his other arm, he cradled a fancy looking bottle of champagne.

      Hartley didn’t say anything more. He simply limped in as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world to walk into my room when he was supposed to be having I-missed-you-so-much sex with Stacia. He slipped the bottle into my corner of the sofa. Then he crutched around the coffee table to the other end. He bent over me, lifting first one of my legs and then the other, then slid in underneath me, my legs in his lap. He hiked his broken leg onto the table and reached all the way over my body for the bottle.

      As I watched the Man in Black charge off in search of his princess, Hartley began twisting the wire holder off the bottle of champagne. A moment later I heard the satisfying pop of a cork expertly ejected, and then the glug and fizz as he poured it into glasses.

      “Callahan,” he said, his voice a masculine rumble. I sat up to accept a glass, shoving my legs onto the coffee table beside his. “Stash this?” he said, handing me the bottle. Without comment, I bent down to find a place for it on the floor.

      When I leaned back again, my shoulders collided with his arm, which was draped behind me on the sofa. The arm didn’t move. So, gingerly, I rested against it. Hartley gave an enormous sigh, the sound of defeat and frustration. “Cheers, Callahan,” he said.

      We touched glasses, and some instinct made me avoid his eyes. I wasn’t about to grill him on his sudden change of fortune. He was supposed to be getting sweaty with his gorgeous girlfriend, and now here he was, sitting in front of another movie with me.

      But this is so snuggly! my hope fairy cried, clapping her tiny hands with glee.

      I took a sip of my bubbly. “Wow,” I blurted out. It was smooth and tangy and delicious. If expensive had a taste, this was it.

      “Smooth, right?” his voice sounded tired.

      “It’s amazing Hartley. But maybe you find it…bitter?” I looked him in the eye for the first time then, giving him a wink.

      He rolled his eyes. “The wine is good, Callahan. It is empirically good. In my family we’d call it first-rate hooch. In Stacia’s family, there’s an entire dictionary of words for it. You should hear her father go on about wine.” Hartley snorted.

      “Sounds riveting.” But then I felt guilty, since I’d never met them in my life. “If nothing else, she has very good taste.” But that was a fraught comment too, because it revealed too much of how I felt about Hartley. “Sorry she was a no-show.”

      He shook his head with obvious disgust. “She’ll turn up tomorrow, full of apologies. She always does.” He took another sip and turned toward the movie. Together, we watched Wesley rolling down the hill, yelling “AS…YOU…WISH!” up to Buttercup.

      God, it was the perfect moment in a perfect film. Hope fairies everywhere probably sipped from that scene like nectar. Leaning back against Hartley’s warm body, I sipped my champagne rather more quickly than I meant to. But it was so good I couldn’t help myself.

      “Time for a refill?” he asked after awhile.

      I bent down for the bottle, and then refilled both our glasses, emptying the bottle. “Happy birthday,” I said then. “I don’t think I said it before.”

      He clinked his glass into mine. “Thank you, Callahan.”

      “I got you a present,” I told him. “Is it terrible that I’m too lazy to get up and get it right now?”

      In answer, he pulled me a little closer to him on the sofa. The contact with him was making me completely crazy. Behind me, he absently fingered the ends of my ponytail as we watched the film. “I love this part,” he said, a smile in his voice. “The Rodents of Unusual Size.”

      While Buttercup shrieked her way through the fire swamp, Hartley’s hand came to cradle the back of my head. His fingers and thumb rubbed slowly along my neck and hairline.

      Oh, hell and damn.

      In spite of the frantic scene on screen, I closed my eyes, sinking into the sensation of his touch. It should have been relaxing, but his scalp massage had entirely the opposite effect. It was as if the skin at my nape had developed an unparalleled number of nerve endings. Wherever his fingers moved, an electric charge crackled down my spine and deep into my body. I became overly conscious of my own breathing. My second glass of champagne slid down my throat while I tried to convince my heart rate to decline to a more normal pace.

      Then, even as I contemplated my own stupidity, Hartley removed his thumb from a very sensitive spot below my ear. And to my slightly drunken disbelief, he leaned closer to me, pressing his lips to the place where his thumb had just been. The feel of his mouth on my neck was almost enough to shoot me through the ceiling. His moist lips pressed firmly against my body. Slowly, his kiss meandered down toward my collarbone, his tongue singeing me everywhere along its path.

      No matter how cool I would have liked to play it, all I could do was to melt back against his chest, my breath escaping as a shaky sigh.

      That’s when I heard him chuckle, and knew that Hartley understood exactly the effect he was having on me. And even though my breasts had begun to tingle with desire, I found the strength to speak up. “What the hell are you doing, Hartley?”

      “Seemed like a good idea at the time,” he said without removing his lips from my neck. “Still does.”

      I took the last sip of my champagne, playing for time while my brain and body had a messy little argument about how to proceed.

      Hartley took the glass out of my hand and set it on the trunk. “Look,” he whispered. “You can slap me right now, and tell me I’m a prick for coming on to you when my girlfriend blew me off. And then we can watch Billy Crystal bring Wesley back to life.” He downed the last of his own glass. “Or you can kiss me, Callahan.”

      His voice was husky and warm. The sound of it made me turn my head to face him. There was humor in his eyes, but also a depth that I always saw there. He was my friend, maybe my dearest friend, and it was impossible to be afraid of him.

      “Why would you complicate our friendship?” I whispered.

      “Like it’s so simple now?” he countered.

      I didn’t even know what that meant. But my brain was too scrambled just then to figure it out. Hartley and I regarded each other for a long moment, not speaking. Then he cupped my face with two hands, his touch so gentle that my heart ached just to feel it. And then the months of wishing for his kiss were too much for me. I closed my eyes, and then his lips were on mine. They were just as soft as I’d always imagined them to be — his perfect mouth pressing sweetly against me. His lips opened, parting my own, and I gasped with happiness.

      I’d been kissed before, or so I thought. But Hartley’s kisses were an entirely new genre. His lips were soft and demanding in equal measure. The slow slide of his tongue against mine destroyed all conscious thought. Soon enough, Hartley grasped my melting body under the arms and pulled me up and over him. He swiveled his good leg onto the couch, his head reclining on the upholstered arm. I could feel his body under me — solid and warm — and it was divine. His big hands curved around my head, controlling the kiss. He took his time, his teeth teasing my lower lip, his tongue sweeping mine in long strokes. I didn’t want it to stop.

      Ever.

      In the background, the Princess Bride hurtled towards its exciting conclusion, but I could barely hear it. Hartley tasted like champagne and pure man. And the kisses were nothing like the sloppy, hurried ones I’d received in high school.

      “Callahan,” he said finally, while I panted, short of oxygen.

      “Mmm?”

      “You’re kind of…rubbing yourself against me.”

      Mortified, I pulled back. “Sorry.”

      He adjusted his neck on the sofa’s arm. “Actually, I’m kind of loving it. But I don’t think you’d do that, unless you could feel it.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      Oh.

      He grinned up at me. And then he ran one of his hands down my chest, between our bodies and into the waistband of my yoga pants.

      “Hartley!” I yelped, grabbing his wrist.

      His eyes locked on mine. “Don’t you want to know?”

      “I just…” My breaths were coming too fast, and my chest suddenly felt tight. I pushed his hand away and took a deep breath.

      “Callahan,” his voice was low and serious. “Have you done any…research on the topic?”

      I shook my head.

      His eyes widened. “But you’ve been worried about it. Maybe for nothing, right?”

      I dropped my head to his shoulder and buried my face in his neck. And it killed me how good he smelled — like Hartley. But at very close range.

      His hands stroked my hair, and even that made me unbearably happy. “No research at all?” he asked, and I heard the words echo through his chest. “No love for our friend Digby?”

      I smiled then, hiding my face in the neckline of his tee. Because there was nobody else I’d spoken to about this. And it was the most embarrassing topic in the world.

      “Really, Callahan?” he asked, not letting up. “You’re fearless about everything else. You take your P.T. like a Marine, you tell the hospital nurses where to shove it. You call me on my own bullshit all day long. And here’s one small thing you can figure out…”

      I raised my head. “It’s not a small thing,” I corrected.

      He turned his chin a few degrees in my direction, and once again our faces were a hair’s breadth apart. “I beg your pardon,” he rumbled. And then he pressed his lips against mine and moved his tongue into my mouth. The kiss was long and slow, and if I could have felt my knees properly, they would have been absolutely liquefied.

      But then the sound of voices in the hallway ruined it for me. Stiffening, I felt suddenly vulnerable, lying here in Hartley’s arms, my fragile ego laid bare for all the world to see. “Anyone could walk in,” I whispered.

      “Good point,” he said. Hartley stretched an arm toward the floor, where he found one of his crutches. He swung his legs onto the floor. As I began to slide off of him, his other arm caught me under my butt. “Hang on,” he said. And then, as his torso rose into the air, I realized that he’d meant it literally. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he stood, holding all my weight in one arm. Before I knew what was happening, Hartley was carrying me, using just one crutch and one leg, hopping towards my bedroom.

      The bed was only about fifteen feet away, but even so, it was an outrageous risk. “Oh my God,” I squeaked. “We’re going to die.”

      Hartley paused to hitch me up even higher on his body. “That makes you the first girl ever to say that to me on our way into the bedroom.”
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      —Corey—

      Oh, HELL yes, my hope fairy yelled as Hartley deposited me on my bed and shut the door. Then, even though I could still hear him puffing from exertion, he wrapped his powerful arms around me and picked up where he’d left off, his kiss deep and urgent.

      My heart skated around my chest as he curled his hands in my T-shirt and pulled it up, over my head. Then, with exactly the sort of dexterity I’d expect from Hartley, he removed my bra with one hand.

      I pulled back. “What are you doing?” I breathed.

      “You have a question that needs answering,” he said. “And there will never be a better time to answer it.”

      While I considered this idea, he leaned me gently back onto the bed. There will never be a better time, he’d said. Was that because we’d just drunk an entire bottle of champagne? Or because Stacia was coming back?

      I was afraid I knew the answer.

      “Also…” Hartley’s thumbs grazed my breasts, and I sucked in my breath. “I’m a specialist on this topic,” he mumbled. Then his tongue landed on my nipple. He circled it once, before putting his warm mouth over my breast and sucking gently.

      Oh my God.

      I heard a groan escape my own lips, and all reason went out the window.

      “That’s a girl,” he said.

      This time, when his hand slipped down my body and into my pants, I forgot to freak out. He kissed me deeply while his fingers slid toward places that had rarely been touched before. When you spend much of your senior year in a hospital, there isn’t a lot of time for dating and fooling around. His hand curved, fitting between my legs. I registered the sensation of his fingers there.

      He chuckled against my lips. “Callahan,” he whispered. “Give me your hand.”

      He dragged my hand down my torso and into my panties. They were wet, and so was my own body where his hand led my fingers.

      “Game on,” he whispered.

      Then he pulled our hands back into the air, and I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. “That’s…” my brain didn’t seem to function.

      “That’s encouraging,” he finished for me. “But that’s not all you need to know, is it?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. Instead, he gave my yoga pants a good yank.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Not so fast.” I rolled onto my side, moving away from him.

      He dropped his hands immediately. But then he said, “Chicken much?”

      I pushed myself up on an elbow. “What? Just because I don’t want you groping me makes me a chicken? That’s bullshit, Hartley. Just because nobody else ever said no to you doesn’t make it impossible.”

      His eyes flashed with amusement, and something else that I couldn’t read. “Fine. If you can tell me to my face that you don’t want my talented hands on you,” he dragged the pads of two of his fingers across my breast, “then I won’t call you a chicken.” He scooted closer to me, giving me a tiny kiss, with soft lips. “I’ll take it back.” Another kiss. “I will say, ‘Callahan is not a chicken.’” He punctuated the statement with a slow kiss. He teased my nipple with his thumb, and I felt lightheaded. “Say it,” he whispered between kisses. “Tell me you don’t want just a little more of this. In the name of research.”

      I dropped my head onto the pillow, taking a shaky breath. “This is the weirdest night ever.”

      He chuckled, and then there was a tug. I saw my panties in his hand. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” He threw them on the floor, which is pretty much exactly what I’d been fantasizing about since September. But in my fantasies, we were making passionate love — it wasn’t just a random hookup, and it sure wasn’t a science experiment.

      I felt his hand cup my hip. “Can you feel this, Callahan?”

      I nodded, my mouth dry.

      He slid a hand down my quad, which I felt, until it dipped below my knees. “How about this?”

      I shook my head.

      “Interesting,” he said, as if he might whip out a clipboard and begin taking notes. In fact, he sounded exactly like the doctors I saw at every visit. Can you feel this? How about this?

      And suddenly it was all wrong. I pushed his hand away. “You’re making me feel like a lab rat.”

      He withdrew his hand. “Sorry. Wrong approach.” He reached for me then, cupping my face in his hands and kissing me. That was better. But things were still off balance. I was sinking under the weight of my own vulnerability. If this were a championship hockey game, I’d know what to do. I’d lash out with some bold maneuver to win back the moment.

      Feeling cornered, I reached for the zipper on the hip of Hartley’s breakaway pants. I reeled it downward, as far as I could reach.

      He broke our kiss to look down, watching me. “What’s that for, Callahan?”

      “Why am I the only one naked?”

      “Well…” he hesitated. “I wasn’t going there, you know, to demonstrate my honorable intentions.”

      “Hartley,” I looked into his eyes. “Who could mistake you for someone with honorable intentions?”

      An unreadable emotion flashed across his handsome face. But he quickly replaced it with a smile. “Good point, Callahan. And I’m not a guy who needs much convincing to get naked.” He unzipped the pants on the broken leg side, and then he sat up and shucked them off, along with his boxers.

      And that left me trying not to stare at his erection. He was thick and beautiful, and I’d had at least a little something to do with that.

      I dragged my eyes to his face. “Lose the T-shirt.”

      He smiled, wrestling it off. “Callahan never does anything halfway.”

      And…holy cow.

      The room was lit only by the night-light my parents had so stubbornly installed. But its dim rays managed to accentuate the shadows of his muscular pecs, and the flex of his bicep where he propped himself up. His sculpted chest tapered to a trim waist and hips. I’d meant to even the score a little, to spread the self-consciousness around. But it utterly backfired. I now had the most gorgeous naked guy spread out in front of me in my bed, looking as comfortable as he always was. “Is that better?” His dimple quirked at me.

      I couldn’t even answer.

      He was amazing, and I wanted to dive into him and never come up for air. There was no way I could feel any more vulnerable than I did that second. Because I wanted him — I wanted this — more than anything else in the world, and I couldn’t even let him know. To Hartley, this was an experiment, or just another evening’s diversion with his neighbor Callahan. This time without clothing. But to me it was everything, and terrifying, too. I hoped he couldn’t read it on my face. My heart thumped spastically.

      Whoa! Maybe you are a chicken. My hope fairy reappeared, wearing black lace lingerie, and a pout on her face. Don’t panic now, she insisted. This was just getting good.

      The old Corey had always been a risk-taker, a team captain, a fearless girl. I never panicked, even with one minute on the clock and a tied game. I needed that Corey back, and right away.

      Before I could think better of my impulse, I pushed up on two hands and bent over Hartley’s waist. And then I did something he wasn’t expecting, and something I’d never done to a guy before.

      I licked him.

      It was a single, playful sweep of my tongue. But it had exactly the intended effect. His stomach muscles contracted, and his hands gripped the bed in surprise. I heard him suck in his breath.

      I swung back up and pinned him with my gaze. “That’s for calling me a chicken.”

      His startled eyes looked into mine as he exhaled gustily. “Jesus, Callahan. Punish me more.”

      I gave him a catty little shake of my head. For a second longer, we just stared at each other. Then he grabbed for me with both arms, hauling me onto his chest, his tongue slicking my lower lip. The next few minutes were lost to me, as I drank in his kisses and sank into all of his beautiful skin. It was delicious, even though I knew I was a goner. I would never get this night out of my head. The kissing we’d done on the sofa had already ruined me. I didn’t even care.

      “Where is it, Callahan?”

      Hartley was asking me a question, but I was too drunk with lust to focus. “What?”

      “Where is it? Where did you stash Digby?”

      When enough oxygen reached my brain that I could understand the question, I shook my head. “No way.”

      “Yes way,” Hartley said. He leaned over me and opened the drawer of my bedside table. “Is it in here?”

      “Hartley!” I grabbed his arm. But it was too late. He already held the little box in his hand. “Put that back,” I said. “That’s just too weird.”

      He shook his head. “No, it isn’t. These are fun.” He’d dropped the box and pulled off the top. Now he picked it up and showed it to me. “I guess you’ve never tried one before?”

      I shook my head. “Why would I?”

      “Why wouldn’t you? Women love these. But…” his smile faded, and he looked into my eyes. “You especially should give it a shot. I read this article…”

      My mouth fell open. “You Googled my problem?”

      He looked a little sheepish. “I always study to get an A, Callahan. There was this paper about paraplegic women…”

      I closed my eyes. “I read that too.” A pair of doctors had discovered that paralyzed women often had more sensation inside than outside. And guess what the test subjects had used to discover it?

      “So you should be willing to try it. And why not on the Weirdest Night Ever?”

      “Oh my God,” I breathed as the device began to whir quietly in his hand.

      “Maybe we can make you yell that,” he said, his eyebrows wiggling.

      “It’s a machine,” I protested.

      “It’s a toy,” he argued. “See?” He pressed it gently against my breast, and I felt a gentle hum which was not unpleasant.

      I grabbed it out of his hands, and touched it to his chest. Then, as he watched, I dragged it down his body, inch by inch. I studied his face as I went along. When I approached his waist, his smile faded. And when I touched it to the head of his penis, his eyes fell shut and he shifted his hips. I aligned the vibrator with his erection, and he blew out a breath.

      But a moment later he broke into a smile, moaning “Ohh… Mr. Digby.”

      I dropped the vibrator, hooting with laughter. His eyes flew open and he grabbed it off the bed, shutting it off with a twist. I couldn’t stop laughing. It loosened something inside my chest, breaking apart a knot of anxiety I’d brought into the bedroom with me. I rolled onto my back, giggling at the ceiling.

      Hartley hitched himself closer to me then, his shoulder covering mine. His smiling mouth closed over my lips, and I stopped laughing. There would never be enough of his kisses. The best I could do would be to memorize the shape of his lips on mine, and the way he sucked gently on my tongue. It was hard to worry about much of anything while he kissed me. So this time, I didn’t panic when his hand slid down my body. I felt his fingers spread between my legs. I really felt them. And that fact made me want to shout with joy. “Okay,” I said shakily.

      The next sound I heard was the quiet whir of the toy. And then he placed it against my body. It was different from anything I’d felt before. Like a shimmer of pleasure. “Oh,” I said, my stomach muscles tightening.

      “That’s it…” he breathed, leaning closer to me.

      His erection brushed my hand, so I closed my fingers around it. This earned me a grunt of satisfaction from Hartley. So I began to stroke him. His breath caught in his chest, and he made a noise in the back of his throat. A very sexy little noise.

      Hartley was not too distracted, however, to continue his mission. The little vibrator slid downward. I held my breath.

      “Okay?” he breathed.

      I nodded because it was. A current of sensation began to gather down there, spreading throughout my core. I sank into the darkness of my eyelids. As Hartley touched me, the world shrank down to the size of our two bodies. I teased Hartley with my fingertips, and our kisses became sloppy and distracted. There was a tiny click, a small adjustment of the toy, and then the sweet shimmer between my legs gathered steam. “Oh,” I gasped.

      “That’s not too much?”

      I couldn’t even answer him. I could only arch my back off the bed, angling my body closer to his hands. “Oh…” I said again, beginning to see dots before my eyes. And then a tingle in my belly seemed to bloom, and I felt a starburst between my legs. Whatever sounds I made then, I couldn’t even hear.

      “Fuck, yes,” I heard Hartley pant, and it made me remember to curve my lazy fingers more tightly around his shaft. I stroked him hard, and he made a strangled sound. And then, “Callahan, I…” The next thing I felt was a spurt of warm liquid against my hip, and in my hand. I slicked my wet hand down him one more time, and his hips jerked with satisfaction.

      A moment later, the noise of the vibrator died as Hartley turned it off, leaving only the sound of two people breathing hard. Hartley put one beautifully muscled arm over his eyes. And since I wouldn’t be caught staring, I took a long look at his body, the rise and fall of his broad chest, and the now half-sagging member dipping towards my sheets.

      Wow. The full impact of what we’d just done began to sink in. With shaking fingers, I took a tissue off the bedside table and wiped off my hip.

      “Sorry for the mess,” he said, his voice tight. His eyes were still covered.

      “No problem,” I whispered. He still wasn’t looking at me, and I was starting to wonder why. I pushed his arm off his face, but he only turned his chin away, toward the wall. “What the hell? Now you feel guilty?”

      He gave half of a laugh. “No way, Callahan.”

      “Then what’s the matter?”

      With a sigh, he reached for me, pulling my body across his, gathering me up on his chest. And when I looked down at his face, I was startled to find that his eyes were shining. When he caught me looking, he closed them. “It’s just… I wanted that for you,” he whispered. “A little less shit to shovel.”

      My heart was fit to burst, for a dozen conflicting reasons. Fooling around with Hartley had been amazing, and God knows I’d wondered. But lying in his arms was the best thing ever, and I couldn’t say so. I love you, Hartley. Those words were on the tip of my tongue, but I swallowed them down. Instead, I said: “Thank you for that selfless act of research on my behalf.”

      He cleared his throat. “You’re welcome. And my dick thanks you for letting him play along.”

      My heart gave a squeeze, because those were not the words of love I craved. So I made a little joke, because that’s what I do when things get tense. “Do all guys refer to their dicks in the third person?”

      Hartley stared up at the ceiling, his gorgeous face thoughtful. “Pretty much.”

      We lay there quietly, our heart rates returning to normal. Hartley stroked my hair against his chest, and I tried not to worry about what would happen next.

      “I need to ask you a question,” I said. Hearing my words, his face took on a wary expression, so I hurried on. “Hartley, what is your shit to shovel? Because you never say.”

      He chuckled. “You noticed that, huh?”

      “I did.”

      He shifted then, turning carefully onto his stomach, folding his arms underneath his chin. We were no longer touching. “Thing is, Callahan, I don’t think I can talk about that tonight.”

      “Really,” I said, flipping over onto my stomach too. “So all my shit is on the table, but not yours?” That didn’t seem fair. “You’re all up in my business…” Then I clapped a hand in front of my mouth. Even so, a bark of laughter escaped.

      “What?”

      I put both hands in front of my face. “I can’t believe I just said you were all up in my business.”

      Hartley snorted. And then the two of us were shaking with laughter, side by side. And it was just like any other night’s joke, except naked.

      Then, from the common room, I heard Dana open the outside door, arriving home. Hartley and I glanced at each other, clapping our hands in front of our mouths. As Dana moved about the common room, switching the television off, we shook with silent laughter. We didn’t stop until finally I heard the sound of water running in the bathroom. Even then, we were still gasping for air, and fighting off the rippled aftershocks of uncontrollable mirth.

      Soon it became very quiet in my suite. Dana had gone to bed.

      Hartley took a deep breath. “I think that’s my cue to sneak out,” he said. Slowly, he sat up, found his boxers and wiggled into them.

      No! I wanted to shout. But I held my tongue, and found his T-shirt, passing it to him. I pulled my own over my head. I didn’t want him to watch me putting on my other clothes, because it was such an awkward, hopping process. So I pulled the blanket at the foot of my bed up over me instead.

      “Before you go, could you, um, push my chair into my room? I’m kind of stranded here.”

      His eyes opened wide. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      I smiled, and hopefully it was convincingly untroubled. “No biggie. I didn’t need to go anywhere for a little while there.”

      He blew out a breath, and I could feel it — that was the moment things got weird.

      Hartley hopped into the living room, retrieved his second crutch, and then shoved my chair at intervals into the bedroom. When he made it all the way back to me, he sat down on the edge of the bed. “Goodnight, Callahan,” he said, one hand dropping to my knee where it lay under the blanket.

      I couldn’t feel his touch, but I wanted to.

      “Goodnight, Hartley,” I whispered.

      He leaned back then, giving me a quick kiss on the nose. His face was serious, almost sad. “See you at brunch tomorrow?”

      “Yeah,” I said as he rose to go. Because that won’t be weird at all.

      After the door closed again, I lay there for a long time, missing him.
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            GIVE US A KISS

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      There was a polite knock on my door the next morning. Dana’s voice said, “Um, Corey? Can I come in?”

      “Sure,” I said, yawning. It was getting late, but I couldn’t make myself face the day.

      She walked into my room, looking around as if she expected to see something different. “So…what the hell happened?”

      Uh oh.

      “Happened?” I asked, my face twitching into an unavoidable guilty smile.

      She rolled her eyes. “Spill it, you. Because you are so busted.” Dana flounced over to my bed and sat down at the foot of it. “When I came home last night, one of Hart-throb’s crutches was on the living room floor, and now it’s gone. Was he in here?”

      I put my face in my hands. “For a little while.”

      Dana grabbed my hands and pulled them down. “Seriously? His girlfriend blew him off, and so he came across the hall to fool around with you? And where is he now?”

      I exhaled. It all sounded so wrong coming out of her mouth. “That’s one way to put it.”

      “Is there another way? Is he breaking up with her, or does he expect you to be his fuck buddy?”

      “Dana! It isn’t quite as bad as that. You like Hartley.”

      She looked sad. “I do like him. And I think he…” she flopped back onto my bed. “I don’t know what to think. The way he looks at you sometimes…” she shook her head. “I just don’t trust him. It’s like there’s a good Hartley and an evil one, and they’re always at war. I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But there’s a layer to the story that you don’t know.”

      She sat up quickly. “What?”

      “Well,” I swallowed. “I confessed something to him a few weeks ago, and…”

      She stared at me, her dark eyes searching mine. “What is it?”

      I took a deep breath, and I told her. Most of it, anyway.

      “So…” she rubbed her temples. “That’s the weirdest, most romantic story I’ve ever heard. He talked you into fooling around, so you could find out if you can…?”

      I nodded.

      “…and it worked?”

      My face was getting hot. “Did it ever.”

      Dana hooted with laughter. “Oh my God. And then what?”

      I took a deep breath. “Then he teared up. And then he left.”

      Her eyes were the size of saucers. “I don’t even know what to make of that. But I do know you’re in trouble.”

      “Why?” I whined, although I already knew the answer.

      “Because you’ve just exchanged one heartache for another. Now you know how good it can be, but you want it with him. Do you have any idea what will happen now?”

      It was the question I’d been avoiding since I opened my eyes that morning. “I think nothing happens now. Stacia will come back, and Hartley and I will pretend it never happened.” I swallowed. “It’s going to be awful, isn’t it?”

      Dana nodded. “A hundred kinds of awful.” She looked at the ceiling. “You know, his mother asked me about you two.”

      “Seriously?” I leaned forward. “What did she say?”

      “We were doing a few dishes, and she wanted to know if you two were,” Dana made her fingers into quotation marks, “‘a couple.’ When I said no, she looked really disappointed. Then she said, ‘for a smart boy, he can be such an idiot.’ It’s not just me who thinks there’s something there.”

      I shook my head. “His mother really hates Stacia, that’s all. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “If you say so.” Dana stood up. “Let’s go to brunch.”

      “Only if you promise not to smile at Hartley. I’ll die if he thinks I spilled my guts already.”

      “It will not be easy. But for you, I will try.”
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      Nervously, I followed Dana to the Beaumont dining hall forty minutes later. I’d stalled, hoping that he wouldn’t still be there. So we got there quite late, and Dana grumbled when she learned that there wasn’t any more smoked salmon for our bagels.

      Wouldn’t you know, I spotted Hartley right away. Only one of the big tables was still occupied, and it was packed with hockey players, Hartley at the center of it all. Before I could look away, he gave me a quick wink.

      “I saw that,” Dana whispered.

      “Stop,” I muttered. “Let’s sit over by the window.”

      Dana slid our tray onto a banquet, and I set down the newspaper crossword I’d been smart enough to bring with me. “One across is ‘half pint,’” I said. “I’d say a cup, but it’s four letters.”

      “I grew up with the metric system,” Dana complained. “What’s the next one?” She bit into her bagel.

      “A modern resident of Elba,” I said. “Six letters.”

      “Syria!” Dana announced.

      “Syrian,” I corrected. “Now we’re cooking with gas.” I scribbled in the clue. When I looked up at Dana, I could tell that she was eavesdropping. “What?” I whispered.

      She shook her head. “I wonder what he told all of them?” she nudged her chin toward Hartley’s table. “When they asked how his birthday night was? You don’t think he’d tell them about…”

      I shook my head. “He wouldn’t brag.”

      Dana nodded slowly. “You’re right. I don’t quite understand what it is between you two, but I can’t see him gossiping like that.” She sipped her coffee. “He cares too much.”

      Not necessarily, I thought, picturing the way he’d snuck out. “Dana,” I dropped my voice. “He won’t tell because nobody brags about hooking up with the girl in the wheelchair.”

      She set down her mug. “Corey! You don’t really mean that.”

      Of course I meant it, one hundred percent. Guys bragged about bedding trophy girls. Girls like Stacia. Even as I formed this thought, Stacia’s face appeared under the arched doorway to the hall. The dismay must have shown in my expression, because Dana turned around to look over her shoulder.

      If possible, the girl was even more stunning than I’d remembered her. Her long, honey-colored hair fell in curtains down her shoulders. Her model-perfect face was made up in a way that was just not seen in the dining hall on a Saturday morning during finals. She wore a clingy black turtleneck sweater over a plaid wool skirt cut to mid thigh. Her high-heeled black suede boots reached way up, over her knees. Between the boots and the skirt stretched a good six inches of smooth, creamy leg.

      Her perfect fucking legs.

      The moment that Stacia found Hartley, her face lit up, and she began to prance across the dining hall toward him. His table fell silent, and I couldn’t look away. Beaming, she walked around behind his chair. “Well, give us a kiss, Hartley,” she said in an affected voice, which proved she knew she was the center of attention.

      Into the silence, Hartley mimicked, “Give us a kiss, Hartley. What, there’s more than one of you to service now?” His friends laughed.

      Then, as everyone watched, he pushed back his chair and stood. Stacia took his face in her hands and kissed him full on the mouth.

      And he kissed her back.

      While his friends hooted, he cupped his hands on her face and closed his eyes. It went on and on.

      The world went a little fuzzy at the edges until Dana pinched my hand. “Corey,” she said, her voice low. “Breathe.”

      But it was difficult, because I felt as if a vice was squeezing my chest.

      “Should we just go?” she asked me.

      I forced myself to look only at Dana. “No.” It would be too obvious if I got up and bolted from the room. I wished I could sink into the floor instead.

      Dana took the newspaper and studied it. “We need an eight letter word for a boat trip. Starts with a C.”

      “Um,” I forced a deep breath into my lungs. “Cruise. Cruising? No — crossing.”

      “That’s it,” she said. “And the G at the end starts a Greek food.”

      “Gyros,” I said automatically.

      “You’re on a roll.”

      I gripped my coffee cup. “I didn’t think.” What I meant was, I didn’t think it would hurt this much.

      “Oh, sweetie,” she said. “Deep breaths.”

      Over at Hartley’s table, they’d found Stacia a chair. I could hear her whiny voice. “But Hartley, you said you’d take me to the Christmas Ball.”

      “And you said you were coming on my birthday,” he returned, humor in his voice.

      “Interesting choice of words,” Bridger put in.

      “You don’t have to dance,” she said. “You are only there to look good in a suit.”

      “Well, in that case,” he said, his voice humming out the same patient, half-amused smirk I’d heard on move-in day as he dealt with her. He spoke to her the way an indulgent father speaks to his little girl.

      It was not at all the way he sounded talking to me.

      “So where were you, anyway?” he asked her.

      “I would have come up from New York,” she said, “but Marco had theater tickets.”

      “Who did?” Bridger cut in.

      “My ride.”

      “Interesting choice of words,” Hartley said. “But you know, they’ve invented these things called trains…”

      “I thought of that,” she sighed. “But I had so much luggage.”

      “Now that I believe,” Hartley chuckled.

      Across from me, Dana just shook her head. “The evil one wins.”

      “Okay,” I said, pressing my palms against the ancient wood of the table. “I’m ready to go now.”
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            THE ASS CRACK OF THE YEAR

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      When I told Dana that I was ready to leave, I wasn’t kidding around. I needed to put a meaningful distance between Hartley and my crumbling heart. Fortunately, Christmas vacation was about to hand me the perfect excuse.

      But first, exams. I hadn’t wheedled and begged my way to Harkness to blow it during the first semester.

      For the next two days, I worked my butt off in the main library. From a study carrel deep in the stacks, it was impossible to listen for Hartley’s voice in the hallway, or wonder whether he’d turn up to play RealStix. I ate take-out salads from the coffee shop and studied like a maniac.

      Even my hope fairy took up the cause, fluttering between chapters of my calculus textbook, spouting theorems. She put on a tiny pair of glasses and perched on the lid of my travel coffee mug. Even better, she didn’t mention Hart-throb’s name. Not even once.

      I turned in my take-home exams early, and then turned my attention to economics. When I sat for the exam on the morning of the tenth, I was so well prepared that having Hartley seated beside me wasn’t too much of a distraction. I finished before the time allotted. When I wheeled out of the exam, he looked up.

      I gave him a quick wave, because it hurt to look at him directly. And then I was gone.

      He texted me fifteen minutes later. Celebratory lunch at Commons? On my way over there. But I didn’t even reply to the text, because I was already on the phone with my mother.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, her voice breathless.

      It wasn’t. Not really. But I would never admit it. “I’m fine. But I’m done early, so I changed my ticket.”

      “But what about the Christmas Ball? Your brother always loved that.”

      “Well,” I said, “it turns out that not everybody sticks around for it.”

      “Okay, Sweetie.” Her voice was uneasy. She wrote down my new flight number and time. And I went back to my room and packed.

      By the time the Christmas Ball got underway, I was in the air over the Great Lakes.
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      Being home for three weeks was boring, but boring was just what my broken heart needed.

      Thankfully, my mother didn’t dote on me as much as she had the summer before. Not only was I used to doing things for myself again, but she’d had more than three months in an empty nest.

      I was careful to smile and tell my parents how well everything at Harkness was going. And I was careful not to brood. I even volunteered to make Christmas cookies with my mom, finally making use of all the handicap accessible changes my folks had made to their kitchen after my accident.

      But when I was alone — lying in my new main floor bedroom, or staring out the passenger-side window of our car — my mind always went back to Hartley’s birthday. I would relive the sensuous slide of his lips against mine, and the stroke of his tongue. When he touched me, I’d felt it everywhere. How was it possible for him to kiss me like that, and not want to do it again?

      Obviously, he’d felt nothing, and I tried hard to make sense of that. I forced myself to replay Stacia’s reappearance in my mind, remembering how avidly he’d kissed her. I even made myself calculate how many hours had elapsed between the moment he had gasped with pleasure in my bed and then stuck his tongue in her mouth.

      It was fourteen hours. Give or take.

      The word paralysis kept running through my mind. His heart was like my unfeeling toes. I felt Hartley’s touch all the way through, but he hadn’t felt mine at all.
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      For Christmas, my parents gave me a new laptop — a smaller, lighter model — and I had a good time setting it up. Of course, it came with a lecture from my mother.

      “The therapist says you need more time in your braces. We thought this would be easier to carry around when you’re walking.”

      “Thanks,” I sighed.

      “While you’re home, I booked seven sessions at the River Center.”

      “Mom! Don’t I even get a vacation?”

      “Not from physical therapy,” she said. “But if you want, you can do all of them in the pool instead of the gym. To mix it up a bit.”

      I put my proverbial foot down. “No! Just…no.”

      “Corey, you’re being unreasonable.”

      I didn’t want to argue with her. I just rolled out of the room.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t much easier talking to my father. He was in the midst of his hockey season, which I’d been following online. The girls were doing really well this year, but he did not want to talk about it with me. When I tried to make conversation, I received only monosyllabic responses.

      “Dad,” I said one night when we were all watching TV in a semi-comfortable silence. “Have you ever played RealStix?”

      “The video game? No,” he said, surprised. “Have you?”

      “It’s a lot of fun, actually. My neighbor — the guy with the broken leg — he taught me.”

      “Adam Hartley?” my mother asked. “I remember him. He’s quite a looker.”

      “Marion!” my father said, laughing.

      “I call ‘em as I see ‘em,” my mother said, which made me laugh. And then I noticed something important. For the first time since my accident, my mother didn’t look tense.

      “Anyway, we’re friends,” I said. “And we play a lot of hockey on the screen. Since neither one of us can play the real thing.”

      There. I’d said it out loud.

      My father picked up the remote and shut the TV off. There was silence as he turned to study me. “And that’s fun for you?”

      I nodded.

      He hesitated, deciding. “Well, where can we get one?”
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      We bought RealStix at Best Buy that very night. That was one clue that things were still weird at my house. My very thrifty parents had been spending money like water since my accident. They renovated the house, they bought me every device and distraction I pointed to. So even though Christmas had just come and gone, my father handed over his credit card for a video game console.

      Coach Callahan quickly became a RealStix fan, too. And when my brother Damien came home for a long weekend over New Years, he played as well.

      But I could easily beat them both. After all, I’d learned from the master.

      Hell and damn it. I was thinking about Hartley again. That had to stop.
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      —Hartley—

      I woke up on New Years Eve lying naked in what felt like a cloud. In reality, it was a big guest bedroom in the east wing of Stacia’s mansion. I was alone, because whenever I stayed in Greenwich they put me in a room by myself. Her parents weren’t idiots — they probably knew that we had sex. But they wanted plausible deniability.

      I didn’t take it personally. If they wanted to pretend that their baby girl would never fill the jacuzzi tub in her private bathroom and then perform a strip tease for me, that was their prerogative. Good thing they’d been out to a lengthy dinner party the night before.

      In my guest room, the sheets were made out of some kind of ridiculously soft cotton. I’d heard Stacia and her mom yammering about thread count once. Seeing as I was twenty-one years old and in possession of a dick, there was no way I paid attention to a conversation like that. But whenever I slept at chez Beacon, I had to admit that their obsession with European bed linens had its merits.

      Since my boot cast had finally been removed the day after Christmas, I woke up truly naked, my morning wood brushing the sheets, my feet free to tangle in them.

      Delicious.

      My mind wandered. I was mostly healed from my injury now. The leg was always sore at the end of the day, and my range of motion wasn’t perfect yet. But it was progress. I’d just gotten a note from the Harkness College housing office informing me that they weren’t going to bother reassigning me to a room in Beaumont until next year. So I’d be keeping my oversized single, with the private bathroom and the double bed.

      Thinking about McHerrin made me think about Corey. Which meant that I was suddenly thinking about her while lying buck-ass naked with a big boner. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the first time. For the past two weeks, I kept flashing back to that night in her bed, to the way she felt against my body. When I touched her, she’d made the most erotic sigh I’d heard in my life. It was hard to forget a detail like that.

      Truthfully, it was just plain hard.

      And when I really felt like torturing myself, I thought of that intense moment earlier on that night, when she bent over me and… Damn, I’d felt a jolt like never before. That’s for calling me chicken, she’d said. The fire in her eyes when she’d said it made me want to lose my mind.

      Why couldn’t I stop thinking about it?

      Seriously, we really hadn’t done all that much. It was just a little hook up. People did that all the time, right? Admittedly, it wasn’t just a drunk and horny flailing. I cared a lot for Corey, but that was only partly why I started it. The things she’d told me about her troubles had really weighed on my mind. More than anything, I wanted her to know that she was one hundred percent sexy. I thought I could prove it to her, and then I did.

      The trouble was, I proved it to both of us.

      So now I was lying in my girlfriend’s house, hard as a freaking board, and thinking about another girl touching me. And then — because I have never gotten away with anything in my life — the bedroom door opened, and Stacia waltzed in. She was already dressed in tight black pants and a soft, expensive-looking sweater.

      I cleared my throat. “Hi, hottie.”

      “Hi.” She closed the door behind her and turned to me with a silky smile. And there it was. Whenever I was here, in the lap of sick luxury, and the princess from Greenwich looked at me like I was the tastiest thing she’d ever seen, it just made my year. She was feasting those hazel eyes on me, the punk from the ass end of the state, with no father on my birth certificate, and a bank balance that would barely fund the next five months of pizza and beer.

      Stacia’s attention meant something to me that I didn’t like to talk about.

      So it was just as well that talking wasn’t what Stacia wanted from me. She flung herself onto the bed, and then looked right down at the tent I was raising in the sheet. “Well, hello there,” she whispered, her eyes flashing with mischief. “I didn’t know you’d already be…up.” She pressed a kiss onto my shoulder, and then immediately began working her way downward, dragging the sheet with her.

      My body did not fail to notice.

      About ten seconds later, after sweeping her long hair down my bare chest and abs, she reached the goods. With no preamble, she opened her mouth and sucked me deep inside. Whoa. All I could do was take a gasp of oxygen and sink into the mattress.

      I closed my eyes, but that was a mistake. Because my brain went right back to where it had been before Stacia opened the bedroom door. And so I found myself picturing someone else’s face even as my girlfriend worked me over.

      Fuck! That was no good. I wasn’t that big of an asshole. I opened my eyes again and sat up on my elbows. It was quite the visual, my girlfriend bent over me; her hair splayed everywhere, her mouth busy. Or rather, it should have been. But from this angle it was easy to see that Stacia would soon be making another trip to her colorist. The roots of her hair were a shade she’d never cop to. And then Stacia began to moan, which should have got me back into the groove. But the sound of it was exaggerated, like a porn film.

      They were the same noises she always made, so it shouldn’t have rankled. It’s just that so many things about Stacia were carefully calibrated to reflect an image — her hair color, her lingerie, her voice. She’d once told me that she was taught to always smile while saying “goodbye” at the end of a phone call, because the other person could hear the smile, and they’d feel validated.

      And this is what I was thinking about while my dick was in her mouth. Distracted now, I could tell that it was going to take awhile. The urgency was gone, and Stacia was going to need to use some Division One jaw action to get this done. God, I really was an asshole.

      But then her phone rang, trilling out the theme to Beethoven’s ninth, the ringtone which Stacia used for her mother. For a moment, I thought she was going to ignore it. So I reached down and gently cupped her head, her silky hair falling through my fingers. “You’d better get that,” I whispered.

      “Sorry,” she said, straightening up, then whipping out her phone. “Hello? I’m upstairs, just waking Hartley up.” She shot me a look full of innuendo. (And yes, Stacia’s house was really that large. Her mother didn’t bother looking around for her. It was easier to call her cell.)

      The mood was officially broken, and it wasn’t even my fault. Giddyup. With Stacia still on the phone, I hopped out of bed and into the bathroom, closed the door and started the shower.

      A minute later, as the hot water rained down on my back, Stacia came into the bathroom. “The caterers are downstairs already, and my mom wants my help deciding where to put everything. There’s breakfast in the dining room today, because the sun room furniture has to be moved for the party.”

      I stuck my head out of the shower and smiled at her. “I’ll see you down there?” Reaching out, I tagged one of her hands and pulled her in for a quick kiss. She gave me a Stacia grin, and then left the bathroom in a hurry, before her hair could be kinked by the steam. (Say what you will about me, but I paid attention to my girl’s little habits. Much more than she ever paid to mine.)

      After the world’s fastest shower, I dressed. Stacia had bought me clothes for Christmas. Since clothes and jewelry were about the only things she was interested in, she was awfully good at picking them out. The shirt I threw on now was a shamelessly expensive thing from Thomas Pink. I turned up the cuffs to keep it casual, because that’s how I roll. But the girl had really good taste. The jeans were some brand I’d never heard of, and could only be purchased in France. Whatever.

      Wearing my Stacia-approved threads, I went downstairs to the dining room. Henry — Stacia’s father — sat alone at the head of a giant table. “Good morning, Mr. Beacon,” I said when he looked up. There were three newspapers stacked in front of him. Someone had taken the time to line the edges up perfectly.

      “Morning, son,” he said. It always gave me a weird jolt to hear Mr. B. Call me that. No other man ever did. “The coffee’s hot, and I just asked Anna to make me an omelet. If you catch her now, she’d be happy to make one for you.” He slid the top newspaper across the gleaming wood surface.

      “That sounds like a plan.” I passed through the room and walked into the commercial-sized kitchen beyond. There, amid more burnished wood and stainless steel, the personal chef stood swirling butter into a pan.

      “Hola, Hartley!” Anna chirped. “Qué quieres para el desayuno?”

      If I tried to answer her in Spanish, I’d disgrace myself. “I’d love an omelet, if you’re doing those today.”

      She switched to English, pointing a finger at my chest. “Cheese, onions and ham, well-browned?”

      “You always remember.” Anna was awesome. I hoped the Beacons paid her a big fat salary, because she sure as hell deserved it.

      “El café está allí,” she added.

      “Gracias. Did Stacia get hers yet?” I asked.

      “Haven’t seen her.” Anna leaned over the cutting board and began to dice chunks of onions into a tidy pile.

      “That’s not good,” I said, heading for the coffee service. “We can’t have Stacia under-caffeinated.”

      “You know what to do.” Anna punctuated that sentence with the sizzle of my onions hitting the pan.

      I poured two cups of coffee and then went to find my girlfriend. She and her mother were in deep conversation with a woman in a Katie’s Catering apron. I’ve noticed that the big, fancy outfits the Beacons hired to work at their home always had homey little names. Tommy’s Taxi. Frankie’s Forestry. But it was such a ruse. There were probably seventeen Katie’s Catering vans driving around Fairfield County right now, sucking money out of the mansions with a fire hose.

      “God, thank you,” Stacia breathed into my ear when I handed her the mug. She put a warm hand on my back. And while her mother and the caterer went on and on about passed hors d’oeuvres, Stacia gave me a honeyed smile over the rim of her cup. It was a smile that belonged in a Victoria’s secret catalog, and it was aimed at me and me alone.

      And yet I felt… Hell. I didn’t know how I felt. Her perfect body was so familiar in my hands. She had all the right curves in all the best places, and creamy skin, and pretty hair. But somehow I was seeing it from a distance that hadn’t ever been there before.

      Maybe it was the fact that she’d been half-way around the world for a few months, and I wasn’t used to her. But suddenly, I felt a lack that hadn’t been there before. The craving I’d always had — to have a big life with the most beautiful girl — she’d always satisfied it. But for some reason, there was an unfamiliar hunger in my gut now, and I didn’t really know what to make of it.

      Maybe I just needed an omelet.

      I gave Stacia a kiss on the cheek and left the women to their party planning. It was time to eat my omelet, and to let Mr. Beacon chat me up about my econ class. And that would probably remind me of Corey. Which would make me think about…

      Fuck.
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      —Corey—

      On New Year’s Eve, my parents always drove over to the Friedberg’s house in Madison to ring in the New Year with champagne. “Come with us, guys,” my mom said.

      Champagne was not my friend. “I think I’ll skip it,” I said.

      “I’m going to hang with Corey,” Damien said.

      After they left the house, Damien and I made ice cream sundaes and flipped channels on the television. Watching the ball drop in Times Square was too lame, so I picked out an old movie.

      “So,” my brother said after he’d finished his ice cream. “How come you’re not hanging out with high-school friends?”

      Uh oh. If my brother was quizzing me, it was probably because my parents put him up to it. “You weren’t here last year, but it was rough. A lot of my friends dumped me, especially hockey friends. Except for Kristin, and she’s in Fiji with her parents.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      “I’m over it.” That was mostly true. “But I don’t feel like working for it, you know? I’m going back to school in a couple of days, anyway.”

      “Fair enough.” My brother took my empty bowl from my hands. “But Mom and Dad think you’re depressed. Like, clinically.”

      Crap. That meant my mood had been more transparent than I’d hoped. “I’m not, honestly. School is good. I like it there.”

      “Your roommate seems great.”

      “She is!”

      He measured me with a blue-eyed stare. “I told them they were overreacting. But you’re acting really quiet, so it’s hard to sell your side of it.”

      “I’m sure they think school is too hard on me, or something. But really, it’s much less interesting than that. It’s just boy trouble.”

      At that, Damien looked startled. “Um, I don’t know if I should hear this part. Sex is, like, the only thing I can’t discuss with you.”

      I smiled for the first time all night. My whole life, I’d tried to stock up on things that made Damien squeamish. There weren’t many. “You don’t want to hear all the dirty details?” It was a total bluff — I’d never spill.

      But it worked. He looked more uncomfortable by the second. “Please tell me you’re not sleeping with Hartley.”

      My reply was quick and easy. “I’m not sleeping with Hartley.” And that’s the problem. But brother still looked a little tense. “Or anyone else,” I added.

      Relief washed across his face. “So what’s the trouble?”

      Clearly I wouldn’t explain. But I did have a question. “Damien, do you think that you would ever find a woman in a wheelchair sexy?”

      His forehead creased. “Well, sure. But I haven’t met any women in wheelchairs. Present company excepted. And you can never be sexy. Because you’re my little sister.”

      I snorted. “Unfortunately, the rest of the world agrees with you. When guys look at me, I think they just see the chair. Like I’m not a full-on member of the opposite sex.”

      “Look, Corey,” he put his chin in his hand. “If Sofia Vergara passes me on the street in a wheelchair, I’m still going to chase her down the sidewalk.”

      “So if I had giant boobs and a role on a hit TV show…”

      He laughed. “Don’t forget the hot accent. She really rocks it.”

      Yeah. There was really no hope for me.

      When our movie ended, Damien and I played another game of RealStix. My brother made the unfortunate decision to play as the Red Wings, and I had no trouble crushing him. “Thanks for taking it easy on me,” I teased afterwards. He gave me an eye roll and went into the kitchen for a beer.

      That’s when my phone rang. I plucked it off the coffee table and saw Hartley’s number on the display. My heart gave a squeeze of surprise, and out of nowhere, my hope fairy appeared. Pick it up! She was wearing a sparkly dress for New Year’s.

      A smarter girl would not have listened. A smarter girl would have let it go to voice-mail.

      I answered it, of course. Then his husky voice was right there in my ear. “Happy New Year, Callahan.”

      “Hi,” I said, my voice breathy. I swallowed and tried to get a grip. “Where are you?” I asked. Wherever he was, it was loud.

      “I am at a very stuffy party in Greenwich, Connecticut. But I was thinking about you.”

      “You were?” I didn’t intend it to sound like a challenge. But the question of what Hartley thought about me was a heavy topic on my mind.

      “Of course,” he said, his voice a warm rumble. “I thought you, of all people, probably couldn’t wait to see the ass crack of last year.”

      I had to pause and think about that for a moment. The year of my accident was officially over. Celebrating was a perfectly sane idea, and just the sort of thing that one friend would consider for another on New Year’s Eve. “Good point,” I said. “Thanks, Hartley.”

      “I just hope the next one treats you better. You deserve it.”

      His words just hung there. They were nice words, but somehow they sounded like a dismissal. “Thanks,” my voice was quiet. “I’m sure it will be better. Yours too.”

      “You never know,” he said. His voice sounded lost, somehow. “Look at the clock, Callahan. Happy New Year.”

      I looked at the time on our cable box just as it rolled over from 11:59 to 12:00. “Happy New Year, Hartley,” I swallowed. And then I couldn’t stop myself from saying the thing that popped into my head next. “Don’t you have someone you need to go and kiss?”

      He chuckled. “You Midwesterner, you. My New Year’s was an hour ago.”

      Hell and damn. My little time zone blunder made me feel low. Because I was Hartley’s afterthought, the person he called when the real event was over. “I’d better go.”

      “Take care of yourself, Callahan. I’ll see you next week.”

      

      Ugh. Even those two minutes on the phone with Hartley worked their way under my skin. Even though I knew it was foolish, I spent the next day analyzing what I should or shouldn’t have said, and what I might have done differently.

      Damien flew back to New York, and so I didn’t even have him around to distract me. I needed to stop thinking about Hartley, but my brain would not quit conjuring up his dimpled smile.

      In my daydreams, Hartley snuck into my bedroom at night, pulling back the covers and slipping into my bed. There were very few words between us in my fantasies. In fact, there were only two. “I’m sorry,” Hartley whispered. And after that, there was only kissing and the hasty removal of clothing. And then…

      Hell and damn.

      Everything that happened in my dreams was something he did with Stacia and not with me. And when I tried to make sense of why, my heart broke into ever-smaller pieces.

      The math just didn’t add up for me, because she was so awful. Beautiful and awful. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand why he’d want to undress the equivalent of a swimsuit model. But the investment seemed strange. Even during our brief New Year’s call he’d confessed to being at a very boring party with her. Why do that? The only logical conclusion was that the allure of her gorgeous body more than made up for the pain of spending time with her.

      I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. Hartley was hot. But it wasn’t just his body that I wanted. We had fun together — lots of it. We sparred and we joked. I knew he enjoyed my company. There wasn’t any doubt in my mind.

      But obviously it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough. And I couldn’t help blaming my disability. A whole Corey Callahan — with two working legs, and none of the baggage that comes with being broken — might have been enough to shift me from the kind of girl that he wanted for a friend, into the sort of girl he wanted in his bed.

      But I was stuck this way. He was with her, and I was alone. Very, very alone. I needed to get a life, and I needed to do it fast. All the time I’d spent hanging out with Hartley had been wonderful, but it meant that I didn’t have other friends.

      And now that felt like a big error.

      When I’d departed for Harkness in September, I’d left the Student Activity Guidebook on my desk. Last summer, I’d only found the listings depressing. Nothing could replace hockey in my life, and I hadn’t imagined that anything else in that book was worth considering.

      But now I read it avidly. I needed a new hobby, and a new set of faces in my life. It was the only way to get over Hartley. There would be no more Friday nights spent smiling across the sofa at him. Instead, Stacia would march him around to dances and parties, and he’d let her. Soon enough his leg would be completely healed, and he wouldn’t even have to ask which floor the party was on. He wouldn’t be a gimp anymore, not even a little. Even that little link between us would be severed.

      It depressed the living hell out of me.

      As I searched for my new passion, my copy of the student activities booklet became as dog-eared as an old lady’s bible. Needless to say, things like the debate club and student politics held no appeal. Music wasn’t my thing, and those groups were already formed. Drama? Right. The next big production at the student theater was going to be A Midsummer Night’s Dream. It was hard to imagine Titania or the fairies on crutches.

      I almost didn’t bother to read the Intramural Sports section. At Harkness, the houses competed against one another, accumulating points. It was just like in Harry Potter. Instead of Quidditch, there were the usual muggle offerings: soccer, basketball, and squash. There was nothing for me there. I paused on “billiards,” but my chair wouldn’t really sit up high enough for me to reach the table. And anyway, I sucked at billiards, even as a whole person.

      When I finally spotted it at the bottom of the last page, I laughed. There it was — a sport for me. It wasn’t perfect. In fact, it was a little bit ridiculous. But I thought it might be a winner.

      “Mom?” I found her in the laundry room, folding my father’s underwear.

      “Yes, honey?”

      “I will do those sessions in the therapy pool. Not the gym.”

      Her face brightened. “Great! Let’s find your bathing suit.”

      “Do you think I could start tomorrow?”

      She ran for the telephone.

      

      The pool therapist was a blond Amazon named Heather. She was a few years older than me, and almost certainly a favorite among the male rehab patients. They must be lining up for sessions with Heather and her bright red one-piece.

      After a half an hour with her, I was clinging to the side of the pool, panting. As it turns out, swimming with only your arms is exhausting.

      “Really, Corey,” Heather said. “Most patients use the float belt, at least at the beginning. It doesn’t make you a wimp.”

      “But we don’t have a lot of time,” I said.

      “What, exactly, are your training goals for our sessions together?” Heather asked, tipping her perfect chin towards me.

      “Swimming as hard as I can. And one extra thing. I need to figure out how to climb into an inner tube, with my butt in the center.”

      “Because you want to…go river tubing?” she guessed.

      “Not exactly,” I said.

      When I told her my plan, she laughed. “I’ll find an inner tube, then. This will be fun.”
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      —Corey—

      I didn’t see Hartley at all the night I got back. Sticking to my new plan, I ate dinner with Dana and one of her singing group buddies in the Trindle House dining hall. When we came home, his door was dark underneath. This is going to be fine, I told myself. Hartley would probably divide his time between his own room and wherever Stacia lived — probably in Beaumont House. I would get a little distance from him, and work on moving on.

      Operation Forget About Hartley was underway. O.F.A.H., for short.

      From my bedroom I made an important phone call. There were two students listed as contacts for the intramural team that I wanted to join: the team captain, and a manager. The manager’s name sounded friendlier, so I looked up her number in the campus directory, dialing before I could lose my nerve. Allison Li answered on the first ring.

      “Hi, Allison?” I said, my voice barely shaking. “I’m Corey, a First Year, and I was reading over break about the co-ed inner tube water polo team?”

      “Hi Corey!” she said. “We’d love to have you. And you have good timing. We’re having a practice tomorrow night.”

      “Well…” I squeaked. “I need to make sure that you’re serious when you say that there’s no experience necessary.”

      “Corey, if I can be blunt, anyone with a pulse is welcome. Especially girls. The rules are that we have to have three women in the water at all times. Last year we had to forfeit a couple of games because we couldn’t fill out our team. There are a total of eleven games — one against each house.”

      That sounded promising.

      “Great,” I said. “My next question is something you probably don’t hear too often. Do you happen to know if the practice pool is wheelchair accessible?” Crutches on a slippery pool deck sounded like a bad idea.

      To her credit, she paused only slightly. “I think so. Yeah — sure it is. I’ve seen therapy sessions in there.”

      “Allison,” I said. “I promise I swim a lot better than I walk.”

      She laughed, which made me happy. “Okay, Corey. I’ll see you tomorrow night? We start at seven.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      I hung up feeling all kinds of victorious.
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      “Callahan.”

      I woke up slowly to the sound of someone whispering in my ear.

      “Callahan, check it out.”

      My eyes opened, and then I jerked awake. Because Hartley was standing over my bed in shorts and a T-shirt. And my heart seized up at the sight of him. Those brown eyes and that lopsided smile were even more affecting than I’d remembered.

      Get a grip, I ordered myself.

      “Look.” He grinned down at me, pointing at his leg.

      And then I saw what he meant. Hartley was standing there with no cast on his leg, and no air boot. Not even a brace. “Wow,” I said. I raised myself onto my elbows, in preparation for sitting up. Then I raised myself all the way, holding up a hand for a high five. “Nice going.”

      He smacked it. “Thanks. I’ll see you in economics.” He walked out, limping a bit, and leaning on a cane I’d never seen before.

      When the door shut on him, I let out a breath of air. Operation Forget About Hartley was going to be tough. But I would fight the good fight.
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      After my first lecture of the new semester — a Renaissance art history course — I made my way to Economics 102, reversing my chair against the wall as I always did. A minute later, Hartley came walking in. I felt him more than saw him. He slid his cane under his seat and folded into the chair next to me.

      “S’up?” he asked, his voice warm.

      I looked up, and was instantly trapped in his brown-eyed gaze. My stomach lurched, and I felt my neck begin to heat. My heart rate kicked up.

      Hell and damn.

      He was still waiting for me to say something. “Not much,” I finally stammered. Why was this suddenly so hard?

      Tell him about water polo! My hope fairy was back, circling my head like a quivering halo.

      No.

      I was not going to tell him. The old me would have blurted out how anxious it made me — how fearful I was of embarrassing myself. If I did, Hartley would listen. He’d stare into my eyes and say just the right thing. But I was done confiding in him. Because it only led to heartbreak.

      “So, the professor for econ 102 is supposed to be more fun,” Hartley said. “But I’ve heard the material is drier.”

      With a deep breath, I opened my notebook on my lap. “It does sound pretty dry,” I agreed. “Trade balances and currency exchange? I can’t say I’m very excited about it.”

      Just then, the professor came in, tapping the microphone on the lectern. And I was saved. I fixed my attention up front. Soon, I was drifting on the professor’s words as he began to explain the concept of deficit spending.

      Why was I even here? At this very moment, Dana was sitting in another lecture hall, listening to the first lecture of a Shakespeare course. She’d invited me to take it with her, but I’d said no. Now I realized that Econ 102 was a feeble attempt to hold on to one little part of Hartley, and to our time together. With a class that I didn’t even like.

      It was pathetic, truly.
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      After class, Hartley and I left the room, heading for Commons, as always.

      “How’s Dana?” Hartley asked. “I haven’t seen her.”

      “She bought herself a half-pound of chocolate covered espresso beans as a jet lag remedy. Apparently vacation was just long enough to put her back on Japanese time. And then she had to fly back here again.”

      “Brutal,” Hartley sympathized.

      And that’s when I spotted Stacia. “Hey!” she called. Her wave from across the street could have been said to include me or not, depending on your perspective.

      When we crossed to her side, the first thing she did was to lip-lock Hartley. It was no quick peck, either. She stepped into him, put her hands on those sculpted shoulders and gave it to him. For a long minute I stopped there, awkwardly wondering what I was supposed to do while they kissed.

      Just when I was sure I’d combust with discomfort, she said, “Let’s go to Katie’s Deli for lunch.”

      “What?” Hartley asked, lifting his sore leg off the sidewalk, like a flamingo. “That’s an extra two blocks. Besides, Callahan and I always go to Commons after econ. Not only is it nearby, it’s already paid for.”

      “But…” she whined, “I’ve been pining for an eggplant wrap for four months.”

      I held up a hand. “Actually, you two can duke it out. I need to try to make it to the dean’s office between classes. So I’ll catch you guys later.” I pointed my wheels down College Street, back towards Beaumont. As I began to roll away, I looked over my shoulder and waved.

      Hartley actually gave me a bit of a dirty look, and somehow it made me feel giddy. O.F.A.H. was back on track.
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      I headed for the Beaumont House dean’s office, just as I’d said I would. Unfortunately, I discovered that it was up three marble steps and through a narrow, hundred-year-old doorway under one of Beaumont’s gorgeous granite archways. On my crutches, it would have been entirely manageable. But I hadn’t gone home to switch. So I parked myself outside the door and called the office on my cell. I could hear the phone ringing inside, and the secretary answering. “Hello?”

      “Hi,” I said. “This is Corey Callahan, and I’m right outside, but in a wheelchair…”

      “Sure, Corey,” the woman’s voice was friendly. “Do you need to speak to the dean? I’ll send him right out.”

      Only thirty seconds later he emerged, pad and paper in hand. Dean Darling wore a beard and a corduroy blazer, complete with collegiate elbow patches. He looked like he’d been born right here, amid the musty libraries and granite facades. “So sorry, my dear,” he said, his British accent thick and proper. “These old buildings…”

      “I love these old buildings,” I cut in.

      He sat right down on the office stoop. “Well, now. Is it something you can speak about in the open? Or shall we find a conference room somewhere…”

      I shook my head. “It’s a little thing. I just want to swap one course for another, but I already turned in my schedule.”

      “Not a problem,” he beamed, uncapping his gold pen. “What will it be, Miss Callahan?”

      “Monday, Wednesdays and Fridays at ten-thirty,” I began. “Let’s drop the Economics and add a Shakespeare lecture, the Histories and Tragedies.”

      “Ah, a fine course, I know it well,” he said, scribbling. “I’m sure you will find it delightful.”

      “I’m sure I will too.”

      “How are you getting on, Corey?” the dean asked, cocking his head. “Your preliminary grades looked wonderful.”

      “Did they?” I couldn’t help grinning. Grades weren’t due to come out for another week, but I was hoping I’d done well.

      He nodded. “Well done,” he said. “But how is the rest of it? We have you living over in McHerrin, I believe? I looked at the suite myself after speaking with your parents this summer.”

      “It’s perfect,” I said. “And my roommate is terrific.”

      His head bobbed happily. “Good, good. Now, I’m sure you’re off to lunch.” He looked up, in the direction of the dining hall. And then he grimaced. “The stairs! Oh, dear God.” He scrambled to his feet. “I was so focused on your living quarters…how did they assign you to Beaumont?”

      “I asked for Beaumont. My brother was in Beaumont.”

      His face was still creased with dismay. “But…where do you dine every evening, when Commons is closed?”

      “Here.” I pointed toward the courtyard. “Adam Hartley and I discovered the freight elevator early on.”

      “Oh!” the dean was flustered. “Into the kitchen?”

      I nodded. “They’re used to me now.”

      His color deepened. “I feel terrible about this. You could be reassigned to an accessible house, with a first-floor dining room.”

      That wasn’t happening, because I didn’t want to lose Dana as a roommate. “It’s fine, I promise. Please don’t reassign me. I’m used to the place. Besides — I’m supposed to be learning to do the stairs on my crutches. I’ve been a bit lazy.”

      He hesitated. “If you’re sure, Miss Callahan.” He cleared his throat. “If you are met with any other thoughtlessness on our part, will you please tell me? Any little thing.”

      “I will.”

      “Corey,” He held out a hand, and I shook it. “I always say that I learn from students every single day. And now you’ve wizened me even before tea time.”

      “My pleasure,” I smiled.
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      That evening, I put on my bathing suit under a pair of tear-away exercise pants, and made it to the gym a good fifteen minutes before water tube practice was set to begin. I wanted to transfer from my chair to the pool without my teammates watching. Locking my chair, I removed my pants and then did a twist maneuver to slip to the floor. I took off my T-shirt and stowed my clothes in my pack. Then I unlocked the chair’s brakes and gave it a gentle shove toward the wall.

      I was scooting my butt to the edge of the pool when I heard a voice behind me. “You must be Corey?”

      I looked up to see a friendly face smiling at me. “Allison?” She extended her hand, and I shook it.

      She knelt down on the pool deck just beside me. “Have you played before?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “But I did a lot of swimming over break.” I cleared my throat. “I used to play a lot of ice hockey, actually. So, getting past the goalie is fun for me.”

      Her eyes widened. “Awesome!”

      “Is it okay if I get wet?”

      “Sure,” she grinned. “We’ll get started in about five minutes.”

      “Good to know,” I said. And then I aimed my shoulders toward the open water, tucked my head under and rolled forward, into the blue.

      When I came up for air, I saw the rest of the Beaumont water polo team — a half dozen others — converging on the pool. Allison and another guy I recognized from the Beaumont House dining hall stretched a float rope across the pool, dividing it.

      “We’re going to take this end,” the guy said in a very chipper British accent. I swam under the rope and over to the side near where he stood. “For anyone who doesn’t know me, I’m Daniel. And since we’re such a bloody well-organized team,” people chuckled at this. “I’m going to go over the rules for at least one or two minutes. And then we’re going to scrimmage. So everyone grab a tube…” he pointed at a pile in the corner. “And let’s get wet.”

      Everyone walked toward the pile of tubes, and my pulse began to race. The tubes were about eight feet from the corner of the pool. It was going to be one of those moments, when I had to ask someone for help.

      I hated that.

      Stuck, I clung there to the side, watching everyone else get a tube and then wander toward the pool edge. Nobody seemed aware of me, which would usually suit me just fine. Allison and Daniel were the last two on the pool deck, and I fixed my eyes on her, hoping she’d look my way.

      It worked. She stopped on her way back toward the pool and smiled at me. She pointed at the tube in her hands, and then at me. I nodded gratefully, and she tossed it. But just as I caught it, I saw Daniel’s gaze land on me. And then his brow furrowed, and he looked around, his glance landing on my wheelchair across the way.

      Daniel scratched his ear, frowning. He knelt down by the side of the pool. “You know, this gets a little rough sometimes. It’s hard to stay in the tube.”

      My face began to heat. “It’s fine,” I told him. “I’m a strong swimmer.”

      But then, because there is always enough time each day for a moment of pure mortification, I had trouble getting into the tube. It was larger than the ones that aqua trainer Heather had found to practice with. So it took three tries to hoist myself up and over the edge. The rules — which Daniel began reading aloud — required that each player’s “derriere” be seated in the middle of the tube before taking possession of the ball. Furthermore, it was legal to tip any player holding the ball out of his or her tube, forcing that player to give up the ball.

      “So now let’s mix it up,” Daniel called. “We’ll scrimmage, seven minutes a period.” He dug into a sack of pinny vests, tossing them to four players.

      I didn’t have a pinny, so that put me on Daniel’s team. Allison was on the other. I recognized most of my teammates from the dining hall, but I didn’t know all their names. Daniel blew his whistle, and play began.

      The other team got the ball and began passing. I figured out how to propel myself around with my hands as flippers. I noticed that only a couple of people managed to use their feet as well. You had to be pretty tall — with long legs dangling over the tube — to kick effectively. For once, having useless legs was not going to be much of a disadvantage. We were all flopping about like flounders, trying to maneuver. And more than one person began to laugh at the effort.

      Inner tube water polo was not a game that took itself too seriously.

      A lanky guy named Mike intercepted the ball, passing it to Daniel. I spun quickly, positioning myself in front of the net. “Open!” I called, lifting my arms. But Daniel passed it to another of our teammates, this one further from the goal. She shot and missed.

      And then, that scenario repeated itself a dozen more times.

      By the time Daniel blew the whistle, I was hopping mad. I knew the problem wasn’t that my teammates thought I’d drop the ball. There was plenty of that happening anyway. The trouble was that my Beaumont teammates — all of whom had seen me crutching and wheeling around the dining hall — thought I was fragile. They were afraid to put me in the position of being tube tackled. It was ridiculous. And I was so frustrated I wanted to spit.

      “Hey, Daniel!” a voice called from the other end of the pool, where another team was having their own practice. “Wanna rumble?”

      Daniel looked over his crew. “If rumble is a crass American word for scrimmage, I’d say we’re up for it.”

      “Sure!” Allison said. “Let’s show Turner House who’s boss.”

      The Turner captain, a skinny guy in a little Speedo, brought his people down to our end. “We’ve only got six tonight. Shall we play six on six, or do you want to send us a guy? Or a gal?”

      “I’ll go!” I raised my hand.

      The Turner guy nodded. “Great. Who’s keeping time?”

      I paddled over to the Turner side, toward the faces of people I didn’t recognize. When the whistle blew, I put myself right into the center of the action. It only took a minute until one of my new Turner teammates saw me open and lobbed me the ball. I caught it — thank God — and passed. A couple of minutes later I caught a pass even closer to the goal.

      Our Beaumont Goalie was a big, bearded guy called “bear.” He’d obviously been chosen for his girth rather than his skills. I faked to the left, and he totally went for it. While I had the ball, nobody on the Beaumont team made a move to dump me. I could have held onto that thing all day long. But I didn’t. With speed and authority, I nailed the ball into the right hand corner of the net.

      My adopted teammates cheered, and I began to enjoy myself.

      I passed the ball several more times after that, playing it safe. But when another window presented itself, I tried the same thing again. The only one who had learned his lesson was the goalie — he was a bit harder to decoy the second time. But I managed. The rest of the Beaumonters hung back again while I held the ball.

      Fools. I scored twice more before they got tired of it.

      On my next possession, Alison wised up. While I was lining up my shot, she sailed into my tube, levering me towards the water. I managed to pass the ball over her head before she upended me. I flopped into the pool with a splash. We were both laughing when I came back to the surface.

      After that, the gloves were off. The Beaumonters stopped being afraid of me, and so I had to pass more often than I shot. Then, just before the whistle, the Turner captain flipped me the ball when I was right in front of the net. My hope fairy, dressed in a bikini, did a quick little cheer with silver pom poms. And I slipped the ball into the corner before the oaf knew what hit him.

      Game over. Advantage Turner.

      By the time it was done, I was waterlogged and panting. I heaved myself onto the side of the pool deck, twisting around to sit up. The Turner captain pushed out of the water right next to me. “Hey, thanks for playing on our side. I don’t like our chances half so well for the real game.”

      I smiled. “That’s nice of you to say, but I was working an odd kind of advantage there at the beginning.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I noticed that. How come?”

      I cocked my head toward the other end of the pool. “Actually, I could use a favor. That wheelchair down there belongs to me. Do you mind kicking it over here?”

      He looked across the room and then back at me. Then he laughed. “Okay, I think I understand.”

      I nodded. “People mean well. But sometimes they have to be taught a lesson. Sorry if I was a ball hog.”

      He stood up, shaking water off his head. “Honestly, it was fun to watch.” He went off to retrieve my chair.
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      After I’d toweled myself off, and dried my hair against the January wind, I zipped up my fleece and wheeled myself out of the ladies’ locker room. Beside the elevators, captain Daniel leaned against the wall, arms crossed. When he saw me approaching, he straightened up. “Corey,” he said, his accent making my name sound more weighty. “I’m terribly sorry.”

      Shrugging, I pressed the elevator button. “It’s okay. That sort of thing happens to me a lot.”

      He shook his head. “Really, I feel like an ass.” The way he pronounced “ass,” was very British. It came out ahs. We boarded the elevator together.

      “I hope you’ll come back for our game on Friday,” he said. “We need you.”

      I gave him a sneaky grin. “What’s it worth to you?” I was actually flirting with him, and I had no idea why. But it was sort of fun.

      “Well,” he scratched his chin. “Let me buy you an ice cream on the way home. I have a little addiction to Chunky Monkey which needs feeding.”

      Surprising myself, I said yes.
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      “Philosophy? That sounds complicated.” I ate the last bite of my cone.

      “Oh, it isn’t really,” Daniel insisted. “You get to argue your way through every seminar. What will you choose for a major?”

      “I haven’t got that figured out yet,” I told him. “That, and a whole lot of other things.”

      “Well then,” he said. “Best to focus on the water sports. Inspiration will strike.”

      “That’s my strategy.”

      “You got past our goalie pretty well there, Corey. Hopefully you can get past Turner’s on Friday.”

      “Turner’s goalie has good reflexes, but he sits too far out of the net.”

      Daniel had a pleasantly dry laugh. “That’s a high level of analysis for inner tube water polo. You’re a little scary, Corey. Scary for the other team, that is.” His eyes crinkled at the edges when he smiled.

      “I used to play hockey. Watching the goalie — it’s what I do.”

      “Can’t wait until Friday, then.” He pushed back his chair.

      As we left the ice cream shop, Daniel held the door. There was a bit of a slope to the floor that I did not anticipate. I propelled myself into the dark, and nearly ran over Hartley, who lurched backward.

      “Whoops.” I said, grabbing my wheels.

      “Jesus, Callahan,” Hartley yelped. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      Daniel came to stand beside me. “If she was trying to kill you, you’d be dead already. This is something I’ve learned about Corey.”

      I laughed, and Hartley looked from me to Daniel to me again, his mouth tightening. “Right.”

      “I’m sorry, Hartley. Really.”

      Just then, Stacia sashayed out of the adjacent door, where the ATM machines were. “Evening, Daniel,” she said. Then she took Hartley’s hand and steered him toward the library.

      Without a word to me, of course.

      “Cheers,” Daniel called to the two of them, and I followed him back toward the dormitories.

      “I’m invisible,” I said under my breath.

      “Oh, that one snubs most everybody. You’re not special.”

      “Good to know,” I sighed. Though if Hartley were in love with a nice person, I might be able to bear it. But she was a monster, and he didn’t seem to mind. It drove me half insane.

      “She snubs women generally,” Daniel added. “With a particular focus on the pretty ones.” I wondered if that was a compliment. “Most men aren’t good enough for her, either. She’s nice to me because I’m European. Her knowledge of British accents is not fine enough for her to hear that I’m from the wrong end of London.”

      “You are full of interesting theories, Daniel.”

      “It’s what I do,” he replied. We came to a stop outside of Beaumont House. “Promise me I’ll see you on Friday?”

      I held up a hand for a high five. “I’ll be there. And thanks for the ice cream.”

      “My pleasure.” He smacked my hand.

      An hour later I turned in early, feeling truly victorious. It had been my Bravest Day Ever since coming to Harkness. It wasn’t as special as my Weirdest Night Ever, but for the first time, I felt that it was possible to move on.

      I closed my eyes. But before I could fall asleep, a tiny fairy voice whispered in my ear. Hartley didn’t like to see that you were hanging out with Daniel.

      In my mind’s eye, I took a tiny piece of duct tape and slapped it over her tiny lips. And then I went to sleep.
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            IT'S NOT A SEX TOY

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      The text came in about ten minutes after my first Shakespeare lecture got underway. Everything OK, Callahan?

      It was rather rude to text during class, but after Hartley sent a second one asking after me, I hid my phone in my lap to answer him.

      Fine! Sorry! I owe you a call. Switched classes. See you later?

      Directly at noon, just as Dana and I were discussing which dining hall to favor with our business, my phone rang with Hartley’s number. “Callahan!” he bellowed into my ear. “What do you mean you switched classes?”

      “Sorry, Hartley.” I went with a little white lie. “When I went to buy the textbook, it was just like you said. Exchange rates and monetary policy. The book should have come with a semester’s supply of espresso drinks. I just couldn’t do it.”

      There was a silence on the other end of the line. “So you just ditched?”

      “What, you’ve never dropped a class?”

      Another pause. “So, are you coming to lunch, at least?”

      Then I heard the garbled through-the-phone sound of someone calling him in the distance. Someone with a shrill voice. “Hartley!”

      “I think you have company for lunch, no?” I said.

      “Well, sure, but…” I’d never heard him at a loss for words before.

      “I’ll see you at dinner, maybe,” I said. “Or swing by later. We’ll play some hockey.”

      When I hung up, Dana’s eyes danced. “You really cut him loose, didn’t you?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Playing hard to get?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “It’s just pure survival,” I told her. “And it’s really not as hard as I thought it would be.”
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      —Hartley—

      Houston, we have a problem.

      I lay on my bed, staring at the steadily darkening ceiling. Classes were done for the day, and it was still that blissful early part of the term when only the overachievers had begun to do any homework. So I had plenty of time to overanalyze my friend’s behavior.

      See, I didn’t think it was all that weird that Corey didn’t call me once over break. Ours was not a phone-based friendship. But when she got back, she didn’t stop by. And then the ditched lunch, and the dropped class? It couldn’t all be coincidence.

      Corey was avoiding me.

      Why would you complicate our friendship? She’d asked me that question, and I’d given her some smartass answer. But, hell. If I knew she was going to drop me like a puck, I wouldn’t have gone there.

      I should never have gone there.

      As I lay there worrying about this, the dusk turned to pitch black. My phone lit the bed with a text message from Stacia.

      Dinner?

      It was five-thirty, and my stomach growled its approval. But I didn’t text her back because there was something I had to figure out. I got up and put on a jacket. Then I crossed the hall and opened the door. Dana and Corey were sitting hip to hip on the sofa, a laptop in front of them. So far as I could tell, they were watching cat videos on YouTube. “Dinner time, girls,” I said. “Shake a leg, it’s pasta bar night.”

      “Shake a leg?” Corey asked. “Did you really just say that to me?”

      “I was being ironical, Callahan. Seriously, now. That line gets long. It’s hard on a gimp.”

      Dana and Corey shared a glance that I could not interpret. Corey shrugged. Then Dana snapped her laptop shut. “Okay. I’m in.” She tossed Corey her coat and put on her own.

      Together, we headed into the crisp January night. Maybe she wasn’t avoiding me after all.

      “I heard we’re getting snow,” Corey said.

      “That ought to make the morning commute fun,” I complained. It was nice to be out of a cast, but I still wasn’t one hundred percent.

      “Oh, it will be worth it,” Corey said. “I love snow.”

      “I can’t wait,” Dana agreed.

      “What kind of happy pills are the two of you on?” I asked, dragging my cane between steps. The end of the day still made my leg ache. “You should score me some.”

      “We’re just high on life,” Corey said, and Dana shot her an amused look.

      When we got to Beaumont, Corey and I took the service elevator together, while Dana nabbed us a spot in line. “You know,” Corey said as the ancient lift began to move, “I’ve missed the comforting sound of these gears grinding.”

      “Me too.” Since she sounded just like old times, I began to relax.

      Until Stacia arrived.

      We were seated and tucking into our pasta when my girlfriend plunked down next to me. Without a word to Dana or Corey, she opened with a complaint. “Hartley, you didn’t return my text.”

      I went for the innocent look. “Sorry, hottie. What did you need?”

      She tossed her hair. “Well, the hockey team has Friday off, and Fairfax is having a little party. I told him we’d be there.”

      Dana and Corey exchanged another loaded glance. And I didn’t blame them. Stacia wasn’t the warmest creature. I wiped my mouth and thought over my answer. I’d rather not argue with her in front of my friends, but Fairfax’s party wasn’t that high on my list. “I don’t know about Friday, Stacia. Maybe not this time.”

      Her perfectly-styled eyebrows wrinkled in distress. “But we have to. You can climb the stairs slowly. I’ll wait with you.”

      Huh. While I was glad that Stacia had finally decided to remember my injury now that it was almost healed, that wasn’t really the problem. “I appreciate that. But I told Bridger that I’d go with him to the basketball game. Of course you’re welcome to come along. You too, guys,” I lifted my soda glass toward Corey and Dana.

      Stacia pouted. “A basketball game? What about Fairfax?”

      I didn’t want to go there, but she wasn’t going to let it drop. “What about him? He hasn’t been that good a friend this year, if you want to know the truth. Hell, my digital teammates on RealStix have been nicer.”

      “Oh!” Corey slapped the table, and then turned around to get into the bag on the back of her chair. “Hartley, you just reminded me. I’ve had this in my book bag since before break.” She dug out a small package with Happy Birthday paper on it. “Somehow I didn’t get around to giving it to you on your birthday. I’m not sure how that happened.”

      She met my eyes then, just in time to see me freeze up. Damn, I wasn’t ready for that. My neck got hot as I took the gift from her hand. “Thanks, Callahan. You shouldn’t have.” I set it down on the table and picked up my drink.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” she asked. “It’s not, like, sex toys or anything.”

      Because I’m suave like that, I actually choked on my soda.

      “Good grief, are you okay?” Stacia asked, whacking me on the back. She was the only human alive who could manage to sound pissed off that her boyfriend was struggling for breath.

      “Went down the wrong pipe?” Corey asked.

      I nodded, coughing.

      “I hate that,” Dana said. Something in the tone of her voice made it sound like she was enjoying herself.

      I was in deep shit. And it was entirely my own fault.

      Manning up, I slid my thumb under the edge of the wrapping paper on Corey’s present. When I tore it back, I looked up at her again. “Aw, you got me the new RealStix?”

      “I did.” She smiled for real this time. In fact, it was the first smile I’d gotten out of Corey since The Weirdest Night Ever. “It’s pretty much the same as the old version — but with all the recent draft picks.”

      I rubbed my hands together. “I’m going to be unbeatable.”

      “Please,” she said. “As if.” Her eyes sparkled, just the way they were supposed to.

      Stacia scowled at her plate, saying absolutely nothing.
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      —Corey—

      “Oh my God,” Dana said once we got home, her voice low enough that we couldn’t be heard in the hallway. “That was hysterical!”

      I tossed myself from the chair onto the couch. “I’ll admit, that was fun.”

      “You are a fierce competitor. I had no idea.”

      “That’s not even the point,” I admitted. If I had it to do over again, I wouldn’t have bought the game for Hartley. Inviting him in for more hockey did not fit with Operation Forget About Him.

      “Well, then you have perfect comic timing,” Dana giggled. “And did you see her when he said he wouldn’t go to the party? She all but stamped her foot.”

      “I know,” I whispered, but then shook my head. “And yet, he’s still with her.”

      We were both quiet for a minute. Dana came over and sat beside me, tucking her legs up Indian style, the way I used to do. “You know what? I think it’s going to be okay either way.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, either Hartley will realize he’s a fool to be with her, no matter how attractive she is on the outside. That’s what I hope will happen.”

      “Or?”

      “Or, you’re going to stop caring. Because, honestly, she makes him less interesting. You two used to gab all the way through dinner. And now you don’t, because she’s a drag on him. In the meantime, some other guy will catch your eye, someone who knows his own heart.”

      “That would be nice,” I said.

      “Which thing?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “The first one, of course.”
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            CAN'T BELIEVE I EVEN BOTHERED TO ASK

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      I was sitting at my desk in my bedroom a couple of nights later, outlining a paper for my Shakespeare class.

      “Callahan?” Hartley appeared in my doorway.

      At the sound of his voice, my chin automatically snapped in his direction. “What’s up, Hartley?” I heard the cheer in my own voice, and felt my body lean forward.

      Hell and damn. How long would it take until he stopped affecting me like this?

      Hartley stepped into the room, rubbing his hands together. “Will you go somewhere with me Friday night? It would be just the two of us.”

      My heart gave a little lurch of joy, before I reeled it back down to reality. I turned to my computer screen. “Sorry — I can’t. I have a game.”

      “A what?” He came all the way into the room, standing between my chair and the bed.

      “A game,” I repeated. “Inner tube water polo. It’s an intramural sport.”

      Hartley grabbed the back of my chair and spun me around to face him. He sat down on the bed so we were eye level. “You signed up for that?” His face broke into the most beautiful smile. “That’s awesome.”

      I chewed my lip, trying not to fall into that smile. “Actually, it’s a bit lame,” I said. “But I thought I’d give it a shot.”

      He wouldn’t break our gaze. “Callahan, you are amazing.”

      “Really?” I rolled my eyes. “I fall out of the tube a lot.”

      “You…” He looked down, and shook his head. Then he nailed me with another dimpled smile, and I felt the force of it like a blow to the chest. “You worry a lot about people staring at you, right? And then you’re like, ‘oh, fuck it. I’ll just play a sport that requires me to wear a bathing suit, and get dunked every time I have possession of the ball.’” He flopped back on my bed and laughed. “The other team better watch out. They have no idea who they’re dealing with. You just kill me, Callahan.”

      “Uh huh,” I said.

      I started to swivel back to my computer, but Hartley sat up and caught my hand, stopping me. “Hey, what if we could hang out on Saturday instead of Friday, would that work?” His eyes were earnest, waiting. “I’d have to check something first…”

      I was suddenly too conscious of our proximity, and of his hand holding mine. The air seemed to thicken between us, and his gaze locked on mine as if we were the only people in the world.

      The trouble was, we weren’t.

      Whatever activity Hartley had planned, I knew it wouldn’t be good for my heartache. Just the two of us, he’d promised. But that was only an illusion, wasn’t it?

      Slowly, I withdrew my hand. I shook my head, and the moment was broken.

      “What? Callahan, why not?”

      With a shaky breath, I opted for the embarrassing truth. “I just can’t,” I whispered. “Maybe I’m an idiot, but I’m having a really hard time being your friend right now.” I swallowed. “So, maybe another time.” I leaned back in my chair.

      Hartley worked his jaw for a long moment. “Okay,” he said eventually. “I see.” Then he stood up and walked out of the room.

      The sound of the door closing hit me like a punch to the gut. My eyes filled, and I fought the urge to yell his name, to call him back, to tell him I was willing to go wherever it was he wanted to take me.

      The hope fairy flung herself face down on the desk and then proceeded to beat her tiny fists on the surface in frustration.

      For a few long minutes, I agreed with her.

      Pushing Hartley away felt like a huge mistake. He’d always been a good friend to me, and throwing that away seemed foolish.

      Except, it wasn’t.

      I took a very deep breath. The truth was that following Hartley around like a lovesick puppy was preventing me from making other friends. And as great as Hartley was, I didn’t want to spend the whole year lapping up the scraps that were left over when Stacia was busy reapplying her lipstick.

      Damn her for coming back.

      No, that wasn’t really the problem.

      Damn him for loving her.

      I returned to my homework, but the words blurred together on the page.
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      On Friday night, I donned my bathing suit again and wheeled over to the swimming pool. This time I remembered to fetch a tube before ejecting from my chair.

      A tiny, microscopic part of me wondered if Hartley would show up to watch my game. Intramural sports didn’t really have spectators. But hope is tricky. She sneaks up on you even in unpredictable locations.

      He didn’t come, of course.

      The game was tough, because the Turner team showed up with a seventh player who was quite the ringer. Big and fast, he seemed always to be in exactly the right place to intercept our passes. And he had absolutely no qualms about dumping me off my tube when I had possession.

      Bastard, I thought to myself the fourth time he’d sunk me. And then I laughed at my own hypocrisy.

      Fortunately, the Turner goalie wasn’t on his game. With one minute left, I sent a goal into the net from a wide angle, tying up the game 3-3. When the whistle blew, Daniel called it over.

      “What? No overtime?” I yelped.

      “Someone else needs the pool now,” he said. “So we do overtime in our pint glasses. There’s a pony keg chilling on my windowsill. Get dressed, everyone.”
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      As I rolled along with the players into the Beaumont courtyard, I realized how long it had been since I had been a member of a team, even one as goofy as this. I’d really missed it.

      “This is a great start to our season,” Allison said, bouncing along beside me. “Turner is always tough to beat. We lost to them the last two years running.”

      “Who do we play next?” I asked, as if it mattered.

      “Sunday we meet Ashforth House. They’ll probably forfeit, because the captain is a pig, and none of the Ashforth women want to get into the pool with him.”

      “Icky,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      The group stopped in front of an entryway, and I knew exactly what would happen next. Daniel waved his ID in front of the scanner and opened the door. I heard someone say “fourth floor.” So my Friday night would end right there. I could always go home to McHerrin and swap my chair for my sticks, and then come back here and make the climb. That would take about half an hour. But I knew myself. Once I got back into my room, I’d find some reason to sit down and watch a movie instead of climbing those tricky stairs.

      My teammates began to file into the entryway, and I turned my wheels toward home.

      “Aren’t you coming, Corey?” Dan called to me.

      I looked over my shoulder. “Maybe next time,” I said.

      “Want a lift?” Bear towered over me. “I think piggy-back would work.”

      I opened my mouth to refuse, and then closed it again. It was exactly the sort of weird attention I was always trying to avoid.

      “I know how you feel about overtime,” Dan said, opening the door wider. “We’ll park your chair inside the entryway door.”

      “Well, thanks,” I said, feeling my neck get hot. “What the hell.”
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      For a while, it seemed like a fine decision.

      Our goalkeeper carried me up the three flights of stairs in about sixty seconds flat, depositing me on the sofa in Dan’s common room. Allison brought me a beer, and I drank it. It was cold, which helped. And it was served in an actual pint glass. Dan hadn’t been joking about that. “A little bit of England right here at Harkness,” he said.

      I’d done it. I’d surrounded myself with new faces, and found a Friday night activity that did not involve misplaced lust or digital teammates.

      The trouble was that I was stuck there on Daniel’s couch. I spoke to whoever happened to sit beside me, or stand nearby. But without crutches or my chair, I had all the mobility of a potted plant. Sure, I could have scooted around on the floor, but that would have made me look like a freak.

      Daniel swung by frequently, refilling my beer whenever it got low. But he was busy playing host, and didn’t linger. Worse, the beer began to take its toll on me. Not only was I tipsy, but I had to pee. Badly.

      I had no exit strategy.

      Across the room, Bear chatted up Allison with glassy eyes. When I thought of climbing onto his back again for the three flight descent, it seemed about as safe as hopping into a drunk’s car. Without a seatbelt.

      More time passed, and I considered my dwindling options. I could scoot on my butt out the door and down the stairs. It would take about fifteen minutes. Probably only a dozen people would stop to witness my humiliation.

      I looked toward the doorway, measuring the distance.

      From the threshold, I was startled to find Hartley looking back at me. “There you are,” he said, his face dark. “Why is your chair downstairs?”

      “I got a lift,” I said, suppressing a burp.

      “No sticks?”

      I looked down at my hands. “Nope.”

      “Wait, are you drunk, Callahan?” He walked in, bending down to put his face close to mine.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” I whined, my words slurring a little.

      “Jesus, I think it’s time to go.”

      “No.”

      He looked exasperated. “I’m not leaving you here, Callahan. How are you going to get down the stairs?”

      “I don’t know. Someone will help me.” Someone who isn’t you. Anyone but you.

      He scratched his chin. “I could go home and get your sticks. But I don’t think you should be practicing stairs right now.” Hartley bent down and put his hands on my hips.

      “No, Hartley.”

      He let go, but his brown eyes were exasperated. And who was I kidding? I was totally stuck, and he was bent on helping me. “Piggy-back works better,” I said in a small voice.

      Without a word, he turned around and knelt in front of me on his good knee. I wrapped my arms around his chest, and he reached back to hook his hands under my knees. I rose into the air on his back and he limped for the door. The room spun gently, and I realized I was more drunk than I’d thought.

      “Okay,” he said. “Leaning on the banister, and going slow, we’ll make it.”

      Going slow. Because of his healing knee. Very slow.

      Damn.

      “Hartley?” I quavered as his back pressed into my bladder. “I really need to pee.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Would I lie about a thing like that?”

      He stopped walking, poised on the landing between Dan’s door and the neighboring room across the hall. Between the two rooms was a shared bathroom. Hartley put a hand on the door.

      Before he pushed it open, the neighbor door swung in, revealing Stacia in a sexy silk nightie. No wonder he’d seen my chair downstairs — she was Dan’s neighbor. “Hartley? What the hell? You said you were just brushing your teeth. Aren’t you coming to bed?”

      “Looks like no,” he said. “Excuse us.”

      When he pushed open the bathroom door, the automatic lights blinked on, blinding me.

      “Just set me on the toilet.” I said in a tiny voice. “Please.” And then kill me. Because this is mortifying.

      He eased me down and then stepped a few feet away, his back to me.

      “Um, Hartley? Can you leave?”

      “I’m not looking.”

      “Please.”

      “Christ, Callahan,” he said, the weight of the world in those two words. “Don’t fall in.”

      Someone just kill me already.

      I waited until he left the room before fumbling madly with my pants. I yanked at the waistband, hitching myself out, hoping my body would cooperate and hold on for another ten seconds while I wriggled the way a snake sheds its skin. Thank goodness for elastic waistbands.

      In the hallway, Stacia and Hartley began arguing. “My friend needs help, Stass. It is what it is.”

      “I don’t see why…” she said.

      “You don’t see why,” Hartley cut her off. “Because helping people isn’t your style.”

      “This was supposed to be our night together,” she said.

      “Was it? I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “Say you’re coming in!”

      “Look,” he said. “Leave your door open. We need to talk anyway.”

      “Well, that sounds like fun,” she snapped. The door slammed.

      I peed for what seemed like ten minutes. Then I inched my clothing back up, hurrying, yet trying not to slip into the toilet. When I flushed, he knocked on the door.

      “All clear.”

      Hartley came in and knelt down in front of the toilet, and then picked me up again. Stacia’s door was closed, and he got started on the stairs without comment. But it was slow going. Bracing himself against the banister meant letting go of my right leg. I used all my quad strength to try to tuck it in. But it sagged anyway.

      From my perch on his back, my nose was inches from his neck. It was the same neck that I had once stroked with my fingers while we kissed.

      Hell and damn it all.

      When we made it to the third floor landing, Hartley set me down with a sigh. “Half-time break.” He sat down next to me and dug his thumbs into the muscles of his injured leg.

      “The extra weight is killing you, isn’t it?” I asked. Another night, another disaster. All I’d wanted was to have a beer with the team, but I’d made a mess of things.

      “It was already sore,” he said.

      “Liar.” I grabbed my own calf and set it down onto a stair below me. Then I did the same with my other one. Then I pressed myself up with my arms and dropped my butt down onto the next step. Then I started over — move one leg, move the other, scoot down a step. And so on.

      I got to the bottom quickly, pausing only once when a group of girls opened the front door and charged up the stairs. “Hi, Hartley!” they sang out as they went by.

      “Evening, ladies.” His voice was warm and casual, as if there was nowhere else he’d rather be than sitting in a grimy stairwell with his gimpy friend.

      After they passed by and out of sight, I descended quickly to the bottom stair.

      “You know,” he said, stepping around me, fetching my chair and pulling it over to the bottom step. “You made that look easy.”

      “Great,” I said, wiping my dirty hands on my pants. “But I just hate…” I couldn’t even finish the sentence for fear that I’d start crying. I hated being that girl who crawls away from the party. I hated being the girl who needs rescuing. I hated being Hartley’s little gimpy pal. Watching The Princess Bride over and over again was much more palatable than this brand of mortification.

      “I know,” he said under his breath. He bent over to pick me up, but I pushed him away. I did a transfer maneuver that would have made Pat proud — pulling myself into the chair in one smooth motion.

      Hartley turned me around, pushing my chair toward the door.

      “We have to do the stoop backwards,” I reminded him.

      “We do everything backwards, Callahan,” he said.

      I had no idea what that was supposed to mean, and I didn’t ask.
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      —Hartley—

      When we reached the flagstone path in the Beaumont courtyard, Corey tried to wave me off. “You can go back upstairs,” she said.

      “You’re drunk, Callahan. I’m going to walk you.”

      “You’re babying me,” she complained.

      “Huh. Well then I’ve babied every single one of my friends at some point, and most of them puke on me. Bridger does it weekly.” We went on in silence for a couple of minutes before I had to ask, “what were you thinking, Callahan?”

      “I wasn’t, okay? I just wanted to go to the party, for once. Why do I have to plan every minute of my life three hours in advance? Nobody else does.” The courtyard was so quiet that her voice echoed off the walls. “Damn it. I’m whining.”

      “Everyone has their shit to shovel,” I mumbled. “How was the game, anyway?”

      “Fine. Tie. 3-3.”

      “Did you score?”

      “Of course I did.”

      I laughed. “Can’t believe I even bothered to ask.”

      “Seriously,” Corey agreed, slurring the word a little bit.

      When I got her to her own room, I hung back in the doorway. She wheeled into the empty common room and then turned her chair around to face me.

      The silence between us felt unnatural, and her pretty face was as sad as I’ve ever seen it. I fought the urge to cross the room and… I don’t know what. The urge to take care of her was nearly overwhelming. What I really wanted to do was gather her up and hold her. It didn’t seem fair that the best person I knew would be so sad and lonely on a Friday night.

      She tipped her head to the side, revealing a span of creamy neck. “I’m sorry I ruined your evening.”

      “You couldn’t ever.” Without thinking, I took two steps into the room. Fuck. What I really wanted to do was run my fingers through her hair, and kiss the place just behind her jaw. And then, kiss a few dozen other places.

      Fuck. Me.

      All I did, though, was to place a single kiss the top of her head. She smelled like strawberries mixed with chlorine. “Goodnight, Callahan,” I said, my voice rough. Then I did the necessary thing. I turned around and headed for the door.

      “Hartley?”

      I turned around only when I was safely at the door. “Yes, beautiful?”

      She rested one soft cheek in her hand. “Why do you always call me Callahan?”

      The question stopped me cold, because I didn’t really want to think about the answer. “Why do you always call me Hartley?” I countered.

      “Everyone calls you Hartley. But you’re the only one who calls me Callahan.”

      It was just my luck that she could be drunk and logical at the same time. The reason was simple, but I wasn’t going to say it. I called her Callahan because it made her sound more like one of the guys. I’d been trying to set a tone for our friendship. But it was just another lie I’d told myself. I was finding out that there were quite a few of those.

      “Because it’s your name.” I cleared my throat. “If you’ll excuse me, I have some of my own shit I need to shovel.” At that, I turned around once and for all, and got the fuck out of there.
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            YOU DEKED ME

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      “Oh, my head,” I complained the next morning, crutching towards the dining hall for brunch.

      “You should have taken a couple of Advil before bed,” Dana pointed out.

      “If there were things I could redo about last night, that wouldn’t even be near the top of the list.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “It was just embarrassing. I had to be rescued. By Hartley.”

      Dana smiled. “And we know how much you enjoy being rescued.”

      “And by him. Ugh. And then I had to listen to Stacia complain about it. Then I’m pretty sure he went back over to her place afterwards to do the horizontal mambo.” I had lain in my bed last night, watching the room spin, and trying not picture his big hands removing her fancy nightgown.

      “Look on the bright side,” Dana said as we approached the Beaumont gate. “It’s waffle day. Shall I meet you inside?”

      I shook my head. “Today I’m taking the stairs. I really need the practice.”
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      Ten minutes later things were looking up. I’d climbed the stairs without tripping or panicking. And Dana and I got our favorite table near the door. I was just finishing my waffle when Daniel slid his tray next to mine. “Morning, lovelies,” he said. “Can I sit?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Dana, this is Daniel. He’s the captain of our water polo team. Daniel, this is my roommate, Dana.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you,” Daniel said. “It would be an even greater pleasure if you would join the team.”

      Dana laughed. “Sports and I do not get along.”

      “Inner tube water polo is not a sport, it is a calling.” He aimed his crinkle-eyed smile at Dana, and I thought I saw her flush. Dana had a thing for British accents. “We have nice parties afterwards.” Then he turned to me. “You disappeared last night, Corey.”

      “I did?” It was funny to think that he hadn’t noticed my departure. I always assume that my awkward comings and goings were as vivid as neon.

      “Did you leave before or after the fireworks?” Daniel asked.

      “What fireworks?”

      “Ah…” His expression took on the flavor of conspiracy. He swiveled around to look over both shoulders before continuing. “Your friend Hartley and his ice queen had a spat in the hallway. It was quite the blow out, really. Very theatrical.”

      Dana leaned forward in her chair. “What happened?”

      “Well…”

      Just then, Allison set her tray down across from Daniel. “Good morning!”

      “Indeed,” he agreed. “I was just telling Corey about the neighborhood brawl. She missed it.” He leaned in. “It began with Stacia shrieking ‘Nobody dumps me, Hartley!’ for all the world to hear.”

      I felt my heart skip a beat, and Dana gasped. “He dumped her?”

      Allison clapped her hands with glee. “He did. But not before she whipped out the L word. But then he said that if she loved him she wouldn’t be fucking her…” Allison broke off to laugh. “…Her ‘Italian Stallion’ all over Europe.”

      I just sat there, dumbfounded, while my hope fairy flew in through the open door, wrestling with the duct tape across her mouth.

      “Wow,” Dana breathed. “Stacia must be pissed."

      “Oh, she is,” Allison nodded. “She went right from ‘I love you’ to ‘you were a big mistake.’ And he said ‘my work here is done,’ and then he left.”

      “And then we all started placing bets,” Daniel said, folding a slice of bacon into his mouth.

      “Bets on what?” I asked.

      “On which of them will pair up first,” Allison said. “My money is on Stacia, because she’s all about her image. She has to have man candy on her arm. Now, the line of women waiting for Hartley to be single is pretty long. But he won’t replace her right away. At least I hope he doesn’t. I need time to line up my shot.” She mimed throwing a ball into a polo net. “A girl can dream, anyway.”

      That was the moment Hartley walked into the dining hall, and the four of us looked up just quickly enough to make it clear that we’d been talking about him. My stomach did a little flip flop as I looked up at the newly single Hartley.

      Easy, I cautioned myself. There’s no reason to get your hopes up.

      But my hope fairy ripped the tape off her mouth and yelled, YES THERE IS!

      Daniel wiped his mouth. “You look a little banged up, mate.” And it was true. Hartley’s eyes were red and tired.

      “I may have done a little drinking late last night.” He limped around the table, circling behind Daniel and Dana to stand beside me. He dug a little pill bottle out of his pocket and tapped a couple of tablets into his palm. Tossing them in his mouth, he picked up my juice glass and drained it.

      “Hey!” I protested, out of habit.

      “Bad night?” Daniel asked.

      Hartley shook his head. “Pretty good one, actually. But everyone I wanted to talk to was asleep, except for Bridger and his bottle of Bourbon. Hang on.” He walked my glass over to the juice dispenser and refilled it. When he came back, I could see that he was limping badly. And that would be my fault, of course.

      “Your knee,” I said when he got back.

      Hartley shrugged. “It’s just stiff. I woke up face down on Bridger’s floor this morning. Good times.” Then he put his fingertips under my chin, tipping my face up, and frowned. He took the bottle back out of his pocket and tapped two more tablets onto my tray. “Shake off that hangover, Callahan. We have plans tonight.”

      My pulse leaped. “Since when?”

      Hartley put two hands on the table and bent down, his eyes level with mine. “Since now.” Before I could register my surprise, his lips were on mine. The kiss was gentle, and over much too quickly. He straightened up, leaving me reeling. “Don’t make me beg, Callahan. It’s hard on the knee.” And then he walked away, into the kitchen.

      There was a deep silence at our table for a moment, punctuated by a squeal from Dana. I felt myself turning a dark shade of red.

      “Already?” Allison gaped.

      Daniel snickered. “Looks like Corey lined up her shot before the whistle blew.”
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      It was just like Hartley to plant a kiss on me without filling in the details. I wanted to yell, “WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?” at the top of my lungs. But I’m a coward. So the question I texted him was a small one.

      Hartley?

      Yes, beautiful?

      Where are we going tonight?

      You’ll find out later, he replied. Dress is VERY casual. Take your sticks, not your chair. We’re riding the van. Meet me @8 at Beaumont gate.

      I spent the day with an entire flock of butterflies in my stomach.

      “What do you think it could be?” Dana asked for the tenth time. She was painting my toenails pink.

      “I don’t KNOW!” I yelped. And that wasn’t even the biggest question in my heart.

      What did it mean?

      Dana read my mind, which probably wasn’t difficult. “He dumped her for you. It’s true, Corey. He grew a pair of balls and did it.”

      My stomach lurched again. I wanted so badly for it to be true. But when was the last time I got exactly what I wanted?
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      “Why won’t you tell me where we’re going?” I asked as we waited for the gimpmobile. I was feeling positively giddy, standing next to Hartley, ready to embark on his strange little adventure.

      But all he would give me was a maddening grin. And when the van turned up, he asked the driver to take us to the intersection of Sachem and Dixwell. But I didn’t know the city map all that well, and couldn’t guess what was there.

      To my enduring surprise, the van stopped in front of the hockey arena.

      “Really?” I asked as I levered myself off the one low step, onto the sidewalk. “I don’t go in there,” I said, hearing the sound of dismay in my own voice.

      The van pulled away, and I realized how quiet it was. There was no hockey game tonight. There was nobody around except for Hartley and me.

      “I know you don’t,” he said, stepping close to me. “But I want you to come in with me, just this once.”

      “But why?”

      He only shook his head. “If you hate it, I’ll never ask you to come back.” He leaned down. And in the orange glow of the street lamps, he gave me a single soft kiss.

      My heart contracted in my chest. There was plenty I would do to get a few more of those kisses. But Hartley didn’t know that I hadn’t been into a rink since my accident. I wasn’t afraid to go in — I just didn’t want to. Too many happy hours of my life had been lived at rinks. And now that entire part of my life was gone.

      “Please?” he asked. He put his arms around me and kissed the top of my head. “Please.”

      Who could say no to that?

      Hartley walked me downhill, around to the side of the building. Taking a set of keys from his pocket, he opened the ice level door.

      Inside, the familiar sensations overwhelmed me immediately. Every rink I’d ever visited had the same smell — the crisp scent of ice, mixed with body odor and salty pretzels. I breathed it in, and my stomach did a little twist.

      “Just a little further,” Hartley said. He walked me right down the chute, where the players step onto the ice before the game.

      Ice gleamed a few feet ahead of me, its surface a recently Zambonied sheen. I stared down at the threshold between the rubber matting and the clean edge of the rink. The memory of how it felt to put one skate over the lip, push off, and fly was so vivid. The lump in my throat swelled.

      “Have you seen one of these before?”

      I looked down. Hartley knelt in front of two…sleds? Each one had a molded plastic scoop-shaped seat. When Hartley tipped the thing to the side, I could see two blades underneath. A wooden strut stretched forward from the seat, toward a footrest with a metal ball under it.

      I shook my head, clearing my throat. “What is that?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “Some kind of adaptive bullshit.”

      He looked up at me, his expression worried. “They’re…it’s fun, Callahan. I tested it out first. You can go pretty fast.” He positioned one of them next to my feet. “Let’s just give it a little spin. If you hate it, we’ll go home.”

      Still, I hesitated. How many times had I stood a few feet from the ice, ready to step out onto it, without ever a clue that it was a privilege? A thousand? More? I’d never known that I had so much to lose, that a few bad minutes could end it forever.

      Hartley stood up and came around to stand behind me. He put his hands under my arms. “Just bend at the waist, and I can set you down on it.”

      With a sigh, I gave in. I bent.

      It took the usual eternity to remove my braces, strap me in and set me up. Then Hartley handed me not one, but two, short little hockey sticks. “Be careful of the ends,” he prompted. When I studied them, I noticed that each stick had three little metal spikes sticking straight out of the top. “That’s how you push yourself,” he said. “You’ll see.”

      Then he wrestled my sled over the lip and shoved me out onto the rink. I skidded about thirty feet, then came to a stop. Raising my chin, I looked up at the stadium lights several stories above. Harkness had a gorgeous arena. I’d watched my brother play here. And after my Harkness acceptance letter arrived, I thought I’d play hockey here, too.

      Hartley slid onto the ice beside me. “Come on, Callahan. Let’s move.”

      I turned to look at him, but his smile did not reach all the way to his eyes. He waited, watching me while I wrestled with invisible demons. “Alright,” I said, finally. With one stick in each hand, I reached down, digging the ice picks into the surface. My sled shot forward about three feet. The blades under my backside must have been decently sharp.

      “There you go,” he said. Hartley dug in too, and went shooting off toward the blue line. I watched him pick up speed. The ice looked enormous from where I sat. I dug in my sticks and pushed. He was right — it was possible to pick up velocity. But when I leaned my body to turn the sled, I quickly lost speed. A real skater tilts on a single blade edge to turn. The sled was less negotiable.

      But still, it worked.

      I took a few deep, steadying breaths of ice rink air. And then I turned around and skated towards Hartley.

      “Getting a feel for it?” he asked, reaching inside his jacket. He pulled out a puck and tossed it onto the ice.

      “It’s not very maneuverable,” I said. “How am I going to get past your fat ass if I can’t turn?” I shot forward and smacked the puck with the business end of one stick.

      He grinned. “Actually, the blades can be set closer together. But you tip over a lot. It’s kind of like kayaking.”

      I skidded to a stop. “Hartley, are you telling me you have this thing on the baby setting?”

      He raised both his sticks defensively. “Simmer down. It was an oversight.” He hitched himself closer to me. “Bail out for a second.” I tipped myself onto my side, and he reached over to adjust the sled. “Try it now.”

      I righted myself, and immediately fell onto my other side. “Wait…” I pressed up again and then began sticking like mad. I shot across the ice, leaned, and turned quickly in an arc. When I looked back at Hartley, he was kneeling on the ice, tweaking the blade under his own sled. I fetched the puck while he strapped himself back in. “Face off?”

      “Bring it,” he said, steering himself toward the dot.

      I tossed the puck up into the air, and it came down to his advantage. Hartley hooked it with his stick, keeping it out of my reach. But then he fumbled, trying to use the wrong end of the stick for propulsion. I shot ahead and took possession, stickhandling toward the net. The next thing I saw was Hartley’s sled skating past. He spun around, taking a defensive position. With a stick in each hand, his long arms covered quite a bit of the crease. I lined up a wide shot, watching Hartley stretch in preparation for meeting it. At the last second, I flipped my stick around and shot the puck backhand, into the narrow space between his sled and his stick. The puck sailed through into the net.

      The look of surprise on his face was priceless. “You deked me?”

      I began to giggle, and my sled tipped onto its side. Poised with my forearms on the ice, I shook with laughter. But the joy unhooked something else in my chest, and my eyes got suddenly hot. There were too many ghosts on the ice with me — sweaty little versions of my former self, darting around on sharpened skates, shooting to kill. My chest tightened, and my breath came in heaving sobs. And then tears began running down my face, falling onto the ice beneath me.

      Seconds later, Hartley swept into place beside me. With gentle hands he pulled me up off the ice, leaning me against his body. There were sweet words spoken into my ear, but I couldn’t hear them. I was too busy shaking, and crying into the collar of his jacket. “Shh,” he said. “Shh.”

      “It’s…” I tried. “I was…”

      He only held me tighter. “This was a mistake,” he whispered.

      I shook my head. “No, it’s good,” I bit out. “It is. But before…” I shuddered. “It’s so hard…to accept.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Hartley said, his own voice breaking. “I’m so damned sorry.”

      “I was perfect,” I said. “And I didn’t even know.”

      “No,” he whispered into my ear. “No, no. Perfect isn’t real.” I took a deep, shaky breath, and the feel of his strong arms around me began to feel steadying. “There’s no more perfect, Callahan. Now there’s only really damned good.”
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            CRY LIKE A LITTLE GIRL

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      Eventually I stopped crying. When Hartley looked at his watch, he said, “there’s twenty minutes until the van comes back for us.”

      My face was a dribbling mess, and I wiped my eyes on my jacket. “You’d better fish that puck out of the net, then,” I said. “I can probably score on you a few more times. In between crying jags.”

      “We’ll just see about that, Callahan.”

      I managed to put the puck away one more time, to Hartley’s three. When we got back on the bus, I was sweating everywhere. “We wore the wrong gear,” I said. “Next time I’ll lose the jacket. But gloves and elbow pads would be nice.”

      Hartley winked. “Next time.”

      I was drained. All day I’d wanted to quiz Hartley about what would happen next. I’d wanted to know where we stood, even if it was difficult to ask. But just then, with the memory of the gleaming white ice dancing before my eyes, it was enough to rest against his shoulder. He put an arm around me, and we barely spoke at all before the bus pulled up on College Street.

      “Where did the sleds come from?” I asked as I maneuvered out of the van.

      “I saw them in a storage room last year — like a dozen of them. So I asked the facility manager if we could use them.”

      “And the ice time? That couldn’t have been easy.”

      “That’s Bridger’s doing. Coach is still pissed at me.”

      “Will you thank Bridger for me?” I said quietly.

      “Sure.”

      As we approached the front door to McHerrin, Dana caught up with us. “Hi guys.” She squinted at me. I’m sure I looked like a train wreck, with red eyes and a sweaty brow. “Everything okay?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “But I need a shower. You’re home early.”

      “My groupies are headed to a bar, but since my fake ID sucks…” She shrugged. “I’m going to make some tea.” She swiped her ID to open the front door.

      I wanted to thank Hartley again, but his phone rang. He checked the display, and then he answered. “Hey, Mom,” he said, trapping the phone beneath his chin. “Yeah, I did call you. There’s something I wanted to tell you, and you’re going to love it.” As he went into his room, I heard him say, “I’m finished with Greenwich, Connecticut.”

      I left Hartley to his call and headed for the shower.

      The reason might sound silly, but I pinned up my hair before stepping into the spray. The icy smell from the rink lingered in my hair, and I wasn’t ready to wash it away. I was happily rinsing the sweat off my body when Dana came into the bathroom. “Corey?” she called.

      I stuck my head out of the curtain. “You’re supposed to knock!” Dana knew I was a psycho about privacy.

      “Sorry.” Her grin was mischievous as she shut the door behind her. “But Hartley just came looking for you. He said, ‘tell Callahan that I’m waiting up for her.’” She giggled. “I swear I kept a straight face. Almost.”

      “Wow. Okay.”

      “So…” she gave me a devilish look. “I came in here to tell you, in case you were on the fence about shaving anything…”

      I pulled the curtain closed. “My God. You’re giving me a complex.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll bet Stacia has her garden tended professionally.”

      Dana hooted. “But she’s history, Corey. Tidy pubes and all.” I heard her leave the bathroom, giggling.

      After I’d dried off, I wrapped the towel around myself and transferred to my chair. As I rolled past Dana in the common room, she asked, “what are you going to wear?”

      “Excellent question. Let me see.” I stared into my dresser drawers far longer than I’d ever done, finally settling on a skimpy camisole top and yoga pants.

      “Perfect,” Dana said when I emerged for her approval. “Sexy, but it doesn’t look like you’re trying too hard.”

      “Dana? You’re making some high-level assumptions here, I think.”

      She shook her head. “I saw that boy’s face. I think he drooled a little on our rug. Did you put on slinky underwear?”

      “I don’t own any, so I went without,” I said, running a brush through my hair.

      She squealed. “I guess you don’t need my help.”

      “Sure I do. Big decision: the sticks or the chair?” This was the real fashion question in my life.

      Dana considered. “The chair. Definitely the chair. It will be easier to tear your clothes off that way.”

      I wheeled toward the door. “Is this the point where I’m supposed to say, ‘don’t wait up?’”

      She arched her eyebrows. “I’ll expect a full report.”
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      I gave Hartley’s door two knocks, feeling self-conscious. But I could hear the low thump of house music coming from inside his room, so I opened the door. Inside, Hartley was holding a basketball in the middle of the room, wearing jeans and nothing else. My mouth went dry at the sight. Though the light was low, I could see each perfect muscle on his chest, and the trail of fine brown hairs running down the center and into the waistband of his jeans. He shifted, tossing the basketball aside. And then he was coming for me.

      For me.

      It’s not easy to get close to someone sitting in a wheelchair. So when he leaned down, I wrapped my arms around his neck. His skin was velvet under my palms. Hartley put his hands on my hips and lifted me right out of the chair, pulling me to his chest. He slung one arm under my bottom and just held me there, nose to nose, studying me with his serious brown eyes.

      “Callahan,” he whispered.

      “What?”

      His answer was a kiss, sweet and slow. I wanted this very badly. But even so, my heart beat wildly, and I wondered what it all meant. I pulled just far enough away that I could see his eyes. “Hartley? I…I can’t just be a hookup. Maybe some girls can pull that off, but…”

      He put two fingers over my lips. “You have me, Callahan.” His hand slid to cup my cheek, and I leaned into its warmth. “You’re the first person I want to talk to in the morning, and the last thing I want to see at night.”

      My gasp of happiness was cut off by his lips against mine. Gently, he sat me down on his bed, pushing the hair back from my face with his thumb. He deepened the kiss. As our mouths melded, Hartley groaned from the back of his throat, the sound reverberating down my spine.

      When his tongue stroked mine, I felt it everywhere.

      Hartley dropped his mouth to my ear, whispering, “I’m sorry it took me so long.” And then his lips brushed my cheek, while his hands reached around my body, pulling me tight against his bare chest. And then we were kissing, and rolling around on his bed like two starving people discovering an unexpected feast. I let my hands skate all over him. There was no longer any reason not to touch him, and suddenly I couldn’t touch him in enough places at once. While my fingers explored the hard muscles of his chest, Hartley kissed his way down my neck. He grazed down my body, lifting the base of my camisole to nose across my stomach. When his lips dipped into the waistband of my yoga pants, my breath hitched.

      He raised his chin. “Maybe we should go and get our friend Digby.”

      “No,” I shook my head.

      Hartley’s muscles popped as he crawled back up to me, his face hovering over mine. “You need to tell me what you want,” he whispered, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I don’t know what you’re ready for.”

      I thought I already knew all the ways his brown eyes could look back at me. But I’d been wrong. Now they flared with such heat and desire that I could barely believe that I was really in his bed, and that it wasn’t just some misunderstanding. “I want you to…” I broke off, because it was so hard to say. “I want everything. I want you to be the same with me that you were with other girls.”

      His gaze had the intensity of a laser. “But it’s not the same with you.”

      My heart faltered. “Why?”

      “Because, Callahan.” The brown eyes came closer. “I never loved anyone the way I love you.” The next kiss was long and slow, and full of promise.

      When we came up for air, I made a move, reaching for his fly. Watching me, Hartley’s face flushed. I unzipped his jeans. And when I reached into his boxers to wrap my hand around him, he groaned.

      Fingering my camisole, he slipped it over my head. Then he put his hands on the waistband of my yoga pants. “Is this okay?” he asked, his voice husky. He looked at me the way a man looks at a woman he’s undressing — with gravity and longing.

      I nodded.

      He removed my pants and then shucked off his own. When he lay down on top of me, we were finally skin to skin. The mood was nothing at all like our Weirdest Night Ever. Our kisses were deep and urgent, and our bodies moved against one another with such sweetness and heat that I felt a prickle behind my eyes. “Hartley,” I breathed. “Make love to me.”

      “You sure?” he panted. “You waited for me. I’d wait for you.” He hovered just over me, his nose an inch from mine.

      But I was finished waiting. I’d never told Hartley straight out that I was a virgin. There was no way I wanted to stop and have that conversation now. I put two fingers over his lips. “Don’t baby me, Hartley.”

      His shoulder muscles flexed as he shook my fingers off his mouth. Then pressed his hips against mine in a way that made both of us gasp. “I’d never baby you, Callahan. You’re the toughest person I know.” He opened the drawer of his bedside table, emerging with a little foil packet. He tore it with his teeth, and then reached a hand down between our bodies to roll the condom on.

      My heart began to pound with nervous anticipation. But Hartley slowed down, propping himself up on one elbow. He cradled my cheek with his free hand, studying me with such ferocity that it burned me up inside. “I have always wanted you, Callahan.” His fingers whispered down my neck and along my shoulder, tracing a shivery line all the way down my arm. He brought my hand to his lips and kissed my palm. “I was just too stupid to say so.”

      Inconvenient as it was, I felt prickles in my eyes. “I can’t believe…” I started, drawing in a breath through my nose, to try to stop my tears.

      “What?”

      “…That we’re finally here,” I said. “I tried so hard not to care.”

      He brought my hand to his chest, pressing it over his heart. “That’s my fault. But I can start making it up to you right now.” Then his hand left mine, snaking down my body, leaving quivers in its wake. My breath hitched when his fingers first grazed me right where it counts.

      Hartley took his time, tempting me with his touch, all the while his kisses drove me wild. I closed my eyes and sank into all the sensation. I had never felt more lucky than at that moment. In spite of all that had gone wrong over the past year, nothing was over for me. Everything was just beginning.

      “Look at me,” Hartley begged, hovering above.

      I opened my eyes to find his brown ones shining down on me.

      “I love you, Corinne,” he said. And then I felt pressure between my legs, and then a sharp pinch.

      “Oh,” I sighed, surprised by the unfamiliar sensation of fullness.

      “Am I hurting you?” he asked, his lips pursed.

      I rubbed my hands along his trim hips. “I can feel you. But I want to feel you. Just go slow.”

      His eyes fell sweetly closed, and his face became serene. Very gently he pulled his body back, and I sighed at the loss of him. But then he crept forward again, and the beautiful feeling of fullness returned. He kissed me as he withdrew again. He moved so slowly that I began to fear he wouldn’t be back. But there he was again, pressing on, making me gasp with want.

      Hartley lowered himself over me, his lips near my ear. “You don’t know how happy you make me,” he whispered. Then he began to move in a gentle rhythm, his kisses and his body syncing together. When he gave a twist of his hips, I heard myself moan.

      There was no more pain, just a delicious tightening of all my senses. The taste of Hartley’s mouth and the heat of his skin were everything to me. I buried my fingers in his thick hair. But it was the sounds he made which really moved me. It began as a hum of pleasure, buzzing in my ear. Then he inhaled very deeply, followed by a groan. As we moved together, his breathing changed, becoming shallow and short.

      Everything about it was beautiful.
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      —Hartley—

      Must. Slow. Down.

      Making love to the best girl in the whole world was heady stuff. I’d been lying to myself for a long time about how much I wanted this, and finally letting go of all that tension really did a number on my self-control. I was a live wire. I was a kite in a thunderstorm. I was a seismograph, the needle quivering in anticipation of the earthquake.

      I was probably going to disgrace myself.

      Wrapping both arms around Corey, I rolled us over, flopping my head back onto the pillow. “Time out,” I panted. “I’m getting carried away.”

      She lay on my chest, cheeks flushed, pink lips swollen from my kisses. “That’s okay,” she breathed. Her hands swept over my pecs, her fingernails scraping my nipples. Fuuuck. She was going to kill me.

      I caught both her hands in mine, and tried not to look at her boobs, which were very close to my face. “But this…this is okay, too.” Smiling up at her, I tugged her arms down, until her elbows were on either side of me. Then I took her hips in my hands and rocked her against me.

      That’s when her eyes went a little wide. This was all new to her, and I’d never want to scare her. But that’s the thing about Corey — she’d speak up if it wasn’t right. Even now, the look on her face — one part wonder, one part bravery, with a dash of oh my God — it cut me in half. Corey was one hundred percent genuine all the time — there was no artifice, no faking. And when I was with her, I could be just the same. There was no need to hide from her. She wanted all of me, no matter what.

      And now I could finally give it to her.

      Biting her lip, she began to move, cautiously at first. But after a moment, her body took over, knowing just what it wanted. I watched her face as she found what she was looking for. Her eyes fell closed, and she made that sound again — a sigh so deep and fine that I felt it in my toes. Then she followed it up with a breathy little moan.

      Holy hell.

      “I like the sound of that,” I bit out. And then things began to happen very fast. I knifed upward, claiming her mouth. Her lips pursed with erotic distraction as my hands guided her legs, deepening her motion against me. My vision darkened, and I felt my body pause, like the still air before a storm. Then I growled, and the sound shot through both of us. Corey began to gasp as I jacked my hips up off the bed. Sensation crashed over me, and I lost myself in it. My own release and the happy sounds she made were the only things I knew.
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      —Corey—

      We lay beside one another, breathing hard. Hartley’s strong thighs were tangled in mine. He stroked my breast, his lips brushing my brow.

      Wow, I thought. Or I might have said it aloud. I wasn’t sure, because my brain had short-circuited.

      He pulled me in to lay tight against his chest. “Damn. So much for going slow,” he panted. “I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time.” He kissed my forehead, and I grinned like a maniac.

      Under my palm, his rapid heartbeat thudded against my hand. This part was wonderful — our clumsy caresses, the gradual slowing of our breathing. Here was an activity — cuddling after sex — for which my disability presented no problem at all. I grinned into his shoulder.

      “What’s so funny?” he whispered.

      “I was just thinking that you don’t need two working legs for this. We’re just like two normal people.”

      Hartley tipped his forehead against mine, so he could see into my eyes. “We are two normal people, you dope.” He gave me a quick kiss. “Only better-looking. And with higher than average SAT scores.”

      “You forgot humble.”

      “Right.” His brown eyes shone with love, and it made me feel wistful.

      “I just wish I could give you the original me. Not the broken one.”

      He closed his eyes and gave his head a shake. “There’s only one Callahan, the one who removed my head from my ass. I have her already.”

      “Hartley, you have to wish I could always keep up with you. Skating, running. How could you not want that?”

      His arms tightened around me. “I want a lot of things. I want a couple million dollars. I want a father who will say my name, and I want the Bruins to win the Stanley Cup. But I’m pretty damned happy right now without any of those things. There’d be no point in moping.”

      I buried my face in his neck, where I’d willingly leave it forever. “I mope anyway, sometimes.”

      He smoothed my hair under his hand, and dropped his voice down low. “Don’t get me wrong. If I ever see video of you flying down the ice to score on a breakaway, I’m going to cry like a little girl.” His lips grazed my face. “But then I’ll remove a few pieces of your clothing, and remember that life is good.”

      Even though that was just about the sweetest thing Hartley had ever said to me, a doubt nagged the back of my mind. “Hartley?”

      “Yeah, beautiful?”

      “What if I couldn’t…be with you? And enjoy it.”

      His arm came tightened around me. “But you can.”

      “But what if I couldn’t?”

      “Okay. What if I’d broken my skull instead of my leg? We can lie here and imagine all the shitty possibilities. Or we can lie here and make out some more.”

      “I just…” I took a deep breath. “I just love you, Hartley.”

      “I know, beautiful.” Then he kissed me again.
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      Later, I got up and wheeled myself into Hartley’s bathroom to pee, just like the E.R. doctor had told me to do. I borrowed Hartley’s toothbrush, because I didn’t think he’d mind. And then made my way back to his bed.

      He was asleep.

      I climbed in beside him, pulling the sheet and blanket up over us. Before closing my eyes, I gave Hartley a little kiss on the shoulder. Just because I could.
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            THOSE OLD DUDES

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      When I opened my eyes the next morning, Hartley was holding my hand, his thumb slowly stroking my palm. I turned my head to look at his handsome face and found it serene, his eyes closed. Since he wasn’t looking at me, I left the giant, sloppy grin pasted on my face.

      “Nothing better than this,” he said sleepily. “Waking up with you in my bed. I must have finally done something right.”

      We were quiet and lazy for a while. It was Sunday, too. There was no place else I needed to be, except right there next to him. I brought his hand up to kiss it. “Hartley,” I whispered. “The other night, when I was drunk, you said you had some shit to shovel.”

      “Yeah, I shoveled it,” he said.

      “What was it?”

      He turned his head, opening his eyes to look at me. “I don’t want to talk about her while I’m lying here with you.”

      “Her. Really? What does Stacia have to do with it?”

      “Plenty,” he said. “And she doesn’t even know.”

      What? “Well, now you have to tell me.”

      He rolled onto his stomach and put his chin in the crook of his elbow. “Nobody knows, actually. Not a soul.” His long eyelashes flicked up when he looked at me. I moved closer, putting my hand on the back of his neck, and he closed his eyes again. “You probably noticed that there’s no father in the picture for me.”

      “Sure,” I breathed, caressing his neck. I could touch him all day long.

      “He got my mom pregnant when they were both eighteen. She was a waitress at his country club.” He opened his eyes and looked up at me again. “My mom’s story has made me very, very careful, by the way. The next time you see a doctor, could you ask about…?”

      Birth control. “Okay.” It might be tricky, though, because my history with blood clots would probably make me ineligible for the pill. But I would ask.

      Hartley closed his eyes before continuing. “When I was little, my father’s parents used to send us money every month. But when I was six, they stopped, and he was supposed to start. But he never sent us a dime.”

      “Classy,” I said. “And your mother didn’t go after him?”

      He shook his head. “She said she wouldn’t embarrass him publicly. No matter that she was always embarrassed. No money, no dad to teach me to tie up my hockey skates…” he trailed off. I leaned over and kissed the velvety skin on his shoulder. “Mmm,” he smiled. “What was I saying?”

      I stopped kissing him. “Your asshole father.”

      “Right. Well, here I am in the hallowed halls of Harkness, working my tail off. I’ve learned to forget about him, except when I see his name in the newspaper.”

      “You do?”

      He nodded. “He’s a film producer — very successful. Top shelf. And that fucked with me too. I kept thinking that if I was successful, then maybe he’d acknowledge me. I even picked this school because of him.”

      “But this school is great.”

      “It’s great, unless you have a giant chip on your shoulder about rich people. It would have been more my style to take a hockey scholarship at Michigan or somewhere. But I came here, because he’s an alum.”

      “Please don’t say you wish you hadn’t come to Harkness.” I nuzzled him.

      “That’s not what I said.” He kissed my ear. “It’s just that I chose it for the wrong reasons, and it made my pile of shit deeper.”

      I slid my body onto Hartley’s back, spreading out on him as if he were a piece of furniture. “What does your father have to do with Stacia?” I asked.

      “Right,” he said. And then he took a deep breath. “Callahan, when you’re pressing your boobs against my back, it’s hard to think.”

      “Try.”

      “Okay…” he chuckled. “Stacia was dating Fairfax, and I thought she was the bitchiest, most high-maintenance girl I’d ever met. But one night she happened to mention that their neighbor in Greenwich had been to a dinner party her parents gave. Stacia is a big name-dropper.”

      “And the neighbor…was your father?”

      He nodded.

      “Wow. Strange coincidence. So you asked her out because of that? Did you want to meet him?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “No, I never tried to meet him. That wasn’t it. It was more like…she was inside the gates, and I was on the outside. So she became very attractive to me. If I could get her to love me, then I’d be a member too.” He swiveled his head around to look up at me. “This shit sounds even worse out loud than it does in my head.”

      I sank my thumbs into his shoulder muscles. “Keep shoveling, Hartley.” I massaged his neck and he dropped his head in appreciation.

      “Last year was great. I thought so at the time, anyway. I won her off of Fairfax.”

      “Ouch,” I said.

      He laughed. “That’s the only part of this story that isn’t awful. Because Fairfax didn’t mind that much. There’s only so much Stacia a guy can take. Anyway, I worked hard at being with her. It’s not like I just phoned it in, to get the invite to her mansion. We went on our little adventures, and she can party with the best of them. I took all the crap she could dish out. And every time I drove past my father’s house behind the wheel of Stacia’s Mercedes, it felt damned good.”

      I stilled my hands on his back, thinking.

      “You can say it,” Hartley said. “Pretty pathetic.”

      “There is nothing pathetic about you,” I said. “I only wish you believed it. Did you ever see him?”

      “No, and I didn’t expect to. I think he works out of L.A. a lot of the time. But once I saw his kids kicking a ball around on the lawn. It was only for a few seconds, because I had to keep driving. That was hard.”

      “Oh my God! You have siblings. What did they look like? Did they look like you?”

      He shrugged. “Hard to say. They looked like a Ralph Lauren ad. Clean and shiny. Two boys and a girl.”

      Hartley rolled onto his side, sliding me off of him. We faced each other side by side. Self-conscious, I pulled the sheet up, covering my breasts.

      “Don’t hide those,” Hartley grinned. “It took me months to get my shit together so that I could see them.”

      “Months?”

      “Sure.” His smile faded again. “This year has been hard, with the broken leg, no hockey, and no fancy princess around to prop me up. And then I started hanging around with you, Callahan. And that really fucked with my head.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you were so real. And you weren’t afraid to name all the things that scared you. And I realized I’d never had a single conversation with Stacia like I had with you. I was waiting around for a girl I didn’t love. But she said she still wanted me, and I couldn’t stop thinking it was important.” His eyes were sad. “I was afraid to cut the cord. It made me start hating myself.”

      “Yikes.”

      He blew out a breath. “On my birthday, I was sitting in here waiting for her, but the person I really needed was just across the hall. And even when I got off my ass and went to you, I wasn’t truthful. I made a game out of it, and it wasn’t a game.” He reached out, stroking my hair. “I tortured both of us, didn’t I? I’m sorry.”

      That only made me smile. “I’m that transparent, huh?”

      “Callahan, you were honest. You weren’t afraid to tell me to my face the other night, that you couldn’t just be friends. That killed me — that you were the one with the balls to say it. So I got ready to make it right.” He pulled me toward him, tucking my head onto his chest. I could hear his heart — glug glug — under my ear.

      My pulse accelerated. I wasn’t quite used to the idea that he was holding me, just like I’d always wanted him to. My plan at that moment was to stay in his bed until he kicked me out. And yet I still had questions. “Does your mom know that you were sort of stalking your father?”

      “No,” he said. “But even without the details, she was on to me. She knew there was something about my relationship with Stacia that wasn’t honest, and she loved beating me up about it. ‘Adam, why are you with her? She’s a stuck-up bitch, you’re smarter than that,’ and so on. My mom hates everything about Greenwich, Connecticut. And Stacia didn’t do a very good job of winning her over.”

      “Were you ever tempted to tell Stacia about your father?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “You can’t show any weakness to Stacia. She’ll eat you for breakfast.”

      “That’s not love.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “I get that now. And here I am, spilling my guts to you first thing on a Sunday morning, like it’s no big deal. Because you’ve always got my back.”

      “Actually…” I splayed my fingers across his belly. “I have your front.”

      He pressed his nose into my hair. “Have more of it, baby.”

      As my fingertips feathered across his waist, Hartley reached for me.

      For me.
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      When I opened Hartley’s door an hour later, he was still lounging on his bed, half-dressed, flipping through Sports Illustrated. He sat up quickly. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you’d be ready so soon.”

      “It was only fifteen minutes, no?”

      He grinned, reaching for a T-shirt. “Some women say fifteen minutes when they mean forty-five.” He put a baseball cap over his messy hair. “I, on the other hand, need only forty-five seconds.” He went into the bathroom where I heard him brush his teeth.

      I’d spent my fifteen minutes wisely, pulling myself together for brunch. I made more of an effort than I usually would, changing into new jeans and a top. I’d even added a slick of lip gloss. In other words, I didn’t want to walk into that dining hall looking like I’d just rolled out of bed with Hartley.

      In spite of my preparations, my face began to burn as I hitched myself toward the top of the Beaumont dining hall stairs. I paused before the doorway, looking up at Hartley. “This is weird for me. I feel like it’s tattooed on my face,” I whispered.

      He only looked amused. “You’re cute when you’re freaking out. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were embarrassed to be seen with me.”

      “That must be it,” I said, taking a deep breath.

      He moved very close to me, his hand resting on the small of my back. “How old is this place? Three hundred years?” He dropped his voice to a hot whisper. “We’re not the first people to have a whole lot of sex before Sunday brunch.”

      His lips brushed my face, heating me everywhere. “The school has only been coed since the seventies,” I pointed out, inhaling his warmth.

      “What a bummer for all those old dudes.” He pulled me even closer to his body.

      With his hands on me again, I felt the familiar thrum of desire in my core. For sanity’s sake, I pushed him away and took a deep breath. “You’re not helping me to appear cool and indifferent.” I turned away from his smile and headed for the kitchen.

      Now that I was on crutches and he wasn’t, Hartley handled our food. “Holding the tray used to be my job,” I pointed out. The role reversal stung. He was going back to normal, and I wasn’t.

      He flinched. “Callahan, are you going to hate me when I go back to hockey in the fall?”

      Hmm…In the fall. Hartley assumed we’d be together then, too. I loved that. “No,” I decided. “I’ll finally get to watch you play.”

      His face broke open with happiness. “Really?” He leaned over to brush his lips against my cheek. “I’ve been worrying about it.”

      “Just don’t expect me to squeal like a puck bunny when you take the ice. And I’m not wearing a tight-fitting jersey with your number on it.”

      “C’mon. You have to,” he grinned, reaching for the plates on the service counter.

      “Good luck with that.” My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, but it was only my brother calling. I could get back to him later. “I’m going to pour coffee,” I told Hartley, and crutched out into the dining room.

      Out there, I scanned the tables, considering our options. Bridger was at one of the long, crowded tables, but Stacia was also there. So that was out. At our favorite table by the door, Dana and Daniel were deep in conversation.

      “Where to?” Hartley asked, holding out the tray for the mugs.

      “Well, they look awfully cozy,” I said, pointing to my roommate.

      “Interesting,” he said. “But they like us, so let’s sit.”

      When I made my way over to Dana, she looked up fast. Then an excited smile broke over her face.

      “Not a word,” I warned. My face was instantly red.

      “O-kayyy…” she said, grinning into her coffee cup.

      I sat down beside Daniel. Hartley set our tray onto the table and then slid onto the bench beside Dana. “Morning!”

      “A fine day, isn’t it?” Daniel asked with a wink.

      “A very fine day,” Hartley began, until I fixed him with a death stare. “If unremarkable.”

      Dana giggled.

      “Miss Corey,” Daniel said. “If you don’t want gossip, you should not have let him give you that enormous love bite on your neck.”

      “What?” I looked down, but of course it was impossible to see my own neck without a mirror.

      “Made you look!” Daniel said, sending Dana into a fit of giggles.

      “With friends like you…” I threatened. But I was starting to relax. Every time I glanced at Hartley’s handsome face across the table from me, I felt a little lighter.

      “Now Corey,” Daniel reminded me. “Don’t let a night of passion distract you from your true cause. Ashforth House has promised not to forfeit today’s game, but now I’m worried that we’ll have to.”

      “Why?”

      “Bear and Allison have a symphonic performance.”

      “Seriously? Bear is a classical musician?”

      “He plays the tuba. And Allison is the first viola. I’ll be working the phones after brunch…” he looked at his watch, then at my roommate. “Help a guy out, Dana?”

      Dana looked genuinely torn, which is how I knew that she was hot for Daniel. There was no other reason she would even hesitate before saying no. “I just can’t,” she said after a pause. “I’d duck every time the ball comes near.”

      “That’s not against the rules,” I pointed out.

      My phone chimed with a text from Damien. Where R U? Beaumont Dining Hall? Then my phone buzzed again, and I picked up the call. “Hi? Damien?”

      “Please tell me you’re at brunch,” my brother said. “Because I’m climbing the stairs.”

      “What — really? Why?”

      “What do you mean, why? I came to see you. Are you up here?”

      Startled, my eyes went straight to the door. A few seconds later, my brother stood there in the archway, peering out from underneath his Harkness baseball cap. I let the phone fall to the table as he met my eyes and then smiled. Then he was standing over me, leaning in for a hug. “Hey! I found you.” He grabbed a chair from the empty table next to ours and swung it around. That put him on the end, between Hartley and me.

      Hell and damn.

      “Um, Dana? I said. “This is my big brother, Damien.”

      Damien didn’t seem to pick up on my discomfort. “So you’re Dana! Nice to finally meet you, girl.”

      She beamed at him, shaking hands.

      “And maybe you also know Daniel? And of course, Hartley.” I could feel my face reddening as I said his name.

      “How’s it hanging, Hartley? I see you got your cast off. You must be feeling frisky again.”

      Frisky? I was going to die of embarrassment in the next ten minutes if I couldn’t figure out how to extract myself from this situation. I snuck a look across at Hartley. He had the good sense not to look too amused.

      Damien looked around the room. “Typical scene for a Sunday. I’m just going to grab a cup of coffee. Feels like I never left this place.” He rose again and loped towards the mugs.

      “Oh, crap,” I whispered.

      “Your face is the color of a tomato,” Dana whispered.

      Hartley reached across the table and gave my hand a quick squeeze. “Be cool, beautiful. We’re just having brunch here. Did you know he was coming?”

      “No!” I hissed. “He never mentioned visiting.”

      My brother sat back down, sipping his coffee. “So, how are you holding up?” he asked me.

      “Just fine,” I said quickly.

      His blue eyes were studying me so carefully that it was unnerving. “Well that’s good,” he said slowly. “Mom and Dad asked me to check in with you.”

      “That’s…nice,” I said, feeling as though I’d missed something. “You took the train up?”

      “Sure,” he said, still eyeing me. Was there some way he could tell that I’d just done the one thing he’d ever told me not to? It wasn’t that I cared what he thought about Hartley and me. But my life was evolving at warp speed, and I could have used a day to get used to the idea. I didn’t need any push-back from Damien.

      Stacia picked that moment to walk by, passing us between the conveyor where trays are deposited and the door. “Hey, Callahan,” she said suddenly. I turned my head as a reflex, about a millisecond before realizing that she was speaking to my brother.

      My hockey-playing brother. Of course she was.

      “Hey, Stacia. Looking good, as always,” he winked. “Do you know my sister Corey?”

      As her gaze slid from Damien to me, the temperature of it dropped from steamy to subzero immediately. “Oh,” she said, frowning. “We’ve met.” And then she stomped out of the room.

      “Well, she’s still the same,” Damien chuckled. Then he glanced at Hartley. “Oh, shit. Weren’t you two…?”

      Now even Hartley looked rattled. “Yeah…uh…not anymore.”

      “Sorry, dude.” My brother went back to his cup of coffee. My nerves fried, I was just about to declare brunch finished when Bridger trotted up, pausing behind my brother and me.

      “What’s up, Bridge?” Hartley asked before draining his juice.

      Bridger smirked down at him. “I was going to ask you the same thing. Please tell me that somebody had to do the Crutch of Shame this morning. Or do I have to restock the bourbon?”

      “Bridger,” I gasped.

      “Come on, Callahan,” he said as he passed behind me, giving my ponytail a flip. “I’ve been saving up that joke all weekend.” He rounded our table toward the door, aiming a lopsided grin at Hartley. And then he did a hard double-take as he recognized my brother. “Whoa, Callahan,” he said, pulling up short. “I didn’t see you there.”

      In the silence which followed, Damien looked from Bridger to me, and then slowly to Hartley. “What the fuck?”

      Interesting choice of words.

      My new boyfriend rubbed his jaw with his hand. If there was a suitable thing to say into the silence that followed, neither Hartley nor I could figure out what it was.

      Bridger was still standing frozen over Dana and Daniel, practically in the doorway. “I just, uh…” he said. “Sorry.”

      Hartley dismissed him with a wave, and then turned back to face my brother’s glare.

      “My little sister?” Damien bit out. “Out of five thousand undergrads, she’s your latest conquest?”

      I could see Hartley trying to decide if defending himself was the right strategy or not. “Conquest?” he said, frowning. “It’s not like that.”

      Damien shook his head. “You don’t have to sit here and be an asshole about it now. Can’t you just get lost now?”

      “Actually, Callahan,” Hartley said quietly, “that would be the asshole thing to do.”

      Damien turned to me, his face red. “I don’t know why I even made the trip up here.”

      “I don’t know why either,” I snapped.

      My brother’s face actually slackened with surprise. “You don’t, do you?”

      “No, Damien. So why don’t you just tell me?”

      “Wow.” He gave a dark chuckle. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell Mom and Dad why you forgot what day it was.”

      “What day is it?” Dana asked. At least I wasn’t the only one who was confused.

      “It’s January fifteenth. I came here to make sure Corey was doing okay.”

      “Oh,” I said, stupidly.

      Oh.

      My stomach swerved, and memories of last January fifteenth rushed toward me, unbidden. I didn’t want to remember. But suddenly it seemed that I had no choice. Lowering my eyes to the table, I was transported back one year.
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      Last January fifteenth was a Saturday.

      I slept through breakfast, and then made myself an egg and bacon sandwich for lunch. My mother had been out jogging, even though it was only ten degrees outside. And by the time she came home, I was tearing the house apart, looking for my hockey shorts. “I washed them,” she’d said. “Look on the drying rack.”

      I ran past her. I ran. On two legs. I was full of irritation, worried that I’d be late for my game. I’d had no idea that things were about to change so dramatically — that running into the laundry room was something I’d never do again.
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      “Um, Corey?”

      My head snapped up. Dana had been trying to get my attention, but I’d been lost — staring with unseeing eyes at my plate. “Yeah?”

      She frowned at me. “What’s January fifteenth?”

      “It’s…” I swallowed. She and Daniel were looking at me with confusion in their eyes. Hartley and my brother only looked sad. “Today…” Now I understood why I’d had two text messages from my parents already — messages I hadn’t returned. Call us, they’d written. We’re thinking about you.

      I didn’t feel like explaining. I didn’t want to be that damaged person, but it seemed that today I had no choice.

      Leaning over, I picked up my crutches from the floor. “I was supposed to call my parents this morning, and I just remembered,” I stammered. I heaved myself out of the chair and began crutching for the door. Damien got up to follow me.

      “The game is at one-thirty!” Daniel called over his shoulder.
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            JANUARY THE FIFTEENTH

          

        

      

    

    
      —Corey—

      “The game is at one-thirty,” my father had said through clenched teeth.

      He was behind the wheel of our car, and I was hurrying to throw my gear into the back. The coach was not supposed to arrive so close to face-off, yet again. As usual, my dad’s tardiness would be my fault.

      “Sorry,” I had said, running around to the passenger seat.

      I don’t remember the drive. There wouldn’t have been any traffic, not in our sleepy little town. What had I been thinking about on the ride to the rink? A homework assignment? The boy I’d just started dating — the one whose face I could barely remember now?

      Before my accident, it had been so easy to stare out the car window at the frozen landscape, thinking of nothing at all. I hadn’t known that I should love every moment, that every minute of feeling complete and capable was worshipful. I hadn’t known.
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      Back at McHerrin, I retreated into my bedroom.

      “Nice room,” Damien murmured.

      I crawled onto my bed and removed my braces. Scooting up onto the pillow, I set my back against the wall.

      A glance at the clock told me that it was almost twelve. I wondered what my parents were doing now, but I was too chicken to call them. Depending on the schedule, my father might have a game. For his sake, I hoped it was an away game. I hoped that one-thirty would not find him standing in exactly the same spot he’d stood last year.

      For every one of my games, he had always been right there, in the box with a whistle and a clipboard. It was hard to picture him without those two things. My teammate once asked me in jest if my father wore his whistle to bed at night. Maybe I’d played so hard at hockey because he was always there watching. He was such a good coach, and such a fair man, that I’d never felt hemmed in by being both his kid and his athlete. It was all good, until the day that it wasn’t.

      My poor father. He had to watch it all go down.

      I was skating hard, backwards and fast. The puck shot across the ice in my direction. I leaned in for the pass, but another skater — an opponent — leaned in harder. She flailed her stick in the direction of the speeding puck, but caught my skate blade instead.

      My memory of this part is really just a collage of the things people told me later.

      Somehow, she tripped me so badly that I went flying backwards. I flew over the other skater in a neat airborne arc. And then I landed on my back. And then I blacked out for a few seconds.

      My father was over me when I opened my eyes. “Corey, are you okay?” he asked me.

      “Yeah,” I said. And I believed it. In fact, I eventually got up and skated off the ice.
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      “So what else is going on with you?” Damien asked me. “Do you have your new semester sorted out?”

      I cleared my throat. “I think so. I’m taking a Shakespeare class with Dana. And that psych class everyone raves about. With Professor Davies.”

      “That’s a fun one,” my brother agreed, fingering the bill of his cap. “Want to play some RealStix?”

      I shook my head. Today I wanted nothing to do with hockey. Not even pretend hockey.

      “What was that guy Daniel saying about a game?”

      I met my brother’s eyes, which were warm and clear. I tried to tamp down my irritation, because he was only trying to help. “I joined the coed intramural water polo team. Did you ever play?”

      Damien shook his head. “Sounds fun, though.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s actually a better workout than I thought it would be. There aren’t any extra players. So at the end of an hour, we’re all puffing like grannies.”

      Damien looked at his watch. “I’ll come to your game.”

      I shook my head again. “I’m going to sit this one out.”
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      After my awful crash, I sat the rest of the hockey game out. On the bench, leaning against the wall, my back hurt. But so did my head, and my shoulders. My father wondered if I had a mild concussion. Aside from my intense backache, there weren’t any scary symptoms. So we went home. I took a dose of an ordinary pain killer, and went to bed surprisingly early.

      That night, I woke up to crushing pain in my lower back. Terrified, I got out of bed and stumbled into my parents’ room. I barely made it, sinking down on my mom’s side of the mattress. “Corey?” she said, but her voice sounded far away. “What’s wrong?”

      That’s when I passed out.

      I woke up in the hospital two days later. I’d had major surgery for a blood clot pressing against my spinal cord. There were beeping machines and tubes and worried faces everywhere. Doctors muttered phrases like “unusual presentation” and “wait and see.”

      It took everyone a while to realize that the midnight trip I’d made into my parents’ room had been the last time I would ever walk unassisted.
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      At one o’clock, Hartley appeared in the doorway to my room. “Hi there,” he said.

      “Hi.” My voice sounded small and underused.

      “It’s almost time to go to the pool.”

      I didn’t want to have a big teary talk, or explain. I just looked away.

      He came in anyway, and my brother tensed, looking just on the verge of telling him off. “Callahan,” Hartley said quietly. “I need a few minutes with Callahan.”

      With an ornery grunt, Damien got up and went into the common room. I heard the TV come on as Hartley dropped a gym bag on the floor in front of me. “Can I walk you to the gym?”

      “I don’t think I’m going,” I whispered.

      “Well, I think you should,” Hartley said, sitting down on the bed. He put his arms around me, and I let him pull me in. I buried my nose in his shoulder and inhaled. “The others are waiting for you. Even if it is January fifteenth. It’s a shit shoveling kind of day.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I murmured into his chest. His arms circled tighter, and we just sat there for a minute holding each other. I could really get used to this.

      “There’s something I’ve been working on, and I wonder what you’ll think.” He leaned over, pulling an envelope out of his gym bag. He unfolded a single piece of paper, handing it to me.

      It was a letter, addressed to a Hollywood name I’d known for years.

      

      Dear Mr. Kellers,

      I don’t have any idea what you’ll choose to do with this letter, but I know I had to write it. For too many years I’ve tried to pretend that it doesn’t bother me that we haven’t ever met, or that you would rather not say my name out loud. But now I realize how many choices I’ve made hoping that you’d approve. I’m a junior at Harkness College. I got into this school without listing your name on the legacy part of my application. I’m a hockey player. My grades are decent and I’m majoring in political science.

      I’ve had a tough year, including an injury that kept me away from my sport. With a lot of extra time on my hands, I’ve had to slow down and figure out what’s really important. And I realized that the weight of your rejection is something I’ve been dragging around for my whole life.

      Sir, I think you should meet me. I’m not going to ask you for money or even a public acknowledgment that I’m your son. I can’t force you to look me in the eye, but I can raise my hand and let you know that it matters to me. I’m asking now so I can stop wondering whether or not you would have said yes.

      Sincerely,

      Adam Kellers Hartley

      

      I looked up at him, blowing out a breath. “Wow. Your middle name is his last name?”

      He nodded. “Would you send this, if you were me?”

      “I would, Hartley. It’s a brave thing to do.”

      “Meeting him wouldn’t be easy.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not why it’s brave, and I think you know that. The harder thing will be if he doesn’t answer. If he lets you just twist in the wind.”

      Hartley flopped back on my bed. “Yeah. But I’m sick of wondering. I want to make my peace with the question.”

      I put my hand down on his shapely stomach. “Then mail it. It’s a good letter.”

      He caught my hand, his thumb stroking my palm. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll mail the letter on the way to water polo.”

      I squirmed. “See, it was nice there for a minute, talking about your problems instead of mine. Will you think I’m a wimp if I don’t go to the game?”

      “There is nothing you could do to make me think you’re a wimp.” He sat up and brought my palm to his lips. “But I still want you to go.”

      “Can’t I just wallow? Just once?”

      “Wallow tomorrow. Water polo first.”

      “Why?”

      He grinned. “Because I told Daniel I’d play goalie. And I’d really like you to witness my greatness.”

      “You did? Just because of my funk?” I couldn’t help but smile. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? What if you jam your leg?”

      “Don’t baby me, Callahan.” His dimple made an appearance.

      I kissed him on the nose. “You are a manipulative, evil boy.”

      “I’ve been called worse. So where do you keep your bikinis?”

      I shook my head. “We’re going to have to forfeit anyway. Even if I show up.”

      “Not true! I convinced Dana and Bridger to play too. I told them you shouldn’t be alone today, that you need your friends around you.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Really? And they’re going? Even Dana?”

      “I think she has a thing for Daniel,” Hartley’s smile grew. “But she said she’s doing it for you.”

      I giggled. Suddenly, living my new life seemed more important than mourning my old one. I wanted to watch Hartley’s mostly naked body floating around in an inner tube, defending the goal. And I wanted to see Dana try to maintain her bravado with a ball flying at her. “Hartley, get lost for five minutes. I’ll change into a suit.”

      “That’s my girl. I’ll get your towel,” he said, untangling himself from me and walking out.

      After he shut the door, I slipped down onto the floor and crawled over to my dresser, because it was a heck of a lot faster than putting the braces on. I crawl better now, thanks to Pat’s diligence. But removing my jeans requires me to roll from one hip onto the other, like a flopping fish.

      It’s very sexy.

      Not.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      —Hartley—

      Corey’s brother was staring at the television, doing his best to ignore me. I sat down beside him anyway.

      I understood that he was struggling, but there was no way I was going to feel guilty for being with Corey. Just the opposite — I was pretty damned proud of myself. Also, I felt lighter. Telling Corey my whole freakish family story was such a load off my mind.

      “What’s she doing in there?” Damien asked without looking at me.

      “Changing into her bathing suit.”

      He turned his head. “Really? You talked her into going?”

      “Yeah.” I tried not to sound smug, but I might have. Just a little.

      He shut the TV off and then turned his body toward me. There was some aggression in it, but I knew it was just for show.

      “My sister, huh?” He scraped his face. “Damn. At least it’s not Bridger.”

      “Dude, please.” I had a pang of guilt for throwing my best friend under the bus like that, but Damien had a point. He might not like the idea of me getting naked with his sister, but love ‘em and leave ‘em wasn’t my style.

      “You know what, though? She was all kinds of bummed out over the holidays. And I think that’s on you.”

      Okay, ouch. But making Corey sad was never my intention. And to be fair, she never said so. Not until later. “We had some things to work through. It took me a while to figure it all out.”

      “I’m just saying, I know where you live.”

      And there it was — the threat. Fine. “You know, I don’t have a little sister. Actually, that’s not right. I have one, but I’ve never met her.” Look at me spilling my guts everywhere today! Next thing you know, I was going to be telling my life story on daytime TV. “So I don’t know exactly where you’re coming from. But that’s okay, because Corey is important to me.”

      He gave me a blue-eyed glare which reminded me of Corey’s. “Just treat her right.”

      “I plan to. Hey, you know what? I covered for you.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “She asked me if her brother was a total dog, and I told her that you weren’t so bad.”

      His face broke into a very slow smile. “But what does it matter whether I was a total dog? As long as she’s not with a total dog.”

      “Double standard, much?”

      Damien showed me his middle finger, and then Corey opened her bedroom door. “Um, guys?”

      I jumped up off the couch and shoved Corey’s towel into my gym bag. Then I brought her ID over, looping it over her neck.

      “Hartley?” she put her hands on my chest. “Thank you.”

      Well, that made me feel like a million bucks. So, Damien be damned, I kissed her right on the lips. Then I tucked my letter back inside its envelope, licked the flap and sealed it shut. “Let’s do this thing.” I opened Corey’s door and waited while Damien put on his jacket to come with us. “You know,” I said to him, “I could lend you a suit, if you want to play. You are a Beaumonter, after all.”

      “He can’t play!” Corey protested. “Alums aren’t allowed. I don’t want our win to be disqualified.”

      At that, I had to throw my head back and laugh. “Jesus, Callahan. I forgot who I was dealing with.” As Corey crutched past me, I leaned down to drop another kiss onto her head.

      Even Damien grinned, and I saw his attitude toward me melt by one or two degrees. “The Callahans play to win,” he said. “Lead on, you two. Show me how this is done.”

      So we did.
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      —Corey, Three Months Later—

      Hartley and I sat together on the couch. It was a Saturday afternoon in April, just after brunch. I was trying to stay absorbed in my copy of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, but Hartley pulled me onto his lap, sweeping my hair off my shoulder. He kissed the place where the hair had just been.

      “I can’t read Shakespeare with your lips on my neck,” I complained.

      “So don’t read it,” he mumbled. He leaned me back against his chest, and I felt his firm body shift suggestively beneath me. “That play is 400 years old. It can wait another half an hour. We could just…mmm,” he said, his hands sliding down my ribcage and hips, cupping my bottom.

      I closed the book, tossed it onto the coffee table and spun around to kiss him.

      “Oh, yes please,” he said against my lips. His hands fumbled for my shirt.

      “Sorry to give you the wrong idea,” I said, capturing his hands in mine. “But I have to leave. I have a haircut appointment. And you have errands, too.”

      He gave a little growl and pulled me closer. “I like your hair long.”

      “Hartley,” I laughed. “I need a trim. Badly. And so you need to wait a few hours, okay? After the Beaumont Ball, I’m all yours.”

      He flopped his head back against the sofa and sighed. “That sounds like a long few hours. Is this a ploy to skip the ball? Because it won’t work.”

      I reached up to brush my hand against his chin, enjoying the feel of his lazy Saturday whiskers under my fingers. “No way,” I promised. “I went to the trouble of shopping for a dress, which is my least favorite activity in the world. You can bet I’ll put it on.” Sliding off his lap, I retrieved my crutches from the floor and stood up.

      He rose to kiss me goodbye. “You are the perfect girl,” he said against my lips. “You’re hot, but you hate to shop. That dress is gonna look great. On my floor.” I laughed, and he smoothed my hair down over my shoulders. “I really do like it long. I wasn’t just saying that.”

      “Me too. But chlorine has burnt the ends, and I’m getting a trim. See you later?” I kissed him one more time.

      “Later…” he said, sitting back down on the couch, “is better than never.”

      “That’s the spirit.” I put my pocketbook straps over both shoulders, opened the door and crutched out into the hallway.

      After pulling the door shut behind me, I turned around. A man stood in front of Hartley’s door, as if he had just knocked, and was waiting for a response. “Excuse me,” I said. “Are you looking for…?” He turned to face me, and I sucked in my breath.

      Because Hartley really did look a lot like his father.

      It took me a minute to speak. I was too busy taking in the height of him, and the brown, wavy hair. He had the same full mouth as his son, and the same well-proportioned nose. Only the eyes were truly different. This man’s were blue, and not nearly as warm as Hartley’s.

      “Do you know where he is?” the stranger asked, his voice quiet.

      I nodded, finding my voice again. “Just one second. Don’t go anywhere.”

      As I opened the door to my room again, crutching back inside, Hartley said, “Did you miss me already, beautiful?” Then he saw my face. “What’s the matter?”

      Closing the door behind me, I leaned over the couch, whispering. “Your father is standing in the hallway.”

      His eyes went wide with shock. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive.”

      Hartley jumped off the couch. “Shit. Right now?”

      “Did you get a response to your letter?”

      He shook his head.

      “Wow. So this is it?”

      He shrugged, his eyes still wide.

      “Maybe it’s easier this way, not having to think about it first.”

      He let out a gust of air. Then he looked down at himself, doing a quick inventory. He was wearing jeans and a Red Sox T-shirt, and bright orange sneakers.

      “You are great, Hartley,” I whispered. “And unless you tell me not to, I’m going to open this door now. You can talk to him in here, okay?”

      Hartley glanced around my room as if seeing it for the first time. Then he nodded again. I don’t know if he was doing the same math that I was — Hartley’s unmade bed would be a more awkward meeting place than my little common room. I watched him take a deep breath. I turned the knob, and Hartley swung it wide open for me. I whispered into his ear, “I love you so much.” I turned to walk out, but Hartley grabbed my hand. And even as his father turned to watch us, he pressed a kiss to my forehead before letting me go.

      I took one more look at the man who had come to see him. He was staring at Hartley, his face flushed, his body still. “Why don’t you come in,” I heard Hartley say before I pushed open the outer door and left McHerrin.
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      —Hartley—

      For a long minute, neither of us said anything. He sat down on Corey’s sofa, and I pulled Dana’s desk chair over to sit across from him. I’d seen pictures of him on the Internet many times before, but this was different. I never thought I’d breathe the same air as this man. And it was hard work getting past my shock.

      I think it was hard work for him, too.

      So we stared at each other for a couple of minutes. “Adam,” he said eventually. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I know my apology comes ridiculously late. And I don’t really expect you to understand. But I came here to say it anyway.”

      All I could do at that point was nod. Now that he was here, sitting in front of me, angry questions filled my head. How could you? Do you know how hard my mother works? Do you know how many kids taunted me? We protected you, and I don’t even know why.

      If I opened my mouth, the dam would break. So I sat there, silently, swallowing the bitter taste in my throat. Even so — and I’m ashamed to admit it — a part of me still wanted him to like me. Wasn’t that pathetic? After all this time, I was still hoping to make a good impression.

      He tapped nervous fingers on the leg of his jeans. They were a dark, expensive color, the sort of thing Stacia would pick out. He had on sleek black shoes, and a jacket which probably cost as much as my mother’s car.

      “So, I’m getting a divorce,” he said suddenly.

      “I saw those headlines,” I admitted. It’s not like I wanted him to know I’d been cyber-stalking him over the years. But his divorce had hit the news right after I’d sent my letter. Anyone could have seen it.

      “Well, I didn’t lay hands on your letter for a few weeks. You sent it to Connecticut, and I’ve been staying in the city.”

      I nodded again, trying to focus on what he was saying. But, seriously, sitting there was like having some kind of out-of-body experience. I couldn’t stop staring at him, noticing all the little ways we looked alike. His eyebrows were unruly like mine.

      “My wife — my ex-wife — she described the envelope to me, told me who it was from. And that’s when I told her about you.”

      “Told her?” The words came out of my mouth as a squeak.

      He nodded. “She never knew about you. I made a lot of mistakes, Adam. But last month I told her anyway, even though she’d already left me. Keeping secrets was never the right strategy. It only took me twenty years to figure that out.”

      For some reason, that struck me as funny, and I cracked a smile.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Nothing. It’s just…I thought I was slow.”

      At that, my father smiled too. But his was sad. “Anyway, I waited another month to see you. Because I didn’t want your name to end up in the articles about my divorce. I didn’t want some reporter deciding that one thing had to do with the other. You don’t need that kind of bullshit attention.” He leaned back on Corey’s couch, crossing one foot over his knee. “And I haven’t told my kids about you yet, Adam. Because I’ve pasted them with so much of my other shit lately.”

      And that’s when I snapped a little bit. It was probably the casual way he’d said my kids. The angry response just leaped out of my mouth. “Since I’m already used to being pasted with your shit, what’s the rush, right?”

      First, my father looked startled. Then his sad grin came back. “That’s fair.”

      But I shook my head. “No, it’s just…” I took a deep breath and let it out. “I didn’t ask you to meet me so that I could yell at you.” But even as I said it, I realized I didn’t have any idea what I expected. I’d always wanted a normal father, but when you’re twenty-one, maybe the expiration date for having one was long passed.

      “Adam, it would be weird if you weren’t angry at me. I knew that when I drove up here.”

      “You took me by surprise.”

      “I know it. But some things just can’t be done on the phone.” He shifted uncomfortably. “I have three younger children. The boys — Ryan and Daniel — are eleven and nine, and my daughter Elsa is seven.”

      Ryan. Daniel. Elsa. “That was the hardest part,” I blurted out.

      “What was?”

      “Having brothers who didn’t know I exist.” I’d seen them that time in Stacia’s neighborhood. I’d told Corey that I didn’t get a good look at them, and that was true. But it was burned into my brain, anyway. I could see one brother’s arm cocked over his head, and the other running across that perfect lawn to receive the pass. I’d never felt more like an outsider than I did right then.

      “All right. I’ll tell them when I see them next weekend.”

      I shook my head, because it occurred to me that I was being selfish. “You know, none of this is their fault. So don’t worry about it.”

      My father leaned forward. “No, you were right the first time. Keeping secrets hasn’t worked out for me. I’ll tell them, and they’ll be surprised for about ten minutes. And after that, you’ll be like a rock star.” He smiled again, and it was one hundred percent genuine. I could see that just thinking about his kids lit him up. “Seriously. An older brother who plays hockey? You’ll have a rabid fan club. Be careful what you wish for.”

      I rubbed my knee, thinking about how long it had been since I was on skates.

      “You didn’t get to play this year?”

      “Nope. I broke my leg in two places.”

      “That must have sucked.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, it did. But I’m okay now. And I met a great girl.” It wasn’t lost on me that Corey and I might never have crossed paths if it weren’t for the injury. I might still be in the middle of the world’s most pathological relationship with Stacia.

      My shit would not have been shoveled.

      “We could go to a Rangers game, all of us,” my father said.

      I quirked an eyebrow at him. “The Rangers, huh?”

      He surprised me by chuckling. “Who’s your team?”

      “The Bruins, of course. The Rangers are sissy men.”

      “Good to know,” he said, his shoulders relaxing a bit. “Good to know.”
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      —Corey—

      Needless to say, my two hours at the salon and running errands were excruciating.

      I spent the whole time trying to imagine how their very first conversation would sound. And I couldn’t decide if I was irritated with Hartley’s father for just dropping in like that. Was it better to show up unannounced, or never to show up at all?

      The day was warm for April, and I worked up a sweat on the way home. I’d had my new braces for a month already, and I was getting around on them pretty well. Grudgingly, I had to admit that the new technology was pretty amazing. I still had to use forearm crutches, but I was truly walking on my legs now, not just swinging them like stilts. Stairs were so much easier, and I rarely used my wheelchair anymore, except at home in our suite.

      When I finally got back to my room, I found a note on our couch.

      Callahan— I have so much to tell you. But I’ve borrowed Stacia’s car to drive home to talk to my mom. It had to be done. I will absolutely be back by 8 p.m. — so put on that dress.

      Love you, H.

      The suspense was killing me, of course. But I would have to be patient. I texted him: Drive safe, DON’T SPEED. Love you. C.

      I went to dinner in the dining hall with Dana and Daniel, who were pumped up to go to the Beaumont Ball together. It had taken Daniel two months to get up the courage to ask Dana out. Now that they’d been dating a couple of weeks, and I hoped to see Daniel do the walk of shame from our suite tomorrow morning. I’d been stockpiling taunts for tomorrow’s brunch, just in case.

      But tonight I was so distracted I could barely follow their conversation.

      “Is everything okay, Corey?” Dana asked me after the third time I failed to answer a simple question.

      “Hmm? Yes. I’m fine.”

      “Where’s Hartley?” she asked. “You two aren’t fighting, are you?”

      I shook my head. “He went to see his mom for a couple of hours. His…there’s a family thing he’s dealing with today. He said he’d be back in time for the ball.”

      Dana looked at her watch. “Let’s go get ready. I can make your nails match your dress.”

      I made a face. “Sounds fussy.”

      “Tonight you’re not a jock, Corey,” she said. “Tonight you’re a party girl.”

      “If you say so,” I sighed. Honestly, I didn’t care one way or another, as long as my jock made it back to me in one piece.
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      “You’re not going to tell me what’s wrong with Hartley, are you?” Dana pried. I couldn’t see her, because my eyes were closed. But I could feel her breath on my face as she stroked shadow onto my eyelids.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s not my story to tell. But nobody is sick or dying, I swear. It’s just family drama.”

      “Well that’s good,” Dana said, and I wasn’t sure if she meant Hartley or her makeup job. “Open your eyes and take a look.”

      I did. And when she moved out of my view in the mirror, it was almost as if another girl looked back at me. I’d never been a fan of makeup, and after my accident I’d fallen out of the habit of wearing any. The girl — no, the woman in the mirror was a more glamorous, stylish one than I usually saw there. Dana had promised not to overdo it, and she’d kept her word. But her artistry seemed to bring my face into sharper focus. The gold-brown color of the eye shadow complimented my hair, which was still sleek and curled under at the ends from my salon visit.

      But the dress was my favorite part of the whole ensemble. Dana had picked it out, of course, and she’d outdone herself. It was red, and long. (Dana had called it a maxi dress, whatever that meant.) The design was incredibly simple — it widened gently from a tank-style top to a swirl of silk near my feet. The uninterrupted sweep of fabric hid my braces, giving me back a sleek shape that I hadn’t seen in a mirror in over a year.

      “Wow,” Dana said. “Hartley is going to faint. If he ever turns up.”

      I couldn’t stop looking. When was the last time I’d looked in a mirror without critical thoughts? A long time. An eternity. And I knew in my heart that the dress and the makeup didn’t really change me. But it did give me a reason to pause and study myself, to celebrate all the visible parts of me that were whole and well — the flush of my healthy skin, my grown-out hair. The mirror was really very friendly to me, yet I’d been holding it in such contempt.

      “Do you like it?” Dana whispered.

      I knew she was referring to her makeup job, but she might as well have been asking about my whole life. “I do,” I told her. “I really do.”

      Just after eight, my phone chirped with a text from Hartley. On my way. So sorry.

      I replied, Don’t text and drive! Take all the time U need. I’m heading over there with D&D.
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      During the two hours since we’d left it, the Beaumont dining hall had been transformed. The largest tables had been removed, making space for a five-piece band and a dance floor. Candlelight flickered on the remaining tables. Couples danced in the center of the room, or stood talking in clusters around the edges.

      I couldn’t help but watch the door, so I didn’t see Bridger sneak up on me. Before I could protest, he grabbed me around the waist and whirled me around in a circle before setting me down again. “Who are you, and what have you done with Callahan?” he asked, handing back my crutches which had slid to the floor.

      “Um, thanks?” I’d gotten versions of that compliment about a dozen times in half an hour. It was all very flattering, but I was starting to wonder if it didn’t mean that I should make a little more effort on a regular basis.

      “Seriously, you look amazing,” he said. “Where the hell is Hartley? If he stood you up, I’ll break his balls.”

      “No need,” I said. “He’s on his way. He’ll be here any minute.” Bridger frowned, but I didn’t offer any more details. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your date?” An unfamiliar buxom blond hovered behind him. I’d never seen Bridger with any girl more than one night in a row. He seemed to go through them like tissues.

      “Of course! This is…” he cleared his throat.

      “Tina,” she said.

      “Hi Tina!” I offered my hand quickly, trying to cover Bridger’s gaffe. “Nice to meet you.”

      “A pleasure,” she said stiffly.

      “Don’t let me keep you two from dancing,” I said.

      Tina tugged on Bridger’s hand, and he raised his eyebrows to me. I think he felt rude walking off to dance when I couldn’t really follow them. “Go on,” I whispered.

      Bridger kissed me on the cheek before leading his date onto the dance floor. I watched them for a few minutes. Bridger was a good dancer, and it made me guess that Hartley probably was too. Neither one of them had many inhibitions, that was for sure.

      I smiled to myself when Hartley finally skated through the door, his head swiveling left and right, looking for me. I could see that he’d run home to change, but hadn’t spent much time there. He’d donned khakis and a button-down shirt, but both could have used either an iron or at least a little of the old hang-in-the-steamy-bathroom-while-you-shower treatment. And his tie had been hastily tied.

      No lie, he was still the most handsome guy in the room. By a long mile.

      My smile grew as I watched him. Standing up a little straighter, I waited for him to find me in the crowded room. Unfortunately, Stacia found him first. I saw her sashay over to him. From his pocket he withdrew something that must have been her car keys. I watched him thank her, and then kiss her on the cheek quickly.

      The whole time, his eyes never stopped sweeping the room. Looking for me.

      Over here, I mentally coached him. Then his eyes flicked towards me, drifting past. Then he did a small double-take before his gaze landed on me. Even as his face lit with the most beautiful smile, he was weaving past bodies and chairs, rushing in my direction.

      I expected him to sweep me into his arms, but instead he pulled up short. “Damn, Callahan,” he said, staring. “I mean…wow.” He took a step closer. “I’m so sorry to be late, I…”

      “Shh,” I said, putting my fingers on his lips. “You’re not even very late.” I straightened his collar.

      “Sure, but,” he looked down at himself and chuckled. “I talked you into coming to this thing, and I meant to do it right. I was supposed to pick up my suit at the dry cleaner’s. But they’re closed now.” He stepped closer to me, slipping his hands over the silk on my ribcage. “Damn, you’re beautiful,” he said. Then he kissed me on the lips, in front of God and everybody.

      I let him.

      The band began to play a slow song, and Hartley pulled back, smiling. “Here we go! Lose the crutches.” Hartley put his hands on my hips. I leaned forward on both feet, locking the knees of my new braces. Stashing the crutches on a chair behind me, I looked down, stepping carefully onto first one and then the other of Hartley’s shoes. “There you go,” he whispered in my ear. Taking small steps, he slid backwards into the crowd of dancers, my feet on his. Just like we’d practiced.

      And there we were, slow dancing together, our arms around each other. If anyone had been watching us, they might not even have noticed that without Hartley stabilizing me, I couldn’t stand on my own.

      “Now this is what I sped home for,” he said, kissing my hair.

      “This is great,” I agreed. “But if you don’t tell me right now what happened with your father, I’m going to burst.”

      He chuckled. “Yes ma’am. But it will take me hours to tell you everything.”

      “I have the time.”

      His nose tickled my ear. “I’m going to tell you every last thing, I swear. But my head is still spinning, and I’m not sure where to start.”

      “He must have gotten your letter.”

      Hartley’s lips brushed my cheek. “He did. But it came right in the middle of his divorce.”

      I looked up at Hartley. “I read about that. He was married for fifteen years?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “When I read that article, it made me wonder if he got the letter at all.”

      “But he did.”

      Hartley nodded. “His wife…ex-wife, whatever, she told him over the phone —‘you got an envelope from someone named Adam Hartley, it’s marked personal and confidential.’ And that’s when he told her about me.”

      My head jerked back as I looked up at him, and it destabilized us for a second. My foot slipped off Hartley’s shoe and onto the floor. “She never knew?”

      He shook his head. “But he said that when she told him about the envelope, he didn’t even hesitate. He said that if he’d always been straight-up with her about that and a lot of other things, maybe he wouldn’t have gotten a divorce at all.”

      “Ouch,” I said. “Sounds like he has quite a bit of shit to shovel.”

      Hartley’s hands skimmed my back. “I got the impression today that he needs a bulldozer and a back-loader for all his shit. But it sounds like he’s working on it.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      “A little of everything. We spent about an hour and a half, I think. And I’m going to see him again next month.”

      “Wow.”

      “I couldn’t stop staring at him, honestly. It was like looking in a funhouse mirror — he looked just like me, but different.”

      “Hartley, I’m sure he couldn’t stop looking at you, either. You’re yummy.”

      He snorted. “You’ve got it bad, Callahan.”

      The slow dance ended, and the band began to play something faster, a swing dance. We needed to leave the dance floor. Hartley held out both his hands and walked backwards, and I pushed down on them, using Hartley for my crutches. My gait on the new braces would never be graceful. But it was a hell of a lot more natural than it had been before.

      “Whoa, sorry!” Hartley said suddenly. He had bumped into Dean Darling while walking me backward.

      The dean looked at us and then did a double take. “Miss Corey Callahan!” he exclaimed. “I did not expect to find you on the dance floor — which is yet another ridiculous error on my part.”

      “I didn’t expect me there either,” I admitted. “But I was told the Beaumont Ball was nonnegotiable.”

      “As it should be,” the dean smiled at us. “Carry on.”

      Hartley tucked me to his side, lining up his hip against mine. He wrapped one hand around my waist, and the other he brought across his own body and in front of mine, where I leaned on it. We had a few new tricks, he and I. It was more fun to go to parties than it ever had been before, with my personal spotter to lean against. And nibble on.

      Bridger gestured to us from a doorway that I’d never seen open before. “What’s over there?”

      “A terrace,” Hartley said. “Want to walk out there for a minute?”

      “Sure,” I reached for my crutches, but Hartley stopped me. “Walk with me. I won’t abandon you.” He stood up in front of me, his hands by his sides, bent back to reach for me. I took both of them in my own hands, pressing down on him for support. It was only about fifteen feet to the door. I had a little trouble with the threshold, which was a stone ridge in the floor. So Hartley picked me up by the hips, made a half-turn and set me down on the other side. Then he grasped me around the waist, giving me his other hand for support, and we inched forward towards our friends in the darkness.

      When I looked up, there was an unfamiliar guy watching me, a quizzical expression on his face. “I’m not wasted,” I said to him. “This is a permanent condition.”

      “Uh, sorry,” he said, breaking his stare.

      I shook my head. “I’m just having a little fun with you.” Then I heard the telltale sound of a popping cork, and caught a flash of Stacia’s blond tresses as she turned around, a bottle in her hand. “Colin, the glasses?”

      The guy who’d been staring at me held up a stack of little clear plastic cups, and Stacia began pouring a small serving into each glass. Hartley held me to his side, and I sniffed the April evening. Spring was coming. It seemed impossible to believe, but my first year at Harkness would be over in six weeks.

      Colin passed cups around, but when he offered them to us, Hartley declined. There weren’t any chairs outside, and it took all our free hands to keep me standing.

      “Hang on,” Bridger said. He disappeared behind us, then reappeared a moment later with a dining hall chair, which he set down behind me.

      “Thanks, Bridge,” I said, sitting.

      Stacia came over then, with two cups for us. “You look great tonight,” she said.

      When I realized she was talking to me, I was almost too stunned to respond. “Thanks,” I stammered. “So do you. But that goes without saying.”

      It was dark. But I swear she winked at me.

      Bridger raised his glass in the air. “To contraband,” he said. Drinking wasn’t allowed at the college-sponsored ball.

      “To contraband,” everyone agreed.

      The champagne hit my tongue with a smooth bubbly tang. It was spectacular. I tugged on Hartley’s hand, and he leaned down to me. I whispered in his ear. “Stacia complimented me, and your father showed up all on the same day. I fear we’ve reached The End of Days.”

      He kissed my neck. “Did you notice? This is really good hooch.”

      “I did. Remember what happened the last time we drank expensive champagne?”

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” Hartley whispered, his mouth ghosting over my ear.

      “Where’ve you been all day, Hartley?” Bridger asked, putting a hand on Hartley’s shoulder.

      “If I gave you a thousand chances, you wouldn’t guess right,” he said.

      “Well now I have to know.”

      “Bridge, I’m not ready to tell the whole story. But I will say this — I drove a check out to my mom today, for twelve years of back child support.”

      “What?” I yelped. “You didn’t mention that.”

      “Patience. I told you it would take me hours.”

      “Whoa, dude.” Bridger drained his wine. “You’re right. I was never guessing that. So who is he?”

      Hartley shook his head. “It’s messy for him. We’re taking baby steps, here.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a baby step,” I said the next time Hartley leaned down to me.

      He scooped me up and sat on the chair, with me in his lap. I wrapped my bare arms around him, and he rubbed them. “You feel cold.”

      “I’m okay.”

      Hartley whispered into my ear. “The check was for a quarter of a million dollars.”

      “My God! He just showed up with it?”

      Hartley nodded, his nose skimming my face. “He had his lawyer calculate how much he owed. There’s a formula the state uses.”

      “And he just said…here? This belongs to you?”

      “Yup. I told you he was shoveling his shit with a bulldozer. So I took it to my mom, and of course she said, ‘I won’t take the money.’”

      “What?” I yelped. “She has to take it. Then she can quit that awful job.”

      “It took me two hours to convince her. That’s why I was late. But now she can go back to school. She’s thinking about becoming a nurse.”

      The idea made me bounce with happiness. “She’ll be amazing. Hey — I’ll show her how to remove an IV.”

      “God, I love you,” he chuckled, holding me close. “You crazy, brave, sexy thing. I thought about you all day today. Because if it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have met him.”

      I snuggled closer. “That’s not true. You might have gotten there a different way.”

      Instead of arguing the point, he kissed me. “Come on,” he said. “We have to dance again.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I dragged you to a dance. And so we’ll dance, at least once more. Before I take this dress off of you.”

      “That sounds like fun,” I whispered.

      His breath was hot in my ear. “Which part?”

      “All of it,” I answered.

      And it was.
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      Find more of the Ivy Years on Sarina’s website. Readers also enjoy the spinoff series, Brooklyn Hockey.
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      It began with a stolen almost-kiss.⁣

      ⁣And ended in revenge.⁣

      ⁣

      She was never supposed to cross my path.⁣

      ⁣She was never supposed to know about the oaths I swore or the secrets I keep.⁣

      But like a thief in the night, she took my heart and ran... even if she wasn't mine to possess.⁣

      ⁣As a member of the billionaire Elite, I live by simple tenets. A gentleman above all. Loyalty is everything.. Secrets whispered are never revealed. And power is king.⁣

      My so-called brothers killed my friend. I intend to make them pay. And before it's over, I'll bend all the rules of morality, decency and legality. I will borrow and steal to set the scales right. But begging--begging, you can forget about.⁣

      Unless she asks nicely.⁣

      My name is Ben Covington, and I know my sins.⁣

      ⁣

      (Big Ben is only the start of the story. Ben and Liv's story continues in the Benefactor)
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      Darkness wrapped her arms around me like a lover I’d grown tired of. Too heavy, too cloying. If I’d had my pick of hiding places, I wouldn’t have chosen a freaking closet.

      But beggars and choosers and all that.

      Only a sliver of light underneath the door made my coffin seem like less of a permanent void. My heart kicked inside my chest, each beat like a punch against my ribs.

      But it wasn’t fear.

      Oh no. It was something deeper. Darker. More worrisome.

      And it felt a hell of a lot like excitement.

      The heat of the man who held his hand pressed over my mouth completely enveloped me, wrapping itself around me, not like the stifling shroud of a wet blanket but more like the safe cocoon of a weighted one.

      I should have been terrified. Screw getting caught. I needed to kick, and scream, and raise hell because I could very well die in this closet.

      No, you won’t.

      Okay, maybe not, but it sure as hell felt that way. That was what I got for literally running away from a party. But in my defense, I was escaping Fenton Mills, my boyfriend’s boss. That man had far too many hands and had consumed far too many gin and tonics to care who saw him try to grab my ass.

      If I was in the mood to be honest, I’d have to admit the crowd had started to get to me too. Dexter had promised to stay by my side, knowing how crowds made me crazy, but true to form, he’d gotten caught up talking to someone, had some scotch, and left me alone like a sitting duck.

      So I’d gone looking for a little reprieve. A moment to breathe. Somewhere to hide. The office door was open, and then I’d leaned against the stupid statue, a ceramic of what looked like bodies intertwined. How was I supposed to know how fragile the damn thing was? I’d been startled by a noise and bumped the stupid thing and had to scramble to catch it.

      I’d grabbed onto what looked like a handle just in time. Problem was, when I righted the statue…the handle came off in my hand. Only it wasn’t a handle at all. It was a dick. I had statue dick in my hands. Statue Dick.

      As if that hadn’t been enough cause for panic, the noise I’d heard only drew closer with footsteps outside the door. Cold, clammy sweat popped on my skin, and I had to make a literal fight-or-flight, game-time decision. There was no fighting in my party shoes, so I’d chosen to flee. But I couldn’t very well go out the door I’d come through because then I’d have been caught, so I hid in the closet, in the dark. And I’d been prepared to stay there for however long I needed to.

      I didn’t have to wait long. After minutes, the door opened and light spilled in, practically blinding me and giving me only a one-second glimpse at what I was certain would mean a trip to jail when a man so broad that he blocked out the direct light put me in darkness again.

      He was well over six feet. His blond hair was a little too long. And his ice blue eyes pierced directly into my soul, freezing me where I stood and sending heat licking over my skin. I caught just enough of a jaw so square that it would make Henry Cavill jealous before he stepped into the shoebox-size closet that was definitely too small for one of us, let alone two.

      His broad shoulders took up far too much room and made it difficult to breathe. Our bodies pressed up against each other, and the heat of him chased away the chill of my fear. But my thundering, tripping, skipping heartbeat stayed. My breath became shallow and thin. Probably because he was hogging all the damn oxygen.

      I should have been afraid, but it was excitement that made my belly do flips and injected that hint of euphoria that lied to me and told me I could fly.

      “What do you think—” I didn’t get to finish my statement because the Viking god in Armani placed his damn hand over my mouth and leaned ever so close. A wash of heat spread over my body as I molded against him because, quite frankly, I had nowhere else to go. I was hot and flushed and worried, but somehow, not scared.

      “Be still.” The gruff, grumbly growl sent a spike of heat through me. But I did as I was told. I could hear movement in the office beyond. I didn’t want to be caught. The more I moved, the more noise I made. And the last thing I needed was evidence of the broken sculpture to be found. Evidence I still held in my hand.

      So, I was stuck like that, pressed up against a total stranger with a chest broad enough to obscure me from view and tall enough to tower over me. Christ, he was big.

      The voices and footsteps drew closer outside.

      I held my breath. Oh shit. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. I couldn’t be caught in here. No way in hell could I explain any of this. There was no easy way to say, “Hey, sorry I broke your priceless statue’s dick as I was running away from your party.” So I was stuck. In a closet, in the dark. With a guy who could only be described as a Viking in a tux.

      And was that his very large erection pressing against my belly? I swallowed hard. Oh yes, that was also most certainly his hand on my ass. I opened my mouth to bite his hand, and he admonished me with a whispered, “Shut up. Neither one of us wants to get caught, love.”

      He had a point there. But his hand flexed on my ass, and I was not okay with it.

      Except… Somewhere deep down inside, my inner libido was absolutely fine with it. It had been six long months since I’d had sex, boyfriend notwithstanding, and I was craving a man’s touch. But it was still wrong. The Viking wasn’t Dexter. I needed to get the hell out of there.

      But there was one slight problem; whoever was in the office wasn’t going away, so I was stuck there with one of the Viking’s hands on my ass and the other on my mouth, and I was too afraid to breathe.

      “You need to moan. You had better be a damn good actress.”

      He couldn’t see me, but I still furrowed my brow before I opened my mouth to protest. Then suddenly, he lifted his hand off my mouth, but he didn’t release me. Instead, he slid that hand into my hair, angling his head so his face was in the crook of my neck. “You’re going to have to moan now.”

      “What the—”

      His mouth on my neck sent a spike of pure need that tugged low in my belly, and the moan that followed was completely involuntary. It felt good. Too good. His lips trailed along my collar bone. His teeth nipped my skin. I wanted to argue. To fight. To tell him to get his hands the hell off me because I had a boyfriend. But I was distracted by his mouth and the hand in my hair tugging it to the side, making a mess of what had taken me hours to artfully straighten and arrange.

      But still the footsteps and voices grew closer, and the Viking whispered again. “Fake it till you make it, princess. Make me believe you.”

      His hand tightened on my ass, squeezing and pulling me flush against him. The hard length of his erection was like steel against my belly.

      He throbbed against me, and before I could wiggle away, the door cracked open and light streamed in like a ray of sunshine. I finally understood what he was doing.

      This was for show. This was our way out. Our way to keep from being caught. We had to fake this and fake it well.

      I moaned loud enough to be heard. The door opened a little wider, and I ducked my head into his neck too. My breathing was ragged as he ravaged my neck. Later, when I came to my senses, I would tell myself I hadn’t rocked against his erection.

      All I heard then was a chuckle from someone, and muffled words as the door closed again and any hint of light was gone.

      The Viking Adonis should have released me then, but he trailed his nose up the column of my throat again until he hit the shell of my ear, and then his lips whispered, “Very well done, princess.”

      He released me suddenly. But his jacket caught on my pin as he shoved open the door, and I squeaked. “No, no, no.” But I heard the soft ping as my pin hit the floor, and the sound made tears well in my eyes. “Shit.”

      “Are you okay?” His voice was brusque, distracted.

      I fell to the ground, trying to find it. “No, I am not okay. You broke my p—”

      He tapped his ear as he gave me a hard look. “I’m really sorry. But I’ve got to go.” And then he was gone, leaving me completely alone with my mother’s broken pin in the palm of my hand. I wobbled in place, unable to get a sense of my bearings as tears welled in my eyes

      What the hell had just happened?
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      I’d never been one to run from trouble, but there was a first time for everything. Once I escaped the closet into the outer office with the Picasso on the wall, I hurried down the hall and into the stairwell then leaned against the cold concrete of the wall.

      I hadn’t expected to find anyone else in that office, let alone a woman whose body imprint I could still feel along mine like she’d left a thermal heat signature beneath my skin.

      I forced air into my lungs with a series of slow inhalations. I needed to get my shit together. People were fucking counting on me. Now was not the time to get distracted.

      I knew my sins.

      Greed. Pride. And my two personal favorites, wrath and lust.

      I knew them all.  I had cataloged them appropriately.

      I was a rogue.  A rebel.  I didn’t believe the rules applied to me, or rather, I was tired of playing by them.

      It was a night for revenge, not for getting tangled up with a beautiful woman.

      It didn’t matter if my palms still itched from the feel of her arse in my hand. And that fucking scent… coconut and lime, all light and citrusy. I could still smell her even though she wasn’t near me any longer.

      East Hale, my tech support and best mate, broke the silence on the com unit in my ear. “If you’re done snogging the random woman in the closet, we have a plan to carry out.” Luckily, he was only mildly irritated.

      “I’m already on the move, East,” I muttered as I hurried down the stairs. This was the problem when you were working with your mates on different activities.

      “You’d bloody well better be.”

      “Only fucking Ben Covington would get sent in to copy files and meet a woman,” said Bridge Edgerton. His goddamn voice was always distinctive. The years at Eton had smoothed out his East End accent, but a light edge always slid back in when he was giving me shit.

      “Swear to God if you two don’t shut it, you’re in for an arse kicking.”

      The deeper laugh was all Bridge, and I could only shake my head. Twat.

      East spoke again. “Move your arse. Cameras will only be down another thirty seconds.”

      “On it.” I didn’t want to have to explain what I was doing anywhere near Bram Van Linsted’s office when those cameras came back online. If I fucked up, we were back to square one.  None of us wanted that, so I had to make this work.

      “Don’t forget, drop the flash drive into the potted plant by the main exit. We have someone on the cleaning crew who will pick it up.”

      The Van Linsted family was security crazy, which happened when you owned a diamond empire. Every guest at this little party would be searched before leaving. I didn’t want to get caught with the files.

      The stairwell dumped me out in a hallway downstairs. My shoes made a soft click-click sound on the marble floors. I glanced around. Fortunately, there was no security in sight.

      I could hear the harp music clearly from down the hall when East said, “Incoming, Ben. Turn left.”

      I took the door immediately to my left, slipping in and closing it behind me.

      A woman shrieked, and the man pumping his hips between her thighs turned with a snarl. “You fucking mind, mate?”

      I bit back my chuckle. “Sorry. Didn’t know this room was taken.”

      In my ear, around a laugh, East told me the hallway was clear, and I grinned at the couple I’d interrupted. “I do have to say… running off to shag in an empty conference room is not really that inventive, is it?” I ducked back out when the bloke glared like he wanted to hit me.

      I managed to make it down the hall and into the main foyer. “Okay, I’m in position.”

      “Ahh, pretty boy has remembered he has a job to do.”

      “Shut it, Bridge. Don’t be mad at me because you’re about to tie yourself to a ball and chain.” I grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing waiter. “Don’t be jealous because the ladies love me. You too could have all the pussy in the world, but you’re giving that up.”

      East sounded bored when he said, “If you two are done acting like children, we still have another device to copy.”

      The first part of my assignment had been to sneak into Bram Van Linsted’s office and copy the data on his laptop. I was familiar enough with the Van Linsted estate to make that happen. After all, I’d spent enough time there as a child and then later when we were classmates at Eton.

      Van Linsted Senior hadn’t been much of a fan of me or my mates. Having to be in charge of our instruction for the Elite had been a chore he clearly loathed. And he’d made his disdain known.  He’d made it clear he didn’t want any of us anywhere near his son.  But his hands had been tied, so he’d had to tolerate us, and we’d had to tolerate him.

      But the time for tolerance was almost over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          

      

    

    







            BEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I sipped my champagne, doing my level best to blend into the crowd. Easier said than done when my face was so damn recognizable.

      As James Covington’s son, it was difficult to be inconspicuous. After all, this was a fundraiser. Marcus Van Linsted had supported my father as Prime Minister, so I was expected to attend. And there were more than a few people who wanted to speak with me, or, at the very least, be seen speaking to me.

      I knew how to do approachable but aloof. After all, I’d been doing it for years. It was just a matter of slipping on the mask. My gaze scanned the crowd and found our host easily enough.

      “I’ve got him.”

      “Okay. Remember, you have to get close to him. It’s going to take a full two minutes, maybe three. But once you have it, get the fuck out.”

      “Nothing more specific than that?” As plans went, sometimes East was lacking in detail.

      “It’s not an exact science. Remember we don’t want anyone to know what you’re doing.”

      “Right. Remind me the next time we steal sensitive information from our own secret society to put one of you in the field.”

      East chuckled.  “Then who would be on tech? You? That’s a recipe for disaster.”

      Technology and I got along fine as long as I didn’t have to rely on it for anything. I liked relying on myself. It was safer.

      Relax. Don’t rush. Take your time. Play the part.

      Bram Van Linsted was in the middle of the crowd as the man of the hour. He was smiling and shaking hands. I needed to get this done now.

      With dark hair and blue eyes, he was a charming git. Even in the middle of the crowd, it was easy to spot him. He was surrounded by people. After all, they wanted to curry favor. Van Linsted was filthy fucking rich with excellent political prospects. His family had served in politics for years until leaving for the private sector. Rumor was he’d be making his own political bid soon enough.

      I knew what most of these people didn’t know, though. Van Linsted wielded more power outside of politics than in it. And if there were to be any kind of elections, they wouldn’t be by the people. They would be only by the people he looked upon as peers.

      People like me, like my friends, were the kind of people he wanted to strip power from.

      But now I had money. Not my father’s money, my own. Between Bridge, East, and myself, we had enough power to dismantle the Elite. If we were smart.

      Everything had to go right or the dominoes wouldn’t fall the way we needed.

      I bumped into a waiter as I marched toward my target, deliberately causing a minor crash. The guy had only two glasses on his tray, so the spill wasn’t too bad.  “Mate, I’m sorry.”

      I made a show of attempting to help him and having to be saved by him instead.  It would be better if everyone thought I was pissed. They’d make assumptions that I was useless. Insignificant.

      When I was back on my feet, I pulled my jacket back into place and leered at Van Linsted’s date, Cassandra something or other. She was a model. There was something so familiar about her in the jawline. Had I shagged her? It was hard to remember that kind of thing. As much as I was doing this for show, playing the luxury-stricken playboy, there was some truth to the carefully constructed exterior. After all, I’d been playing the part for a very long time.

      When Van Linsted caught sight of me, he frowned as if he’d tasted something bad.  “Covington, I see nothing has changed.”

      I forced my gaze to meet his.  “Arsehole,” I said with equal parts of disdain and irreverence. “Still a prick, I see.”

      Cassandra raised her champagne glass to her mouth, but I could see the corners of her lips twitching as she bit back a laugh. It wasn’t like I was lying. Everyone knew he was a dick. Just because his family owned a diamond empire, he thought his shit didn’t stink. Well, that was going to change.

      He rolled his eyes then drained his glass of champagne. “You really are predictable, Covington.”

      I whisper-shouted loudly enough for the nearby groups to overhear.  “Ladies, you know that him being a dick does not equate to him having a big dick, right? I know that’s confusing.”

      In my ear, East cursed. “Can you get closer, mate? You’re too far away.”

      One of the redheads in the group gave me an appraising look from top to bottom. Her gaze slid over me as if calculating exactly how much I was worth by what I was wearing. Tom Ford shoes, the slick Armani tuxedo, the classic Tag Heuer, even the Hermes tie all rang up the cash machine in her head. When her gaze met mine, I winked at her. “Care to jump ship, love?”

      I inched closer to Van Linsted as I sidled up to her. I thought I might still be too far away, but East’s voice reassured me.  “That’s it, right there. Don’t move. Closer if you can, it’s a little slow to download.”

      I leaned in to whisper, “I’m Ben. You can call me Big Ben if you prefer.” She chuckled at that, and I nudged even closer to her.

      Van Linsted scowled. “What do you want, Covington?”

      “I wanted to say hello. It’s been a while. Obviously, things are moving in the right direction for you.”

      From my peripheral vision, I saw security inching their way through the crowd, trying to be discreet as they sliced through the people like a Damascus steel knife. I was running out of time.

      I was going to have to agitate him. East’s frustration was clear as he growled, “Mate, closer. Something is wrong.”

      Bugger.

      I needed Van Linsted to initiate prolonged contact. And there was only one way I could think of to do that. “How is it hiding under Mummy’s skirts, Bram? Your family did always bail you out of problems. Rumor has it she’s going to skip you for inheritance. Is that true?” I turned my attention to the crowd.  “Ladies, did you know that Bram here doesn’t control his purse strings? Mummy does. Those diamonds you see draped around her neck are solely controlled by her. You’re better off trying your luck with Miles, his younger brother. Bram here has no say in Van Linsted holdings.” It was true.

      Marcus Van Linsted, Bram’s father, might have been the head of the mines on paper, but marrying April had been the infusion of cash, all told in the billions, that the business needed.

      All eyes were on me. I spread my arms. “I, on the other hand, am a self-made billionaire with a B.” I mock-stumbled forward.  “So that should help in your decision making.”

      In my ear, East chuckled and egged me on. “That’s it. It’s working. Also, you’re a right git. Thank God you’re not on the side of evil.”

      I was going to have to physically climb the fucker if the download didn’t go any faster.

      The other women in the group didn’t even bother casting Van Linsted a goodbye glance as they stalked over to me. The tallest one with the dark auburn hair grinned.  “My name is Fiona.”

      “Ah, like the princess. I’m Ben. You can call me Big Ben, though. I don’t falsely advertise. Bram here, well, he’s known for having a little prick. And, you know, generally being a prick. Just his Mummy’s errand boy.”

      I knew Van Linsted. He didn’t get his hands dirty. He didn’t know how to fight. Not like I did. I could afford to take a few calculated risks. But security was close.

      In my ear, Bridge growled.  “You’re going to have to get right up next to him. We still have at least a minute and a half left.”

      I needed to push him. I stepped closer still. If I could get him to attempt to run at me, that might help.

      “How does it feel, Bram? When everybody in your life chooses someone other than you, including your mother?”

      The muscle in his jaw ticked.

      Come on, you fuck. Get in my face. I needed it to be showy. I needed him to think he had the upper hand.

      He did step to me then, a sneer twisting his lips, turning him into a Disney villain in stark contrast to his perfectly ordinary features. His voice was pitched low when he said, “How is your friend, Toby?”

      And we had lift-off. In my ear, East said, “Yup, almost there. Thirty seconds.”

      The good news was my reaction wasn’t forced. Everything I felt was real. Every emotion, the anger, the hatred... I just had to play it up, let it loose. Unleash it.

      “I will fucking kill you,” I ground out.

      “Sure you will.” And then he started to move away. Fuck. I still needed another few seconds. Running out of options, I charged ahead and rushed him. Security was dangerously close, but I landed a satisfying straight jab to his nose.

      Blood splattered everywhere, and then I grabbed him by his very expensive Armani jacket.  “You always thought you were too good for us. You think being a Van Linsted makes you any better than Toby? He was the best of us, and you’re envious because you will never be as good as he was.”

      “If you say so. I beg you to kindly take your hands off me.”

      And then it was over. Hands grabbed me from behind.  “Sir, you’ll have to come with us.”

      Shit. Another couple of seconds.

      God, I hated Bram. At that moment, I could’ve killed him.

      I had no choice. I had to struggle. To my right, my eye caught a shimmer of red, and something made my skin prickle. It took my attention off Bram for a fucking second. A swath of red. A distraction. My attention was divided, and a crack came out of nowhere.

      It was the sting I noticed first, then the sound. And then my head jolted to the right. I continued to struggle. I needed my arms to defend myself. Who was I kidding? I needed my arms to kick his arse.

      I saw the lady in red, her eyes wide with shock and horror as she rushed forward. Bugger. I didn’t need her next to this. She was going to get hurt.

      East tweeted in my ear.  “We got it. Get out of there.”

      The guards were starting to pat me down, restraining my arms. Oh, this was definitely going to hurt.

      Angling my body to the right, I rolled my shoulder up and slid my arm out of the grip of one security guard. She was getting so close. Too close. Could I do this?

      She ran up to us.  “Stop it. Release him instantly. You’re making a scene.”

      Her gaze met mine. Midnight eyes looked straight into my soul, twisting me up at the most inopportune time. If they patted me down before they handed me to the police, they were going to find the drive.

      Performing the drop wasn’t going to happen. There was too much attention on me, and I needed to hand it off. Ditch it. Something.

      The woman. She was my only hope. They might not look too closely at her purse. The guard grabbed for my arm again, but not before I elbowed him in the gut and lunged for her.

      I had no idea who she was, but she’d be on camera, so we’d be able to get facial recognition and find her later.

      The guard reached for me again, and I stumbled forward deliberately. She reached out for me as if she’d known the plan the entire time. As if we’d orchestrated this synergistic clusterfuck.

      In the scuffle, she almost went down. One of the guards reached for her and tried to help her. I took hold of her purse and slid the device in and then let myself be taken down. “Fuck. All right, all right, all right. I’m going.”

      She glowered at me.  “He’s the prick who broke my pin, but this is overkill.”

      I prayed to God that no one had noticed the transfer. I’d fucked this up. All of it was completely fucked up. If we lost our chance to dismantle the Elite, there would be no justice for Toby. Not now, not ever.
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      So much for minding my own business.

      I’d gone my whole life following the rules. Playing by them. A year ago, my mother had told me to start living like I was only going to get one take.

      Somehow, I didn’t think this was what she meant.

      Two grown men fighting... at a political fundraiser? Who the hell would do such a thing? It was asinine. I had meant to find the Viking and give him a piece of my mind for breaking my pin.

      I’d found him all right. Right in front of me. In an actual fight.

      In the span of thirty minutes, I’d broken what was likely a priceless artifact, then hidden in a closet with a man so hot I could still feel his warmth wrapped around me. He’d whispered things to me that I’d only ever imagined someone saying. And then, I’d witnessed that very same man in a fistfight with Bram Van Linsted, firstborn son to one of London’s most elite families.

      Who the hell was this Viking guy that he didn’t fear the wrath of the Van Linsted family? To hear it told, if everything went the right way, Bram would be prime minister in a decade or so. That would be enough time to make his foray into politics.

      I shook my head and searched the crowd for Dexter, the only man I should be concerned with. But as usual, he was MIA. He loved a party. Me, not so much.

      Did he ditch you?

      I swallowed my annoyance. Before leaving our flat, we’d made a deal. He was to lay off the booze and not overindulge.

      I couldn’t find him, though. The Viking caught my eyes again as security engaged him. Who the hell was he? And what did he have against Bram Van Linsted? More importantly, what the hell had he been doing in the closet?

      “I will say, it’s never a dull occasion when the Van Linsteds are involved,” a voice whispered from behind me.

      With a shudder of disgust chasing away my curiosity, I stepped back. “Mr. Mills. Have you seen Dexter? I can’t find him anywhere.”

      He grinned at me broadly and leaned into my personal space. “You are all right, aren’t you? Not injured at all? I was worried as I watched you walk into that fray.” He reached out an arm to wrap around me, but I ducked just out of reach as I searched the crowd again.

      “You know Dexter. Working the crowd. He’s really made himself an invaluable asset at the firm.”

      I gave him a wan smile. Dex loved his job. All he wanted to do was make partner. I’d ruined his first shot, so I had to play nice, no matter how badly Fenton Mills made my skin crawl. “His career is so important to him. And he has my full support.”

      He stepped closer, not quite touching me but standing so close that the gin and tobacco on his breath were mostly what I smelled. “Not everyone has someone as supportive as you. I know Emily doesn’t always understand my drive. My need.”

      I forced myself to swallow the bile that surged in the back of my throat. The last thing I wanted to hear about was his need. “Well, it’s a very demanding career. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to text Dexter and head back into London. I’ve got a hell of a migraine looming.”

      His brows furrowed as his gaze searched mine for any hint of falsehood. He wasn’t going to find any because I was done. Ready to bolt.

      His frown eased, and he nodded. “I’ll send you in my car. As a matter of fact, I can join you.”

      Oh hell no. Not happening. “So kind of you, but what about Emily? I know she said she had to travel in the morning, and she can’t very well ride the shuttle if you send the car with me.”

      His lips pressed together in annoyance. He knew I was right. He couldn’t leave his wife behind. “Of course, you’re right. Remember, I count you as part of the Mills family and will do anything to look after you.”

      “Uh, thank you, sir.” I eased back, plastering a smile on my face that I hoped seemed genuine but aloof. He gave off strong level-five creeper vibes, and the less time spent in his presence the better.

      Thankfully, the security line was almost empty, and I handed my clutch to a guard while I was patted down. The guard was so busy staring at his monitor and talking to someone on his walkie about how cameras in a sector were down that he barely looked at me. “Have a good night, miss.”

      Once outside, I dragged in all that blessed fresh air, crisp and clear, and I felt like I could finally breathe for the first time all night. The estate was located in the village of Virginia Water, close to the city, and it sat on an acreage of sparkling green. Automatically I glanced around, hoping I’d catch a glimpse of the Viking, but he was already gone. And you were going to, what? Interrogate him about what he was doing with you in the closet? Get real.

      I didn’t know him. He didn’t owe me anything. Except a new pin. And I had a boyfriend. One who abandoned you at the party, knowing full well crowds make you crazy.

      I squashed the voice of discontent. It wasn’t useful right now. My social anxiety had gotten worse since Mom’s passing. Well, really since the car accident. I knew how to manage on my own. Depending on anyone was a recipe for disaster.

      I snapped open my purse to find my shuttle ticket and pulled out the stiff cardstock. I frowned when I noticed what looked like a black tube of lipstick in the bottom of my clutch. My lipstick was in a silver tube.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention, and I glanced around. I’d made it through the security check point with no problems. But something made me wary.

      I was a firm believer in our evolutionary cues that warned us of danger. Maybe some of that came from micro expressions, maybe a change in the air, but something told me to wait until I was on the shuttle back to London to investigate.

      My feet dragged as I boarded the black limousine party bus with three other people. I chose a position close to the back where it was dark. The whole time I could feel the lipstick tube burning a hole in my purse. How had it gotten there?

      Once the bus had been moving for ten minutes, I pulled out the black tube and examined it. It was only then that I realized it wasn’t lipstick. I tugged on it and it separated into two parts. It was a flash drive. What. The actual. Fuck?

      Think, Livy. Slow it down. That was a game my mother had played with me as a kid when I would get so worked up about a social situation that I couldn’t function. It always worked. Once I got over my initial fear, I could always think more clearly.

      One deep breath. The lingering scent of various perfumes clung to the air. Another deep breath. The chill had me pulling my shawl tighter around myself. A final breath. My mind played back the end of the party, those last moments when I’d tried to play hero.

      The Viking.

      He’d done this. He’d made me his accomplice. But to what?
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      As the seconds ticked by, my brain speed processed the seven stages of mental ass kicking. I was desperate for answers. Had I been targeted? Did he do this on purpose? Was this a game? Was he someone who assumed, that like my mother, I was a diplomat?

      He’d be very disappointed. I was an executive assistant. I had no access to anything or anyone important.

      I’d changed industries after moving back from the states to be with my mother, and I hadn’t been able to find an operations position. And unlike my mother, I had zero taste for the diplomat’s lifestyle.

      Denial came quickly. Because no way was this happening to me. There was clearly a mistake. I hadn’t just broken a priceless artifact then unwittingly smuggled out some kind of flash drive. Even I wasn’t that stupid. Dexter was going to be furious. How the hell did I get myself into these situations?

      Guilt lingered. I should go back and turn myself in. The anger though, that was surprising. I wanted to put on the gloves I used to have when I did Krav Maga and go to town, grounding and pounding this flash drive. I hadn’t asked for the disruption in my life. The other stages followed quickly after the denial and guilt, and finally, I was left with the flash drive still in my palm.

      The shuttle pulled up to St. Pancras Station. For fear of being searched again, I shoved the drive into my bra, using my shawl to cover the misshapen bulge.

      My stomach knotted and tightened as I stepped down off the shuttle with not a cavity search in sight. It was disturbingly easy to walk away with whatever this was. I was in such a tag that I took no notice of the glass arch above. Or the inky blankness only broken by crystals of water as it drizzled. What was on the damn thing? What if this was all a horrible misunderstanding? And why had the Viking handed it to me? I was a total stranger. Naturally, I flinched as I thought about how we’d first met. I was in such a fog I almost walked into The Meeting Place Statue. The bronze statue of the couple only served as a reminder of how my evening had ended.

      I laid my head back against the glass as my train passed Victoria station. I could almost see myself talking to my mother about what had happened earlier and her saying, ‘At last, some adventure.’ I blinked my eyes rapidly, dissipating the sting of tears.

      This was no adventure. The Viking screamed danger. And while I wanted some excitement in my life, I didn’t have a death wish. Not to mention, Mom had loved Dexter. The two of them had been thick as thieves. But then Dex was always a charmer.

      When I reached my station, I stepped off the train, pulling my shawl closer around me to ward off the wet chill. With my clutch tucked under my arm, I started the four-block trek home. On the street, my shoes made soft suction sounds as they tread on the wet roads. My phone rang, and I pulled it out from my purse, smiling when I saw who it was.  “Hey, Telly.”

      Telly Brinx was a legitimate walking, talking badass and had been since Uni. We’d shared a flat with two other girls and then promptly moved out on our own. “Hello, gorgeous. How’s the event? How are you feeling? Tense? Anxious? Do you want to have a night of wine and reading at mine?”

      Adrenaline surged through me, making me desperate to tell her everything, but maybe talking on the phone about how I’d accidentally stolen state secrets or mining secrets or whatever was on the drive was probably not a good idea.

      Telly was a tech genius. She owned Brinx Technologies and was a brilliant developer. She might be able to help me decipher what the hell I was carrying around. “Only you would offer a night of wine and reading.”

      “Well, to be fair, by reading I mean gossiping about very fit celebrities.”

      I laughed.  “Yeah, we’re overdue. I haven’t seen you in a few weeks.”

      “We need to fix that. You think his royal highness will let you out?”

      I sighed. “Telly, be fair.” After the accident, Dex had struggled with post-traumatic stress. He’d also injured his hand and had to have some physical therapy.  “Monday after work?” By then I would have figured out what to do. Maybe it would have resolved itself by then. Like this is going to magically go poof.

      “I will put it in the books. So tell me, how was it?”

      I swallowed. What should I say exactly? “Fine. I was a bit anxious. But you know, nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      She laughed, knowing me all too well. “So, how long before you ran off? And did you have your shoes in hand?”

      I groaned. “One time I did that. Once. Why won’t you ever let me live it down?”

      “Because it was hilarious. You attempting to climb out the loo window with your Jimmy Choos in your fist.”

      “I don’t like you.” I’d begged her to go with me to the London Lords holiday party when I’d started as a temp six months ago. I’d had an anxiety spike and, erm, needed air. That was my story, and I was sticking to it. Besides, I’d at least texted.

      “So tell me, did you meet anyone even remotely cool? Or interesting?”

      “Uhm, meet is the wrong word I think.” I didn’t get a name for the Viking.

      “Dexter was supportive?” I hesitated a moment too long, and she groaned.  “Was he a twat?”

      “He wasn’t a twat, exactly. I just couldn’t find him when I wanted to leave.”

      She sighed. “You’re not home yet?”

      “No. I took the tube.”

      “You’re supposed to call me in those instances. I’ll come and get you.”

      “What? All the way from Central London?” Her flat was located right above Vauxhall Station. Dexter and I lived on the edge of Chiswick.

      “For my best friend, I will always turn up.”

      “I appreciate that, but I was fine. I mean after I broke the statue.”

      “What?” she gasped.  “You were at the Van Linsted estate, right?”

      “Yeah. Sure was. It was kind of humiliating. I didn’t know what to do, so I hid… in the closet.”

      She choked out a cough. “Liv. Are you serious?”

      “I know. Trust me I know. But then there was this guy, and he hid in the closet too.”

      “Oh, this is getting better. Please tell me. This is better than Pornhub.”

      “What? No. Boyfriend, remember?”

      “Oh, him…” Telly and Dex had never gotten along. She always said he didn’t seem right for me. “Okay, fine. At least tell me he was fit.”

      “We hid in a closet. I was hardly focused on his looks.”

      “Lies.”

      “Okay fine, he was tall.”

      “How tall?”

      Picturing him in my mind’s eye was remarkably easy. “Maybe six foot three. Maybe a little taller. Blond hair that looks a little bit messy, like it was too long, a ridiculously chiseled jaw with one of those cleft chins, you know? Ice-blue eyes. And he’s built like he’s got one of those V-things pointing directly to the promised land. And he walks like it too. Lean, looks excellent in a tuxedo.”

      “I love how you say you barely got a look, but you’re describing Eric Northman.”

      “What, from that show?”

      “Yep, Alexander Skarsgård. Otherwise known as my secret baby daddy if I were into blokes. Basically, the perfect human specimen.”

      “I guess he did look a lot like that. But I’m thinking more like Brad Pitt from Troy.”

      “Okay, that works too. Wait, so you were hiding out from the party with a guy that looked like a cross between a hot Viking and a Greek god?”

      “Basically, that’s it.”

      “Please tell me you broke up with Dexter and had hot sexy times in your secret hiding place.”

      “You have an overactive imagination. No, no such thing happened.” I bit my lip. “I mean, he did do this thing.”

      I could almost feel Telly leaning into the phone.  “What thing?”

      “We were hiding, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” I could almost visualize her leaning forward as she listened.

      “And he had one hand on my ass and the other on my mouth.”

      There was a beat of silence, then she whispered, “Oh my God, so hot.”

      “Then people came in the office and we pretended they’d caught us… you know, in the middle of things. He ordered me to moan.”

      “Jesus. Did you?”

      I swallowed hard as I remembered that moment. “Yes, yes, I did. I did it so we wouldn’t be caught.” That sounded feasible… even to me.

      “That is… Wow.”

      “He did this thing where he kind of growled in my ear. It was very unnerving.”

      “Look at you. You are the most frustrating human I’ve ever met in my life. This happens and you don’t call me right away?”

      “Sorry. It all happened so fast. Weird thing though, he got into a fight with Bram Van Linsted before I left. Security escorted him out and everything.”

      “I mean, not that I don’t believe that twat would have an enemy, but an actual physical fight? It’s so un-English.”

      “Yeah, I know, right? And then the craziest thing was, he handed me—”

      I’d been so busy yammering away with Telly that I barely felt the inertia before the push from behind which made my next words lodge in my throat. I stumbled and crashed forward, my phone skittering away. And then my face was zooming ever so quickly toward the ground.

      I knew not to put my hands straight out and instead go forearms first and turn my head. But it was so hard to remember.

      Down I went. When I rolled over onto my back, someone jumped on me, his weight pressing me into the wet pavement. Fear coiled in my gut, and my stomach churned from the little I’d eaten. Then he snatched my purse right out of my hand. “Hey. Stop that.” I tried desperately to remember what I’d been told to yell. The only good thing was I managed to buck him off. Wrapping my ankles around his, I lifted my hips then listed to the side, and he rolled right off me.

      The bad news was he took off running with my clutch.

      Jagged breaths tore out of my lungs, and my head simmered. My heart tried to break free of my ribcage. When I was alone again in the middle of wet pavement, it occurred to me that all he’d gotten was fifty quid, a credit card, and my favorite lipstick. Raspberry plum. It looked gorgeous on my brown skin.

      Damn, and the shade was limited edition.

      Plus side is you have your phone and the flash drive.

      I patted my chest with trembling hands. It was still where I’d shoved it when I was on the bus. I didn’t understand the sudden wash of relief. Except now, I still had a reason to go looking for the Viking. Somewhere to my right, I could hear Telly calling out. I winced when I picked up my now cracked phone. My hands were scraped and were going to require some cleaning. “Telly?”

      “Jesus, what just happened?”

      “Well, it would seem I’ve been mugged.”
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      It could have been worse.

      Really? How? How could it have been worse?

      Sure, it smelled of piss and bad decisions, but if I was being honest, it was well worth it to hit Bram in his sorry face.

      A guard appeared at my cell.  “Mr. Covington?”

      I looked up and grinned.  “Mate?”

      “Well, it appears that you are being bailed out.”

      “Did you have any doubt?”

      He frowned at me as he shook his head.

      That’s it, fall for that nonsense. Just some rich kid here for kicks.

      The role I had played was a perfect camouflage. I was led through processing and had to sign my name to collect my things. My watch. My phone.

      Freedom. Now that I was out, I had to track her down. The woman in red.

      Before I was through the final gate, I caught a glimpse of East and Bridge waiting for me. East gave me a smirk as he spoke. “Did you have to hit him?”

      I shrugged.  “We needed time. It seemed like a good idea at that moment.”

      Bridge, however, looked well ticked off.  “That was a fucking risk with the device on you.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah, that’s the thing. I figured once I put my hands on him, I was definitely going to the nick, so I ditched it.”

      Both of them gaped at me.  “What?”

      East’s eyes bugged out.  “Tell me you’re kidding.”  He turned to Bridge.  “Tell me he’s fucking kidding.”

      Bridge stared at me.  He dropped his voice to smooth ice. “Where the fuck is it?”

      “The woman at the event, the one in red, if she’s smart, she has it.”

      Bridge sputtered. “If she’s smart? What the fuck, Ben? You realize you’re risking all of us, right?”

      “What the fuck was I supposed to do, mate? We needed more time. I got us some more time. You needed to download the information from both his phone and the device. I managed to do that. What would you have had me do? They were patting me down.”

      Bridge ran a hand over his face before scrubbing at his jaw.  “Who is she?”

      I winced.  “I don’t know.”

      East was generally an affable bloke. Easy-going. He’d give you the shirt off his back, but when he was pushed, he could be vicious. He stormed away, muttering curses that would make the most hardened prisoner blush. Bridge lifted a brow.  “Mate, tell me you’re not serious.”

      “I am. I had no choice. There was no way I would have been able to leave the building with it. So we just need to find her.”

      East came back after his mini tirade.  “Do you think?”

      I turned my gaze on him and pinned him with a hard glare.  “The way I figure it, you can stand here carrying on or we can go back and start looking for her.”

      I could see East doing his deep breathing, trying to calm himself down and keep his temper at bay. After everything we’d found out about Toby, he’d been a mess. We’d all been in bad shape, but East had taken it the worst.

      He’d internalized what had happened. And I could see him trying to work through his calming exercises before he lost his mind.  “Think, mate. Was it a clean handoff?”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  “It was as clean as I could make it. Van Linsted hit me, and she came running over. We both went down with security, and I shoved it in her purse. She might not even know she has it.”

      East blinked at me. “Bloody perfect.”

      “That’s all I’ve got right now. Are we going to yak on about it, or are we going to go do something?”

      I watched him take several deep breaths.  “Fuck.”

      “Do you have a guest list? She’s probably on the security footage. We’re going to need to ascertain who she was there with.”

      East muttered.  “It’s as good a place as any to start. In the meantime, we’ll need to also comb the security footage to make sure that no one saw you make the handoff.”

      “I don’t think they did.”

      “Thinking isn’t certainty. If anyone finds that drive and puts two and two together, we’re toast. Our lives are over.”

      “Like I was fucking around deliberately. I know why the drive is so important. I know what’s at stake.”

      Bridge opened the driver’s side door.  “Then let’s hope your mysterious woman in red has what we need. And you damn well better pray she’s not going to sell us out.”

      I wasn’t sure how I knew, but I did. “She won’t.”

      East glowered at me as he climbed into the Range Rover at the curb. “You better be right about that.”

      I don’t know what it was about her, but something told me that she wasn’t the kind of woman who would dick us over.

      But it wouldn’t have been the first time I’d been wrong.
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      The pomp. The circumstance. Some would even say tradition.

      I called it bullshit. My long-hidden tattoo itched and felt heavy under my ring. I often wondered what would have happened all those years ago if, when I’d been called to the Elite, I’d said no. What if I’d gotten the card that said only a select few are to be Elite and I’d burned the thing?

      What if I’d encouraged Toby to burn his too? Would he still be alive?

      The dim cavern of the initiation room made it difficult to see clearly. Or maybe I wished this was all a dream. The candles burning all around us sent an incense aroma into the air. And it was so thick I nearly choked with it. Sand-colored stone walls surrounded us in a massive circle, and above us, on the ceiling, was a tapestry depicting the first brothers of the Elite in their black robes and Bauta masks on a hunt.

      The same robes and masks we wore now.

      In the center of the room, the new initiates lay in their coffins.

      I forced myself to stand still. Next to me, I could feel the glare of Bridge on my right. He hated this shit as much as I did, but he was better at hiding his disdain. Maybe because he’d been hiding it for so long.

      To my left, East’s jaw twitched. Because of the mask, I couldn’t see his face, but God, I could feel his contempt. Drew, directly opposite of me, stood stoic. As if he bought into all the seriousness.

      We were inducting a new class, none of whom had any idea what they were in for. That their lives would no longer be their own but would be dictated by a preset ledger of fate and destiny. If you were lucky enough to be chosen, you would thrive. If you were unlucky, well, no one ever wanted to talk about what happened to the unlucky.

      To our left, Marcus Van Linsted, the current Director Prime, some would say the most powerful man in Britain, closed out the session. “To our newest brothers, lift your masks and know that now you are amongst the Elite. Your lives will never be the same.”

      Marcus had said the same words to us some time ago. We’d still all been reeling from Toby’s death, still shell-shocked, unable to function. And we’d been forced to wear those masks and act as if we hadn’t just lost one of our best friends.

      We’d been told how powerful we would be, how we would be called upon to serve our brothers. I had brothers in the room, absolutely. East. Drew. Bridge. But those were the only ones I counted. To my far right, in the corner, I could feel the glare of my father. Almost like he could tell the direction of my thoughts.

      I twirled my signet ring around my thumb, dying to get the bloody thing off. The moments when I wasn’t in public were the best ones because it was the first thing I took off. Possibly like many women took off a bra. I could always feel the weight of it, digging into me.

      The final sacred words were the signal that I was almost free.

      When the ceremony was over, I tried to relax, but a scowl leaked as Bram Van Linsted clapped his hand on his father’s back. The Van Linsteds had been in the Elite since the first class over two hundred years ago. Everyone liked to forget that those Dutch fuckers made their fortune on the backs of slaves and then increased it by pillaging a continent that had already lost so much for diamonds. Nope. Everyone likes to pretend they were on the up and up, but I knew the Van Linsteds. After all, I’d spent over a decade hating them.

      As always, after the induction ceremony there was a reception, one the new recruits always looked forward to. Top shelf booze and women, carefully selected for them, of course. No one was allowed to bring their current girlfriend if they had one. All these women were escorts, discreet, and knew the game.

      They were all compensated for their time and efforts. They’d been selected based on each new member’s desires, predilections, and personal tastes. It was ingenious.

      For the very few that had never known such wealth, it could be a heady experience. Every year, the selection committee chose one from an underprivileged background. Almost like their own sick Trading Places experiment. It didn’t usually turn out well. Our year, that token recruit was Bridge. The joke was on the selection committee, though. Bridge was as steady as they came, and he’d made not a single misstep. Now he was richer than half the membership combined.

      Just when the recruits were out of their minds with whatever booze and drugs were on hand, they’d be taken away, separated into pairs, and pulled into their bonding ceremony. Then, to their bonded brother, they would make their confessions.

      They’d leave their sins on the table in a process that would continue throughout the years. There was always an even number of recruits. In our class, there had been five pairs. Bridge and East had been paired. Drew had been paired with someone else. There had been two other pairs, and I had been paired with Toby. Since Toby had died, I’d had to make my confessions to my father. That awkward moment when my biggest confession was that I hated him was one I would never forget.

      One by one, in a sea of black and gold, all the brothers filed into the vestibules to hang their cloaks and shelve their masks, then up the spiral staircase at the end of the darkened hall to the level that was composed of elevator banks to the upper floor. There was no other way up to the estate.

      The clipped sounds of our polished oxfords on the marble floor built like an orchestra crescendo while we loaded onto the elevators. I never felt I breathed more freely than when the stainless-steel elevators gave way to the white marble, chrome, and glass of the massive foyer.

      I was free once again.

      Above us, the enormous crystal chandelier gleamed. The cool forced air reminded me that I would not die in that tomb after all. Beyond the wide expanse of marble and the glass wall, I could see into the acres of garden, lit up with tea lights for the occasion. The miniature fountains lining either side of the double Olympic sized koi pond also had all the lights turned on. And the drawbridge leading from the house to the mini island in the middle, complete with seating and a Champagne bar, was drawn to allow guests use of the outdoors.

      To the left was what the family used as their receiving room. It was more intimate than their ballroom. The furniture was plush and designer. Many pieces were handcrafted. Every five years or so the décor would change to keep up with the times. The Van Linsteds couldn’t be behind the times in any way.

      I grabbed a scotch and headed for the balcony. Now that the ritual was done, senior brothers weren’t required to stay. One more hour and I could head back to the city. I hated the fucking Van Linsted estate.

      We’d been dragged there for workshops and to be inducted into the brotherhood of the Elite properly. I’d been tattooed there, lost my friend there, and I had also been tortured there. Induction was only the first step.

      After you celebrated becoming a brother was when the real work began. They had trained us like we were military. Deprived us of food and sleep, preparing us for the harsh realities of the world outside. ‘Molded us into gentlemen,’ they said. Refined us to be strategists. Prepared us to be leaders. And I wanted to burn it all to the ground.

      When I thought back to it, I thought it was absolutely insane some of the things they’d made us do. We’d only been kids.

      It was hard to not wonder what would have happened if Toby had lived. I tried to shrug it off, but then the hairs on the back of my neck prickled, not so much for danger but with awareness, and I asked, “How long have you been standing there, mate?”

      Bridge sauntered over. “I knew I’d find you out here.”

      “Where are the others?”

      “East is involved in a tight conversation with his father. Drew is enjoying the ass kissing of the new recruits. Why does no one understand that when free booze is offered, you need to temper yourself because you don’t know what’s coming next?”

      I shrugged. “Because everyone loves a party, and no one ever thinks they’ll have to pay for it.”

      “I feel bad for them. They have no idea what they’re in for.”

      “We certainly didn’t.”

      He shook his head. “No, we didn’t, did we?”

      I turned to him, watching as he lit up his cigar. “Do you regret this?”

      He shrugged. “Oh, I hate every single one of these fuckers, aside from you lot. But I’m not an idiot. I know that as much as we aimed to build London Lords without them, the skills that they taught us got us where we are now. So I can’t say I regret it.”

      I turned back to stare over the expanse of grounds lit by the crystal lights to give atmosphere.

      “Yeah, well, I think we would have made it on our own.” I drained my scotch, letting the burn warm me from the inside as it hit my gut. “You ever think about him?”

      He cleared his throat. “Every fucking day.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” I put the glass down and turned to him. “I’ve had enough. I’m heading back to the city. Are you riding with me or with East?”

      “I’ll come with you. Let’s tell him we’re leaving.”

      I nodded. Starting a business with your best mates had its advantages. You become tighter than brothers. That was how both Bridge and I knew immediately that East needed a rescue.

      It was in the tightness of his jaw, the stiffness of his shoulders as he spoke to what appeared to be an older version of him. Same face, but with salt and pepper hair and lines around his eyes. He hated his father. And he wasn’t alone. The old man had never gotten over that East was more successful than he was. He’d never gotten over the fact that East hadn’t needed a single dime from him. What was it like to be jealous of your own son?

      Things were difficult with my father too. He’d never really acknowledged my existence or wanted me. Oh, and he liked my girlfriends a little too much. He wasn’t the kind of father I needed, and I wasn’t the kind of son he wanted. It was tit for tat.

      But Bridge had it the worst. His father, even on days like this, refused to acknowledge him from across the room. Refused to say that Bridge Edgerton was his son. Lord Edgerton’s bastard child. The blight on the Edgerton name. He’d lost it when back in school Bridge had decided to use his name. He’d even come to Eton and caused a stir.

      He didn’t bother speaking to Bridge. Instead, he’d screamed at the headmaster for an hour about how lawyers couldn’t be allowed on the campus to speak to his child without his permission.

      Headmaster Tellerman had brilliantly said, “Well, sir, either he’s your child or he’s not.” And he had been listed on Bridge’s birth certificate, so Bridge could take his name.

      I’d always thought it was the most brilliant ‘fuck you’ to a parent I’d ever seen, forcing him to do the one thing he didn’t want to.

      I marched over and forced a smile on my face to address Lord Hale. “Sir, it’s been a long time.”

      He grinned at me. “Covington. You look more and more like your mother every day.”

      Inwardly, I winced.

      I hated that all those people had known my mother better than I had. After all, she’d been a fixture at my father’s side until she passed. There were people there who knew her longer than I did, and that ate at me. “Thank you, sir. Ah, we’re going to borrow East here for a minute.”

      “Yeah, of course. East, I’ll have my secretary call you.”

      East rolled his eyes. “If you must.” He turned to face us. “It took you lads long enough.”

      I shrugged. “Had to get a drink, sorry. I needed to burn out the taste of all this bullshit.”

      He snorted at that. “Are we leaving? Because I’m ready.”

      I nodded. “Yup. I’ll drive.”

      We didn’t even bother greeting anyone else or saying goodbye as we headed toward the door. I met Drew’s gaze and inclined my head, and he put up a finger. He’d better hurry, because we were in no mood to wait.

      Drew had a very different relationship with his father and the Elite. As much as he missed Toby too, he had leaned into this life. It was what he knew. He didn’t hide from his family. And to be fair, they didn’t treat him like shit. Lord Wilcox was decent. He gave to charities, with not only his money, but more importantly, his time. Every summer, he dragged Drew and his sister to different parts of the world that needed help and made them use their hands and get to know the people. I’d always liked him.

      As we exited the estate with Drew bringing up the rear, I could feel myself starting to breathe again. The tension started to ease between my shoulder blades, the knots coming out. Once a month, I had to put up with this bullshit. Tonight was the initiation. The next would just be a meeting. I could deal with that. But the initiations were always the worst because there were too many memories associated with them.

      We rounded the grounds, our feet making crunching sounds on the gravel as we chatted and headed toward the valet. To the left, moonlight glistened off the water in the pool and the soft trickle told me the infinity pool was cycling.

      A shadow darted into my vision and I frowned, turning to get a better look as it vanished behind a wall of arborvitae. “What the hell? Did you see that?”

      Bridge frowned. “Yep. Female, maybe a maid?”

      East shifted on his feet, the gravel shifting with him. “She’s running, so either she did something bad or something bad is about to be done to her.”

      Drew joined us then. “Lads. What are we doing?”

      I sighed. “Apparently playing hero.”

      The four of us headed into the maze. The arborvitae were taller than I was and completely obscured us. Bridge called out. “Hello? Are you okay in here?”

      When we were completely cocooned by hedges around the next bend, a slim figure dressed in all black stepped out.

      I knew her. “Emma?”
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      Emma Varma dragged off her hoodie, and her dark hair spilled out over her shoulders. “If it isn’t the London Lords.”

      Bridge stared at her. “Jesus Christ, is that you?” His usually sure voice wavered.

      She lifted her chin in greeting and tucked her raven hair behind her ears. She met his gaze for a long moment, before turning to give East a head nod.

      East, not usually one to hide his emotions wrapped his arms around her and picked her up. “Oh my God. Little Tobes.”

      “You big oaf, put me down. I’m not here for a leisurely visit.” East gave her one more big squeeze then released her.

      Drew was uncharacteristically more reserved than usual. And well, I wanted to hug her. I wanted to hold her, but the fear and regret had me by the bollocks. There were too many memories. Emma had grown into a stunning woman with soulful big eyes, but there was something about her that reminded me too damn much of Toby.

      I cleared my throat. “Ems, what are you doing here?”

      She turned to glare back at the parapets. “You think I don’t know it’s initiation night? Ten bloody years. Of course I know the significance of today.”

      I rolled my shoulders, tension knotting between my shoulder blades. “Still doesn’t explain what the hell you’re doing here. You can’t be seen here.”

      Her brows snapped down. “I’m walking into that party, and I’m going to confront all of those assholes.”

      Bridge stepped forward then. I was certain he was about to wrench me out of the way to get to her, but East stepped in. “Ems, we miss him too, but you can’t go in there.”

      “Are you fucking mad? You put yourself in the crosshairs if you walk in there. You’re going to risk that tight arse, for what, the satisfaction of yelling at them? Jesus, I knew you were a child, but this really takes the cake.” Bridge’s voice was barely more than a growl as he spoke to her. The two of them had never particularly gotten along, but this level of anger and tension was uncharacteristic for Bridge.

      “Well, someone has to do something. You lot have clearly forgotten all about him. And I’m not an idiot. I’m not going there without a plan, and I’m not leaving empty handed.”

      Bridge started for her again, but this time I stepped between them. “Emma, not one of us has ever forgotten him.”

      “Bullshit. I mean, look at you. In ten years, you are the richest arseholes in London. You, like that lot in there, forgot him and trampled on his memory. Tell me, did they even say anything about him? Remember him in any way?”

      Cold insidious dread wrapped around my spine. She was right. Not one of them had uttered a single word about Toby. It was like he was lost in the annals of forgotten brothers.

      Bridge’s voice was tight when he spoke. “So, what? You’re going to accuse them of forgetting him? Then what? It’s a flimsy plan, Ems.”

      “God, you still think I’m some idiot kid?” She tapped the hoodie’s zipper. “It’s a camera. What’s the one thing a secret society doesn’t want? Exposure. The whole lot of them. It’s one thing to hear rumors of a society. It’s another to have photo evidence.”

      Drew’s voice was thin when he spoke. “You wouldn’t. There’s a reason it’s secret, Ems.”

      “You think I give a damn? Those arseholes are responsible for my brother’s death. I’m not going to let them get away with moving on like nothing happened. All of you have moved on like he was never fucking here. But I don’t get to move on. Why do you?”

      Those three words. Why do you? Wielded with the precision of a fiery sword. They mirrored my own thoughts for the last ten years. We’d all moved on. His friends. Those supposed to keep him safe. We got to move forward with our days. Build, grow, leave legacies. The kind of legacies Toby should have left behind.

      Why do you?

      I cleared my throat. “Emma, you know we can’t let you walk in there. Those men, they’re dangerous. And ruthless. Many of whom will think nothing of coming after you or your mother and ruining your lives.”

      Fire lit her gaze. “My life was ruined ten years ago. I’m a walking shell. I have nothing to lose. Those men in there, those titans of industry, masters of politics, they were supposed to keep my brother safe in the fold. Instead, they stood by and did nothing as he fought for his life. And you lot watched as he died. So I give zero fucks about my life.”

      The set of her jaw told me she was serious. She was going to implode her life. And I couldn’t let her do that. “I’m sorry Ems, we can’t let you go in there.”

      “You certainly can’t stop me.” She lifted her chin.

      “Emma, we all loved Tobes. I know he would want us to protect you. If you think we’re letting you walk in there, you’re sorely mistaken. Now come with us, we’ll get you out of here safely.”

      “The hell I—”

      She didn’t get to finish because Bridge scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder.

      “Well that’s one way of handling it,” I muttered under my breath.

      Emma wasn’t inclined to go quietly, though, and she kicked up a hell of a storm. He smacked a hand on her arse and growled something to her that made her shut up.

      Running a hand through my hair, I tried to think. “Bridge, take East’s car and get her the fuck out of here. Drew, see if you can get her car and drive it home for her. East, let’s do a check and make sure she’s not on any security cameras. We’ll reconvene back at East’s.”

      Just like that, everyone took their marching orders. After all, I’d been giving them for a damn long time. It was my fault we were all here. And Emma was right. We were all responsible.

      When Bridge turned, Emma lifted her head and glowered at me. “You have Toby’s blood on your hands, just like they do.”

      I knew, deep down in my bones, she wasn’t wrong.
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      Two hours later we arrived at East’s. One look at my mates and I knew they were feeling what I was feeling. Raw. Exhausted. Maybe a little ill.

      East and I had arrived first, and East had worked his magic wiping her from the feeds at the estate. Turns out someone had taught Emma how to work in the shadows. Only two cameras had caught her, and my guess was they only caught her because they didn’t run on the main feed.

      Where the fuck had she learned to do that?

      It was after East rubbed the back of his neck and muttered, “I cleaned all the feeds,” that Bridge and Drew walked through the doors.

      My gaze flickered to Bridge, who sported a tight jaw and a scratch down his cheek. When I lifted a brow, he only shrugged.

      Drew caught my gaze. “He wouldn’t tell me how he got that either. My guess is Emma put up a hell of a fight.”

      I drained my glass of Lagavulin 16, the amber liquid burning all the way down. “Any of you seen her since?”

      East answered first. “I used to go ‘round the house regularly. But then Pamma Auntie moved them to America. What was that, five years ago? I haven’t seen her since.”

      Drew shook his head. “No.” He cleared his throat. “It was, uh, too painful.”

      I was going to be sick. The vomit threatened, and I had to ease down onto one of the leather chairs, dragging in long deep breaths.

      Bridge’s voice was low. “I check on them regularly. But since Emma told me to fuck right off, I haven’t seen either of them.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. We’d all failed her and her mother. Emma’s words rattled around in my skull. Why do you?

      “She was right. We’d all walked away. Toby had died, and we’d all abandoned her.” My gut knotted and bile threatened. “He was the best of us. He should have been by our sides. Instead, we all moved on.”

      Drew decided to forgo the glass and drank the scotch straight from the bottle as he threw himself, still suited and booted, across East’s couch. “Hard to pretend all is right with the world with the evidence sitting in front of us,” he muttered.

      I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “Nothing has been right with the world since he died. Van Linsted was on overwatch that night. He should have protected him or something. Instead of facing repercussions for failing at his one job, he’s in line to be fucking Director Prime. How is that for justice?”

      “Fuck!” Bridge threw his glass, and it shattered against the wall.

      East scowled. “Oi! What the fuck, mate?”

      Bridge rounded on him. “Fucking Van Linsted. Bram always said if he had his way Toby and I would never have been Elite. And then he got his wish.” For the first time since I’d known him, Bridge was well and truly shattered.  Looked like I wasn’t the only one gutted by seeing Emma again.

      I scrubbed my hand down my face. “We failed him too. I pushed all of you to say yes. I was the one who saw family and power and legacy. Fucking bullshit. We’re just as culpable as they were. And to make it worse, we all conveniently walked away from the Varmas.”

      “So what do we do now? Emma is going to keep trying to get to the Elite members. And she’s going to get hurt in the process,” East said.

      He was right. Emma would keep going after them. And I could give two fucks if the Elite burned. They talked so much shit about brotherhood and family and bonds. But it was all lies. “We show her we’re doing something about it.”

      Drew sat up. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, Bram Van Linsted has been living the charmed life. The life Toby should have had. If someone doesn’t do something, he’ll be the next Director Prime. He stood there and did nothing to help Toby, and then our so-called brothers allowed Toby to be forgotten like he was nothing. So we’re going to be the something that stops him.”

      East sat up straighter, the moonlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows glinting off his cufflinks. “So what are you saying?”

      I met each of their gazes. “We’re the something that’s going to stop Bram Van Linsted. We’re the something that’s going to burn the Elite to the ground if we have to. For Toby.”
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      I limped through the door with my shoes in my hand. Exhaustion permeated every cell as I forced one foot in front of the other. I’d taken off my shoes Britney Spears style. The good news was my feet were nice and cool. The bad news was they were now grimy. But at least I didn’t have that dull, persistent ache going on.

      At the curb, the police officer who had driven me home waited until I punched the code in for the front door before turning on his headlights and pulling away.

      When I shoved open the door, I found Dexter pacing. I didn’t even make it past the foyer before he was on me. “Where the fuck have you been?” The scent of gin on his breath was strong.

      “Hello to you too, Dexter.”

      “It’s bloody nearly two o’clock in the morning.”

      “Believe me, I know. Perhaps you could hold your yelling for the morning.”

      His gaze skimmed over me. “Were you with someone?”

      “Really, Dex?” Whenever he wanted to spin out, that was his favorite line of questioning. “We talked about this.”

      He sidestepped me, calling out, “Do you have my meds?”

      I placed my shawl on the sideboard before turning to face him. “The chemist said the prescription doesn’t renew until next week.”

      “You know I need them. My bloody hand hurts.”

      “You know how to resolve that. It’s not my job to take care of you.”

      He frowned, lips parting like he wanted to argue. But he knew better. His therapist had been clear about drawing boundaries. It was a line not to cross.

      “It’s the least you can do. After all, you did this to me.”

      The guilt clawed at me, and I beat it back. I tilted my chin up. “No. You were too wasted to drive. So I drove and we had an accident. We agreed with Doctor Kaufman that you wouldn’t throw that in my face if you wanted a second chance.”

      He stepped into my space, laying the stench of gin and sweat over me like a shroud. The guilt that accompanied it was the heaviest to maneuver under. He was right. He was in pain because of me. I had been driving that night. The night that had changed everything. But he couldn’t talk to me any way he liked and get away with it.

      He’d never put his hands on me. He must have known that would be my limit. But he did like to wield the guilt like a weapon.

      My mother had really liked Dex. He liked to invoke her name when I was on the verge of giving up on him. But she’d often told me how happy she was that I had him so I wouldn’t be alone when she died.

      In the last six months, there had been moments daily that I’d considered walking out. But her last words to me haunted me. We all need love. Don’t throw it away.

      She was right. We all did need love. And I tended to self-isolate. Without Dex and Telly, I’d go ages without socializing. So I tried. Relationship work was a lot of effort, but this was Dex. We loved each other. And thankfully, therapy was working… mostly.

      “I do want that. I’m sorry. But I need you to do this. I have work.”

      “So do I, Dex. Not to mention I’m working on the book.”

      He rolled his eyes. “But my job is important. Actual high stakes. No one is going to lose their life savings if you don’t get Kennedy’s coffee. And you need to be realistic. You’re not going to win a Pulitzer with that book.”

      The double whammy made my hands twitch to throw something. If I’d had the energy, I’d have screamed. I’d have let the rage nestled behind my sternum explode and consume everything in my path.

      But I had nothing left to give. “Nice, Dex.”

      Before my mother died, she’d been working on a true crime book about the disappearance of one of her friends. When she’d died, I’d taken on the book. It helped me feel closer to her and acted as excellent grief therapy. And I’d come to find I loved the storytelling. I felt alive when I was writing. I could see the pieces fit together in my mind, like a movie. Dex didn’t understand why I needed to finish the book so badly. He saw it as another thing that dragged focus away from him and us.

      He frowned as if suddenly seeing me for the first time. “Where were you? And why are you so disheveled?”

      “Gee, thanks, Dexter. I’m all right, thanks for asking. Nothing that a hot bath and a soak won’t fix. After all it was only a light mugging.”

      His face fell. “You were mugged?”

      “Yep. A stellar end to a stellar evening.”

      He recoiled. “Oh, so this is my fault?”

      “You vanished on me.”

      “Well, I needed to unwind, so I went up to the balcony for a smoke. And for the record, I didn’t abandon you. I was talking to Mills and lost track of time.”

      I frowned at his lie. Doubt crept up my spine like a huntsman spider stalking its prey. He could well have been embroiled in a conversation with Mrs. Mills when I’d been looking for him, but he’d clearly tried to imply he’d been caught up with his boss.

      In the morning. You can deal with this in the morning.

      I was halfway up the stairs when I paused, remembering we were meant to go out on Thursday.  “Don’t forget, Thursday night is the thing for my mother—to spread her ashes.”

      He sighed as if I was asking the world of him. “You sure you don’t want to take Telly? It’s not really my thing. I think I have physical therapy that night anyway.”

      For fuck’s sake, was he really doing this? “Can’t you move it?”

      “Not really. I want to get better as quickly as possible. You want that too, right?”

      I did want him to get better as quickly as possible, but this was for my mother. She’d been his biggest champion. “You’re serious?”

      “Look, let’s chat about it later. Head on up for a bath. You look a wreck.”

      As I trudged up the stairs, I couldn’t help but wonder if my mother was wrong about relationships. Surely, I was better off on my own.
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      The three of us convened in East’s suite at the hotel. He’d taken one of the penthouse units as his own. At one time, we’d all lived in the hotels.

      Eventually, Bridge had left bachelorhood for Belgravia Square. And when I’d become engaged to Lila, I’d bought two townhouses down the road from his and spent a million quid to renovate them into Covington House. But then my life with Lila had blown up, and I’d come back to the anonymity of bachelor life. I still had a staff to keep up that place, and every now and again I got it in my mind that I needed to make it a home… but then I didn’t. What was the point when there was no one to share it with?

      I didn’t occupy a penthouse, though. I had one of the corner loft units. Besides, it was more convenient to stay at the hotel. East’s penthouse was fully lived in, unlike my loft. There were flashes of color everywhere. Art on the walls. Photographs by Xander Chase and Z Con. We’d gone to a Z Con exhibit in New York two years ago.

      East was the sort of bloke who had colored pillows and candles and things. I’d never understood how he even knew or cared about that shit. On the shelves, he had photographs. So many of us, Drew, and Toby that I couldn’t count them all.  There were several of his mother and sister but none of this father.  His place looked lived in.

      My place was where I slept. His place was where I came to watch a football match or to hang out. It never even occurred to me to host football viewing parties at my place. I knew it was sterile, but I liked it that way.  Minimal. Less to get attached to.

      When we walked in, East tossed his keys onto the mantle and we all took up our usual positions. East grabbed his laptop and plopped himself dead center on the couch. I always picked the massive oversized leather chair, and Bridge always seemed to like the chair by the fireplace. But this time, he stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows, staring out over London.

      East tapped away at the keys.  “Okay. Let’s see about the security cameras.”

      From the window, Bridge said,  “I remember a woman in a red dress. There were a few people wearing red, but she was noticeable. Bloody thing was backless. Sexy as hell. Great arse.”

      I glowered at him. I didn’t want him thinking about her arse.

      Why not? You did.

      And it was true. She had a phenomenal ass. Like a peach. I wanted to take a bite— No. No. No. No. No. Get the drive and move on.

      Likely easier said than done. The chances that she wouldn’t get nosy were slim, and it was going to get dangerous.  The guilt ate at me, knowing she’d ask a good deal of questions and I wouldn’t be able to give her answers.

      East tapped away.  “She didn’t give you anything to go on?”

      I shook my head. “Not a thing.”

      “Okay, there, I see her. She is talking to Fenton Mills and someone else. One sec… let facial rec do its thing. She’s linked arms with Dexter Ford. He works for Mills at Mills and Crawford Investments.”

      I snorted at that.  “What kind of name is Dexter Ford? Sounds like a git we might have gone to school with.”

      And then Bridge reminded me why we’d been mates all these years. He turned to me and nodded his head.  “That’s a knob’s name if I ever heard one.”

      I gave him a nod of solidarity.

      East chuckled. “Ah, okay, there we go. We have her. Her name is Olivia Ashong. Her mother was the Ghanaian ambassador to the United States for most of her youth, then she was eventually assigned to the UK. She was a diplomat for twenty years. Her father was English and died when she was nine. Her mother passed away six months ago.”

      I forced my face into neutrality. “Rough go.” I kept staring at the photo with her and Ford and his hand dangerously close to her ass. Where my hand had been earlier that night.

      My hands fisted and I forced them to unfurl. Didn’t matter that I didn’t know her.  She felt like mine.

      East scanned her information.  “Oh, she’s been with Ford for two years. As far as I can tell, they’re not engaged.”

      My chest loosened. As if all of a sudden I could breathe. Game on. If he wasn’t going to put a ring on it, she was mine for the taking.

      East whistled low. “Well, what do you know?”

      I sat up straighter.

      He grinned. “It seems that we will have no problem finding Olivia Ashong.”

      Bridge frowned before heading over to the bar and pouring himself a whiskey. “Why is that?”

      “Because she works for us. She’s an admin to Kennedy Bright.”

      She had been under my nose all this time? “How long has she worked there?”

      East held up a finger.  “Looks like she started as a temp right around the time her mother died. And then Kennedy hired her on as a full-time executive assistant three months ago.”

      “Okay, great. I’ll make the approach and get back the data.” I was going to approach her about a whole lot more too, like why I was in a perpetual state of semi-arousal just thinking about her.

      East pursed his lips as he slid a glance over his laptop.  “I think I should make the approach. You already fucked it up, mate.”

      My brows rose as I took the drink Bridge handed me.   “Say what?” The hell I was going to allow him anywhere near her. Not with him looking like he could be the next Becks. No way, no how was that going to happen.

      He didn’t seem to get the memo from my death-glare eyes. “Mate, you fucked it up by letting her see you in Van Linsted’s office. You flubbed the pass. I think you’re done.”

      He was the one who was going to be done if he didn’t back off. “Now, just wait a minute. I made the best decision I could in the moment. And as for letting her see me, she was in the fucking closet. There wasn’t much to be done.”

      We both glanced at Bridge, and he shook his head.  “I’m not in this one. You two sort it out.”

      I pushed out of my chair to see what East was staring at. And then I saw it. There was a photo from the event when she was turning and looking over her shoulder at someone. Her dark skin glowed under the golden light. Even in the photo, her eyes spoke to me. She was in a word,  stunning.

      Her hair had been pulled back up her neck, with a few tendrils escaping. Skin the color of a fawn, high cheekbones, enormous almond-shaped eyes with lashes that fanned her cheeks. Fuck, she was beautiful.

      East sat back and crossed his arms.  “It makes more sense for me to approach her.”

      I laughed.  “Over my dead body. She doesn’t know you. She’ll recognize me.”

      East pointed a finger at me.  “You see the look on your face right there? You’re already distracted by her. We made a pact, for Emma, for Toby… No more distractions by this side shit. We owe it to them.”

      “I’m not distracted by anybody, ever. I will make the approach. We had a connection.” Total bollocks. I was ready and willing to kill East if he thought he was getting anywhere near Olivia Ashong.

      I could see Bridge’s smug smirk behind his whiskey glass as he chuckled. East didn’t even bother to hide his laugh.  “Oh yeah, sure. If you think you can make it work, Casanova, make it work. We need that drive. And we need to figure out if we can trust her or not. Right now, she’s an unknown factor that could be dangerous to us. To this whole plan.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I hear you. We’ll get it back.”

      We didn’t have any other choice.
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      Finding Olivia Ashong had been easy enough. After all, she worked in my bloody building.

      And somehow you missed her all this time?

      How many times had I passed her in the hallways or ridden with her in the elevator and just never noticed her before? Missed those eyes on me. Missed the catch in her breath.

      No. You would have noticed her.

      Those eyes would’ve locked me in place even if she hadn’t been wearing that devil of an eye-catching dress. East was right. I had other reasons for wanting to be the one to make the approach. I certainly didn’t want him to be the one. I didn’t usually get attached to women. There was a very good reason for that and a hell of a reason to be wary of this one.

      Alas, all the rationality in the world couldn’t calm the buzzing in my brain at the thought of possibly seeing her again. It hadn’t stopped the dreams of her scent as I tossed and turned all night. And my rational functioning brain had apparently zero control over my body that morning when I’d managed to drag my arse out of bed.

      Do this and get it over with.

      I needed that drive back, and I was prepared to give her whatever she wanted to make that happen. Thanks to East, I knew enough about her background to know she was overqualified for her job, so I’d start there and stop somewhere short of the bloody moon.

      The scent hit me first, crawling under my skin. Making me remember her little moan. Her office was meticulous. Overly so. Everything had its place, and nothing was out of it. She has this row of pens lined up so perfectly that I couldn’t resist the urge to nudge one askew.

      She had an interior office, so no massive wall of windows, but she did have one window letting in the light. And on her desk, the only personal item was a photo of her and a woman who looked like the older version of her with a complexion several shades darker. They both wore bathing suits and life vests and held paddles over their heads while laughing like loons.

      It was an image of pure unadulterated joy.

      When was the last time you felt like that?

      Clearly, whatever they’d been doing, probably paddle boarding, had been a hell of an adventure because they’d ended up soaking wet but triumphant.

      I had to grin at that.  She looked so happy. And I could tell from the photo that she laughed with her whole body. Was it throaty like her raspy voice suggested?

      There was nothing else personal in the office. It was almost too sterile. As though if she chose to leave her office tomorrow, all she would take was that picture and be done with it. Always ready to run.

      And that was how she found me, examining the one personal item in her office as I tried to glean as many important details as I could from that one image. That woman, whoever she was, meant the world to her. That much I knew.

      “Excuse me, what are you doing in my office?”

      Ah, that voice, grabbing me by the balls, forcing me to pay attention.

      I’d woken up that morning with a raging hard-on just thinking about approaching her, what I was going to say and how I was going to say it. I could walk in and demand that she give me what I needed, or I could ask her nicely. Or I could try to coax it out of her, make it good for the both of us. Would she make that same keening moan she’d made in the closet?

      Except for the small problem of her boyfriend.

      Instead, she’d caught me unaware, so all I could do was turn slowly at the sound of her voice. When our gazes locked, I found her standing, one hand on her hip, one wrapped around a laptop. Her hair that had been straightened and sleek for the fundraiser was now pinned neatly back into a bun. She wore simple studs in her ears, minimal makeup, a charcoal gray pencil skirt paired with a prim silk top, and the look was totally buttoned-down. The vamp of the other night was tucked neatly away.

      I almost liked this version of her better. I could make this version dirty.

      There was something about her direct stare that hit me straight in the sternum, and it took longer than I liked to force my brain to work.

      Nope. Focus. Get the drive.

      I took several steps toward her and watched with respect and a little pride as she held her ground and even lifted her chin a little. “Just the woman I was hoping to find. You know, your scent has been lingering in my mind.”

      That’s it, pour on the charm.

      Her dark eyes went wide at that. But she quickly schooled her response into one of indifferent composure. The only thing that hinted to any fun in her personality were the buttons on her blouse.  Looking closely, I noticed each one was a different emoji. But you would have to be super close to notice. I probably should’ve taken a step back, but I didn’t budge.

      “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing in my office?”

      I lifted a brow.  “Oh, this is how you’re playing it. I have to say I’m surprised. You’re going to pretend you don’t recognize me. And I thought I’d made a memorable impression.” I leaned forward to make my point. Rookie mistake, because once I was that close, I needed to be closer. Still though, I doubled down. “I was the one with my hand on your arse. My lips and your skin are very well acquainted.”

      Her little sharp intake of breath gave her away at the moment of recognition. Then she squinted and slid her glasses on. Once they were settled on the bridge of her nose, her eyes flared wide. “Oh, I remember. I’ve been trying to forget.”

      Then she swallowed hard and blinked several times before directly meeting my gaze.

      Holy shit. That penetrative stare stirred something deep inside me. Something I’d buried long ago. I quickly pushed down the unknown yet somehow familiar emotion.

      “You sure? Because the way your pupils have dilated, I’m fairly certain you’ve been remembering… a lot.” I gave her a sly grin. “Does remembering make your knickers wet?”

      Her lips parted like maybe she might tell me they were indeed wet right now. Oh, fuck me, even better if she didn’t have any on. But instead, she pursed her lips and lifted her chin. “I’m sure you would love to know, but I, it seems, unlike you, have work to do. So can you get the hell out?”

      I lifted a brow. So she was going to make me work for it. Fine by me. I liked a good challenge.  “I suppose you thought you’d never see me again.”

      “Well, I had thought that you would be in jail. And I didn’t know why I would need to see you again. At least not at first.”

      So she has it. “At least you’re aware of why I’m here then?”

      She frowned, a light crease forming between her brows, and her lips pursed.  “I had originally wanted to see if you were okay. Security didn’t look too gentle. But then I realized you’d used me to smuggle something out of the estate, so my feelings turned less charitable and I’d hoped not to see you again.”

      The spark of fire in her eyes had me grinning. “There you are. The mouthy little imp from Saturday night. I will admit to liking you being concerned about me.”

      “Don’t get too excited. What do you want?”

      Charm, be charming. “I’d like back what you have of mine.”

      She laughed then. “So you tracked me down. And how did you do that anyway? Was there a tracking chip in that drive?”

      No, but that was a hell of an idea. “I need the flash drive, and I’m prepared to give you something in exchange.”

      “Let me get this straight, you used me, and yet I’m supposed to be thrilled you found me? What’s on the drive?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about. You hand it over and we’re done.”

      “Or what?”

      I frowned. “What do you mean ‘or what’?”

      “I hand it over, or what?”

      “Why wouldn’t you hand it over?”

      “Because I don’t know what’s on it. And I don’t know why you were stealing it. I mean, what kind of thief are you that you would hand off something valuable, unless you thought I could be manipulated after the fact?”

      What? No. “I’m not a thief, and it’s complicated. And I’m certainly not telling you what’s on it. But thanks for telling me you haven’t already tried to look at it.”

      Her brow furrowed, and I wanted to smooth the worry from her expression. What the fuck is wrong with you mate? Head in the game.

      “I don’t think I can help you. The kind of help you probably want is not something that I can provide. I’m not the kind of woman that sneaks into off-limits, top-secret locations and hides in the closet with a stranger.  Saturday night was an anomaly.  I don’t know how you found me, but you can be on your merry way. I’m handing that drive off to the police.”

      I gritted my teeth but forced my lips into a semblance of a smile. “Well, you’re pretty easy to find. Your face was all over CCTV of the event.”

      She swallowed hard.  “Am I in trouble? How much was that statue worth? Oh God, tell me. I need to know so I can figure out how I’m going to pay it back.”

      “The statue? What are you talking about?”

      She blinked at me. “This isn’t about the statue?”

      I folded my arms. “No, but now I feel like I need the whole story.”

      “Oh, you’re not going to get it. You can go.” She tried to sidestep me, but I blocked her. “I’m sorry, you need something from me and yet you still haven’t told me exactly who you are.”

      I lifted a brow.  “Sorry, I’m Ben. You’re Olivia. Now, about that flash drive, love…”

      “You slipped it to me on purpose. You didn’t want anyone to find it. So, until you tell me who you are, what you want with it, or what’s on it, I’m not giving it back.”

      “Right.” It was probably time to pull out the big guns.  “Okay, I said my name is Ben. Maybe I should finish that for you. Ben Covington.”

      She frowned.  “Why do I know that name?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle.  “Well, you should know it because I own the building we’re standing in.”

      If there was a picture of a cartoon character with eyes going wide in total shock and disbelief, mouth going agape, that would be Olivia. “You’re that Ben? Ben Covington.”

      I nodded slowly.  “Yup, that’s me.”

      “But what were you doing at the fundraiser? And why were you hiding?  What is on that flash drive?”

      The questions came out in rapid-fire, staccato sentences. “Jesus, you talk a lot. Look, all that doesn’t matter right now. What does matter is that I need it back. I’m even willing to give you something for the drive. I took a look at your resume. I don’t know why you’re hiding out here as Kennedy’s executive assistant, but you need to be in operations. Your resume warrants it. You’re good at what you do, and I’ve looked at your employee evaluations. Kennedy has nothing but amazing things to say about you, so how would you like a job working for me? I need a new operations director, a right hand. Not to worry, there will be no hint of impropriety. You’ll report directly to Jessa Ainsley, so you don’t have to worry about all your fantasies about where you would have let me touch you.”

      She stared at me. I would have expected most people to jump up and down, be thrilled, be excited. Not Olivia Ashong. She stared with a gaze so intense I started to shift in my discomfort.  “I hate to be the one to break it to you, but you’re not that good. I’ve already forgotten the whole thing. But I am curious, why would you give me this job?”

      Oh, but I was that good. “Because until Saturday night, I didn’t even know you worked here, which means that you’re invisible. You can’t get promoted if you’re invisible. I don’t know exactly why you took this job with Kennedy, but you are capable of doing so much more, and I can offer you that opportunity.”

      “So, just like that, without a proper interview or anything, you would give me the kind of job that pays a ridiculous amount of money to get that thing back?”

      “Whatever you want, yeah. How about it?”

      “I say until you can tell me what it is, or why it’s so critical, or even better, why I shouldn’t turn it into the police, my answer is no.”
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      Ben had been right in my office that morning when he’d talked about my wet panties. They’d been soaked. He’d been so damn smug. No way I was letting him know he affected me. And besides, I was with Dex. Ben Covington was merely a little harmless fantasy.

      Right. So that’s why you’re running to Telly’s for a second opinion?

      To be fair, it wasn’t the only reason, even though I knew what I was doing was a mistake.

      Well, I’d made a series of them starting with turning down flipping Ben Covington for a job. I was out of my mind. The series of decisions I’d made since going to that stupid fundraiser had sent me on this path, and I wasn’t sure I could course correct.

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      Of all the stupid things you’ve ever done, Liv, this takes the cake. But like my mother always said, some mistakes had to be made.

      It wasn’t like I didn’t know I was making one. I knew the moment I made a copy of the flash drive. Even when I’d brazenly told him he couldn’t have it, I’d known I was going to give it to him. But he’d used me, and I needed to know why and how much trouble I was in.

      When I saw him in my office, some primal, feminine part of me had wanted to preen. He was dangerous with a capital D. And I was going to need to stay the hell away. But boy had I wanted to lean into his sandalwood scent.

      I’d wanted to do other things to his towering frame too. I was pretty sure I needed a grappling hook to climb that mountain, and there was a part of me that was totally into that.

      Nope. Stop it.

      I had to stop thinking about him. Those ice-blue eyes. The charcoal vest over the crisp white shirt. The swatch of cerulean silk in his tie that accentuated the color of his eyes. God, I had problems. One, I had a boyfriend. Two, Ben Covington was possibly the most handsome man I’d ever seen on the planet. Three, he’d used me.

      There was a reason he’d done it, and I needed to know why. I couldn’t explain it, but I hoped knowing would buy me some assurances. He was willing to give me a triple-pay upgrade. He owned the place, but no one did that unless they were desperate.

      As I furtively glanced over my shoulder, I skipped up the stairs of the waterfront flats toward Telly’s place. She basically lived above Vauxhall tube station. After work, I’d taken the tube from Soho and headed straight to her place, knowing with every step that I was making a grave error.

      But if I was making a mistake, I knew Telly was the friend to go with me. I was about to do something that was probably going to get me into trouble, but I couldn’t let it go. He was hiding something. Something that might be important for me to know. Like a scab, I couldn’t stop picking at it. I had to know if this was going to blow up in my face. I had to have answers.

      At Telly’s, the closed entryway with keypad access didn’t stop me. I pulled out my set of keys and opened the door. There were several people on the lift with me as I headed up to the third floor. With each step toward Telly’s flat, I wondered what had gotten into me.

      I knocked at Telly’s door, and it took a minute before I heard her footsteps on the other side. When she yanked it open, she was out of breath.  “Hey, you gorgeous slag. Give me a minute.”

      “Hey, Telly.”

      She laughed. “Come right in. The look on your face clearly says, ‘This calls for wine.’ Tell me, is this a breakup surprise? Don’t tease me.”

      I groaned.  “Telly.”

      “Okay. Sorry,” she grumbled. She stepped back to let me in and then closed the door behind me before she ran into her room.  “Let me hit save on what I’m working on.”

      “I’ll get the wine.” I practically lived there, so I knew exactly where to find it.

      In her kitchen, I reached into the fridge. I knew I’d find a Moscato in there, because Telly, like me, didn’t actually like real wine. She liked the sweet stuff that tasted more like fruit juice than anything. I uncorked it and poured two hefty glasses. It was our shared joke all through Uni. We’d never be sophisticated enough for the real stuff.  She’d always said it kept her real and then proceeded to laugh at all the wine snobs who insisted they could taste every single flavor and flower. She claimed that in her bartending days she often served cheap wine and no one could tell the difference.

      I was inclined to believe her.

      When she jogged back into the living area, she gave me a smile.  “I love you. And I’m so glad you’re here. Sorry about the break-up comment. But what the hell? Is this about the mugging Saturday night?”

      I laughed because only Telly could say that to me. Since Uni, we’d vowed to only tell each other the truth. The side effect of that promise was that now she could read me like a book.

      I reached into the pocket of my trench. I hadn’t even bothered to take it off. The chill from the misty rain outside was still running through me. That was London in the early spring for you. I pulled out the drive and laid it on the kitchen counter.  “No, this isn’t about the mugging. I canceled my credit card. The police are not hopeful it’ll ever be found. But that’s not what this is about. This flash drive, can you find out what’s on it for me?”

      Her gaze slid to the flash drive, to my face, then back to the flash drive.  “Where did you get this mysterious drive?”

      “Uhm… it’s a long story. But I couldn’t read it. I figure you can do some hackery magic or something.”

      She laughed then.  “You recognize I can’t hack everything, right?”

      “I know that.  But I need you to hack into that.” I drank two large gulps of my wine. “It’s important.”

      I stared at the flash drive, wondering what the hell I was doing. In the last two days, I had been afraid, worried, curious... and free. These were feelings I had been searching for half my life. And that energy had fueled my writing. It was like the adrenaline I still carried from that night had unlocked my creative center.

      Ever since my mother died, there had been this empty part of me, and it tasted like dissatisfaction. It was eating at me. It ate away the carefully constructed life that I’d told myself I wanted and what I understood as living.

      There had been an edge of danger, a spike of adrenaline, the fear of getting caught. God, I sounded insane even to myself. But I’d felt a little more… alive. And I’d certainly felt that when I found Ben in my office. Like suddenly something had turned on all my machinery.

      It was terrifying but also exhilarating. I wasn’t a complete idiot. I knew my therapist would tell me that I was displaying risky behavior. While I was exhilarated, I was putting myself in danger. And before I took things even further, I needed to know what the hell I was dealing with.

      Telly crossed her arms.  “Is it going to require more wine-ing?”

      I nodded.  “Yeah. I’ll grab the bottle and turn on the heat lamp.”

      She met me a minute later with some chocolates and cheese.  “Well, you know, we have to pretend that we’re not just having wine for dinner.”

      I nodded solemnly. “That’s a good point.”

      Once we were settled in with the heater blasting and our gazes trained on the flames, she spoke. “So, what the hell have you gotten yourself into, Liv? You don’t come to me with random flash drives. Something is happening.”

      I chewed my bottom lip, worried about how much to say. “Remember the thing with the Viking in the closet? And how I felt alive, and you know... generally, all the shenanigans?”

      She nodded slowly.

      “Well, the part I left out before, you know, I got mugged… he passed me something.”

      “He passed you what? Like chlamydia?”

      I snorted wine up my nose. That was my fault for taking a sip while she was talking. I knew Telly was prone to outrageousness.

      It felt good to laugh and release some of the tension coiling between my shoulders.  “No, I told you I didn’t bang him in the closet.”

      “Hey, no judgment here. Not like you don’t deserve a good bang in a closet, to be fair.”

      I opened my mouth to defend Dexter, but then, well, she was right. I did deserve it. Since Mom died, he hadn’t laid a hand on me. And when I initiated, he’d make an excuse not to do it. But that was another problem for another day. “So anyway, I told you we hid in the closet, and then he went his way and I went mine and returned to the party. Well, then he was in a scuffle with security after he was in some kind of altercation with Bram Van Linsted.”

      There was a beat of silence. “So, he was having an altercation with Van Linsted and security came. How did you get involved?”

      “Well, I stopped the security guys as they were dragging him off Van Linsted, trying to tell them to let him go. They were trying to pin him down, he fought their hold, I went too close, and then all of us took a tumble.”

      She frowned. “You left that out on Saturday.”

      “I know. It was something out of like a hilarious blooper-reel from some movie. Like something Anne Hathaway would act in.”

      “You know what? You could easily be the brown version of Anne Hathaway.”

      I grinned.  “You think? I guess my boobs are good enough. I’ll take it.”

      She nodded.  “Okay, so you fell. What’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is that flash drive. He slid it into my purse, as if he didn’t want anyone to find it in his possession.”

      She leaned forward, her glass of wine cradled between both palms.  “Are you sure he did it?”

      “Yes. I went to work this morning, and there he was, in my office.”

      Her mouth fell open. “What?”

      “I know. He was standing there like he owned the place. Gorgeous. And he was wearing a vest and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, showcasing some discreet ink. And his forearms were thick and strong, and it was just…”

      “Right. Yes. So you told me how he was in your office, and his forearms were exposed. Did he bend you over the desk, because... yes,  I’ve been looking for a romance too, you know, but I’ll use your life as a substitute for now.”

      “Stop it. You have Carmen. He didn’t bend me over the desk, but he offered me a job.”

      “Okay, back up. This is the same bloke who hid with you in a closet, whispered sexy nothings in your ear like, ‘stop moving, be quiet, stay here,’ while you were grinding against his very big dick. And then he slips you something, nothing inappropriate, of course, just, you know, a flash drive that could be virtually anything. And then on Monday, two days later, he’s in your office.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there more?”

      It all sounded ridiculous when she said it out loud. “Um, yes. As it turns out, he’s my boss, Ben Covington.”

      Telly’s head snapped back, and then she eased herself to the back of her chair.  “Jesus fucking Christ, the billionaire?”

      “Yeah, apparently. London Lords, it’s him and two friends.”

      “I know that. They’re in the business papers all the time. And they go through women like they’re candy.”

      “I suppose I need to catch up on my reading. How do you know this?”

      “Look, I have no need for cock, but that doesn’t mean I can’t admire the gorgeousness it’s attached to. And game recognizes game.”

      I shook my head and licked my lips. I sounded like an idiot. How could I not know? I’d been lucky to get this job. I’d said yes without knowing much about the company. And between the accident and loosing Mom, I’d been… well, complacent.

      Telly, ever my bestie, was maybe a little too kind. “Well, you’ve had a lot to deal with lately. I could imagine you not paying attention to who your employers are.”

      “Yeah, well anyway, there he was, wanting the flash drive back. And in exchange, he offered me a better job.”

      “Ah jeez, this is a slippery slope. Do you want to take the job?”

      Hell yes. “I think I do. Look, the job is right up my alley. I can stop being an executive assistant. But I can’t shake the feeling of being used. What if I’d been arrested getting that thing out of there? And what if it’s corporate espionage?”

      Telly chewed her bottom lip. “Look, I’ll have a look at it and see if I can decipher what’s on it. But you be careful with a man like that. He’s a billionaire. What’s on that flash drive could be billionaire things.”

      “Billionaire things?”

      “Sure. You know what I mean. It could be about some corporate espionage, political intrigue, money, women, drugs, jewels.”

      “Yeah, I know. He had it at the Van Linsted fundraiser, and he was doing something in that room. But I don’t know what.”

      “I hear you. But be careful. I’m worried that he found you.”

      “He said he checked CCTV. Maybe taking the job is a good idea. I can keep an eye on the situation.”

      “Hon, I’m not sure that’s wise. Why run to danger?”

      She had a point. Why was I pushing this? “I have to know, Telly. I just… I need to.”

      She sighed. “Okay. So, this new job… Will you be working directly with him?”

      “Yeah.”

      Telly drained her glass. “Liv, you need to be careful. We don’t know what the hell we’re dealing with.”

      “That sounds like you’re with me.”

      “Honey, I’m always with you. Even if it means women’s prison. Who knows, I might meet the love of my life.”
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      “Where are we on the drive?”

      I glowered at Bridge as I stared up at him from East’s couch. The sun had long set. And we could see St. James Park and Westminster lit like twinkle lights as cars and buses darted around and tourists cavorted and enjoyed London nightlife.

      “Working on it.” I knew they weren’t going to be happy. Hell, I wasn’t happy. I still couldn’t believe she had said no to me. No one said no to me. I usually charmed them into compliance. But not her. What burned the most was how wrong I’d read her. Going by the closet, she’d felt that instant hum and buzz between us, like you could hear the electricity.

      But in her office, she’d been much more reserved. Cool and distant. Like the woman who’d moaned and molded herself to me had never existed.

      I’d been so out of sorts after striking out with Miss ass-so sweet-I-want-to-take-a-bite-out-of-it, that I’d asked for lunch with my father. Clearly, I hadn’t been in my right mind. But at least I wouldn’t be coming to the damn meeting completely empty handed. So finally, something the old man was good for. I only hoped what he had told me would bear fruit.

      East lifted a brow. “Mate, working on it? Everything hinges on you getting that drive. Do I need to remind you that Van Linsted already has a head start with whatever is on that drive?”

      “I know, and I’m working on it.”

      Drew came in from the kitchen holding a bacon butty. “What he means is he struck out.”

      I scowled at my mate. “With the best restaurants just downstairs that will deliver, you’re eating a bacon butty? And what it means is that there’s work to be done. I’ll make it happen.”

      Drew took a bite of his sandwich as he flipped me off.

      East ran a hand through his hair. “We’re not playing around here. You want me to do this?”

      I dragged my feet off the coffee table and sat up, leaning forward on my elbows and pinning him with a direct glare. “Do you really think I’ll give up? Even if I have to steal it from her, I’ll do it. I was the one who walked into that fundraiser and made it happen. So, when I tell you I will get it back, what does that mean?” I wasn’t used to being questioned. They knew me. They knew how single minded and determined I could be. Not to mention if East went near Olivia, I might consider hurting him. But I kept that to myself.

      Bridge, uncharacteristically, acted as peacemaker. “East, mate, he’ll get it. I know he will. No one wants to get payback for Toby more than Ben does.”

      I ground my teeth. I knew East wanted revenge. So did Bridge, and so did Drew. There was no one-upmanship when it came to our pain. “Sorry. Things didn’t go well the first time. But I have this. Don’t worry. But even more pressing, I had lunch with my father today.”

      Bridge and East exchanged glances. Ever since the Lila situation, my father and I hadn’t exactly been on speaking terms, so likely they were wondering if I was pretending he wasn’t still alive. I had been, but I needed information, so I’d swallowed my pride.

      “I asked for a little background and got more than I bargained for. He didn’t really tell me anything we didn’t already know about the Van Linsteds, but what he did bring to light is how much of an uphill battle we have. For starters we’ll need to make friends and influence people. With two hundred members of the Elite, it will take too much time to talk to them all. We need the Five to assist and sway opinion in the preliminary member votes for Director Prime.”

      The Five were the most influential members of the Elite. They were hand selected by the senior council. Terms were for life once selected. The Five each had ten votes, so physically, they could change the outcome of a Director Prime vote. But also, their job was to sway and influence within the Elite. They were never supposed to reveal their identities, and if they were compromised, they were to step down and allow the senior council to select another. Each member of the Five was an expert in politics and negotiation, and in their early days, each would have excelled at all aspects of Elite training.

      There were procedures for stepping down because of being compromised and in the case of death. But since the terms were for life and there was such secrecy, members of senior council having to select a new member was a rarity. And as members of senior council served ten-year terms, it was rare for any member to know the identity of more than two members of the Five at a time.

      Rumor was that there were provisions in case all five members died in a freak accident. But as that had never happened, there was no one who could know who they all were.

      “Not news, I know. Here’s something that is. We need to put forth a candidate to run against Bram. It’s not enough to make sure he’s not elected. We must suggest a suitable replacement. That’s how the Elite works. The Five need someone to point the membership to. Bram’s running unopposed at the moment.”

      East said, “So we’re fucked.”

      “I wouldn’t say that exactly. Dear old Dad might have finally done one thing for me after all these years. He let it slip that Rowan Downs is one of the Five.”

      Bridge’s mouth fell open. “Holy shit.”

      East just gave me a satisfied nod and then pressed a button so that a massive screen descended from the ceiling, covering the TV. Another couple of taps on his keyboard, and our plan projected on screen so we could all see it. “Okay, so Benny boy has just given us all some hope. As you know, the name of the game is vengeance. Phase one, Ben getting the download from Bram’s hard drive and phone is in progress. The next step is to identify the Five. Thanks to Ben, we have one name. But likely, so does Bram. If not more.”

      The drive Olivia was holding hostage had everything, the history of council votes, meeting notes, and travel schedules. Vital information that would at least help us narrow down who the other members of the Five might be. The Five were supposed to be a method of checks and balances on the Elite, just in case power was corrupted. If we could find out who the rest were before Bram did, we could find leverage to get them to block a vote for Bram as Director Prime and loosen the Van Linsted stranglehold on power.

      Easy now, who is your viable candidate?

      One problem at a time. We’d figure something out.

      Blocking Bram was just the first step. I intended to destroy the family.

      East continued. “We have to assume that since his father is currently Director Prime and the senior council has inducted a new member into the Five in recent years, Bram Van Linsted already has at least one of the names. So we’re starting on our back feet.”

      Bridge nodded. “Yeah, but Marcus is an old-timer, and as much as he wants Bram in power, wouldn’t he just work the back channels for him? I find it hard to believe he’d give up the name. You remember Marcus’s training exercises. A gentleman above all, private matters stay private, and secrets whispered are never revealed. He’s a bloody true believer. No way he’d give Bram a name.”

      Drew took a sip of his scotch as he rattled the keys in his pocket with his hand. “He might not have given him a name, but I’ll bet Bram still has it. Remember, Bram’s specialty is politics. He had the same clandestine training as us, and he knows how to play the game. As much as we would like him to be, he’s not a complete idiot. So he might have found another way to get the other names.”

      East nodded and turned back to the monitor. “Okay, so assume we get the drive and the names. We’re going to need leverage. As much as possible. The Five should be above reproach, but that doesn’t mean they haven’t buried some secrets and skeletons somewhere. No one’s going to do something for nothing.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “It’s entirely possible that no one else wants another twenty-year reign of the Van Linsteds. Let’s not forget Bram’s got a brother, Miles. He’s younger, but I imagine he’s around to take up a term right after his brother. Then we’ll never be free. And there are others who see the writing on the wall. We’re not entirely alone.”

      East nodded. “No, but let’s not assume that the Van Linsteds don’t have something to offer. Because they do.”

      He was right. At the core of it, most people were greedy and would do anything to have their names associated with the most powerful families in the world, including sell their souls. “All right, so we get the drive back and get the names. What next?”

      East nodded. “We also need to assume we’re being watched. I checked surveillance. We’ve got Ilya Tosca outside the Soho Branch. Bridge, Drew, I’ve spotted Joseph Link and Terrence Randolph, both known fixers, outside your homes. Maybe the Elite is always watching. Maybe they are paying attention because of the anniversary of Toby’s death. They are in fact watching our every move, so we need to be aware of the moves we make and how they’ll be perceived. We don’t want to clue anyone in on what we’re doing.”

      Bridge had started to pace as he tried to walk through the issue. “Downs is going to be a problem too. He’s notoriously reclusive. Only turns up for the major votes. If any of us take a trip to Oz to speak to him, they’ll know.”

      East nodded. “Let me work on that. He’s an art lover. We might be able to lure him to us.”

      “Okay, in the meantime, one of us needs to run interference with Bram now. If we can get any insight into what he’s doing next, that’ll help,” I said.

      Bridge stepped forward. “I’ll do it.”

      The pit fell out of my stomach. No way I could ask Bridge to do that. “You hate him. He knows you hate him.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe, but we need to keep an eye on him.”

      Drew agreed with him. “I hate to say it, but we do need someone watching him. I could, but any of my dealings with him jeopardizes my father, which I don’t think we want to do because it would upset the balance of the voting seats before we have time to establish who the Five are.”

      I threw up my hands. “Bridge is my best mate. How is anyone going to believe we’ve fractured now?”

      Everyone was silent for a moment. Then East shrugged. “Well, that’s not hard to do. We just make sure that footage of you two arguing outside of the nick is circulated. A few strategic placements where we lay some breadcrumbs of discontent and a fracturing of your relationship. We make them think that he is on their side.”

      Bridge had clearly given this some thought. “If it gets us close enough to provide you some shield and cover, then I’ll do it. We need as much time as possible before the Van Linsteds figure out what the fuck we’re doing.” Bridge said.

      I shook my head. “Bridge, mate, this isn’t you. You’re going to hate every moment of it.”

      He met my gaze darkly. “I’ve hated every moment without Toby. For him, I can do this.”

      “But you’re going to be in the viper’s nest. You’re going to have to pretend you want to be there.”

      “Let me do it.” His silvery gray eyes were intense, focused. He wanted to do this. It was how he was going to make the Van Linsteds pay. I couldn’t begrudge him that, so I nodded. “Yeah, all right. But we’ll have to come up with a plan to make sure everyone believes that there’s a rift between us.”

      East nodded. “Like I said, easy peasy. We’ll also have Bridge feed some strategic information to them about Ben’s movements, what he’s doing. We’ll set the narrative instead of them setting it.”

      I glanced around at my friends. “So we’re for real doing this?”

      East nodded. “Looks that way. We just have to make sure to get that drive back.”

      “All right, as soon as we have it back, we’ll hit the ground running. Let’s start getting justice for Toby.”
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      “Kennedy Bright’s office, how may I assist you?”

      I didn’t know what in the world had happened, but everyone was on a tear and had questions for Kennedy this morning. She was the Global Head of New Business and Corporate Affairs. It seemed that there were new client issues left and right.

      When she called me into her office, I smiled and gave her a stack of messages, my notebook up and ready. “Hey, Kennedy, what do you need?”

      “It’s wild today, isn’t it? It’s like they can sense when I’m off the phone then the next person calls.”

      I puffed out a breath as I took a seat, tucking one of my wayward curls behind my ear, but all it did was spring free again. “I was just going to say it’s like Mercury in retrograde or something.”

      She chuckled then got straight to business. I’d always admired her. When I’d started at London Lords six months ago, she was very clear with me that I was overqualified to be her executive assistant, but that if I stuck with her for a year, she’d help me get hired in Operations, which is what I’d been doing before.

      “I got a call from one of our CEOs, Ben Covington.”

      I groaned then pursed my lips. Unfortunately, my body also clenched, remembering the timbre of his voice. “I wondered when he’d reach out to you.”

      She smiled. “He seems to think that you would make a fantastic operations director.”

      What was I supposed to say? I wanted to move up, but I wanted it to be on my merit. “Would I now?”

      “Oh, but I think you would. Why didn’t you tell me you applied for a position on his team? Jessa Ainsley is terrific. You’ll learn a lot from her.”

      My mouth fell open as I tried to process her words. “What? I didn’t apply.”

      She blinked in surprise. “Well, that’s the impression he gave.” She narrowed her eyes, her gaze more shrewdly assessing now. “Do you know him personally?”

      I saw where she was going with this. “No, I do not.” Sniffing me and having his hand on my ass notwithstanding.

      “Oh God, he’s good. He made it seem like you’d gone looking, knowing full well I’d be more inclined to give you up that way than if he just poached you.”

      “I always keep the resume fresh like you suggested, and it is on the company server, but I did not go looking for another opportunity. I promised you a year.”

      “Oh, you’re not in any trouble. I know how he works. He’ll get what he wants by any means necessary.”

      “Determined, isn’t he?”

      “That he is, but I think this is great. Honestly, in the last few months you’ve shown exemplary organizational skills. I gave you the same spiel I give everyone at the beginning. You know how it is… some twenty-year-old intern walks in here and thinks that she should be wearing her power suits and be in charge within a month. Meanwhile, she knows nothing about the business except ‘Oh my God. My socials.’” Somehow, despite being British, she pulled off a perfect Kardashians impression.

      I couldn’t help but snort a laugh. “I know. That’s not me, though.”

      “And I see that. I think it’s a great opportunity for you.”

      I ground my teeth at that. “I appreciate that, but I’m not sure what I want to do yet.”

      “Well, give it sincere thought. Working on Ben’s team is a huge coup. Jessa is fantastic. I think you’ll report directly to her.”

      He was trying to force my hand, the jackass. Fine, if he wanted to play hardball, then so could I. “Well, it’s nice to have your support. Thank you.”

      “Of course. You are far too smart to be sitting in my front office for any length of time.”

      “Thank you. I admire you a lot.”

      “Same here. Now, if we could just fix my dating life, then the world would be perfect.”

      I laughed. “Are you still trying the apps?”

      “You know what, don’t write me any more profiles. The last one you wrote me was so good I got all these guys who were trying to have intellectual conversations with me but didn’t seem to want me for my body at all.”

      “What happened to the perfect man right in the middle? Where is he?”

      She laughed. “Not anywhere I can see. Feels like I was jinxed a long time ago in love. Doesn’t matter though. What matters today is we have good news for you. I’m really proud. I’ve loved having you on my team, and I’m sure it’ll work out. Whatever you decide, just let me know and then I’ll work out a transition with Ben.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      There was nothing else to say. Looked like Ben was going to get his way.
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      We had a plan. We just had to execute. But no one could execute a damn thing until I had the drive, and so far, I was coming up empty.

      I threw my stress ball up in the air as I leaned back in my seat. I needed to figure out a secondary approach and fast, because if she took it to someone who could figure out what she had, it was risky for everyone. Especially her. I had to find a way to get the advantage.

      So, what? Be her friend?

      When was the last time I had been friends with a woman? It wasn’t even an option. She was in my system.

      Never.

      I loved women. Women were beautiful. Certainly engaging. But having a long-term relationship would be complicated and not on my top ten list of things to do.

      Ever since Lila, I’d kept a healthy emotional distance from the fairer sex.

      Not that a woman from five years ago should be clouding my judgment at all. She just informed so many of my interactions with women. So being friends with a woman I wanted wasn’t going to work. I wasn’t capable.

      A knock sounded on my office door, and I assumed I’d find East or Bridge jamming their big frame inside my doorway, but instead I found oh-so-delicate Olivia. Her dark eyes met mine levelly, and my fucking dick twitched. Traitor.  “Had a change of mind, love?”

      She just scowled at me. From behind her back, she produced the flash drive. “You want this?”

      I blinked as I sat up straighter.  “Yes, I do.” I wanted so much more too. Like her pretty mouth around my cock. I kept that to myself, though.

      She wagged her finger back and forth at me.  “Easy does it. Possession and all that.”

      I crossed my arms. “Fine. What do you want?”

      “Well, I want you to tell me why this is so important.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Is it something illegal?”

      “All that’s on that disk is information. You are just going to have to trust me.”

      “Trust you?  I don’t even know you.”

      My skin hummed. Didn’t she feel that? Was I the only one suffering? I took a sip of coffee from my mug. “Yes, you do. Your body was molded against mine a few days ago. I know exactly how you fit against me. I know your scent. You know mine too. You can feel the electricity, can’t you?”

      She watched me intently. “Did you know your mug says world’s biggest dick?”

      I grinned. “Yep. It was a gift from Jessa. Not sure how she knew, but I’m happy to announce it loudly.”

      “I don’t think that mug means what you think it does.”

      I frowned at the thing. “What else could it mean?”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. “If you don’t know I won’t tell you. Look, I don’t like to put faith in things I can’t see or touch.”

      Smart. But she could touch the electrical charge between us. She just didn’t want to yet. “Then that makes you a very smart woman. What do you want in trade?”

      She stepped into my office and then eased the door closed behind her. The look she gave me was one of calculation.  “Well, the job you offered, I’ll take it.”

      My heart tried to punch its way out of my chest. She was saying yes? I arched my brow.  “I thought you felt like I was buying you.”

      “You are. And I accept.”

      Bloody brilliant.  “All right then. I see your sense of morals took a quick dip.”

      “Sometimes I can be stubborn. But if the job is legit and I’m not like your personal naked assistant or something, then I would like to accept.”

      Too bad. I liked the idea of her as my personal naked assistant, though.  Why didn’t I think of that job title? “Fine, what else?”

      She smoothed her hands over her blouse and then cleared her throat before tucking her hand behind her back. “I have some tasks I need to perform, and I would like you to accompany me.”

      I blinked slowly as I considered the tasks. “Excuse me? What kind of tasks?”

      She lifted her chin. “Do you want this drive or not?”

      “Oh, I do. But I didn’t get to be a shrewd businessman by blankly agreeing to things. I like to know what I’m getting into.” Especially if it involved me with my tongue between her thighs. Stay focused.

      “I won’t be asking you to do anything illegal, immoral or otherwise. I just have to get some things done and it will be a lot easier if someone is there. And I am not going to tell you what I have to do. I just want to be able to call you, and you’ll have to turn up.”

      I shook my head. “No deal.”

      Her brow lifted. “Okay then. Guess I’ll just call the Guardian and give them the drive. Apparently, you don’t want this so badly after all.”

      Hardball? She had to be fucking with me. You can show her hard balls.

      I forced myself not to laugh at my internal joke. I couldn’t let her walk out of here with the drive.

      Bollocks. “Fine. Call when you need me to accompany you to something, and I’ll turn up. But I have a few limitations. I’m not going to shave your dog’s balls or something.”

      Her face scrunched up.  “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      “Hard not to be when you’re blackmailing me.”

      “Well, you brought this on yourself. And it’s not blackmail since you offered me the job.”

      My fingers itched to get my hands on the drive and her skin. “Anything else you’d like to ask me for?”

      She shifted on her feet and her gaze scanned over me. Did she stop on my lips?

      “No, that’s it for now.”

      She stepped forward, her palm outstretched with the flash drive on it. When she was close enough, I pushed myself to my feet. I realized how small she was then. Even in her heels, I loomed over her.  “Think about it, princess. This is your last chance to ask for something else.” Like my tongue on her clit.

      Her gaze flickered to mine and held. “I don’t need anything else.”

      “Okay.” I took the disk from her warm palm. “Glad to hear it. I guess we’re in bed together.”

      She stunned me with a brilliant smile before she hit me where it hurt. “I don’t think you’re that lucky.” And then she turned on her heel, sashaying out, the red soles of her shoes mocking me as she clicked away. I’d just been outplayed by a player. And I couldn’t even be mad about it.
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      I waited until the day was over and let myself into East’s flat without even thinking about it. He didn’t usually bring women back to the penthouse. Anyone who was temporary he took to a room downstairs. He often told them that he was spoiling them with room service and all that jazz, but mostly, he just didn’t want them in his place. He looked up from his laptop. “You never knock, do you?”

      “What’s the point?”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “Bridge was held up in his meeting.”

      “Tell me you have good news.”

      I held up the flash drive. “I have good news.”

      East jumped up. “Thank fucking Christ. What did you have to give her?” He smiled at me lasciviously. “Did you show her Big Ben? Is that why she gave this to us?”

      “Shut it. I mean, it’s not like I didn’t offer. But she wasn’t interested. Boyfriend and all that.”

      “Ugh, what does it feel like to have a deflated ego?”

      I tossed the drive at him, and he caught it one-handed. “Nothing deflated about my ego. It’s perfectly intact, just like always.”

      He rolled his eyes then. “So, what did you have to give her?”

      I poured a scotch and eased back on my usual spot, staring at the muted game of football on the telly. “I gave her a job.”

      He laughed. “Seriously? You really did give her a job?”

      “Yeah. And she’s qualified for it too. I don’t know why she’s been working as an admin.”

      “Okay, if you say so.”

      I winced. “There’s something else.”

      He lifted a brow. “What?”

      “She wants me to do some things for her.”

      He grinned then. “See, I knew you’d get to the good part eventually. Tell me more.”

      “There’s nothing to tell. I don’t know what these things are, but she assured me it would be nothing illegal or immoral.”

      “Wait, she got you to agree to do something and you don’t know what it is?”

      “I had to agree, or we wouldn’t have that.” I inclined my head toward his palm. “I did what I had to do.”

      He grinned. “Well, if you’d shagged her, I would also be okay with that. You know, taking one for the team.”

      Bridge opened the door a minute later. “Hey, losers. Ah, the prodigal son. Tell me you got it.”

      I lifted my arms wide and said, “Have I ever failed you? Who’s your daddy?”

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t lead with that question. I hate my father.”

      I sighed. “Good point.”

      East held up the drive. “We’ve got it. I’ll start the decryption tonight.”

      Bridge laughed. “Well, golden boy delivers. What did you have to do to get it?”

      I shrugged. “You know… Why do you have to ask such questions? The point is I got it. Just like I said I would.”

      Bridge just turned his attention to East. “He shagged her, huh?”

      East shook his head. “He claims he didn’t. But considering how well fit she is, I’m surprised. Watch. Give it a week. He’ll be begging her to shag.”

      “Dream on.” I took a sip of my scotch. “I beg to no one.”

      Bridge and East just exchanged glances, and then Bridge laughed. “How much?”

      East sized me up with a long glance. “A hundred grand. I say before all of this is over, he’ll beg her and shag her.”

      Bridge whistled low. “That’s your opening salvo? Okay, I’ll bite. I know my mate. She’s pussy. He can get that anywhere.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I can get that anywhere. Olivia Ashong isn’t anything special.” Even as I said the words, something within the very core of my cells rebelled against them, shying away from that statement and wanting to expel it from my body. But I wasn’t saying a damn thing. Neither one of them needed to know. Mostly because they’d give me shit for the rest of my life, and I wasn’t in the mood for that.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Bridge asked.

      East nodded at his laptop. “Now we wait. We decrypt this and find out what information we have. It’s two months until the next voting meeting, one month until the next members’ meeting where Van Linsted will likely start calling in all his chips, so we have to be ready. We’ll reach out a hand to every member we can get on our side. He’ll be doing the same. We need to figure out who’s got the most weight and how to sway them. Emma is counting on us.”

      Just those words, ‘Emma is counting on us,’ reminded us who else had counted on us and who we’d failed. We wouldn’t fail again. We owed that much and more to Toby.
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      “Toby. Toby!” Cold hands ripped me from my friend as I kicked and fought. I awoke from my recurring nightmare with sweat coating my skin and my breath coming in sharp, rugged pants. I glanced around, expecting to see my new brothers holding me back from the scene of Toby’s death, but they weren’t. I was in my room in my massive bed. The view of London open to me on three sides. I was safe.

      Unlike Toby.

      I scrubbed a hand over my face, scratching at the stubble on my jaw. “Fuck.”

      I threw off the covers and then stripped the bed. I had soaked the sheets. Quickly, I dropped them on the hamper before grabbing a fresh set from the closet and remaking the bed. I dragged my ass into the bathroom and turned on the hot water. I stripped out of my boxers and climbed in, not caring that I was basically searing my skin. As I scrubbed off the sweat and tried to shake the vestiges of the dream that clung to me like slime, it didn’t matter how much soap I used. There was a smudge of dirt on my soul that I couldn’t get at.

      I had failed him. We all had. And now it was time to fix it. Emma was right. We were the ones in the position to do something about it.

      After I turned off the water, I grabbed my towel and quickly ran it through my hair and over my body. I grabbed a pair of boxers and a T-shirt. I knew there was no way I’d get back to sleep. I checked the time and groaned. It was only 1:30. If it was closer to five, it would make sense to get up and go on my run, get some exercise, and start the day early, but this was ridiculous.

      I climbed back in bed and grabbed my laptop.

      I knew what I shouldn’t do. What I shouldn’t do was think about Olivia Ashong or the way she’d outmaneuvered me. I wasn’t supposed to think about those dark eyes and the way she looked when she smiled or about the curve of her ass fitting against my palm.

      Stop thinking about her.

      There were rules to this. Rules I was breaking. But I couldn’t help myself. For some reason, she was like a tether to this world that I didn’t know I needed. I had no idea why the fuck I felt that way. I didn’t know her. She didn’t know me. But still, everything about her made me feel solidly planted, which was ridiculous because she had me by the balls.

      I still had a favor, or favors, to do for her, and I had no idea what they were. I just knew they were coming. And she knew about the flash drive. Not necessarily what was on it but that I was implying its importance, and that was dangerous enough. I opened the images that East had pulled off CCTV from the fundraiser.

      She looked regal. Elegant. But I almost liked her dirty secretary look better. The bun, the glasses, the buttoned-up vibe with a spark of mischief in her eyes and the hint of anger. I zoomed in on the photo and frowned when I saw her pin. Was that what she’d been looking for? Like the dick that I was, I hadn’t stopped to think about it or to help her. When I zoomed in, I frowned. Was that a Batman pin? That’s what she’d been looking for in the closet?

      She must really like the caped crusader. And then I had another flash of memory. The photo on her desk. In it, her mother had worn a pin just like it.

      Jesus. You are a wanker.

      I absolutely was a wanker. What the fuck had I done? I had broken it and then left her to pick up the pieces.

      I’d broken it, so I needed to replace it.

      Looked like I had more than a few debts to pay.
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      “Happy first day of work!” Telly’s voice carried through the restaurant and several people turned to look. She blew in like a storm, her dark hair fanning out behind her like she traveled with a personal wind machine.

      I grinned as I stood. “Hey, Tell.”

      She gave me a tight hug. “We need wine, immediately.”

      I laughed. “I already ordered. And remember, I still have to go back to work.”

      “Ugh. God, killjoy. It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      “Well, in that case, I’ll drink to that.” The waiter arrived then with the wine, and Telly sagged in her seat. “Oh my God, yes, pour.”

      “What’s wrong with you? Everything okay with Carmen?” The two of them had been dating for several months, and they were coming up to the six-month is-this-moving-forward term. I could practically see Telly’s feet turning into blocks of ice.

      “She’s good. She’s coming down from Bristol at the weekend.”

      “I have to say, Tells, I’m proud of you for stepping into relationship-hood. I, for one, think she’s good for you.”

      “I like her a lot. But how are you supposed to know if someone is right for you?”

      “I don’t know. Faith in fate, I guess.” Since when did I believe in faith or fate?

      She took a big sip. “Do you really think Dexter is it for you? I mean, it’s been two years.”

      “Oh no, you’re not deflecting with me. This is not about me. Besides, part of those years was long distance before he moved us to the States and back again. Lots of transition. Our situation is different.” Even Telly didn’t know how far things had disintegrated.

      I dragged my attention back to Telly. “I mean I like her; I just don’t know if it’s a love thing.”

      “Wouldn’t it be so helpful if there were a sign people could wear that said, Yes, great love potential. I’m not an asshole.”

      “Yes! Where is this invention in my life?” Telly said as she snorted a laugh.

      “You just gotta build it, Tell.”

      “Speaking of my complete badassery, that flash drive you gave me, it’s heavily encrypted.”

      “You mean you can’t do it?”

      She lifted a brow. “Oh, I can do it, but I might need some help. I’ve got a call out to this bloke called Matthias. He lives in New York, but he has more experience with stuff like this. I have to wonder… If it has this level of encryption, should we be messing with it?”

      I chewed my bottom lip. I wasn’t ready to let it go yet. “I need to know.”

      “Okay, then rest easy. I’m on the case. Enough about my boring hacking attempts. How did Dexter take the news about the big job?”

      I wrinkled my nose, remembering the thirty-second conversation in passing. “Okay, I guess. He was worried about my time commitment.”

      She sighed. “Honey, I love you; you know that. I have loved you since you came here for Uni. But let me be really, really clear when I say your boyfriend is a dud. He’s more worried about how you might not be around to wait on him hand and foot than he is thrilled for you.”

      She wasn’t entirely wrong. “Enough about Dex.”

      “Okay, fine. So, just how fit is your hot new boss?”

      I laughed. “I thought you would have looked him up by now.”

      “Oh, I have.” She pulled out her phone from her purse, typed on it quickly, and then pulled up a picture of none other than the gorgeous Viking god himself. His hair was shorter, and he had some scruff on his jaw. God, that scruff did something for him.

      “Yes, he is pretty, but it doesn’t matter. You know guys like that are bad news. Trouble with a capital T. I’m not looking for trouble.”

      “Love, if you don’t want him, I will take him off your hands.”

      “Except you’re not exactly a fan of dick.”

      “Sweetheart, for that face, I could figure out how to make it work. I mean it’s a dick, how hard can it be?”

      I snorted a laugh, nearly taking some of my wine on the ride.

      The rest of lunch went well. As always, we ate more bread than we should have, making it nearly impossible to finish the rest of our meals. But still, it was delicious. And the one glass of wine I had allowed myself in the middle of the day had somewhat eased that tension that had developed in my shoulders. Until somewhere around dessert, as I moaned around a spoonful of tiramisu, I could have sworn I saw Fenton Mills at the bar.

      No. There was no way that could be him. What the fuck was he doing there?

      Telly handed the waiter her credit card when he stopped by at with the card machine. “What are you looking at?”

      I slunk into my seat. “Don’t look now. I think that’s Fenton Mills.”

      Her brows lifted. “Dexter’s boss?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe it’s not him.” She tried to turn around, and I grabbed her hand.

      “Do not look. He’ll see you. Let’s just go.”

      “Well, hurry away. The front door is that way.”

      The waiter passed our way, and I signaled him. When he came over, he had a wide smile on his face. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

      I shook my head. “No, thank you. But I wanted to know, is there a back door?”

      He shook his head. “Nope, the only way in and out is through the front there.”

      “No staff exit?”

      “There is, but it’s just the garbage bins out there.”

      I scowled. “Fine. Thank you.” I was going to have to go out the front, which meant I was going to have to be stealthy.

      “Telly?”

      She raised a brow. “Let me guess, interference?”

      I nodded. “I don’t want to deal with him. I don’t want to talk to him. I just want him to leave me alone.”

      “You really need to talk to Dexter about this. Or maybe the police or something, because he always seems to be where you are.”

      “I’ve tried. Dex is sure I’m overreacting. Says he’s harmless.” Also creepy. Don’t forget creepy. But I was pretty sure I couldn’t get him arrested for being creepy. “Come on.”

      “Of course. Anything for my bestie.”

      I grabbed my purse. There wasn’t a direct path to the front, but there were some columns that I could possibly duck between if Telly pulled him to the far left of the restaurant and chatted. Then, I could be free and pretend I hadn’t even seen him.

      I waited until Telly was out of her seat and approaching the bar. The sashay in her hips was designed to draw the attention of any man.

      The problem was I could practically feel Fenton staring at me. And thanks to the mirrored candle on the table, I could see the image of him at the bar looking in my direction. Well, maybe he wasn’t watching me. Maybe he was trying to look for someone he knew?

      Oh God, stop making excuses for him. He is creeptastic.

      I could hear Telly’s voice above the din of the restaurant. “Oh my God, Mr. Mills, is that you?”

      I waited until she was facing my way and his back was to me, then I bolted out of my seat. I hightailed it past several tables, walking with a purpose, and then I ducked between the pillars. There was one large plant on the way to the front. If I could just pause there, I’d be home free.

      But as I started walking, I heard a familiar voice. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      I whipped around. It was none other than Ben Covington.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      His brows rose. “You are the one hiding between two pillars, and you want to know what I’m doing here?”

      “I’m not hiding. I’m strategically placed as I exit the premises.”

      He laughed. “You know, I pay you enough now that you can afford lunch here. You don’t need to run out on the bill.”

      My jaw unhinged. “I would never. And that is so arrogant and classist of you to even think that.”

      He frowned. “Relax, I was just making a joke. It was just kind of funny.”

      “Well then, you missed the mark.”

      “All right. Sorry. But what are you doing, anyway? Why do you look like you’re hiding?”

      “I’m not hiding.”

      I heard Telly still talking, which meant Fenton was still looking for me. “Sorry, I’ve got to go. See you at the office.” And then I darted. Brisk walk, almost there. Almost there. Almost there. At the plant, I realized I hadn’t shaken the Viking. “Okay, you’re definitely hiding. Who don’t you want to see?”

      God, he was annoying. “Mind your own business.”

      And then it happened.

      Fenton. “Ah, Olivia, I thought that was you.”

      I went stiff. “Mr. Mills. What are you doing here?”

      “You know, I was in the mood for Italian today.”

      I frowned. “All the way across town from the office? Surely, there must be Italian places nearby on the South Bank.”

      “Yes, but Emily and I, we eat here often. Remember, we used to live around here.”

      “Oh, did you?” I knew what bullshit smelled like and this was a grade A variety.

      I’d make it a point to never eat here again. Ben’s gaze ping-ponged between me and Fenton, and then Telly, and back again to me. There was no way I was going to get around this. “Mr. Covington, this is Fenton Mills, my boyfriend Dexter’s boss. And this is my best friend, Telly.”

      He shook hands with her, but his eyes stayed on me and I couldn’t help but shift under the scrutiny. He completely ignored Mills. “Yes well, if you will excuse us, Olivia and I have a meeting back at the office. Telly, I’m sure she’d like to give you a tour, but we need to get back to prep for Peterman.”

      I turned and stared at him. Peterman?

      He was giving me an out. “Oh yes, the Peterman meeting. I still have some files I want to go over with you. But Telly, I think I have time for a quick tour if you’re up to it.”

      The muscle in Fenton’s jaw ticked. “I was hoping to buy you a drink or lunch. I didn’t know you were busy.”

      Ben smiled. “Yeah, Olivia here is one of our brightest new talents. I plan to keep her busy for a while.” Then he escorted us out of the restaurant.

      The sun tried to peek out from behind the cloud cover as tourists packed the streets of Westchester Square.

      At the tube closer to the office, Telly grinned up at him. “Oh, I can see why she took the job with you.”

      My face flamed. I was going to kill her. Best friend or not, this calls for a debt. She winked and then went off to the tube station.

      I turned and he grinned at me. “I like her.”

      “Don’t get used to her. She’s going to die later.”

      “Don’t murder a mate on my account. She seems to be looking out for you.”

      “She’s the best.”

      “Then why aren’t you asking her for those favors you mentioned?”

      I sighed. “Because she would try to fix things for me. I need someone neutral. Since we’re on the topic. I need your help for a thing if you’re up for it.”

      He lifted a brow. “Great, let’s get it over with then. Where are we going?”

      I took a deep breath, sighed, and released it slowly. “On a Jack the Ripper tour.”

      He blinked. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. I am.”

      “What’s to keep me from going back on my word?”

      “Well, my research on you tells me you tend to keep your word. You don’t make any bargains that you don’t intend to keep. That’s your reputation anyway.”

      He nodded slowly. “So, you finally decided to look up who the hell you were working for.”

      “Well, if I was going to make a devil’s bargain, I wanted to know who I was getting in bed with.”

      He shook his head. “You’re stubborn. I like that.”

      “Can you come, or can’t you?”

      His gaze narrowed as it swept over me. “I wonder what it is about you. You’re a complete mystery, yet somehow you have me by the blue balls.”

      I blinked. “I do not have you by the balls. Besides, they wouldn’t be blue. I haven’t done anything to you yet.”

      “That, my dear, is debatable. What time?”

      “Eight. We’ll meet at Traitor’s Gate.”

      “Why can’t we just go together after work?”

      “Well, I need to go home and change.”

      There it was again, that slow perusal of my body that made my skin feel tight and too hot. As if he’d just put his nose all over every inch of my skin like he had in the closet. His nostrils flared as he if he was inhaling deep.

      I swallowed hard.

      No. Fantasies about this man are not on the menu. Dexter. Remember him?

      He chuckled. “You know what?  I’m curious. So, I’ll come.”

      “Really?” I was surprised. I had expected him to put me off with  plans until I had to browbeat him. I never expected him to comply.

      “And here is a piece of advice, sweetheart. When you have the upper hand, act like you know it. Don’t ever show weakness. Don’t ever back down. Don’t ever be surprised that someone is willing to do what you demanded. Act like you knew it was going to be that way all along.

      “That’s excellent business advice.”

      “It’s excellent life advice. Follow it, or you’ll get eaten alive.”
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      “Okay, gentlemen. What we have here are proposed candidates for the Five. There is a list of ten names, so we’ll need to vet each one. We don’t want to waste time chasing our tails.”

      I stared up at those ten men on the screen in front of me. Men I’d known since I was in secondary school.

      East continued. “We know that Rowan Downs is in fact one of the Five.” East moved his image down into our roster.

      Bridge walked over. “That’s Adam Hilton. He’s been a senior member of Intelligence for the last fifteen years. He’s my vote.”

      Drew nodded. “We should put him down on the list. Even if he isn’t one of the Five, he’s still influential in the Elite.”

      I considered the list. We didn’t have time to approach them all. “How do we narrow this down?” I glanced at Bridge. “We’ve got to make our best educated guesses. Bridge, you’re on Van Linsted. You’re our eyes in the street. East you’re our background and tech guy, so your job is finding us some leverage we can use. Drew and I will handle the approaches. Does that make sense?”

      Bridge rubbed his jaw. “Yeah, divide and conquer. That way we don’t have to do everything.”

      I nodded. “East, how quickly do you think you can find us some information?”

      He grinned. “Please, what am I, some kind of amateur?”

      “Yeah, yeah, don’t be a show-off cunt.”

      He grinned at me, and I realized I hadn’t seen a smile like that from him in years. Somewhere in the last decade, we’d all grown a little shrewder, a little less open. Each of us more reserved. But the change had been most notable in East.

      I didn’t even notice the changes in myself, but I was sure they were there.

      A few quick taps on his keyboard, and we were looking at just a photo of Adam Hilton. “All right, so Adam Hilton. He likes the ladies. Frequents several escort agencies. But primarily, he has a dominatrix called Trix Lagrange. She’s been in business fifteen years. She’s very unlikely to roll on a client, but I might be able to hack her system unless she’s analog.”

      “I guess everyone has their thing, don’t they?” I muttered.

      East shrugged. “True. Hilton is married. Old English money. While he and his family were already wealthy, it was his wife’s family fortune that really made him. What few people know is that he has another wife.”

      I sat up straighter. “What?”

      East grinned and nodded. He pulled up another photo of a woman who could have been Spanish or Italian. Long, dark hair, olive skin, beautiful dark eyes, and looks that hinted at a smile on the way.

      “Well, he has decent taste, at least.”

      Bridge chuckled. “What, is your plan to seduce his wife?”

      “I mean, is she really his wife? Because that’s bigamy.”

      East tapped again. “Yes, it is. Another note. Elia, his Spanish wife, has a ten-year-old son. Hilton’s ten-year-old son. His wife in the UK was unable to conceive. They adopted three children. But Elia’s son is Hilton’s only biological heir.”

      “Okay, that’s good. I can use that.”

      “Now, here is the really interesting part. Elia, beautiful though she is, is twenty-six years old.”

      I frowned as I did the math. “What?”

      Drew shook his head. “Ugh, God. Perverted little shit.”

      “That he is. He met Elia on the beach in Spain when she was sixteen years old and knocked her up. Her family insisted on a quickie marriage, and he neglected to tell them that he was already married.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Adam Hilton is our first. We have to make it work.”

      Bridge nodded. “While you are working on that, I’m working on setting up a meeting to have Van Linsted come to London Lords. A show of good faith that if I’m willing to meet with him openly, then I’m not afraid of you, or whatever.”

      I grinned. “Now, we both know that’s bullshit.”

      Bridge just chuckled. “Please, I could take you.”

      “You know I’ve still got half an inch on you.”

      He started to push to his feet, and East silenced us both. “Oi. Behave. You’re not breaking anything else in my flat today.”

      Bridge just gave me a smirk and a lifted chin, and I grinned at him. “And so it begins.”

      Bridge, East, and Drew nodded along with me then muttered in unison, “And so it begins.”
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      I pulled up my collar as I shuffled from foot to foot, the wind chapping my ass. If I was being honest, I had no idea why I was freezing my balls off on a spring night in front of the Traitors’ Gate souvenir shop, but there I was, waiting on a woman I wasn’t sure I could trust.

      I’d considered not coming. I had enough going on with the Elite, and I could have made an excuse. I could have gone back on our bargain. As if. But that wasn’t me. Mostly, I was curious because she’d made such a point of having me agree to do this with her.

      Why did she want a perfect stranger accompanying her? From what I’d seen, she had at least one really good friend. Where was the woman with the wild black hair?

      There were a few other people milling about, and I could only assume that they were there for the same reason we were. They too liked creepy things.

      Olivia didn’t seem like the sort who would enjoy this, but what the fuck did I know about her? Other than the fact that she was a shrewd negotiator.

      I looked up to find her approaching.  ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry, I’m late. It’s kind of a disaster. Trains were late, and apparently there is no signage to the Jack the Ripper tour.”

      Her hair was down, and curls were blowing in her face. She’d opted for black leggings with leather embellishments and a black top that was not quite a turtleneck but close. She also wore a black leather jacket. Basically, she looked like she’d asked for cat burglar chic at the store. “I see you didn’t dress for the occasion.”

      I shrugged. “Well, what does one wear on a Jack the Ripper excursion?”

      One by one, the other people who’d been milling about, not approaching me, were happy to come talk to us when Olivia was there, which I found fascinating. Eventually, a gentleman with a close-cropped beard, hawkish features and a wool hat, strolled up. “Ladies and gentlemen, I assume you are all here for the Jack the Ripper tour?”

      One of the other women nodded. “Yeah, that’s us.” As she spoke, you could see the condensation of her breath in the brisk night air. The tube station and souvenir shop provided artificial light, but most of the street was only lit by pubs.

      “Well, glad to see you all.” He did a quick headcount. “I’m Jack.” He chuckled. “Yes, I know. It’s a little on the nose for me to do my own tour, but I think it’s great for comedic effect.”

      There was some tittering, but then we got underway. Much to my surprise, he was quite knowledgeable. As the tour went along, we found out that he was a professor. Which made sense for why he loved doing the tour so much.

      The whole time, Olivia was mostly quiet and introspective. I had expected her to continue chatting, but she seemed to retreat more and more into herself. I still didn’t understand why she’d wanted me to come.

      As nights out went, it wasn’t bad, but I expected her to engage more.

      We stopped along the river for a moment, and Jack was giving us more history about the brutality of the murders and the speculation about who Jack was, but my gaze was on her lithe form as she crossed the street to the river, took something from her pocket, and then seemed to pour it out. Then she put something back in her pocket and came back to the group.

      “Olivia, are you okay?”

      She sniffed, wiping away a tear with a knuckle before giving me a tremulous smile, her eyes a little misty. “Yeah, I’m fine. And it’s Liv or Livy. I figure if you can join me on this, then you might as well call me that. I had to spread my Mom’s ashes. It was one of her requests.”

      Jesus. I’d stepped in it, but I couldn’t help but ask, “Isn’t it a little odd doing something that important with a stranger? What about the woman with the black hair? Wendy?”

      She laughed, and the sound hit me right in the dick. Christ, she needed to warn someone before she did that. “Telly. She would have come, but I guess it’s sometimes easier to do things with strangers.”

      “Less judgmental?”

      “Something like that.” She shrugged. “Well, you can judge, but I don’t have to listen to you. And your opinion isn’t weighted that much.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      She chuckled then. “Sorry. I just didn’t want to do it alone.”

      “I make a good stand-in.”

      “Yeah, you do.”

      “Right. Anything else you need me to stand-in for?”

      “Now that you mentioned—”

      We both glanced around then realized that, somehow, we’d lost the rest of the tour. We’d kept walking across the Thames, and they must have ducked in somewhere. “Ah, it looks like they’re probably back there.”

      She frowned. “Yeah, let’s go.”

      “I have to say, this wasn’t terrible. It’s pretty informative. And kind of fun.”

      We turned around at the sidewalk, and two men approached. One was a big guy, taller than me. Broader too. The other was shorter, average height, but also broad-shouldered.

      “You can always count on Jack the Ripper for a barrel of—” She froze. “Shit. Not again.”

      I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      When she planted her feet and her hands balled into fists, her body went rigid. “Olivia, what’s wrong?”

      The two men were several feet closer now, and one of them had a knife. I could handle them, but would Olivia be a liability? I needed to keep her safe. On my own, I’d have taken them on. But with her there, I needed to play it safe, play it cool.

      I turned my head at them. “Mates, I guarantee you don’t want to do this.”

      The large one pulled out a gun, and I frowned.

      “Come with us, beautiful.” His voice was all cockney.

      My brows snapped down. “She’s not going anywhere with you. What the fuck do you want?”

      They both angled their heads toward the alleyway to our right. With a gun and knife in play, we didn’t really have much choice. I raised my hands, but Olivia stayed frozen. “No. No way is this happening twice in a week. I’m not letting this happen again.”

      I finally had to grab her by the upper shoulders and move her along. I said, “Look, you can have my wallet. Anything you want in there.” Why did she have a death wish?

      I started to take off my watch and he laughed at me. “We’re not here for you, Ritchie Rich. We’re here for her.”

      I frowned. “Her? Why?”

      “She knows why.”

      The one with the gun loomed over her, and she backed up against the alley wall. I stepped between them. “That’s enough. I’ve already said I’ll give you what you want, but she’s not going anywhere with you. Back off.”

      The short, stocky git smirked. “And we’ve told you, we want her.”

      Okay, so we weren’t doing this the easy way then. I shoved her behind me and squared my shoulders. “In that case, you can fuck right off.”

      “Don’t want you, rich boy.”

      “I’m the one you’ve got.”

      Livy did a completely unexpected thing. A screech tore from her throat, and she lunged herself at the short one, going straight for his eyes, pressing her thumbs in his sockets and screaming, “You will not ruin this for me.” And then she proceeded kicking at his shins.

      I had milliseconds to assess what was going on in front of me before I sprang into action on his friend with the gun.

      Remembering all my anti-kidnap self-defense training, I reached for the gun as if I meant to grab it from him. But instead, I put one hand on his thumb, the other on his wrist. Bend back, crunch.  Bend forward, crunch. Turn toward him, more crunching, and ease the gun off the finger.

      The metal clattered to the pavement, and I kicked it into the dark shadows. He howled, cradling his hand. While he was doing that, I delivered a jab to his nose and his head snapped back. Body hits were going to be useless against the guy. So, like my tiny honey-badger, I went for his face. More jabs, more crunching. I grabbed his ears and pulled down, and then delivered a knee straight to his face. More crunching. That put him down easy enough.

      Meanwhile, Olivia wasn’t letting up. She was doing damage to the bastard’s shin. The idiot’s head was thrown back. She used both her hands and went to grab his throat, inadvertently hitting his trachea. He immediately doubled over, coughing. She lunged for him again, but I was quicker. Two quick taps to his face with my fist and he was down, groaning.

      I took her hand and dragged her running behind me. “Come on.” Through the alley and back out again, I didn’t stop pulling her until we were just outside the pub and I caught sight of Jack and the others inside.

      I dragged her into the shadows before running my hands over her, checking her for injuries. I told myself I was being methodical, simply making sure she was okay. Her eyes went wide as my fingertips traced over her head, temples, and cheekbones. Then the smooth lines of her neck and clavicle. For the rest, I had to keep it perfunctory, or I’d notice how full her breasts were, remember the feel of her ass in my palms. Worse, I’d inhale deep and she would hold me captive.

      So it was a good thing I knew how to make it quick and professional. Is that why your dick is hard? I released her and stepped back. I told myself it was the smart thing to do so I could identify if she needed to go to the doctor.

      “We’re going to go in there. You’re going to go to the restroom and clean up. When you come back out, we are leaving the tour and then you’re going to tell me what the fuck is going on. Do you understand?” She glanced up at me and her eyes were glassy. Not all there. Clearly out of it and wavering on her feet a little. “Do you understand?”

      She nodded slowly, her lips trembling. “Why would anybody want me? I’m nobody. Up until a couple of days ago, I was a perfectly boring admin.”

      “I don’t have any idea, but we’re going to find out.”
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      My hands were still shaking.

      I’d never been violent a day in my life.

      Okay, if we were counting that time when Elena Fitzgerald pulled on one of my Afro puffs and told me my hair was a Brillo pad before I punched her in the nose, there had been one time. But since then, after my mother had given me a very stern talking to, I had never hit anybody again. It probably showed.

      The others hadn’t really noticed we’d been missing at all. They’d all started having a pint, so when Ben casually sidled up to them, they just handed him a beer.

      I’d excused myself to the bathroom to try to pull myself together, because what the actual fuck? My first inclination was to call Telly, but I didn’t want her to worry. She’d go into full smother mode. It never even occurred to me to tell Dex, which probably said more than I wanted.

      Who were they? Why did they want me? I was nobody. I already hadn’t slept much since Saturday. Now there was no way I was ever closing my eyes. I couldn’t even have one night to say goodbye to my mother. I took a deep breath and then another.

      I splashed one more round of cold water on my face before leaving the dark, dank loo and returning to the bar. I found an empty high table to the side and went about pretending everything was just peachy. I finally thought I had my breathing under control, and then Ben leaned over. “Everyone’s getting ready to go. You and I, we’re going to stay and have a little chat.”

      “But I wanted to finish the tour.” I glowered at him mutinously.

      “They only have one more stop left anyway, and it’s not important. I think you and I can stay here. You did what you needed to do for your mom, didn’t you?”

      He was right. I had done what I needed to do. Before she died, she’d made me promise to spread her ashes doing the things that she loved. I’d made arrangements to do this tour since it was her favorite. She also loved riding a helicopter over the Thames and Kew Gardens where she and Dad had their first date, so I had the idea to spread her ashes along every one of her favorite routes. And then, of course, Paris. Paris had been her favorite city. It would take me a while, but I figured if I could do the first few with someone, I wouldn’t feel nearly so alone.

      You were supposed to do them with Dexter.

      I swallowed that down. I didn’t really have time to deal with my Dexter bullshit at the moment. Not when someone had tried to kill us on the street.

      Everyone said goodbye. Some phone numbers were exchanged among people who wanted to hang out and do crime types of things together, which was really an odd hobby when I thought about it. But these were my mother’s people. So, if I ever wanted to remember her, or needed to feel the essence of her, talking to them would be good for me.

      Once everyone was gone, Ben turned to me. “Now would be a damn good time to start talking.”

      “There is no need to swear at me.”

      “Coming from the same woman who just shouted ‘not fucking today’ at a would-be attacker?”

      I flushed. “Well, it was appropriate at the time.”

      “Hell yeah, it was appropriate. I’m not mad about it. I’m just saying now is a hell of a time to become a pussy.”

      “I’m just feeling a little high-strung at the moment.”

      He sighed. “Okay, breathe. Just relax. But we do need to talk about what’s going on. Like who you really are.”

      I frowned at him. “What? Who I am? This all has to do with you. I never knew a single moment of adventure, or craziness, or hell, even whimsy until you turned up.”

      “Says the woman who drags me on a Jack the Ripper tour.”

      “For my mother!”

      His gaze narrowed at me as his eyes searched mine. “You see, that’s the thing. You seem believable, but are you?”

      “Why am I still here?”

      I managed to stand up, but then one of his big palms totally encapsulated my hand. “Stay put. First of all, I don’t know who they were. And we’re still far too close to that alley for me to let you out of my sight. I will see that you get home in one piece.”

      “Thank you very much, but I don’t need your help.” I tugged my hand free.

      “Were you going to tell me that you were mugged?”

      I sputtered, “Why is that even relevant?”

      “Well, in and of itself, it wouldn’t have been relevant, but considering armed men wanted something from you today, I’d say it’s probably related.”

      My voice shook. “It probably is related… to you and that flash drive. I’m not exciting. Up until a couple of days ago, I was an executive assistant for Kennedy. I have a perfectly normal, boring boyfriend. A night out for me involves one glass of wine. If I’m really feeling crazy, maybe two. Hell, I haven’t even had that many sexual partners. Really. There was the guy before Dex, and then there was Dex. Other than that, I’m as boring as they come. I pay my taxes on time. I meditate because I’m told it’s good for me. I work out for the same reason. I have one really good best friend and a boyfriend who mostly doesn’t even know I exist.”

      His brows lifted. “We’re going to talk about that boyfriend but later. Right now, walk me through it. When your purse was stolen, did they say anything? Did they do anything?”

      “No. I was walking home from the tube the night of the fundraiser. I had taken the tube from King’s Cross then home like I normally would.”

      “You took the tube in that dress?”

      “Well, I had my shawl on by then, thank you. And yes, in that dress. I didn’t really want to take an Uber. Dexter would have been on me about the cost, saying I was wasting money and I hadn’t waited for him.”

      “A real charmer that one. Why were you even alone?”

      “Well, he didn’t want to leave just yet. And to be honest, I couldn’t find him.”

      His brows lifted. “You couldn’t find your date?”

      “He was probably chatting or something, and honestly, I was quite a bit fried from what we’d already experienced, you know, in the closet and what not?”

      The corner of his lips tipped up at that. Asshole.

      “I just wanted to get out of there.”

      He frowned. “So much so that you didn’t find the person you came with?”

      I bit my lower lip, and then he frowned. “What am I missing?”

      My top row of teeth worked on my bottom lip. “I have social anxiety. Sometimes I really can’t do crowds. Sometimes, I manage okay. I might go to a concert and never even feel a twinge of adrenaline. But at other times, there could be five people and I’m sweating buckets. I was pretty pumped tonight. I was able to do a tour and had no sweats or anything. And I felt pretty comfortable talking to everyone. Anyway, Dexter was upset with me at the fundraiser. He said that I was making too much of everything and that I was faking it in some way, I guess.”

      “Why are you with this bloke?”

      “I have my reasons.” Not really.

      “You have to admit, this looks bad. I run into you when I’m in the midst of liberating critical information that I need. The next thing I know, you’re at the right place at the right time, and I had no option but to slip you the drive, otherwise, I’d have been found out.”

      “That wasn’t my fault. I was coming to yell at you for breaking my pin. Last thing I wanted to do was help you.”

      “Or you were trying to steal the drive from me, which makes me wonder who the hell you are and what you want with it? How would that information benefit you at all? Unless you mean to blackmail everyone.”

      My eyes went wide. “I would never blackmail anyone. How dare you even suggest—”

      He shook his head. “You see how I’m here with you right now on a Jack the Ripper tour? Isn’t that blackmail?”

      My jaw unhinged. “That is not blackmail. We had an arrangement.”

      “Blackmail.”

      “No, you’re twisting what happened.”

      “Am I?”

      “Oh my God, yes. You came in and offered me a bribe to not ask any questions.”

      It was his turn to sputter. “You weren’t handing over what I needed.”

      “And now you’re shouting.”

      He quickly lowered his voice. “Come on, let’s get you home.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you. And for the record, you joined me in that closet. I was minding my own business.”

      He sighed. “Oh my God, you are the most infuriating woman on this planet. I swear to God, if you would just once do what you were asked or told...”

      “Why?”

      He frowned. “What do you mean, why?”

      “Well, I mean, why? Why should I do what I’m asked or told? What, because I’m a woman?  Because I work for you? Because you know better and I know nothing?”

      He opened his mouth to speak but then shut it promptly. “You know that’s not what I mean.”

      “Isn’t it though, Mr. Arrogant? Why should I just do what you tell me?”

      “Jesus Christ. Because I’m concerned about your safety.”

      “Well, you weren’t concerned about my safety when you handed me whatever the fuck was on that drive.”

      “I didn’t hand it to you. I needed it tucked away for safekeeping.”

      “And you slipped it to me. How is that safekeeping? Because I am not safe.”

      “I don’t know if the two events are related, but I don’t see any possible way that they couldn’t be. I’m sorry about that, but who the fuck would have seen you? That slip was clean. No one should have noticed. And even if they did, why would they be after you, not me?”

      I should tell him the truth. Tell him how I had made a copy, but I didn’t.

      “Okay, let’s get you the hell out of here, and then we’ll figure out what to do in the morning.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, for starters, you’re going to need security.”

      “I do not need security. That is ridiculous.”

      He stood, sliding off his stool with a feline grace. “Are you going to tell me that you don’t need anyone and that you’re perfectly safe all on your own, notwithstanding the mugging on Saturday and the attempted mugging tonight? Because how did anyone know that you were doing the Jack the Ripper tour?”

      I opened my mouth to answer him, but I couldn’t, because that was a very good question.

      “Hell.”

      “Yes, my sentiments exactly. So, for the time being, let me get you home where it’s safe and then we can figure this out later.”

      “Jesus, what is on that drive?”

      “I promise you, it’s nothing that would be of any interest to anyone else.”

      There was a level of sincerity in his gaze, but still, there was a shadow, as if he was holding something back from me.

      Before I knew what was happening, I was ushered outside, and there was a black car at the curb. He held the door open for me and gestured that I should slide inside.

      I frowned. “Is this your Uber?”

      He laughed. “I don’t take Uber. This is my private car.” He slid in the seat next to me then leaned forward. “Evening Jason. Can you please take us to...?” His voice trailed, and he slid his gaze at me expectantly.

      I told them my address and then sat back. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “Well, it seems that I did.”

      When we reached the flat, he stepped out first, held the door open for me, and then walked me to the front door. “When you get inside, lock the door behind you. Set the alarm if you have one.”

      I frowned. “Am I really in danger?”

      “That remains to be seen. But it’s certainly a lot more helpful if you’re not walking around the streets by yourself. You know, basic safety.”

      I sulked, feeling petulant. I should be allowed to walk home at night. “I’m not an idiot. “

      “Prove it. Stay inside.”

      I don’t know what it was about him, but every time he opened his mouth, I felt the overwhelming urge to hit something. “How dare you—”

      He didn’t let me finish though. Instead, he turned around and was already walking toward his car. “Get in the house.”

      He left me very little choice but to unlock the door and step through. Tomorrow.  Tomorrow, I would give him a piece of my mind.
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      I told my driver to go to Bridge’s after dropping off Olivia. I’d stayed to make sure she got inside okay. When he opened the door, he was in sweats and a T-shirt.

      His dark brows lifted. “Ben? What are you doing here, mate? Any idea what time it is?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Somewhere around midnight, I guess.”

      Bridge might not say much, but he had an intuitive knowledge about people. He stepped aside and let me in. “What’s wrong?”

      How did I even fucking start to explain? “I need to run something by you.”

      I went straight for the study to the right, while he veered toward the kitchen. “Fancy a pint?”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t need anything even temporarily dampening my senses after the night I’ve had.”

      He preceded me to the study instead, the soft shuffling of his feet in contrast to the muffled squeak of my trainers on the wood. “Where were you tonight?”

      “With a friend. Let me ask you something. Do we have exposure on this Toby thing?”

      He frowned. “Does this have something to do with the same woman who was supposed to be easy to handle?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Fucking Christ, Ben.”

      “I know.” Quickly, I recounted what had happened.

      Bridge pinched his nose. “Mate? Any way you were seen?”

      I’d been racking my brain since it happened. “I have no idea. Maybe someone saw me leave then saw her leave. I don’t know what she was doing in that office that night. She said she was there just to be alone for few minutes then hid in the closet to keep from getting caught, but I don’t know.”

      He rolled his shoulders. “No such thing as a coincidence. So, the question now is what the hell are we going to do with her?”

      “Devil’s advocate. Maybe she was there for another reason. Trying to get information on the Van Linsteds. We need to look into her.” You know who she is. But what if I didn’t?

      He sighed. “We’re sitting on a powder keg. We need to know who she is. If we got it wrong and she made a copy of the file, or worse, if she was able to decrypt it, she’s going to have blackmail information on Elite members, men who would do anything to hold on to power. We need to find out what she knows, and in the meantime, get her some protection. If she’s innocent, we just put the target on her. If something about the pass wasn’t clean, we’re obligated to look after her, but there’s no way she won’t ask questions.”

      I swallowed hard. He was right. But it was my responsibility. “I got her into this.”

      He sighed as he crossed his arms. “We’re a team, mate. We’ll take care of this.” His silvery gaze bore into me. “Is she a problem for you? Can you stay detached? Unemotional?”

      I ground my teeth. I knew what he was asking. “She’s not Lila.”

      “That’s not what I asked. We’ll protect her. But if we find out she’s not who she claims to be, can you keep your shit together? The stakes are higher now.”

      “I’m tight.” Total bollocks. I was already fucked in the head over her.

      “I was giving you shit the other day, but if you’re spinning, you can tell me, mate. You know that.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to fight through the wall of emotion. Olivia wasn’t Lila. She wouldn’t shag me, pretend to love me, then try to upgrade to my bloody father. And I would not go off the rails like before. We couldn’t afford for me to.

      There was a shuffling near the door, and I lifted my gaze. Dark eyes met mine. “I should have known it was you, arsehole.”

      I inclined my head. “Mina, always nice to see you.” And by nice, I meant I had the inexplicable urge to do murder. Just kidding. It was explicable. She was a conniving bitch. I could see right through her.

      She pursed her lips. “It’s late, Bridge.”

      “I know, babe. We’re just having a quick drink and catching up.”

      She glowered at me but turned and sauntered off.

      “Nice to see she still adores me.”

      “I don’t know what it is with you two.” He shook his head.

      I knew what it was, but I wasn’t telling him. Mina was a class-A viper. She’d gotten her hooks into him early, and there was nothing about her I trusted. She didn’t love him, at least not that way he really should be loved. Bridge needed someone that would warm up his life. Mina wasn’t it. But it wasn’t my choice, so I kept my mouth shut. “Not sure. But hey, she’s not mine to shag. She’s all yours.”

      Bridge snorted. “One day, I’ll find out why you two don’t get on.”

      If it was left to me, he would never find out. I wouldn’t be the one to break my best mate’s heart.

      I shoved my hands in my pocket to ask my next question. “We haven’t had a chance to talk about all of this. But you okay after seeing Emma?”

      Bridge was usually so good at masking his emotions, but his eyes narrowed imperceptibly. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      I lifted a brow. “C’mon mate. I remember your face the first time you ever saw her. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look like that since.”

      He shook his head. “That was kid’s stuff. Been a long time since we were kids.”

      I searched his gaze, but he was too hard to read. Running my hand through my hair, I muttered, “Right. A long fucking time.” He wouldn’t say shit until he was damn well good and ready.

      He frowned down at my hand. “Mate, your ring?”

      I knew what he meant right away. I’d taken it off before my Olivia outing. “Would you believe it itched?” I rubbed the tattoo on my thumb, the one that was usually covered by my signet ring.

      He pressed his lips together. “Mate, however much you hate them, it’s your job to play the part.”

      He was right. I knew he was right. “Yeah, fine. I hear you.”

      “Put it on, Ben. Appearances are everything.”

      He wasn’t wrong about that.
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      After our adventures with Jack the Ripper, I’d expected Ben to act different in some way, but he was mostly normal. He’d been out of the office on Friday but had emailed to let me know the police would be by to take a statement.

      And that had been all he’d said on the matter. He mostly let me get on with it as if nothing had happened.

      Which was handy because there was a lot to learn about the running of the business. I had my work cut out for me.

      As annoying as Ben was sometimes, with his deep voice and strutting around here like he owned the place, which he did, I really, really liked the job. It was challenging. I had to bring up all my organizational skills and put them to good use.

      But however the hell they’d organized things before didn’t make any sense. The folders were difficult to find, I could not locate our clients, and half of the department didn’t really communicate very well, requiring everyone’s bosses to get involved to make any sort of decision.

      Things would be so much better if they just organized cross-functionally. So I put together a report outlining a better way to work. If there were project teams and everyone had a stake in it, then resources would be sorted across teams as well. And for every project, it would be a renegotiation of what team it would end on. Why didn’t they know this?

      I also learned that everything was pretty much siloed under each of the CEOs, which was ridiculous, considering they managed one company. And as resources went, that meant if someone was being underused on one side, it was almost impossible to reallocate them.

      I’d already started implementing some of those changes. I was pretty sure Ben hadn’t even noticed. Which was fine. I got to do my job and be left alone. I really didn’t want his input anyway, nor did I need his ire. It wasn’t my fault I’d been mugged twice in one week.

      After a series of three meetings back to back, I was relieved to finally reach my office again. All I needed was a good couple of hours of uninterrupted work. I’d been digging in so hard in my new role, that I’d been getting home later and later each night.

      Granted, Dexter hadn’t exactly been home to notice. Most of the time he texted me to say he was working late. And to be fair, I didn’t even notice that he had texted until I got home and he wasn’t there. Which probably said something.

      Like how long are you going to put up with this? It had been going on too long. We needed to have a sit down because really, we were just glorified roommates. My mother hadn’t wanted me to be alone, but I was certain she didn’t want me to be unhappy either.

      We would talk at dinner next week. It would be fine. We’d either work this out or realize that we couldn’t. It made my heart squeeze a little. This was Dexter. He’d been there for the toughest parts of my life. I didn’t want to just give up.

      And the guilt still ate at me. Everything had changed because of me. And that was a hard pill to swallow.

      Looking forward to getting off my feet, I gasped when I saw the bright bouquet of pink roses, complete with baby’s breath. What in the world? They were beautiful. They looked velvety soft, and their aroma already filled my office. But I wasn’t really a roses girl. I was more into interesting flowers like orchids or lilies. But there was no denying how gorgeous they were.

      I placed my laptop on my desk and then I hunted for a card. I found one nestled deep in the nest of thorns. All it said was I’m so proud of you.

      The instant welling of tears was unexpected.

      Dexter.

      God, just when I was on the verge of giving up, he came through. I didn’t even stop to think when I grabbed my jacket. It was close enough to lunch that I could leave early and go say a surprise thank you.

      It was a straight shot to South Bank from Soho on the tube, so within fifteen minutes I was walking into the sleek glass and chrome of Mills and Crawford Investments. I knew where Fenton’s office was and managed to deftly avoid it. It was 11:45, so the office was nearly a ghost town with everyone off to lunch.

      Good old Dexter, though, was at his desk. “Hey there handsome, are you accepting blow jobs as recompense?”

      His head snapped up and his eyes went wide before he shoved up out of his chair. “Olivia. Wh-what are you doing here?”

      I smiled up at him as he came around his desk. “Silly, I’m here to say thank you.”

      He frowned then looked around me to his door, which I’d closed behind me. “Thank you for what?”

      Laughing, I looped my arms around his neck. “For my flowers, silly. They’re beautiful. I was so surprised. I love them though. I know we’ve been disconnected for a while, but—”

      He pulled back from me, unlooping my arms and holding them between us, effectively forming a barrier. “What are you talking about? I didn’t send you flowers, Olivia.”

      I blinked, my arms going lax as he released me. “Are you sure?”

      “Seriously? I would know if I sent you flowers.” A frown creased his brow. “Who the hell is sending you flowers?” His voice rose.

      “Well, clearly I thought it was you.”

      “What did the card say?”

      “Just that you, or I guess someone, was proud of me.”

      “You’re serious. Someone sent you flowers masquerading as me?”

      I sighed, then shifted on my feet, not really sure of what to do with myself now. This was hardly how I’d pictured my surprise visit. “I’m not sure they were masquerading as you. I assumed it was you. I mean who else would send me flowers?”

      He pursed his lips and crossed his arms. “Have you checked with your boss? From what I’ve been reading, he does like the ladies.”

      Clearly, coming here had been a bad idea. “Dex, c’mon. You can support me getting promoted.” I cleared my throat. “Well, since I’m here, do you want to go to lunch? You know that offer for a blow—”

      His office door opened, cutting me off. “Hey Dex, you ready—” The beautiful red head in leggings, booties, and a fitted top froze when she saw us. “Oh, sorry. I thought we had an appointment.”

      Dexter shoved his hands in his pockets, then quickly dragged them out. He always did that when he was nervous. But why was he nervous? I watched him closely as his gaze just darted back and forth between us.

      What the hell was wrong with him? When he didn’t introduce us, I stepped forward and extended a hand. “Hi, I’m Olivia.”

      She stared at my hand for a long moment, then shook it. “I’m Andrea. I’m Dexter’s—”

      “Physical therapist,” he quickly finished for her.

      He’s into her.

      I wasn’t proud of my first thought. I wasn’t the kind of woman who felt threatened at every new beautiful woman my boyfriend encountered. After all, I’d end up angry a lot then. Dex was always entertaining for work. I also wasn’t the kind of woman who thought I could keep tabs on him or wanted to control who he was. He was a grown man.

      You’re better than this.

      I was better than this. Dexter was with me. Had been for years. We might have been working some things out, but we were committed to that.

      I dragged in a deep breath to force my calm then ran through what he’d said. Physical Therapist. The subject of his hand was a red-hot button with us.

      Was that why he was so cagey? He hated it when I asked about him doing his PT exercises. “Oh. It’s nice to finally meet you. Dexter has gone on and on about how he loves PT with you.” I frowned at her lack of equipment. “You guys going to work out here? In those shoes?”

      Again, it was Dexter who answered. “She’s just going to walk me through a few things for my hand. I’ve been having those flare ups of pain.”

      He had? Why didn’t I know he was in more pain than usual? “Oh, right. I guess I’ll get going and leave you to it.” I forced a smile. “The video games you suggested have really helped with his dexterity.” That sounded encouraging right? Not at all jealous girlfriendy? If you need to believe that.

      I reached for Dexter to kiss him, and what I got was an air kiss on the cheek. Oh yeah, we were bringing all the sexy back.

      His voice was firm and cool when he said, “Call the florist. Find out who sent the flowers. I’m curious.”

      “I guess I will. Sorry I bothered you at work.”

      His response was a terse nod. “It’s fine.”

      “I’ll see you at home, yeah?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” His attention was already on the redhead.

      I forced myself to swallow the sting of jealousy. I would not let someone else eat at me. Dexter and I were in a relationship. He wouldn’t betray that.

      You sure of that?

      When I returned to the office, I rearranged the flowers to the corner of my desk so I could have an unfettered view of my door in case someone came in.

      It was only after I moved the vase that I saw, next to it was a small black box. I frowned as I picked it up. This was beyond weird now. I tugged on the ribbon and tried to calm my breathing. I just prayed I didn’t find something like a finger inside.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, but then exhaled and peered one eye open as I lifted the lid.

      Nestled in the black velvet was a batman pin with the Ghana flag on it. Just like the one Ben had broken the night of the fundraiser.

      Ben. He was responsible for the flowers and he’d replaced my pin. My eyes suddenly stung, and I blinked away the mist forming in my eyes. Someone must have brought onions for lunch. Or, your boss isn’t a complete dick. Just when I’d started to solidify my opinion on him, he did something so thoughtful.

      There was a knock behind me, and I widened my eyes, willing the mist of tears to evaporate. I turned slowly with an impassive gaze. “Yes?”

      Ben was in my doorway. Just seeing him made everything inside go all warm and fluttery. “I’m sorry it took so long to replace it. I guess you can’t just buy the pin anywhere, so I custom ordered it.”

      My stupid tears were so close to the surface. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to become a blubbery mess. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      He stepped inside. “Yes, I did. I felt bad the night of the fundraiser, and I was a bit of a wanker. I’m sorry. After I learned how much it meant to you, I knew I had to replace it.”

      I blinked rapidly. “Thank you. Getting the pin back is a big deal, and it’s much appreciated.” I chewed my lip and gathered courage for this next part. “Mr. Covington, I just wanted to say that—”

      He shook his head. “Ben. Or Bennet if you must. Mr. Covington is the former Prime Minister. I’m not him.”

      I sighed. “Okay, fine, Ben, while I appreciate the pin, the flowers are going just a bit too far.”

      His brow lifted. “What?”

      Be firm. Be direct. It was the only way I was going to be able to contain the runaway butterflies in my lower belly. I couldn’t indulge any kind of crush or whatever this was. I approached him as I spoke. “Obviously, you are very, uh, attractive, and kind as well, but you are my boss. And while I do need someone to accompany me on the things for my mother, I was not propositioning you.”

      He frowned and nodded slowly. “Propositioning?”

      Why was he repeating the words I was using? “Exactly. I wasn’t in any way saying that I was going to shag you or anything like that.” Though I’d maybe, just maybe, fantasized about it. But that was not something I needed to clue him in on.

      “Shag me?”

      “Yes. I mean, I don’t exactly know you, but I’d hoped maybe we’d started to be friends, except for the part where you yelled at me last night when we almost got mugged.”

      “There you go again, saying I yelled. I spoke firmly to get your attention.”

      “That was clearly yelling.”

      “I was not yelling.” His voice rose.

      My tone matched his. “Oh, I think that was yelling. And you can’t send me flowers. I have a boyfriend.”  Oh yeah, way to trot that one out.

      He shook his head. “I appreciate your directness, but I didn’t send you these. And let’s face it. Pink roses are boring and unimaginative. You’re clearly an orchid kind of woman.”

      My face flamed. “Th— they’re not from you?”

      He shook his head. “No. Nor were they here when I dropped off the pin for you earlier this morning. But now I’m concerned because you don’t seem to know who would send you flowers.”

      He was serious. I could see it in his eyes. He hadn’t sent them. “I went to thank Dexter, but they’re not from him either.”

      “How mad was he that someone had sent you flowers?” he asked with a smirk.

      “Um, let’s go with mildly annoyed.”

      His brows really scrunched up then. “Another man sent you flowers, and your boyfriend is only mildly annoyed?”

      “He trusts me. But if he didn’t send them to me and they’re not from you, then who the hell sent me flowers?”

      “That, Miss Ashong, is a very good question.” He searched for wrapping or packaging and found nothing. “Sorry, there are no hints. Maybe Amy removed the packaging before she put them in here?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll ask. I guess it’s a mystery for now.”

      “A mystery you’re okay with?”

      I shook my head. “Not really, but I have work to do. Maybe they were delivered to me by mistake. Maybe there is some poor woman in here whose birthday or anniversary it is, and she thinks her boyfriend forgot.”

      He frowned at that. “It’s a possibility, but who knows?”

      I was still standing in the middle of my office when he moved to pass, and it was like being hit in the face with a heat lamp as he walked by. Geez.

      The scent of sandalwood teased me enough that I wanted to lean in. I wanted to sniff him. Why did he smell so good? It wasn’t fair. He was supposed to be a troll, completely unattractive. It would have helped a lot.

      But you can handle one man.

      I could. Besides, I had work to do. Ogling my boss wasn’t on my to-do list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            LIVY

          

        

      

    

    
      Perched in the corner of the couch in the living room with the light dimmed, I tapped away. I wanted to at least finish this chapter of the book. Dexter had gone to bed an hour earlier, claiming he needed his beauty rest. Mostly I thought he was trying to avoid me because I was asking to talk to him specifically about our next appointment with Dr. Kaufman.

      But I preferred him going to bed rather than getting in another fight.

      Or you wanted your peace so you can think about Ben without feeling guilty.

      No. No more thinking about Ben. I could accept that the man was sexy. He was. He was full of power and arrogance, and he was more than a little bit naughty. But that was the kind of problem I didn’t need, and I was merely a curiosity to him. Someone like him was not going to be into someone like me. Not for the long haul anyway. He dated models and heiresses. Not real people.

      Not that I cared. But our worlds were not the same. I was merely a fascination for him.

      I rubbed the back of my neck as I searched through my research notes for a name. My mother had been extremely organized with her outline, her sources, her research. Everyone had their own little dossier. I couldn’t believe how much work she’d done and how in depth she’d been.

      Her friend, Caroline Ritter, had worked at the embassy with her in London some years ago. In more recent years, she had started doing more human aid work, trying to work with The Hague for better anti-trafficking laws and penalties. She was a real crusader. But then one day, five years ago, she’d called her mother, told her she was going on a holiday, and then she hadn’t come back.

      The paper trail showed that she’d gone to Barbados as planned. But upon digging further, there was no evidence of her ever checking into the Grand Bajan Hotel, no evidence that she’d ever landed in Barbados. But flight manifests showed that she had indeed boarded a flight from Heathrow.

      And that was just the start of the mystery. Her life, the people she met, who she talked to, was endlessly fascinating. But what made it even more rewarding was just knowing that my mother had been on this path, chasing down a mystery. She’d always been a true crime junkie. If the show had Law and Order in the title, she was definitely watching it despite it not being quite so true. Anything Interpol was her kind of jam. And I found that I loved it too.

      As I typed the last line, my phone buzzed next to me. I smiled when I saw it was Telly. “Hey, love,” I said in greeting. “Does Carmen know you’re up past your bedtime?”

      Telly groaned. “Do you know she shoved a smoothie in my hand today? It had kale. You’ve lived in America. What is that country’s obsession with kale?”

      I laughed. “It’s good for you, I guess.”

      “Ugh, I’m British. I want a bacon butty and sausage rolls any day.”

      “You can have that too. But you should probably eat some green things.”

      “She’s a leafy green Gestapo.”

      “Oh my God, you’re so dramatic. What’s up? Why are you up this late if there isn’t wine involved?”

      Telly immediately sobered. “Okay, listen. This flash drive, it’s harder to crack than I thought. I made my own copies, just in case, and I’m glad I did. My first attempt to crack it immediately erased the drive.”

      “What?” My heart hammered. Had I done all that just to lose it?

      “Yeah. You trip the wrong wire on that thing, and data starts running away from you like someone’s literally doused it in gasoline and set it on fire.”

      “Jesus.” I scrubbed a hand down my face. “How many copies did you make?”

      “I have at least three more. But now I wonder if making copies also corrupts the data.”

      I frowned. I hadn’t even thought of such a thing. “Were you able to get any information at all?”

      “A little. I’m not going to be able to make much sense of most of it though. It’s like a giant dump of data, some of it seemingly inconsequential. It could also be a code. I don’t know. And loverboy wanted this really bad? Enough to have you smuggle it out?”

      “I guess. I mean maybe it’s  corporate sabotage, but last I checked the Van Linsteds weren’t into property development. Or hotels.”

      “No, they’re not, at least not as far as we know. If it doesn’t shine and glitter and they can’t steal from impoverished indigenous peoples, they’re not interested,” Telly muttered. “Okay, I want to keep trying. But I need you to be careful. Some of the data I am seeing points at Eton College.”

      I frowned. “The secondary school for boys?”

      “Yeah. I know that Ben and his mates went to Eton. Other than that, it just looks like bullshit data. I’m going to keep digging, but I might need another set of eyes.”

      “What do you mean another set of eyes?” I clearly was no coder.

      “Well, you know there are people better than me out there, people who black hat hack and white hat hack. I happen to know someone who rides the line. I’m going to fire off this data to him and see if he can come back with anything. Because it is bizarre.”

      “Telly, if you think it’s at all dangerous, then maybe we should stop.”

      “Oh no, Neo, we’ve gone down this white rabbit hole, we’re going to continue to take the damn blue pill.”

      I chewed my nail. “Okay.”

      “I’ll send it to my friend. He’ll be discreet. But in the meantime, I want you to be careful. Anybody with data who is this desperate to hide it is likely dangerous.”

      “I’m not really in anyone’s target. No one knows I was there. But I have questions. So many questions.”

      “I hear you. But just do me a favor and keep an eye on that Viking. Whatever he’s dragged you into, it stinks of bad news.”

      “Okay, I hear you. And Telly, thanks.”

      “Of course, love. Ride or die. Though I’d really like to know where we’re going and why one of us must die when we get there.”

      With a chuckle I hung up the phone. I had no idea what I’d tripped into, but there was no way I could pull back now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            BEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two weeks later…

      

      

      I was fucking distracted.

      How was it one woman, in the span of two weeks, could have turned my entire world upside down?

      I was a bloody disaster. Between fighting with my mates about how best to handle this fucking situation and waiting on East who was still working on leverage, I was twisting in the fucking wind. And now, I was sitting next to her and she smelled fucking insane.

      Her perfume should be named Tease. Just a hint of coconut and lime. Just when you thought you had figured out what it was, where it might be coming from, it morphed and changed into something else. It was something both familiar and unknown. God, I was a mess. It was bad enough after our little adventure with the attempted mugging and my detour to Bridge’s that she’d been all I’d been able to see in my dreams. That fucking smile, her goddamn voice... And let me just say, in my dreams she was a hell of a dirty talker. Willing to beg, practically purring... Jesus.

      I’d tried to be nice by replacing that stupid pin. I just wanted her to have something good, since I’d broken hers the night we met. I wasn’t sure how I knew that it was so important to her, I just did. But even that gesture had taken a wrong turn. Nothing about the woman was ever straightforward. And she was sitting there with a soft smile, smelling like temptation and every bad decision I’d ever made.

      I dragged my attention back to the meeting, and next to me, Olivia shifted in her seat. Her skirt migrated and inched higher, and holy hell, was that the end of a stocking? I bit back a groan and dragged my gaze away.

      Do not look. I didn’t need any more fodder for the goddamn wank bank. It was already too easy to think about her, to dream about her... She was already fucking torturing me. I didn’t need any more.

      She cleared her throat and stood up. What was she doing?

      “Hello, everyone. I’ve met most of you in meetings over the last couple of weeks. Glad to be on board. Before going on vacation this week, Jessa asked me to present today, so I’d like all of you to turn your attention to...”

      I could hear the words she was saying. I understood that she was directing people to the PowerPoint on the board, and she had the clicker. Why did she have the clicker?

      Clearly, she’s giving a presentation you wanker.

      I frowned. But it was my job to present the priority projects.

      My frown deepened, and I interrupted. “Ms. Ashong, what are you doing?”

      She blinked at me. “Mr. Covington, I’m giving the presentation on the direction we’ll be moving, what’s currently on everyone’s plate right now, and suggestions for how to streamline.”

      I gave her a brittle smile. I was pissed off that she thought she could take over my meeting.

      Well, it is her job.

      That spike of rationality got smothered quickly. This was mine. It had always been mine.

      Then why did you hire her?

      I had no fucking idea. I was pissed off and annoyed. For someone who had me all twisted up, she didn’t look at all perturbed.

      “Oh, sorry sir. I thought that you would want me to. But go ahead.”

      I took the remote from her and stood. That’s right, my meeting. She gave me a soft smile. Why the fuck was she smiling at me?

      You’re losing it. Calm down. Focus on what you need to do.

      “All right, as you know we’ve got the Paris property going. We’re waiting on final bids from Wes, and then we’ll finalize. Also, I went over the Peterman file and what we’ll do is have Max Peterman and his crew take over on the twentieth for that site. We’ll get their estimate and—”

      Olivia raised her hand. “I’m so sorry to interrupt sir, but Max Peterman can’t lead on that project.”

      I frowned. “What? Why the hell not?”

      “Because his wife is having a baby the week before. He sent notification via email. He’s got his foreman ready and willing to go, but you weren’t happy with the results the last time his foreman ran a project for us. What I am suggesting is an alternative. We’ll have a crew work on the luxury villas. It was a separate crew anyway, because that was going to require special permits. We’ll keep that moving and on track instead of waiting. And then after Peterman’s paternity leave, he and his team can resume in two months.”

      I could only stare at her and try to decipher her words. She’d clearly asked me something because she was waiting for a response. I shook my head. “What?”

      She spoke more slowly, and I was well aware of everyone around the table staring at us. She stood and took the remote out of my hand and clicked. “You see, on this file, I circled when he would be ready to start. That means that the luxury villas would be built, mostly fitted, except for plumbing, and we have a separate team to do that and the electrical, which will be wired into the main system, so we can have Peterman’s team do that as normal while he’s on leave. He would start here”—she clicked the calendar—“eight weeks from now, and the whole team will be able to function while he’s gone. There will be no starts and stops. This will be more efficient and means we can finish ahead of schedule.”

      She clicked again, showing what that did to the calendar on the project.

      I blinked at her. “Right.” Why hadn’t I known about Peterman?

      I handed the rest of the meeting over to her. After all, she had all the slides, and well, I felt fucking obsolete at my own company. This was my meeting. My team.

      It’s her job now.

      God, I was losing it. After just a hint of this woman’s perfume, I couldn’t think right. Jesus. I was no better than a goddamn teenager.

      When the meeting was over, I scowled. “Miss Ashong, please stay behind.” She had just stood but eased herself back into her seat and turned around slightly so she could face me.

      When everyone was gone, she crossed her arms. I didn’t know if it was a protection of herself against me or if she was irritated. Either way, it made my anger simmer to life. “What the hell was that?”

      “That was you trying to take over my meeting.”

      I blinked hard. “Your meeting? Whose name is on the building?”

      She grinned. “London Lords.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You know what I mean.”

      “Do I? You hired me to do a job. Let me do that job.”

      “Why didn’t I know about Peterman?”

      “When I asked you to hand over the file the other day, you must have known I was going through it. I wanted to double-check dates. That’s when he mentioned to me that he was going on paternity leave, so I adjusted the calendar accordingly. I did some juggling and moved things along. I sent it in the prospectus two days ago.”

      I frowned. She had sent me some emails. I hadn’t had a chance to go to through them all yet. “I didn’t see them.”

      “I marked them as urgent.”

      I’d had my hands a little fucking full. “You didn’t deem it necessary to sit me down face to face?”

      “Sir, when you gave me this job, we didn’t exactly set any parameters, so Jessa and I discussed them. If you need me to sit you down and discuss every little thing with you as part of this job, I can do that, but you need to make yourself available. It’s also redundant to do that with Jessa and with you. Are you who I directly report to, or is she? Or maybe you should realize that you hired someone qualified and let me deal with the job you’ve hired me to do. If I run everything by you, I’m nothing more than your glorified assistant.”

      I scowled at that. “You are going to be a pain in the arse, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am. Is that a problem?”

      I opened my mouth to yell, but instead, my stupid lips twitched. I liked that she had spunk. I liked that she stood her ground and was smart enough and didn’t need me to make every little decision. Shit.

      I was going to regret this. I could feel it. Working this closely with her, being this close to her, not touching her, was going to be a problem.

      “We can work together. You don’t have to fight me. I just want to do my job, and I am grateful for the opportunity because I would have been stuck as Kennedy’s assistant for far too long. So please, let me show you what I can do.”

      “You already have. It’s not bad.”

      She laughed, pushed back her seat, and stood. “Not bad? Please, I’m the best operations director you’ve ever had. You’ll see.”

      And then I could only stare at that delectable ass as she sashayed out of the damn room.

      I was so utterly fucked.
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      Music thumped inside the club, and I had to blink rapidly to let my eyes adjust to the dark. SKIN was one of the most exclusive strip clubs in London. The girls were high-end escorts and dancers. The owner, Cassia, a former Russian ballerina, made sure her girls were clean, safe, and drug free.

      This was where I found Adam Hilton, getting a lap dance from a dancer called Candy. I slid into the booth with him, and he frowned at me. “Oi, mate, this is a private booth.”

      I grinned at him. “No, Adam, it’s not.”

      His frown deepened, and then he squinted. “Covington? Is that you?”

      “In the flesh.”

      Candy glanced back and forth between us. “I’m sorry, but if you would like a friend to join in, you’ll have to pay extra.”

      I took several hundred-pound notes out of my billfold and handed them over. “I’m so sorry to cut this short. But I need to speak to him.”

      She gave me a smile and her gaze perused my body. “Shame. We could have had fun.”

      Not that I was one to judge, but very likely I’d want to disinfect myself after leaving here. We definitely would not have had fun. “Yeah, next time, love.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      I made a mental note to never step foot in there again.

      Hilton glared at me. “What is it you want? Why are you ruining my perfectly good evening?”

      “Well, I needed your attention.”

      “Out with it.”

      “There’s a certain rumor going around the Elite that you are one of the Five.”

      He laughed. “Is that why you’re here? I already told Van Linsted I’m not. So you’re wasting your fucking time.”

      Fuck. He’d beaten us to Hilton?

      I didn’t know how far the Five would go to protect their identities. I only knew that I still had to try to get his vote. And if not his vote, then I needed to at least try to get his thoughts on who might be in the Five.

      “Look, I’m not trying to jam you up. But this is vital. I don’t know what Van Linsted said to you, but if you’re like me and several other members of the Elite, the idea of another Van Linsted having control of our future for years to come is, at best, concerning.”

      He sniffed and drained his glass. “You’re barking up the wrong tree, lad. I can’t help you.”

      I nodded. “I understand. And honestly, I get it. You have a life to protect. But we are at an impasse. We simply cannot allow the Van Linsteds to gain more power, so we need to do what we can to remove them.”

      He frowned at me. “You don’t seem to understand, Covington. Why did you never learn the lesson that your father did? You can’t just be unhappy about the scenario. You have to provide an alternative solution. One everyone would support.”

      “And get the Five to endorse him?”

      “Exactly. No one can back a horse they don’t know.”

      I took out the envelope that was in my pocket and handed it over. “What I want is your support against Bram Van Linsted regardless of the candidate.” I could see now that we’d have to offer up an alternative.

      He laughed. “Again, I hear you saying things that you want. But what do I get?” He looked inside the envelope. There was one photo… of his son. He sputtered. “Where the hell did you find this?”

      “Doesn’t matter where I found it. The point is that you have a child. A child with a woman who supposedly is your wife. Funny thing is this wife is young… so young.”

      Even in the dim light of the club, I could tell he’d gone ashen. “Why are you doing this?”

      I blinked at him. “None of this information needs to come to light. Your wife, the one with the money, need not know about your other wife in Spain who has a child. She doesn’t need all that pain.”

      He sighed. “You don’t know what you’re playing at, boy.”

      “I think I have an idea.”

      He frowned. “I can’t give you blanket approval on a candidate.”

      “Yes, you can. You just know that it’s not going to be Van Linsted. Adam, this is what we need. Either you’re with us or you’re not. And if you’re not, well, I’m sure you can guess what will happen.”

      He stared at me and then back at the envelope.

      “It’s not what it looks like.”

      I placed my hand on my chest. “I swear I’m not judging. I’m sure there’s a very good reason you shagged a sixteen-year-old girl and knocked her up. I’m sure there’s a reason her family doesn’t seem to know that you’re already married. I’m sure there are reasons for all of this, but I don’t care about any them. I just want your support. Do I have it?”

      He swallowed, glowering at me. “Fine.”

      I nodded. “One more question. When Van Linsted came asking for your support, what did you tell him?”

      “He hasn’t asked yet. He called for an appointment.”

      “Excellent. So what will you tell him?”

      “I’ll tell him that I can’t be bribed. I’ll tell him what I’ve already told him, and you, that I’m not one of the Five.”

      “Excellent. It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Hilton.”

      “And I have your word? The word of a gentleman, that you won’t expose me?”

      The man made me ill. Those poor women, both his wives… I didn’t know them personally, but they didn’t deserve his deception.

      “On my honor as a gentleman, I will not be the one to share these details. But if my team found it, it’s entirely possible someone else will.”

      He drained his glass. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      I didn’t bother looking at him as I left. I was pretty sure I would never wash the taste out of my mouth. But at least we had won his support, and that was all that mattered.
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      Knowing what had to happen and actually making it happen were two very different things. Bridge had finally managed to secure a Van Linsted meeting. I didn’t particularly think he was one for an Academy Award, but we were all counting on him to sell it.

      East was in my office as we listened. Bridge’s comm device was loud and clear.

      He’d greeted Van Linsted in the lobby, buttered him up, and said it was great that they were really talking after all these years.

      Van Linsted wasted no time with a personal jibe at me. “Well, I figure we would have forged a stronger relationship a lot sooner if you had chosen your friends more wisely.”

      Bridge’s response was immediate. “I hope you don’t hold Ben’s actions against me. Ben and I aren’t as close as we used to be. His recklessness has become a problem, as has his lack of foresight.” His lies rolled off his tongue smoothly, and I could only be proud of him. He was good, better than I had given him credit for.

      He managed to pull off that cool air of disdain and indifference, which was exactly what we wanted. We wanted it to seem like he gave two fucks and that he was willing to do whatever was called for.

      Bram’s voice was smooth as they rode in the elevator. “You know, I will admit, I was unsure of you for the Elite. But you have proved yourself more than capable of being the right kind of man.”

      “Well, I certainly worked to get here.”

      My gut churned. Once a wanker always a wanker. I forced myself to listen as Van Linsted both stroked Bridge’s ego and simultaneously put him down.

      Ten minutes in, even East had grown weary of the bullshit as Van Linsted made his pitch for why he was a fit for Director Prime.  “Do you feel sick too?”

      I slid him a glance. “Yeah, it doesn’t feel brilliant.”

      Finally, when their phones had been in close proximity a few minutes, East hit Compile to see if the program he’d put on Bridge’s phone had done its job. We’d hopefully be able to get more valuable information from Bram’s phone.

      “It’s going to take a minute. After it’s copied, I’ll still need to decrypt it. Don’t you have to get ready for the Blake Boynton meeting?”

      “I’m meeting him a few blocks from here at six.”

      “I can’t believe he took a meeting.”

      “I was surprised too. I have a feeling he’s not one of the Five, but we need to be sure.”

      “We do. You’re caught up on the file?”

      “Yeah. Basic embezzlement from the family trust. But leverage is leverage.”

      He nodded, and I stared back. Finally, he just kicked me out. “Mate, get off my tits. I’ll call you if I get anything.”

      I took a left out of East’s office and was surprised to find Olivia barreling down the hall toward me. “Good, there you are. I have been looking for you.”

      My brows lifted. I had to make a visible effort to calm the erratic uptick in my heart rate and kill any interest from my dick. “You have? Is there a problem?”

      “I wanted to talk more about Peterman, you know, the meeting and how it went.”

      I frowned. “Okay, why?”  I planted my feet and it seemed like she was trying to back me up. “What’s going on? Do you want to discuss it in your office?”

      Her eyes went wide. “Um, my office?”

      Her body language said she wanted me to back up, like she was trying to herd me in the direction she wanted. “Yes, your office. Or is there somewhere else you’d rather talk? Does my office work better?”

      She glanced behind her. “Yep, why don’t we do that.” She physically tried to turn me, and I had to laugh because she wasn’t getting very far.

      I lifted a brow. “What’s going on?”

      She gesticulated as she spoke. “You know, just... let’s go this way. There’s something I wanted to show you. It’s at the other end of the hallway.”

      It took another moment before I realized she was trying to steer me away from Bridge’s office. She knew who was in there and didn’t want me to blow up.

      “But I wanted to go this way. I wanted to ask Bridge something.” I was a prick. I knew I was, but I couldn’t help having a laugh with her.

      “No. Honestly, you’re the smartest of the London Lords. I’m sure you don’t need his input.”

      Now I knew she was shitting with me. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Oh, absolutely have always said so.”

      I finally allowed her to turn me around so that we were walking toward my office.

      I couldn’t help laughing at her antics. She was a badass in the board room and a complete spaz out of it. Also, I wanted to kiss her.

      What? No. No kissing.  The fuck was wrong with me? We were in a mountain of shit. I should be focused on keeping her away from this mess.

      Yeah, there was that. Also, she worked for me, and likely, the Elite knew about her, so kissing her was a big fat no-no. It would just set the target on her directly, and I wasn’t going to be responsible for that.

      I leaned close, letting her tease of perfume dull my rational senses. “Hey, Olivia?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Is there a reason you don’t want me going down to Bridge’s office?”

      She swallowed hard. “Yes. Bram Van Linsted is in there with him. I think they have an appointment. Given how you two reacted the last time you saw each other, I figured it would be ugly. And you don’t want your employees seeing you get into a fistfight, so I’m trying to take you away. Anywhere but there basically.”

      I grinned down at her. She really was very cute. “Fine. Where are you taking me?”

      She blinked in confusion. “What?”

      “You said you were going to take me away so I don’t lose my shit over Van Linsted. Take me somewhere.”

      “Oh, right.” Her brow furrowed slightly as she tried to think. And then away went the worry lines and that brilliant smile appeared. “Follow me.”

      It scared the shit out of me that my immediate response was to follow her anywhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            LIVY

          

        

      

    

    
      Why wasn’t he mad?

      I would be mad. I would be so livid if Telly started having secret meetings with my arch nemesis. Amy Sorensen from the second grade who told everyone my hair was like a Brillo pad. But no, Ben seemed cool as a cucumber. Not fussed at all. Why not?

      He waited until we passed the square that sat kitty corner to the hotel before he leaned over. “So, you were worried about me?”

      Jackass. I frowned. “No. Just so happens that I like my new job, pain-in-the-ass boss notwithstanding. It would be a shame if he got put in jail and then I lost my new gig. I’m being self-serving, really.”

      His low chuckle was like warm whiskey by the fireplace on a winter’s night. Warm and crackling, sending a chaser of heat through my core. “So, you’re enjoying the new gig?”

      “Jessa is amazing. She’s a powerhouse. I mean, she lives on two different continents and handles it with a husband and royal duties. I dig her so much. Can you explain to me how it is you know a princess?”

      His smile was quick. “Starting to believe in my magical abilities, aren’t you?”

      “No. Never that.”

      “Of course not.” His gaze searched mine, leaving tracks of heat everywhere it touched. “How are you doing?”

      That was a good question. Was his question about the job or about my emotional state after our night out? It was such a loaded question. It had been a couple of weeks since the attempted mugging, and I was mostly normal if normal meant that sleep was a distant memory, but I was sure that would come back at some point. “I’m fine.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t lie. You don’t look fine. You look tired.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You are the worst. How is it someone hasn’t told you yet that you can’t tell a woman she looks tired?”

      I watched with rapt attention as his big shoulders moved up and down in a shrug. Even though he had a lean frame, his shoulders were set wide. I had never noticed anyone’s shoulders before, but I certainly noticed his.

      “I have a thing about honesty. I didn’t say you still weren’t stunning, but you do look tired.”

      “I’m fine. Everything is just peachy.”

      So far from peachy.

      Dexter had his own bad couple of nights. He’d been so drunk last night he hadn’t made it to the toilet… or the bedroom.

      I’d found him asleep on the bathroom floor, so I’d had to wake him, toss him in the shower, and then clean up the bathroom. Not like I was sleeping anyway, but it would have been great to have pretended.

      At least we’d finally been able to pick up a new prescription for him last night, so he didn’t complain of pain this morning. Sooner or later, I was going to have to have a huge come-to-Jesus talk with him.

      But it was easier to be at work, easier to deal with challenging new responsibilities. Coward.

      Easier to run.

      I didn’t want to run. Hell, I wanted to stay and make it work, which is why I’d done it for so long. But God, it was hard. Too hard. I was getting to that point that I was losing so much of myself and had no idea where the old me had gone.

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      I didn’t realize I’d sunk into a reverie. “No, it’s all good.”

      “So, you are having fun?”

      “Yes, and you know, in case I didn’t say it the other night, thank you.”

      “I wish you’d told me about the earlier incident.”

      “What was I supposed to say? You’d just become my boss. I didn’t want to share with you that I’d been mugged. You know the deal; don’t be a problem child.”

      “You’re not a problem child. I take offense to someone trying to hurt you.” He spoke through gritted teeth.

      “Yeah? Why is that?” He didn’t even really know me.

      “Well, considering you blackmailed yourself into the job, I want to protect my investment.”

      “I did not blackmail you.” How could he still think that? It was only after I caught the corner of his lips turning up that I realized he was kidding. “Are you just trying to get a rise out of me?”

      “It’s so easy, honestly, you have got to work on your poker face.” We walked past a bustling boutique of women fighting over bargain-bin clothing. “Can you tell me more about the thing with the ashes? What were you doing?”

      “My mom passed away six months ago. Cancer.”

      “You were saying. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. I mean, not fine, but anyway, I haven’t been able to spread her ashes yet. Every time I even think about it, I get locked up. She was so full of life. And I’ve been trying to finish her book by the one-year anniversary of her death. In Ghana, the one-year mark is a huge celebration of someone’s life. I’d love to have it done by then.”

      He stopped right in front of the La Perla store, and it was all I could do not to stare at the display behind him. “You’re writing a book?”

      “Well, she was. I’m just trying to finish it for her. It’s kind of a fictionalized true crime.”

      He blinked at me several times as if only just now seeing me. “That’s incredible.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah well. According to my therapist, it’s also helping me cope with the grief. But sometimes I wonder when I’ll feel better, you know?” It was far too easy to talk to him.

      “Well, that’s... I’m pretty sure that’s normal. I think it took me years before I came to terms with my mother’s death.”

      My heart cracked in two for him. “How old were you?”

      “I was eight. The worst part was watching my father, who had never been overly affectionate, completely shut down. She was the bridge, you know. Between us. And it’s like without her there, we had no idea how to talk. We grew further and further apart, and our relationship deteriorated. And let’s just say lots of mistakes have been made along the way.”

      “Families are complicated. Mom was always working. My dad died when I was a kid. A car accident. And from that point on, she was always on the move. I needed to have a bag packed and ready to go for whenever a quick move would happen.”

      “That must have been rough on you.”

      “It was. But I thought, you know, she needed me. I think she threw herself into work. She would take any assignment. I spent a lot of time in embassies around the world, never really getting to explore or see the countries we lived in. It wasn’t until she was much older and she retired that she decided she was going to live life a different way, you know? Enjoy it. That’s when she and I got really close.”

      “I’m glad you got that time with her when you were older, when you could really talk. That must have been really special.”

      I nodded and tried to blink away the tears at the same time. “Yeah, it was.”

      “So, since I didn’t get to interview you, tell me, who is Olivia Ashong?”

      I laughed then. “Well, my friends call me Livy, and there’s not that much to tell. Like I said, I was a diplomatic brat. Went to Uni, partially in the States, then when Mom retired and opted to settle in the UK, I transferred here to be with her and finished school at LSE. It was the best thing I’ve ever done in my life. I fell in love with London. I fell in love with travel and food and, I don’t know, it was just a very impressionable time for me.”

      “Well, for a Yank, you fit in decently.”

      I took offense to that. “What? I’m almost more a Londoner than you are. I doubt you know the London I know.”

      He laughed. “I grew up in Downing Street. You don’t get more London than that.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Snooty posh London. Not the same.”

      “What? You think I haven’t run around in South London in dodgy clubs and partied in East London so drunk off my arse I couldn’t see straight?”

      “Yeah, still snotty rich London. You’ve got to see the really grimy bits. The markets, the people. I’ll take you to this Ghanaian restaurant which is so incredibly delicious. But you might want to leave the fancy threads at home.”

      “You’re on. Is that where your mom was from?”

      “She was the Ghanaian ambassador to the UK for years. And then to the United States, Japan, France for a bit, and Italy. All over, really. Dad was British, but I happen to have been born in the States while she was stationed there. And then I just went to international schools most of the time.”

      “And you’re talking to me about being snooty?” His laugh was more conspiratorial than teasing.

      “I’m not snooty. I hated all of that stuff. So, wherever we moved, I quickly found the nicest local I could and hung out with them as often as they’d allow. It was the only way I really learned about a place. It kept me grounded. So, I’m very down to earth. I watch all the best down-to-earth shows,” I joked.

      He laughed then. “God, something tells me I’m going to be scared of your telly viewing.”

      I rolled my eyes at that. “I’m sure you consider footie on ITV to be the end all-be all of what’s on television?”

      He laughed. “Well, I don’t really have a lot of time for TV.”

      “God, don’t you ever just veg on Sunday? Take a walk, do something that isn’t putting oodles of money in your bank?”

      To my surprise, he laughed. “No, I guess I don’t.”

      “I want to make you a viewing playlist immediately.”

      He brushed a blond hair out of his face. “Oh, yeah? What’s going to be on it?”

      “First thing that’s going to be on there is Turn Up Charlie. Idris Elba’s in it. He’s British and part Ghanaian. It’s excellent and hilarious.”

      “It’s a comedy?”

      I smoothed my hand down over my hair as a quick wind gusted through the square. “I can’t believe you’ve never heard about it.”

      “I guess I’ve been living under a rock.”

      “You have been. We’ll fix that don’t worry.” He was easy to talk to. Too easy. I could forget that he was my boss. Or rather my boss’s boss. I could almost forget how we’d met and that I’d blackmailed him into helping me.

      Not blackmail when he bribed you.

      “You are an odd one.”

      “I think I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You should. You can come off as so buttoned up. Almost sterile. Like in your office. Why don’t you have any pictures or plants or something?”

      “I was taught you might need to be able to move quickly. Best not to unpack too much.”

      “Yeah, I kind of guessed that. Always ready to run.”

      “Something like that. Granted, running isn’t by choice most of the time.”

      “If you say so.”

      We rounded a corner and strolled through cafés and boutiques. As we were headed back to the hotel, I heard a screech. A lorry was coming around the square, honking its horn. It jumped the curb, and I squealed. “Oh, Jesus, he’s going to hurt someone.”

      Before the words could even finish tumbling out of my mouth, the driver lost control of the lorry with a trajectory directly toward us.

      I don’t know what possessed me. Ben was busy looking in the window of a cigar store, and he was turning a moment too late.

      “Look out.” I shoved him hard, toward an alley. He didn’t budge much, but he did trip over the lip of the curb into what looked like a trough of water of the nearby florist.

      “What the fuck?”

      The lorry skidded again and then managed to right itself before careening off.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “Come back.”

      Ben blinked up at me. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m sorry. The lorry—”

      “Yeah, I saw it. But why did you jump in front of it and push me away?”

      Was he serious? “I was trying to save your life.”

      Several people had come over at that point to try to assist us. Someone had gotten the driver’s license plate. As we were relatively unharmed, there was no point in waiting for the police, really. With slippery hands, a couple of people helped me get Ben up out of the trough.

      When he was free, he glowered down at himself. His shirt, vest, and trousers molded to every muscle on him, and I stared.

      Focus. You just shoved your boss into a trough of water. He’s not going to be thrilled. “So, is this the moment when you realize I saved your life?”

      His glare told me everything. This was not a life-saving event to him. I was so totally screwed.
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      I was soaking wet. And it was all thanks to Olivia Ashong, who was currently chattering a mile a minute as she followed me into my office.

      “It’s fine. It’s just a little water.”

      I kept a change of clothes in the office for such an occasion that I stained my shirt or something. I just hadn’t planned on doing a full change.

      “I’m really sorry. I was just trying to get you out of the way.

      “I’m just going to grab a change of clothes.”

      “But oh my God. I’m so sorry. I was trying to help. And honestly the lorry was so close, and we could have been killed.”

      “We weren’t going to be killed. And I like the idea of you jumping in front of danger to try to save me.”

      “If I hadn’t, you’d be flat as a pancake right now.”

      “I tripped.”

      Her eyes sparked with fire. “I saved you.”

      She was holding a towel and blotting me dry. And standing far too fucking close. Her coconut lime shampoo was wreaking havoc on me. I couldn’t really think properly. I wanted to lean into her, to take a good whiff, to wrap myself in her scent and do all kinds of dirty things with it.

      Jesus, you need help. “You are a magnet for trouble, did you know that?”

      “I have never been a magnet for trouble until I met you. In a closet, mind you.”

      “You were there before I got there.”

      “But if you hadn’t ever come in, I never would have gotten that drive in my purse, or gotten mugged the first time, or almost gotten mugged the next time.”

      “You’re blaming me?”

      “Yeah, I’m blaming you. Before I met you, I was completely boring. No one paid me any attention.”

      “You think this is my fault.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “You’re the one who needs to be careful. You’re small and delicate, and you traipse around jumping into messes like you can’t get hurt. When someone tries to mug you, you try to fight back.”

      “I just couldn’t let it happen again. Besides, they wanted to take me somewhere, and even I know that’s not a good idea.”

      “At least you know that much.”

      She jabbed me in the chest, her finger leaving an invisible, searing burn on my skin. And I wanted more.

      “You need to be more careful.”

      “Careful, Mr. Covington, someone might accuse you of caring.”

      I squared my shoulders. “Hardly.” My gaze fell on her lips, and my gut tightened. No. Stop looking at her mouth.

      Olivia swallowed hard. “I am… uh…” The spark of lightning between us danced. I could physically feel the tension in the room. I needed to get changed. I needed her to get out for me to do that. But goddamn, her hands were on me as she patted me dry. “Look, it’s fine. I’m just going to help you, and then we’ll get back to our day, okay? God, I’m such an idiot. I was really trying to help.”

      She continued to pat me with the towel as she spoke rapidly, hardly taking a breath. Each press of her palm was stoking the flame, playing with fire. “Um, Livy?”

      She kept on talking though. About how I needed to be more careful. That I should have better situational awareness. Have a clue as to what was happening around me.

      All the while, she had zero idea what was going on in my head. The war I was having with myself about touching her, about what was appropriate. All the blood rushed south, and I clenched my teeth, trying to fight against my growing erection. She chose that moment to glance down.

      Fucking brilliant.

      Her voice went throaty when she mumbled, “Um, I think you’re mostly dry. You can handle this yourself. I’m going to go.”

      I cleared my throat in a desperate attempt to regain control. “You probably should.”

      But she didn’t move, just stared at me with those wide dark eyes. Daring me.

      “Olivia?” It sounded like a plea.

      Her wide dark gaze met mine. “Yeah?”

      “I’m going to kiss you now.”

      Her mouth opened as if she meant to gasp, and I didn’t waste any time.

      Yes. I knew it was wrong.

      Yes. I knew it was a bad idea.

      Yes. I knew I had zero business kissing her when I didn’t know if she could be trusted. She has a boyfriend you wanker.

      Well, fuck him.

      Deep down inside, she belonged to me. And yes, I knew that once I had broken the seal, it would be nearly impossible to put that genie back in the bottle.

      But the kiss happened so fast that I didn’t even have time to register my own movements.

      My lips slid over hers, and electric heat struck like a stick of dynamite. She gasped, and I slid my tongue against hers, while hers teased mine in a slow, seductive caress, making me momentarily lose track of time and space, of who I was and what we were doing. There was so much I wanted to take. So much I wanted to have. So much I wanted to communicate in the kiss.

      My hand caressed her face before sliding into her coily curls. I pulled the pins free, letting her curls spring apart and cascade down her back and over her shoulder.

      I liked her like this. Hair out and free, a coiffure better matching her personality. Sliding my hand into the springy softness, I tugged gently, angling her head just enough so I could deepen the kiss and chase the taste of sweet berry on my tongue.

      I couldn’t think. Hell, I couldn’t fucking breathe. All I knew was the blood flowing thick through my veins had drummed out all rational thought. I slid my other hand down her back to just over her ass, itching to cup her like I had before.

      I wanted to claim her. Mark her. Make her mine so she wouldn’t run again… so she wouldn’t want to.

      Kissing her felt like time stood absolutely still. We stood locked in time for what could’ve been a second. A minute. Or it could very well have been three hours.

      My skin was too tight, too hot and flushed, and my cock was convinced it needed to reside inside Livy. He was working on his escape plan from my pants, and he wasn’t taking no for an answer.

      I kissed her until she made this little mewling sound at the back of her throat. Part whimper, part demand. Then we were moving.

      A flat fucking surface.

      That’s what I needed. But this, whatever this was, wasn’t going to be some hurried rush job on the desk. Not that I could stop kissing her.

      I wanted her melting on my tongue and wrapped around me. Desperate as I was, I backed her up against the wall and angled my body so I could kiss her just the way I wanted. Desperate. Demanding.

      Her hips ground against mine. There was no way she could mistake the hard press of my length against her.

      Another whimpered plea and something shifted in the air. Instead of her fists grabbing into my shirt like they had been before, they were flat, and pressing against me.

      I frowned, dragging my lips from hers, trying to make sense of the input I was getting. She sucked in deep breaths of air and pushed me away as she shook her head.

      I released her easily and backed away. Even if it felt like I was cutting away a piece of me.

      The severance of bodily contact enabled my brain to come back online. What. The. Fuck. Was. That.

      “Fuck. That was not supposed to happen.”

      Her eyes darted around and looked anywhere but at me.  Her lips trembled when she spoke. “I—I have a boyfriend,” she stammered. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips swollen from my kiss.

      I knew about her boyfriend. I just had stopped caring for a minute. All I cared about was tasting her again. Already like a junkie in need of another hit. “Livy, wait.” I reached for her, but she evaded my touch.

      “I have to go.”

      She darted around me, making her escape out of the office before I could stop her.
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      Two truths.

      One, Ben Covington kissed like they were giving out Olympic medals for it.

      Two, I’d kissed him back.

      And not just kissed him back. I’d enjoyed every damn moment of it like I was never going to get another opportunity to kiss again.

      And you’re not. At least not him.

      I leaned my back against the bathroom stall and tried to catch my breath, but it was nearly impossible. Hell, I could barely stay upright my knees were so weak. My stomach knotted. I’d kissed him back. Who the hell was I? The old me wouldn’t have kissed her boss. No amount of crackly tension and heat would have made me do that.

      I needed to find Dexter.

      I had to talk to him. Apologize. Something. If I was going to be with him, I needed to be with him. I couldn’t have one foot out the door and ready to leave. It was either all in or all out, and I’d ridden that fence for too long.

      I checked my phone to see where he would be tonight and recognized the swank pub where they often had their work happy hours. I needed to go talk to him. I had to tell him and apologize. Hell, what was I going to say, it’ll never happen again? He had no reason to believe me.

      But I had to try.

      From the bathroom, where I had every intention of hiding until it was time to leave, I used my phone to text a message to Jessa that I would be out of the office and on my phone if she needed anything.

      Now all that was left to do was to remedy the guilt on my face.
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      Finding Dexter and his team wasn’t difficult.

      They’d taken over the whole upstairs portion of the pub. It wasn’t even really a pub. It was more bar turned pseudo nightclub. They had dart games and billiards, loud music and a dance floor.

      When I climbed up the stairs, I spotted Dexter in the corner playing billiards. He expertly sank a ball in the corner, and I couldn’t help but think his hand seemed fine.

      Fantastic.

      I swallowed my annoyance. I needed to do this. I’d messed up. Our whole relationship had gone off the rails. And if I wanted to get it back, I needed to fix this. To undo the harm that I’d done. Assuage your guilt you mean.

      This wasn’t me. I wasn’t the kind of person who cheated. I wasn’t the kind of person who kissed and made out with her boss. I wasn’t that person. And Dexter needed to know.

      I waved him down. His eyes went wide, and he faltered a moment.

      He drank his drink before coming over to me. “Liv, what are you doing here?”

      “Well, I checked the calendar, saw where you were going to be, and thought I would join you.”

      “No, we’re entertaining clients. I can’t really have my girlfriend turning up for that.”

      My heart sank. “Oh, I didn’t realize. I’m sorry, I just wanted to see you. We’ve been sort of missing each other like ships in the night.”

      “Yeah, I know. We’ve just been busy, I guess. You’ve got your new job.”

      I swallowed down the annoyance, the anger, the fear that he might not be helpable. I swallowed all of it because he was Dexter. My Dexter. He loved me, and I loved him.

      He doesn’t act like he loves you. I ignored that twinge of reality.

      “I just need five minutes, and then I’ll leave you to enjoy your clients.”

      He sighed, leading me down the stairs. “Liv, this is really inconvenient.”

      “Sorry. I can go, I just really needed to see you.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Is this about your mum again? Look, I get that you’re sad, but I thought you had a therapist for all this stuff.”

      “I do. I see her and it’s good. But I need to see you. Look…” I shifted on my feet. This was not the way I wanted to have this conversation. “Can we go outside?”

      He pressed his lips together into a firm line. “Christ, you’re so fucking needy right now. I need to get back to my client.”

      Why was I here, begging him to love me? “It will just take a second, Dexter.”

      We finally went outside where I could hear myself think. Whispered kisses of an impending drizzle brushed my face. I glanced up at him. His eyes were bloodshot, his pupils dilated. Come to think of it, he’d been using his hand just fine upstairs. I’d watched him angle a billiards cue. Expertly. His grip steady.

      Stop it.

      “Something happened today, and it made me realize that I want to work on us.” The hell you do. You’re running scared. “Really work things out. I know things have been a bit shaky, but I just want us to get back on track, you know?” You’re only here because you are desperate to know how else Ben can use his expert tongue, and it terrifies you. “I didn’t realize tonight was a client thing. I thought it was just a bunch of mates from work.” You did realize, but you need to cling onto this reality so you don’t slip your boss your wet panties.

      He rubbed at the back of his neck. “Can’t we just talk about this at home?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” I wasn’t sure what I’d thought. That he’d magically turn into the old Dexter who would have been happy to see me on a night like tonight?

      “Everything okay out here?”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention, and a cold chill crept in through a crack I’d left unguarded. Dexter turned with a smile. “Fenton. There you are. Look, Olivia came by. She wanted to hang out. Why don’t you and her chit chat. Get to know each other better. Liv, Fenton and the missus have been saying we need to go over there for dinner. Why don’t you two sort it out? And be nice.”

      I forced myself to smile at Fenton. More of a gritting of teeth really. “Just one moment please.” I pulled Dexter aside. “Dexter, I told you he makes me uncomfortable. Please don’t leave me with him.”

      “Oh, just stop being such a fucking cunt. That’s my boss. The least you can do is help me grease the political office wheels a little bit, yeah?”

      My stomach turned. “What the fuck do you mean grease the wheels?”

      “He’s going to notice you’re always rude. You never want to do dinner, you won’t even talk to him at events, and you won’t dance with him.”

      “I didn’t realize it was my job to dance with your boss. And I do all those other things. To support you. But you’re going to go back inside and leave me with him? That makes me really uncomfortable.”

      “Well it’s not my problem. Leave if you want. It’s not like you ever gave a shit about my career anyway.”

      I winced as if I’d been slapped. “Are you being serious? Or are you taking the piss?”

      “I don’t even know what you’re doing here.”

      I straightened my back. “You know what, neither do I.”

      I couldn’t even watch him walk inside. But when I turned, and Fenton was right there not two steps away. “Sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear. Look, I’m sorry if my presence causes you discomfort.”

      I swallowed hard. “Look, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. It’s just… I like my space.”

      He sighed. “But you recognize I’m just trying to help.”

      I tried to choose my words carefully since I was now outside, alone, with a man who made me uncomfortable. “And it’s kind of you to be so helpful. Dexter thinks the world of you.” There I was, doing it again. Making excuses for him, always trying to smooth the way. But he’d just left me. Like I was nothing.

      “Why don’t you let me take you home? You know Dex. He’s had too much to drink. We can try to figure out a solution for him.”

      How exactly did one say fuck that noise politely? I was sure there was a way to do that. “That’s all right. I think I’ll just call an Uber.”

      He chuffed a laugh. “You know, Dex told me what happened. That you got mugged after the event. I was horrified. If you had just listened, did as I told you and took my car or let me take you home, none of that would have happened.”

      No, but something much worse would have. Something I needed to avoid now.

      “Possibly. But I don’t think one is related to the other. And I just want to go home and get to sleep.”

      He took my upper arm in a tight grip. “Let me help you. You never take my help. Never say thank you for what I’ve done for Dexter. It’s distressing. It’s like you don’t understand how much I’ve done for you.”

      Bile churned in my belly. “Mr. Mills, you’re hurting me.”

      He stared down at his hand, brows knit tight. “Stop being melodramatic. I’m not hurting you. I’m just trying to explain to you how it could be. Just let me take care of you. We’re all a family here. I can give you what you need.”

      “I have what I need, Mr. Mills, thank you.” I tried to pull my arm free, but he just tightened the vise. “Ow. I really need you to let me go.”

      His eyes roamed over my face. “So beautiful, but so ungrateful.”

      He pulled me closer, and I recoiled from the stench of gin. I hated that smell. Stale gin on the breath, there was nothing worse than that. “Let me go. Now.”

      His gaze narrowed. “You’re such an ungrateful—”

      “I think the lady told you to get your hands off her.”

      Goose bumps prickled my skin. I knew that voice. Did I dare pray.

      “Mind your business, mate.” Fenton spat. “My lady friend and I are having a conversation.”

      Ben’s voice lowered to a growl. “Well, considering she works for me, she is my business.”

      I whipped my head around to find Ben taking long strides along the sidewalk.

      He was here.

      For me.

      “She’s asked you nicely to let her go. If you don’t, I will do the asking. I’ll be less than kind about it.”

      Fenton’s fingers dug deeper into my flesh, and I winced. “Mr. Mills, let me go.”

      And then Ben was on us. Where Fenton held my arm, Ben’s palm engulfed his hand. And then slowly, I felt the pressure loosen.

      Fenton’s eyes went wide, and his mouth hung open in pain. “Ah, let me go, you piece of shit. There will be repercussions for this.”

      Ben scowled at him. “Yes, there will. For you. Not for me.” He then wrapped an arm around me, pulled me tight to his side, and scuttled me along the sidewalk.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I had a meeting scheduled. He was a no-show, and I was headed back to the office. I almost took the car, but I’m glad I decided to walk.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Looks like we keep saving each other.”

      I tried to blink away the impending tears. I was not going to let him see me cry.

      “Where am I taking you? And let me be really clear. You’re not going anywhere Fenton Mills will have access to you. Or knows about.”

      “Uh, I’ll call Telly. I’ll go to her flat.”

      He gave a terse nod. “Fine, call her. The car is up ahead. I’ll take you there.”

      “Ben, you don’t have to.”

      He paused and turned me to face him. “I think you and I both need to get on the same page here. For some reason, we are linked. You came barging into my life three weeks ago, and neither one of us has been able to shake the other. Stop apologizing and stop asking me to not take care of you. It seems you’re mine now. Like a wayward kitty.”

      “Is that because you licked me? Now I belong to you?”

      His quick grin was merciless. “I haven’t even licked you yet. When I do, you’ll know.”
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      As it turned out, Telly couldn’t find a fuck at the fuck store left to give when it came to Dexter. “He left you with Fenton?”

      “Yes.” This was the third time I’d had to recount the story. Telly grew more and more incredulous each time. She paced back and forth. Carmen watched her and just sat there rubbing my back and made sure I sipped the tea they’d given me.

      “He fucking left you with that creep, Mills?”

      “Yes, Tell.”

      “And then Fenton tried to attack you?”

      “I wouldn’t exactly use that word. He tried to make me go with him, and I told him no. And he was just gripping me so tight.” Why wasn’t I able to come out and say the word? It had been an assault. He’d put his hands on me without my permission. That’s what had happened, but I felt like I couldn’t say the ugly thing.

      That was when Carmen frowned down at my arm, at the bruises now starting to turn purple on my flesh.

      Carmen, as far as I could tell, was a pacifist. She was sweet and kind and never really raised her voice. With her long hair and her penchant for wearing flowers, I always considered her kind of a hippie. She was a doctor though and had already applied salve. She pulled out the bandages as she spoke. “If I find him, I’ll kill him myself.”

      Telly met her gaze. “Carmen, you’re beautiful, and you are amazing. But I will fight you for that right.”

      Oh God. Things were taking a turn. Before the night was out, Telly might form a posse like in the American Old Westerns she loved so much. “Turns out neither one of you has to do it. Ben already did.” I hadn’t really explained much when I’d rung up, Just the Dexter and Fenton part.

      Telly stopped pacing and raised a brow. “As in sexy office Ben?”

      I sighed. Must I really play into his arrogance with that nickname. “Yes, as in sexy office Ben.”

      A slow smile spread over her lips. “Uh-huh. So why were you and Ben there together?”

      “No, I was not there with Ben. He had a meeting nearby.”

      “And he just rode into the war to save you?”

      “Well, you know to be fair, he was the reason I needed saving in the first place.”

      Telly crossed her arms. “Explain.”

      I quickly ran over the incident at the office. Throughout, Telly and Carmen stared at me as if I had seven heads. “Say something, you guys.”

      Carmen just laughed. Telly, for once in her life, could find no words. Finally, she said, “So you kissed your boss?”

      “No, he kissed me. But I kissed him back.”

      Telly counted out the points on her fingers. “Okay, so he kissed you, you kissed him back, and then you went to tell Dexter?”

      “I don’t know what I meant to tell Dexter if I’m being honest. I just knew what I did was wrong and terrible, so I don’t know, I wanted to lean into my relationship. It’s no surprise that things have been difficult with us. I wanted to recommit or something dumb like that.”

      “But remember him and that redhead. I promise you your instincts are spot on there. Don’t ignore them.”

      “I don’t have any proof he did anything with her.” My brain, oh so helpfully, replayed the night’s events for me. “The things he said to me, Telly, it’s like he hates me. And I don’t understand what I’ve ever done to him.”

      “All you’ve ever done is try to help him. Sometimes people don’t want to be helped.”

      “Tonight was horrible. And I know I can never see him again. And I know I deserve better, but there is this tiny part of me that feels awful, like I’m abandoning him.”

      “It’s not abandonment when someone you care about puts you in a dangerous situation. Then it’s called survival. And you are a survivor, aren’t you?”

      I swallowed nodded. “I am.”

      “Then yeah, I think you have your answer right there.”

      I tried hugging my knees in hopes that it would help me feel more whole instead of more fractured. “Yeah. You’re right.”

      “I know.”

      “So, what do I do about Ben?”

      Carmen had the perfect answer for me. “You shag him so good his dick falls off. It’s been a long time since I’ve shagged a bloke. I don’t normally miss it. But if he’s that fit… Telly, you fancy a third sometime?”

      Telly’s laugh was rich. “Only if he looks like her boss. Because wowsa.”

      I laughed so hard I snorted. “Oh my God. I wonder if I can break it from overuse?”

      Telly nodded. “Hey, why don’t you try it out and tell us.”

      I couldn’t believe I could even laugh right now. “I’m not shagging him. I don’t know, it’s like we’ve sort of become friends. And then well today happened.”

      Telly nodded. “Are you sure becoming friends with the hot man you want to shag is a good idea?”

      “I’m not shagging anybody. If Dexter and I are done, I need to put it to bed and then deal with my own shit before I bring anyone else in. I’m still grieving Mom, I have a complete wanker for a boyfriend, and I just got a new job. I have a lot going on.”

      “Good point,” conceded Telly.

      “I know. I need to deal with it and soon.”

      “And then you’ll be free.” Telly took my hand and squeezed. “I promise you. None of this will kill you.”

      I wished I could believe her.
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      Blake Boynton, the little shit, had canceled on me last night. And good thing too, or I couldn’t have been there for Livy.

      Just thinking about that fucker, Mills, with his hands on her made me want to murder him. I’d never put in a name for a sanction, not once in the ten years I’d been in the Elite. But I was going to put Fenton Mills’ name in, and I didn’t give a shit.

      If an Elite member called for sanctions, they had the option of stating their reason or not. Throughout a member’s tenure, they could only call one no-disclosure sanction. All other sanctions needed to be disclosed to the members. Since I never wanted to drag Livy’s name into the Elite, I’d call for a no-disclosure sanction.

      But who will you call it against? Her idiot boyfriend or his idiot boss? It was a close one, but Fenton was the one who’d had his hands on her, so he would be the recipient of my sanction, and it wouldn’t be pretty.

      With a sanction, the membership systematically dismantled someone’s life. Secrets revealed. Affairs leaked. The only exception would be if they had children. Children were off-limits.

      Yesterday and last night had been a complete clusterfuck. I needed to get back on an even keel. I’d head out for this run to meet Blake in the park. The run would do me good. Let me clear my head.

      Because there was still the little matter of me wanting to shag my operations director, and keeping my distance was getting more and more difficult.

      I took the tube down to Regent’s Park, not even concerned about the crowd of tourists. I knew my way around enough to avoid them entirely.

      But there was something about the energy and vibe of London that was just what I needed. It was an unusually warm spring morning, and it felt good to have the nip of the air flowing to my lungs as I ran.

      When you became one of the Elite, it was expected that you learn about things from military strategy to self-defense. Once you were tapped in secondary school, your training began in earnest. Then, over the course of five years, you became Elite in all ways, but you could specialize in certain areas.

      Those who wanted to go into politics chose their path and received more strategic and diplomatic training. That’s where my father would have preferred I go. But I’d followed Bridge and East into business with side training in security and clandestine service. I never got to be James Bond, but it helped knowing I could kick ass when I needed too. But I’d chosen the money path.

      From the beginning, we’d known money was power. After all, the three of us had been controlled by it. And for me it was both a big fuck you to the old man and a step to freedom. Not to mention, I could be with my mates. We’d been given the best business internships with letters of recommendation from Elite members who were titans of industry. My father was right; as much as I wanted to believe we’d done it without the Elite, everything I had couldn’t be separated from what I’d been given.

      So many of us were in the foreign service, politics and clandestine services. The good news was my mates and I were well trained and well versed enough to be able to look out for ourselves. The bad news was so were the people we were determined to take down. Nothing had changed. If we had gone on with our lives without really knowing our culpability or the culpability of the other Elite members concerning Toby’s death, things would have been simple. But I did know. I knew that for ten years Toby hadn’t been able to rest. For ten years, the people who had killed him walked free. For ten years I’d been blind.

      But that was over now. And there was a reckoning coming.

      With my lungs burning, I made a left at the York Bridge entrance and proceeded west before turning at Ormond Terrace and making a loop around Primrose Hill. The views never ceased to amaze me. The yellow, red, and white primroses bloomed merrily along the paths.

      Judging by where I was, I’d already run about four miles, and the meet point in question was in clear view. But no Blake.

      I checked my phone to make sure I’d gotten the meeting location right, and I had.

      After forty-five minutes, I knew he wasn’t coming. Something wasn’t right. Why take the meeting and not show? Had Bram gotten to him already?

      I ducked off a path to run under a bridge, and cement chips flew out toward me, a piece grazing my cheek, making it sting.

      What the fuck?

      I ducked automatically and then heard that tell-tale whizzing.

      That was a bullet. My brain did a mental calculation of where I was and where there would be cover.

      I could run back along the path I’d come down and duck into a restaurant.

      I made a quick right along the bicycle path and running path. Right next to it, there was a darkened pathway I recognized as a classic way to double-back and get to safety. Down here I was too exposed. And I’d be damned if I was going to die today.

      But two dark figures at the end of the path blocked my way, and I knew I’d misjudged. There would be no easy way out of this. I’d have to fight my way out.

      “Lads, you don’t want to do this. I’m really sweaty and knackered. You don’t want to try to hit me. Your fists will slide right off. It’s going to be bad.”

      The two guys at the end of the short pathway smirked at each other.

      “Okay, so you don’t really care about your own well-being. Fair enough.”

      “I’m happy to kick your arse either way,” the taller one said.

      He was my height but bigger. He was swollen with muscle, and he meant to make quick, efficient work of me. Except, I wasn’t going to be an easy target.

      The one on the left, the darker-haired one, approached first. He was smaller but looked like he moved well.

      “Now, before we get started, just put your guns down. Let’s see if you’re really up to the task.”

      The one on the left smirked at me, while the one on the right looked like he didn’t like that idea at all. He was all business. His friend, though, took pleasure in their assignments.

      Note to self: Do the one on the right first.

      The one on the left made his approach, and I circled around, keeping my eye on the guy with the lighter sandy hair.

      Sandy hair reached for his weapon, and I shook my head at him. “Uh-uh. No, no. Where’s your sense of sport? Tell you what, if I can beat your friend here, you can kick my ass. Does that sound like a fair deal?”

      He chuckled. His accent was all South London. “I’m going to kick your arse anyway, bruv.”

      “Ahh, just a moment ago you looked like you were going to pussy out and shoot me. Let’s at least make it entertaining.” Taunting the guy with the gun when I was unarmed was possibly not my best idea to date.

      But it was all I had. This likely would get into the open street.

      I thought it would be the dark-haired guy, but it was the other one who pulled me in. He launched at me first with a quick flurry of fists. Some I managed to duck; others landed too low. My side burned and I coughed.

      But as he aimed to kick me, I swiftly turned, grabbing his foot and then delivering my own kick straight to his groin.

      His eyes went wide and then slightly crossed. He cursed at me, and I released him, rolling out of the way. Quickly, he was back on his feet.

      His mate lunged for me. He was slower. Less trained. But he was still fast enough to make me worried. It was one thing fighting with Martin, my trainer, or with Bridge and East and Drew. These guys were looking to kill. The dark-haired bloke lunged for me again. I took one to the face, but I landed a few of my own. A quick succession of two jabs and a hook.

      His friend on the ground started to make motions like he was getting up. He was reaching for something. His gun? No thank you, I wasn’t getting shot today. I landed another quick uppercut and grabbed the nearest thing to me.

      Anything to use as a weapon. In this case, it was a pipe. I was going to do whatever I had to do to survive. These wankers weren’t going to kill me on the streets of London and call it a random mugging.

      Fuck no.

      With my fingers wrapped around the pipe tight, the dark-haired one lunged at me, but I deliberately kicked, and he staggered back and fell. Before his mate could get up, I swung that pipe, hitting him on the back of the neck. The crunching sound made my stomach turn, but now wasn’t the time to get queasy. I had a feeling I wasn’t supposed to walk away from this today. Well, they were in for a surprise. I didn’t go down easy.

      The other one pulled me in, and I delivered a series of knees then a straight jab to the nose. I waited until he sagged to the ground before I let up. He was out. A quick pulse check told me he was still alive, but there would be no answers forthcoming from him. So I picked up his mate by the shirt collar and asked, “Who sent you?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Oh, brilliant. While you’re not exactly my type, I applaud you for giving it a shot.” Jab. “Who sent you?”

      “Like I said—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time. Fuck you.” I hit him again, and his head just lolled back. I didn’t even bother looking at my hands. I knew they’d be covered in blood.

      I’d known when we agreed to go after the Elite this was going to be messy. I’d known it was going to get worse before it got better. But I hadn’t known that it would be an open battle in the streets.

      But now that I knew, I had the upper hand. I’d be ready. They wouldn’t catch me unaware again. I just had to warn the others and make sure that I could keep Olivia safe, because she didn’t know she had walked into a viper’s nest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        BEN

      

      

      I opted for my townhouse for our little regroup. It somehow felt more private than my suite at the hotel. After my adventure in Regent’s Park, I’d gone straight home and sent out the SOS to everyone.

      The starkness of Covington House surprised even me. Was it always this cold? And why the hell did I care? It had never bothered me before. I had loved this place so much when I first purchased the townhouses and renovated them. I’d done it for Lila. But then, while standing in the house I’d bought for her, she told me she was going to marry my father instead. She’d broken me right there by the fireplace. But I couldn’t bring myself to sell it even though she ruined me here.

      Bridge was the first one to arrive since he lived nearby, and he chuckled when he took in the sparse decor. “You’re not here much, are you?”

      I frowned at him then immediately winced when the skin above my eye protested. Those motherfuckers had gotten a few good shots. He knew I preferred staying in the loft. “Why do you say that?”

      “It’s beautiful, but there’s nothing warm about this place. No one lives here.”

      I shrugged. “You’re down the street. You can use this as your pied-à-terre. Your bachelor pad if you need it.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t need to escape Mina.”

      I ground my teeth, mostly because it helped me keep my mouth shut. He was one of my best mates. I wasn’t going to say a damn thing about his fiancée. I knew better.

      East arrived next through the kitchen entrance. He made himself a drink before heading to the living room and ran his fingers over the island in the kitchen. “Jesus Christ, you have a nicer kitchen than I have. And you don’t cook.”

      “I cook. I only said I don’t know how. But there’s no point cooking at the hotel, and I’m never here, so…”

      “Waste of a beautiful kitchen.”

      Drew showed up last. I was surprised he showed up at all if I was being perfectly honest. The moment he walked in, he whistled low. “You look like shit, mate.”

      I nodded my chin at him. But even the small motion caused my head to thump as if an elephant just kicked me at the back of my skull. “Well, mate, you look just as lovely as ever.”

      Drew grinned and rubbed his jaw. “For once, I’m prettier than you are.”

      “Fuck off, I’m still prettier.”

      It was Bridge who got to the point. “What the fuck happened?”

      “Well, I went on a run this morning to meet Blake Boynton and got jumped by a couple of professionals.”

      East’s brows furrowed at that as he glanced up at me, but he didn’t say anything.

      “They must be watching me because I took a route that I don’t run often. I took the tube to Regent’s Park. I was pushing myself pretty hard, and they knew where to find me and ambushed me.”

      Bridge cursed. “This smacks of the Elite.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. No one else I know wants me dead. I sent you lot pictures already. I don’t recognize them as any of the fixers on the payroll. Judging from their accents, they’re from South London.”

      East ran a hand over his face and then rubbed at the stubble on his jaw. “Okay, let’s just go through it. They know someone accessed data but have no idea who. Why would they even target us?”

      Bridge rolled his shoulders. “Unless this isn’t about us at all. Maybe it’s just about you, Ben. Van Linsted thinks you’ve gone unchecked for far too long. This might be his retaliation for the dustup at the fundraiser.”

      “What, with murder?”

      He shrugged. “Or maybe they do know we’re after them, and they’re going to pick us off one by one. Together we’re too powerful, but if they just take aim individually, make us weak, they could have a shot.”

      I scowled into my glass before draining it. “Unless it’s only certain members of the Elite.”

      Drew’s gaze ping-ponged between the three of us. “Do you lot hear yourselves? I know your focus was strategy and business, but you’re talking about murder here.”

      We all lifted our heads to glance at him. I had no idea why he was shouting. East looked perplexed. And Bridge, well, Bridge had no expression. But that was normal.

      I was the one who asked him the obvious question. “What are you talking about, Drew?”

      “Mates, you’re casually talking about how someone tried to take Ben out.” He put the ‘take Ben out’ in air quotes. “When did this become us?”

      We all continued to stare at him. My anger rose closer and closer to the surface. It was only mostly toned down because I’d used up most of my adrenaline earlier.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” East asked.

      Drew shook his head. “No, I’m not kidding you. Not at all. This is the point when we all take a moment to stop and consider our fucking families. Someone went after Ben... with a gun. I have a family. Children. I have to protect them.”

      On the one hand, Drew was a pussy. The night we made our decision to go after those responsible for Toby’s death, he’d been the last one to join in. Whenever there looked to be trouble, he was the first one to side with the Elite, and now, he was the first one to jump ship.

      I wanted to call him on his bullshit because, out of all of us, he’d been the closest to Toby. But in this instance, when we were talking about real combat in the streets, I didn’t for a second begrudge him for the concern about his family. Because that was a very real threat. Until that point, we were going after their money. Civilized things. We’d learned to defend ourselves, but that was meant as a precaution for a very distant possibility. We’d gone after money and secrets. But who had secrets worth dying for?

      It could be anyone.

      And just what the hell was on that drive? Because clearly, we had hit the jackpot.

      I glanced over at Bridge. “Maybe he’s right. We’ve been a bit cavalier about this, but now that we’re talking real guns, maybe Drew has a point. He does have a family to protect.”

      East scowled at me. “What? You want to back down?”

      “Fuck no. I’m not backing down. But Drew should probably sit out because these lads weren’t there to fuck around. And it’s likely going to get worse before it gets better. And you should probably back off too, Bridge. Watch your backs and let East and I handle most of this.”

      The corner of Bridge’s lip turned up in a snarl. “You’re really telling me to back the fuck off?”

      I knew he wouldn’t. “I know it’s not like you. I know it’s not in your vocabulary. But mate, today could have been my time. You have Mina to think about. Drew has Angela and the kids. It’s serious. No one is playing around anymore.”

      Bridge shook his head. “Drew can do what he needs to. I get it. There are children involved.”

      Drew scowled. “Are you going to sit there and judge me, Edgerton?”

      Bridge shook his head, and his voice was like ice. “No. I’m not judging you. All I’m saying is that Toby didn’t get to have kids. He didn’t get to get married. He didn’t have any of that. Fucking Van Linsteds. They forgot him. They made us forget him. We can’t let them walk away free on this.”

      Drew chewed his bottom lip. “Look, I’ll give you all the support I can, but guns are where I draw the line. They’re coming for us.”

      I nodded. “It certainly feels that way, but I can’t stop. If they are willing to kill, there is something deep they are trying to hide. So I’m still in.”

      East shrugged. “You don’t have to ask my vote, mate.”

      Bridge clenched his jaw. “You already know how I feel.”

      Drew sighed. “So now I’m the git who doesn’t want to get vengeance for his friend?”

      “No one is calling you a git, Drew.” I was too tired for this conversation.

      Bridge shrugged. “I mean, I might call you a git.”

      I gave him an admonishing glare that said shut it. ”Drew, if you want out, then you’re out. We can pull this off with three.”

      “So what, just like that?” He frowned, but the look in his eyes said he was torn.

      “You have children to protect. We will get vengeance for Toby.”

      I just hoped I was right about that, because after the day I’d had, I couldn’t help but worry about Olivia’s safety.

      I rubbed my jaw. “We have another problem. If they’re coming after us, it stands to reason that they’re coming after Olivia Ashong too. We need to protect her.”

      Bridge nodded. “You’re right. But the real question is how is she going to take that?”

      “Oh, she’ll hate it and fight me every step.” And I was persona non grata with her after that kiss, but it couldn’t be helped.
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      I didn’t remove my sunglasses until I was within the safety of my office.

      Carmen had helped me with my makeup that morning, so I looked less blotchy and my eyes didn’t look as red. But anyone who knew me well would know I’d been crying. I’d spent half the night trying to figure out where everything had gone wrong with Dex, and the other half crying about how badly I’d messed up with Ben.

      Neither one of those scenarios meant a bright eyed and bushy-tailed morning. But I was at work, and I would just go about my day and pretend that my boss hadn’t made my body hum. Hadn’t made me want—things. Hadn’t had me ready to beg.

      I could pretend, right?

      But before I could get on with my pretending and my delusions of everything being great, there was a knock at my door. I looked up to find Ben with several paper bags in tow. “Good morning. How are you feeling?”

      I tried to give him a brave smile. “I feel fine.”

      “You recognize you’re going to have to stop saying fine to me, right?”

      “That’s how I feel. Fine.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough. If that’s what you’re going with. I brought you a couple of things.”

      “What’s all this?”

      “You know, just a few things. Some eyedrops. An energy shot. I figured you didn’t sleep much. And, some beignets.”

      I grinned at him. “Beignets? Where did you find beignets in London?”

      “Well, a friend of mine used to have a restaurant in New Orleans, they were famous for them. I called him at his café and asked if he’d make some up this morning. So, here you go, beignets.”

      He felt bad for me clearly. Crazy woman who had thrown him in a trough of water, then moaned at his kisses while I had a, though absentee and rubbish, boyfriend. “You don’t have to be this nice to me. I know I’m a disaster.”

      “You’re not a disaster. Yesterday was a…long day.”

      “Yeah, tell me about.”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets, the motion highlighting his thick, toned forearms. He’d worn a gray vest today, making his eyes look stormier than usual. “And I know I should apologize. If I made you uncomfortable yesterday…” His mouth said the right things, but his eyes were focused on my lips. And that kind of direct scrutiny by him made heat pool in my core.

      That was the thing. I hadn’t been uncomfortable. I’d been a little too comfortable.

      “I just, I could have sworn I was feeling something between us, and then I acted on it. I shouldn’t have.”

      What did I say here? There was no handbook for I really enjoyed my boss kissing me. “You’re my boss.”

      He nodded slowly. “I am your boss. Technically your boss’s boss.”

      “I have no intention of being one of many women going through his revolving door. I’d rather not get sheet burns on my ass.”

      He huffed at that. “I do not have a revolving door. And I would take very good care of your arse.”

      An image flashed in my mind of just what he could do to my ass, and I flushed.

      He muttered a curse. “Jesus, I didn’t mean that how it sounded.”

      “I know. We have an unconventional working arrangement.”

      “You can say that again,” he muttered. “The point is I don’t do relationships. And as a result, I don’t generally shag anyone I’m required to see the next day.”

      It was so easy to slide into the usual banter with him. “Performance that disappointing, is it? Are you embarrassed? I promise. I wouldn’t laugh at you.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it. He tried it again, and a crack of laughter spilled out. “You’re such a pain in the arse.”

      “I know.” I snagged the bag of beignets from him. They really were best eaten hot. “Did you try one yet?”

      “A beignet? I may have had one or two.”

      “Split one with me?”

      He looked like he wanted to say no, but he nodded instead. Again, the focus of his gaze was on my lips. But he seemed to right himself and pulled out the little boxes inside then set them out on napkins.

      I picked one, dipped it in the jam and took a bite. Christ, I moaned. “That’s almost better than sex.” I spoke around a mouthful of dough, sugar and jam.

      “Then you have not been having sex with the right person. I mean these are good. These are excellent. But still, sex is sex. Even bad, it’s good.”

      I laughed. “Sex is only always good if you’re a guy. Not the same for us of the fairer sex.” I took another bite. “I don’t know. I feel like I could eat beignets every day for the rest of my life and be very happy.”

      “Note to self, bring you beignets every day.”

      “Oh my God, no. I mean, I go to the gym, but not enough for a beignet habit. Please.”

      He frowned as he took another beignet and sat in the seat across from me. “Why do women always do that? I think you look great.”

      “Do what?” A flush crept up my neck, and I couldn’t help but run my teeth along my bottom lip. I could still feel his lips on mine, his tongue sliding over my own. I could taste him still. I shook my head to clear it.

      “Act like they’re not already fucking perfect. I promise you, whatever imperfections you see on your body, we never notice. We’re just thrilled we’re about to shag.”

      Now I would be thinking about him shagging. Damn it. I didn’t need that visual if I ever wanted a good night’s sleep again. “Right. Um, thanks for breakfast.”

      He pushed to his feet. “Of course. There’s another thing too.”

      “Yeah?”

      “We have corporate housing. And I don’t want you staying on your own or going where your boyfriend would be.”

      I noted the way he said boyfriend. “Yeah well, he’s not my boyfriend anymore. I just need to find time to tell him that.”

      “That’s good. That’s great. I still don’t want you over there. I want you safe.”

      “I have a perfectly good apartment. I just need to find him, break up with him officially, and then get my keys, change the locks, that sort of thing.” Although I had no idea which one of us would get to keep the flat if I was being honest. And Fenton knew where it was, so I didn’t exactly feel safe there.

      “Right, and all that takes a little bit of time, so in the meantime, corporate housing. I can get you on the list today. If you can stay with Telly for the time being, I’ll get you in.”

      My hands shook as I wiped away the sugar on my fingertips. Now was not the time to freak out. I could have a crisis later. When I was alone and could cry on the tube like a normal person. “I haven’t really thought much further than notify him he’s a horse’s arse. I suppose I can keep sleeping on Telly’s couch. I’ll look into the corporate housing, thank you. But I know how expensive those flats can get. I’ll start looking for a flat mate I guess too.

      His teeth grazed his bottom lip, and this time it was my turn to be riveted. “Okay, listen, don’t be weirded out.”

      I grinned. “Guaranteed way to weird me out.”

      “I have a place for you to stay. You’d basically have your own wing of a giant loft.”

      “Here in London? Whose first born do I need to slaughter first?”

      “Yes, here in London. After the mugging and attempted second mugging and that bollocks last night, I’m concerned about you.”

      “About what? I’m perfectly safe.” Even I realized how dumb that sounded as the words came out of my mouth.

      “Do you really feel safe? With Fenton Mills running around?”

      I frowned. He had a point. “I don’t live with Fenton.”

      “But you do live with Dexter. Who doesn’t seem to heed your concerns when you say you’re worried or scared.”

      I sighed. “Fair point.”

      “I don’t want you back over there until I can go with you myself to get some of your things.”

      “You sound like Telly. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “No one’s saying you do. But the way Fenton grabbed you last night proves he’s dangerous.”

      “I know. I get it. I’m not an idiot. I just want my life back.”

      “I know. In the meantime, for a few nights stay somewhere safe where you have privacy. I don’t know what the situation is with your friend Telly.”

      “The couch is comfortable.”

      “While we wait on corporate housing, you will have your own suite and your own bed.”

      “Where?”

      “It’s a double-suited loft at the hotel property next door, so you would basically have your own wing. And your own key to a door.” He cleared his throat. “With me.”

      I blinked. Then when I couldn’t think of anything to immediately say, I blinked again. He couldn’t be serious. “And we’re just going to be what, roommates?”

      He nodded. “Yes. No funny business. Just for a few days. Until we get your flat sorted.”

      I wanted to fight. I didn’t need him taking control of my life. “You recognize I can take care of myself.”

      “And no one’s saying you can’t. I think you’re incredible. Jessa can’t stop talking about how amazing you are. And you single-handedly saved me from a lorry.”

      “I did save you, didn’t I?”

      He grinned. And the smile melted my insides and exploded an ovary. Hell, that smile could make every ovary in this building explode. “Just for a few days. Until we get you squared away.”

      “This feels like I’m taking advantage of your generosity.”

      “You’re not. I’m offering.”

      “You make it hard to fight you when you’ve already seen me at my lowest.”

      “And do I judge?”

      I coughed a laugh. “Only a little.”

      He spread his arms. “See? Then say yes.”

      All I wanted to do was get a decent night’s sleep and not be afraid or worried. “I don’t want to intrude on your space.”

      “My loft is one thousand square meters. You’re not intruding.”

      Wow. “Oh, okay then. Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure. It’s nothing permanent, obviously, but it gives you a chance to figure out what you want to do.”

      “I don’t even know how to say thank you.”

      “Just say yes so that we can get back to work.”

      “And just when I thought I knew you, you completely change.”

      “Yep. I have to keep you guessing, don’t I?”
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      Saving Olivia from Fenton Mills had been a happy accident. It gave me just the excuse I needed to keep her safe. Without having to tell her everything. Fully disclosing everything about the Elite would only put her in more danger. So I was doing what was best for her.

      By lying.

      Sometimes lying was necessary. You’re sure about that? Yes. I was bloody sure. And I certainly wasn’t going to argue with myself about it anymore. What was done was done and I wasn’t going to apologize for it. She didn’t need to know anything about the shooting. Or the likelihood that the muggings hadn’t been random.

      She’d be scared and worry. And I couldn’t take any more of that blank terrified look she’d given me at the end of the Jack the Ripper tour. So I was going to keep the lid on the real reason her life was imploding. To protect her.

      How are you pussywhipped without the pussy?

      Christ I was a mess. My bullshit reasoning for not telling her everything notwithstanding, I wanted to be near her. Putting myself in charge of her safety accomplished that.

      It’s not like I was any good at pretending I was immune to her anyway. Now that she was in my space, it was only getting worse.

      Easy does it, she’s not yours.

      The fuck she wasn’t.

      Whatever she needed, I wanted to be there for her. So there I was at Montgomery Airfield, staring at what looked like a tiny helicopter. More like a tiny flying sardine can.

      My gut tightened. I was there because I couldn’t stay away, because she should have someone who cared about her in times like this. I was there because she was mine. She just didn’t know it yet.

      I had it bad.

      For a woman you can’t have.

      I just needed to keep telling myself that. I also needed to keep telling myself that I wasn’t going to kiss her again. At least not until she asked me.

      “Uh, we’re not flying that, are we?”

      She grinned. “Yes, we are. It’s called an Ultralight.”

      I nodded at her as if any of the words she was saying made sense. “Uh-huh. Still, no.”

      “You don’t like to fly?”

      “No, I love to fly. Private plane, comfort, and all the liquor I can drink. But this… This is not that.” I shook my head. “This is a flying death trap.”

      “It’s not so bad. I happen to have my pilot’s license, so I figured we’d take off, you know, fly a little, see the countryside, and right before we land, I’ll spread Mom’s ashes.”

      “Yeah, sure. Why can’t we do that in a real plane? I’ll even take a propeller plane, but not this.”

      She chewed her bottom lip. “You don’t have to go. I can do this myself.” The way she tilted her chin up made me want to slam my lips over hers, coaxing her tongue with mine, as I reminded her that if she was doing this, I was doing this. No way in hell I was letting her do this alone.

      “Nope. We’re doing this.”

      She smiled. “Are you sure? Obviously, you really don’t have to. I appreciate you just even coming.”

      “Look, I said I’m going with you, so I’m going with you. Now, why don’t you tell me all the things you really love about flying?”

      The smile she gave me was another poleaxe to the chest, and I knew right there that woman had me by the balls. From the moment she’d been pressed up against me in that closet, to the way she moaned when we’d had to cover what we were doing. From the kissing, to the way she’d handed me my ass in that meeting and never backed down. She had me and she had no idea.
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      I didn’t mean to text him. I didn’t even want to text him if I was being honest.

      You’re not being honest.

      Okay fine, I wanted to text him. He was all the way on the other side of the loft, and I was lonely. Telly and Carmen were out on date night, and I needed a friend.

      Tread carefully. Ben Covington isn’t the kind of friend you want.

      No, he wasn’t. Men like that weren’t capable of being anyone’s friend. Men like that were capable of being every woman’s wet dream. I shouldn’t even be having wet dreams, but he starred in so many of them.

      But I wasn’t going to be that woman, so I had to put my phone away. As soon as I did though, my phone buzzed.

      Ben: What happens when Batman sees Catwoman?

      I frowned.

      Livy: I don’t know.

      Ben: The Dark Knight rises. <wink>

      I couldn’t help myself. I laughed. Sue me. It was funny.

      Livy: Oh, that’s mature.

      Ben: Well, truth. What do you call it when Batman skives off church?

      I rolled my eyes because I could almost see where this is going.

      Livy: I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?

      Ben: Christian Bale.

      I snorted a laugh then.

      Livy: Let me guess, you’ve got a million of these.

      Ben: Yup. Are we in trouble for being up so late?

      Livy: No. All good.

      There was more I wanted to say, but that was dangerous territory, and I wasn’t going to go there. I liked Ben. And as it turned out, he was a half-decent friend.

      That man is no friend. That man is dangerous.

      But Ben wasn’t the problem. I was. I needed to put him in the friend category and keep him there. No fantasizing, no nothing.

      I watched the little dots flicker back and forth for a moment, and then his reply popped onto the screen.

      Ben: What position did Bruce Wayne play on his baseball team?

      Livy: What do you know about baseball?

      Ben: Answer the question.

      I laughed even as I tapped.

      Livy: He was Batboy.

      Ben: No fair, you’ve heard that one.

      Livy: Maybe. These are kind of lame.

      More little dots.

      Ben: Oh really? How about this one? When is Joker not plotting murder?

      I frowned then, trying to think of the answer, wanting to see if I could slide one by him again. But I didn’t know the answer.

      Livy: I have no idea.

      Ben: When he’s riding his Harley.

      I frowned at that. What did a Harley Davidson bike have to— Suddenly, I snorted, finally understanding.  Harley.  God.

      Livy: Do you only know the dirty ones?

      Ben: Would you expect anything less?

      Livy: No.

      Ben: Okay, one more and you can go to bed.

      Livy: Okay. Do your worst.

      Ben: What’s Batman’s favorite part of a joke?

      Livy: I have no idea, but I suppose you’re going to tell me.

      Ben: You are in luck. I am going to tell you. It’s the punch line. Get it?

      I laughed a genuine laugh. He was sweet and funny and knew I’d been sad all day. He was doing what he could to cheer me up. God, men like him existed in the real world. Women like me barely stood a chance. But Ben wasn’t mine. If he wanted to be friends, then I was good with that. I had to be.

      Livy: Thank you for everything today. It meant a lot.

      Ben: What are friends for?

      Then that was it. I turned off my screen, ignoring that part of me that was empty and lonely and sad. This wasn’t how things were supposed to work out. I also wasn’t a fool. Ben was my friend because I was someone unattainable. It worked, our little exchanges, because as a long-term prospect, he didn’t have to deal with me. But I knew men like him. The moment I became available, he’d become emotionally unavailable. So I needed to not get my hopes up. I needed to be wary.

      He was not the balm to my broken heart. That job would have to be mine alone.
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      Ben and I were friends now?

      It certainly looks that way.

      At least “friends” was the word we were using. It felt odd. Outside of Telly and a couple of work acquaintances here and there, I somehow found myself without as many friends as I’d once had.

      Surprisingly, Ben was easy to talk to, but he wasn’t the kind of friend I wanted. He was far too good-looking for me to ever be completely comfortable, and yes, I knew his distinct taste. But he’d been kind and nonjudgmental. Bossy too. And a pain in the ass. Basically, he was just like Telly except with very broad shoulders, abs I wanted to lick things off of, and from what I remembered of our kiss, had a really big... smile.

      So, our odd friendship notwithstanding, I wanted to do something nice for him.

      I’d gone online and scheduled the grocery store to deliver the groceries an hour earlier than I normally would have left work. And then I went to the loft to start prepping. Ghanaian food took a long time to prepare, but my mother always said that because it took so long you could tell that love was cooked into it.

      What was funny was that in my mother’s language of Ga, there was no real word for love. It was sort of an emphatic version of the word like. Even though I was keeping it simple on the cooking, it still took a while.

      I made my perennial favorite, jollof rice, which included a tomato-based stew with a fragrant rice cooked together. Then I cut up a few ripe plantains and fried them lightly. Ben had some fancy air fryer thing, but my first few attempts came out wrong so I did it the old-fashioned way, seasoning them with ginger, garlic, onions, and cayenne pepper and tossing them together with just a hint water to get them to coat before doing a light fry on the stove.

      His housekeeper would hate me for the speckles of grease everywhere, but it was worth it. For the meat dish, I kept it simple. Just chicken, seasoned the way my mother would have with enough spice to clear out your sinuses and make you weep at every bland piece of food you’d ever eaten in your life.

      When Ben walked through the door, he blinked and frowned. “Christ, what smells so good?”

      I had just started to plate dinner and wiped my hands on my apron. I turned with a smile, “Hey. I made dinner.”

      Nose in the air, sniffing, he made a beeline for the kitchen. “Oh my God, why has the house never smelled like this before?”

      “Probably because you don’t know how to make Ghanaian food.”

      “You cooked?” His eyes went wide.

      I nodded. “Yes, I cooked.”

      “You know how?”

      Why did he look so damn confused? “Yes, don’t you?”

      He shook his head. “I mean, I can make basic things but nothing complicated. Besides, there are chefs on staff for that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You have the best chefs around, but there’s a certain satisfaction in cooking for other people.”

      “You’ve been here for days. Why haven’t you cooked before?”

      “Well honestly, I didn’t want to mess up your kitchen. And we have a complicated relationship.”

      His gaze dipped to my lips, and I licked them automatically. I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he nodded. “Yeah. Complicated is a word for it.”

      “Anyway, now that we’re friends, I wanted to say thank you for looking out for me.”

      “You don’t have to thank me, Liv. You were in trouble, so I helped.”

      “Well, my mother taught me that when someone does something nice for you, you do something nice in return. So dinner. Go on. Wash up and we’ll eat.”

      I carried the plates into the dining room where I’d lit some candles and set the table. As he returned from the bathroom, he whistled low. “Seriously? This is gorgeous. Where did you get all of this stuff?”

      “You have the most amazing place settings. Some of that stuff is worth thousands of dollars.”

      He shrugged. “I rarely eat here.”

      I could only shake my head. “Yeah, I noticed. Why is that?”

      “When I’m having dinner, it’s usually served up in the East’s penthouse. So I just go up there.”

      “And if you have a date?”

      He coughed on a laugh. “Oh, I don’t bring dates here.”

      My brows lifted. “What? Why not?”

      He shook his head. “I like my space. I don’t need anyone poking around or snooping or thinking she’s going to stay.”

      “Wow, okay. So then why isn’t this place at all decorated or anything?”

      His shrug was dismissive. “I’m never here.”

      “So you have this beautiful loft with views of Soho. I can see the London Eye from here. And you don’t spend any time in it?”

      He shrugged. “I can see the London Eye from East’s place too.”

      I set the plates down and then went back into the kitchen for the wine. The sweet stuff for me; he got the adult wine.

      I took off my apron and deposited it on the back of a chair. I’d kept things somewhat casual, but still, I wanted him to enjoy himself, the food, and the company.

      You’re hoping he kisses you again.

      No. That was not what I was looking for.

      When he sat, his gaze lifted to mine. The icy-blue depths of his eyes warmed to a more cerulean color, or maybe that was the effect of the candlelight. Either way, his voice was soft when he spoke. “This is perfect. Thank you. Is it odd I’ve never had a woman cook for me before?”

      My brows lifted. “What?”

      “No. Not in an intimate setting like this.”

      My face flamed at the word intimate. “This is nothing. Just a thank you.”

      “This is not nothing. When you cook for someone, it shows you care. I knew you’d come around to caring about me eventually.”

      I rolled my eyes even as I laughed. “Forever arrogant I see.” I held my breath when he took his first bite. Some people didn’t like spicy food, so I was worried. What kind of food did billionaires eat anyway? I had no idea.

      His first moan made me break out into a grin.

      And then he sat back and nodded and did this kind of shimmy in his seat. Ah, a happy food dance. I watched, grinning as he tucked in, too preoccupied with his reaction to my cooking to eat myself.

      Five bites in, he stopped and glanced over at me. “You’re not eating.”

      “Well, I’m enjoying watching you eat.”

      He narrowed his gaze as he lifted another forkful to his mouth. “Did you poison me? I have to say it’s too delicious for me to care.”

      “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t dare ruin good jollof.”

      “Is that what I’m eating?”

      I nodded. “The rice is a standard across West Africa, and everyone has their own version. You’ll find the Ghanaians and the Nigerians are in a constant battle for who makes the best jollof rice. The Senegalese, who claim the origin of the dish, aren’t even in that fight.”

      “A fight over rice?”

      “You have no idea. We take our dishes seriously. Of course, being Ghanaian, I know we make the best.”

      He guffawed. “It’s hard to argue when my taste buds are exploding with joy. Is that plantain?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I made it into kelewele. Chopped up and spiced.”

      “Oh God, I used to live on plantains when I lived in Jamaica. But they were sweeter, not as spicy.”

      “Yeah, same sweet plantain, but this particular recipe is just spicier.”

      For the next couple of hours, we ate and laughed, and things were easy between us. Too easy.

      “How has no one cooked for you before? Mom always said the fastest way to someone’s heart was through food. I’m surprised some socialite hasn’t figured it out yet.”

      “Socialites are busy figuring out what’s in it for them. They want all the trappings of the money, so they wouldn’t put themselves in the kitchen.”

      “I guess they want that sterile life. Like a hotel.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, they do. And they want that lifestyle where they never live anywhere and never form real connections with people. “This is probably the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat and tucked one foot under myself. “Well, Ben Covington, you and I could both probably use some new friends.”

      He raised his glass, leaning over to clink it with mine. “To new friends. To the best kind of friends who cook for you.”

      “Somehow I feel like this is going to bite me in the ass.”

      He grinned. “I knew you were dirty. I’m happy to bite you anywhere you like.”

      “You are incorrigible.”

      “I know you’ll be shocked, but I’ve been told that before.”

      I wasn’t shocked in the least.
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      I’d made a grievous error in judgment.

      When I suggested we come down to the theater, I hadn’t thought through the whole alone-in-the-dark scenario where it would be difficult to think about anything other than getting Livy beneath me.

      I hadn’t thought about how close she would be or the smell of her shampoo. Or that I’d be feeling warm and happy and really mellow from her cooking for me.

      So I was sitting next to the woman I wanted, who more than likely needed time, and I had a raging erection.

      When I got the text from East asking if I was coming up to watch the Tottenham match, I kept my reply vague.

      Ben: Busy.

      His response was instant.

      East: Busy doing what? Long night of wanking? Get your arse up here.

      Ben: Told you, busy. Plans.

      East: Found someone new to shag, did you? You’re using one of the rooms?

      Ben: Stay out of my business.

      East: You’re in the movie theater. What the hell are you doing in there?

      Ben: Why are you stalking me?

      East: Because you’re being cagey. And I see you have a guest. I will immediately

      turn off the surveillance. Because nobody needs to see that.

      Ben: You’re an arsehole.

      East: I know. Have fun with the woman you’re not into.

      I turned off my phone. I didn’t need my mate getting into my head. Besides, this was about Livy. I’d told her cook’s choice on a movie. We had thousands available. What she chose surprised me.

      “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon?”

      Her grin was sweet. “I love this movie. And the screen is so big. I’ve only ever seen it on TV.”

      “Your pick, you can have whatever you want.”

      She snuggled into the seat next to me. “Ugh, I should have brought a blanket. Can we pause so I can go get one? I might pick up some sweet and salty popcorn too. You want any candy or anything?”

      “Oh, you’re adorable. Hold on.” Did she really think I was going to send her upstairs to concessions?

      I pulled a remote out of the side of my chair and tapped in a request.

      She frowned at me. “What are you doing?”

      “You said you wanted a blanket and popcorn, right?”

      Her brows lifted. “Seriously?”

      I grinned at her. “Owning the place has some perks.”

      “Jesus. What’s it like to get everything you ever want? Doesn’t that get boring?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. And I don’t always get everything I want. Some things I have to work for. And it’s better when I work for them.”

      Way to be obvious.

      “But it must be odd to press a button and have blankets appear out of nowhere.”

      “Well, I pay people to make sure that those things happen for anyone who stays here. I want people to know comfort. To have a sense of being taken care of. Like you have family even when you’re far away.”

      Her smile warmed me from the inside as she grinned up at me. “So, you do this at all the hotels so that people have a sense of family?”

      Heat started to creep up my neck as the embarrassment hit. “A little. When I was a kid, I would watch people bend over backward to make sure that my father had everything he needed exactly how he needed it. And eventually they got so good at their jobs that he didn’t even have to ask; whatever he needed would just appear. But then I noticed at school and other places that most people didn’t have that, and I wanted to provide that kind of experience for people.”

      “Why, Bennet James Covington, you do care about people.”

      I brushed off the sentiment. “It’s my job.”

      We were interrupted by one of the bellhops. “Mr. Covington, here are your popcorn and blankets.”

      Olivia grinned up. “Thank you so much.”

      Tucked into her blanket, she scooted closer to me. But the arm of the seat was in the way. I hit a button on the remote, and the arm retracted down, forming a love seat of sorts.

      Her eyes rounded. “What? That’s insane.”

      “It’s great, huh? Come on. If you want a cuddle, let’s do this.”

      “You’re spoiling me. How will I ever return to normal life?”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her she didn’t have to. What is wrong with you? “Oh, I’m sure you’ll manage.”

      She grinned. “Or I can just bring my normal life back to you, and therefore, I shall not be tempted by such extravagances.”

      “Sweetheart, I have no idea what normal even is.”

      “No, you wouldn’t, would you? Is it lonely? I mean you live in the hotel. Before I turned up, it looked as sterile as a hotel. You have no personal touches in the loft. Don’t you want that?”

      I thought about East’s place with his photos and art and that lived-in quality. “I guess I don’t put the effort into that. I focus on other things. You don’t realize how lonely you are if you’re always doing something else.”

      “Well, not to worry, I shall add warmth.”

      I smiled down at her. She was so close, smelling sweet and inviting. Where had she come from? How had she found me? Why was she already changing the shape of how I thought, what I wanted, what I needed from my life?

      “You’re staring at me.”

      “I’m aware. I’m trying to remember that you’re my friend right now.”

      “It shouldn’t be hard.”

      All I had to do was forget that I knew exactly how she tasted. All I had to do was pretend that I wasn’t desperate to taste her again. Should have been easy, right?

      Except it wasn’t. Because I wanted her. I wanted more from her. I wanted to kiss her, taste her, remind her how combustible we were together. I could do all of that. But she hadn’t finished dealing with the git she’d been involved with, and I could tell that she wasn’t ready.

      But when I kissed her again, I wouldn’t stop myself. I wouldn’t stop until she was mine. And she wasn’t quite ready for that. “Watch the movie.”

      “Yes sir, Mr. Covington, sir.”

      “God, that sounds so sexy. Can you say that again?”

      She threw popcorn at me. And just like that, the tension eased. The monster clawing at me from the inside, demanding me to take her, to mark her, to make her mine, receded just a little so I could focus on the movie. I wanted her to be comfortable around me, not forever running for the hills. After everything she’d been through, she needed time. So I could be patient.

      Are you sure about that?
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      I saw him the moment I entered the hotel. Marcus Van Linsted. It wasn’t like he was subtle. There he was, at the bar in the lobby, sitting on the throne as if he owned the place.

      No motherfucker. I do.

      I took my time striding over to him. “Is there something you need?”

      Around me, bartenders and waiters clamored to get to us, and I waved them off. I wasn’t having a drink with that fucker. And he wouldn’t be staying.

      “Covington, is that any way to treat a guest? Remember, a gentleman above all.”

      “Right. But power is king and it’s my hotel, so what do you want?”

      “I know what you’ve been doing.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I know you’ve been skulking about asking members to vote against my son.”

      “Why would I do anything like that? To vote against him, they’d need someone else to vote for.”

      “Like you’re not making a play for Director Prime.”

      I frowned. “I’m not.”

      To the average person, Marcus Van Linsted might have seemed affable. Friendly even. But I knew better. I knew that this was merely a showing of his teeth. “You won’t win this, Covington. My son will be the next Director Prime. And you and your friends will fall in line, or there shall be dire consequences.”

      “That sounds like a threat. What happened to a gentleman above all?”

      “Yes, well, as you said, power is king. And it’s good to be king.”

      “Marcus, if you just came here to postulate about rumors and innuendos, I can’t help you.”

      “How is your new operations director? What is her name again? God, it’s so hard to remember these things. It’s something foreign sounding. Ashong, is that right? I’ve heard that you two have gotten quite cozy.”

      I lifted a brow. “You’re paying such close attention to me? Then you should know I’m not a threat to you or coming for your seat. The last thing I want is to be Director Prime. I just want to make sure your son doesn’t get it.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to turn your sights to making sure that your pretty little operations director doesn’t get hurt? She has a penchant for getting into trouble.”

      My brow snapped down. “Gentlemen don’t go after civilians.”

      “Who said I was going after her? Come on now. I would never do such a thing. I am, above all, a gentleman.”

      He was nothing of the sort. “It sounded like you just threatened her.”

      “Well, if we are breaking rules, then you should remember that secrets whispered are never to be revealed. How did you find out who the Five were?”

      Fuck. He knew that we knew. They knew someone had access to the files we’d copied onto the drive.

      I kept my face impassive. “I’m not one to share secrets, but I will tell you this; If you go after my operations director, I will forget that I’m a gentleman.”

      He grinned. “You forget, my specialty was strategy and politics. I wouldn’t have to lift a finger. I could just as easily ruin her life from the background. Her boyfriend, the one you so conveniently forget she has, just the wrong word here or there would tip him into making different decisions, putting her just out of your grasp. Don’t play with me, Covington. I will win.”

      “Who said anything about playing?”

      “If you must do this, just remember, enemies and friends are of the same coin. Loyalty is a fickle bitch. You come for my family, and I’ll come for you. How much are you willing to lose?”

      I met his gaze levelly. “Everything. I am willing to lose everything just to make sure Bram pays.”

      He stood and gave me a nod, then he stalked out.

      So much for the secret approach. He knew, and he was ready for a fight.
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      I rubbed the back of my neck as I started to plan. “So, the whole plan to get to Downs is in jeopardy now?”

      Bridge nodded. “Van Linsted’s trying to get to Downs first. Downs isn’t usually close and is notoriously cagey. Bram can’t exactly go all the way to Australia to see him because there’s been bad blood in those two families for years. And Downs rarely makes an appearance, so while he’s in Paris, this is his chance… and ours, too.”

      East nodded. “I found an elusive art piece by Pierre Bonnard. Downs is crazy about his work, so I arranged for a viewing and auction. He’s definitely coming.”

      I rubbed my jaw and tried not to let the frustration get to me. “It’s like we take one step forward and then two steps back. So I have to get to Downs, but somehow not let Van Linsted get to him?”

      Bridge nodded. “Yup. That’s the crux of it. It’s a two-man job.”

      East shrugged. “Can you take a date?”

      “I don’t trust a date. But I guess Jessa is an option.”

      East looked hopeful. “Maybe your cousin will let her come out?”

      I laughed. “My cousin Roone is extremely protective of his wife.” Without seeming to recognize that Jessa, while a princess, was first and foremost a badass and could take care of herself. “But I just remembered, she’s on vacation. Working while they’re traveling, but still, on vacation. Last I checked they were in Thailand. There’s no way she’d get here quickly enough.”

      Bridge rolled his shoulders. “Well, there is always your new employee.”

      My brows snapped down. “Livy? No.”

      “Oh, so she’s ‘Livy’ now? I kind of like the idea. She’s charming, certainly elegant enough. And, since she’s your new flatmate, you can ask her easily enough.” East went full Benedict Arnold.

      “She’s not my new flatmate. We all agreed I need to keep her safe. That’s what I’m doing.”

      Bridge grinned. “Yeah, right down the hall from where you sleep.”

      “I’m not trying to bang her.”

      My mates just laughed. They didn’t get it. I liked her. She was smart, funny, and had a vulnerable side that she showed to so very few people. Unfortunately, she’d shown it to me.

      “Okay, fine. I can take her with me and explain the trip as being one for work.”

      East nodded. “Okay, good. We’ll provide extra security. It’ll be discreet, just to make sure there’s no funny business. I don’t want you guys taking some wrong turn down a Parisian alley and not coming back to us.”

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t entirely wrong about how things could go. “You make it sound like people are trying to kill me every day.” It was so funny because it was true.

      Bridge just raised his brow. “Oh, someone can actually make jokes now.”

      “Sorry, just trying to ease the tension. None of this is funny. But I’ll get it done. I’ll bring her with me.”

      “If anything seems off at all, call it off.”

      The hell I would. “I’ll make it happen.”

      After our meeting, I found Liv in her office on a call. She gestured at me to have a seat. When she finished, she turned to me. “Hey, I was going to text you. What do you want for dinner? Sushi?”

      We’d developed an easy routine over the last week. We ate together, and she forced me to watch television and play Scrabble. I had her work out with me in the mornings. Just like a real couple. Nope. Like friends. Because that’s what we were.

      “That works. You doing all right?”

      “With Jessa technically out of the office, I’m handling a lot of what she usually has on her plate. So it’s a learning curve, but I’ve got it.”

      “About that. There are a couple of client meetings that I need to handle in Paris. Normally Jessa would come with me, but since she’s on vacation, would you like to come?”

      She stared at me. “Paris?”

      “Yup, Paris.”

      “Now is not the time to play with me.”

      “I shit you not, Paris. So, are you in or out?”

      “When do we leave?”

      “In a couple of days.”

      She grinned so wide her dimple peeked out. Christ. I wanted to do everything in my power to make her that happy all the time.

      “Thank you. You won’t be disappointed.”

      “I don’t think I ever could be.”

      “While we’re there, there’s an event. Black tie. I might need your help keeping a competitor occupied while I close the deal with a client.”

      She lifted a brow. “Dare I ask who?”

      “Bram Van Linsted.”

      She arched a delicate brow. “Let me guess, he’s going to try to stop that meeting from happening.”

      “He is. So we’ll need to go covert.”

      “I’ve always wanted to be Bond,” she said with a sly grin.
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      I’d finally managed to get Ben to stop hovering and let me go back to my old flat to pack for Paris. His idea that I could buy clothes there was bullshit. I could, but it was a business meeting. I needed to have my things.

      Having familiar things would also help me feel a little more like me. Since meeting Ben, I’d been on my back foot. Or at least it felt that way. Like I was just a little bit unsteady all the time. And no wonder. Since that fateful moment in the closet a month ago, I’d gotten mugged, gotten a new job, lost my boyfriend, moved in with my boss, and found out that someone might be trying to kill me.

      The tell-tale ding of the front door told me that Dexter’s code had been punched in, and the pit of my stomach dropped. Shit. It was way too early for him to be home. What the hell was he doing there? I hadn’t anticipated a fight.

      Technically he still lives here.

      Ben had sent me back to the flat with Todd, who doubled as a bodyguard and driver. Ben said he’d get dropped off there after he was done and we’d ride to Heathrow together. I should have had Todd come inside with me, but I’d thought it would be a relatively quick trip.

      I quelled the irrational instinct to hide as I heard his footsteps on the hardwood, but I tried to hurry my movements.

      “You’re home.”

      I paused but didn’t turn around. “Not for long. I’m just packing for my trip.”

      “You don’t come home for days, and when you do, you’re going away? Can I even ask where you’re off to?”

      With every word out of his mouth, I could feel my blood pressure rising. “Paris.”

      “You’re going to Paris?”

      “For work.”

      “Why is an admin being taken to Paris for work?”

      I stopped trying to cram my boots into my bag and turned to face him. “Seriously. How is it you don’t listen to a single word that I say?”

      He swallowed hard. “Liv, I—”

      “Nope, you don’t get to call me Liv. That is reserved for people who love me. You humiliated me, tried to make it seem like it was my fault, then put me in a potentially dangerous situation. I’m done taking your bullshit.”

      I moved faster, scrambling around and shoving things into my bag.

      He was quiet for so long I thought he’d left, but when I hurried out of the bathroom, he was still there. Our gazes locked, and he pleaded with me. “I fucked up, Olivia.”

      Well, at least he hadn’t called me Liv again. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Look. The other night got way out of hand. I was out of it. I know. And I get that Fenton makes you uncomfortable. I’ve been a complete twat. I never…” He let out a long breath. “I never should have spoken to you that way. I was out of order, and I shouldn’t have left you alone with him.”

      I shook my head. “Dexter, I’m leaving. I can’t have this conversation with you. Not right now. I have to go.”

      Stepping forward, he took my hands, stilling me. “I am sorry about the other night. I had just taken a pain pill.”

      “That’s your excuse? That’s not good enough anymore, Dexter. I’ve made excuse after excuse for you. You can’t be there for me in the way I need because you’re not looking after yourself. I need a partner Dexter.”

      “I know.” He licked his lips. “And I can be that. I just started an outpatient program. I want to kick the pills and the booze.”

      I tried to pull my hands out of his. Tears stung my eyes. “I’m happy for you. And I’ll support you in any way I can, but we…” My voice trailed as he got down on one knee, and my eyes went wide. “What the hell?”

      “I know I don’t deserve you. I know I’ve broken your trust. But I’m kneeling before you a changed man. I will give you my everything. I love you so much. Please don’t leave me. Marry me instead.”

      “What? Are you mad?” He had to be insane.

      “No. For the first time in a long time, I’m thinking clearly. I haven’t had a drink or any pills in a few days. I’m lucid and steady. I want to be better for you.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a blue velvet box.

      Oh God, no. My head swam. “Dex—”

      “I love you. I want to be by your side. Always. Will you marry me?”

      This wasn’t happening. Couldn’t be happening. Everything about this was all wrong. “Dexter, stand up.”

      “You have to give me an answer.”

      I blinked in surprise. “You’re doing it again, Dexter, trying to force my hand. And now you expect me to believe you really want to marry me?”

      “I need you.”

      And that was the crux of the problem. “You want me to look after you?”

      “Yes. No one does it better.” My brows drew into a tight line, and he rushed to add, “I want to look after you too. I’m a selfish prick, but I’m serious about changing.”

      “Christ, I have to go, Dex. This is not the time to do this.” I managed to finally tug my hands free.

      “Okay, think about it. Take the weekend. I’ll wait for your answer.”

      “What? Just the weekend? You’ve sprung this on me.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and started to pace. “I know. I just miss you so much and can’t live without you.”

      I could feel myself caving. Feel myself wanting to do what I’d done since the accident. Trying to fix him. Trying to fix us. But I stopped myself. “I told you I’d think about it, and I will. But you will not pressure or guilt me. This is still my decision, isn’t it?”

      He blinked at me rapidly. “Of course. You know I love you.”

      My watch vibrated, letting me know I had five minutes.

      I left Dexter sulking in the bedroom and rolled my bag downstairs and into the hallway where I did the final passport check in time to hear the doorbell.

      When I opened the door, instead of the driver, Ben stood on the doorstep. “I was just coming out.”

      “Let me get the bags.”

      I hadn’t put my sunglasses on yet, and I was sure he could tell that I’d been crying. “I’ve got it.”

      “Nonsense. I might force you to work over the course of a three-day bank holiday, but chivalry is not dead.” Brushing past me, he stepped inside to the living room and grabbed hold of my weekend bag. “You are the only woman I know who packs light for Paris.”

      I tried for levity. “I mean, you said there was shopping to be done, right?”

      He rolled his eyes as he chuckled. “Leave it to you—” Dexter’s appearance at the top of the stairs cut him off.

      Ben glanced up, and his shoulders tensed. Dexter froze then went pale. I could feel the slow-motion train wreck before it happened.

      Dexter recovered first with a flash of a smile that reminded me of the old him. “You must be the famous Ben Covington. Dexter Ford. I swear Olivia spends more time with you than she does with me.”

      Ben’s demeanor was cool and professional, but I knew him well enough to pick up on the gaze that narrowed imperceptibly. “Olivia,” he said deliberately, not using Livy like he did at work, “works very hard. I’m lucky to have her.”

      Dexter gave him another smile that somehow felt like he was visually marking his territory. Then he sauntered over to me to mark his territory. “Were you leaving without a kiss?”

      What the hell was I supposed to say to that? “I—uh—”

      What I didn’t expect was Dexter wrapping an arm around me and pulling me into him. I hadn’t prepared for Dexter’s lips swooping in to capture mine and refusing to let them go. He didn’t give me the kind of sweet kiss I’d have expected from the old Dexter. This was all possession and branding, bruising my lips.

      When I gasped in surprise, he shoved his tongue in, sliding it along the roof of my mouth. I couldn’t help the claustrophobic need to flee, to escape. I fought his hold a little and pulled back, my eyes wide.

      Dexter set his jaw. “I love you. I’ll see you when you get back.” He then very deliberately placed the ring box on the table that sat under the mirror where Ben couldn’t help but see it.

      I stumbled backward and stared at him. In the end, it was Ben who saved me by breaking the not-at-all-sexual tension by clearing his throat.

      “I’ll put this in the car and let you say your goodbyes. Not to worry, Ford. I’ll look out for her.”

      I glanced back at Ben and then at Dexter. “What was that about?”

      Dexter shook his head. “You didn’t tell me that was your boss.”

      I shook my head in bewilderment. “I’ve told you his name a million times.”

      “You failed to mention he was good looking.”

      I lifted a brow. “Because it didn’t really register.” Lies.

      He flushed. “When you get back, we’ll hash this out. Just know that I do love you.”

      I turned to leave, and he grabbed my arm and planted another kiss on my lips. It was even more forceful than the first. The kind of kiss that a year ago I would have said I wanted from him. But it felt cloying, needy, wet, slobbery, and I had to fight not to jerk my face away. When he released me, I staggered backward and wiped a hand over my mouth. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I just want you to remember we’re good together.”

      “Next time you feel the urge to kiss me, ask my permission first.”

      I left him at the doorway staring after me and slid into the open door of the Tesla Ben was driving, surprised to see that he must have sent my driver back to the office.

      When my gaze met his, his expression was surprisingly soft, and his eyes had warmed from ice blue to something closer to navy. It was as if he understood everything that had just happened better than I did.
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      That twat was her bloody boyfriend? The same arsehole I’d seen shagging the redhead in the conference room at the fundraiser? Fucking hell. And had that been a bloody ring?

      You’re too late.

      No, I fucking wasn’t. She could see through his bullshit, right? I prayed that she could.

      He’d endangered her safety.

      She was smart. She had seen what he was like. I had to believe that. But she likely didn’t know about the fundraiser. And if I told her now, it was going to hurt her.

      I couldn’t help but think I was making a mistake.

      The last thing on earth I’d wanted to do was involve her. But our plan required two people, or it wasn’t going to work.

      And the sooner we were rid of Van Linsted, the sooner she’d be safe.

      I knew I was on shaky ground. I was definitely bullshitting about this trip being work-related, and I should have told her the truth. But I was protecting her and knew the truth would make her less safe, so I rationalized that it was better if she stayed in the dark.

      The things you tell yourself.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      She gave me a courageous nod. “Yeah, I’ve got this. I’ll keep Van Linsted distracted. You talk to the client or whoever it is you need to see.”

      “You make it sound so simple.” Fuck, I didn’t want this for her. But here we were. “If he makes any move toward Rowan and me, what are you going to do?”

      She grinned at me and reached for her skirt.

      My gaze automatically scanned over the long slender expanse of her legs. Jesus. I swallowed hard and dragged my gaze away. “What are you doing?”

      Suddenly, I heard three taps in my com device.

      She grinned at me then lifted the hem of her skirt a little higher. “Look what I did.”

      I frowned. “You put it there?”

      “Well, my hair is up, so this is more covert. He would be able to see the device in my ear, so I just placed it under here. I used double-sided tape.”

      I placed my hand on her bare knee like a rookie. God her skin was so satiny soft. Touching her was a mistake. Letting my index finger trace the silky patch under her knee. I stared at her legs, trying not to picture them wrapped around my waist as I fucked her. I forced myself to swallow before I started drooling. “Uh, you certainly thought of everything.” She was right. Bram might see her communication device in her ear, which could make it extra dangerous for her.

      Just thinking about that possibility made my stomach coil and sent a bolt of fury through my blood. My fingers gripped her knee a little too tightly, so much so that she winced.

      “Ow.”

      “Sorry. I’m sorry.” I immediately released her.

      She blinked then licked her bottom lip, and yep, I couldn’t help but stare. “You’re staring at me.”

      I swallowed. “You look nice.”

      She grinned. “You think?”

      With most women, I’d assume a fishing-for-compliments situation, but she was being real. Just as guileless as usual. “Yeah, I think. Remember, just engage in a conversation and get out. Don’t be extra.”

      “I don’t know what you mean by ‘extra.’”

      “Don’t do anything else. Don’t try to get him to confess to anything. Don’t record anything. Just talk to him and keep him the hell away from Downs for a little bit, okay?”

      “I got this. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried. I believe in you.”

      She grinned. “And I believe in you.”

      “Do you have to be so cheery all the time?”

      “It’s my most lovable trait.”

      The use of the word love made my heart squeeze. Did she know I was falling for her? That she was on my mind at all times.

      Know what, you twat?

      Jesus. I started to sweat without even realizing it. I wanted her more than I’d ever wanted anyone.

      Let’s not forget she knows nothing about you.

      I kept trying to shove that piece of information out of my head. The reason she wouldn’t be with me, the reason I couldn’t have her. The secrets I was keeping.

      Not to forget what you know about her boyfriend. Ex? Christ, I hoped he was her ex.

      I could tell her. Claim her. Make her mine and never think about it. But the way she was looking at me and smiling… I didn’t want to hurt her.

      And you’re scared.

      If she was going to me mine, I’d rather she chose me on her own.

      All right, suit yourself. Don’t tell her. Suffer.

      I shoved all those thoughts out of my head. I had a job to do, and it was going to get done. “All right. If you’re ready...”

      “I’ve never been more ready in my life. Let’s go, James Bond.”

      I shook my head. “You’re a loon.”

      “Possibly. Also, another reason you think I’m brilliant.”

      I swallowed as her words found their mark.
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      The limo pulled up to the auction at Toussaint Ballroom. When the chauffeur opened the door, Olivia grinned at me, giddiness written all over her face. The peek of a dimple was almost too much. I nearly caved and leaned forward to kiss it. As it was, my fingertips dusted her shoulder, and the way her eyes dipped to the slight touch... I could feel it, the tension between us. The pull and push of need and attraction. But she couldn’t act it on, and I wouldn’t ask her to.

      Even if you have something that would free her.

      I wasn’t going to use it. I didn’t want to see her hurt. Not on my watch. When she moved to get out, I stopped her. “I’ll help you out.”

      I exited and went over to her side, opening the door for her. She placed her hand in mine. I had to grit my teeth against the charge of electricity. This time, she couldn’t hide her response from me. She gasped and tried to remove her hand, but I shook my head at her. “We’re friends, remember?”

      She blinked up at me and nodded. “Yup. Friends.” She dragged in a shivering breath and released it slowly. Well, it was nice to know I wasn’t the only one.

      I ignored the photographers and headed straight inside. “Do you remember what Van Linsted looks like?”

      “Oh yeah, I remember.” She tapped her temple.

      Despite myself, I wanted to laugh. “God, just be cool.”

      “I am being cool. And let’s not forget, I’m your badass operations director and master distracter.”

      “That’s not a thing. You’re also a complete goof.”

      “I’m not a goof. I’m efficient. I mean, I talk a lot, a mile a minute, but I know what I’m doing. Relax.”

      “Fine. Stay out of trouble. If anything happens, you come find me and we’ll get the hell out of here, okay?”

      “Got it.”

      I proffered my arm. “Okay. Show time.”

      We walked in together, playing the part of a couple besotted. Nodding at familiar faces here and there. Once well into the ballroom with champagne in our hands, I pointed out her mark. She grinned at me and then stood on tiptoes and dusted my cheek with her lips.

      Circuit. Fucking. Overload.

      I couldn’t form a coherent thought. I could only stand there and stare at her.

      “You okay?”

      I shook my head to try to loosen her effect. “Yep. After you.”

      She sauntered off, hips sashaying through the crowd. I wasn’t the only one watching either. Several men turned to watch her as she glided forward with the elegance of a swan. I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t fucking think. Why was I there again? What was I doing? God, one touch from that woman and I was a completely useless piece of shit.

      Focus. Get in the goddamn game. Downs, he is your concern.

      Her scent knocked me on my arse. I was barely functional.

      For fuck’s sake. Get your shit together.

      Fortunately, locating Downs was easy. He even smiled when he saw me coming.

      I left my empty glass on a waiter’s tray, then he asked Downs if he’d like a drink.

      “Yeah sure, mate. Scotch.”

      His Australian twang was so subtle now that I had to listen closely to hear it. But I knew better than to think that he wasn’t Aussie through and through. “Rowan, you look well.”

      He grinned. “Are you going to butter my arse?”

      “Does it need buttering?”

      He laughed and shook his head. The waiter brought our drinks, and Downs laughed as he scrutinized the ball. “You traveled quite a distance to see me.”

      “A happy coincidence. Paris is only a weekend trip. We’re building a hotel here.”

      “Ah yes, your hotel interest brought you here.”

      I grinned. “Oh, you thought I came to woo you? I promise you, you’re not my type.”

      His grin was quick. “Shame, since I’m so pretty.” He took a sip of his scotch. “Speak plainly, boy. I’m tired of dancing around it.”

      So direct was the way to go. “I think the Van Linsteds have had too much power in the Elite for too long. For the last fifty years, save four years, a Van Linsted has been Director Prime. I want to see that change.”

      His lips tipped into a bit of a smirk. “Somehow you found out I’m one of the Five?”

      “I’m not sure it’s as much a secret as you think it is.”

      “Only the Director Prime at any time should know who the Five are.”

      “Hard to keep secrets in a family as small as ours. The rumors are that you have opposed the Van Linsted cabal before and lived to tell the tale.”

      He drained his glass then. “Get to your bloody point.”

      “I’d like you do it again.” I knew the plan, how to work him. “The Van Linsteds have held too much power for too long. You know that to be true.”

      There was that famous Downs smile. “And you want something for nothing?”

      “Of course not.” I pulled out the envelope from my breast pocket. “I know your daughter had a difficult time last year. I hope these files find both you and her some peace. These are the only copies in existence, and it’s been scrubbed from the interwebs. Even the news outlets that initially reported the story before you could stop them have had an unscheduled data breach. She is free to continue her life as she pleases.”

      He stared at me for a long moment then took what I offered. “You are proving yourself a formidable adversary.”

      “I’m no one’s adversary, merely an interested party.”

      “And if not Van Linsted, then who? You?”

      I shook my head. “Politics have never interested me. Neither have bullshit games. I just want Van Linsted out and someone else made Director Prime.”

      He whistled low. “You must really hate him.”

      Yes. “On the contrary. I have no feelings toward him. I just want what’s best for the Elite.”

      His gaze was assessing, his shaggy salt-and-pepper brows furrowing. “You are your father’s son. Politics might not suit, but you are certainly skilled enough to play in that sandbox if you choose.”

      “Not interested.”

      “Pity. If you wanted to, you’d do well as Director Prime.”

      “If and when the time comes and we have your support, there will be another candidate.”

      He lifted a brow. “And who would that be?”

      “We’re keeping it under wraps until it’s needed.”

      He nodded as he chuckled. “Secrets whispered.”

      “Exactly. Secrets whispered. Do I have your support?”

      He seemed to think it over. “You have done me a great service, and I am indebted to you, but not enough to vote for an unknown Director Prime.”

      Fuck. Downs was a slippery fucker, but he was also the most influential of the Five. I had nothing else to offer. “And just knowing a Van Linsted won’t hold the seat of power isn’t enough?”

      “Afraid not. Your Prime might be worse.”

      “He’s not.”

      “So say you.”

      Across the ballroom, I watched Olivia chat animatedly to Van Linsted. There was much smiling and handwaving, and it made my lips twitch. She could only keep that up for so long though. “And if new evidence came to light of Van Linsted acting in a way that was contrary to the Elite? His culpability, his crimes...”

      “Look, most everyone in the Elite has a skeleton somewhere. Something they don’t want coming out into the light of day.”

      “Except for you. You seem to be clean. So tell me, what do you want? What can I give you to have you on our side?”

      Rowan Downs met my gaze. “I want the Canary Jewel.”

      I frowned, certain that I hadn’t heard him correctly. “What?”

      “The Canary Jewel.”

      My mouth unhinged. “That massive yellow diamond that April Van Linsted trots out at all her charity functions? That thing is the size of my fist. You want the Canary Jewel?”

      He sniffed. “Yes, I do. What nobody knows is that jewel belongs to the Kimberly Downs Mining Conglomerate. It was a gift from my great grandfather to his fiancée. On the eve of the night they were supposed to wed, she vanished. She’d been having an affair with Harrison Van Linsted. She took the jewel and ran. She couldn’t very well be prosecuted because it had been a very public gift for her birthday. But she married Van Linsted, taking our prized jewel with her. I want it back in my family. If you bring me that jewel, I will sway whoever the fuck you want.”

      I stared at him. “How would you suggest I get it? That thing is priceless.”

      “Well then, it is handy that you’re a billionaire, isn’t it?”

      “You know full well April Van Linsted is not going to sell that.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve given you my price. If you can do the impossible, you’ll have my support.”

      Impossible was right. “You’ll have it. Before the vote.”

      He gave me a brusque nod. “I look forward to it. I want it home. I don’t care how you get it or what means you have to employ. But I want it back at Kimberly Downs.”

      I didn’t know how, but I was going to have to make it happen. Good thing you happen to know a jewel thief.

      Bridge and East weren’t going to be thrilled about this development. I heard the three taps in my ear, and it startled me. “Rowan, always a pleasure. Thank you for taking the time to speak with me.”

      He nodded. “I look forward to our partnership.”

      I turned just in time to see Livy angling her head awkwardly toward the door. The three taps meant Van Linsted was on his way. I ducked out the side door and met her in the hallway.

      “Are you okay?” My gaze swept over her several times.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. He is dreadful. He talks about himself in third person. He seems to think he’s God’s gift to women. Do you know he propositioned me? Slid his hotel key into my purse and told me to come and see him later.”

      I scowled. “He what?” Arsehole. I could kill him. That would solve everyone’s problem.

      “It’s fine, I handled it.”

      The idea that Van Linsted could put his hands on her... I started for the door, and she held me back. “I thought the idea was not to be seen.”

      “Fine, let’s go.”

      Her hand slid into mine easily. We were the perfect picture of a couple slipping out into the night for some fresh air. She turned her face up to me with a sweet smile. “Did you get what you needed?”

      I swallowed because no, I did not, in fact, have anything I needed. But I gave her a tight smile and nodded. “Yeah, he’s going to help me.”

      “That’s fantastic. What did he ask for in return?”

      I shook my head. “Something I’m not sure I can give.”

      “I’m sorry. But maybe this can help.” She pulled a black phone from her purse.

      “What’s that?”

      With an impish grin that showed a hint of dimple, she said, “Bram Van Linsted’s phone. And bonus, I watched him enter the code.”

      I froze. “Y-you stole his phone?”

      “Yeah. He was touching me, so I figured I could touch him. Though we probably want to copy or clone it, or whatever it is you do, before he notices it’s gone.”

      “Woman, I think I love you.”

      “Sorry, you’ll have to join the queue. I’m pretty brilliant.”

      “Yes. Yes, you are.”

      “I didn’t really do anything special.”

      “You did more than you know. I mean that. And as a reward, tomorrow I’m going to show you Paris.”

      She treated me to another showstopper of a smile. “What?”

      “I’m serious. I know we planned two days of work, but I want to be able to show you the city.”

      She grinned and threw her arms around my shoulders. Then she stood on tiptoes and gave me a complete toe to chest to shoulder hug. I could feel all her pulsing points pressed against me, hot, warm, and soft. The scent of lime and honey wrapping around me, cutting off my oxygen supply so that I couldn’t think rationally. I don’t know where the low moan came from, but the moment it was out, I released her immediately. “Let’s go.”

      When she stepped back, I noticed the high flush on her cheekbones. Yeah, I wasn’t the only one affected. Too bad neither one of us could do a damn thing about it.
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      Golden orange rays of sunlight streamed through the blinds in my room, breaking through my sleep solitude. I started to drag the pillow over my head until I remembered that Ben had promised to show me the city that morning.

      So instead, I cracked open an eyelid and stretched. It was only when I noticed a shadow looming over me that I squeaked and jumped back.

      “Morning, sunshine.”

      “Oh my God, Ben, you scared the hell out of me.”

      He laughed. “Rise and shine, princess. We have the perfect Paris day ahead.”

      I turned to glare at the clock. “It’s six-thirty.”

      “I know. But we only have one day. We have to get a lot in. Wear something comfortable that you can walk in.”

      I wrinkled my nose and grumbled, “Comfortable isn’t cute.”

      “Come on. If you must see Paris, this is the way to do it.”

      “Okay, but can we get room service first?”

      He turned back to glare at me with a mock expression of horror. “What? You don’t eat a hotel breakfast when you’re in Paris.”

      “We did yesterday.”

      “That’s because we had a meeting to go to. But today we do it right.”

      “Oh God, why can’t someone just come and dress me and wash my hair and all of those things?”

      He chuckled and leaned over me. Strong hands gently gripped my shoulders and he pulled me to a sitting position. “Come on, out with you.”

      “What if I was indecent under here?”

      “Then I would have gotten the image of a lifetime.”

      The way his voice pitched low and his gaze hovered at where my breasts lay under the giant duvet made me quiver. “No peeking.”

      “I promise not to look.”

      Everything about the cheesy smirk on his face said that he would definitely look.

      “Turn around. I’m not— Oh, just get out. I’ll be out in ten minutes.”

      “Make it five, or I’m back coming in.”

      I groaned and flopped back into bed. This was what happened when you became friends with your boss.

      He knocked at the door again. “Seriously, get up or I’m coming back in there. I can dress you if you want.”

      “No, I’m fine. I can dress myself.”

      He chuckled. “Okay. If you say so. Just hurry up.”

      I was ready in five. I brushed my teeth, washed my face, and then secured my hair in a bun. He had picked out my favorite sundress, but the sandals he’d laid out were not comfortable, so I switched them out for my Adidas. When I came out, his gaze slid over me, stopping at the Batman pin on the dress. “You brought that with you?”

      Heat sneaked up my skin, flaming my cheeks. “Um, sort of out of habit.”

      He frowned but nodded. “Right. Anyway, let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “First, we are going to have breakfast.”

      “Where? It better be good because I’m starving.”

      “This is Paris. It’s all good. We are headed to Ble Sucre. It is on Rue Antoine Vollon. God, the pain au chocolat will ruin you for any other croissant you’ll eat in your life. I promise.”

      He took my hand. I was tempted to pull it back, but he was so enthusiastic I didn’t want to ruin it.

      You’re sending mixed messages. And you still have a complicated situation.

      God, did I still have a boyfriend? I had a lot to sort through, and I didn’t need feelings for Ben to complicate things. Discreetly, I pulled my hand back and tucked it into the pocket of my dress. Ben didn’t say anything though. Instead, he tossed an arm around my shoulders as he directed me toward the smell of the most amazing bread in my life. “This better be worth it.”

      “I promise you it is.”

      And he was almost always right, which was annoying. It made me want to hit him in his smug face. But the croissants were well worth it. We carried several along with us as we continued to walk. We headed across the Seine and decided to see what was remained of Notre Dame. There were still parts of the structure left. My heart broke as I thought of the fire we’d all seen on television. But like most things in Europe, they would rebuild and restore. Maybe one day I’d get to see it in its former glory. Jardin des Plantes was our next stop. “Is this the botanical garden?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, it’s the main one. It dates back to the 1600s or something. Come on, let’s go. We’re taking a quick walk.”

      I groaned. “Can’t I just sit down and gorge myself on this delicious bread?”

      He laughed. “We can walk and do it. I didn’t realize you were such a morning person.”

      “You know that’s funny, because on workdays I am. I’m up early in the office doing stuff. But on days that I have to myself, I would sleep till noon. It’s like I can switch off that part of me that has to follow a timetable, you know?”

      He nodded. “You are definitely a mystery.”

      I grinned at that. “I aim to please.”

      He pointed. “Now, there’s a national museum in that building, but we have a lot to cover so we’re going to skip it today.”

      “Okay. Let me buck up. Hey, stop hogging the croissants.”

      Paris had a certain charm with its old buildings and narrow winding streets. They were lined with bistros and boutiques and cozy bookshops. When we hit Rue Mouffetard, Ben stopped. “Okay, grab that lamppost. Wind yourself around it. Look happy.”

      “What, are we doing, an impromptu photo shoot?”

      “Of course. You have to prove you were in Paris, you know for the ’gram.”

      “Please don’t say ‘the ’gram’.”

      “What? I’m hip. I’m cool.”

      “I’m not sure hip and cool is what I would refer you as.”

      “Don’t you know I am a London Lord? We’re notorious for an overabundance of fun.”

      “You know, I could see that… in your heyday.”

      “My heyday? You are a dead woman.”

      I squeaked as I bolted away from him. He caught me easily, wrapping his arms around me and tickling me until I squealed.

      It was so easy to be with him in the spring sunshine. And fun. It felt light and happy. We stopped at a few spots in the market, and Ben bought me a scarf and cheap jewelry. I couldn’t help but smile. “You know, you didn’t have to do this.”

      “Yes, I did. You helped me. I owe you at least this much.”

      “No, I think you’ve already done enough for me.”

      “No, not nearly enough.”

      We passed the Pantheon, and I stared up in wonder. “Aren’t Marie Curie and Alexander Dumas entombed there?”

      He laughed. “Yes, along with many other religious, political and cultural figures, but it was originally a church before being secularized during the French Revolution.”

      “God, I know we don’t really have time to go in, but just the history, you know? My mother would have loved it.”

      “She never came to Paris?”

      I shook my head. “She did, but she was always working. She never seemed to have time to really explore. Not until she got older and quit work. And then she was always bothering me to live life and experience all the things I could experience, spread my wings, and fight for justice.”

      He laughed. “Like Batman.”

      “So to speak. But yeah, it was long after she retired that I think she really understood that she’d spent too much of her life crammed into an office and meetings, you know?”

      “How long did she have before she got sick?”

      “Oh, we had a good solid five years. Every opportunity we had, she was like, ‘Livy, let’s get on a plane.’ And we had some wild adventures, but we never did Paris together. I wish we had.”

      “Well, I think her spirit is here.” He reached for the pin. Even though it was only the back of his knuckles that touched my arm really, my skin flamed.

      Jesus. Get your shit together, Livy. No more emotionally unavailable men.

      We headed down to Luxemburg Gardens then and had fun exploring. Ben was the perfect guide. Knowledgeable and patient as I found spots to scatter Mom’s ashes. He didn’t ask any questions when I asked for a minute, just gave me space and didn’t make me feel weird when he caught me with a misty eye.

      We scarfed the last croissant that Ben had the nerve to fight me for. He learned very quickly how far I was willing to go for pastry. The tulips were blooming, and I could see why everyone raved about springtime in Paris. We passed the Palais de Justice where Marie Antoinette was imprisoned before going to the guillotine, then we just wandered through the elegant buildings, charming streets, and picturesque squares of the 5th. And the shops… the shops full of antiques, clothes and things that I couldn’t afford, called my name. But oh God, I would have loved to window-shop and touch.

      Then Ben stopped me. “Right here. Café de Flore.”

      I laughed. “Oh boy, I bet you’re feeding me again. I’m going to not fit in my clothes by the time I get back to London.”

      “Oh, I think you’re going to fit just fine.”

      He came back with two steaming mugs of hot chocolate. “Here you go. This is the best hot chocolate in Paris.”

      I took a sip and moaned. Sweet chocolate and whipped cream soothed my soul. “Oh my God. You are so right. Okay, where to next?”

      “Well, we are in Paris, so obviously, the Eiffel Tower.”

      I couldn’t help but squeak. Just the idea of it made me excited. “I know it’s touristy, but I really want to see it.”

      “Are you sure? It’s a bit of a walk, but if you’re up for it, let’s go.” He pulled out two tickets to the Eiffel Tower.

      “You ordered tickets early?”

      “Of course. I don’t want to waste our day standing in a queue.”

      And he was right. The queue for the Eiffel tower was insane. But we went straight to the top.

      I didn’t care if it was cliché, the views alone were worth the disdain of the locals.

      I couldn’t believe I was in Paris, taking in the sights with him, and it was so easy talking to him. I learned a bit about his life at Downing Street, his father, boarding school, and how he’d met Bridge and East and Drew. I didn’t think I’d met Drew yet. And then he talked about his friend who’d died, Toby. Their adventures, their misadventures. Mostly surface things. Maybe it hurt too much to talk about him. But he also talked about his cousin Roone, who had inadvertently married into a royal family.

      “Your life is crazy.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      We walked and talked and walked some more, and my feet were on fire. Luckily, we were close to L’Epoque, and we stopped to rest for a moment and have a coffee. Ben looked at me across the table and asked, “How are you liking your perfect Paris date so far?”

      Date? “It is perfect.”

      “I thought you’d appreciate a break before we hit the Louvre.”

      I just grinned up at him. “You don’t have to do any of this you know.”

      “I know. But at least I can show a girl a good time in Paris of all places.”

      I shoved him. “There’s that ego again. And let’s be clear, the only reason I’m so happy is because of Paris.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah okay, if you say so.”

      He knew the truth. I knew the truth. He was the reason. We could have been in any ordinary place, and I still would have been just as happy to be with him. Because I was completely done for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            23

          

          

      

    

    







            BEN

          

        

      

    

    
      She looked... happy. All day she’d been a chatterbox, asking me questions, wanting to know more about me and how I’d grown up. And for the first time in a long time, I felt light. Content. As if nothing could touch me.

      But it’s not real, is it?

      No, it wasn’t real. And I had to live with that because someone was following her. Because of me she was now a part of this. It was my fault, and there was no taking that back.

      But for now, she looked content.

      “Why were you hiding in that closet that night?”

      She sighed. “I was hiding from Fenton.”

      I frowned. “That git I pulled off of you at the bar?”

      “The same one. He’s always too close. Too inappropriate. He always seems to find me.”

      I ground my teeth, speaking through them as I tried to bite back the flare of anger. “Define ‘find you.’”

      “It happened at a work thing for Dexter the first time, about a year and a half ago. I’d never seen him before, but we were making chit-chat. You know me. Then Dexter came and put his arm around me and... I don’t know, Fenton got this look on his face. It looked like fury. As if one of us had done something to piss him off. I didn’t really understand it.” She shrugged.

      “Did he try to get closer to you?”

      “Not really. But he started making Dexter work longer hours. Then one day he turned up at my office. And this was before Mom got really sick. I was leaving to go and have lunch with her, and there he was. He just happened to be there. He called it a happy coincidence and insisted on following me to lunch.”

      I cursed under my breath. Every invented curse I could think of. “Hell, he stalked you.”

      “I’m not sure if I’d call it stalking, but every now and again he’s there, right when I don’t want him to be. He insisted on lunch that day, forced himself on me and my mother and paid for everything. I, of course, tried to decline. And then Dexter asked what the hell I’d done to his boss because the guy was so upset that he changed Dexter’s job and made him directly report to him.”

      I frowned at that. “This is only getting worse.” For a month, we’d been worried about an unseen enemy, but this toad sprocket had been right under my fucking nose all along.

      “I kept telling Dexter I hadn’t done anything. I didn’t know why he was being like that or what he wanted, but Dexter was happy to move up. He’s the kind of guy who was always ambitious and wanted more, and he just didn’t want to see it. But every time we had a date night or something planned, we’d have to cancel because he’d have to work. It was weird. One day I finally stopped listening to Dexter and didn’t put our date nights on his calendar. When the next couple happened as planned, I figured that Fenton had been having a look at his calendar and stopping our plans.”

      “Did you report him?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t really have any proof.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She shrugged. “We haven’t talked about any of this stuff. You know about my mom, but I mean, it’s not like you know who I lost my virginity to when I was eighteen.”

      My scowl deepened. “We’ll talk about him later. And as soon as we get back to London, you need to file a restraining order against Fenton Mills. That’s an order.”

      “You don’t get to dictate my life.”

      What kind of utter bullshit was that? “Yes, I do.”

      “Why?”

      Why? Because for the first time in a long while I was allowing myself to care about someone. “Because I care about you. You’re the best operations director I’ve ever had.”

      “I’m the only one you’ve let yourself have. Jessa told me you like to stay hands-on.”

      “Yeah, well, if you want something done, do it yourself. So what’s your plan for pencil dick?”

      She sighed. “I’ve been trying not to think about it.”

      “I saw that kiss he gave you when he said goodbye.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that was for your benefit, not mine. Things just got really bad for us about six months ago, right after Mom died. I was driving one night, and we had a bad accident. He broke his hand in three places and required a lot of physical therapy. We’ve never really recovered from it. He blames me.”

      I was going to kill him. I was going to kill both of them, Fenton and Dexter. Fenton because I now had a feeling that he was the one following her or having her followed, and Dexter because he was just a pure arse.

      He was cheating on her. But I couldn’t tell her any of that because she would want to know how I knew. It would hurt her, and my sole aim was to keep her from hurting.

      “We’re friends, remember? So, let me help you with this. This shit can’t go unchecked. You have to tell the police.”

      She frowned. “Now you sound like Telly. She’s been saying for ages that I need to just report him.”

      “I agree.”

      “I wish I could explain it, but I sort of feel like I can’t, like my hands are tied and that no one will believe me.”

      I took her hand, dangerous rookie move that it was, but I couldn’t help it. I needed to touch her. I needed to feel her soft palm against mine. “I am your friend, Livy. I’m not just your boss. I will help you. I know people in the police department. They’ll take your report seriously. He’ll be forced to stay away from you. People like that are dangerous. I don’t want you hurt, get it?”

      She nodded and withdrew her hand from mine. I was bereft at the loss of her warmth, but I couldn’t really force her to hold on. “Thank you. It’s like my whole life is in a twisty-turny shamble and I don’t have a clue about what to do.”

      “Listen, I’ll help you. Whatever you need. I don’t want to overstep, but you have to do something about him. He forced you to hide.”

      “I know. I feel dumb.”

      “Don’t feel dumb. That’s how he wins. That’s what he wants you to feel. Like, ‘Oh, maybe you’re making this up.’ You’re not.”

      “Why are you so amazing?”

      “Tell that to my mates, would you? They’re not always sure I’m amazing.”

      “Why do you do that?”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “Diminish the good qualities about yourself. You act like all you are is a facade, but you’re so much more. Why don’t you want anyone to see that?”

      The woman saw me too well, and that was dangerous. But despite the danger and my pounding heartbeat, I met her gaze. “Because sometimes it’s easier to pretend than to let them see the real you.”
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      I had been dreading this moment all night. All day really. I had known there would be a moment when it was time to say goodnight. Put an end to the day. Put an end to pretending that I was carefree and happy and had not a care in the world. “I should probably get to bed.”

      He nodded and took the wine glass from my hand and sat it on the coffee table along with his. Then he stood and reached out a hand to me. I glanced up at him. He was so tall and broad, and sex appeal oozed off of him in waves.

      The connection to him was ever-present. From the moment I’d shared a closet with him, it had been like the gears of a clock clicking into place. Like every moment of my life had led me to him. He was more than familiar. He was home.

      He’d spent his whole day showing me everything I wanted to see in this glorious city. I hadn’t even asked, and he’d done it. I didn’t even know what to say to that.

      “Thank you for everything. I wish I had the words to say thank you properly, but I’ve never in my life dreamed of a day like this. I won’t forget it.”

      He flushed slightly and ducked his head. “I’m glad you had a good day. It was my pleasure to show it to you.”

      “And thank you for letting me spread more of my mother’s ashes. You’re probably sick of that process by now. I get weepy and all that sad shit.”

      His smile was soft as he spoke. “No, actually.” He dug his hands into his jeans, tugging them lower on his hips and showing just a hint of hip bone, making me swallow around the saw dust in my mouth. When I lifted my gaze, he was watching me closely. When he spoke, his voice was thick. “I feel like I know her. I feel like she and I might have been great friends.”

      “You know, you’re probably right. She always said she liked a man who was a bit of a rogue.”

      He grinned then. “Well then, resident rogue at your service.”

      “You really didn’t have to do all this, and I don’t just mean a day in Paris. What you’ve given me in the last few weeks, a new job, a roof over my head… I don’t have any way to say thank you properly.”

      “I didn’t do any of those things for you. I did it for me. I like being near you. I like your obsession with Batman. I like your teasing. I love your smile. Being with you reminds me that I have been living in a shell of myself for too long. I haven’t had a woman I trusted in a long time. Everything about this is completely crazy, and every single day you make me want to keep up. So spending the day exploring with you was my pleasure.”

      “Goodnight, Ben.”

      He frowned, his voice hoarse when he whispered my name. “Livy—”

      He reached for me, and I automatically stepped back. “I should go to bed.”

      “I just wanted you to have the perfect day.”

      “And it was perfect.”

      He opened his mouth to say something and then shut it again. I shouldn’t have been desperate to know what he wanted to say, but I was.

      He wasn’t the kind of man for lazy Sunday lie-ins. He wasn’t the relationship type. Hadn’t I already learned my lesson?

      I turned, and he reached out for me. His touch a light graze on my skin. A caress of two fingers sliding over me like satin, making me forget a simple thing like breathing. When I turned, the muscle in his jaw ticked.

      “This is a bad idea for a lot of reasons.”

      I blinked up at him. “What?”

      “This.” He pointed his finger between us. “It feels like you’re mine.”

      When he said it like that, with that low growl, I believed everything he said. And my body was being pulled to him like the reverberation of elastic that had been pulled away too tight. I was coming back to him at high velocity speed, and we were going to collide. But there was no stopping it. No chance that I was going to escape. It was happening. It was a matter of how long I could put it off. Heartbreak was coming for me.

      You’re insane if you think you can put it off.

      He stepped into my space and wrapped his arms around me, his hands settling on my hips like a brand. “Ben—”

      His lips latched onto mine in a crash and a caress, and it was like something broke inside me. I was the elastic snapping back. I was careening out of control, and I didn’t give a shit.

      I leaned into the kiss, digging my fingers into his T-shirt, pulling him closer and needing to feel the press of his body against mine. I was going to hell. I prayed I could stop time, to have this moment, this taste, before doing what I knew I had to do. I could just pause that moment and be the woman he wanted me to be. Be brave and wild and fun and adventurous. I could be her. I could let go of safe me, of the Livy that followed the rules, that did the right thing always.

      For once I could follow passion, and I finally understood what my mother had been trying to tell me about making sure that every moment was lived with that kind of passion. That life was so short, and if you weren’t looking, you’d lose threads of it. I finally understood what it really meant to be alive. Just to have someone who would kiss me like I was everything to him, like I was the only thing that gave him breath, that gave him life.

      Ben’s hands were in my hair. I could feel the press of his heavy ring against my temple as his fingers twined in my curls and pulled. He angled my head swiftly and devoured my lips, his tongue sliding in, not in a gentle, slick motion, but in torrent of need and desire and strong licks intent on igniting a new rapture. He was owning my mouth. With a groan, one hand released me and wrapped around my waist, slid over my ass, and pulled me in close. I could feel the hard press of his dick against me. Thick. Bulging. Insistent.

      Holy hell. He was huge. And I wanted to feel him filling me up, claiming me, making me his. Who was I kidding? I was already his. Anything he asked, I would give. Anything he wanted, I would break every oath and vow to give it to him.

      Against my lips he moaned. “So fucking beautiful. I need you so much.”

      Unable to form any coherent thought, all I could do was whisper against his lips. “Ben.”

      It must have been enough because his lips went back to devouring mine. And there was a muffled cry as he dragged me down to the couch. At first, I lay on top of him, but then with a grunt, he rolled us over and his body lay over mine, hips between my spread legs, and all I could do was hang on for the ride. His kisses were taking me high, dragging me along with them in a wild Icarus ride. With his tongue, he drove me closer and closer to the sun, and I didn’t give a fuck that my wings were on fire.

      I just wanted more. I wanted to be closer to him. I wanted his skin pressed against mine, to feel the heat of his skin under the press of my fingers.

      We tugged and pulled at each other’s clothes. Muffled moans, low groans, desperation chased need as we fought each other free of our clothes. He dragged the strap of my sundress off my shoulder and then groaned when his eyes took in the strapless bra I wore underneath it. “I need to see.” His lips kissed along my jaw, my collarbone, and down my chest as his fingers played with the other strap, dragging that down as well. “Can I? Can I see you?”

      He was normally so forceful, so demanding. But he lifted his gaze, his hair falling over his brow, and he was so vulnerable. Pleading.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      With his teeth, he dragged down the red satin covering my breast, and he groaned.

      “Christ.” And then his mouth was on me. But there was no frenzied, pulling need. No. This was tender. Softer. Gentler. And the soft tugging of his lips made my hips arch into him.

      “Ben, please...”

      Instead of hurrying, he pulled the other strap of my sundress down farther and tugged the satin down with his fingers. When I was completely bare to him, he pulled back and watched my breasts as I dragged in breath after breath. I just needed his mouth on me. His hips pressed into mine, but it wasn’t nearly enough pressure. Not where I needed. I just wished he would touch me more. Use his mouth, his fingers, anything. The fire was burning in my soul, and I didn’t give a shit. The things I couldn’t take back, the apologies I couldn’t make, I would deal with those later, but I needed relief.

      He finally touched my right peak, and his gaze met mine as he ran a thumb over it. “I love your nipples. I want to cover them with fucking chocolate.”

      My eyes fluttered close, and I threw my head back. “I don’t know, just... just... I need something from you.”

      “I know, baby. And I’m going to give it to you. But first, I need to taste. I’ve been so desperate to know. Just a little taste.”

      His words were so gentle. They were nearly whispered against my breasts as he lowered his head. I arched my back, trying to rush him, hurry him along. Get his mouth where I needed it. And there it was. His lips wrapped around my nipple, and his tongue was a tease. I cried out needing more. The pull at my belly was deep and throbbing, and God, it held such promise of everything I had ever been looking for.

      With his free hand, he cupped my other breast, rolling the nipple between his thumb and forefinger, tugging gently as he suckled on the other one. “Fuck.”

      Reaching a hand behind me, he unsnapped my bra and kept tugging on my sundress, kissing the skin that was bared to him. His fingers were still playing with my nipple. He tried tugging the dress all the way down, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “There’s a zipper,” I gasped.

      He shook his head. “Fuck.” He shoved the material up over my thighs, and then adjusted his position. When he kissed my belly button, I squirmed. “Oh my God. Ben, God, please...”

      “Shhhh... I will make you feel better, okay?”

      Why was he being so gentle? I expected this to be hot and fast and dirty and…

      But instead of giving me the thing that would sate the crawling need, he was giving me more. He was giving me gentleness. He was giving me feelings and emotions, and I didn’t know what to do with all of that.

      One of his fingers traced the edge of my panties. “Can I touch you?”

      I nodded. “I’m yours.”

      “I know. Since I saw you in that closet, you’ve been mine. You just didn’t know it yet.”

      He was right. I hadn’t known it. I didn’t even know as I fought that truth. There was a part of me accepting it. Part of me willing him to do what he needed to with me, to give him whatever the hell he wanted. When his finger slid under the elastic, I moaned. He released my breast and then tugged aside my panties. His moan was low and throaty. “God, you’re so pretty.”

      “Ben, please... I need you.”

      “I’m getting to it. I’m just going to take my time.”

      “No, not okay. Now.”

      His chuckle was soft. “No. I’ve been waiting for weeks. No way am I rushing this. You and I, we’re happening. And before we happen, I’m going to make you feel so good you will never again question who you belong to.”

      I nodded up and down. I would have agreed to anything at that point. Anything at all. His thumb slid over my clit, and I yelled out. “Oh my God.”

      He did it again, slower this time. Applying more pressure to my clit, and my hips bucked up off the couch. “More... please.”

      “You’re gorgeous.” He parted my folds and slid a finger inside me. “So wet. Have you ever been wet like this before?”

      My head thrashed back and forth. “Ben….”

      And then his mouth, oh God, his mouth, he planted it over my clit as he added a second finger, his fingers making shallow thrusts as his mouth worked on my clit, sucking, teasing, pulling me deep down under the abyss. Oh fuck, I was going to die. I was going to die just like this. With Ben Covington owning me.

      And that should’ve terrified me, but it didn’t because I was ready. Any way he wanted to have me, any way he wanted to own me, I was his. And I had known that long before I had gotten on the plane and come to Paris. It had just taken that moment of his raw need to make me realize it.

      He pulled his fingers from me. “How do you like it? Soft? Hard? Gentle presses? Hard presses?”

      “I don’t know. Just anything... something.”

      He slid another finger back in. “Like this?” His thrusts deepened, but the single penetration of one finger wasn’t enough. My inner walls pulled him in, and he gave me a devilish smile as he glanced back up at me. “Do you like it like this? Or do you like it like this?” He slid another finger inside me, and I arched my back.

      “Like this. Like this, God.”

      “Now do me a favor and come for me once, because I need to see it.” His voice had taken on this smoky quality.

      And then his mouth was back on me. Sucking, licking, taking me to the edge, making me feel alive. Begging me to fall, begging me to come apart and give him what he needed from me.

      And I was close. So close. Writhing on his big palm and underneath his mouth as he owned me. I reached for freedom. Reached for the new me. The woman he promised was underneath everything else. I reached for her and she danced on the edges, hair wild, smile bright, hips swaying, calling to me, telling me that I could be free. I could have everything. All I needed to do was fall. She may have been wearing the devil’s own wings, but I didn’t care. I just wanted everything he could give me, and God, I was so close. “Yes, right there—”

      Somewhere in the room, music started to play. The sounds of Lizzo asking why men were great till they had to be great filled the room, and I froze.

      Ben didn’t seem to notice at first because his mouth kept working. Sucking. Licking.

      And he almost managed to drag me back under and make me forget. But Lizzo’s voice only grew louder, talking about how she’d just taken a DNA test and turned out she was a hundred percent that bitch.

      And I knew who was calling. Telly had changed my ringtone for Dexter. I shook, my orgasm within reach, so damn close. But instead of all-encompassing bliss taking over, a feeling of dread settled over me.

      “Ben, wait.”

      His snapped his head up. “Livy?”

      I scooted away from him and he released me immediately, his finger sliding out of me, as he groaned.

      “Stop. Please stop.” I scooted to the edge of the couch and covered my face. As if that was going to solve my problem.

      Ben backed off immediately, allowing me some space but not too much. “Hey, you’re okay.”

      “I’m such a mess.”

      “No, you’re not.” He inched closer. “Let me hold you.”

      When I only bit my lip in response, he gave me a soft smile. “I’m only going to hold you. It’s okay if you’re not ready yet.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He took my hands and tilted my chin up, so I had no choice but to meet his gaze. “Don’t be. This is happening. And when it does, it’s going to blow the bloody roof off of both of us. You left things a little unsettled back home. So you come to me when you’re ready.”

      “I—”

      “We’re happening. I’ve come to terms with that. Now it’s your turn. I should also warn you that I’m impatient, so if you take too long, I’ll be forced to remind you how good we are together.”

      I shook my head. “You are so damn arrogant.”

      “I know. It’s why you’re going to fall in love with me.”

      I froze. L-O-V-E. Did he just say that word to me? He didn’t seem to even notice. He just grabbed the blanket and pulled it over us as he tucked me into his side, seeming so sure that I belonged there.
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      As rain pelted the windshield, And our driver traversed the rain slicked streets, I held my fingers entwined with Livy’s for most of our trip back. Waking up with her was the most relaxed I’d been in years maybe.

      This was a dangerous game.

      I knew the stakes. But once everything had aligned in my mind, I couldn’t fathom giving her up. Like it or not she was mine. Mine to protect. Mine to cherish. Mine to love if she’d let me.

      You sound as crazy as Fenton.

      That wanker was getting slapped with a protection order as soon as we settled back at the hotel. I was done with her being afraid. And I was done keeping things from her. I’d tell her everything tonight. I first needed to tell the lads about Rowan, because we needed to set plans in motion. And I’d warn them. My secrets, unfortunately, were their secrets. I had to tell them first.

      She turned her head to smile at me. “You know, you’ve been holding on to me like you think I might run.”

      “I’ll find you if you do. “

      “And if I don’t want to be found?”

      I lifted a brow. “Do you not want to be found?”

      She laughed, the sound so light, it elevated me out of the darkness of my thoughts. “That’s not the point.”

      “I already told, you. We are happening. I can be only so patient.”

      She licked her lips, and I watched her tongue with rapt interest. “I’ll deal with Dexter and the house and all of that. You’re right. It does seem like we are inevitable.”

      I lifted my brows. “Did I hear that correctly? Did you just say I was right?”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “I know. It’s my best tra—”

      The car hit a slick patch and we fishtailed. I immediately tightened my hold on Livy’s hand and the hand grip above the door. Livy gasped, then squeezed her eyes shut tight. Our driver muttered what sounded like an expletive as he fought to control the car.

      We finally came to a stop at the side of the road, bumping into one of the guard rails. The mini collision jostled us in the back seat enough to make my teeth rattle.

      I reached for her immediately. She had her fingers to her temples and rocked back and forth. “Livy! Livy, you all right?”

      Todd, our driver, turned around. “Sorry about that. Let me just get quick photos for the accident report. I’m sure it’s minor, but still.”

      I wanted to rip him a new arsehole, but right now my concern was her.

      She kept holding her head. “Ben…”

      I unlatched my belt so I could pull her close and rub her back. “Yeah, I’m right here. I will have him severely reprimanded just as soon as we get you back. Let me call a doctor and have him wait for us at the hotel.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m fine. I just—” Her dark eyes met mine. “I remember.”

      “Remember what?”

      “The accident. Just now. We started to spin, and I could see it.”

      “Fuck, I’m so sorry. The last thing I wanted was to have you triggered.”

      Livy grabbed my arm. “No, it’s a good thing. I wasn’t driving. He was.”

      My eyes went wide. “Just when I think he couldn’t be more of an asshole he surprises me.”

      “Can you take me home?”

      “Over my dead body. You need to get checked out. And I’m not letting you near him.”

      “Ben, I’m fine. You’re fine. At most, we have a few scratches on the car. It was more a scare than anything else.”

      I ground my teeth. “I’d like to be sure.”

      “And I’d like to take care of this once and for all. He’s stolen enough of my life from me. I want this done.”

      “Fine, but I’m staying with you.”

      “You will do no such thing, Ben Covington. You were right. We are inevitable. But you have to let me do this my way.”

      “If you think I’m going to leave you behind, you’ve grossly underestimated my desire to keep you safe from harm. Not bloody happening.”

      Her lips pressed together, and I could sense that she was going to unleash her barely contained rage. “I won’t be able to do this with you there. Can’t you see that?”

      I could but I didn’t care. “Answer is still no.”

      She dragged in a deep breath. “Fine. Leave me with Todd here. He doubles as security, right?”

      He did, but clearly, he was a git who couldn’t drive. “No. Not him. He doesn’t take enough precautions with your life.”

      “For the love of God. It was an accident.” She crossed her arms and I could see the gears in her brain working. She wouldn’t let any of this go until she’d dealt with pencil dick.

      “Fine. I’ll call and have someone meet us there, and Todd can take me back to the hotel. Call me when you’re done, and I’ll pick you up myself.”

      She threw up her hands. “You are the most stubborn, obstinate, pain in—”

      I lifted a brow and took one of her hands in mine. “That’s a yes.”

      “See, was that so hard?”

      I’d said yes, but it didn’t sit right by me. What if, after everything, she still chose him?

      But then I looked down at our entwined fingers. No. She was mine. She just had to admit it to herself.
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      I knew what I had to do. There was no point in putting it off any longer. At the end of the day, I couldn’t accept that ring.

      I’d known it before I left on Friday.

      I knew it even more now. Dexter was a liar. He’d used my guilt to manipulate me. I didn’t even recognize the man I used to love. He was gone.

      And as much as it had something to do with how much our relationship had deteriorated, it was more about me. This wasn’t about my feelings for Ben, though they were there and unavoidable and intense.

      Somewhere along the line, I had changed, and he’d changed. And there was no going back. No recovering from that. He’d broken us.

      I let myself in the flat, and Dexter was waiting for me. “Oh, I didn’t realize you’d be waiting.”

      His brows rose. “I didn’t expect you home. I figured you’d send Telly over to get your things.”

      My fury choked against my leash of control. “Dex look, you probably know what’s coming, and I do need to talk to you. I think this conversation had been coming for a long time.”

      He raised a hand. “Look, I know you’re probably angry, and I don’t want to get into a huge fight. But I need you to hear me out.”

      I was so tired. And I regretted insisting on coming alone. I wanted Ben’s strong arms around me right now. “I’m done, Dexter. I’m done hearing you out. I’m done listening to your excuses.” I frowned. “You made me believe I was driving that night.”

      He went pale. “Y-you were.”

      “No, you asshole. It is not the time to double down on that lie.”

      He licked his lips. “Okay, look. It seems bad, but I’ve had a drunken driving offense before, and I couldn’t have another one. You were out of it, and I just put you under the wheel.”

      “For six months you’ve lied to me. Made me feel guilty. Used me.”

      “That’s not what it was. I just, I messed up. You weren’t drinking, so it just looked like an accident. They didn’t even investigate closely because you were clean. There was no harm.”

      “There was harm. You did me harm every time you tried to blame your injuries on me. God. Were you ever even injured?”

      “I did hurt my hand.”

      “Clearly not very much because you were able to move me to the driver’s seat.”

      He started to pace and ran his supposedly injured hand through his hair. “It just all got away from me. Fuck. Everything was bloody fine until you took that job. This is Ben Covington’s fault. I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist poisoning you against me.”

      I could see it so clearly now. The blatant narcissism. The delusions of grandeur. Had he always been like this and I’d just been too dumb to see it?

      Suddenly, all I felt was utter exhaustion. “Dexter, I’m not angry. I’m numb and empty. If I’m being honest, I think I always knew. I just didn’t want to see it, admit it.”

      He glared at me “How can you not be angry? That’s the problem, you don’t care enough.”

      I blinked at him. “Wh-what?”

      “The accident. The fact that I’ve been sleeping with someone else. You can’t even muster the energy to give a shit. How am I supposed to feel loved and desired like that?”

      His words were a punch to the gut. “What?” I hadn’t said a thing about him sleeping with someone. Sure, that pretty redhead from his office had given me pause, but had I missed some obvious sign?

      “What? Like Covington didn’t tell you?”

      My brain whirled, and I shook my head, trying to get a handle on the conversation that was happening. “I don’t understand what the hell you are saying.”

      My stomach churned. Then nausea threatened to take over. Dexter stood then and started to pace. All I could do was drop my bag where I stood and then sink down onto the ottoman.

      “You’re telling me, he didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?”

      He ran his hands through his hair, tugging. “He didn’t fucking tell you? Why wouldn’t he? He clearly wanted to fuck you.”

      My stomach squeezed as I thought of what we’d done last night. “Back the fuck up, Dexter. What is going on?”

      “What do you think I’m talking about?”

      I stared at him. “I have no idea. I thought you were talking about the fact that I can’t accept that engagement ring and that we haven’t been right in months. But you’re talking about you cheating on me? And what the hell did Ben have to do with this?”

      He shook his head. “I—”

      “The cat is out of the bag. You might as well just say what you need to say.”

      He paced and ran his fingers through his hair and then over his face. “Okay look, I thought he’d told you. I just need a second.”

      “What, a second to lie? No, say what you’re going to say.”

      He stopped and glared at me. “Fine. You were so depressed all the time. You were always moaning about your mom, and you really weren’t there for me.”

      “Wait, so you’re blaming me because my mother died and I’d been grieving? She died six months ago. So you decided you should cheat on me?”

      “No, it wasn’t like that. It was not like a decision I made. It was just—it just happened. I missed so much work because of my hand. And—”

      I couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of his mouth. First, he told me he cheated on me only because somehow, he thought Ben would have told me. And then he blamed me. And now he thought that I was going to overlook this and just let it go? I stared up at him. On the outside, he was still the same tall, handsome man I’d fallen in love with. It wasn’t so much that he’d changed; it was that I was seeing him more clearly now. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what happened, and why in the world do you think Ben knows anything about it?”

      He sighed. “Look, why can’t we just move past this?”

      “We can’t move past anything until you tell me the truth.”

      He sat across from me on the couch and took my hands. “Okay, look. Things were so messed up after your mom died, and I didn’t know how to help you. You were just so sad. Then, I messed up with the promotion, and it was just a mess at work. You weren’t really there for me, and then we had the accident. You didn’t remember how it happened, and you know, you had your injuries and I had mine. Then I started physical therapy, and Andrea, she used to really get me, you know? It was wrong, and I shouldn’t have done that to you, but I was grieving too. And I didn’t handle it the right way. I should have talked to you. We should have gone to more therapy or something. Taken it more seriously. But here we are.”

      “Why do you think that Ben knew anything about it? He’s my boss, why would he know anything?”

      He swallowed hard then. He gripped my hands tighter, and I could feel the clamminess of his skin. All I wanted to do was pull my hands out of his, but he held on too tight. It was like a poison he’d created around me. “At the fundraiser, I didn’t think you were coming. And Andrea was there. He caught us in the conference room.”

      There was nothing for me to do but blink at him. “My boss, Ben Covington, caught you screwing your girlfriend at the fundraising event?”

      He inhaled sharply. “She’s not my girlfriend. It was just a fling.”

      “You’ve been sleeping with her. Shagging her. Fucking her. Whatever you want to say. But you have the nerve to stand here and accuse me of something happening with Ben?”

      “Oh, come on, I could see how he looked at you.”

      I smiled at him. “Maybe you’re right about how he looks at me, and you know what? Maybe you’re right about how I look at him.”

      He nodded. “See? I told you. You slag!”

      The insult rolled off of me like I was Teflon. “The difference is I didn’t shag him. Because I thought I owed you the respect of tying this off because of our relationship, and I wanted to make sure that I had a clean slate before I did anything. But I guess none of that was necessary.”

      “Don’t act so fucking spoiled. People have affairs all the time. It’s no reason not to get married. I want to build my life with you.”

      I pushed to my feet, tired and numb. But the more I thought about it, the look on Ben’s face as he assessed Dexter when he first met him, the way he’d wanted to make sure I had a perfect day in Paris, the tender way he held me when he kissed me, he’d known all that time. And he’d lied just like Dexter had.

      But why? If he’d told me the truth, I might have given in. Why couldn’t one person in my life tell me the goddamn truth? It was that lie that broke my heart, not Dexter’s. Because the truth was, I’d been done with Dexter long before I’d gotten on that flight to Paris. This was just a technicality. The one I’d wanted out of the way before I could really explore what I was feeling for Ben. But in that moment, what I felt for Ben was nothing but pure rage.

      “I want you out of here.”

      “You can’t kick me out. My name is the one on the lease. Or did you forget?”

      What was he talking about? “Yes, I can. I was on the lease when we got this place.”

      “You were, but you were so busy with your mum when we renewed you told me to go ahead and sign it. You are no longer on the lease. So I won’t be going anywhere.”

      Fuck. Me.

      You don’t want it anyway. “I’ll be back later for my things. Preferably when I don’t have to look at you.” I left my bag where it was, but I grabbed my purse and walked right back out the front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          

      

    

    







            BEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I was so raw from Paris, I’d completely forgotten that Bridge and East would be waiting for me when I got home. I don’t even know what made me go to the flat. It was like I was going on autopilot.

      But sure enough, when I arrived, my mates were already inside. I was too exhausted and depleted to even be pissed off or confused.

      Bridge scowled when he saw me. “What the fuck is wrong, mate?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      East and he exchanged glances. “We’re here for an update on Downs.”

      Oh yeah, Downs.

      I dropped my bag by the stairs then shrugged off my jacket and tossed it at the back of the couch. East, the good mate that he was, had already poured me a glass of scotch. Two fingers. Oh, I guess he anticipated the news was bad. I lifted my glass in cheers and then downed the whole thing.

      More glances.

      Bridge sat forward. “What the fuck happened? How much trouble are we in?”

      I shook my head. “On the contrary, we’re not in trouble. No one really knows yet that we’re attempting a coup. Downs suspects only because we’re the only ones in place to make a play. And we’re the only ones who have been vocal in voicing our displeasure with Van Linsted.”

      East drained his glass before leaning against the back of the couch. “Okay, so what does it look like?”

      “Well, the good news is Downs is willing to help us.”

      Bridge rocked as he fisted one hand into his other and nodded. “All right. All right, we’re on play. With Downs backing us, we’re on the fence. We can do this.”

      East grinned but sobered when he looked at me closely. “Yeah. Mate, why don’t you look happier?”

      “Well, because Downs wants something. Something I’m pretty sure we can’t get.”

      East stood up then and crossed his arms. “What the fuck does he want?”

      I laughed as I went over to the bar and poured myself another scotch. I downed it again, letting it burn down my throat, and then the warmth spread to my gut. “He wants the fucking Canary Jewel.”

      Bridge frowned. “What the fuck is the Canary Jewel?”

      East, however, was more in-the-know. He whistled low. “You know that big fuck-off rock that sits on April Van Linsted’s wrist every time there’s a charity event or a big important meeting meant to spoil her son?”

      Bridge’s eyes went wide, and he ran his hand through his hair. “The fucking yellow diamond?”

      I nodded. “Yup, that’s what Downs wants.”

      Bridge started to laugh then. “We’re fucked. We’re blown.”

      I laughed. “Well, we might be, but that’s the thing he wants.”

      East started to pace. “But why does he want us to get it for him?”

      I shook my head. “It seems Grandpa Downs made a fatal error back in the day. He gave the jewel as a gift to his sweetheart and then she backed out of the deal and took the jewel with her and married a Van Linsted, which is why their relationship has been so testy all these years. Past generations have tried to mend those fences by brokering deals, but Downs isn’t interested in that. He wants the jewel back by any means necessary. If we get that for him, he’ll vote with us and sway whoever else we need.”

      Bridge laughed and shook his head. “Well, we’re done then. What, we’re to rob her on the street? It’s impossible.”

      I laughed and poured myself yet another glass of scotch. My lids had started to feel loose and my tongue slightly numb. The alcohol was taking swift effect. I hadn’t eaten a goddamn thing all day. So yeah, I’d be feeling this shit in no time.

      East, on the other hand, was clear-headed and calculating. “Well, it’s not entirely impossible. We could attempt it.”

      Bridge turned around and stared at him. “Are you mad? Corporate raiders, yes. Ruthless billionaires, sure. But we’re not fucking diamond thieves. This isn’t some James Bond flick. If we try to steal from them, we’re dead.”

      I shrugged. “Well, possibly. Or, maybe we happen to know a diamond thief who can steal it for us.”

      Bridge’s gaze snapped to mine, and East laughed. “Of fucking course. If we ask for help, our chances of survival go up twenty-fold, but would he do it?”

      Bridge stared at me. “You’re really going to ask for help from the goddamn prince of the Winston Isles?”

      “Before he was a prince, he was a con man and a thief. I happen to know he’s pulled off a jewelry heist before.”

      Bridge laughed. “Are we really considering this?”

      “Look mate, I’ve just told you what the price is. Whether or not we’re going to risk it is up to us. If we don’t, Van Linsted gets away with what he’s done. He becomes the most powerful man in the UK, and then he will be unstoppable politically. He can do anything he wants.”

      East rubbed his jaw. “I say we can do it.”

      Bridge glared at him. “Are you insane? We are going to steal one of the largest diamonds in the world?”

      East shrugged. “Look, with the right plan, it’s possible. I have the tech we might need, and with Prince Lucas, we could do this. We just need the right plan.”

      Bridge turned to me. “Are you in on this?”

      I was distracted. My mind was on Livy and what she was telling Dexter right now. Was he going to go quietly? I was also worried about her safety. He had already proven he made poor decisions that had bad repercussions for her. You left her with security. Focus on this.

      My mates were all in. I needed to be too. Before I had started to fall for Livy, I’d had another priority and I needed to see that through. The difference was now I had something to lose. “I’m in. But we all have to be in, or we don’t do it. That includes Drew. We’re probably going to need his help.”

      Bridge cursed and sat back, staring at the ceiling. “So which one of us is calling Prince Lucas?”

      As I downed the rest of my fourth scotch it went down smooth, and I said, “I’ll do it.”
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      I had considered going to Telly’s, but I couldn’t get over the fact that Ben had known. The entire time we were in Paris, he had known about Dexter’s affair and he’d said nothing to me. What, he’d thought I wouldn’t find out? Why keep that from me?

      Think harder. That’s not why he kept quiet.

      I shook that voice of reason off. I was in no mood to be reasonable.

      The numbness had given way to anger by the time I pulled into my usual parking spot at London Lords. I’d ditched Todd in favor of driving myself. The low simmer had turned into barely banked flames. I got off the elevator, I ground my teeth as I marched. I had no idea what I was going to say. No idea what I wanted the outcome to be, but I wanted the goddamn truth, and I wanted to know why he’d kept those important facts from me. He was my friend, no, more than just my friend. And he’d let me be humiliated. He’d lied to me.

      I tracked him down at the loft and followed the lights until I found him in his bedroom, in his closet. I’d never been in his room before. Even so I only barely registered that his closet was the size of the dining room and living room of my flat. Correction, old flat.

      I didn’t bother knocking, just shoved open the door. I was so furious, not even the floor-to-ceiling windows with the stunning view of Soho could distract me.

      His back was turned as he removed his watch and his head snapped around when he heard me come in. “Jesus, what the fuck are you doing here? You were supposed to call me to pick you up.”

      I glowered at him. “You knew?”

      His whole body sagged. “He told you?”

      “You fucking knew!!”

      Those embers under my skin became white-hot as I marched up to him and shoved him in the chest. My heels sank into the soft plush carpeting and made me unstable, so I stepped out of them and shoved him again.

      He didn’t budge.

      “You knew. You stood there, knowing what he’d done, humiliating me, and you kept it from me?”

      His eyes were soft as he searched mine. “I didn’t want you hurt.”

      “So you kept it quiet?”

      “What was I supposed to do? Hurt you myself? That was the last thing I wanted to do.”

      I didn’t realize I was crying until I tasted the salt on my tongue. “I was humiliated walking in there with no idea what he was going to hit me with.”

      His brow furrowed then. “I’m surprised he told you. I expected him to lie. Get you back somehow.”

      “He told me everything. He said you caught him at the fundraiser. Was it Andrea?”

      “I don’t know her name. I didn’t know until I walked into your flat on Friday who he was or what he meant to you. It took me a second to even register it. And I didn’t want to be the one to break your heart if you wanted him. I wanted you to have what you wanted.”

      “Bullshit. You’re a coward. You just said all this bullshit about being my friend, caring about me, but you let me walk into an ambush.”

      He scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “I didn’t know he was going to tell you like that. And it wasn’t my place to tell you.”

      I knew he was being truthful. But it wasn’t right. I knew why he’d done it. He cared about me, and he did not want to see me hurt.

      “So you lied.”

      He shook his head. “I never lied to you. Not once. I didn’t lie about my feelings for you. I didn’t lie about what you mean to me. I didn’t lie about you being mine. I didn’t lie when I said that you had to choose. You had to choose me. I didn’t lie; I kept something from you that would have hurt you. It wasn’t my place to tell you something that you wouldn’t have believed anyway. Maybe I should have told you. I don’t know. It was impossible to know the right thing to do. And it was impossible to let you walk in that door without me, but I did it because you needed to make your own choices. Your own decisions.”

      I knew my anger was irrational, as were my tears. I shoved him again, but this time, he caught my wrist, his fingers gently pressing into my pulse. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “I walked into the flat feeling so guilty, knowing that I needed to put the final nail in the coffin because I hadn’t felt about him, ever, the way that I feel about you.”

      He closed his eyes and released a long breath. “What do you want from me, Liv?”

      I didn’t know what he was asking, and I scowled at him. “You don’t get to ask that. Not when you messed with me.”

      “I have never messed with you. From the moment we met in that fucking closet, you owned me.” He gripped my hips. “Tell me you’re done with him.”

      I nodded. “He cheated. And he lied about it. He made me think I caused the accident, and I didn’t. He tried to lay his addiction at my feet.”

      He gently released my hand. “Say the words, Liv. I need to be sure you’re done with him.”

      I shook my head. “I am never ever going back there. Unless it’s to pack myself up.”

      “I’m sorry you’re angry.”

      I could see the muscle in his jaw ticking. He was carrying his own anger and holding back from me. “You’re sorry? We spent that whole day together in Paris. You could have told me. You could have said something. Anything, like ‘listen, I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to say it.’ You should have told me.”

      “As if that would have changed anything. You needed to make your choice. You needed to choose me.” His hands went up and gripped my shoulders. As big as he was though, his touch was still gentle, and I felt it, that tension coiling tight between us, pulling so taught it was on the verge of snapping.

      “How do you know I wasn’t going to choose you?”

      “I couldn’t take that chance because the moment you do make that choice, you and I are going to need to do something about it.”

      “Oh yeah? Like what?”

      His grip tightened ever so slightly. “You and I have unfinished business. So tell me right now, are you choosing me? Come what may, are you making that choice?”

      I knew he was right. I’d known it when I came here.

      Despite my anger, despite him keeping Dex’s cheating from me, despite the humiliation that burned in my chest, I had already chosen. Over the course of the last month, I had been choosing; I just hadn’t known it. I met his gaze and licked my lips nervously. “I’m choosing you.”

      The words tore out of him in a low growl. “About fucking time.”
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      I’d wanted her for so long, I had no idea where to start.

      But she was standing in front of me, her lips slightly parted, and something in me shattered.

      Your self-control.

      My fingers digging into her flesh as I pulled her closer. “You are so fucking beautiful.”

      “Ben…” Her voice was pleading.

      “Fuuuck.” A groan ripped out of my mouth seconds before I crushed my lips to hers. We were far beyond exploratory and had tripped into desperate territory. A spike of electricity wound around my spine and I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop until I’d had my fill.

      Livy moaned, molding her body against mine. Her lips were so damn soft, her tongue meeting mine tentatively at first. It wasn’t until her hands tightened in my shirt that I lost full handle on the situation.

      I growled, sliding my hands into her curls, tightening my grip and angling her head so I could sink in deeper.

      She accommodated me by parting her lips. That angel that had been on my shoulder before, the one telling me I couldn’t do this, telling me where the line was, telling me to keep her safe…well, the devil killed that angel. One deep and stroking lick into her mouth, and I eviscerated the line.

      She tasted so good. A little spicy, and a little sweet, and all Olivia. The little mewling sound she made at the back of her throat just drove me further. And I couldn’t think. I couldn’t process that she was really mine now.

      My lips refusing to leave hers, I backed her up out of the closet and into my room. I’d never had another woman in here, but I knew just how many feet it was to my bed. My mouth still owning hers, my hands slid down her back, over her arse, and then I hoisted her up onto my bed.

      God, she was so tiny and delicate in comparison to me. So soft in comparison to my sharp edges. I had to remind myself that I had to find some bloody control. It didn’t matter how much I shook with need, I needed to take my time.

      Yeah, good luck with that.

      My cock throbbed as she parted her thighs to make room for me. Christ—yeah, right fucking there. Behind my zipper, I throbbed, begging for freedom. Desperate to seek out her heat.

      Her tongue met mine in a slide of wet, silky warmth as she rocked her hips into mine. Every tick of her hips was a call. Could she feel how hard I was. Could she feel just big I was? Was she wondering if I’d fit?

      Jesus Christ, why was she so—

      The moment she scored her nails in my hair and over my scalp, a shiver of need rocketed through my body. The molten lava spread through my veins, singeing nerve endings as it went. When she sucked on my tongue, I bit back a curse.

      My hands dug into her flesh. I needed more. Wanted more. It was either touch her or spontaneously combust. Sliding a hand under the soft cotton of her top, my fingertips skimmed the supple flesh of her belly. So soft.

      With every brush of my hand, she trembled then arched her hips.

      We’ll get there, darling.

      But she had to be ready first. And while she thought she was there, I needed her clawing and climbing the walls first.

      When my fingertips traced over the edge of her bra, she arched her back, giving me better access. I teased the underside of her breast and her breathing came in shallow breaths as I stroked closer to her nipple.

      She tore her lips from mine. “Damn, it, just—”

      I shut her up with another soul-searing kiss, my thumb tracing over her nipple in slow deliberate circles.

      When I finally pulled away from the kiss, it was to nip at her jaw with open-mouth kisses. “You can try to drive this train all you want, Liv, but I’m at the wheel, and I plan on taking the long way around. I’ve been dreaming about this since I met you.”

      “Ben—”

      “Hmmm?” Gently, I rolled her nipple between my thumb and forefinger.

      “Please…”

      “It’s only fair that I torture you half as much as you’ve been torturing me.” Kissing along the column of her throat, I murmured, “Do you know that all day I’ve been thinking about you, your tits, your taste. They are the perfect color of honey.”

      I kissed down her neck, to her clavicle. “I need you to do something for me, Liv.”

      “Anything,” she whispered on a groan.

      “Strip,” I barely managed to grind out. “If I strip you, you won’t have any clothes left.”

      Livy dragged heavy lids open and blinked up at me before licking her lips. “You take them off.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “You don’t like that pretty blouse?” It was a simple white tunic with long sleeves that cuffed with a delicate pearl button at the wrist and a neckline that was almost indecent. Certainly not office attire. But fucking attire, absolutely.

      I smirked down at her as I gripped her thighs. I forced myself to loosen my grip. I didn’t want her having bruises on my account.

      “I don’t want you holding back from me. We’ve had enough of that.”

      “Suit yourself,” I said while undoing my buttons quickly. I lost a few to my impatience before tossing the shirt aside. Studying her blouse, I tried to find a simple way to take it off, but there wasn’t one. “Fuck it,” I muttered as I ripped it.

      The flimsy fabric tore in my hands like it was nothing, bearing her mauvy pink lace bra. There was no finesse left in me when I leaned over and dragged one of the cups down with my teeth.

      As I trailed an open-mouth kiss over her collarbone and down the center of her chest, she kept trying to hold me in place.

      When my lips finally wrapped around the sensitive tip, sucking it deep, she threw her head back and groaned. Livy’s hands threaded into my hair, holding my head in place. Then she scored her hands down and over my back, leaving a trail of desire on my skin.

      I swirled my tongue over the milk chocolate tip of her nipple, and she arched her back on a low moan. “Ben, oh my God.” Her hands fisted in my hair and tugged enough to give me some pain with the pleasure.

      “Fuuuck. You naughty thing.”

      Releasing her breast with a pop, I backed out from between her thighs. When she protested, I hooked my hands behind her knees and pulled her forward, bringing her to her feet.

      My voice was guttural and hoarse when I spoke. “Bend over.”
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      Holy hell.

      The ice blue of his eyes were now a searing electric blue. My eyes were wide when I met his gaze, but then I turned slowly and complied.

      Impatiently, with rough hands, he yanked down my leggings and lace panties until they slid over my hips, dragging them down my legs. “Step out of them.”

      My hands shook as I slowly tried to turn around. “B-Ben?”

      “Shhhh, bend over kitten. I might die if I can’t taste you. What do you say? Can I have a little taste?”

      A shiver ran over my body as I leaned over his enormous bed. I felt vulnerable and exposed and… sexy. The way he looked at me, I thought I might combust. It helped knowing I wasn’t the only one feeling this way. I’d seen his hands tremble.

      He caressed my back gently, sliding over my skin, then possessively palming my ass. “Open for me, love.”

      A flush of heat cascaded over my body, but I did what he asked, widening my stance for him.

      The first brush of his tongue had me gasping. The next pulled a moan from deep inside me. But when his hands dug into the flesh of my ass and he lapped at me, my sounds became unintelligible. Who needed words, honestly?

      He made this moaning sound of satisfaction as he licked and sucked. His thumb stroked my slit, coating it in my juices. When he pressed on my clit, I stopped caring about what I sounded like. I only cared about this moment, right now, with him.

      Expertly, he sucked on my clit as he sank two fingers inside me. “Jesus Christ, you’re so tight. The way you’re gripping my fingers. You’re going to be a tight fit. “

      All I could manage was a week plea of, “Ben, please.” The wave built deep inside me, and I knew it was coming. But God, I was so in a hurry for it to come now. I thrashed in his hold. “Ben, I need —”

      “That’s it, kitten,” he crooned. “Come for me.”

      It was so close. I could almost taste it, but it was still so far away, still just out of reach. “I can’t.”

      “Shhh, I know what you need.” On his next upstroke, he licked higher…where I’d never been touched. Holy flipping Christ.

      I squealed and wriggled away. With a growl, he hauled me back against his mouth and gave me a stinging swat on the ass for my trouble. The bolt of electricity went straight to my clit.

      The sharp crack stunned me, even more than his roving tongue and I screamed. “Jesus, Ben!”

      When he twisted his fingers around, hooking them ever so slightly and pressing on that deep bundle of nerves, he added another resounding crack over my tender flesh, and I broke in a not-so-silent scream.

      White hot heat froze me in position, mouth open, back arched, eyes screwed shut, shaking from the force of my orgasm, unable to form coherent thought or action. I was broken. Definitely broken. The few brain cells I had were completely obliterated.

      All I knew was I could stay there like that for likely hours.

      His voice was a soft chuckle. “All right, love?”

      How the hell was I supposed to answer that question. Okay was so not the right word. “I—I’m not sure I’ve ever been okay in my life.”

      Ben smoothed his hands up my legs, then followed the trail with his lips, only stopping along the way to give a tiny love bite to one of my butt cheeks. When I squeaked, he kissed the tiny injury. “Come here.”

      Move? The man wanted me to move? I made a feeble attempt, but then collapsed back on my face. Moving required so much work.

      Gently, he pulled me to my knees, then turned me over. Then he made making quick work of the rest of his clothes and the tattered remains of my top. I still couldn’t move much. My muscles refused to function properly. “Do you know how much those little sounds you make turn me on?”

      I bit back my smile. “Maybe.”

      When his trousers fell to the floor I glanced down and gasped.
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      My cock twitched at her at full attention. Or maybe it was the way her tongue peaked out. “See something you like?”

      “I—” She licked her lips. “Jesus, you’re huge.” I could hear the nerves behind the chuckle.

      Dipping my head, I planted kisses along the hollow her neck then up to the shell of her ear. “Still sure you’re mine?”

      She nodded without hesitation or reservation. Which was a relief because I was steely hard, nearly to the point of pain.

      Scooping her up into the center of the massive king-sized bed, I climbed over her, kissing my favorite spots along the way. I guided her hands above her head and restrained her wrists with one hand.

      She arched her back into each kiss and caress. The more she asked for, the more I wanted to give her. I wanted to bloody give her everything.

      “Woman, you’re trying to kill me.”

      Her head thrashed back and forth on the pillow. “Ben, please. Don’t make me wait.”

      I nipped at her neck again before easing the burn with a kiss. From the nightstand, I retrieved the box of condoms I’d bought when she moved into the loft. Not at all presumptuous. More like damn good planning.

      To my chagrin, my bloody hands shook. As I ripped the foil, she blinked up at me, lips parted, showing no hint of self- consciousness. She kept her gaze on mine as I sheathed myself.

      Stay in control. Easy.

      Bullshit.

      Along her skin, I used my tongue, making her wiggle and squirm as I explored each hollow and dip. The scent of coconut and lime drove me mad.

      I cupped her breast with one hand as the other traveled a path over her belly to the juncture between her thighs. Her eyes fluttered shut. My cock nudged her thigh, and I whispered against her skin. “So fucking beautiful… can’t think... making me... so hot…”

      I slipped first one finger inside her, and then another. The only sounds in the room now were our comingled deep breaths, groans and moans. Livy dropped her head back against the pillow and wrapped her legs around me as she attempted to draw me in. “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

      “Fuck, you’re so wet. Does my kitten want more?”

      Livy lifted her hips. “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?”

      “Please,”

      “Remember what I said about being mine? Whose pussy is this?”

      “Please…I need….” I started to retreat, and she whimpered. “What are you doing?”

      I gave her an evil grin. “Tell me what I need to hear first.”

      “Oh God. It’s yours. Is that what you want to hear?”

      “It’s a start, kitten.”

      Gently, I guided my cock home with the other hand. I needed to go slow. Take my time, but Jesus-fucking-Christ, she felt good. Too good. The tenuous hold on my control started to slip. Scorching bliss hit me like a blast furnace. With the first inch, I exhaled slowly and deliberately. Easy. Easy. Christ. It was too much. She was too tight.

      With a trembling breath, I retreated, then slid back inside. Inch by inch. Slide, retreat. Slide retreat. My skin slicked with sweat, and my muscles bunched.

      I squeezed my eyes tight at the pleasure spiraling inside. She was small, but we fit. The easy slide made me moan. The feel of her silken depths milking my cock made my eyes cross. I retreated again. When I finally sank all the way in, I dropped my forehead to her shoulder. “Jesus Christ, I think you’re going to kill me.”

      I penetrated her slowly, increasing the pleasure, then retreating.

      The sheer effort of the concentration made beads of sweat pop on my brow. Her eyes widened on each slide. Leaning over, I teased her nipple. Slide, retreat. Breathe. Slide, retreat. Breathe. I kept that rhythm.

      With my thumb, I stroked over her clit sending a shiver though her. With a long exhale of breath, she relaxed, and I picked up the pace.

      “Yes, God. Right fucking there.”

      I pulled nearly all the way out, then sank home again on one stroke, making her whimper. “I want to do this all night. Would you like that?”

      “Y-yes. God, yes. Ben…”

      I released her breast and slid my hand between our bodies then used my thumb to tease her clit. Over and over I took her to the edge then back again, not wanting to push her over yet. I wanted to live inside her forever. Might make social gatherings awkward, but fuck anyone who had anything to say about it.

      Her muscles squeezed around me. Her thighs quivered and I knew. She was so fucking close. Molten heat started to spread from the base of my spine making me grit my teeth. Nope. No fucking way. She was coming again first.

      I changed up the pressure on her clit pressing harder, varying my rhythm.

      “Ben, oh God. Just like that. Yes. Yes…so good.”

      “That’s it. Come for me, Livy. Let go, kitten.” She was so close. Right on that edge, but it wasn’t until I nipped her ear and whispered, “I don’t ever want this to end,” that her body went stiff.

      Her silken walls grasped me tight, and my release started at the base of my spine and built. Step by step, vertebrae by vertebrae, I fought to hold on.

      She cried out and shook in my arms, and I increased the pressure on her clit, intertwining our fingers I drove home. With her owning my cock, her silken walls fisting me, all it took was three more strokes, and white-hot heat nearly blinded me as I came.
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      Last night had been the kind of sex intended to make me forget my name and everything about anybody that might have come before Ben.

      The sun was cheerily streamed through a window demanding I wake but I was pretty sure I couldn’t move. And if I did move, my pussy would groan in protest. Damn, I was sore.

      I tried to move a foot and then just groaned and flopped back.

      “It’s better if you try not to get up too quickly.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at that voice. Ben’s voice. “Good morning.”

      He was already facing me with a smug grin on his face. “Good morning, kitten.”

      “So, that happened.”

      He grinned. “And by ‘that,’ you mean?”

      “I mean orgasms so good I’m certain my legs don’t work right now.”

      He grinned. “Well, you know, I aim to please.”

      He shifted to pull me close and his shoulder blocked out some of the light. “Jesus, you’re enormous.”

      “In more ways than one,” he said with a wink. I bit back a laugh.

      I tried again to get up, but he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me close. “Where do you think you’re going, woman?”

      “I just remember you saying that you don’t do sleepovers, and here I am, sleeping over. I’ll just go back to my bed across the hall.”

      His brows furrowed. “So, we’re going to go ahead and establish that anything that happened before is not what’s happening now. This, right now, it’s different, yeah?”

      I nodded slowly. “Yeah, this is different.”

      “Good, now that we’ve got that established, I will make sure that we are perfectly clear on this. I don’t bring people here. I’ve never brought anyone to this bed besides you, just in case you had that visual going on.”

      I bit my lip, trying to fight my smile. “No, but thank you for making sure I’ll never have it.”

      He nodded. “I like having you here.”

      I grinned at him. “You do?”

      He nodded. “Yes, and just so there are no other doubts in your mind, I plan on having you here a lot.”

      “Define a lot. I mean, we do have to work.”

      He grinned at me then. “Oh, you must be having all kinds of ideas about afternoon quickies.”

      I laughed. “Oh my God, you’re ridiculous.”

      “You’re the one who brought that up. Don’t blame me for letting my mind go there.”

      I stretched, and he immediately dove under the covers to kiss my belly. “Oh my God, Ben.”

      “Yes?”

      “I have things I have to do.”

      He frowned. “Like what?”

      “Well, we just got back from France. I have to prep all the files to meet with Peterman. I also have to do my status update for Jessa.”

      “Do that from here.”

      Tempting as that was, I didn’t want to slide down that slippery slope. “I should probably go into the office. Get out of your hair.”

      He took my hands. “Look. I’m still worried about your safety. And I want you here with security. Working remotely is something my employees do all the time. Not just the ones I’m seeing. This is real, okay? It means friends and Netflix queues and all of that jazz. No hiding. No going back to him.”

      I scooted back. “No. Never. It’s not going to happen. But I do need to move freely.”

      “Good. I don’t share. But I understand. Let me do a security assessment, then we’ll figure out your freedom of movement. Now, I need to get some work done with East and Bridge.”

      He did have a point. Someone had tried to hurt me. I needed to be safe. But how long could we shack up? “Do Bridge and East know?”

      “About us?” He shook his head. “Not yet, but they’re going to. Please rewind to earlier and what I said about this being real, friends and all. You’re mine now. I’m not letting you go without a fight, so get used to being here.”

      I nodded. “Okay. It’ll take some getting used to. This is, uh, new.”

      He laughed. “I know. I also know what I want. You and I have been dancing around each other for weeks. I knew exactly where I wanted you to be when I met you in that closet.”

      I lifted a brow. “On my back?”

      He rolled his eyes. “And on your knees with me behind you, holding on to those perfect tits. Jesus Christ.”

      He gently nipped at my nipple and I giggled. “Oh my God, that tickles.”

      He lifted a brow. “Oh, really? This tickles?” He leaned down then and pulled that same nipple into his mouth, tugging forcefully enough that I could feel a pull low in my belly.

      “No, that does not tickle.”

      “Oh, good.”

      His hands wandered down my belly, and his fingers slid over my sex, gliding to my folds, and my breath hitched. “Ben.”

      “Open for me.”

      I parted my thighs a little, and he slid right in. First one finger, his palm branding over my clit, and then he retreated. When he slid back in, it was with two fingers. The slow, teasing motion caused me to chase his hand as it teased pleasure but didn’t quite satisfy.

      Before I knew it, he released my nipple, kissed at my neck, and then the thick length of him slid right in.

      We both groaned, and I hissed with a bite of pain. He immediately stilled. “Fuck, are you okay?”

      “Yes, it’s just... You really are Big Ben.”

      He nuzzled his face on my neck. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “I’m not hurt. I’m just a little sore,” I whispered.

      “I should have just kissed it better.”

      “You did kiss it better, remember?”

      “That was hardly kissing. I can do better.”

      He started to glide out, and my fingers clawed at his back. “Nope, you’re already here. Why don’t you start moving and make me feel better.”

      “Oh, is this kind of like kissing it all better?”

      “Yup. Um-hmm. With your dick.”

      His movements were slow. Controlled. But now with the initial sting gone, I didn’t want slow and controlled. I wanted hard and fast, and I slid my fingers into his hair and tugged him close.

      It was his turn to hiss. “Jesus, Liv. I’m trying to go easy here.”

      “I don’t want you to go easy.”

      “You’ll be sore.”

      “I like being sore.”

      With a growl, he increased his movements. A wave of ecstasy rolled over me as I careened toward the edge of bliss. “Yes, that’s it.”

      “Who does this belong to?”

      “You. Always you.”

      “Don’t let anyone else ever touch this again.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. No, never. Oh my God, Ben, right there.”

      “Do you know how long I’ve waited for this?”

      “A month and three days.”

      He pulled back and peered down at me. “Do you know exactly how many days?”

      “Yup, . That’s how long I have been tortured too.”

      “Uh-huh.” He swiveled his hips again, and I cursed. “Somehow I think I’ve been more tortured. I didn’t even think you liked me.”

      I grinned then. “I’m still not sure I do.”

      “Well then, Miss Ashong, let me convince you.”

      And he did. He convinced me so thoroughly I had three more orgasms before he roared and spilled inside me. “Jesus, woman, I really don’t think I can move.”

      “I really don’t think I want to.”

      Three hours later, after Ben had convinced me to shower with him and he’d fed me, he headed off to a meeting with East and Bridge. I called Telly from the comfort of the bathtub.

      “So you finally got laid, huh?”

      “What?”

      “Please, I can hear it in your voice. Was it in Paris? Shit, please tell me it’s Ben and not Dexter.”

      I hadn’t told her anything yet about Dexter. “Yeah, about that...” Once I got started, everything flowed out of me. I told her all of it. Even the part about how Ben’s nickname really was accurate.

      She paused me several times along the story for typical Telly reactions. When I finished, she asked, “When do we pack you out?”

      I shook my head. “I need to plan for when he’s not there. Maybe next week?”

      “How is Tall Blond and Viking taking this? He says this is the real thing, and it feels that way, but I got so involved in Dexter’s world I didn’t even stop to think about what I wanted for myself. I’m not doing that anymore.”

      “Well, okay. I’m glad you’re figuring it out. I do want to say something though.”

      “What, that you were right?”

      “I mean, I was, but something else.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Have you heard of something called the Elite?”

      I frowned. “No, I don’t think so. Why?”

      “Well, it’s a secret society out of Eton.”

      I frowned and sat up straighter in the bath. “As in, the super posh all-boys school?” Ben and his friends had gone to Eton.

      She nodded. “Yep, that’s the one.”

      “I don’t know anything about it. Why?”

      “You know how my mate, Matthias, who’s been working on decrypting those files from the flash drive you copied?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s a list of names and dates. Some of the corresponding dates match to major world events.”

      “But why would that information be encrypted?”

      “I have no idea, but I need you to be careful, okay? If Ben had that information, it’s worth something to him. Maybe he’s in the group. I want you to tread carefully with him.”

      “Telly, are you serious?”

      “At the risk of sounding cliché…as a heart attack.”

      “Fine, I promise.” I hung up with her and got out of the bath and into my robe. As I padded into the bedroom, I considered calling Ben. All I needed to do was ask him about the Elite. He’d tell me.

      Would he?

      Would he lie? And then there was the slight problem of finding myself in close to danger since I’d met him.

      Was I in more danger with him than on my own?

      Last night, I’d let him screw me into complacency. He’d dickgasmed me. From the time I’d said yes and handed over the drive, I thought I’d been in control. But what if that wasn’t the case?

      Or you’re paranoid and you’re freaking out and want an easy reason to run.

      Damn it. Last night had been some kind of out of this world sex. It had meant something. It was certainly a shift in or relationship. Especially after Paris. He cared about me, and I well...I was dangerously close to falling.

      So then talk to him before you freak.

      I would. We were certainly past the point of keeping secrets. He’d seen all of my dirty laundry.

      When my phone buzzed, I rolled over on the bed, tugging the robe around me, and grabbed my cell off the nightstand. I assumed it was Telly following up with a text about something she’d forgotten, but I frowned when I saw who it was.

      Dexter: Where the hell are you? Where did you stay last night? Call me.

      I immediately hit delete. Then pushed out of bed to find some clothes. I’d only managed a T-shirt and panties when another chime dinged. Dexter again.

      Dexter: Just talk to me.

      I couldn’t avoid him. If I did, he’d just keep calling and texting. And I was done avoiding. I called him instead of texting back.

      He answered right away. “Oh my God, Livy, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. But you can’t keep calling me. You can’t text me. We’re done.”

      “I made a mistake. Are you really going to throw away everything for a little mistake?”

      “And therein lies the problem. To you, it was a little mistake. To me, you took everything that we were and you ruined it.”

      “Jesus. Look, I’m just saying the wrong thing. If you would just meet with me, okay? I’ll come to you, or just come back to the flat. We’ll talk.”

      “I’m pretty sure I told you to get the hell out of the flat.”

      “You weren’t thinking straight.”

      I sighed. “Let me make it perfectly clear to you, Dexter. I was thinking straight. I’m done with you. I never want to hear from you again. I never want to talk to you again. Do not be there when I come to collect my things. Matter of fact, I’ll send someone to do that.”

      He cursed under his breath. “Fuck. Look we just need to talk this out. Where are you? I’ll come to you. I’m willing to start over and give you whatever you need.”

      “What I need is not to talk to you again.”

      His voice took on a sharp edge. “Tell me where the fuck you are. I’m done arguing. You’re acting like a spoiled bitch.”

      I lifted my brows. So this was him. This was the real Dex. “Bitch is it? Fine call me what you need to. The more you talk, the more you cement my decision.”

      There was a beat of silence. “You’re with him, aren’t you?”

      “I’m not with Ben right now.” Technically the truth, but still, I wasn’t going to get into that with him. “Dexter, we’re done. I’m in love with someone else.”

      Silence. “So, you shagged him then? To get back at me?”

      Had he always been such a self-centered prick? Yes. Absolutely yes. “Everything I told you when I walked in the apartment yesterday was true. You’re the one who’s been having an affair.”

      “Well the way you’re acting is making me wonder a few things too.”

      “Wonder all you want. Let’s not forget, you practically threw me at your boss.”

      Another beat of silence. “That’s not what that was. You’re overreacting. Typical. If you would just stop being so high-strung and listen—”

      “Ah, and there’s the real Dexter. Ready and willing to blame me and call me names. I’m done. I don’t have to put up with that anymore. And while we’re at it, I’m going to call the investigators in the morning and let them know I wasn’t the one responsible for our accident. I’m not signing off on it.”

      “God, you’re such a fucking cunt,” he spat out. “Do you know how much I hate you right now? If you would just—”

      I hung up without letting him finish.

      For three long moments I started at the phone waiting for the guilt and concern. It didn’t come. I felt so much better. Lighter. Like I’d taken charge of my own life again.

      I was free.

      I needed to find pants. I’d get dressed check in on work maybe, then give Ben a call. I heard a crash from somewhere in the house and I paused.

      Frowning, I went to the door and listened. There was a loud thump coming from down the hall to the left. I opened the bedroom door and called out. “Ben, is that you?” I inched out, peering into the rooms I passed. Looking for signs of life.

      It wasn’t until I made a left toward the living room that I felt it. The hairs at the back of my neck stood at attention, and I whipped around. Instead of Ben, it was the one person I didn’t expect to see. I opened my mouth to scream, but he grabbed me and planted his hand over my mouth. “You have been a very naughty girl.”

      
        
        To be continued in The Benefactor….

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Thank you for reading BIG BEN, Book 1 in the LONDON LORDS Saga. The deliciously sexy thrill ride doesn’t end here though! It continues in THE BENEFACTOR! Be the first to find out what happens to Livy!
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      A woman who's lost everything.

      Taylor is looking for peace and quiet away from the memories of all she's lost. A small mountain town where no one knows her seems like the perfect escape.

      A man battling the ghosts of his past.

      Walker loves his life just the way it is. His town, his family, his brothers in blue. Everything simple and easy--until a chance encounter changes it all.

      When Taylor's solitude is interrupted by the rugged cop, they find that the very thing they were avoiding might be just what they both need. As their iron wills clash and passion flares...a killer lurks.

      And you never know who might be caught in the crosshairs.
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        This book is for anyone who has lost someone. Just remember, the cracks in your heart will let others’ light shine in if you let it.

      

        

      
        And, as always, for my Dad. I carry you with me always. Eternally grateful to be your daughter.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Taylor

      

      

      Did you know that when you choose to take someone off life support, they mute the heart monitor? That continual beeping you hadn’t realized had become your constant companion is suddenly gone. So, the room is completely silent when your whole reason for being slips from this Earth.

      Completely silent and deafening, all at the same time.
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      There was something about the air here. It was clean. Pure. And it had a fragrance to it I hadn’t encountered before. It was something the trees released into the atmosphere around them. I pulled a long breath into my lungs, holding it there as I stared out at the scene below.

      Craggy mountaintops still topped with snow shifted into heavily forested slopes which met up with a pristine lake. I sucked in another breath. It was beautiful. Peaceful. Largely untouched by humans in all the ways we could fuck things up.

      An arm came around my shoulders. “It’s beautiful, right?” Carter asked.

      I glanced at my best friend. Her strawberry-blonde hair was piled on top of her head in a haphazard attempt to keep it out of her face while we hiked to the top of this lookout. “It is.”

      “I’m so glad my mom recommended it—” Her words were cut off as color leached from her face, and she dropped her arms from my shoulder. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”

      This time, it was me cutting her off. “You can talk about your mom, Carter.”

      “Okay…” Her words trailed off, and an awkward silence descended on us.

      It had been ninety-seven days, twelve hours, and fifty-two minutes since my mother’s heart had stopped beating. I couldn’t help but mark that time. Always aware of every minute the world kept spinning without her. That seemed crazy sometimes. Absolutely insane that the universe could still exist without her. That I could exist without her.

      There were moments when it still didn’t seem real. Times when I could convince myself that this had all been a terrible nightmare. That I hadn’t really watched her body slowly start to fail her. Hadn’t seen her struggle to even lift her hand to hold mine. That her skin hadn’t turned so papery, I could see right through to her veins.

      But it had happened. No begging, pleading, bargaining, or praying had kept her with me. My rock, my safe place, my best friend was gone.

      I shook my head, attempting to clear it. Forcing cheeriness into my voice, I asked, “How did your mom find out about this place again?” Carter was from Georgia, and we were currently in the middle of nowhere Oregon.

      Carter twisted her fingers into a series of complicated knots at her side. “She has a sorority sister who grew up here. Told her it was pure magic. It is, right?”

      Pure magic was a perfect description. “It is.” I snuck a peek at Carter again. Lines of worry creased her brow. I hated that I was the cause of it. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      A genuine smile tipped her lips. “I’m so glad you finally agreed.”

      After months filled with arranging a funeral, handling the never-ending minutia that came with someone dying, and packing up my mom’s house in Houston, I was spent. Carter had begged me to let her plan a trip for us that would be full of nothing but rest, relaxation, good food, and nature. I had been too exhausted to put up more than a half-hearted fight, even though what I wanted more than anything was to be alone.

      The constant assessing stares and carefully couched questions about how I was doing were almost more than I could bear. My fists clenched, nails biting into my palms. All Carter wanted to do was take care of me. She was the best friend a girl could hope for, and I couldn’t even give her that.

      Cracking branches and rustling underbrush sounding from behind us had Carter and I turning around.

      “Jesus, I’m pretty sure I just got poison ivy on my ass,” our good friend, Liam, bellowed.

      Carter tried to hide her giggle by covering her mouth. I did nothing to disguise my snort of laughter.

      Carter’s husband, Austin, trailed after Liam, a disgusted grimace on his face. “I really don’t need to hear about that.”

      “Hey, you might have some, too. Nothing could be worse than poison ivy on your junk.”

      Carter slipped her backpack off her shoulders. “I have some hand wipes. Why don’t you both use them.”

      Liam grinned at Carter, taking a wipe from her outstretched hand. “Thank you, ma’am.” After tossing the used towelette into his pack, Liam made his way towards me. He pulled me to his side. “How are you holding up?” His tone had gone from teasing to gently serious, and I freaking hated it.

      “I’m good.” I elbowed him in the gut. “Now get your possibly contagious, dirty fingers away from me.”

      Liam chuckled, but there was concern in his eyes as he studied me. I felt like a bug under a microscope.

      I tightened the straps of my pack. “What do you say? Race you back to the car?”

      I didn’t wait for an answer, just took off down the trail at a fast clip. Voices drifted on the air behind me.

      “Since when is she the athlete?” Liam asked.

      “She started running the first time her mom got sick…” Carter began.

      I pushed myself faster until I could no longer hear my friends.
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      Our rented SUV hugged the curves of the mountain road as we headed away from the peaks towards town. An old-timey sign declared Welcome To Sutter Lake in white lettering. My eyes traveled down Main Street, taking in the storefronts that looked like they had been frozen in Old West times, complete with hitching posts in front of most of them. Baskets of bright blooms hung from each street sign, and benches sat in shady spots below trees with vibrant green leaves.

      Austin pulled into a parking spot in front of an old-fashioned saloon. No parking meter. That was different from the two cities I’d most recently called home. I released my seat belt and pushed open my door. We’d been told by the woman who rented us the vacation home that the saloon had the best burgers in a hundred-mile radius. I doubted anything could beat In-N-Out, but I was willing to do some research to find out.

      Carter stepped up next to me, squeezing my shoulder. “This place is so cute, right?”

      I fought the urge to shake off her hand. The overabundance of comforting gestures lately had begun to make my skin crawl. “The cutest.”

      Austin pulled his wife to his side, brushing his lips against her brow. “What I care about is how good the burgers are.”

      “And the beer. Don’t forget the beer,” Liam called.

      We pushed through the pair of swinging doors and made our way to the hostess station. A young girl, probably high-school aged, stood behind a podium. “How many—?” Her words cut off as her eyes bugged out. “Y-y-you’re Liam Fairchild.”

      It was funny, I so often forgot that Liam was a celebrity. It wasn’t until we were in situations like these that I remembered he was a world-famous musician.

      Liam put his charming-bugger smile in place. “That I am, darling. But what do you say we keep that little secret between us? Wouldn’t want my vacation hideout to get discovered.” The girl nodded vigorously. “I’d be happy to sign something for you if you’d like.”

      “That would be awesome,” she whispered and then fumbled for a paper and pen.

      While Liam made the young girl’s year, I studied the space. The Old West theme continued with wagon wheels and wood signs decorating the walls. The combination restaurant and bar was about half full, most inhabitants opting for one of the cozy booths that hugged the outskirts of the room.

      My eyes continued on towards the bar area and stuttered on two men eating lunch and watching some sports thing on the TV in the corner. They were both well-built. One blond. One with hair so dark brown, it was almost black. The second man threw his head back, letting out a bellow of laughter that was so rich and carefree, it hit me right in the chest. Would I ever laugh like that again? Like I had no worries in the world?

      Someone bumped into my shoulder. “Enjoying a little eye candy?”

      I grimaced at Liam. “No. Are you done fulfilling every teenage fangirl’s dream?”

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulders to lead me towards the table that Carter and Austin were already seated at. “It’s a heavy burden being America’s sweetheart.”

      “America’s sweetheart is Julia Roberts, you jackass,” Austin called from the table.

      I let my friends’ voices fade into background noise as I twisted to get one more peek at the man with the captivating laugh—but he was already gone.
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        Taylor

      

      

      

      The smell of antiseptic stung my nostrils as that damned beep, beep, beep sounded in my ears. “I love you to the moon and back, my sweet girl.” My mother’s voice was haggard and rough. Then, there was silence. That dreaded silence that meant she was gone.

      My eyes shot open. The covers seemed to suffocate me as I struggled to get free. Finally, I was able to extricate myself from the tangled mess. I swung my legs over the side of the bed, trying to slow my breathing and steady my heart rate. I needed air.

      I stood on shaky legs, making my way through the darkened cabin towards the back deck. My t-shirt, damp with sweat, clung to my back. If I were alone, I would have torn the damned thing off.

      Sliding the door open and moving forward, my feet touched chilly planks. I gripped the railing, bending to press my forehead against it. The cool mountain air rushed over me, calming my overheated skin, and the sweet smell on the breeze seemed to ease my panicked breaths. Slowly, my heart rate began to return to normal.

      I straightened and tipped my face up to the sky. The stars were so bright here. I’d never seen anything like it. No ambient city lights to dull their shine. “Mom, are you up there?” I mouthed the words to the silent breeze as tears pricked the backs of my eyes. What I wanted more than anything was a promise that I would be reunited with her one day. In Heaven, in the stars, anywhere I could feel her presence.

      The pastor at my mom’s memorial service had promised that she was in a better place. But how did he know for sure? I prayed to God and the Universe for a sign constantly. Anything that would let me know she was at peace. That I would see her again. I never got a damn thing, and I was looking.

      I blew out a long breath and settled myself in one of the rocking chairs on the porch. The sounds of a bubbling creek nearby, crickets chirping, and the blades of the rocker hitting the boards of the deck were my only companions. It was kind of perfect. It was quiet, without the deafening silence of my nightmares.

      Sleep wouldn’t find me anytime soon, though. No matter how hard I tried, rest always refused to come after one of those dreams. It was a nightly battle I won, only if I had exhausted my body the day before. I needed to be so tired that I fell into sleep so deep, the nightmares couldn’t find me. It was so very ironic. I used to hate working out with the passion of a thousand fiery suns, but now, it was my salvation.

      Soft footfalls sounded against the wood-planked floor. I fought the frustration that rose at my solitude being interrupted. I wiped my face to erase any stray tears and attempted to blank my expression. I wanted no pitying looks or careful tones.

      The problem was, I didn’t know what I wanted. Or needed. All I knew was that I wanted to crawl out of my skin when people looked at me like I was going to crumble at any moment. Maybe because I was afraid I would crumble. That I would break apart into a million pieces and never be able to put myself back together again.

      Carter appeared at my side. She looked a mess. Rumpled PJs, blurry eyes, and the hair piled on top of her head resembled a rat’s nest. I was fairly certain it had gotten into that state thanks to her husband’s ravaging. Austin loved my best friend with a ferocity that made my heart ache.

      Carter slid into the chair next to mine. “Couldn’t sleep?”

      I let a single shoulder rise and fall. “Sleeping’s not really my strong suit these days. Did I wake you?”

      Carter gave me a sympathetic smile. The same one she’d been giving me for months. An expression that made me want to throttle her. And I loved this girl to the depths of my soul. “You didn’t really wake me. Since having Ethan, I feel like I never fully descend into sleep. I’m always half listening for sounds of baby distress.”

      I inwardly cringed at my earlier frustration. My best friend had left her child at home for the first time since having him because she was worried about me. Because she wanted to take me away from any place that held memories of my mom. Needed to do something to help ease my pain.

      “How is the little monster?” I asked.

      A happier smile came to her face. “He’s great. I talked to my mom before bed, and it sounded like he’s enjoying being spoiled rotten by his grandparents.”

      A small grin spread across my lips. “Ethan’s lucky to have them.”

      Carter froze. “I didn’t mean to bring up—"

      I cut her off, waving a hand in front of my face. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that he has amazing grandparents.” Would every conversation from now on be a careful traverse of a minefield?

      I took another deep breath, letting the smell of the surrounding pine trees calm me. “I really love it here.”

      Carter’s eyes scanned the fields that turned into vast forest. “I’m so glad. I do, too. There’s something really special about it.”

      I smiled to myself. “There’s a peacefulness I’ve never experienced before. Something about the sound of the water and the smell of the air. I feel like I can breathe here.”

      Carter chuckled. “Well, compared to home, the air is just a little fresher.”

      Carter and I had met in Los Angeles as teachers working in the Teach For Our Youth program. We had bonded quickly, and soon became roommates. But when my mom got sick, I’d had to return to Texas to take care of her. And I never made it back to LA. It just wasn’t home anymore.

      An idea flickered in my mind. It was crazy, but maybe that was exactly what I needed.
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      The smells of bacon frying and freshly baking biscuits tickled my nose as I took in Carter at the stove. “Can I do anything?” I asked.

      Carter bit the corner of her lip. “Ummm, why don’t you help Liam set the table.”

      “Sure thing.”

      I headed into the dining room to find Liam with a stack of dishes and cutlery. “Here, let me help,” I said, reaching for the pile of forks and knives.

      “She wouldn’t let you touch anything that was cooking, would she?” Liam said with a chuckle.

      “Oh, shut up. So, cooking isn’t my strong suit.” That was the world’s biggest understatement. My mom used to swear I could burn water. No matter how often she tried to school me in her culinary ways, I was a hopeless student. A pang hit my sternum. She would never have the chance to remedy that, to see me finally master her famous mashed potatoes or decadent lemon meringue pie.

      These types of twinges came often, brought on by something different each time and taking me by surprise more often than not. It always felt like my heart was being squeezed by an unrelenting fist. The constriction would tug on all the surrounding strands of connective tissue, sending zaps of pain throughout my body until I finally pushed the memory from my mind.

      Liam threw an arm around my shoulders. “Good thing you can order takeout with the best of them.”

      I shook off the phantom spasm and forced a smirk to my lips. “Like you’re any better? You eat half your dinners at Carter and Austin’s, and you have a personal chef. Spoiled rotten, I swear.”

      “What are you two bickering about now?” Austin’s voice called from the other room.

      I turned to see his large fighter’s frame filling the doorway. “I’m just trying to keep Liam honest.”

      Austin let out a snort. “Good luck with that. At least you’ve got his over-indulged rock star-self setting the table.”

      “Hey!” Liam said, his face the picture of affront. “I’ll have you know, I washed dishes last night.”

      Placing a hand over my heart, I gasped. “No. Dishes? Did you break a nail?”

      Liam set his stack of plates down with a rattle and darted for me. “These hands could be insured for millions.” It was probably true. Over the past few years, Liam had become a Billboard Top 100 sensation. He’d created some sort of hybrid between Southern rock and country, dominating both markets, and raking in the cash.

      I laughed, spinning in place and extending a butter knife in Liam’s direction to stop his attempted assault. “Okay, okay, you are the most famous, talented, handsome boy in all the land. Happy now?”

      “That’s a little bit better...” He sniffed.

      I rolled my eyes at Austin, who only grinned.

      We finished setting the table, and then it was time to inhale whatever Carter had cooked up in the kitchen. All talking ceased, and the only sounds were those of forks and knives against plates.

      I took a sip of my OJ, steeling my nerves. I cleared my throat, and three sets of eyes turned my way. “So…I think I’m going to stay in Sutter Lake.”

      Carter’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean? Like, extend your trip?”

      I twirled the ring on my right ring finger. It had been my mother’s. I liked to think that it had the magical ability to give me strength. “I mean, I’m going to move here.” Carter’s jaw slackened. “Not necessarily forever. Just for a while,” I hurried to say. “I need some time away.”

      Tears filled Carter’s eyes, and Austin immediately reached out to grab her hand. “I was hoping you’d move back to LA. I know you needed time to handle all your mother’s affairs, but now that you’ve done that, you need to be around people who love you. You don’t know anyone here.”

      She was right. I didn’t know a single soul in Sutter Lake. That was a large part of its appeal. I sent Carter what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “I think I need some time on my own, to get my head straight. Then, I promise I’ll think about moving back to LA.”

      Liam studied me intently, his face solemn. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      I gritted my teeth but forced a lightness into my voice when I said, “I am. I just need to find a place to live. And maybe a job so I don’t die of boredom.”

      Technically, I didn’t need a job. My father—or sperm donor, as I liked to call him—had set up a trust fund for me that had more money in it than I knew what to do with. His attempt to assuage his absentee-father guilt. He’d also given my mother a large sum. His attempt to quell his guilt over being a cheating, abandoning asshole. My mother had never touched the money, other than to pay for my schooling. I had no qualms about using mine to buy myself a little break from reality, but I knew I would go stir-crazy if I wasn’t doing something productive.

      A fresh start where no one knew me as the girl who had just lost her only family. Solitude away from well-meaning, prying eyes. Peace. It was all I wanted. And if I had to move to the middle of nowhere Oregon to get it, then that’s just what I’d do.
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      I studied the different storefronts as my friends and I walked down the sidewalk of my new home. Moving here was impulsive, I knew it, but excitement fluttered in my belly at the prospect. No memories that held me hostage lurking around every corner like they did in Houston or even LA. I could be free here. Able to explore and discover what the next phase of my life might look like. Free to feel whatever emotions came on, without the need to hold it all in so I didn’t worry my friends. Able to simply be.

      An older gentleman passed by with a tip of his hat and the greeting of, “Ma’am.” I smiled in return.

      An imposing form appeared next to me. “You know,” Austin began, “people in small towns are nosy. As soon as they figure out you’re not a tourist passing through, they are going to want to know all about you. Where you’re from. Who your family is. What your story is.”

      I gritted my teeth. Apparently, Austin had been nominated by the group to try and convince me that this was a horrible idea and that I needed to go back to LA where they could watch over me and scrutinize my every move. “Maybe so, but when they realize I’m boring, they’ll move on fast enough.” They would. And I didn’t have to tell anyone shit. I was just a girl from Texas, ready for a change of scenery.

      Austin attempted a different tack. “It’s not safe.”

      I snorted at that. “What? You think that kind, old man was getting ready to mug me? Or maybe the woman who rented us the house and told us not to worry about locking our doors because no one in town does, was thinking of robbing us blind? Give me a break, A. This is probably the safest place on the planet.”

      Austin’s jaw worked. “There can be bad seeds anywhere. And you’ll be here all alone, without knowing anyone. That’s a recipe for disaster.”

      I gentled my tone. I knew Austin only meddled because he cared. “I appreciate the big-brother, protective streak, but I’ll be fine. I promise. I’ll get a job and meet some people that way. Then you won’t have to worry.”

      “Where? At the local hardware store because you have such a way with power tools?” he asked, gesturing towards an adorable mom-and-pop shop that advertised: “We have a little bit of everything. Come on in and have yourself a look.” Austin pressed on. “Or, maybe you’ll get a job as a line cook because you haven’t almost burned down your own kitchen more than once.”

      Spikes of frustration and annoyance pricked at my skin. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

      “That may be true, but it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t let your friends step in when you’ve had a tough go of it. Carter and I were talking…there’s plenty of extra room at our place, why don’t you move in with us for a while.”

      My muscles tensed. It was an incredibly kind offer. And it came from the most generous and caring of places. But it sounded absolutely miserable. Me, Carter, Austin, and their nine-month-old son. Controlled chaos is what that would be. Bedlam that would result in me biting my best friend’s head off and making her cry.

      No. Just no. “That’s really kind of you—”

      Austin raised a hand to cut me off. “Just think about it.”

      “I’m sorry, Austin. No.”

      His jaw got even tighter. “This is going to be a disaster.”

      I’d had enough of this anti-pep-talk. “Your opinion is duly noted,” I snapped and picked up my pace. I passed a café, a Western art gallery, and an old-fashioned movie theater. I’d be visiting the theater for sure.

      “Taylor, wait.” My shoulders stiffened at the sound of my best friend’s voice. “I’m sorry. He means well, he just doesn’t always have the most gentle way of communicating.”

      My shoulders slumped. “I know y’all think this is a terrible idea, but maybe you could just keep that opinion to yourselves. I like it here. I think it’s the right place for me to be.” Just because it was a spur-of-the-moment decision didn’t make it wrong.

      “I’m sorry. We’re just worried about you and want you close.”

      I was going to scream. Yell so loudly, shop owners would probably call the cops because they thought someone was getting murdered. How did telling someone that you were worried about them ever help the situation?

      Carter must have seen the exasperation in my expression because she hurried on. “But I support you. Whatever you need. I’m team Taylor. Even if that means being a long-distance team member.”

      I let out a long breath. I couldn’t stay mad at this girl. She was too sweet. I bumped her shoulder with mine. Well, I bumped her arm, since she had a good six inches on me. “Thank you.”

      Carter rolled her shoulders back. “All right. What’s the first order of business in making Sutter Lake your home?”

      I grinned at my bestie. “House and job.”

      Her eyes widened, but they were focused on something behind me. “I think we’ve got one of those taken care of.”

      I turned to see what she was looking at. The store at the end of the block that we had stopped in front of was in its own free-standing building. It was set back from the street just a bit, giving it enough space for a wraparound porch filled with a scattering of rocking chairs and assorted tables. Huge windows boasting flower boxes looked out onto Main Street, making it the perfect place to people watch. A sign hanging from the porch’s awning read The Tea Kettle.

      Warmth filled my chest. A tea shop. My mom and I had shared tea from the time I was four years old, and my mom had to fill my cup with half tea and half honey. That familiar pang hit again, but this time, it was mixed with hope. Hope that this was a sign that Sutter Lake was where I was supposed to be.

      I glanced at Carter. “Do you think they’re hiring?”

      Her smile answered my own as she pointed to the window. A sign in what looked like calligraphy read: Help Wanted – Waitress/Cashier. “Want to go in?” I nodded as Carter motioned to the boys to let them know where we were headed.

      Liam grimaced. “I think I’ll pass on the tea shop. Why don’t you meet us back at the brewpub when you’re done.”

      I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me. Men…no appreciation for the finer things in life. “All right, we’ll see you in a bit.”

      Carter and I headed down the brick pathway and up the porch steps. As we opened the door, the familiar scent of tea leaves drifted over me, along with something that meant there were also baked goods on the premises. I hoped cooking wasn’t a job requirement.

      “Welcome to The Tea Kettle. What can I get for you today?” a woman greeted from behind the counter. She was breathtakingly beautiful with a flawless olive complexion and dark brown hair. She looked vaguely familiar somehow, but I knew I’d never met her before.

      I shook the random thought from my mind and walked the handful of steps to the counter. “Hi. I’m Taylor. I’m new to town and looking for a job. I saw the sign in your window, and thought I’d come pick up an application.”

      The woman’s brows rose slightly. “Well, welcome to Sutter Lake. I’m Jensen, and this is my place. We’re not really the application type, but if you have a few minutes, we can chat and see if you’re a good fit.”

      I liked the woman’s comfortable ease. It was as if she were completely secure in who she was. “That would be great.” I gestured behind me. “This is my friend, Carter.”

      “Nice to meet you both. Why don’t I grab us some tea, and we can sip and chat.”

      “That would be great.”

      Within a few minutes, we were settled at a back table with delicious cold-brew teas and a plate of cookies. “These are delicious,” I said after swallowing a mouthful of cookie.

      “Family recipe. I’d share it with you, but state secrets…” Jensen said with a wink.

      I twisted the straw in my cup. “It wouldn’t do me any good even if you did share it.” Jensen’s forehead wrinkled. “I’m a horrible cook. I’m more likely to burn my kitchen down than successfully make cookies. So, I’m really hoping that’s not part of the job.” Carter attempted to cover her giggle with a cough.

      Jensen did nothing to disguise her laugh. “It’s not. I’ve got a gal. Tessa,”—she gestured to someone I could just make out through the open kitchen door—“who’s a gem with all the baked goods and drinks. I’m just looking for someone to man the front of the shop a few days a week. I can only offer you part-time right now.”

      “Part-time is perfect. Exactly what I’m looking for.”

      Jensen eyed me carefully. “Do you have any waitressing experience? Know how to run a cash register and credit card machine?”

      “I do. I waitressed for two years of high school and all through college. It’s been a minute since I’ve run a register, but I’m sure it’ll come back.”

      “That’s great.” Her eyes seemed to search deeper, and I wondered what she was looking for. “So, what brought you to Oregon?”

      I did my best to keep my face a neutral mask. “I was just ready for a change of scenery. I was sick of all the pollution and traffic in Houston.”

      Jensen seemed to take that in, but I wasn’t quite sure she bought it. “Is that where you lived before?”

      “Yup. Houston and Los Angeles.”

      “This is a big change of pace. Small town. Not a lot going on.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m looking for, a little peace and quiet.”

      A grin pulled at Jensen’s mouth. “Well, you’ll definitely get that here. Where are you staying?”

      I hoped Jensen’s expression meant that this weirdly informal interview was going well. “We’re at one of the rental houses out on Spruce Valley Road, but I’m looking for a place to rent longer-term.”

      Jensen rubbed a thumb across her lower lip, seeming to consider something. “My parents have a place they might be willing to rent to you. We have a ranch about ten miles outside of town, and there’s a little guest cabin that barely gets used. It’s not close to the main house, so it’s pretty isolated. You’d obviously need a car.”

      I straightened in my chair. Isolated was just what I was looking for. I could practically feel my body relax at the idea of some true alone time for the first time in forever. “That sounds perfect.”

      Jensen’s grin widened. “I’ll give my mom a call right now and get you a new employee form to fill out.”

      “I’m hired?”

      “You’re hired.”

      This time, I was the one grinning. “Thank you so much!”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll be right back after I talk to my mom.”

      As Jensen walked away from the table, I turned to face Carter. “That was amazing, right? Like this is all meant to be.”

      Carter had a very forced smile on her face. “It’s great, Tay.”

      “See, everything’s going to be just fine.” I just hoped I wouldn’t be made a liar.
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      The sun shone down on the rolling fields around me, a truly perfect spring morning. My boots kicked up just a bit of dust as I walked up to my parents’ ranch house. My stomach growled. While I had my own place on our ten-thousand-acre spread and could technically feed myself, I  never passed up the chance to sit down at one of my mother’s epic breakfast spreads.

      I pushed open the front door without knocking. The sounds of dishes clattering and voices chattering came from the kitchen, so I headed in that direction. My nephew, Noah, raced around the island with his toy airplane, making what sounded like a cross between a “vrooooooom” and a “whooooooosh.”

      “Hi, Uncle Walker,” he called as he whizzed past me.

      I bent, kissing my mom’s cheek as she stood at the stove. “Morning, Ma.”

      “Good morning, my handsome baby,” she answered, just as she flipped a pancake on the griddle. The perfect shade of golden brown.

      “You’re the reason the boy has such an ego, Sarah. It’s no wonder he hasn’t settled down,” my grandmother said with a good-natured harrumph.

      My mother giggled. She was in her late sixties, and she still laughed like a schoolgirl. I think a large part of that was due to the fact that my father still made her feel as if she were in high school with her first real crush. “How’s my girl?” my dad asked, dipping to brush his lips against my mom’s.

      “Get a room, you two,” my sister, Jensen, called from the dining table.

      My mom shuffled the last of the pancakes onto a platter. “Everyone grab a seat.”

      We all hurried to our chairs, my dad plucking the platter from my mom’s hands. He never let her do any heavy-lifting if he was around. “Thank you, Andrew,” my mom said as she kissed his cheek.

      Conversation flowed, each of us discussing our plans for the day and the latest town news. As we finished up, my mom inclined her head towards me. “Walker, would you mind running something out to the Harris’s rental place on Spruce Valley?”

      “Sure. What is it you’re wanting me to take?”

      “Well, there’s a young woman staying there who’s going to be renting our little guest cabin for a year. So, I need you to run a lease over to her, along with a clicker for the garage.”

      My forehead creased. “You’re renting out the cabin? Why?” My parents’ two-bedroom guest cottage on the edge of our property was usually reserved for out-of-town friends, and my mom and dad liked to keep it open. They’d never rented it out before.

      My mom took a sip of her OJ before answering. “Your sister hired this woman to work at the Kettle, and she needs a place to live. You know there aren’t many decent places to rent around here. So, why not help?”

      I fought a sigh. My mom and sister were forever taking in strays. My dad thought it was adorable. I thought it was dangerous.

      My mom’s lips pursed. “Oh, don’t give me that look, Walker Cole. Jensen says she’s lovely, and she offered to pay first, last, and a security deposit.” I eyed my sister skeptically. Her judge of character wasn’t always the best. My mom kept talking. “She’s staying at the Harris place with a famous musician and…what do you call those boys in the fights you’re always watching?”

      My eyebrows raised. This was getting more interesting by the second. “An MMA fighter?”

      “Yes, that’s it. One of them is a mixed martial arts fighter. At least that’s what Helen told me.”

      “What’s his name?” I asked.

      My mom tapped a finger on her pursed lips. “Hmm. What was it? Adam? No, Austin. Austin Lyons.”

      My jaw practically came unhinged. “Austin Lyons?”

      “The Bulldog is here?!” my seven-year-old nephew shrieked.

      Jensen’s head snapped around so fast, she looked like the creepy little kid from The Exorcist. “You’ve been letting him watch that violent garbage again? I told you, he’s too young.”

      That was the wrong thing to say. Noah’s face turned the shade of a ripening tomato. “I am not. I’m a big boy. You say so all the time. And the boys gotta hang. Right, Uncle Walker?”

      I cringed, trying to paste on my most charming smile. Which, of course, got me nowhere with my sister.

      “Walker Cole, you are on my you-know-what list.”

      Noah’s face scrunched in confusion. “No, Mama, what?”

      My grandmother cackled. “My Noah’s a smarty-pants, nothing gets by him.”

      I shoved my chair back from the table, eager to escape my sister’s wrath. “Well, I better get going. Ma, just give me whatever you’d like me to take over, and I’ll go right now.”

      Jensen snorted. “You better run.”

      Noah bounded up from his seat, hopping around like he’d just mainlined ten candy bars and twelve sodas. “Can I go with him, Mama? Pleeeeeeeeeease? I gotta meet the Bulldog. I just gotta!”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. My sister threw her hands up in the air. “I give up. He’s already been inundated with violence, it’s probably too late for him. Walker, when you’re arresting him in ten years, you’ll only have yourself to blame.”

      Noah cocked his head to the side. “Does that mean yes?”

      This time, I couldn’t hold in the laugh. Jensen’s eyes narrowed on me.

      My dad let out his own chuckle. “I believe it does, Noah. Why don’t you grab a piece of paper and pen from my office. You can ask for Mr. Bulldog’s autograph.”

      Noah’s face lit with the epitome of child-like glee. Then he took off for the other side of the house.

      My mom got to her feet, retrieving what looked like a basket of muffins from the counter. “These for me?” I asked, sniffing the bundle. Marionberry, my favorite.

      She smacked my hand away before I could lift the towel covering them. “No, you greedy little troublemaker. These are for Taylor, the young woman renting our cabin. I want you to bring them with the lease and keys. And invite her to dinner next weekend, would you? We need to give her a proper welcome.”

      Taking the basket from her hands, I kissed her cheek. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Suck-up,” Grandma said with a cough.

      “You got that one right,” Jensen joined in. “He always had Mom fooled. Guess nothing’s changed.”

      I circled the table, giving Jensen a thorough noogie. “Just for that, I’m going to take Noah to an MMA fight live and in person.”

      Jensen whirled, trying to grab hold of my forearm so she could pull out my arm hair, a move she’d been perfecting since I’d hit puberty. But I was too quick for her this time, narrowly escaping her grasp.

      “Now, kids…” my mom began.

      “Gotta run,” I called. “I’ll drop Noah back on my way home.”

      “Watch your back, Cole,” my sister growled.

      I ran into Noah in the entryway and headed out the door.
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      My truck bumped from a dip in the dirt road as Noah and I drove towards the Harris’s vacation rental and this mysterious new tenant who had famous friends. I took in the sight of Willow Creek, cutting through the rolling meadows as we rounded a bend in the road. The view never got old. I’d grown up with so many kids who couldn’t wait to get out of Sutter Lake. When I left for college in Portland, I couldn’t wait to get back.

      Noah bounced in the back seat of the truck cab, a constant stream of barely recognizable words escaping his mouth. “Uncle Walker, remember when Bulldog knocked that guy out in two seconds?”

      “Yeah, buddy. It was pretty cool, huh?” It was fourteen seconds, but still a ridiculously impressive feat that had netted Austin “Bulldog” Lyons his second heavyweight Ultimate Fighting League championship. I had to admit, I might get a little star-struck myself meeting the guy. My friend, Tuck, and I had salivated over Bulldog’s career. Tuck would be pissed that he missed out on this.

      “So. Freaking. Cool.” Noah punctuated each word by punching the air with his fist. My nephew was cute as fuck.

      I swung my rig into the gravel drive at the front of the house. I’d barely thrown the vehicle into park when Noah unbuckled his seatbelt, jumped out of his booster seat, pushed open the truck door, and took off running towards the house.

      “Shit.” I switched off the engine and threw open my own door. “Noah!” I hollered.

      But it was too late. Noah was already pounding on the front door with those tiny but determined fists, calling for “Mister Bulldog.” Double shit.

      Before I reached the porch steps, the front door opened, and one of the most stunning women I’d ever seen appeared. She was so beautiful, I felt like I’d been sucker-punched by Bulldog himself. Her golden-blonde hair swirled in the breeze of the open door, framing a heart-shaped face with bewitching, gray-blue eyes. She was petite, almost tiny, and an image of me curling around her as we slept immediately popped into my mind.

      What in the actual fuck?

      I had a girlfriend. It wasn’t serious, but I was committed. And I was certainly not that guy. And since I wasn’t that guy, these were not the images I needed floating around in my head.

      Shaking myself from my inner mental meltdown, I realized that the porch was now full of people. “I’m so sorry—” I started.

      I was interrupted by my nephew, whose head was tipped back, gaze full of pure awe as he stared up at Austin Lyons. “Bulldog…” he whispered reverently.

      Austin grinned down at Noah, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Hey there, little man. What’s your name?”

      “Noah,” my nephew breathed, the word barely audible.

      “Hi, Noah. Is this your dad here?”

      Noah glanced over his shoulder. “Nope, that’s my Uncle Walker. I don’t got a dad.”

      The redheaded woman standing next to Austin paled, and I stepped in before the awkwardness could get worse. “Hi. Sorry about that. I’m Walker Cole, and this troublemaker is my nephew, Noah.” Noah sent a toothy grin up at me in response to my description of him. “My mom sent me over with a few things for Taylor?” It came out as a question as my gaze searched out the elfin beauty who’d stolen all my brain cells a moment ago.

      The blonde stepped forward. “That’s me.” She extended a delicate hand, her guarded eyes studying me. “Taylor Lawson.”

      I took her hand in mine, immediately feeling a zap of electricity. “Walker Cole. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Taylor quickly pulled her hand from mine. “You, too.”

      Another familiar face stepped forward then. Liam Fairchild, the rock-country crooner who’d been all over the radio and TV lately. “Hey, man,” he said. “Liam.”

      I briefly wondered if Liam was Taylor’s boyfriend as I took his hand in a manly shake. “Hey.”

      Introductions continued. Austin motioned to his wife, Carter, who had a kind smile for Noah and a warm one for me. Then, Austin officially introduced himself to a still wide-eyed Noah. “It’s nice to meet you, Noah. I’m Austin.”

      “I know,” Noah breathed. “You’re my very favorite fighter. My Uncle Walker and Tuck let me watch the fights when we have guy time, even though my mom says I’m too young.”

      I pulled Noah back against my legs, quelling his runaway speech. “We’re big UFL fans, and when Noah learned that Bulldog was staying here, he just had to come along.”

      Austin sent a genuine smile Noah’s way. “Well, I’m so glad you did. Why don’t you guys come inside. I think I might have a UFL hat with your name on it, Noah.”

      “Really? That is freaking awesome!”

      I chuckled. “Let me just grab a few things from the truck.”

      I jogged over, snagging the basket of muffins and the lease. Heading back to the porch and up the steps, I could hear Noah yammering away to Austin from inside. I grinned. As I stepped inside the rental, my eyes traveled over to Taylor, who was set just apart from the group, arms wrapped around herself protectively.

      Moving forward, I offered the basket to her. “These are muffins, fresh out of the oven, along with a copy of the lease for you to sign.”

      Taylor straightened, extending her arms to take the basket and lifting it to her nose to get a sniff. A genuine smile tipped her lips as her gaze met mine. “Thank you. These smell amazing. Are they Marionberry?”

      A grin tugged at my mouth. “They are. You’re not from here, so how’d you know?”

      Her light laugh tinkled the air. “The bakery was one of our first stops in town, and I’ve found I have a weakness for pretty much anything Marionberry.”

      “You’ll love these, then. My mom is an amazing cook. In fact, she wanted me to invite you over for dinner next weekend so you can have an official Sutter Lake welcome.”

      A shadow passed over Taylor’s eyes, and her expression became shuttered. It was a look that reminded me a lot of grief, something I recognized all too well. “That’s very kind of you, but I think I’ll be too busy getting settled. My stuff should arrive from Texas by then, and I’ll need to unpack.”

      I moved us away from the topic that clearly caused her pain, even though I had the urge to dig deeper to find out why dinner was such a touchy subject for her. “Texas? I thought you guys were from LA.”

      Liam appeared at Taylor’s side. “We are, but Taylor moved back to Texas a couple years ago to—”

      “To be with my family,” Taylor interrupted, clearly not wanting Liam to finish whatever he’d been about to say.

      Interesting. “So, you’re exploring your options for where you want to go next?”

      Taylor’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Something like that.” The girl did not like questions about herself.

      I raised my hands in a gesture of apology. “Sorry. Curious nature. I’m a town cop.”

      Carter joined us, slipping an arm around Taylor’s waist. “She’ll be here for a year, but we’re hoping she’ll move back to LA when that time is up. Although, it does make me feel better that there’s a police officer nearby.”

      “My house is just over the ridge from where Taylor will be staying. And I’ll leave her my phone number in case she needs anything.”

      Taylor scowled, but Carter beamed. “Oh, that would be great. Why don’t you come have a seat. We can eat some of whatever smells so good in this basket, and I’ll fix us some coffee.”

      “That sounds great. I can never resist one of those muffins.”

      Everyone migrated to the cluster of couches. I wrangled Noah onto one of the sofas, but his energy could not be contained, and he seemed to hover more than sit. Austin’s large frame took up much of the loveseat, while Liam seemed to sprawl on the largest couch, and Taylor sat in an armchair that was about as far removed from the group as possible.

      Carter reemerged, carrying a tray laden with a coffee pot, mugs, plates, and napkins. Austin jumped to his feet, taking the serving platter from her hands and setting it on the coffee table. “Firecracker, you should have asked me to help you.”

      Carter shook her head, a smile on her face. “I can carry a tray.”

      Austin’s answer was to dip his head down and brush his lips against hers. They had an ease with each other, a love that reminded me of something I’d once had. A long-past phantom pain gripped my chest for a brief moment before I shook it off.

      “Did you hear that Walker is a police officer?” Carter asked Austin, now curved into her husband’s side on the loveseat.

      Austin’s gaze met mine. “Really? How long?”

      “Almost eight years now.”

      Austin grabbed a muffin from the basket. “That’s great. And you’re from here?”

      “Born and raised. My family and another actually founded Sutter Lake.”

      “It must be so special to have that kind of connection with a place,” Carter said, reaching forward to pour herself a cup of coffee.

      “It’s pretty great. My whole family resides somewhere on our ranch property. It can be a little chaotic at times, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Noah bounced up and down on the couch cushion. “We have horses and chickens and cattle and goats. You guys could come see.”

      Austin chuckled. “We might just have to do that. As long as you don’t make me get up on one of those horses.”

      Noah’s face scrunched up. “You don’t like horses?”

      “I like to look at them just fine, but I don’t think I’d be a big fan of riding one of them.”

      Noah studied his idol. “You’re not scared, are you? You’re the Bulldog.”

      The rest of the room fell into a chorus of laughs and chuckles, but I could pick Taylor’s out of the array. Light and airy. Delicate. Just like her.

      Austin grinned at Noah. “Everyone’s scared of something.”

      Noah nodded, considering the statement as his eyes traveled around the room. They stopped on Taylor. “What about you, Tay Tay?”

      I tried to hide my laughter with a cough. Only Noah would give someone he’d met fifteen minutes prior a nickname and ask her such a deeply personal question.

      She had a soft smile for Noah. “Well, I’m not much of a fan of getting up on horses either, but…” She tapped her lips with a finger as if really considering what her greatest fear might be. “What I’m really afraid of is moths.”

      Noah dissolved into giggles. “Moths? Moths aren’t scary.”

      Taylor grinned. “But they are! With their freaky wings, and when they fly in your face. Yuck!” She gave an exaggerated shiver. “Will you protect me from all the moths while I’m here, Noah?”

      Noah puffed up his chest as if he’d just been asked to guard the President. “I’ll protect you from all the moths, Tay Tay.”

      We polished off the muffins, and I told them all about my favorite Sutter Lake haunts, a hike they should take, and items on the secret menu at the bakery.

      Austin’s face grew serious. “Are there any bad neighborhoods or people Taylor should avoid?”

      Taylor rolled her eyes. “Austin, would you quit it?”

      I waved a hand. “No, it’s a smart thing to ask.” Austin wore a triumphant grin, while Taylor scowled at us both. “On the whole, Sutter Lake is an incredibly safe town. Most people don’t even lock their doors. Though I wouldn’t recommend that. There’s a small drug culture, but as long as you don’t mess with that stuff, you’ll be fine.”

      I placed one of my business cards on the coffee table. “My cell’s on the back of that card. Call me anytime. I’m happy to help if you have any questions or concerns.”

      Taylor’s shoulders straightened. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      It appeared that Taylor had an independent streak. I fought a grin as I stood. “Well, we should get going. It was great to meet you all.”

      “Aw, do we have to?” Noah moaned, still clutching the hat Austin that had signed for him.

      I pulled Noah to his feet. “We do. I need to get you home, and then I have to get some work done.”

      Austin stood. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Taylor didn’t rise from her chair but gave Austin a searching, slightly suspicious look. He ignored her and headed for the door. Noah followed as Carter and Liam called their farewells.

      Something told me that Austin wanted to discuss something, so I bent to whisper in Noah’s ear. “Why don’t you go wait in the truck, I need to talk to Bulldog for a minute.”

      Noah’s face took on a pout. “Aw, man. I always miss out on the good stuff.” But like the good kid he was, he headed to my rig.

      Austin chuckled. “He’s a great kid.”

      “The best.” I studied Austin’s face, but his expression was unreadable. I guessed that was a skill he would’ve had to master as a cage fighter. “What’s up? Are you having trouble in town?”

      “Oh, no. Nothing like that. I have a favor to ask.”

      “You’ve made my nephew’s year, so if it’s within my power to give, it’s yours.”

      “I was hoping you’d say something like that.” He paused, seeming to search for the words he wanted to voice. “I want you to look out for Taylor.”

      My brows furrowed. “Are you just worried about her being here alone? Or is something else going on?”

      “Taylor’s been through a lot the past few years. She took care of her mom through two battles with cancer. Lost her a couple months ago.” My chest tightened. It was grief I had seen in those pretty eyes.

      Austin pushed on. “She’s shutting us out, and I’m worried that by moving up here, she’s only going to isolate herself more.”

      “That’s a heavy load.”

      Austin ran a hand over his buzzed head. “It is. And she doesn’t have any other family. Her dad’s a deadbeat. A rich one, but still. She’s alone in the world except for us. She’s family, and I hate the idea of leaving her up here while we head back to LA. You seem like a stand-up guy. You’re a cop. You take good care of your nephew. You’re the best option I’ve got, other than moving my entire family to middle-of-nowhere Oregon. No offense.”

      I chuckled. “None taken. The peace and quiet isn’t for everyone.” Austin grunted an agreement. “I’m happy to keep an eye on her. And if she’s working at The Kettle, my sister will look after her, too. I’ve got a big family who’d love to bring Taylor into the fold. But that means she’s gotta say yes to things.”

      Austin pursed his lips. “You might have to get creative on that front.”

      “I sensed that. All I can do is give you my word I’ll try.”

      Austin grasped my hand in a firm shake. “Thanks, man. And I’ll send you some tickets to the next UFL fight in Portland.”

      “Not necessary, but certainly appreciated.”

      “Happy to do it. Glad to meet you, man.”

      I squeezed his hand back. “You, too.”

      As I descended the porch steps, Taylor’s haunted blue-gray eyes flashed in my mind.
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      I collapsed in the rocker on the back deck of my new home and took in the scene. Fields rolled out before me for what looked like miles until forests of pine trees sprang up. A creek cut through the pasture directly in front of me, snaking through the grass and providing the handful of lazily grazing horses water to drink.

      My friends had left late that morning, but not before Carter had stocked my fridge and freezer with groceries and dishes she’d prepared over the last couple of days. I was pretty sure they all thought I was going to starve to death, and that Walker would be calling to tell them that he had found my malnourished body.

      Don’t get me wrong, I loved my friends. So much so, that it freaked me out. Because the depth with which you loved someone determined the amount of pain you felt when they were gone.

      I let out a long breath. This would be good. Quiet, but not overly so—solitude, peace. The cabin itself was perfect. Two bedrooms, including a master suite that had an amazing soaking tub, an open-concept living area that transitioned into a kitchen with all the appliances I was determined to learn how to use, and a back deck that I could sit on for hours.

      Except I was already getting twitchy. Already eager to get back to my workout routine. I craved the feeling of my muscles crying out for mercy and passing out into a dreamless sleep each night. It was the only high I needed.

      I checked the time on my phone. Two p.m.. Plenty of time to run the ten miles into town and back before dark. Maybe I’d pop by The Tea Kettle to see if my shift schedule was ready. I hopped up and headed off to change into my running gear. The afternoon sun shone brightly, so I opted for a tank top and shorts and then slipped into my favorite sneakers.

      Grabbing my phone, a twenty-dollar bill, and my house key, I headed out the front door. I felt rusty for the first mile, and when I paused to stretch, my muscles protested the action. I picked up the jog again, and it wasn’t long before I found my zone and lost myself in the pounding of my feet against the road.

      Gravel crunched beneath my shoes with the rhythmic beat of my stride. I had missed these workouts, the quiet times when I could take out my rage on the pavement or in the pool. No machines—the payoff just wasn’t as good.

      I relished the burn in my lungs and the fatigue in my muscles as gravel turned to asphalt and, soon, storefronts started to appear. Slowing my run to a jog, I returned the friendly waves or nods from passersby. The town was pleasantly busy but not too crowded. I’d heard that it was a bit of a tourist destination for families from Portland on weekends. I’d just avoid coming into town on those days, but right now, it was perfect.

      When I reached The Tea Kettle, I took a moment to stretch and wipe sweat from my brow. Grimacing, I wondered if showing up a sweaty mess was the best way to make a good impression at my new job. I gave a mental shrug. I wasn’t actually on the clock, and this seemed like a pretty active and low-key town. I was sure it would be fine.

      I made my way up the walk and pushed open the door. Cool air caressed my skin, and the wonderful, familiar aroma I’d smelled the first time I entered the shop filled my nose.

      “Well, hello there.” A voice sounded from behind the counter, and I looked up to see a woman who appeared to be in her sixties. She sent me a warm smile that socked me right in the stomach. The expression was wide and open, just like my mother’s had been. The damnedest things could sneak up and punch you right in the gut.

      I pushed the memories of my mom down and cleared my throat. “Hi. I’m Taylor. I’m going to be working here starting next week. I was on a run, and figured I’d stop by to see if my schedule was ready.”

      The woman came around the counter now. “Oh, Taylor, it’s so lovely to meet you. I’m Sarah, Jensen’s mom and sometimes helper here at the shop.” Her smile faltered as she took in my appearance. “You ran here?”

      “Yup. It’s such a beautiful route. Thank you for renting me the cabin, by the way. It’s just perfect.”

      “You’re welcome,” Sarah said distractedly, a look of stunned concern filling her face. “But it’s ten miles into town.”

      I had to fight a smile. “I like to run.”

      “Well, you’d have to love it to run that far.”

      “Not a runner, I take it?” I asked.

      “Not a fan of it, no. I like a good walk or going for a horseback ride with Jensen, but running is not at the top of my list of hobbies.”

      The bell on the door sounded, and five girls who looked to be in middle school poured in. “I’ll let you help them. I can get my schedule later or just text Jensen.”

      Sarah waved a hand in front of her face. “Just go on back. The schedule is hanging on a clipboard next to the fridge.”

      “Thank you.” I ducked around the counter and moved into the kitchen. A brunette woman stood with her back to me while she prepared drinks. “Hey,” I greeted.

      The woman whirled, upending the tea she was making and sending it everywhere.

      “I’m so sorry.” I started to move forward to help, but she skittered back. Stilling my movements, I spoke softly. “I’m Taylor, I’m going to be working here and was just coming back to check out the schedule.”

      Her eyes were still wide. Though a bit fearful, they were the most gorgeous eyes I’d ever seen—a shade of blue that almost seemed purple in the afternoon light. “S-sorry,” she stammered. “I was just startled. I’m Tessa.” When she extended her hand to grasp mine, it shook.

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have snuck up on you like that.”

      Tessa ducked her head. “The schedule’s right over there.”

      “Thank you. Can I help you wipe up the mess since I’m the one that caused it?”

      She shook her head. “It’s all right. I’ve got it.”

      As I snapped a photo of next week’s schedule with my phone, and Tessa cleaned up the spilled tea, I noticed that she never turned her back to me, as if afraid I might startle her again. “Okay. I’m all set. I’m so sorry I caused a mess, but hopefully, I won’t cause any more when we work together.”

      Tessa gave me a small smile. “It’s no problem. It was nice to meet you.”

      “You, too.” I headed back out to the shop’s main room. As I did, the bell sounded again, and the door opened. Noah rushed in, trailed by a frazzled Jensen. I was struck by how much she looked like her brother.

      I wanted to smack myself. Walker Cole had popped into my mind more times than I was comfortable with over the past few days. All charming smiles and too many questions. He was trouble.

      Noah skidded to a stop in front of me. “Tay Tay! Is Bulldog with you?”

      I grinned. Noah seemed unable to call Austin anything but Bulldog, no matter how many times he was told he could call Austin by his given name. It was adorable. “Hey there, little man. He left this morning, I’m sorry.”

      Noah’s face fell. No more one-on-one time with his hero. “Will he come back?”

      “He just might. He liked Sutter Lake.”

      “I’m glad he did, and that you do too,” Noah’s mother’s voice cut in. “Hey, Taylor. Thank you so much for being so sweet to my little fight fan here.”

      “I’m not little!” Noah said with a stamp of his foot.

      “Sorry. My big-boy fight fan here,” Jensen corrected with a grin.

      “Not a problem. Austin loves to meet his younger fans.”

      “I can’t say I’m crazy about Noah watching those fights, but at least this Bulldog is a stand-up character.”

      I let out a light laugh. “The fights are definitely not for the faint of heart.”

      Jensen grimaced. “So, are you settling in okay? Need help finding anything?”

      “I am, but now that you mention it, is there a pool in town where I can swim laps?”

      “Unfortunately, there’s no public pool since the lake is so popular, but we have one at the main house you can use.”

      I pressed my lips together before answering. “That’s really kind of you, but I don’t want to disturb your family.”

      “You wouldn’t be—”

      Jensen was cut off by her mother putting an arm around her shoulders. My heart clenched. “Hey there, baby girl. I finally met Miss Taylor here.”

      Jensen slipped an arm around her mother’s waist. It was an effortless gesture that spoke of years of comfort and love. Tears stung the backs of my eyes. “Good. I was just telling her that she could use our pool to swim laps.”

      Sarah’s face brightened. “Oh, yes, please do. We put that thing in a few years ago for Noah, but it hardly gets any use. Come over anytime. It’d do my heart good to see someone enjoying it.”

      I twisted the ring on my right hand. I really didn’t want to give anyone the chance to initiate curious conversation, but I worried I’d go crazy if I couldn’t swim. I could try the lake, but I wasn’t exactly keen on communing with the fishies while I tired myself out. I gave in. “Thank you. I think I’ll take you up on that. Do you want me to call you before I come over?”

      Sarah waved a hand in front of her face. “Oh, no, that’s not necessary. People are constantly in and out and around the ranch house. Just come on over whenever you like. And we’d love to have you to dinner once you’re settled.”

      I gave a noncommittal, “Thank you.” I didn’t want to answer the inevitable questions that were always asked. I didn’t want to see the looks of pity. I didn’t want to talk about any of it. Working here, the shop was busy enough that I doubted there would be time for any in-depth conversations, but a family dinner was a whole different ballgame.

      I made a show of glancing at the clock on the wall. “Well, I better get going, finish my run.”

      “She ran all the way here from the cabin,” Sarah told Jensen.

      Jensen’s brows rose. “Whoa. You aren’t messing around.”

      I gave another shrug. “I like to run.”

      Sarah shook her head as if perplexed. “Just be careful on your way back. You have Jensen’s number if you need anything, right?”

      “I do. Thanks for everything.”

      “You’re very welcome. Hope to see you for dinner soon.”

      Noah saved me by shouting from behind the bakery case. “Bye, Tay Tay!”

      Jensen whirled. “Noah Nolan Cole, you better not be stealing treats out of there.”

      With that, I made my escape.
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      Cool air rushed over me as I pulled open the door to the station, the smell of freshly brewed coffee wafting out.

      “Good morning, Walker,” a soft voice called from behind the reception desk. Ashlee Elkins was as sweet as apple pie and as shy as a groundhog during a particularly long winter.

      “Morning, Ashlee.”

      “I have your cup of coffee,” she said, a blush staining her cheeks.

      She also had what I was pretty sure was a massive crush on me. I gave her a kind smile. I didn’t want to encourage it, but I also didn’t want to be an asshole. It wasn’t that she wasn’t pretty, she was. In a sundress-wearing, church-every-Sunday kind of way. But she’d forever been like a little sister to me. It was just a no-go. I would never see her that way. Plus, her brother had recently started dating my sister, and that felt incestuous. “I told you, you don’t have to make my coffee.”

      Her blush deepened. “I don’t mind.”

      I dipped my chin. “Well, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Also, the chief wanted a word when you got in.”

      I nodded, taking the mug from her hand and heading towards Clark’s office. I rapped twice on the door. “Come in.”

      I entered the room. “You wanted to see me, Chief?”

      “Morning, Walker.” Clark Adams was a great Chief of Police for Sutter Lake, but as he got closer to retirement, he’d begun grooming me to take over the role. “Grab a seat.”

      I sank into a chair opposite him and took a sip of my coffee. Just as I liked it. Black, one sugar.

      Clark placed a stack of papers on his desk and gave me a careful look that put me on edge. “We’ve got a missing hiker out there.” He gestured at a map, indicating the miles of national forest that surrounded our town. “A girl from Seattle.”

      Straightening, I placed my mug on the desk. A lead weight settled in my gut, reminding me of another missing girl all those years ago. I told myself that this was different, just a hiker lost in the woods. We’d find this girl. And she’d be alive. “Search and rescue been called?”

      “They’ve been put on alert, but the search area is large. The young woman’s parents don’t know exactly where she was going hiking. Just some trail near Sutter Lake.”

      “Hiking alone?”

      “Yup.”

      I groaned. When would these people learn? You never hiked alone, and you always told someone where you were going and when to expect you back.

      Clark rubbed a hand over his jaw. “There’s not a lot we can do at the moment, but I wanted to make you aware of the situation.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Of course.” Clark continued to hold my gaze. Searching. Sending the same silent apology he always did whenever there was a case that hit too close to home.

      Almost a decade had passed since the spring I’d lost Julie. Since she was taken from me. I still held out hope that a clue would appear or a witness would come forward. I went through the case file every year on the anniversary of her death, hoping that something would jump out at me that I hadn’t noticed before. It never did.

      And it wasn’t for Clark’s lack of trying either. He’d done everything he could to find answers. To get justice for Julie. He hadn’t been able to. What Clark had done was light a fire in me to become a cop. He’d encouraged me every step of the way. “Take that anger and turn it into something productive,” he’d said. So, I had.

      I shook myself from the memories pressing down on me and pushed from the chair. “I have some paperwork to wrap up, but let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      Clark jerked up his chin as I headed out. “Will do.”

      Pushing open the door to my office, I blew out a long breath. The ghosts were going to be running rampant today. I rounded my desk and sank into the chair. I punched a few keys on my keyboard to bring my computer to life, then just stared at the home screen, unable to force myself to descend into the dull world of police reports.

      My phone buzzed on the desk, sending vibrations through the wood. I snatched it up.

      Caitlin: Hey you. Want to get dinner tonight?

      Guilt flared in my gut, but I tamped it down. Thinking about Julie didn’t mean I cared any less for Caitlin. Didn’t mean that I wouldn’t be able to love Caitlin one day. I just wasn’t there yet.

      I typed out a reply.

      Me: I’d love to. Pick you up at 6?

      Moments later, my phone buzzed again.

      Caitlin: I’ll be waiting. ;-)

      I turned back to the boring-as-hell police reports. At least those didn’t make me feel like an asshole.
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      I took a pull on my beer as Caitlin gazed at me from across the table, her light brown hair curled to frame her heart-shaped face, her makeup perfect. I strained to feel something deeper for her, just a faint flicker of what I’d felt for Julie. It wouldn’t come.

      Caitlin took a sip of her wine. “So, how was work?”

      “It was good.” I glanced around the bustling restaurant. Folks from town and tourists I didn’t recognize filled the tables. “Mostly just catching up on never-ending paperwork.”

      Caitlin’s mouth turned down. “That doesn’t sound like too much fun.”

      I chuckled. “A lot of police work is boring. Still needs to get done.”

      “So—” Caitlin’s words were cut off by the appearance of someone at our table.

      Arthur Grigg was a staple in town. Seventy-eight years old and nosy as all get-out. “Walker, Caitlin,” he greeted, then turned to face me. “I heard there’s a missing hiker.”

      “There is.” I eyed Caitlin from across the table. Her lips pressed together in a way that said she wasn’t too happy I had neglected to share this news with her.

      Arthur huffed. “Well, what are you doing about it?”

      “There’s not a lot we can do at the moment. Search and rescue is on standby, and we have an APB out on her vehicle. Other than that, our hands are tied.”

      Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “You’re telling me there’s not one thing you could be doing for that girl? I’d think you of all people would want to be looking for her.”

      My jaw tightened, and Caitlin sucked in a breath. “I’d love to be looking for her, but there are thousands of miles of forest around here. Where would I start, if I have no clue where she started?” My chest burned, and I fought against the urge to put the old guy in his place. I knew Arthur didn’t mean any harm, but his words cut deep.

      “Well, you could at least put up some missing-person flyers.”

      I wanted to ask what posters would do if the hiker was in the middle of the woods, but I resisted. “Tell you what, Arthur. Why don’t you come by the station tomorrow. I’ll print up some flyers, and you and the rest of the bridge club can help me put them up around town.”

      Arthur’s chest puffed up as though I’d nominated him for knighthood. “I could get the boys together, and we could help you out.”

      “Thank you. That’d be a big help.”

      He patted me on the shoulder. “That’s what good communities do, help each other when the chips are down. Now, I’ll let you two youngins enjoy your supper.”

      “Thank you, Arthur,” Caitlin said with a strained smile.

      I took a long drink of my beer as Arthur walked away. What a day.

      My careful gaze swept over Caitlin. She toyed with her fork, staring intently at it. “Why didn’t you tell me about the hiker?”

      Shit. It wasn’t that I was trying to keep things from Cait, it was just that I didn’t want to dwell on it. I cleared my throat. “I just didn’t want to darken our night together.”

      Her gaze moved to mine. “I want to be there for you. Support you when this kind of thing happens. But I feel like you never let me in.”

      A muscle in my cheek ticked. Caitlin couldn’t pick and choose which of life’s hardships she wanted me to share. I’d tried to talk about Julie with her once, but she’d just gotten defensive, as if she were competing with a dead girl. I got it, I did, but she couldn’t have it both ways. “I’m sorry, Cait. I’ll try to share this kind of stuff with you more, but to be honest, sometimes I just want to leave it at the office.”

      Caitlin reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Thank you.” Her gentle smile turned sultry. “I just feel like we should be closer, spend more time together. Which reminds me, I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something.”

      “Okay…” Conversations that began like that usually didn’t make me happy.

      “I think we should move in together.”

      I nearly spit out the sip of beer I’d just taken. Instead, it went down the wrong pipe, and I started coughing. “Cait. I thought we talked about taking things slow?”

      Her eyes took on a pleading quality. “I know, but I just love it when you spend the night at my apartment, and you have that big ol’ house up at the ranch that’s practically sitting empty. Don’t you think it makes sense?”

      I took a sip of my water, trying to buy time. How I answered this, had the potential to send Caitlin into hysterics. But, honesty was the only option. “I’m not ready for that. And, honestly, I’m nowhere near there. I might never be.”

      Caitlin’s face fell, and her lower lip wobbled. “Is this because of Julie?”

      My hand tightened around my water glass. “It’s because I’m not there. If you’re looking for someone who wants to settle down quick, that’s not me. I’m sorry.”

      Caitlin’s eyes widened. “No! I want you. I don’t care how long it takes.”

      A weight settled in my chest. I was a total schmuck, leading Cait down this path when I had no idea if it would end in me committing to her. I needed a drink stronger than beer.
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      My body cut through the water, the liquid caressing my skin in a way that brought soothing comfort. Nothing gave me peace like the water. Looking at it. Listening to it. But, best of all, was immersing myself in it.

      Sometimes, my laps were angry. Vicious strokes of rage, taken out on the calm surface. Other times, like now, they were peaceful, my body barely creating a splash or waves as my limbs propelled me forward. Either way, the water welcomed me. Soothed my soul, put me back together to fight another day.

      My fingertips touched tile, and I stood, reaching for my water bottle. “It looked like you were running low,” a familiar voice said in a deep and husky tone that sent a shiver down my spine.

      I pulled my goggles off to see Walker extending a water bottle to me. He was casually dressed, wearing dark jeans that hugged his hips and a worn tee that did nothing to disguise the muscles underneath. I swallowed hard, taking the bottle from his outstretched hand. “Thanks. I’m done if you want to use the pool.”

      Walker took a seat on the edge of one of the lounge chairs on the pool deck. “Lap swimming isn’t my preferred method of workout.”

      I shrugged, peeling back my swim cap and quickly dunking my head under the water to smooth out my hair. Placing my palms on the lip of the pool, I propelled myself up and out. Water sluiced down my body as I wrung out my hair. When I looked up, Walker’s eyes were traveling up and down the length of me. My skin suddenly turned hot despite the cool night air.

      I held out a hand. “Do you mind?”

      “Oh, sorry.” Walker stood, shaking his head and grabbing the towel he had been partially sitting on. He extended it towards me, but when I went to take it, he held firm. “Where’s your car?”

      I blinked. “My car?”

      “Yes, you know, the four-wheeled vehicle that gets you from point A to point B.”

      “I know what a car is, smartass.”

      “Well then, where is yours? I didn’t see one at the main house.”

      I gave a firm tug on the towel, and Walker finally released his hold. I quickly wrapped the terrycloth around my body, wanting protection from the stare that seemed to light my blood on fire. “It’s not here yet. It should arrive tomorrow.”

      Walker frowned. “So how did you get here? Jensen pick you up?”

      “I walked,” I said, side-stepping him to gather my belongings.

      “You walked?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you crazy? It’s over a mile, and it’s dark out now.”

      I straightened, my hands fisting around the towel. “No, I am not crazy. We’re in Oregon, not South Central. It’s perfectly safe.”

      Walker let out an exasperated sigh. “From gangbangers maybe, but not from wild animals. Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

      The thought of being in a small, confined space with Walker had my body stiffening. Something about him just set me on edge. It was as if he saw too much. “That’s not necessary. I’m sure the wild animal kingdom won’t bother me if I don’t bother them.”

      Walker scrubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw and then let his arm fall to his side. “We have regular sightings of cougars and bears around the property and in the surrounding woods. It’s not safe for you to walk home alone. If you try to, I’ll just have to follow you. At least I carry a gun.”

      My teeth clenched. “Fine. You can drive me.”

      “Thank you, Short-stack.”

      “Short-stack? What am I, a plate of pancakes?” I snarked, attempting to cover up the sense of unease I felt. Nicknames meant familiarity. Familiarity meant prying eyes and questions. I wanted neither. Quiet. Solitude. Peace. That was all I wanted. Teasing nicknames had no place in my safe zone.

      “Well, you are kind of tiny. It’s pretty adorable actually,” Walker said with a grin that made his eyes dance in the twilight.

      I fought the urge to laugh. I didn’t want to find this man charming on top of handsome. Nope. Didn’t want to go there. Couldn’t go there. I bent forward, slipping on my shorts over my bathing suit before I stuffed my towel into my bag. “Ready when you are.”

      Walker bit the inside of his cheek. “You could’ve gone inside and changed if you wanted to.”

      “Not necessary.”

      “Well, all right then.” He grabbed the bag I was holding from my hand before I had a chance to stop him and headed towards the front of the house.

      I had no choice but to trail behind. Walker stopped at a large, fancy-looking truck and opened the passenger door. His eyes scanned me from head to toe, and that same heat I’d felt earlier flared back to life in my blood. “You need a lift up?”

      My jaw fell open. “I’m not that short.”

      Walker simply chuckled.

      “I don’t need your help getting in the truck,” I gritted out.

      He kept right on laughing, motioning me on with a wave of his arm. “Then, go right ahead.”

      He didn’t move from beside the door. I huffed and hoisted myself up onto the running board and then into the truck. It might have taken some extra effort to do so, but I didn’t need the help of some overprotective behemoth of a man.

      I reached out an arm. “Bag? Or are you unsure if little ol’ me can lift it without some help?”

      “Spunky. I like it.”

      My teeth clacked together, but I said nothing. The man was infuriating. Thinking he knew what was best for me, just like everyone else in my life.

      Walker gave me my bag, and I watched as he rounded the truck, strides a bizarre mixture of relaxed and purposeful. He exuded a casual authority. It made sense that he was a cop. I didn’t think many people would give him grief—just me, apparently.

      The driver’s side door swung open, and Walker effortlessly took his seat. Tall jerk. The engine roared to life. “So, why don’t you come to dinner tomorrow night.”

      I rubbed my thumb against the metal of my ring. “I don’t think so, I’m still not settled.”

      “So you can’t come to dinner, but you can use our pool?” There was a devilish tone to his words.

      I grimaced. “Look, I’m going to be honest with you—”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “I’m probably not going to spend a ton of time with your family. You’re all unbelievably kind, but—"

      “But you’re committed to this aloof loner vibe you’ve got going?”

      My hands gripped the leather seat tightly. “Would you stop interrupting me.”

      “Of course, please go on explaining why having dinner with my family would be a fate worse than death.”

      I blanched at the word death but forced my vocal cords to work. “I moved to Sutter Lake for the peace and quiet. I need some alone time right now, and I’d really appreciate it if you would respect that.”

      Walker ran a thumb across his full lower lip. “It sounds like you’ve been going through a tough time. If that’s the case, you need to be around good people. Everyone needs people, Taylor.”

      My shoulders stiffened. “Not me.” I blew out a breath. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice to have people in your life. I love my friends, they’re wonderful. But I don’t need them. I don’t need anyone.”

      Silence filled the cab, and I worried I might have just come off like a raving bitch. That wasn’t what I wanted. Polite distance I could handle. Someone poking around and trying to figure out what made me tick, I could not. I glanced at Walker’s profile.

      “You might not need anyone, Taylor, but maybe someone out there needs you. Just think about that.”

      The silence returned, and I just stared out at the dark fields surrounding us, Walker’s words playing over and over again in my head.
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      Icy-cold water ran over my head and onto the dirt as I bent over. A hard slap on my back had me straightening. “Gettin’ a little slow there, old man.”

      I sent an elbow into Tuck’s gut that had him grunting. “I’m six months older than you. If I’m old, you’re old.”

      Tuck and I had known each other since birth. Both of our families had shared in the founding of Sutter Lake. They still owned much of the property the town sat on and kept ranches that butted up against each other to this day. We’d both gone to school for criminology, but Tuck served as part of a Forest Service law enforcement team, and I joined the Sutter Lake police force. We worked cases together semi-frequently and harassed each other monthly at these SWAT team trainings.

      Central Oregon had several small communities like Sutter Lake. None of us would be able to have our own dedicated SWAT teams, but when we all came together, we were able to have an emergency response team that served the tri-county area. We responded to all sorts of calls and had special tactical and search and rescue training. Specialty instruction and risky call-outs meant monthly refreshers to make sure our team stayed sharp. These guys were the best of the best, and I was grateful to have them at my back.

      Tuck snatched the water bottle from my hand, taking a long swallow. He offered it back to me, but I shook my head. “Keep it. I don’t need your nasty-ass germs and STDs.” He was a total manwhore.

      Tuck chucked the bottle directly at my head, but I was too quick for him and plucked it out of the air. “Hey, you know I always wrap it up.”

      “No, I don’t know, but I’m glad to hear you’re playing by health-class standards.”

      “Don’t be jealous of my love life just because you’re stuck in the land of monogamy.” Tuck pulled down the tailgate of my truck and hopped up. “Speaking of, what’s the latest on Miss Caitlin?”

      I gripped the edge of the tailgate a little tighter than was necessary as I hopped up beside him. “Things aren’t great.”

      “What do you mean? I thought you were feeling that situation.”

      “I was. I mean, I am.” I blew out a frustrated breath.

      “Come on, you know you can talk to Papa Tuck about your feelings.”

      Chuckling, I shook my head. “She wants things to be more serious than they are. Than I want them to be. Maybe ever.”

      Tuck grabbed another water from the cooler in my truck bed. “I never could figure out why you were so set on these relationships. Just go out and have fun. No muss, no fuss, no chicks angling for a ring.”

      I groaned. Tuck was a dog. Don’t get me wrong, he was always honest with the girls he took to bed, but he had zero plans of settling down anytime soon. “I’m just not built like that. I like the company as much as everything else. Don’t you miss having an actual conversation with a woman?”

      Tuck shrugged. “I have plenty of conversations. They’re just with a lot of different women. Variety is the spice of life, my friend.”

      An image of Taylor pushing out of the pool flashed in my mind—water running down her curvy body, turning her golden skin slick. God, that made me the biggest kind of ass. Couldn’t even stay focused on my girlfriend when I was thinking of breaking up with her. Maybe I was more like Tuck than I thought.

      “You dog, you. You’ve got your eye on someone else, don’t you? Who is it?”

      I grimaced. “I don’t. I mean, there’s this girl, but it’s not like that.” I wouldn’t have been surprised if the skies had opened up and lightning struck me right there.

      Tuck clucked his tongue. “Uh-uh. We are blood brothers, cradle to grave. Spill.”

      I toyed with the water bottle in my hands. “Did you hear that someone moved into our guest cabin?”

      Tuck straightened. “Permanently?”

      “For a year. A girl from LA.”

      “That sounds promising. If she’s from LA, she’s probably smoking.”

      “She’s pretty.” World’s biggest understatement. “She’s also this weird, walking contradiction. One-part cold aloofness, the other sarcastic spunk.” Taylor Lawson was fire and ice. And the combination had intrigued me from the moment I met her.

      A sly smile crept over Tuck’s face. “You like her.”

      I lifted a single shoulder. “She’s nice.”

      Tuck’s smile grew. “You really like her.”

      “What are you, five? I told you, it’s not like that. I have a girlfriend,” I griped.

      Tuck’s face grew serious. “Walk, you’ve had one foot out of every relationship you’ve been in since Julie.” I tightened my grip on the water bottle and tried to keep my expression passive. “I get it, I do. Her death marked us all. Hell, it’s why we’re both in law enforcement now. But just because she’s gone, doesn’t mean you can’t have that great love again.”

      The water bottle in my hand began to crumple as I tightened my grip. “Julie was my one.”

      “She was one of your ones. God would never be so cruel as to only give us one shot at happiness.”

      I wasn’t so sure. It had seemed like a miracle to find it in the first place. A second time was surely an impossibility. I smacked Tuck’s gut with the back of my hand. “What is this? Lessons in love from Sutter Lake’s own Casanova?”

      Tuck grinned. “You never know, maybe I’m hiding my true nature as a romantic. Maybe I need to meet this new neighbor of yours.”

      My jaw locked, and I hated myself a little for the jealousy that flared to life within me. “You can’t. I don’t want your smarmy ass around her.”

      “Afraid she’ll fall for me, huh? It’s to be expected, I am the better-looking and richer of the two of us.”

      “Yes, I’m terrified she’ll fall in love with your ego and fart jokes.”

      “I’ll just call up Mama Sarah or Jensen and get them to introduce us. I bet they’d be thrilled to play matchmaker.”

      “Don’t.” The word came out harsher than I’d intended, surprising even me. The brief sparks I’d felt with Taylor were more than I’d ever felt with Caitlin. In that moment, I knew I needed to end things with Caitlin. It wasn’t fair to her. She wanted something I’d never be able to give her.

      Tuck sobered. “All right. I’ll stay clear.” I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “So, what’s new with the Cole family? Jensen still dating that douchebag, Bryce?”

      I was grateful for the subject change. “Bryce isn’t a douchebag.”

      Tuck scoffed, straightening his baseball cap.

      “He’s been good to Jensen. She hasn’t introduced him to Noah as a boyfriend or anything yet. They’re taking things slow.”

      “At least there’s that.”

      I studied Tuck. “What’s your problem with him? This is the first guy she’s dated since that ass in college. Bryce has a good job, he’s not a player. We should be relieved there’s someone decent in her life.”

      Tuck peeled back the label on his water bottle. “I don’t know, just something about him, I guess.”

      “Well, get over it. She really likes him, I can tell.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Tuck said, the words tight, his cheek muscle popping.

      I slapped his shoulder. “Good. Now, let’s get out of here and grab a beer.”

      Tuck hopped down from the tailgate. “You’re buying. You still owe me for not calling me when you knew you were going to meet Austin Lyons.”

      The man had a point.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Taylor

      

      

      The muted sounds of various conversations filtered through the air as I wiped down the counter at The Tea Kettle.

      “You’re doing a great job. One more day with me here, and then I’m letting you loose on the public,” Jensen said as she refilled the bakery case with things that smelled like Heaven. Tessa really had a gift in the kitchen.

      My first day had been a success so far. It had only taken me a few bumbling attempts to figure out the register, and I soon fell into a rhythm of busy bursts and lulls. Everyone who came in was super-friendly. Austin had been right. They all wanted to know my story, but I was able to maneuver the quick conversations with vague answers and half-truths.

      My favorite customers so far were a group of four gentlemen in their seventies or eighties who were playing a spirited game of bridge at a corner table. Jensen said they came in every week. They were all shameless flirts, and I loved every second of it.

      Turning back to Jensen, I tossed the rag under the counter. “Thanks. This is pretty fun. You’ve got some characters coming through, that’s for sure.”

      Jensen let out a snort of laughter just as the bell over the door jingled. I looked up to see a handsome man with sandy brown hair and sparkling eyes enter. “Hey there, Jensen.”

      Jensen’s cheeks heated. “Hey, Bryce. What are you doing here during the middle of the day?”

      He grinned at her. I might as well have been invisible. “I thought I’d earned a little break. Wanted to come and see how your day was going.”

      The red in Jensen’s cheeks deepened. There had to be a love story brewing here. “Things are going great. Bryce, this is Taylor. She just moved here from Texas and is the Kettle’s newest waitress.”

      Bryce’s gaze finally came to mine, and a genuine smile tipped his lips. “Nice to meet you, Taylor. Welcome to town. You’re in good hands here with Jensen.”

      “Thank you, I know I am.” I tilted my head towards Jensen. “I’m fine here if you want to take a little break.”

      She rolled her lips together as if thinking it through. “All right. Bryce, you want a snack?”

      “I wouldn’t say no to one of those ham and cheddar scones.”

      Jensen nodded. “Coming right up.”

      While Bryce and Jensen settled themselves at a back table, I straightened things that didn’t need straightening and tried not to look like I was snooping. I totally was. Those two had at least a high school-style crush going for each other.

      I grinned at the floor. The sound of a chair scraping harshly against the wood had my head snapping up.

      One of the older gentlemen who had been flirting with me earlier stood from his chair and threw his cards down on the table. “You’re a dirty cheat, Arthur, and you always were.”

      I hustled around the counter as another man—Arthur I assumed—stood, as well. “I am not, Clint. Just because I’m better at cards than you doesn’t make me a cheat.”

      I made it to the table just as it seemed the two might come to blows. “Now, fellas, what’s going on?”

      Clint’s gaze jumped to me. “That-that no-good Art is a dirty cheat.”

      “Am not!” Arthur huffed.

      “Well, I’ve never played bridge, so I’m not sure I’d really be a good person to judge if someone was cheating.”

      Both Clint and Arthur looked at me with shocked stares. “You’ve never played bridge?” Clint asked, all of his earlier anger suddenly gone from his voice.

      I shrugged a shoulder. “Nope.”

      Arthur shook his head. “Well, that’s just a travesty.”

      Clint leaned in closer to me. “We could teach ya, you know.”

      “You’d do that?”

      Clint’s chest puffed up. “Of course.”

      “I’d love it. I’m not working this time next week. Can I come to your game?”

      “We’d love to have a pretty lady like you at our table,” Arthur offered.

      “I’ll be there. But right now, I have to get back to work.” I breathed a sigh of relief as I headed back to the counter.

      Jensen was back behind the register and wore a shit-eating grin. “You handled them better than I could have. Sometimes, they get so bad, I have no choice but to kick them out.”

      I let out a little laugh. “They’re definitely passionate.”

      “Understatement of the century. I’d say you’ve earned a break. Why don’t you take your fifteen.”

      I glanced at my watch. “Sure. Do you mind if I head out back for some fresh air?”

      “Of course, not.”

      I waved to Tessa on my way through the kitchen to the back steps. I’d been careful since our first encounter not to make any sudden movements around her or come up from behind. “I’m just taking a quick break.”

      She gave me a small smile. “Want some tea to take with you?”

      “I’d love an iced lemongrass.”

      Tessa made quick work of pouring me a glass. “Here you go.”

      “You’re an angel sent from Heaven for overheated waitresses.”

      She ducked her head. “No problem.”

      I stepped out into the afternoon sun, the breeze lifting my hair off my neck, and took a sip of my tea nirvana. I slipped my cell out of my back pocket. I had to tell my mom about my date with two vicious bridge players next week. She would get such a kick out of that whole scene.

      My thumb froze over the first contact in my favorites. My breath locked in my lungs. I couldn’t call my mom and tell her about Art and Clint and all the ridiculous shenanigans at my new job because she wouldn’t answer. I started breathing again, but it came in quick pants. She would never answer again. I’d never be able to tell her about something that made me laugh or cry or rage.

      My hands started to feel all tingly, and I lost my hold on the glass of tea. It shattered on the asphalt at my feet, liquid splashing my jeans. My mom was dead.

      “Taylor?” The soft voice seemed to come from far away. “Taylor, are you okay?”

      Tessa appeared in my wobbly vision, but I couldn’t seem to form words. Why couldn’t I catch my breath?

      “Taylor, I think you’re having a panic attack.” I could feel the gentle pressure of what I assumed was a hand on my back. “I want you to focus on that bench over there. Look at that bench, and you’re going to breathe in for three and out for three.”

      My eyes zeroed in on the seat, but I couldn’t seem to get my lungs to obey.

      “In for three, okay? One, two, three.” Tessa’s hand rubbed up and down my back. “That’s good. Now, out for three. One, two, three.”

      Tessa kept counting, not stopping until my hands no longer shook, and I slowly came back to myself.

      “Here, sit on the step for a minute.”

      I gazed at Tessa. Her brow was creased with worry, but her eyes held understanding. “How did you know what was happening?”

      Tessa sat down on the step next to me. “I heard the glass shatter and wanted to make sure you were all right. When I came out, you didn’t answer me, and you were hyperventilating. I put two and two together.” My cheeks flamed with embarrassment. Tessa let out a soft huff of air. “I get them sometimes. Panic attacks. So, I know the signs.”

      I glanced over at her. I wondered what her story was, but I knew I couldn’t ask without inviting questions about my own. We sat there quietly for a minute, forming a silent pact not to ask each other the questions neither of us wanted to answer.

      I gripped Tessa’s hand and squeezed. “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You did. You kept me from passing out in a pile of glass shards.” I winced. “I’ll pay for that by the way.”

      Tessa waved a hand. “Jensen doesn’t care about stuff like that. Says it’s the price of doing business.”

      My stomach churned at the thought of Jensen hearing about my incident. “Please don’t tell her what happened.”

      Tessa’s head jerked. “I won’t if you don’t want me to, but don’t you want to go home and have a lie-down?”

      A small smile tugged at my lips. “Would you?”

      Tessa let out a little laugh. “Probably not.”

      I drew in a steadying breath and rose. “Want to show me where the broom is? I need to clean up this mess.”

      “Come on, I’ll help.”

      We swept up the pieces of glass strewn across the pavement, and my hands only shook a little bit. My heart, though… My heart trembled in my chest for the rest of the day.
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      My phone buzzed on my desk for what felt like the twentieth time today.

      Caitlin: Are you sure you don’t want to come over tonight?

      It was like she could sense that I was thinking about ending things. She could feel it and was pulling out all the stops. I’d been the recipient of two-dozen homemade cookies and at least three different picture messages that made my eyes bug out of my head.

      I typed out a reply.

      Me: I told you, I have plans with my family tonight.

      Not so much premeditated plans, more just me mooching a home-cooked meal off my mom. I was making excuses, I knew it. Normally, I would’ve told Caitlin that I’d meet up with her after dinner, but I needed some space. Space and a good night’s sleep if I was going to have the energy for the epic meltdown that was sure to happen when I ended things tomorrow.

      Because I was ending things tomorrow. I couldn’t drag this out.

      Caitlin: I could come over to your parents’ for dinner.

      I cringed. This breakup was going to be bad. Caitlin was a lot of wonderful things: funny, caring, great in bed. But she didn’t always take not getting her way well.

      Me: Sorry, just family tonight. But why don’t I come by after work tomorrow.

      Caitlin: That would be great! I’ll wear that red number you like.

      I dropped my head into my palm.

      A knock sounded on my door. “Come in.”

      Clark pushed open the door, stepped in, then closed it behind him.

      “Hey, Chief. What’s up?”

      Clark took a seat in one of the chairs opposite mine across the desk. “We’ve got another missing girl.”

      My earlier worries seemed insignificant now. I straightened in my chair. “Another hiker?”

      Clark rubbed a hand along his jaw. “No. This is a gal in her twenties from Willow Creek. Her boyfriend reported her missing when she didn’t come home from her shift at the diner in town. Her car was still in the lot. No signs of a struggle. Just vanished.”

      “Is it possible she ran off? Another guy?”

      “Don’t know. The chief down there didn’t know her well, but they have an even smaller department than we do, and way more citizens to cover. He just called to give us a heads-up and asked us to keep an eye out.”

      “You got a picture?”

      Clark reached into his pocket and fished out his phone. After tapping a few things on the screen, he handed it to me.

      The photo had me sucking in a breath that felt like it was made of glass shards. The woman on the screen looked eerily like Julie. Straight, dark brown hair, deep brown eyes, and rounded cheeks. My heart spasmed. I swallowed against my dry-as-a-desert throat and looked up to meet Clark’s gaze. “I don’t have a lot going on here today. Why don’t I head down there and see what’s what. There might be something else we can do, but at the very least, I can get the full story.”

      Clark studied me for a moment, surely weighing his options. “Sure, Walk. That sounds like a good idea.”

      I shoved to my feet, my chair rolling back to softly collide with the wall. “You’ll be my first stop when I’m back.”

      Clark jerked his chin in affirmation and headed out the door.

      Ashlee startled behind the reception desk as I strode through. “Everything okay, Walker?”

      I was sure I didn’t have the happiest of looks on my face. But I did my best to soften my expression. “Yeah. I’m heading out. Will you forward all calls to my cell?”

      Ashlee’s eyes took on a look of concern, but she nodded. “Of course. Let me know if I can help with anything.”

      “Thanks. Will do.” With that, I was gone.
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      I clenched my fists so hard, it was a wonder I didn’t dislocate a knuckle as I paced the floor in Clark’s office. I’d spent the past three hours doing recon that the Willow Creek Police Department was either stretched too thin or too lazy to do. I leaned towards lazy.

      “The boyfriend is a total waste of space. A drunk. Word around town is that she supports him, and he thanks her with his fists.” Rage was coursing through my veins. This guy had a beautiful, kind woman who only wanted his love, and what did he do? Abused her trust and broke her body.

      I didn’t know that for sure, but all the pieces led there. “That fucking joke of a PD down there hasn’t done shit. Too stupid or too lazy, sitting around with their thumbs up their asses.”

      “Walker, take a breath.”

      I scowled at Clark. I didn’t want to take a fucking breath. I wanted to plant my fist in that jackass of a boyfriend’s face. It was a miracle I hadn’t. I clenched and unclenched my fists, trying to slow my breathing.

      Clark leaned back in his chair. “Did you fill the WCPD chief in on what you found out?”

      I ground my back molars together. “Yes. Of course. But I’m not all that optimistic they’re going to do their fucking jobs.”

      “I’ll make sure they do. I’ll get county or state involved if I have to, but I’ll make sure they follow through.”

      I let out a slow breath. “I need to get out of here, clear my head. You mind if I take off an hour early? I’ll make it up tomorrow.”

      “I know you’re good for it. Get out of here and come back tomorrow with your head on straight.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      Clark nodded and I took off. Thankfully, Ashlee wasn’t sitting at her desk when I passed through reception. I wasn’t sure I could’ve made polite conversation this go-around. I jogged down the steps of the building and towards my truck. In less than a minute, I was pulling out of the lot.

      I drove in circles for a while, aimlessly crisscrossing town streets, going out into the country and then coming back to town again. But I knew there was only one place I really wanted to go. Somewhere that would bring me peace. It had been the same when Julie was alive. She was always my port in the storm.

      I pulled over next to the cemetery and shut off my truck. Climbing down, I let the fresh air soothe my frayed temper. I could only hear the rustling of the branches in the wind, my footsteps silenced by the cushion of lush grass.

      I navigated the familiar path to her grave and touched the curved stone’s surface, worn rough by weather over the years. “Hey, Angel.” It was fitting that the nickname I’d bestowed on her was what she’d become. In my darkest days after her death, I’d convinced myself that I’d caused her demise by giving her the name. I didn’t think that anymore, but I was still more cautious with my monikers these days.

      “It’s been a hell of a day. Just needed to unwind with my best girl for a bit.” I crouched in front of the headstone, letting my fingers trace the letters of her name. I always stuttered when I got to her last name. I had been so sure it would become Cole. There was never a doubt in my mind, but life threw you some nasty curveballs.

      I sat down on the grass and, for the next hour, I filled Julie in on life. I told her that I was breaking up with Caitlin. “I wish these conversations weren’t so one-sided. I could really use some pointers on that one.” People would have probably thought it totally weird if they heard me, but Julie and I had always told each other everything. I didn’t want to lose that, even if she were no longer here.

      The first time I’d slept with someone after she’d passed, I came to the cemetery afterward and bawled like a fucking baby. From that moment on, I just kept spilling my guts to the silent headstone.

      Today, I also filled Julie in on my grandma’s attempt to learn hatchet throwing, Noah’s encounter with his hero MMA fighter, and the new neighbor who kept popping up in my mind. I told her everything I could think of until I ran out things to say. But I felt better.

      I pushed to my feet. Bending at the waist, I pressed my lips to the rough stone. “Thanks, Angel. Love you forever and always.”
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      I opted for a walk to clear my head before I got behind the wheel to drive home. Thank goodness my SUV had arrived this morning. I don’t think I could have taken a ride home with Jensen. My nerves were too frayed.

      I’d made it through the rest of my shift, but barely. It took almost an hour for my hands to stop their faint tremor. I’d dropped someone’s change on the floor when attempting to hand it to them. Tessa, sensing I was still a little unsteady on my feet, took to handing the customers their teas directly so there were no more broken-glass disasters.

      I let the early evening air, still warm from the sun, ease my frayed nerves. I inhaled deeply, that sweet pine scent so prevalent here easing me even further. It wasn’t long before I reached the edge of the downtown area. The sidewalks shifted to grass, and the asphalt of the road turned to dirt and gravel.

      A bird call caught my attention, and I looked toward the sound. My stomach dropped. A cemetery. Because what I needed after my afternoon was more reminders of the dead and the forgotten. I was about to turn around when my gaze caught on a figure.

      He was sitting on the grass, legs sprawled out in front of him and his back resting against the headstone behind him while he faced another. He seemed to be talking to someone. But there was no one there. Walker. His just-shy-of-black hair gleamed in the sun. His tanned skin picked up the fiery hues of the waning day as the sun sank lower in the sky. He was beautiful.

      I stood there, watching him. I couldn’t help it. It was as if I were frozen to the spot. Who was he visiting? Who had he lost? Both of his parents were alive, and he had a grandmother. Jensen had mentioned all three in the present tense while we worked. Maybe he was visiting his grandfather’s grave.

      Walker pushed to his feet then bent over and did something that stole the breath from my lungs. He kissed the headstone. The gesture was tender and heartbreaking all at once. A sob clogged the back of my throat, and tears pricked at my eyes. I shouldn’t be here. I was trespassing on what was clearly a very private moment.

      I turned on my heel to leave but only made it three steps before a voice called out to me. “Taylor?”

      I halted my steps and turned to face Walker. I expected his eyes to be sad, his face ravaged by grief and pain, but there was none of that. What I saw was a look of peace and maybe a little curiosity regarding what the hell I was doing at a cemetery on the outskirts of town.

      “I’m so sorry.” My cheeks heated. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      A small grin tipped his full lips. “You didn’t. Plus, I’m pretty sure this is public land.”

      I twisted the ring on my right finger in circles. “I know. I just… You were having a moment, and it was private.”

      Walker’s face softened. “It’s okay, Taylor. I was just visiting with someone.”

      My gaze jumped around, not quite sure where to settle. “That’s nice. That’s good that you visit whoever it is.” To my absolute horror, my eyes began to fill with tears.

      “Hey, hey now. It’s all right.” Walker strode two steps forward and pulled me into him. His muscled arms held me tightly in what could only be called a bear hug. His embrace didn’t make my skin crawl like so many of the other comforting gestures directed my way had begun to do. Maybe because it was firm and strong when so many of my friends’ affections seemed unsure. Maybe it was because this man clearly knew what it meant to lose someone he loved.

      I let myself relax into Walker’s embrace. Just for a few moments. Just so I could pull myself together. I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood. The flare of pain helped the tears to recede, and I pushed away from Walker’s hard chest.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, wiping at my tears while I stared at the ground. “I’ve just had a long day. I didn’t mean to get weepy on you. I’ll just get back to my car.”

      Walker’s hand caught my elbow as I turned to go. “Slow down.” He turned me back to him, but I refused to meet his eyes. He placed two fingers under my chin and lifted. The pads of his fingertips were rough against my soft skin. I swallowed hard.

      His eyes searched mine, looking for something, peering into my soul. “There’s nothing to be ashamed about when it comes to feeling deeply.”

      I pressed my lips together and nodded. His hand fell away.

      “I’ll walk you back to your car.”

      He was too close. He saw too much. “That’s not necessary. I’m fine now. Promise.” I forced a smile that felt wonky.

      “I could use an excuse to stretch my legs. Honestly, you’d be doing me a favor.”

      My nails dug into my palms. He didn’t play fair. “Fine.”

      Walker let out a chuckle that seemed to rumble through my body. “Thank you.”

      We were quiet for the first few minutes of our walk, only the wind and the beginnings of the crickets’ evening song keeping us company. Then, Walker had to go and ruin it. “What gave you the tough day?”

      My muscles tensed, and I fought to keep my face neutral. “I didn’t say tough, I said long. I’m just tired. I get emotional when I’m tired.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” He might as well have said, “bullshit.”

      I clenched my fists and picked up my pace. Unfortunately, my short strides, no matter how quick, were no match for Walker’s long ones.

      As we approached The Tea Kettle, my buddies from earlier appeared. Arthur and Clint wore mischievous grins, but it was Art who spoke. “Now, Mr. Cole, what are you doing with our Taylor this evening?”

      Walker’s brows rose. “Your Taylor?”

      “Yes, our Taylor. We’ve taken her under our wing and are going to show her the ropes.”

      Walker’s gaze turned to me. “I think that sounds like a great plan.”

      My skin began to itch as Art’s and Clint’s gazes traveled from me to Walker and back again. I needed to get out of here. Too many eyes. Too much attention. “It was nice to see you gentlemen again. Great running into you, Walker. I need to get home now. See you later.”

      I didn’t wait for an answer, just took off for the parking lot behind the Kettle. I didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until there were at least ten blocks between the man who saw too much and me.
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      Dawn was just beginning to show its first glimmers of light as rocks crunched beneath my sneakers. I loved running in the early light. The air was cool, few cars were on the road, and I often spotted animals that usually liked to avoid human interaction.

      Three miles outside the ranch’s main gate, I spotted a small form up ahead. Her strides were strong and purposeful but no match for my own. Before long, she glanced over her shoulder at the sound of my approaching steps, her golden ponytail swinging. Her head swiveled right back around, and she just kept running.

      I quickened my pace until I was right beside her. “I thought you promised that you wouldn’t go walking or running while it was dark out.”

      Taylor’s jaw tightened. “It was getting light when I left.”

      “Bullshit.”

      She blew out a harsh breath. “I have reflectors on my shoes and shorts. I even got a mini bear spray at the hardware store. I’ll be fine.”

      I fell back a step and let my gaze fall to her delectable, heart-shaped ass. There was indeed a reflector there.

      “Happy?” she bit out.

      Thoughts of the missing hiker we still had no signs of filled my head. “No, I’m not happy. You shouldn’t be running alone, it’s too risky.”

      Taylor stopped in the middle of the road and whirled on me. “Oh, but it’s okay for you to run alone? Why? Does you having a dick, magically stop bears from attacking you?”

      My frustration bubbled to the surface. “No. This stops bears from attacking me.” I pulled my 9mm out of the specialty athletic shorts I wore that allowed me to carry while running.

      Color leached from Taylor’s face, and I immediately regretted my decision. Shit. I slowly slid the gun back into the holster. “Why are you running with a Glock?”

      Surprise flared at her correct identification of my weapon. She wasn’t scared of that, but something had her freaked. I crept closer. “Because I’m a cop, and there are wild animals around here that don’t always react kindly when startled.”

      Her head bobbed up and down slowly. I slipped a hand around the juncture of her neck and jaw. Fuck, her skin, damp with a sheen of sweat, was one of the softest things I’d ever felt. “Look at me, Taylor.” Her gaze came back to focus on mine. “Everything’s fine, I just don’t want you running alone.”

      She made no agreement. I squeezed her neck. “Please. I’ll run with you before or after work, anytime you want. But you could get seriously hurt while you are by yourself, and no one would know because you don’t tell anyone where you’re going.”

      Stubbornness came into her eyes. I liked that a hell of a lot more than the fear that had been there earlier. Taylor’s chin raised in defiance. “I’d run with you, but I’m pretty sure you can’t keep up with me.”

      “All right, Short-stack, let’s try it out. I’ll take you on my typical morning route.” She’d be begging me to turn back before we reached the halfway point, I just knew it.

      “Lead on, Bigfoot.”

      I chuckled and took off towards my favorite spot in all of Sutter Lake. Somehow, her quick, short strides matched up perfectly with my slightly slower long ones. There was a peaceful rhythm to our run. Side by side in silence.

      I led her through winding dirt roads around the outskirts of my family’s ranch. She was a trooper when we had to scale over a fence to get back onto Cole land, and even as we climbed a hillside. She never tired, never slowed. She was amazing. We went higher and higher until we reached the top of the ridge.

      Taylor gasped when she saw the view. All of Sutter Lake—the town and the lake itself—was bathed in the pink light of early morning. I’d never come here with anyone who wasn’t my family. Never even brought Julie here. It had been instinct to bring Taylor here. I hadn’t even really thought about it.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

      “It’s my favorite place in the whole world.”

      “Thank you for sharing it with me.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      We stood shoulder-to-shoulder, staring out at the view, neither of us saying anything for a moment. Taylor cleared her throat. I tilted my head to take her in. She was still looking forward, but she rubbed the ring on her right hand with her thumb. She seemed to do that when she was nervous. “I can’t sleep.”

      My brows pulled together. “What?”

      “I have a hard time sleeping. That’s why I work out so much. It’s the only thing that seems to help.”

      My chest felt tight. It was the first thing she had freely told me about herself. It was worth its weight in gold. I was honored that she’d given it to me, but I knew if I made a big deal out of it, she’d shut down. “Makes sense.”

      She turned her head so that her gaze met mine. “I’ll text you the next time I want to go running.”

      My lips tipped up. “I’d appreciate it. It’d be bad for business if a tenant got mauled by a mountain lion.”

      Taylor shoved her shoulder into me, and I wrapped an arm around her. She fit perfectly.
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      I paused outside Caitlin’s door, my hand hovering just in front of her apartment number. Fuck. I did not want to do this. I knocked three times.

      Hurried footsteps sounded, and the door swung open. “Baby. I’m so glad you’re here.” Caitlin’s hair was piled on top of her head in artful curls. Her face was done up to the nines, including her lips with that red stuff I hated because I always came away from kissing her looking like the Joker. She wore a low-cut tank top and shorts so short, they looked more like underwear.

      I shuffled my feet. “Hey, Cait.”

      She leaned in to kiss me, but I brushed my lips against her cheek instead, then hurried inside. I headed for the couch, patting the seat next to mine. “Come here.”

      Caitlin’s lips pressed together in a thin, hard line. “Is something wrong, honey?”

      What was with all the pet names all of a sudden? She’d only ever called me Walker before. I steeled my spine. “I think we should stop seeing each other.” I’d thought of at least a dozen different ways to say it. But, at the end of the day, I needed to shut the door, and she needed to know I wasn’t leaving it cracked open for later. Some people might consider me a bastard for just coming right out with it and not tempering the blow, but I’ve always thought honesty is the kindest route you could take.

      Caitlin’s mouth opened and closed like a fish on a line. Her lower lip began to tremble as tears filled her eyes. “Why?”

      “I’m not the one for you, Cait. You’ll find someone who can’t wait to settle down with you. Get married, have lots of babies. But that just isn’t me.”

      She reached out and gripped my hand, hard. “Walker, I’m sorry I pushed about moving in together.”

      I fought the grimace that wanted to surface. “It’s not just that—"

      Caitlin jumped in before I could continue. “I can wait as long as you need.” Tears spilled over her bottom lids, causing my gut to clench. “Please, Walker. I love you.”

      “I’m sorry, Cait. My mind’s made up. I care about you, and you’re a wonderful woman. You’re just not the woman for me.”

      Her jaw got hard, and her tears seemed to evaporate into thin air. “It’s not you, it’s me.”

      I cringed. It was cliched, but true. There was nothing wrong with Caitlin, we just weren’t right for each other. “We’re just not the right match.”

      “And who are you the right match with? That new bitch renting your parents’ cabin?” My eyes widened. Where had that come from? “Oh, didn’t think I knew about her, did you? Bridgette saw you walking with her in town last night when you were supposed to be with your family.” Caitlin stood, throwing her hands wide. “How long have you been cheating on me?”

      I pushed to my feet, my gaze going hard. “Hey, now. I have never been unfaithful to you. That’s not the kind of man I am, and you know it. I ran into Taylor and was walking her to her car. We’re friends.” Friends seemed like a bit of a stretch, but she’d told me something about herself that morning. Something it was clear she didn’t tell many people.

      “Oh, well thank you, Mr. High And Mighty Walker Cole, for breaking up with me before you went out and screwed the new girl.”

      “I’m not going out and screwing anyone right now. I’m just saying we aren’t the right match. I don’t know that I’ll ever find that.” An image flashed in my mind of Taylor’s compact curves as she ran through the morning air. So, I was attracted to her. That didn’t mean I was going to act on it. She was fragile right now. She needed a friend, not some guy trying to get his rocks off with no ability to love her the way she deserved.

      “Everyone thinks you’re such a great guy. Let’s see what happens when they find out what a heartless bastard you really are.”

      Great, just what I needed. Caitlin was going to spread her lies, and in a town the size of Sutter Lake, they’d spread like wildfire. I couldn’t believe I’d never seen this side of her before. Jensen had warned me that Cait had a vicious streak, but I’d thought she was exaggerating. Apparently, not. “Caitlin. We were friends before we started dating, can’t we just go back to that?”

      She picked up an empty wine glass that had been sitting on the coffee table waiting to be filled and threw it at the wall. Glass flew in every direction. “I don’t want to be your fucking friend, Walker! I was to be your wife!”

      My eyes bugged out just a bit. My wife? We’d been seeing each other exclusively for three months. How did three months of seeing each other a couple of times a week equate to getting married? I swallowed. “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you that.”

      “Get out!” she shrieked.

      I didn’t have to be told twice. I headed for the door.

      “And you are going to have to fucking grovel when you come crawling back to me. Because you will come crawling back, Walker Cole.”

      Dear God, I hoped not.
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      I hoisted a bag of groceries from my cart into the back of my SUV. It was lucky my wheels had arrived when they did, I’d been running out of food.

      “Taylor! Did your car arrive?” I turned to see Sarah and an elderly woman walking towards me. “Walker said you were waiting on it, and I’ve been meaning to stop by to see if I could take you anywhere.”

      “It came the other morning, just in time for me to start work.”

      “Oh, good. Now you won’t have to run into town.”

      I chuckled.  “Well, I still might do that.”

      Sarah shook her head and smiled. “Taylor, this is my mother-in-law, Irma Cole. Mom, this is Taylor Lawson.”

      Irma gave me a toothy grin. “Ah, the infamous Taylor. Young Noah has been talking about you and your friends nonstop.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      “I’ve also been hearing lots about you from Jensen and Walker. It’s nice to officially meet you.” There was a mischievous glint in the woman’s eyes that put me on alert.

      It would make sense for Jensen to mention me since we worked together now, but what reason did Walker have to talk about me? I toyed with the ring on my finger. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

      The smile deepened on Irma’s lined face. “I think you and Walker would be just the right fit. I can tell you’re someone who won’t let him steamroll you. You’ll stand your ground. I know these kinds of things because I’m a little psychic.”

      A flash of panic seared through me. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. I barely know Walker.”

      “You will,” Irma said with a cackling laugh.

      “Mom, quit it, you’re scaring the girl.” Sarah turned towards me. “She’s an instigator, this one. Just giving you a hard time because Walker came home fit to be tied that you were planning on walking back to the guest cabin alone. You shouldn’t do that, by the way. He’s right about the cougars.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “I won’t. Now that I have my car, I won’t walk or run anywhere when it’s dark out.” Walker’s frustration and concern from the morning before flashed in my mind.

      “I’m relieved to hear it,” Sarah said, reaching out to pat my hand. The gesture was so familiar, something my mom used to do constantly when we talked. A pang of loneliness hit me in that spot right between the breasts. “Listen, why don’t you come to dinner tonight. We’re making a pot roast and all the fixings, with marionberry pie for dessert.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say no. To make up an excuse. I’d planned to microwave some mac and cheese. But Sarah’s phantom familiarity made it difficult to refuse. That trickle of loneliness flowing through my veins pushed me into agreeing to something I’d sworn to avoid.

      I cleared my throat. “I’d love to.”

      Sarah clasped her hands in front of her chest. “Wonderful.”

      “Can I bring a couple bottles of wine? I’d offer to cook something, but I’m afraid I’m pretty hopeless in that department.” One of my goals for this year was to learn to cook. I’d done a search for beginner recipes and printed a few things out but hadn’t moved past the planning stage.

      “That’s so sweet of you. The boys aren’t big wine drinkers, but why don’t you bring a bottle for us girls.”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      “Great. Why don’t you come over around six. We eat on the earlier side since Noah has an 8:30 bedtime.”

      “That sounds perfect. See you then.” I turned to Walker’s grandmother, who was studying me with an attention to detail that had my palms sweating. “It was lovely to meet you, Irma.”

      “You too, honey pie,” she said with that twinkle in her eye. “I look forward to seeing what tonight has in store.”

      “Oh, stop it, Mom,” Sarah said. Rolling her eyes at me, she continued. “If we let Irma have more than one glass of wine tonight, we’re likely in store for some off-key show tunes.” A soft laugh escaped my lips.

      “You lie, Sarah,” Irma huffed. “My pitch is perfect.”
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      I threw my car in park and rubbed a damp palm down my jeans-clad leg. I hoped that jeans were the right choice. Sutter Lake seemed like a casual environment, so as I’d strewn clothing all over my bedroom, I’d decided against the maroon cocktail dress and gone with dark skinny jeans and a pale blue top that brought out the color of my eyes.

      I fidgeted with my keys. I could do this. I’d repeated that over and over as I got ready. Over and over as I drove. But one more time couldn’t hurt. I could do this. I could spend time with the Cole family and not let them into my heart.

      All I had to do was keep an emotional distance. I’d become an expert at dodging personal questions over the past few months. This dinner would be no different. I could enjoy the family’s company without their closeness breaking my heart. I just needed to keep that distance.

      I pushed open my door and slid out, grabbing my purse and the two bottles of wine from the passenger seat as I went. I studied the house as I walked up. It must have been designed by the same person who built the cabin because the styles were perfect complements to each other. The ranch house had the same dark wood-beamed façade and lots of windows. A wraparound porch hugged the outside and was home to eight rocking chairs and a porch swing. It was the perfect family home.

      As I climbed the porch steps, the front door swung open, and Noah rushed out. “Tay Tay! You’re here! Come and see my airplanes!”

      I let out a light laugh. “I’d love to see your planes.”

      Jensen appeared in the doorway. “After dinner, okay, Noah?”

      “Okay. I know all there is to know about planes. You might not know a lot about them, but don’t worry, I can teach you.” He had taken hold of my hand and was pulling me up the stairs and inside the house. I grinned at Jensen.

      “He’s not kidding. If he doesn’t end up a pilot or a mechanic, I’ll be shocked.”

      “Fighter pilot, Mom. You know that,” Noah said as he dropped my hand and went racing away.

      Jensen winced, turning her gaze back to me. “I’m hoping he’ll change his mind and shift to a career path that has a slightly lower mortality rate.”

      “He’s got time.”

      “Thank goodness for that. Oooh, did you bring wine?”

      I raised the two bottles, one in each hand. “You know it.”

      Jensen clasped her hands under her chin. “My hero.”

      I let out a laugh. “Girl after my own heart.”

      Jensen took one of the bottles from my hand, studying the label. “And you’ve got good taste, too. I knew I liked you.” She began leading me back to what looked like an open kitchen and dining space. “We should go out next weekend. The saloon is having a live band, and Mom said she’d watch Noah for me if I wanted to go.”

      I hesitated for a moment and then reminded myself that spending time with these people didn’t mean I had to bare my soul to them. “Sure. That sounds like fun.”

      “Woohoo, girls’ night!” Jensen called, raising the bottle of wine triumphantly in the air.

      “What’s going on?” The familiar, rough voice that sent a shiver down my spine sounded from my left.

      Jensen threw an arm around my shoulders. “Well, big brother, lock up your friends, because Taylor and I are going out on the town on Saturday.”

      Walker scrubbed a hand over his face. “Shit.”

      Jensen released me and smacked her brother on the shoulder. “Language.” Turning back to me, she continued, “I’ll go open this and pour us each a glass.”

      “Thanks.” It came out as a mumble because I was suddenly aware of every cell of my being and my proximity to Walker Cole.

      His gaze traveled over my face and down my body, each movement feeling like a physical caress. “You look beautiful, Short-stack.”

      I cleared my throat. “Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.”

      He moved closer until I could feel the heat of his body brushing up against mine. “I’m glad you came.” The words were low, only for us to hear.

      “It was nice of your mother to invite me.”

      Walker smirked. “So, it’s just my invites you turn down?”

      “I—” I started, but was cut off by a cackle behind us.

      Irma emerged from what looked like a study. “I love it! You two are going to make gorgeous babies, you know. And lots of them. Your whole house will be full.”

      Heat filled my cheeks as I instinctively stepped back from Walker, creating space between us. I immediately felt cold.

      Walker groaned. “Grandma, quit it with your crazy talk. You’re freaking Taylor out.”

      Irma clucked her tongue at her grandson. “You know I’m a little bit psychic.”

      Walker shook his head. “You are not. Predicting that our town’s little league team would win the state championship doesn’t make you psychic.”

      Irma harrumphed. “I knew Sarah was the one for your father. Without my meddling, they never would have ended up together.”

      “Whatever you say, Grandma.” Walker extended an arm. “Come on, Taylor, let’s go get you a drink.”

      Once I had wine to sip, I was introduced to Walker’s father, Andrew, who seemed like a kind man. He had a quiet strength about him, similar to Walker’s own. Dinner passed in joyful chaos, and I was surprised to find that it wasn’t difficult to be there.

      I had never experienced this kind of large family gathering before, one where people talked over and around one another, with three different conversations happening all at once. For as long as I could remember, it had only been my mom and me. My dad had left when I was two, and my mom’s parents had passed before I was born.

      I wondered what it would have been like to have a sibling to share the burden of the last couple of years with. Or a father who gave a shit. I’d never know.

      My life had never lacked in love, though. My mom worked herself to the bone to make sure I had everything a kid with two parents had. She was both mother and father. She was my everything.

      I felt tears burn the backs of my eyes as I stared at my coffee cup. A hand brushed my shoulder, and I was suddenly jolted back to the present moment. We had finished dinner and were sitting in the living room, chatting. I turned to see the hand’s owner. Walker. He studied me with an intensity that made me want to squirm in my seat. I knew he saw more than I wanted him to. Time to go.

      I forced a smile to my lips. “It’s getting late. I’d better get home. Thank you so much for dinner, it was delicious.”

      Sarah beamed. “Thank you for coming. You’re welcome anytime.”

      I rose from my seat, Walker doing the same.

      Irma cleared her throat. She was studying me in the same way her grandson did—like she recognized something in me that I didn’t want identified. “Walker, why don’t you follow Taylor home. Make sure she gets there all right.”

      My shoulders stiffened. “That isn’t necessary.”

      Sarah stood from her chair, crossing the space to take my coffee cup. “Actually, that’s a great idea. The roads on our property are so dark. It would make me feel a lot better if I knew you got home safely.”

      I was powerless against Sarah and her pleading eyes. I pressed my lips together and nodded.

      I said my goodbyes to the rest of the family and headed for the door. A hand pressed against my lower back, and heat flared to life, my body tightening in response. How was it that my brain knew Walker was nothing but trouble and heartache for me, but my body yearned for his touch? There was a magnetic pull between us that had me fighting against leaning into his hand, curling into his side, and nuzzling his neck.

      I dug my nails into my palms, hoping the pain would break the spell Walker wove around me. “Let’s go.” His voice was a low rumble, sending vibrations through my ear, and weaving his hold tighter around me.

      I sucked in a breath and moved forward. I tried to rush without looking like I was doing so. I wanted to create some distance between us. I didn’t want the heat of his palm kissing my skin. The problem was, I was about a foot shorter than Walker. No matter how fast my little legs moved, they couldn’t seem to escape Walker’s long, forceful strides.

      The walk to my car felt like an expedition up Everest, but we finally made it. I beeped my locks, and Walker opened my door. “Thank you.” It came out as a whisper.

      His gaze was intense on my face. “You’re welcome. Do you want me to lead or follow?”

      “Lead.” I was worried I’d drive off the road if I knew he was behind me, evaluating my driving, analyzing my face in the rearview mirror, seeing into my soul.

      “All right.” He gently shut the door.

      I tried to force myself not to hold the steering wheel too tightly. The night was almost over. As I followed Walker’s truck through the winding gravel road, I imagined the long, hot bath I’d take when I got home. How I’d let the steaming water relax the muscles that had wound tight from Walker’s stare and his touch.

      I clenched my thighs together in an attempt to relieve some pressure. This was ridiculous. I probably just needed to get laid. Maybe I’d find some tourist to heat up the sheets with when Jensen and I went out on Saturday. A tourist wouldn’t stick around, so there was no risk of anyone getting too close. Now that sounded like a good plan.

      Walker pulled into an open spot at the front of the cabin, and I hit the remote on my visor. The garage door opened. I prayed that Walker would stay in his car. But, of course, he didn’t. By the time I’d shut off my engine, he was opening my car door. I jumped in my seat.

      “Geez, give a girl a heart attack, why don’t you.”

      Walker let out a chuckle. “Just trying to be a gentleman.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Sure, you are.” He was trying to rile me. That’s what he was doing. He seemed to get some perverse pleasure out of pushing my buttons. I tightened my hold on my keys, the metal digging into my palm. “Can you please move so I can get out of my car?”

      He stepped back, but barely. And when I had to squeeze by him to get to the door, our entire bodies brushed. My eyes shot to his. There was heat blazing in his green depths. My heart quickened, and my breaths turned shallow. “I need to get inside.”

      He blinked a few times as if coming back to himself and then shook his head. “Sorry.” The one word had a bite to it, and his jaw tensed. He stepped back even farther, his fists opening and closing.

      His change in demeanor had my brows furrowing. I managed to nod but didn’t say anything, just ducked my chin and rushed inside, wondering what I’d done to piss Walker Cole off.
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      I slammed my truck’s door with enough force to send the entire vehicle rocking. I adjusted my jeans, attempting to relieve some of the pressure. My dick was hard enough to split wood. Fuck.

      I started the engine and hit the extra clicker to shut Taylor’s garage door. The attraction I felt for her was only growing, and I had no idea what to do about it. When her tight little body had brushed up against mine in the garage, I’d felt flames lick my skin.

      Honestly, it was freaking me out. What Julie and I had shared was a pure, innocent love. We were each other’s first everything. Bumbling and fumbling hands and bodies. Learning what each other liked and didn’t. It was perfect. But it wasn’t this fiery, living, breathing energy I felt coming to life with Taylor.

      It pissed me off. It was ridiculous for me to be angry at someone for turning me on in a way my dead girlfriend never had, but I was. I rolled down my window and let the chilly night air ease my temper and cool my overheated skin.

      I inhaled deeply. None of this mattered. What Taylor needed right now was a friend. And I wasn’t even sure she’d let me be that, let alone have more than friendship.

      Pulling up my gravel drive, I saw the darkened windows of an empty home. Was this how it would always be? Empty and dark?

      I switched off the engine and hopped down from the cab to make my way up my front porch steps. “Pull up a rocker, would ya?” The voice had me going for my gun on instinct. But I relaxed when my brain processed that it was my grandmother.

      “What in the world are you doing sitting here alone in the dark? And how in the hell did you get here?”

      “Oh, relax. I’m just enjoying looking at the night sky. And I took one of the golf carts.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh. “Grandma, you know you’re not supposed to be driving anymore. Do Mom and Dad even know you’re gone?”

      “Golf carts don’t count,” Grandma huffed.

      I took that to mean that my parents had no idea she wasn’t asleep in her bed at that moment. I sank into the rocker next to her. “So, what was so important you had to drag your ass out of bed and come all the way over here?”

      She shook her head. “I won’t have you sassing me, young man.”

      “Sorry, Grandma. Please, tell me what’s wrong.”

      “That’s better.” My grandmother was quiet for a few beats with only the noise of the rocker against the wood-planked porch and the night insects breaking the silence. “I’m worried about Taylor.”

      I stiffened, pausing the motion of my rocker. “Why?”

      “She’s grieving,” my grandmother said, pain in her voice.

      “How do you know that?” I hadn’t shared a word of what Austin had told me with anyone, not even my family.

      “I’ve been around the block a time or two. I know what grief looks like.”

      I reached out, taking my grandmother’s papery hand in my own. She would know. She’d lost a child at a young age, and a husband in her prime. She knew grief better than most. “I’m sorry, Gran.”

      “Thank you, hon. But this isn’t about me. I just hurt for her.”

      I tipped my rocker back and forth, staring out at the dark fields in front of me. “Her mom died a few months ago.”

      My grandma’s face crumpled. “Poor thing.”

      “And her dad is a fucking loser who abandoned her.” I sucked in a harsh breath, the cool night air burning my lungs. “She has almost no one.”

      “I was worried about that.” Gran paused again. “Someone needs to be there for that girl.” She eyed me meaningfully. “Knock down some of those walls. If she doesn’t let someone in, and soon, those barriers will petrify, and nothing and no one will get through.”

      My stomach tightened. “I don’t know if I’m the right—”

      “Of course, you are,” my grandmother said, the words forceful and resolute. Her tone softened. “I know you have your own weight to carry, but that’s exactly why you are the perfect person to get through those walls Taylor’s put up.”

      I listened to the blades of the rocker as they made contact with the wood planks below. “She’s most likely leaving in a year. Her friends want her to move back to LA. It’s taken me weeks to get her to share even one thing with me. I’m not sure there’s enough time.”

      Gran squeezed my hand. “No one knows what the future will hold, Walker. Just be her friend. Don’t let her push you away. Be there when the breakdown happens so you can help turn it into a breakthrough.”

      Be her friend. I could do that. I just needed to dull this simmering attraction. As we were around each other longer, it would surely begin to fade. I just had to ignore it until then. “All right, Gran. I’ll do my best.”

      “I know you will.” She smiled, her white teeth shining in the moonlight.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. Pulling it out, I grimaced at the screen.

      Caitlin: I’m sorry I overreacted. Please answer my calls. We can work this out. We are so good together.

      I typed out a reply.

      Me: I don’t think there’s anything left to talk about. You’ll find the right guy. It just isn’t me.

      I silenced my phone and shoved it back into my pocket. I couldn’t deal with Caitlin tonight on top of everything else.

      Grandma eyed me curiously. “Everything okay?”

      “Yup. Come on. I’ll drive you home.”

      “I wish you’d just let me take the golf cart.”

      “I’m a cop. I’d have to arrest you for driving without a license.”

      “Who knew I’d raise a grandson that would turn out to be a narc.”

      All I could do was chuckle.
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      A horn sounded from my driveway, and I slid my lip gloss into my clutch. Ready to go. I grabbed my keys off the hook by the door and headed out.

      Jensen let out a wolf whistle through her rolled-down window. “Girl, you look hot! Ready to meet some of the local talent?”

      I grinned as I opened the SUV’s door and hopped inside. “You know it.”

      Jensen executed a flawless three-point turn, saying, “I’m driving us there but leaving my car. Bryce said he’d drive us home.”

      “Bryce, huh?” I knew there was love brewing there.

      Jensen’s cheeks pinked. “We’re dating. God, it still feels weird to say that. It’s pretty new. I haven’t introduced him to Noah as a boyfriend or anything.”

      “He’s definitely sweet on you.” Warmth filled my chest. I was happy that Jensen had someone who made her blush at the mention of his name. “This also means I get my pick of all the guys tonight. You really are the perfect wing-woman.”

      She chuckled. “You’re so lucky to have me in your corner. And since I’ve lived here my whole life, I know everyone’s dirty little secrets. I’ll pick you out some winners.”

      “You’re an angel sent to Earth just for me.”

      “You know it. I may not be looking to hook up, but I am looking to have a couple cocktails. I even wrangled Walker into feeding my horses in the morning so I don’t have to get up early.”

      “Your horses?” I’d seen various horses in the fields as I drove between my cabin and the ranch house but hadn’t thought much about them. They were pretty to look at, but as a vertically-challenged person, climbing on top of large creatures and galloping at top speeds didn’t really appeal to me.

      Jensen’s eyes lit with a passion and love I’d rarely seen. “Haven’t I told you? I have rescue horses.”

      “Rescue horses?”

      “Yup. There is a herd of wild horses not far from here, but sometimes, horses need to be brought out of the wild for health or injury reasons. I take them in. I help rehab them if I can, and I’ve even trained a few to be ridden.”

      “Wow. That’s amazing. How many do you have?”

      “Right now, twenty. But I may be getting another in a few weeks.”

      “Twenty horses? Who helps you take care of them?”

      “Dad lets me mooch some of the ranch hands for the real labor-intensive work, but I do most of the daily stuff myself.” She drummed her fingers against the steering wheel to the beat of the country tune on the radio. “Well, with Tessa’s help.”

      “She helps you take care of the horses?”

      Jensen grinned. “She’s a wisp of a thing, but she’s a hard worker.”

      “She’s really kind.” I flashed back to Tessa’s gentle comfort during my panic attack.

      “The kindest.” Jensen’s face grew serious. “I don’t know her story, but someone hurt that girl. She came to Sutter Lake about a year ago and applied for a job at the Kettle. Barely said two words in the interview, but I couldn’t say no. She lives above the shop and helps me with the horses as her rent payment.”

      My stomach pitched at the idea of someone hurting Tessa, but the pieces seemed to fit. “I’m glad you gave her a place to stay.”

      “Me, too. She has a special way with the horses, especially one that was hurt real bad. They bonded when no one else could reach the mare. Tessa nursed her back to health.”

      “That’s incredible.” What would it feel like to have that kind of connection with another creature?

      Jensen swung her SUV into the saloon parking lot. It was already almost full, but she found a spot towards the back. “Let’s do this.”

      We made our way through the swinging double doors. Music poured out into the night, and a frisson of excitement teased my belly.

      Jensen grabbed my hand and led me through a packed crowd towards an equally busy bar. She waved at one of the bartenders, a stocky but handsome man, who gestured back and pointed to the end of the bar. “Hey, Little J, what’ll it be?”

      Jensen’s face scrunched in distaste at the nickname. “When will you stop calling me that?”

      The bartender chuckled. “Oh, about a quarter till never.”

      Jensen shook her head. “Yeah, yeah. How about four tequila shots to start us off?”

      Both my and the bartender’s eyes bulged. “Jensen—” I started.

      “Not messing around tonight, huh, Little J? Your brother know you’re here?” the bartender asked.

      Jensen’s hands went to her hips. “John. I am over twenty-one years of age, I do not need your or my brother’s permission to drink tequila.”

      John’s lips pressed together in what seemed to be an attempt not to laugh. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll get on those shots right away.”

      I tugged on Jensen’s arm. “I don’t know if shots are such a good idea for me. I don’t have the highest alcohol tolerance.”

      She sent me a reassuring grin. “Don’t worry. We’ll just shoot these and then get water bottles to take on the dance floor with us.”

      I caved to the peer pressure. “Oh, all right.”

      John re-emerged with four shots, lime wedges, and salt. “Here you ladies go.” His eyes traveled down the length of my body. “I don’t think I’ve met you before. I’m John.”

      I took his outstretched hand, shaking it. “Taylor.”

      Jensen grabbed two shot glasses, handing me one. “Taylor just moved into the guest cabin a few weeks ago.”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you. I gotta get back to work, but maybe I can buy you a drink when my shift’s over?”

      “We’ll see,” I teased. He grinned and headed for the opposite end of the bar.

      “Come on,” Jensen said. “Down the hatch.”
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      “Down the hatch” were Jensen’s and my famous last words. The country tunes blared from the bar’s speakers as Jensen and I twirled around the dance floor in fits of hysterical giggles. This was a blast. Why didn’t I go out more?

      On my last twirl, I ran smack into a wall of muscle. “Hey there, Short-stack,” a deep voice said as hands grasped my arms in an attempt to steady me.

      I tipped my head back and found vibrant green eyes staring down at me. “Whoa. You’re pretty.”

      His lips quirked. “Pretty, huh?”

      I nodded. Jensen tugged my hand. “Let her go, Walker. We have more dancing to do.”

      Walker chuckled. “I think you two are done for the night. Bryce is right behind me.”

      Jensen perked up at that, and I spotted Bryce’s sandy brown head making his way towards Jensen. She launched herself at him and, luckily, he caught her. She then proceeded to plant a long, hot kiss on the man’s lips.

      “Shit. I do not need to see that, guys,” Walker grumbled.

      I giggled as Bryce slowly set Jensen down on her feet. “Sorry about that, Walk,” he said. Bryce’s eyes then turned to me, a warm smile in place. “Nice to see you again, Taylor.”

      “You, too.” My body wavered, and Walker slipped an arm around my waist to keep me upright. Shit. Shots were such a bad idea. Walker’s arm felt warm and comforting around me. I burrowed into his side, suddenly feeling very sleepy.

      “I’m going to take her home. Can you handle J?” Walker’s voice rumbled against the cheek I had pressed to his chest.

      “Yeah. No problem, man. I’ll see you later,” Bryce’s voice came as if from far away.

      “Drive safe,” Walker instructed.

      My eyes opened as Bryce said, “I will. Precious cargo.”

      “You got that right.”

      Walker ushered me towards the exit, and I called over my shoulder, “Bye, J! So. Much. Fun.” I punctuated each of the last words with a fist in the air. I could hear Jensen’s laughter even over the crowd.

      Walker propelled me forward. “Come on, let’s go.”

      The cool night air was a jolt to my system, sending any desire for sleep fleeing. I shivered. Walker must have felt the movement because he slipped off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders.

      I inhaled deeply. The scent of the coat was a mixture of his woodsy cologne and something uniquely Walker. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Walker opened the door to his truck and helped me into the seat in silence, but each brush of his hand sent tingles shooting across my skin. When he leaned across to buckle my seatbelt, my entire body trembled.

      “Still cold?” he asked.

      I shook my head, not trusting my voice.

      He studied my face but said nothing, just shut the door and rounded the truck.

      The ride home was silent. I spun my ring in circles on my finger and nibbled at the corner of my lip.

      Walker pulled into the cabin’s drive, then shut off the truck and came around to open my door. “Come on, let’s get you inside so you can catch some shuteye.”

      He helped me down, and we made our way to the front porch. Two steps up, I turned, leaving me face-to-face with Walker and his gorgeous eyes. “Thanks for taking me home.”

      “Anytime. I’m glad you let your guard down enough to have a little fun.”

      “I don’t have my guard up.”

      Walker’s head fell back and he let loose that same laugh I’d heard that day at the saloon, back when I didn’t even know his name. “Oh, honey, your guard is up so high, you can’t even see over it.” His face grew serious. “But, maybe one of these days, you’ll lower it enough to see that letting people really know you isn’t the worst thing.”

      My breaths came in shallow bursts. Heat flared in Walker’s eyes as his gaze dropped to my mouth. Fuck it. I closed the distance between us.

      My lips met his in a hesitant caress that soon turned hungry. His tongue parted my lips, and I tasted a hint of bitterness left behind by a beer. My lower belly clenched as his hand drifted to my neck, tangling in my hair. I pushed my body flush against his, needing more contact, more of his body, more of anything to do with him.

      Suddenly, the hand on my neck was gone, and there were two on my shoulders, pushing me back. “I can’t. This is a bad idea.”

      I blinked rapidly, still a little dazed from the mixture of booze and lust. “Why not?”

      Walker roughly ran a hand through his thick, dark hair. “For one, you’re drunk.” I’m not that drunk, I thought petulantly. “And two…” His voice trailed off as if he were searching for the right words. “The timing isn’t right.” My spine stiffened. “Don’t get me wrong, you’re gorgeous.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, tasting blood. “I get it.” I turned on my heel and headed up the stairs.

      “Taylor…”

      “Thanks for the ride,” I called without turning around. I quickly fumbled for my key, unlocking the door with a speed and dexterity I should not have possessed given how much tequila I had consumed that evening. I was through the door before Walker could say another word.

      I knew an excuse when I heard it. I knew when I wasn’t wanted.

      I flipped the lock and then sank to the floor, my back against the door. The cool wood was a balm to my overheated, traitorous skin. I hugged my knees to my chest.

      I was alone. Just like I was meant to be. Everyone left, whether it was by choice or not. It was better to be alone from start to finish. Tears tracked down my cheeks. “I miss you, Mom.” The words were the faintest whisper. “I miss you so fucking much.”
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      Pound, pound, pound. The noise at my door mirrored the beating in my skull. “Hold your freaking horses, I’ll be right there,” I bellowed in the direction of the front door.

      I rolled to a seated position on the couch where I had fallen asleep the night before. Apparently, my bedroom twenty feet away was simply too far. I was still wearing my outfit from my night out, and I was sure my mascara had run down my face. Shit. I got to my feet, steadying myself on the back of the couch when the world turned on its axis a bit.

      When the living room had righted itself, I headed towards the front door. “Who is it?” I called when I was two feet away.

      “It’s your partner in crime,” Jensen yelled through the door.

      A grin stretched across my face, and I pulled open the door. Jensen stood there, holding two cups of coffee balanced on top of what looked like a box of donuts. “Thought you might need a pick-me-up,” she said as she brushed past me, making a beeline for the kitchen.

      I followed her and the scent of caffeine. “You really are an angel sent from Heaven.”

      Jensen waved a hand in front of her face as she opened the box of goodies with the other. “I know, I know.” She took a bite of a glazed donut as she studied me. “You look like shit,” she said while chewing. “What happened to you?”

      The color drained from my face as it all came flooding back. Tequila shots. Dance floor. Walker. Walker’s lips. Oh, shit.

      “Taylor. Taylor! What the hell? Are you okay?” I blinked as Jensen came into focus. She was standing right in front of me now, hand on my elbow.

      “I think I might have fucked up last night.” Complete understatement. More like I made a total fool of myself.

      Jensen’s brows raised. “What are you talking about?”

      I twisted my ring, my stomach roiling. “I might have made a pass at your brother.” I covered my face with my hands, unable to watch Jensen’s reaction.

      “That is awesome!”

      I peeked at her through my fingers. “How in the world is that awesome?”

      Jensen looked confused. “I love the idea of you two together. Did you think I’d be mad or something?”

      I dropped my hands to my sides. “He rejected me. Nothing happened.” Nothing but a soul-searing kiss I’d never forget.

      Her face fell. “Dang it. He is such a freaking idiot sometimes.”

      Now it was my turn to look perplexed. “What are you talking about?”

      She took a sip of her coffee. “He likes you. I can tell.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Jensen hadn’t seen how Walker had shoved me away.

      Jensen’s gaze dropped to her coffee cup as she nibbled on her lower lip. “Listen, Walker was almost engaged once.”

      I sucked in a breath, a weird stab of jealousy hitting my chest.

      “Growing up, Walker was always about Julie. He was head over heels for her from the time he was ten years old and she was nine. He gave her everything from that age on, too. See, she had a crappy home life—single mom who cared more about getting drunk and laid. Jules spent most of her time at our house, and Walker looked out for her like she was spun gold.”

      I swallowed against my dry-as-a-desert throat. “What happened?”

      Jensen’s jaw got tight. “They dated all through high school and the first year he was off at college. They were planning a life together. Walker even had a ring, but he wanted to wait until after graduation to give it to her.”

      Jensen gripped the counter, her knuckles going white. “The week before graduation, she went missing. Her mom didn’t even report it. It was Walker who called the school to see if she was there when she didn’t answer his calls.”

      My heart thudded against my ribs. I kept seeing Walker’s lips pressed against the headstone in my mind.

      “Walker left Portland and came down to help search. He was out of his mind with worry. Two weeks later, they found her body. They never caught the guy who did it.” Tears filled Jensen’s eyes. “It’s why Walker’s a cop. He blamed himself for a long time, for not being here to protect her. He decided he would be there to protect others, make sure there weren’t other crimes that went unsolved like this one did.”

      I reached out and squeezed Jensen’s hand. “I’m so sorry, J.” She’d lost Julie, too. My heart ached for her, but it cracked for Walker. He’d lost the love of his life.

      Jensen shook her head. “He’s drawn to you, Taylor, but he’s never gotten serious with anyone since Julie. He thinks he had his one shot at love and now has to settle for companionship at best. It’s so dumb.”

      My chest tightened. “I don’t know about him being drawn to me. I’m not going to lie, there’s an attraction there, but I think it was more a case of mixed signals than anything else.” She looked doubtful. “Honestly, I’m just embarrassed. I was drunk, and I made a fool of myself.” That much was true.

      “Whatever you want to believe.” She paused for a moment, studying my face. “I think you two would be good for each other. Even if it isn’t a forever thing.”

      The idea of letting Walker into my life in that way, only to watch him go, had panic licking through my veins with such ferocity that I had to grip the counter to steady myself. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      Jensen held up both hands. “Okay. I won’t meddle. Promise.”

      I forced a small smile. “Thank you.”

      She went back to the donuts. “Let’s get to work on curing that hangover. What’s your poison?”

      I studied the box. “Got any Boston Cream in there?”

      “Girl after my own heart. I’ve got two.”

      She handed me the vanilla custard-filled concoction, and I took a large bite. It tasted like ambrosia. But as the donut settled in my stomach, a shudder swept through me. It could have been the remnants of the tequila, but something told me it had more to do with Walker Cole.
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      She had been swimming for at least two hours. Her strokes were vicious as if she were attacking the water. I’d been watching her since I arrived at my parents’ house, just sitting in one of the worn leather reading chairs that sat in front of the large window that looked out over the backyard and the surrounding fields.

      While her swim was aggressive tonight, Taylor’s body still seemed sleek and smooth. Her long legs propelled her forward with surprising speed. I traced her body with my gaze the way I wanted to with my tongue. A flash of her taste filled my mouth, and I bit back a groan.

      I had slept like shit last night, tossing and turning. When I finally fell asleep, my dreams were filled with blonde hair and blue-gray eyes.

      I stood, the chair legs scraping against the wooden floor. I wasn’t going to let her swim until she passed out. I grabbed a bottle of water and headed out the back door.

      I stepped to the edge of the pool so she’d catch sight of me. My lumbering frame did the trick, and her head popped up as she reached the wall. She lifted the goggles from her red face. “Hey.”

      “You’re done,” I barked.

      Her hands went to her hips as she stood in the shallow water. Liquid ran down her face to her neck, kissing her collarbone and then dipping between her breasts. My pants got tighter. Shit.

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      “You’ve been swimming for over two hours, it’s time for you to call it quits.”

      Taylor’s face hardened. “Have you been watching me?”

      I fisted my hands. “I’ve been enjoying a beer at my parents’ house and couldn’t help but notice that you’ve been racing up and down the length of the pool like you’re running from Satan himself.”

      She scowled. “It takes you two hours to drink a beer?”

      “Not all of us are lushes.” I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. Taylor’s face reddened even further. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I’ve just had a shitty day.” And I had. Between thoughts of Taylor distracting me, relentless texts from Caitlin, and still being unable to find the missing hiker or the woman from Willow Creek, I was about ready to snap.

      Taylor ran her tongue across her bottom lip. My teeth clenched. “Can we just forget that last night happened? I was wasted, I had no idea what I was doing.”

      Those molars of mine ground even harder together. It was for the best to play along. To let Taylor believe I bought the I-was-just-drunk act. “Of course. Come on, hop out of the pool, and I’ll feed you dinner.” She blinked up at me. “I know you didn’t eat before a swim like that one.”

      When I went for a run to clear my head that morning, I’d had a little come-to-Jesus talk with myself. I wasn’t going to hold myself back from Taylor. That sultry mix of fire and ice that flowed through her just called to me. Ignoring it was stupid. I wanted to be her friend. I wanted to soothe some of those hurts and show her that a full life had plenty of risks, but those gambles were what made the journey worth taking.

      But I knew if I wanted her in a way that wasn’t just a quick tumble in the sheets that ended with her kicking me to the curb, I would have to move at a snail’s pace. I could go as slow as I needed to.

      Taylor said nothing, just continued to study me. I cleared my throat. “Look, I’d really like it if we could try to be friends.” I felt like a five-year-old asking someone to play with me at recess—a jumble of nerves and anxiety.

      She turned her head to look out at the darkening fields, and I held my breath, hoping she’d stay. Moments passed before Taylor returned her gaze to me. “Okay.”

      “To friendship or food?”

      A small smile tipped her lips. “Both?”

      The tightness between my shoulder blades eased, relief coursing through me. I reached a hand down to help her out of the pool. Water splashed, and then she was standing in front of me. I grabbed her towel from the lounge chair and wrapped it around her shoulders. A shiver coursed through her, and I rubbed her arms. “Let’s get you inside.”

      She nodded, saying nothing as we walked up the stone path to the back door. I cleared my throat as we stood in the kitchen. “I’ll show you to the guest room, and you can shower and change while I fix you something to eat.”

      Taylor’s eyebrow quirked. “You cook?”

      I smirked. “I do. But in this case, I’ll just be heating up leftovers.” My parents had taken my grandma, Jensen, and Noah out to dinner, but I hadn’t been up for a crowded restaurant after my crappy day.

      “You’re full of surprises, Cole.” She was still uncertain around me after last night’s events, but we were slowly finding our way back to normal.

      I led her towards one of the downstairs guest rooms. “Here you go,” I said, opening the door. “There are towels and soap in the bathroom. Do you need anything else?”

      “Nope. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I shut the door on her towel-clad form, fighting the desire to follow her into the shower.  I shook my head and turned towards the kitchen.

      I busied myself heating up last night’s lasagna and reciting baseball stats in my head. Before long, I heard soft footfalls on the hardwood floor. Turning around, I took in Taylor, pink-faced and freshly showered. Her wet hair was piled on top of her head, and she was wearing short-shorts and a t-shirt that clung to her petite yet curvy frame.

      It was apparent that she wasn’t wearing a bra. My gaze zeroed in on a pair of perky little nips, and I ground my teeth together so hard, pain shot through my jaw. “Do you want to borrow a sweatshirt? It’s pretty chilly.”

      She flushed. “Yeah, that’d be great.”

      I jerked my head in a nod and went in search of one of my high school football hoodies in my old room. Finding a worn, gray one, I returned to the kitchen to see Taylor nibbling on her thumbnail. “Here you go.” My voice was rough, even to my own ears.

      “Thanks, not just for this, but for dinner too.” She slipped the sweatshirt over her head. It almost came to her knees, meaning it looked like she could be naked underneath.

      I imagined sliding a hand up one of her tanned legs to find her bare beneath. Fuck. I had to stop. “You’re welcome.” It came out half choked. Grabbing an oven mitt, I pulled the two plates out of the oven. “Hope you like lasagna.”

      “Love it.” Taylor’s eyes sparkled when she said it, in a way that told me she did indeed love food. “Can I get us drinks?”

      “Sure,” I called as I made my way to the dining table. “Help yourself to anything in the fridge and grab me a beer.”

      “Got it.” I placed our plates across from each other just as she returned with a beer and a bottle of water. “Thanks.”

      “This looks amazing,” Taylor said as she sat.

      “Tastes even better.”

      She took her first bite and moaned. Fucking moaned. I choked on my drink. Her eyes looked panicked for a moment. “Are you okay?”

      I coughed, then got out, “Yeah, fine. Just a little beer down the wrong pipe.”

      “This is delicious. Even better than my favorite Italian restaurant in LA.”

      “Gran will be happy to hear that. It’s her recipe.”

      “Impressive.”

      I took a pull on my beer. “I have a favor to ask.”

      Taylor sent a quizzical look my way. “What?”

      “You used to be a teacher, right?”

      She tensed but answered. “Yes.”

      “I was wondering if you could help Noah with his reading. His teacher thinks he’s a little behind. We’ve been trying to read with him more, get him to sound out words and stuff, but he’s still struggling.” Noah did need a little help, but I might have been exaggerating things as an excuse to have Taylor around more.

      Taylor twisted the bottle of water by her plate. “What grade is he in this year?”

      “First.”

      “I don’t know. I taught fifth grade, it’s pretty different.”

      I could see the apprehension in her eyes, the desire to run, to isolate. She didn’t want the Cole family any closer than we already were. I pushed. I had to. “But you learned the basics of how to teach reading, right?”

      “Yes…” She let the word trail off.

      “It would be a huge help. And I know it would mean a lot to Jensen.” I went for the death blow that I knew would mean her agreement. “Being a single mom, she needs all the help we can give her. It’s a lot to have on a single pair of shoulders.”

      Taylor stared me down. “You don’t fight fair.”

      I popped a crispy corner of lasagna into my mouth. “Nope. I fight to win.”
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      Balancing a pile of books at least a foot high, I reached out and knocked on the Cole family’s front door. I had spent the past week brushing up on reading techniques and going in search of books that might entice Noah. I had to admit, this project had reminded me why I had decided to go into teaching in the first place. Maybe it was time to think about going back to work.

      The door swung open, and Sarah appeared. “Oh, my goodness. Let me help you with those.” She slid the top half of my book pile into her own grasp. “Well, you’ve certainly come prepared. I’m afraid your student is sulking in the study. He’s not too excited about this.”

      I followed her inside. “Hopefully, these books will help.” Sarah sent me a quizzical look. “Part of getting a child excited about reading is giving them a wide variety of material about subjects they’re interested in. I asked Jensen to fill me in on the things he loves. So, lots of books on airplanes, fighter pilots, animals, and even a children’s biography about Muhammed Ali.”

      Sarah beamed. “This is wonderful. I can’t thank you enough for doing this.”

      I returned her smile. “I’m happy to help. We’ll start off with shorter sessions. Maybe thirty minutes, a break, and then another thirty?”

      “That sounds perfect. I’ll be in the kitchen, working on some cookies. They should be just about ready in time for your break.”

      “That’s great. A little reward for hard work is always good. Also, it would help to have everyone in the family read to him as much as possible. Instilling the habit now and seeing his family enjoy the activity will go a long way.”

      Sarah nodded. “We can do that. Jensen always reads to him before bed, but we can start doing some reading during the day, too.”

      “That should help. Reading before bed is wonderful, but it’s also when Noah is most tired. Picking up a book when he has more energy to focus will help him to retain more of what he learns.”

      “That makes a lot of sense. Come on, I’ll show you to the study.”

      Sarah led the way to a pair of glass French doors and swung them open as she revealed not a study but a gorgeous library. The room was large and housed floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on every wall except one—the one dominated by a large bay window. There were worn and cozy-looking chairs and a couch that just begged you to curl up on it with a good book. “This is incredible,” I whispered.

      Sarah patted my shoulder gently. “You’re welcome to come over and read anytime you’d like.”

      I chuckled. “Careful what you offer, with a room like this, you might never get rid of me.”

      She smiled in return and then turned to Noah, who was sitting in one of the chairs facing the window, clearly sulking. “Noah, Taylor is here.” He said nothing. Sarah sat the books she was holding down on a side table. “Noah Nolan Cole, you know that isn’t how we treat guests. You get your cute little butt over here before the count of three, or no TV tonight.”

      Noah slowly rose, dragging his feet as he walked over to us. “Hi, Tay Tay.”

      I had to hold my cheeks taut to fight the grin that wanted to appear. He was so freaking adorable. “Hey there, Noah.” Turning my head to Sarah, I said, “You can go. I’ve got this.”

      Sarah looked skeptical but headed out, and towards the kitchen. I placed my stack of books on the side table and got down to eye level with Noah. “This stinks, huh?”

      Noah’s eyes flared in surprise, then uncertainty filled his gaze. “Yeah…”

      “Here’s the thing, I’m always going to be straight with you, okay?”

      “Okay…” He fidgeted with the toy plane in his hands, unsure of where I was going with the conversation.

      “I love reading.” Noah’s face closed down. “But not everyone does.”

      “I like TV and playing outside.”

      “Those are both super awesome things, and I like them, too.” Noah’s face brightened. “But, sometimes, we have to do things we don’t want to do.” Noah’s lip jutted out in a pout. “I will do everything I can to make reading as fun as possible for you, but at the end of the day, we just gotta get through it, okay?”

      Silence.

      “I’m also a firm believer in rewarding myself after I do something I don’t want to do. So, how about after our first exercise, we get some of the cookies your grandma is making? And after the second one, we play outside?”

      Noah’s eyes traveled from me to the piles of books and back again. “Oh, all right.”

      I patted my knees and rose. “Great. First things first, I want you to pick out a book you think you might like to read.”

      Noah studied the titles without actually touching the books. Then, he hesitantly reached out, slowly flipping through his options. My heart warmed as I saw his interest pique. He stopped on a yellow one. He looked up, his eyes wide. “Is this one about a fighter?”

      A grin pulled at my lips. “It is. Have you ever heard of Muhammad Ali?”

      “No. Who is he?”

      I took a seat on the couch and patted the cushion next to me. Noah joined me. “He is one of the greatest boxers to ever live. Think you might want to know a little more about him?”

      “Yes,” Noah breathed reverently.

      “Awesome. Let’s do this.”

      The next thirty minutes flew by. There were a fair number of bumps in the road, but all in all, things went well. Noah was motivated enough by wanting to learn about the boxer that he pushed through the frustration of not knowing certain words. I taught him how he could use the surrounding words in a sentence that he did know to figure out the ones he didn’t.

      He would be flying through books in no time. “You did great, Noah.”

      He gave me a shy smile. “I guess it wasn’t so bad.”

      “I’m glad. Now, how about some cookies? I think I can smell them from here.”

      “Yes!” Noah cheered, sending one little fist into the air.

      “Let’s go.” I followed behind Noah as he charged from the study towards the kitchen, laughing softly as I went.

      Sarah was standing at the counter, working on her next batch of dough while the first batch of cookies sat on the cooling rack. “How’d it go?” she asked Noah.

      “Great,” he called, skidding to a stop next to her.

      “Hop on up here, and you can lick the beater.” A grin spread over Noah’s face, and Sarah bent to lift him up onto the counter. Handing him a beater from the mixer, she tapped his nose, leaving a dusting of flour there. “There you go.”

      A memory slammed into me so hard it stole all the air from my lungs. My chest burned as I saw my own mother standing in front of me while I sat on the counter, swinging my legs back and forth.

      “One for my girl, and one for me,” my mother said with a smile.

      “And maybe a spoonful of batter for me?” I asked, eyes wide with hope.

      My mom let out a laugh. “At this rate, you’ll never go to sleep.”

      I smiled widely, showing my missing front tooth. “But it’ll be worth it.”

      “It just might,” she said, tapping my nose and leaving a trail of flour in her wake that tickled my sinuses.

      Sarah’s voice dragged me back into the present moment. “Taylor, are you all right?”

      I could feel the lack of blood in my head and knew I needed air. “Yeah,” I croaked. “I just need some fresh air for a minute.” Sarah initially looked like she might go with me, but I held up a hand. “I’ll be right back.”

      She nodded hesitantly, and I rushed out the back door. I made a beeline for the pool, toeing off my sandals and submerging my feet in the cool water as I sat. My heart clenched in a rhythm of quick spasms that wouldn’t let up, and tears leaked from my eyes. I didn’t lift a hand to brush them away.

      The pain was so real, dug in so deeply, I knew I would never be able to get it out. I battled with the thought of whether I ever wanted it to. Because digging out that pain would mean forgetting my mom. I would deal with this soul-crushing, panic-inducing pain every day for the rest of my life if it meant keeping her fresh in my mind.

      I gripped the edge of the pool harder, trying to get my heartbeat under control. Willing it to relax. I jolted as someone sat down next to me. It took me a moment to recognize Walker through my blurry vision.

      I quickly wiped at my face to rid it of tears. It was useless because they just kept coming. It wasn’t the kind of crying where you sobbed and heaved. It was the silent kind. The kind where you just had so many emotions inside of you, they had to leak out somewhere.

      Walker wrapped an arm around me. I tried to escape it, but he only held me more firmly to him. “Don’t. You’re going to let me be here for you right now.”

      The tears and heart pangs kept right on coming. Walker squeezed my arm. “Let it out. You have to stop holding it all in.”

      I let the tears flow heavier then, allowed my heart to beat unchecked. Walker kept his arm around me through it all. Finally, the tears waned, my breaths slowed, and I came back to myself. “I’m so sorry—” I started to say, cheeks flushing.

      “Don’t you dare apologize.” His voice cracked like a whip. I slammed my lips together. “You don’t have to apologize for feeling deeply. You lost someone who meant the world to you.”

      I blinked up at him. “You know?”

      “It wouldn’t have taken a genius to figure it out, but Austin told me.”

      I gritted my teeth. “He shouldn’t have. That wasn’t his information to share.”

      “Taylor. I spent all of two hours with your friends, but it only took fifteen minutes for me to see how much they love you.” I let out a slow breath, knowing he was right. “And they’re worried about you.”

      “I know they are.” I stared at the rippling water, watching it shimmer in the sunlight. “Does your family know?”

      Walker gave my arm another squeeze. “Just my grandma. But I can tell the others if you want…so you don’t have to.”

      “Might be a good idea. So your mom doesn’t think I’m a crazy person.”

      Another squeeze. “She doesn’t. She’s worried about you, too.”

      I grimaced. “I’ll have to apologize for freaking out on her.”

      “I told you, you don’t have to apologize. What happened?”

      I let out a shuddered breath. “I–I just–Sarah was baking…and something reminded me of my mom.”

      He pulled me tighter against him, and a rush of warmth filled me. I felt safe. For the first time in a long time, I felt protected from all the overwhelming feelings. And that terrified me. “Do you want to tell me about it?” he asked.

      I stiffened beside him. “I don’t like to talk about her.”

      He tipped my face up so our eyes met. “Remember her. Sharing her with others might help you heal. Tell me a memory you have that makes you ridiculously happy.”

      I put up a mental wall to the onslaught of images that wanted to fill my mind. I shook my head. “Even the happy memories…they break my heart.”

      “Still gotta let yourself experience them. Then, maybe one day, you won’t cry because of what you’ve lost, you’ll smile because of what you had.”

      His words landed with a thud in my gut. “That might be true, but I don’t know if I’m ready to talk about her yet.”

      “Well, whenever you are, I’ll be here to listen.”

      “Thank you.” It was another of those moments. But this time, alcohol wasn’t skewing my perceptions. There was definitely heat in those green depths staring down at me. His eyes dipped to my lips. My breath caught. His arm tightened around me.

      A vibration sent us jumping apart. “Shit.” Walker reached into his pocket. “My phone.”

      It was then that I realized that Walker had sat down next to me, submerging his shoes and pant legs in the water. He hadn’t taken the time to even slip off his shoes and roll up his jeans. He’d seen me hurting and didn’t delay to bring me comfort. My stomach dipped with a mixture of joy and fear.

      “Cole,” he clipped into the phone, rising to his feet. “Shit. Really? Okay, I’ll be there in about thirty. Did you let Tuck and Forest Service know?” Silence. “Okay, thanks.”

      I got to my feet, studying the hard set of Walker’s jaw. “Everything okay?”

      “Not really. A couple of hikers found a body in the woods. I gotta get out there, head up the investigation.”

      My entire body went ramrod straight. How could I have let myself forget? Walker was a cop. His job was dangerous. Potentially lethal. I fought down the panic. “Be careful.” My voice sounded stilted.

      Walker’s eyes roamed my face. “Always am.”

      “Good,” I replied.

      I headed back to the house, and Walker headed towards danger.
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      The sun shone down, casting shadows in leafy patterns across the ground as I made my way up the hiking trail. It was a haul from the trailhead, and I was thankful that I’d stopped at home to change out of my wet jeans and to pick up my hiking boots. Several officers appeared as I rounded a bend in the path.

      “Hey, Walker,” Greg called.

      I flipped my ballcap around so the brim wasn’t obstructing my vision. “Hey. Fill me in.”

      “It’s a gnarly one. Husband and wife were out here from Portland. Thought they’d take in a little nature during their weekend of R&R.” I bit back a sigh. Greg, still green, was known for his long-windedness. “The wife needed to take a leak and headed about thirty feet off the trail. Nearly popped a squat right on the body. She and the husband called it in.”

      “Crime techs here?”

      “Arrived just before you. First glance, looks like it might be our missing hiker.”

      “Shit.” I had been hoping for a much better outcome than this one. “Animal attack?”

      Greg swiped sweat from his brow. “They can’t say for sure yet. The animals have definitely been at her, but no idea if that’s cause of death.”

      I jerked my chin in a nod. “Take me to her.”

      Greg stepped off the trail and led me south. Voices sounded from up ahead. My stomach roiled at my first glimpse of the body. There wasn’t much left of the poor girl to use for identification. Just a crumpled mass of flesh and bone, torn apart by scavengers. I took a breath through my mouth to avoid the stench in the air.

      I flashed back to another body found in the woods a decade ago. Julie’s sweet smile burst to life in my mind. Her life stolen from her. From me. My fists clenched as I pushed the memories back.

      I forced myself to study the crime scene. Guess the path the hiker might have taken. Search for any signs of a bear or cougar. My eyes caught on strands of blonde hair. They were matted in patches, stained a red-brown from blood. This time, it wasn’t Julie I saw but Taylor’s golden-blonde tresses.

      Shaking my head to clear it, I asked the crime techs, “What do we know?”

      Bryant straightened from his crouched position and handed me a small, clear evidence bag. “It’s the hiker.”

      I pressed my lips together, studying the ID. Lucy Gaines. Age twenty-two. From Seattle, Washington. Gone way too fucking soon. I turned to Greg. “Call the station, let them know we have a preliminary ID, but I don’t want the family notified until the medical examiner confirms. All right?”

      “You got it, Deputy Chief.” Greg turned on his heel and headed back towards the trail.

      I met Bryant’s gaze. “I know it’s not your job, but any thoughts on cause of death before the M.E. gets here?”

      Bryant glanced back towards the body. “I’m not sure, but I don’t think it was an animal.”

      I raised my brows, studying the carnage. “You sure about that?”

      “I can’t be sure of anything until the M.E. says so, but I think there would be more blood if an animal had made the kill. The corpse has been destroyed by scavengers, but there’s a lack of blood in most of the tissue.”

      I nodded, wondering if the woman could have been injured while hiking or if something more sinister was at play. A rustling sounded behind me, and I turned to see Tuck heading towards me in his Forest Service uniform. “Greg said it’s the hiker.”

      “Unfortunately. What took you so long to get here?” I asked.

      Tuck worked his jaw. “I was tracking a poacher when the call came in, so I couldn’t exactly hop in my car.” Tuck was an expert tracker, a skill that had been passed down through his family for generations. “You just got here, didn’t you?”

      “I wasn’t trying to give you shit, I was just curious.”

      Tuck shook his head. “Sorry, I’m in a crap mood. A hunter’s  been trapping in areas of the forest he shouldn’t, but every time I feel like I’m getting close, he slips away.”

      “Sorry, man, that sucks. You’ll find him. Give yourself a little time.”

      I filled Tuck in on the little I knew while we waited for the M.E. “She was so young,” Tuck said.

      “I know,” I echoed as I saw the medical examiner making her way off the trail. Tuck and I made a beeline to help her with her gear.

      “I love working around Sutter Lake, the men here are always such gentlemen.”

      Both Tuck and I chuckled, but it was Tuck who spoke. “We try our best, ma’am.”

      “Maybe draw the line at ma’am. Call me Carly.”

      “All right, Carly.”

      As soon as Carly spotted the body, she switched into professional mode, throwing questions at the techs and Greg, who had been the first officer on the scene. Then, she got to work, doing all sorts of things I knew nothing about. It became a waiting game.

      Tuck and I did our best to survey the area, but between the hikers who had discovered the body tromping around, and law enforcement trekking through, there was little to be gained.

      “Fellas,” Carly called. “You might want to come take a look at this.” We rushed back over. “I believe I’ve found cause of death.” She held up a relatively small-caliber rifle bullet between the tongs of a pair of tweezers.

      Tuck cursed under his breath as I studied the bullet. “Definitely not an animal attack.”

      I pulled my gaze away from the bullet. “Hunter hunting illegally? Maybe your poacher?”

      Tuck’s jaw looked hard as granite. “Could be,” he gritted out. “I’ve been wondering if I should pay a visit to Frank Pardue.”

      “It might not be a bad idea. I can go with you if you want.” Frank was a coot of an older guy who lived in a cabin with no running water or electricity. While technically on the edge of national forest land, it had been grandfathered in because it was passed down from generation to generation in the guy’s family.

      “I can handle Frank,” Tuck said through gritted teeth.

      “He’s always pissing and moaning about not being able to hunt when and where he wants to.”

      Tuck looked from the body to the bullet and back to me. “So, what do you think? He accidentally shoots the girl, and when he realizes it, he leaves her here to die?”

      “People panic. Killing an animal is one thing. A person is a whole other ball of wax.”

      Tuck ran a hand through his hair. “I guess you’re right.”

      Carly broke in then. “I won’t know for sure if it was the bullet that killed her until I do an autopsy, but I don’t think it was animals. I need to get her back to the lab so I can do a full examination.”

      “All right. Let us know as soon as you have more information,” I said.

      “Will do.” Carly placed the bullet in an evidence bag and got to work putting what remained of the corpse in a body bag.

      I pulled out my phone to check the time. “I’m going to head back into town to update the chief. Will you give me a call once you’ve made a go at Frank?”

      “You got it,” Tuck said, his jaw still carrying some residual tightness.

      I picked my way through the brush and moved back to the trail. I gave some instructions to Greg and then trekked back to my truck. I clenched and unclenched my fists as I walked. Someone had ripped this woman’s life away from her, from those who loved her. The pain they would feel when they learned what happened would seem insurmountable.

      Longing filled my chest. A desire to share my day with someone who really understood loss. Someone whose simple presence was a balm. Taylor. I fought the urge. Unloading all the shit in my mind wouldn’t exactly be taking it slow. Instead, I opted for a cold beer and the solitude of my front porch.
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      A knock sounded at my door, just after I’d thrown the rest of my ruined dinner in the trash. Learning to cook was not a task I was taking to well. I wiped my hand on a kitchen towel and yelled, “Coming,” in the direction of the door.

      My socked feet shuffled against the hardwood. My heart did a little stutter at the thought that it might be Walker. I hadn’t heard from him since the day he’d sat with me by the pool and then was called out to deal with the dead body.

      Almost a week had passed since then, and if I hadn’t seen Jensen at the Kettle, I wouldn’t know if Walker were dead or alive. I had his cell phone number and could have called him if I was really worried, but that just seemed too forward somehow, inviting an intimacy I wasn’t sure I was ready for. Especially after sobbing on his shoulder.

      I took a deep breath and pulled open the door. Standing on my porch were Jensen and a hopping up and down Noah. “Tay Tay!” he exclaimed. “You’re coming to the movie with us!”

      My brows pulled together as I looked at Jensen. “What?” We didn’t have any plans.

      Jensen grinned. “Grab a sweatshirt, you’re coming with us to the Cole family outdoor movie night.” When I didn’t move, she continued. “We’re not taking no for an answer, so hurry your booty up.”

      “Yeah, Tay Tay. Hurry your booty, this is so fun! We get popcorn and candy and watch the movie outside on blankets, and I get to stay up way past my bedtime.”

      My face stretched into a smile. “I can see how that would be a blast, but I’m pretty tired.”

      Jensen held up a hand. “Uh-uh. Sweatshirt, keys, on our way.”

      I let out a laugh, helpless against Jensen’s determination. “Oh, all right. Give me a second.” A movie meant no talking, so it wasn’t like Walker could attempt another heart-to-heart. I grabbed a hoodie, bypassing the one Walker had given me a couple of weeks ago. I wasn’t quite ready to give that one back, and I didn’t want to study my reasons for that too closely.

      I nabbed my keys and phone from the kitchen counter and headed for the door. “So, Noah, what are we watching tonight?”

      “The Sandlot!” he cried, jumping down the last few stairs and nearly giving me a heart attack.

      “An oldie but a goodie,” Jensen said, twirling her keys around her finger.

      “I’ve never seen it,” I admitted.

      “Really?”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re going to love it. It’s hilariously adorable. This is Noah’s first viewing, but he’s excited because it was his uncle Walker’s pick.”

      My cheeks heated at just the mention of Walker’s name. Shit. I needed to get this under control. I cleared my throat. “Well, this all sounds like fun.”

      Noah chattered the entire ride back to the ranch house, barely letting Jensen or I get a word in edgewise. When Jensen parked, Noah bounded out of the car and rushed towards the backyard where I had seen a glimpse of a large projection screen.

      Jensen opened her door but then paused, her fingers drumming on the armrest. “Bryce and his sister, Ashlee, are coming, too. Noah knows them, but he doesn’t know that Bryce and I are dating. This is my way to feel it out to see if they get along.”

      “Are you nervous?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “A little.”

      “I’m sure it’ll go great. But if it helps, I think you’re smart to take it slow.”

      Jensen reached over and squeezed my hand. “Thanks.”

      I gave her a reassuring smile and slipped from the SUV. Rounding the side of the house, I saw that the Cole clan had gone all out. Not only was there a massive screen up against one of the pasture fences, there were also blankets spread everywhere, each housing a few pillows. There was a table laden with snacks of all kinds, including old-fashioned boxes of popcorn. “J, this is incredible.”

      She grinned. “I know, right? We do this at least a couple times each summer and invite friends and neighbors. It’s always a blast.”

      “Lead me to the snacks. I haven’t had dinner.” Because the food I had made, or attempted to make, was very much inedible.

      “We’ll get you fixed right up. I can make you a sandwich too if you want some real food.”

      I shook my head. “A few pounds of popcorn and candy should do the trick.”

      “Yet again, a girl after my own heart.”

      I bumped her shoulder with mine, well I nudged her arm since she was so much taller than I was. We perused the snack table offerings with the rapt attention of true junk food connoisseurs. Popcorn, check. M&Ms to dump into the popcorn, check. Red Vines, check. Bottle of water, check. And Diet Coke, check.

      Jensen snickered. “I’m not sure you can carry all that.”

      “Oh, hush you.”

      “I’ll help her,” a warm and weathered voice piped in.

      I turned to see Irma walking up to the table with a stride of a much younger woman. “Thank you, Irma.”

      “I like a girl who likes her food,” she said with a grin.

      “Then you and I will get along great.”

      She patted my shoulder and then relieved me of my popcorn, Red Vines, and water. “I’ll show you to a blanket.” A mischievous glint shone in her eyes, but I followed anyway. She led me towards a blanket on the outskirts of the grouping with two large pillows. “Here you go. Best seat in the house.”

      I cocked my head, studying her expression. This didn’t seem like the best seat in the house, but who was I to argue with Irma. “Thanks for your help.”

      “No problem, honey pie. Now, I gotta go grab me some Junior Mints before my son steals them all.”

      I chuckled. “Good luck.”

      “I don’t need luck, I’ll duel to the death for some Junior Mints.”

      I shook my head as I watched Irma make a beeline for the snack table. I took in my snack bounty and set to work getting ready for the movie. I lined up my water and Diet Coke to the side of the blanket, Red Vines next to them, and then tore open my bag of M&Ms.

      “You’re in my spot.” The rough voice sent a thrill through me.

      I blinked up to see a large form against the white of the projection screen. Broad shoulders encased in a navy Henley cut to a narrow waist. The shirt showcased the dips and curves of well-developed muscles. I swallowed hard. “Hey, Walker. You know, there are about twenty other open blankets.”

      He frowned down at me. “I always sit here.”

      I started to giggle, couldn’t help it.

      “What’s so funny?” Walker put his hands in his jeans’ pockets.

      “Your grandmother sat me here.” The sneaky little minx.

      Walker shook his head and looked heavenward as if asking for guidance. “It’s all right, there’s enough room for us both.”

      My body tensed. Hours lying on the same blanket as Walker, the human embodiment of temptation? Not a good idea. “I can move. It’s no big deal.”

      “Stay.” His voice was rough, sending a shiver through me.

      I pressed my lips together. I would look like a fool if I made a big deal out of this. It was just a movie. A movie surrounded by more than a dozen other people. “Okay.”

      Walker eased onto the blanket with the perfect balance of power and grace, only some popcorn and a beer in his hands. I squirmed in my seat and turned my eyes back to my M&Ms. Carefully, I dumped the contents of the bag into my box of popcorn.

      “What in the world are you doing?” he asked, grimacing. “Are you pouring your M&Ms into your popcorn?” Disgust filled his voice.

      My eyes narrowed at him. “Don’t use that tone. Have you ever even tried it?”

      “Why would I?” he scoffed.

      “Because it’s the perfect balance of salty and sweet. Don’t judge unless you’ve tried it.”

      Walker reclined against one of the pillows. “I don’t need to try anchovy pizza to know that it’s disgusting. I think I’ll pass on the chocolate and popcorn.”

      I shrugged a shoulder. “You don’t know what you’re missing.” A combination of crickets chirping and people chatting filled my ears. Walker and I said nothing. A nervous energy began to course through me, and I became aware of every miniscule movement my body wanted to make. Setting my popcorn down, I got to my feet. “I’m going to run to the restroom. Do you need anything?”

      Walker’s gaze trailed over my face. “Nope.”

      “’Kay. Don’t eat any of my delicious M&M popcorn.”

      Walker gave an exaggerated shudder. I turned on my heel and strode to the house. In my distraction, I almost ran smack into another woman. “Ohmigosh. I’m so sorry,” I said, reaching out to steady her and her popcorn.

      She gave me a soft smile. “It’s okay. I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “No, it was all me. I’m distracted. I’m Taylor by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you, I’m Ashlee.” Ashlee was pretty in an understated way. She wore no makeup, and her hair was pulled back in a tight braid.

      “Oh, Bryce’s sister, right?” She nodded. “I’ve only met him twice, and I’m afraid the second time I’d had a few too many cocktails, so it’s a little hazy.”

      Ashlee giggled softly. “It happens.” Her eyes traveled to the blanket I had been sitting on and then back to me. “Are you and Walker dating?” she asked, her voice hesitant.

      I let out an uncomfortable chuckle. “Oh, no. I’m just the neighbor. I moved into the guest cabin a couple months ago, and the Cole family has kind of taken me under their wing. Like a sister they knew nothing about until recently.” It was a lie. A bald-faced lie, and I knew it. But I didn’t know what else to say to this semi-stranger.

      Ashlee’s face brightened, and then it all became clear. She had a crush on Walker. My stomach churned because she would be perfect for him. A pretty girl who clearly had deep roots in Sutter Lake. And from the look in her eyes, she’d do anything to make Walker happy. I hated her a little bit then. But I swallowed my pride and forced a kind smile.

      “They really are a wonderful family,” she said wistfully.

      “They are. If you’ll excuse me, I need to run to the ladies’ before they start the show.”

      “Of course. It was nice to meet you.”

      “You, too,” I called over my shoulder as I hustled inside. I rushed to the bathroom, closing the door behind me and flipping the lock. I ran the water as cold as it would go and splashed it on my face. Patting my skin dry, my reflection stared back at me like an angry taunt.

      I needed to get it together. So I was attracted to Walker. That didn’t mean I had to act on it. All I had to do was avoid copious amounts of tequila and stay strong in the we-are-no-good-for-each-other mentality. Get over it and enjoy the movie, Taylor. I willed those words to be true and opened the door.

      Blades of grass tickled my sandal-clad feet as I walked. More people had arrived since my bathroom meltdown. I spotted Bryce talking with Jensen and Noah. Noah was pressed against his mom’s side, but I heard his little-boy laugh from across the yard. I grinned. It was going well.

      Steeling my nerves, I steered myself towards a Walker-filled blanket. As I approached, my jaw dropped. “You little jerk, you’re eating my M&M popcorn!”

      Walker raised a single shoulder in a shrug. “You were right, it is good.”

      I snatched my popcorn out of his hands. “Get your own.”

      “But maybe yours tastes better,” he said with a devilish smile.

      Trouble. Nothing but trouble.

      “Can I get your attention?” Walker’s father, Andrew’s voice rang out over the crowd. “Thank you for all coming tonight. We love sharing this tradition with you. We’re about to get started, so grab your snacks, snag a blanket, and enjoy The Sandlot.”

      I pulled my sweatshirt over my head, the twilight air already a bit chilly, and leaned back on the pillow.

      Walker tugged on a strand of my hair. “Glad you came.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Me, too.”

      I turned my gaze to the screen as the opening credits started to roll. As one minute melted into the next, my eyes grew heavy. The heat from Walker’s body only added to fatigue’s call. It wasn’t long before sleep claimed me.
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      I awoke to gentle ministrations on my scalp and my cheek pressed against a hard surface. “Time to wake up.”

      That had my eyes popping open with a start. I bolted upright. “Wha—?” It was a partially formed word, but my brain wasn’t quite awake yet. Looking around, I saw that almost the entire movie crowd had cleared out. I had slept through the whole show…on Walker’s chest. I was pretty sure there was a spot of drool on his shirt.

      “I’m so sorry—” I started.

      Walker shook his head. “What did I tell you about apologizing?”

      I grimaced. “You shouldn’t have let me sleep on you. You should have shoved me off or something.”

      He chuckled, and the low, throaty sound hit me right in the belly. “It’s fine, Taylor. Really. I never mind a pretty woman cuddled up next to me.” Unless that woman is me, and she tries to kiss you, I wanted to say. “Still not sleeping well?” he asked.

      “Not really.” To be honest, I couldn’t believe I had fallen asleep so easily next to Walker. Taking inventory of my body, I realized that I felt incredibly rested. God, it was wonderful. I didn’t even feel this rested after an entire night’s worth of pseudo-sleep.

      I cleared my throat. “I should get going. Do you know where Jensen is?”

      “She’s in the guest house, putting Noah down. I told her I’d take you home.”

      Great. Let’s just extend the mortification. “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      “All right, let’s get on then.”

      I followed Walker to his truck and half jumped, half slid into the passenger seat. He let out a low laugh. “Oh, shut up,” I sniped.

      He rounded the hood of the truck and, in seconds, we were on our way back to my house. “So,” he began, “we’re going to the lake tomorrow.”

      “That’ll be fun,” I replied, the picture of polite distance.

      “You’re coming with us.”

      My head snapped in his direction. “No, I’m not.”

      “Come on, what are you going to do? Stay home alone and work out all day?”

      I had planned to attempt another cooking project and swim laps, but I didn’t say that. “My plans are none of your business.”

      “Your plans are coming to the lake with the entire Cole family. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

      I huffed, crossing my arms at this familiar refrain. “Does pushiness run in your family gene pool or something?”

      Walker let out a bark of laughter. “Why, yes, ma’am, it does. So, you might as well give in now.” He swung his truck to a stop in front of my stairs. “I’ll be here at nine a.m. to pick you up.”

      “Fine,” I gritted out.

      “Goodnight, Short-stack,” he called as I jumped down from the truck.

      “Goodnight, Bigfoot,” I called. But to myself, I huffed, “Stubborn, ornery, no-good, troublemaking men.” Apparently, I was going to the lake.
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      My truck bumped along the gravel drive as I pulled up to the guest cabin to pick up Taylor. I grinned as I remembered her reaction to me telling her that she was going to the lake with us today. She had been a hissing, spitting little kitten.

      I loved getting her riled. It had become a favorite pastime of mine. Over the past few weeks, we’d gone running together almost a dozen times, and I always got a perverse joy out of heckling her along the way. She needed to know that she couldn’t push me or any other members of the Cole family away with her prickliness.

      I shut my door with a soft push and climbed the stairs, rapping on Taylor’s front door. “Coming,” I heard through the wood, followed by the thundering of footsteps. Geez, the girl was all of one hundred ten pounds soaking wet, but it sounded like a herd of elephants were headed my way.

      The door swung open, and the sight that greeted me was enough to have my shorts tightening and my jaw hardening. Taylor stood before me, sunglasses perched on the top of her head, long, golden hair tumbling down over her shoulders. She wore ridiculously short denim cutoffs with frayed edges and a tank that dipped low enough to give a peek of the white bikini underneath.

      I was fucked.

      “Hey,” she said, tossing her beach bag over one shoulder. “I’m ready.”

      “Great.” My voice sounded hoarse.

      Taylor quirked a brow at me. “Are you okay? Not getting sick, are you?”

      I cleared my throat. “Nope. Probably allergies,” I lied through my teeth. I led the way down her steps to my truck. Opening the passenger door, I said, “We have to make a pit stop at the bakery on our way to get donuts for everyone.”

      Taylor clicked her seatbelt into place. “The bakery? You’ll get zero arguments from me.”

      I grinned at the ground and rounded the truck. Less than ten minutes later, we had snagged a prime parking spot in front of the bakery. “Have you had donuts from Sutter Lake Bakery yet?”

      A faint blush stained Taylor’s cheeks. What in the world was that about? She coughed. “Uh, yeah. Your sister brought them by one morning. They’re amazing.”

      Huh. I’d have to get the rundown from Jensen about why Taylor blushed over donuts. “They’re the best. I called ahead, so they should have our order all ready to go.”

      “Perks of being a town cop?”

      “Perks of any lifelong town resident.”

      She nodded, and I pushed open the bakery door. The place was packed. The to-go line was at least fifteen people deep, and another crowd of twenty waited to be seated. I loved checking out who was out and about on a Saturday morning. I spotted Tuck in a back corner with his latest bed buddy. Bryce and Ashlee were being shown to a table. And, unfortunately, Caitlin was there with her bitchy friend, Bridgette. I turned my gaze away as Caitlin’s eyes narrowed on me.

      I ushered Taylor ahead of me with a palm on her lower back. I swear my skin tingled. What was this, the fifth grade? Hard-ons and butterflies without so much as a kiss?

      Shaking the thoughts from my head, I scanned the bakery staff. Nina raised a hand in a one-minute gesture, and I jerked my head in a nod.

      “It always smells amazing in here.” I had to lean my head down so that I could hear Taylor’s words, and her minty breath tickled my ear.

      “Best donuts in the county.”

      “I believe it.”

      I soaked in the delicious smells and the feel of Taylor pressed up against me. But my happy buzz was soon ruined by a shrill voice. “You have got to be kidding me.” I turned to see Caitlin’s face a mottled red. “You drop me like a piece of trash, saying you’re not ready to commit, and I find you here weeks later with this skank.”

      My spine went ramrod straight, but Taylor let out a chuckle. “Friend of yours?” she asked. “She’s charming. It’s hard to see why you’d ever want to get rid of her.”

      The comment had me biting back a grin. “Caitlin, this isn’t the time or the place.”

      Caitlin’s hands went to her hips, and her eyes narrowed to slits. “Since you refuse to return any of my phone calls, this is exactly the time and place.”

      Taylor peeked around my frame. “Honey, never admit that to a crowded room.”

      I swung my gaze down to Taylor. “You aren’t helping.”

      Caitlin’s face grew even redder. “You bitch!” She lunged.

      Thankfully, Tuck had spotted the start of a scene and made his way over just in time to catch Caitlin around the waist. “Now, now,” he said. “That’s not behavior befitting a lady.”

      “Let me go!”

      “Not until you calm down.” Tuck turned to me. “She’s probably just hangry.”

      I raised a brow. “Hangry?”

      Taylor piped up again. “You know, when you’re so hungry, it makes you angry.”

      Tuck extended a finger, pointing at Taylor. “This one, I like. Are you the infamous Taylor perchance?”

      Taylor beamed. “I am. I’d shake your hand, but I don’t want to get kicked.”

      Caitlin was indeed throwing a righteous fit, kicking her legs and slapping at Tuck’s arm secured around her middle. I looked heavenward. “Jesus.”

      Tuck turned a shit-eating grin on Taylor. “I’m Tucker, but everyone calls me Tuck, Walker’s partner in crime since childhood.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too, dollface.” Tuck turned his attention back to the hissing creature in his arms. “You gonna calm down?”

      “No, you asshole. Let me down.”

      Just then, Nina appeared with three boxes of donuts. “Here you go, Walker. Tuck, you can set her down outside, because after going after a paying customer like that, she’s banned.”

      “Nina,” Caitlin whined. “You can’t do that.”

      “You bet your ass, I can. Now get.”

      Tuck took Cait right out the front door. The restaurant clapped.

      Bridgette stomped up to me, drilling a finger into my chest. “That was cruel, Walker Cole. You know she’s in love with you.”

      I cringed, removing Bridgette’s finger. “Bridgette, I didn’t mean to hurt her. Sometimes, relationships just don’t work out.”

      Bridgette eyed Taylor up and down, her lip curling. “You’re going to regret leaving Caitlin for that cheap trash.” My jaw tightened, but before I could say a word, she turned on her heel and stomped out the door.

      “You certainly know how to keep things interesting, Cole,” Taylor said, and then promptly dissolved into a fit of laughter so strong she was doubled over.

      “Get it together so we can get out of here before Caitlin plots her return.”

      Taylor rested a hand on my shoulder to right herself and tried to take deep breaths to slow her laughter. “I’m sorry. It’s just… You dated that crazy?”

      I ground my teeth together. “It wasn’t that serious.” She quirked a brow, and I felt the need to defend myself overtake me. “I was clear about wanting to take things slow. She seemed to be down with that.”

      “Until she wasn’t, right?”

      “Right. I missed the signs that she was ready to get married next week.”

      Taylor glanced out the front door. “I shouldn’t be laughing. Every girl has that guy they want but know they’ll never have.”

      My gut burned. Taylor seemed to be talking from experience. An image of some guy showing up on Taylor’s doorstep with flowers and apologies, begging her to take him back, filled my mind. It made me want to punch something. I hated the idea of her with anyone else. Anyone but me.

      Shit. Slow. I needed to take things slow. Snail’s pace, I reminded myself. I shook my head in an attempt to rid my brain of the thoughts that would get me nowhere.

      Tuck swept back in the front door. “You’re good to go. They took off.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “No problem. Enjoy the lake.” He turned his gaze to Taylor, eyes twinkling. “It was lovely to meet you.”

      “You, too. Thanks for saving me from the bitch attack.”

      Tuck chuckled. “Anytime.”

      Taylor held open the door for me and my stack of donuts, but over her shoulder said, “Let’s hope it’s only necessary once.”

      With that, we headed out. The drive to the lake was short, and by the time we got there, my dad had the boat ready to go. There were a handful of private docks scattered around the shore, and we were lucky enough to have one.

      “The donuts have arrived,” I called as Taylor followed me down the dock.

      Noah jumped, shooting a fist in the air. “Yes! Donuts! I want a chocolate one with sprinkles!”

      I grinned at my nephew. “I got extra sprinkle ones just for you.”

      “You’re the best, Uncle Walker!”

      Jensen strode up, taking one of the boxes of donuts. “Just for that, you can put him to bed tonight when he’s bouncing off the walls on a sugar high.”

      I ruffled her hair, and she elbowed me in the side. “Do you see what I have to put up with?” she called to Taylor.

      “It’s a travesty,” Taylor answered.

      Jensen pulled her into a hug. “Glad you came.” I saw Taylor stiffen slightly but then relax. I felt a swell of pride. My family was good for Taylor.

      “He didn’t really give me a choice.”

      Jensen threw her head back in a laugh. “Us Coles are stubborn you-know-whats, aren’t we?”

      “Understatement of the century.”

      Jensen linked arms with Taylor. “Don’t worry, we grow on you. Now, let’s eat some donuts and catch some rays.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I watched Taylor’s pert little ass stroll down the dock, Daisy Duke shorts mocking me with every sway of her hips. It was going to be a long day.
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      The lake glimmered in the late summer sunlight, sending sunbursts across the surface. This place really was magic: serene water surrounded by forests, and mountains that seemed to spring up from the lake’s edge. I was determined to enjoy this day. I wasn’t going to let my mind obsess over this attraction I had to Walker anymore.

      I nearly choked on my water as the subject of my inner vow peeled off his t-shirt. A feast of bronzed skin greeted me. He was ripped. Not in a bodybuilder kind of way. In a real way. In a way that said he earned the muscles from hard work, not hours on end spent at the gym. He had a dusting of chest hair that perfectly completed the picture.

      I wanted to trace the ridges with my fingertips. Feel that dusting of hair tickle my skin. I gulped, forcing myself to avert my eyes. I needed a distraction. I stood, pulled off my tank, and quickly shucked my shorts. “Who wants to go swimming?”

      Noah bounded up immediately. “Me! Grandpa, can you take me and Tay Tay out on the tube?”

      “Tube?” I asked.

      Jensen grinned. “It’s Noah’s favorite thing in the whole world. We have a double tube that my dad tows behind the boat. It’s pretty fun.”

      Cold water and an adrenaline rush. This was just the ticket to distraction. “I’m in.”

      “Yes!” Noah cheered. “Can we, Grandpa? Can we?”

      Andrew smiled indulgently at his grandson. “You got it. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Andrew guided the boat away from the dock and far enough from shore that we could set the tubes in the water. Noah was already in a life vest, but before I could jump into the deep blue depths of Sutter Lake, a voice sounded from right next to my ear.

      “Let me put this on you.”

      I turned to see Walker standing all too close and looking way too tempting. I took a half step back to gain some distance. “I don’t need one. You know I’m a strong swimmer.”

      His jaw hardened. “Being a strong swimmer won’t help you if you get knocked unconscious.”

      I rolled my eyes. Always such an alarmist. First, I was going to get mauled by a cougar while on a run. Now, I was about to sink to the bottom of the lake because I didn’t have a life jacket on. Geez. “All right. Gimme.” I reached out a hand. He didn’t pass it off to me.

      “I’ll do it. Make sure it’s secure.”

      “Because I can’t tell if a life jacket’s fastened?” I sniped but turned around so that he could slip it over my arms.

      The combination of the rough material and the graze of Walker’s fingertips had chill bumps peppering my skin, and a shiver running down my spine. Walker grasped my shoulders firmly, spinning me around, and I wondered what it would feel like to have those fingers digging into my hips as he took me.

      His eyes met mine, and I saw a flare of heat in them that surely matched my own. His gaze didn’t waver even as he snapped the buckles into place. He gave a quick, harsh tug on the life vest, bringing me flush against him. “Just making sure it’s secure.”

      All I could do was bob my head up and down in agreement. Walker Cole had me wrapped up in a spell so strong, so intricate, that I knew it would take me years to unravel it.

      I felt a tug on my hand. “Come on, Tay Tay, let’s go!”

      Walker released his hold, backing away but never letting his eyes leave mine. Shit.

      Another pull on my fingers. “Taaaaaaylor!”

      I shook off the remnants of Walker’s grip. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      Noah and I got situated on the contraption, and both of us held tightly to the handles as the tube drifted away from the boat. The farther away we got, the more my nerves kicked up. I snuck a glance at Noah, who was alight with joy and anticipation. Zero fear shone on his face.

      “You’ve done this before, right?” I asked.

      “Only all the time. It’s my favorite thing to do in the summer. I wish we lived at the lake, then I could go all day, every day.”

      My lips tipped. If a seven-year-old could handle this, then so could I. Jensen lifted her hand in an alert that we were about to take off. My stomach dipped.

      The jolt of the tube still took me by surprise, even with the warning. Water sprayed up, misting my face, and the wind sent my hair flying. We bumped over the waves left by the boat’s wake, and both Noah and I shrieked with glee. Noah was right, this was the absolute best.

      Andrew made at least three loops around the lake before slowing to a stop. Walker and Jensen pulled us back towards the boat. My cheeks hurt from smiling so widely.

      Walker offered me a hand to help me into the boat. “Have fun?”

      “That was amazing. I want to do this every single day.”

      His rumbling chuckle sent chills down my water-kissed skin as warmth filled my chest. I loved the carefree joy I heard. How could the simple sound of laughter have such an effect on me? And every single time. “Here, I’ll get your life jacket for you.”

      I batted his hands away. “I think I can unbuckle myself.”

      His teasing grin had me wanting to smack him or kiss him. I settled for rolling my eyes and hunkering down next to Jensen, who eyed me with a knowing look. I slapped the bill of her ballcap. “Shut up.”

      Her mouth stretched wide. “I didn’t say a single word.”

      “Your eyes say it all.” I groaned. Her smile only grew.

      The rest of the day passed with more tubing adventures, a race across the skinny width of the lake, a picnic lunch, and lots of laughter. A sense of belonging filled my heart, something that I hadn’t felt in a long time. I just hoped it lasted.
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      I shot up in bed, sweat pouring down my face. I lifted a hand to swipe the hair out of my eyes and realized I was shaking. Just a nightmare. Just a stupid fucking night terror that felt all too real.

      Images from the dream flashed in my mind. The boat capsizing. Me trying to dive below the water’s surface to reach Noah, Jensen, Sarah, Andrew, and Walker. But the stupid life jacket kept me from being able to dive, and each time I tried to unfasten the buckles, my fingers turned to mush. The minutes passed, and then bodies rose to the surface of the water.

      I threw off the covers. My skin felt as if hundreds of insects were crawling beneath the surface. I needed to move. I needed to run and experience the pounding of my feet against the road. I needed to push my body to its breaking point and feel anything but this terror that had seized my heart.

      Growing to care about this family so deeply had been stupid. Idiotic. Especially for someone who knew how badly it hurt to lose someone. I fisted my hand and pounded it against my thigh. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

      I glanced at the clock and then studied the early morning sky. Five a.m.. It would be light soon. I needed that run, and I needed it alone. If I ran into a bear, I’d just spray it with my bear spray and keep right on going.

      Dashing into the bathroom, I quickly splashed water on my face, rinsing away the sweat that lingered there. I grabbed shorts, a sports bra, and a long-sleeved shirt. Changing robotically, I went in search of my sneakers.

      Within minutes, I was on the road, the gravel crunching beneath my feet. A few minutes in, I paused to stretch, even though I didn’t really want to. But a pulled muscle would only keep me away from my drug of choice. I limbered up as fast as possible and hit the road again.

      This time, I pushed my muscles, lungs, and heart to their limits. I craved the burn. Relished it. Ate up every moment of its delicious torture. It reminded me that I was still alive and distracted me from every other pain.

      As I reached the top of Walker’s hillside, my legs buckled, sending me sprawling. I let myself lay there. Head turned to the side, soaking in the view. Pink hues kissed the clouds as the sun began to rise. It embraced the treetops of a still-dark forest and shone on the lake. I shuddered as I took in the lake’s inky depths, flashing back to the images of my dream.

      I turned my gaze to the sky. “I need you, Mom,” I whispered, a sob clogging my throat. “I’m a mess without you.” Like always, nothing and no one gave me a reply. I would have given anything to hear her voice in that moment. To feel the gentle reassurance of her presence. But I was alone.

      I pushed to my feet, brushing the gravel from my tumble off my legs. I gave my hamstrings and calves a quick stretch before beginning a gentler jog home. I let the pounding of my feet lull me into a numbed state, so I didn’t notice the figure ahead of me until he was almost upon me.

      Walker. And he was pissed.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” he barked.

      I ignored him and kept right on going. I didn’t have it in me to deal with his overprotective ass this morning.

      “Taylor. Jesus, what the fuck?”

      I still kept going. Or I did until a hand clamped around my arm, spinning me in place. Fury blazed in Walker’s eyes. “I. Asked. What. The. Hell. You’re. Doing.”

      “Well, I’m not doing the cha cha.”

      “Don’t be fucking cute.”

      “I’m running, Walker. And this morning, I needed to do it alone. I have my phone and bear spray. I’m fine.”

      His jaw tightened, and I swear I could hear his teeth grind together. “You gave me your word that you wouldn’t go running alone.”

      I felt my blood begin to heat. “If you’ll remember, I told you I’d text you the next time I went running. Which I did. I didn’t promise to let you know every time I left the house. You’re not my brother, you’re not my dad, you’re not my fucking keeper.”

      “No, I’m the idiot trying to keep you from getting killed.”

      I jerked my arm from his grip. “Well, congratulations, you’re off duty. Now leave me the hell alone.”

      And with that, I took off down the road at a brisk run. Wind stung the tracks that my tears had left in their wake. I was so tired of feeling. Of caring. Why couldn’t I just be left alone? That’s what I had wanted from the beginning. But no one would listen. Well, from now on, it was polite distance.

      My chest burned at the idea of stepping away from the Cole family, but I knew it was what I had to do. I’d keep tutoring Noah and working at the Kettle, but that was it. No more family gatherings or tearful heart-to-hearts. I was alone, and that’s the way it was meant to be.

      “That’s the way I like it,” I huffed. I kept running and ignored the bitter taste of the lie on my lips.
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      “What?” I barked in answer to the knock on my door.

      Ashlee hesitantly poked her head in. “S-s-sorry, Walker, but someone is here to see you.”

      I grimaced and pinched the bridge of my nose. I was an asshole. And a grumpy one at that. It had been three days since Taylor had nearly bitten my head off and stormed away. I had been sleeping for shit since then. I hadn’t once seen her around town or at my parents’ house. My mom said that she didn’t think she’d even been by to go swimming, and Jensen said she’d been polite but mostly silent while at work.

      I was worried about her. And I was fucking pissed. And then I’d swing back to worried again. Something was wrong. The more I thought about that scene on the road, the more I realized that Taylor hadn’t even been close to okay that day. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her hands had been shaking the way a victim’s did when they were in shock.

      Once I’d realized that something was off, I went by the guest cabin. No answer. I called, left messages, texted. Not a word. When I finally threatened to let myself in with the extra key I had, I got a single text back: I’m fine. Just need some alone time. Please respect that. If you can’t, I’ll find someplace else to live.

      That had pissed me right the hell off. She knew she had the trump card and had no qualms about using it. So, I’d left her alone. And much to everyone around me’s chagrin, I’d become a prickly curmudgeon in the process.

      Ashlee uneasily cleared her throat, and I was brought back to the present moment.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been a dick lately. Been frustrated about a few things, but that doesn’t give me the right to take it out on my co-workers.”

      Ashlee’s entire frame relaxed. “It’s all right. We all have bad days.” She eased into my office, clasping her hands in front of her. “Is there anything you want to talk about? I mean, just as friends,” she said, blushing.

      I thought about confessing to Ashlee that I had a tenant who I was insanely attracted to, possibly falling for, who was driving me up the wall, but I decided against it. “No, that’s all right, nothing you need to worry about.”

      She pushed her hair behind an ear. “Okay, but if you ever need to talk, I’m here.”

      “Thank you, Ashlee. That means a lot.” I straightened a pile of papers on my desk. “Now, who’s here to see me?”

      “Right.” Ashlee jolted slightly as if just remembering why she had come to my office. “Barry Stevens is here.” She bit her bottom lip. “Do you think Caitlin sent him?”

      I groaned. God, I hoped not. If Caitlin had told her father that I had used and then dumped her, this would be one uncomfortable conversation. “Go ahead and show him in. And ask him if he’d like anything to drink.”

      “Will do,” she said, scurrying to the door.

      “Thanks, Ashlee. You’re a big help.”

      She turned, and an even deeper blush stained her cheeks. “You’re welcome. I’m glad you think so.”

      I took the next few moments to steel my spine for the possible onslaught to come and straightened the cluttered nightmare of my desk. A quick rap sounded at the door. “Come in.”

      “Deputy Chief, Mr. Stevens for you,” Ashlee said in a more professional tone.

      “Thank you.” I turned my gaze to Barry, who looked exhausted. “Mr. Stevens, please have a seat. Can Ashlee get you anything to drink?”

      He took a seat opposite me. “No, no. She was already kind enough to ask. And please, call me Barry.”

      I nodded at Ashlee, and she turned to leave. “All right, Barry. What can I do for you?”

      The man, somewhere in his sixties, wrung his hands. “Caitlin’s missing.”

      My shoulders straightened, and I leaned forward in my seat. “How long has it been since you saw her?”

      “About four days now. She’s usually real good about calling her mama and checking in, even if she doesn’t come out to the farm as much anymore, but we haven’t heard from her in over three days.”

      I grabbed a notepad and pen and began to scribble notes as I nodded at Barry to continue. “I thought she might’ve taken off for a few days to lick her wounds. See, I heard what she did at the bakery, going off on you and your lady friend.” His cheeks pinked slightly. “I’m real sorry about that, by the way.”

      “No apology necessary. When emotions are involved, we can all say and do things we don’t mean.”

      “That’s kind of you to say.” He rubbed a palm over a stubbled cheek. “Well, at first I thought she’d taken off because she was embarrassed-like, but my wife finally got ahold of Bridgette, and Bridgette hasn’t heard from her in days neither. Now, Caitlin might not call her mama and me, but you know her and Bridge. Attached at the hip, those two. Something’s wrong, Walker. I can feel it my bones.”

      I didn’t have a good feeling either. Caitlin was more likely to cause trouble than go quietly into the night. “Barry, we’re going to get right on this. I’ll get the word out to all patrol units in the county to be on the lookout for her and her vehicle. Do you have a key to her apartment?”

      “Yessir. I brought it with me.” Barry’s hand shook as he handed me the brass key, and I felt a tightness in my chest as I took it. Caitlin and I might’ve had a rocky ending, but she was a good daughter.

      I stood. “I’ll send some officers over to her apartment now to take a look around. We’ll do everything in our power to find her as quickly as possible.”

      Barry rose, as well, reaching out a hand to shake. “Thank you. I appreciate you taking this seriously.”

      “Of course. I’ll keep you updated.” I shook his hand and handed him a business card. “Here’s my card. It has my cell number on the back. Call me if you hear anything.”

      He nodded and made his way to the door. As soon as it was closed, I sank back into my seat. This was not good. I quickly put out an APB on Caitlin and her car and then sent Greg and another officer over to her apartment in hopes they’d find something that would point us in the right direction.

      My cell buzzed, and I glanced at the screen. “Hey, Little J.”

      “Walker.” Jensen’s voice sounded worried.

      “What’s up?”

      “I think Taylor’s missing—”
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      I glanced at my phone for about the millionth time, still no service. I shoved it back into my pocket. I was officially lost. So freaking lost, it wasn’t even funny. And all I could hear in my head was Walker telling me not to go running or hiking on my own. It was on repeat, and I was about ready to bash my own head in to get rid of the refrain.

      Everything had started out fine and dandy. I had looked up intermediate hikes in a book that the Coles had left at the cabin for guests. I found one that promised some gorgeous views but wasn’t too far outside of town.

      When I got to the trailhead, I’d studied the map on the Forest Service sign. It seemed simple enough. I had veered slightly off the trail to try and catch a view of the lake from above and, apparently, hadn’t been paying close enough attention to the path I charted because when I turned back, I couldn’t find the trail again.

      A tree branch smacked me across the face. Shit. I glanced at my watch. I was supposed to be at Jensen’s to tutor Noah two hours ago. Guilt churned my stomach. She was going to worry. On the upside, maybe she’d send someone to find my ass.

      I picked my way through the underbrush, thorny bushes tearing up my shorts-clad legs. I was going to take the longest bath known to man when I finally made it home. The foliage began to thin, just a bit, and before long, I’d reached the edge of a ravine that allowed me to see down to Sutter Lake.

      At last, a landmark. I just had no way of judging how many miles there were between me and the lake, and my water supply wasn’t the greatest. I studied the sun and my watch. It was still staying light until somewhat late into the evening, so I had at least five hours of daylight left. Could I make it to the lake or some other form of help in five hours with half a bottle of water?

      Better yet, how would I get to the lake? The ravine was far too steep for me to traipse down, and the chances of me spraining an ankle or worse going that way were way too high. I nibbled on my bottom lip and spun my ring in place on my finger. Maybe if I just followed the edge of the ravine, I’d make it to a place that would be easier to cross.

      At least following the gorge would take me downhill, which meant towards civilization. I rolled back my shoulders in an attempt to alleviate some of the tension that had made a home there, and set off again.

      A rustling noise sounded to my right, and my head snapped up. I tightened my hold on the mini-canister of bear repellent. Please, God, don’t let this be a cougar or a bear. Please. I slowly turned my head towards the noise, eyes boring into the underbrush.

      I couldn’t see a freaking thing. Probably just a rabbit or some other small, harmless creature. As carefully and noiselessly as possible, I continued on.

      There were no sounds for several minutes other than my own muted footsteps on the pine needle-riddled forest floor and the faint sound of water at the bottom of the ravine. I let out a sigh. I had let Walker’s paranoid ramblings infiltrate my mind. All his talk of bears, cougars, and falling down with no one finding me until I was a pile of bones had gone right to my head.

      My blood began to heat. The nerve of Walker, wielding his authority as an officer of the law just to freak me out. I was going to give him a piece of my mind when I made it back to civilization. He’d probably just said all those things so that I would run with him. So that he could have the time to delve into my psyche. Maybe he was one of those do-gooders who got off on putting damaged girls back together.

      I inwardly cringed. That was a little harsh. Even for me. I rubbed at my temples. Being freaked out apparently brought out my inner-bitch. I sighed as a vision of Walker’s green eyes looking at me with concern filled my mind. I melted at the mental image alone. What was wrong with me? How could this man have such control over my body and brain when we’d barely touched?

      I took another step, and a crunch sounded. That was me, right? Dry leaves beneath my sneakers? I glanced down, seeing nothing but dirt and pine needles. My heart rate picked up its pace. I slowed, searching the woods all around me for any signs of life.

      Another rustle sounded to my right. Shit, shit, shit. I tried to remember if the hiking book said anything about possible encounters with wild animals. Did cougars stalk their prey? Was I supposed to freeze, play dead, or run if I came across one? My palms were slick with sweat. I frantically tried to adjust my grip on the bear spray. Would bear repellent work on cougars? My heart began to rattle against my ribs, and blood pounded in my eardrums.

      A twig snapped even closer, and I froze. My breathing and the wind were the only things I could hear before a crack filled the air. Bark spit back from the tree mere inches from my face. What the hell? On instinct, I reared back. Something went whizzing by.

      Holy crap. Someone was shooting at me. Bullets. Real, life-ending bullets headed straight for me. I didn’t think, I just ran. Skirting the edge of the ravine, I kept my hands out in front of me in an attempt to protect my face from the onslaught of branches.

      The sounds of someone crashing through the underbrush came from behind me, and I pushed myself harder, not looking back. I begged my legs to not give up on me now. My harsh breaths cut through the mountain air.

      I turned my head just slightly, trying to catch a glimpse of how close my invisible attacker was when my foot caught on a tree branch and I began to fall.
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      I gripped my phone so tightly, I worried it might break. “What do you mean you think Taylor might be missing?”

      The sound of Jensen clearing her throat drifted across the line. An old, anxious habit. “Well…she called early this morning. Said she wanted to get in a hike before she tutored Noah and asked if she could push back our meeting time. I said that was fine, but she was supposed to be here over two hours ago.”

      My stomach churned. This was not fucking good. Jensen kept talking, a nervous vomit of words. “I’ve called, and it goes straight to voicemail. I even put Noah in the car and drove over to the guest cabin. Her car’s gone. And I, uh, let myself in. I know it was invading her privacy, but I was worried. She wasn’t there, but all her stuff is, other than her keys, phone, and the basics.”

      I squeezed the foam back of my office chair. It wasn’t fulfilling the need I had to break something, though. I hissed a breath through my clenched teeth, and the forced air made a whistling sound. “You knew she was going hiking alone?” The words were low, a guttural threat.

      “I-I wasn’t sure. You know she’s been pulling away from us, so I didn’t want to push. And it isn’t like she’s not a grown adult.”

      I shot my chair across the room. “But she didn’t grow up here, J. She grew up in a fucking city. She’s only lived in fucking cities. You grew up here. You know the kinds of trouble someone can get into while hiking alone.”

      “I’m sorry, Walk.” Jensen’s voice was ragged and resigned. “I fucked up. And if we don’t find her without a hair on her head harmed, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      The guilt in Jensen’s words took all the bluster out of my sails. “It’ll be okay, J. We’ll find her. Did she mention an area specifically?”

      “No. And I’m kicking myself for not asking.”

      “All right,” I grabbed my desk phone off the receiver. “I’m going to put out an APB on Taylor and her car, see if we can find out what trail she’s on. I’m also going to call Tuck and have him put the word out with the Forest Service guys.”

      “Okay. I’m going to trailer two horses so that you and I can search on horseback whenever we find her car.” There was steel in her voice now.

      “Thanks. But, J?”

      “Yeah?”

      I swallowed roughly. “Be fucking careful. Taylor isn’t the only girl missing. Caitlin’s parents and friends haven’t seen her in over three days.”

      “What the hell is going on, Walker?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m sure as hell going to find out.” My mind began compiling all the things I needed to do. “I gotta go, but careful, yeah?”

      “I’ll be careful. Promise.”

      “’Kay. I’ll keep you in the loop.”

      “Thanks.”

      I punched end on my screen and immediately dialed dispatch from my landline. After getting the word out for yet another APB in a thirty-minute period, I called Tuck. He didn’t answer. “Call me whenever you get this. It’s important. I’ll have my cell.”

      I slammed the phone down in its receiver. “Why do you have to be so fucking stubborn, Taylor?” My office gave me no answers. I ground my teeth and tried to think through where Taylor would have gone. The possibilities were practically endless.

      She needed to be back in time to tutor Noah, so she wouldn’t have driven more than thirty minutes away, an hour tops. I drummed my fingers against my desk and pulled out a map. I drew a large circle over the area she’d most likely stick to and then studied my options.

      Taylor loved the water. Gravitated towards it as if she’d been a mermaid in a past life. That narrowed the possibilities down to three options. I picked up my desk phone again and hit the extension for dispatch. “Send officers to check the trailheads at the lake, the falls, and the Creek Line trail for Taylor Lawson’s car. It’s a navy Mercedes SUV with California plates. Thanks.”

      I studied the map more closely. Was there something else I was missing? My cell buzzed in my hand. I answered without looking at the screen. “Cole.”

      “Walk, it’s Tuck. What’s up?” He sounded slightly winded.

      “I need your help. Taylor’s missing.”

      “What?”

      “She went for a hike this morning and didn’t come back when she was supposed to. I’ve narrowed it down to three likely areas. The lake, the falls, and Creek Line. Probably not the lake because there’s a lot of people there, and it’d be easy to get help if something went sideways.”

      Tuck muttered a curse. “Didn’t you tell her not to go out on her own?”

      I began to pace back and forth behind my desk. “What do you think?”

      “Right. You definitely told her. She’s a stubborn wildcat, that one.”

      I shook my head and stared up at the ceiling. “That she is. Now, we need to find her.”

      “On it. I’ll put the word out with my guys, and I’m not far from Creek Line now. I’ll start searching for any signs of her.”

      The tight grip on my chest loosened a bit. Tuck was the best tracker in the county. If anyone could find Taylor, it would be Tuck. I just prayed she was in the Creek Line area and not somewhere else I hadn’t even thought of. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.”

      “Of course. Keep me in the loop.”

      “Will do.” I ended the call just as my landline rang. “Cole,” I answered.

      “It’s dispatch. They’ve found the vehicle belonging to Taylor Lawson at the trailhead for Creek Line trail.”

      My chest loosened even further, but my gut still churned. Anything could have happened to her. “Thanks. Call in search and rescue. Let them know that Tucker is searching the area on foot and that Jensen and I will be on horseback.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      I hung up and shot off a text to Tuck, letting him know that Taylor was in the area. Then I dialed Jensen. She picked up on the second ring. “Find her?”

      “Not her, but we did find her car. Can you meet me at Creek Line with the horses?”

      “I’m on my way.”

      “See you soon.” I ended the call. I just hoped we got there in time.
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      A quick look back could cost me everything. I knew if I went down, whoever was hot on my heels would be right on top of me. I tried frantically to right myself, wind-milling my arms, attempting to find purchase on anything. I caught only air.

      The overcompensation sent me careening to the left. Shit, shit, shit. I landed with a thud, and then I was sliding—over the side of the fucking ravine, I realized. Downed branches and tree roots gouged at my body as I continued in a half slide, half roll. I did my best to shield my face with one arm and grapple to slow myself with the other.

      What I assumed was a rock jabbed me in the tailbone, right before I was sent into what felt like an overgrown Brillo pad. I lay frozen. I strained to hear the sounds of anyone following me down the incline. I heard only the gurgling of the creek, and a bird call overhead. At least at the bottom of the valley, I had gained some distance from the psycho hot on my trail.

      Ever so slowly, I pulled my hand away from my face. Dry, thorny branches scraped against my arm, and my skin burned like a million fire ants had bitten me all over. It took a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the brightness. Apparently, I’d lost my sunglasses on the way down. And my water. Shit.

      Taking in my surroundings, I realized that I had landed in the middle of a patch of some sort of briar bush. I peered through the brambles at the ridgeline above. There was no one. I ran my gaze along the rim of the ravine as far as I could see. Nothing.

      My breath came in quick pants. What should I do? Stay where I was, or get out of here as fast as humanly possible? The crazy had a gun. What if he were lying in wait for me to leave my cover so he could shoot me dead?

      I forced myself to slow my breathing. I counted as I inhaled for three, then when I exhaled for three until my heart began to slow, as well. “Think, Taylor,” I said quietly to myself. “Use your brain to figure a way out of this.”

      I took a moment to get the best look I could through the bush’s branches. Maybe I could army-crawl towards the creek and then let it carry me downstream? That way, at least I wouldn’t be a standing target. I shivered at the thought of how cold I would be once the sun went down. Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.

      The sound of a snapping branch had my spine going ramrod straight, and my heartbeat seeming to trip over itself. Tears of fear and frustration leaked from the corners of my eyes. This was it. I was going to die. I would’ve thought I’d almost welcome death, feel relieved that maybe, just maybe, I’d be reunited with my mom.

      My breathing picked up its pace again as I realized that I really didn’t want my life to end, even if dying meant seeing my mom again. I wanted to keep learning how to play bridge with Arthur and Clint. Help Noah fall in love with reading. Have too many tequila shots with Jensen. Be subjected to another of Irma’s schemes. Hear Walker call me “Short-stack” with a smile in his voice.

      I wanted more of this life I was building.

      Attempting to stay as still as possible, I tried to silently count my breaths again. It didn’t work this time. I was too freaked.

      I tried to see who or what was coming, but I didn’t have a good angle. Footsteps grew closer, and I held my breath, my lungs burning.

      “Taylor? What are you doing in the bushes?” It was a voice I recognized. Tuck.

      I shot from the brambles and launched myself at him so fast, you would have thought I was an Olympic sprinter. Tuck caught me with a grunt, stumbling back a few steps. I then proceeded to burst into tears.

      Tuck patted my back awkwardly. “There, there now. Everything’s okay. You’re not lost anymore.”

      I started hyperventilating at the reminder that I hadn’t only been lost, I’d been shot at. I pushed away from Tuck. “We have to go. Someone’s after me.” Tuck’s brows pulled together in a look that was part concern, part disbelief. I tugged on his arm. “I mean it. Someone was shooting at me!”

      That had his shoulders straightening and his gaze moving to the ridgeline. Mine followed. Just as I was about to beg him to get us out of there, I heard a gruff shout. “Tuck!” Two people on horseback appeared a ways down the creek, and as they got closer, I saw that it was Walker and Jensen.

      I let out a sigh of relief that turned my muscles into mush. Just as Walker slid off his horse, I started to crumple to the ground. He reached me just as my knees were about to hit the dirt. “Fuck,” he barked, pulling me into his arms. Turning to Tuck, he asked, “What the hell happened?”

      “I don’t know. I just got here about sixty seconds before you did. She says someone shot at her.” The last statement had the two of them eying one another, having some sort of silent conversation.

      Walker carried me over to a smooth boulder. Gently setting me down, he turned to Jensen, who was in the process of dismounting. “J, grab me some water, a granola bar, and the first-aid kit.” Walker’s gaze came back to me, roaming over my face in a way that was full of warmth and comfort. “Are you okay?”

      “I-I think so.”

      Jensen was by Walker’s side in a matter of seconds, carrying all the items he’d asked for. She studied my face while opening a water bottle. “Here you go,” she said, handing me the container.

      As I reached out to take it, my hand shook. I willed it to stop, to steady, but it wouldn’t obey. “Thank you.” It came out as a whisper. I took a small sip and then a larger swallow, it tasted like heaven.

      “Go slow,” Walker warned. “You don’t want to get sick.”

      I nodded and paused my chugging. Walker broke off a small piece of the granola bar and handed it to me. “Eat this. You’re in mild shock. The sugar will help.”

      I said nothing, just took the offered bite and chewed. It tasted marvelous. Walker then began to open the first-aid kit, examining its contents. “Tuck, will you radio in that we’ve found her and tell them to call off search and rescue?”

      “No problem.” Tuck walked off, speaking into a radio in muted tones.

      Walker gently grasped my chin in his fingers, turning my head first one way and then the other so he could examine both sides of my face. “What hurts?”

      I swallowed another sip of water. “Um, everything?” Everything did hurt. Not in a way that made me think I had any life-threatening injuries, but like I would be one giant bruise by tomorrow.

      That got me a small grin. “Anything feel broken?”

      “Maybe my ass.” He raised a single eyebrow, and I went on to explain. “I fell down the side of the ravine when the guy was chasing me. A rock jabbed me in the ass on the way down.”

      Walker’s entire demeanor changed in a flash. His eyes turned hard, glinting in the afternoon light. His shoulders straightened, and his jaw tensed. “What do you mean when the guy was chasing you?”

      I glanced down at my hands, not wanting to meet Walker’s gaze. “I was stupid. I went off the trail to try and catch a view of the lake from above, but I didn’t pay close enough attention to where I was going and then couldn’t find my way back. I had finally found the edge of the ravine when a bullet hit the tree right in front of me. Whoever it was shot at least once more, and I took off running. I could hear them behind me, but when I tried to look back, I tripped and went over the side. I landed in those bushes.” I pointed towards the briar patch.

      Forcing myself to suck in air before I continued, I counted the seconds of my inhale and exhale. “I tried to see if the psycho was still up there, but I couldn’t spot anyone. I wasn’t sure what to do. Didn’t know if I should stay hidden or try to run. I just didn’t know. But then Tuck found me.” I brought my gaze to Tuck’s. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

      Tuck forced a smile when he said, “Always happy to help a damsel in distress.”

      Walker whirled on Tuck. “This isn’t something to joke about. She could have been killed!”

      Tuck clamped a hand on Walker’s shoulder. “I know, Walk. I was just trying to ease a little of the tension. Bad move.”

      There was some sort of stare-down slash silent conversation again. After a few moments, they both jerked their heads in a nod, ending the standoff. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      Tuck’s gaze continued to roam the area as if looking at a map that no one else could see. “If you can get Taylor home on your own, I’m going to see if I can find any signs of our shooter. Maybe I can track him back to wherever he came from.”

      “I’ve got Taylor, but you need to be careful. This guy could be lying in wait somewhere.”

      Tuck slapped Walker on the back. “You know I’m always careful. I’ll call you if I find anything.”

      “Call me when you’re back either way. We can debrief.”

      “Will do.” Tuck took off towards the wall of the gorge and began climbing it like a spider monkey.

      I glanced up at Jensen, who was watching him with apprehension as she nibbled on a thumbnail. I reached up and squeezed her free hand. She jolted slightly, turning her gaze to me. “He shouldn’t be going off by himself when there’s a crazy person out there.”

      Walker shook his head. “You know he likes to track alone. He says bringing anyone else with him just confuses the trail and distracts him.”

      Jensen let out an exasperated sigh. “It’s stupid.”

      “It’s Tuck,” Walker replied. Jensen had nothing to say to that. Walker turned back to me. “I’m going to clean the scrapes on your face, but everything else will have to wait until we get back.”

      “That’s fine.” I looked at the two horses waiting patiently at the creek’s edge and then back to Walker and Jensen. “How am I getting back?”

      “You’ll ride with me,” Walker answered.

      I swallowed hard. “I’m not the fondest of horses. Maybe I could just walk?”

      Walker shook his head. “It’s too far for you to walk, and you’re exhausted. You’ll ride to the trailhead with me, and you’re not driving home either.” Before I could get in a word of protest, he continued. “You could have a concussion. I’ll send someone back to pick up your car and bring it to the cabin.”

      I bit back any arguments and nodded. “Okay.”

      Walker ripped open an alcohol wipe. “This might sting a little.”

      “That’s all right. Better than dying of gangrene, right?”

      Walker did not laugh. He gently swiped at my face with the wipe. I hissed out a breath. “Sorry,” he grumbled, then blew lightly on the scrapes, easing the sting.

      “Thanks.” I stared into his eyes that were mere inches from mine, seeing the ring of blue around his green irises for the first time. His eyes were magic, captivating in a way that had me fighting the urge to lean in just a little bit closer.

      I blinked rapidly, attempting to clear the fog his spellbinding eyes had me in. Jensen cleared her throat. “Ready?”

      Walker straightened. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      He extended a hand to me, and I took it. His fingertips were rough but warm. Sandpaper kisses to my palm. A shiver raced through me. As we got closer to the massive beasts enjoying a drink, my nerves began to rise. “A-are you sure about this? I’ve never ridden a horse before.”

      Walker took my shoulders gently, bending down so that his eyes were level with mine. “You’re going to be fine. These guys are gentle as newborn babes, and Jensen trained them herself, specifically for trail riding in rough terrain. It’s almost impossible to spook them.”

      He led me over to a horse so dark brown, his coat almost looked black. He had a blaze of white down his face and astute eyes. “This is Lightning.”

      I jerked back slightly. “Lightning? Like fast as lightning?”

      Walker let out a soft chuckle. “He can be fast when you want him to be, but he’s also happy just plodding along, which is all we’ll be doing.”

      My throat was suddenly dry as dust. “Okay,” I croaked.

      Walker lifted my hand for Lightning to sniff. His whiskers tickled my palm. “He wants to see if you have a treat for him.”

      “I’ll give him all the treats in the world if he gets me home in one piece.”

      “He will. Don’t you worry. Now, let’s get you in the saddle.” I tensed. “Jensen will hold the reins while I help you up. Then I’ll get on behind you.”

      My muscles screamed in protest as Walker lifted me up, but I bit my lip to keep from crying out. I settled into the saddle, holding onto it for dear life. It took Walker mere seconds to swing up behind me. His arms came around me, and I instantly felt safer. “Relax,” Walker whispered in my ear. “You can lean back against me. I’ve got you.”

      I slowly let myself melt into him, inhaling the comforting mix of his cologne, sweat, and something that was uniquely Walker. Jensen flipped the reins over Lightning’s head and handed them to her brother before mounting her own pale blond horse and leading us away.

      The rhythmic swaying of Lightning’s stride and the warmth of Walker’s arms soon had me fighting sleep. “Stay awake for me if you can, Taylor. As soon as you’re in the truck, you can take a little nap.”

      “Okay,” I mumbled, but soon, my eyes were falling closed.
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      Silent curses left my mouth as I felt Taylor slump against me. She was in full adrenaline crash-mode.

      “She asleep?” Jensen called from up ahead.

      “Dead to the world.”

      “Can you balance her and Lightning, or should I call for some help?”

      I tightened my hold around Taylor. “I’ve got her. We’re not far now.”

      Silence filled the air as we continued our journey. My mind drifted to what the hell was going on in my town. Two girls missing. One found, but only after nearly being shot. My teeth ground together. Taylor’s recounting of events didn’t sound like a hunter mistaking a person for game. I hoped she was wrong. Maybe she just thought someone was chasing her. Dealing with a misguided hunter was a hell of a lot better than dealing with a murderer.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as I caught sight of the truck and horse trailer. Leaning forward, I whispered into Taylor’s ear, “It’s time to wake up.” Nothing. A little louder and with a slight shake of her shoulders I said, “Taylor, we’re here.”

      She gave a small lurch, eyes blinking rapidly. I gave her a gentle squeeze. “You’re all right. We’re just back at the cars. It’s time to get down.” She nodded silently. “Hold onto the saddle horn while I dismount.” She nodded again. I slid off Lightning, grabbing the reins and tying him to the trailer after I did.

      “Put one foot in the stirrup, and swing the other around,” I instructed.

      Taylor hesitantly obeyed. As her leg rounded Lightning’s rump, I grasped her waist. “I’ve got you.” I eased her to the ground. She wavered on her feet a little, so I kept hold. “Let’s get you in the truck.”

      She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Thanks. Do you think I could have some more water?”

      “Of course.” I grabbed a bottle from my saddle bag. Guiding Taylor towards the rear of the truck’s cab, I opened the door. She eased herself in with a little help from me, and I handed her the water. “You can lay down if you want. It’ll just take a few minutes for Jensen and me to get the horses loaded up.”

      Taylor gulped down half of the bottle of water. “Okay. Thank you.” She grabbed my forearm, sending a jolt of electricity up my limb. “For everything.”

      “You’re welcome.” She released me, and I headed to help J with the horses. By the time we had them unsaddled, loaded, and ready to go, Taylor was passed out in the back seat.

      Jensen peeked in at Taylor’s sleeping form. “She’s exhausted.”

      I opened the passenger door of the rig. “No kidding. I think it’s an adrenaline crash. A few hours’ sleep and some food, and she’ll be good as new.”

      Jensen hopped into the driver’s seat, turning the key to start the engine. “It could have been so much worse. She could’ve been killed.”

      I fisted my hands, trying to release some of the rage inside me. “I know.”

      Jensen pressed her lips together. “You’re going to figure out who’s doing this, right?”

      I reached over and squeezed her hand. “I will. I promise.” She nodded and began navigating the trailer down the mountain.

      Staring out at the passing landscape, I went through all of the possible suspects I could think of. Tuck and I needed to pay a visit to Frank Pardue tomorrow. But as crazy as the man was, I couldn’t see him going after a woman like this. I wondered if we could have some survivalist who’d lost it holed up in the mountains. I hated the idea of it being someone I knew. Someone who got their coffee at the bakery just like I did, who sat next to me at the saloon bar, who lived life in my town. I hoped it was a random stranger.

      Before long, Jensen pulled up to the guest cabin. Officer Greg was waiting for us. I slipped out of the truck as quietly as possible and handed him the keys to my and Taylor’s vehicles. “She okay?” he asked, motioning with his head towards Taylor.

      “She will be. I’ll brief everyone tomorrow. Has there been any sign of Caitlin or her car?” Guilt flashed through me at the fact that I’d been so focused on Taylor, I’d barely thought of Caitlin.

      Greg shook his head. “Nothing. I’ll give you a call if we hear anything, and I’ll have the guys drop your vehicles back here.”

      “Thanks, Greg. Just have them leave the keys under the floor mats. I don’t want anyone knocking and waking Taylor up if she’s resting.”

      “Sure thing.” Greg pocketed the keys and took off.

      I headed back to the truck and opened the door to the cab. Taylor let out whistling exhales of air. It was fucking adorable.

      I brushed her golden-blonde tresses away from her face. Her skin, even scratched raw, still felt smooth as silk. “Time to wake up. You’re home.”

      Taylor’s eyes fluttered open. Watery gray-blue depths stared back at me. I wanted to sink into them and disappear forever. “Hi.”

      I grinned down at her. “Hi. You feel ready to sit up?”

      She nodded, and I slowly helped her. “Ow.”

      My brow furrowed in concern. “You hurting?”

      “A bit.”

      “Okay, let’s get you inside. We’ll get you something to eat and some pain meds. Then you can shower, and we’ll doctor your cuts.”

      She nodded. I knew she wasn’t back to herself because she was agreeing with everything I said. My Taylor would have been arguing just for the sake of it. My Taylor. She wasn’t mine yet, but I was determined to change that soon enough. I shook my head as I helped her around the truck.

      “I’ll keep you updated,” I yelled to Jensen.

      “Thanks,” she called back. “Feel better, honey.”

      “Thank you,” Taylor said in a voice that barely reached Jensen.

      Taking her arm, I led Taylor up the steps, then unlocked the front door to usher her inside. “Why don’t you sit on the couch, and I’ll make you a sandwich.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      I settled her on the overstuffed sofa in the living room where I could still see her from the kitchen. “You don’t have to keep thanking me.”

      “Yes, I do. You came for me.” Her eyes bore into mine, a blazing fire within them.

      “I’ll always come for you.” My voice came out ragged, as though ripped from my throat.

      “I’m glad,” she whispered.

      I forced myself to step back, to put some distance between us. “I’ll get to work on that sandwich.” Spinning around, I headed for the kitchen.

      In a matter of minutes, I had a turkey sandwich, a glass of orange juice, a bottle of water, and a couple of painkillers sitting on the coffee table in front of Taylor. She looked from the food to me and back to the plate again. Then she inhaled it all with a speed I would have thought impossible. When nothing was left but crumbs, she eased herself back against the pillows.

      “Feel better?” I asked.

      “Much. Now, I just need a shower.”

      I stood, taking her plate to head back to the kitchen. “Do you want me to sit outside the bathroom in case you feel faint?”

      Taylor’s head snapped in my direction. “Um, no I don’t want you to stand outside my bathroom while I shower. That’s just creepy.”

      I chuckled, but inside, I felt something loosen. Taylor was back to her old self. “All right. I swear I’ll stay out here.” My tone grew serious. “But promise me you’ll sit down in the shower if you feel lightheaded. If you do, call, and I’ll come in. I swear I won’t look.”

      Taylor snickered. “Sure, you won’t. Perv.”

      I shook my head. At least she was giving me shit again.

      As Taylor headed for her bedroom, my cell buzzed in my pocket. I fished it out and saw Tuck’s name flashing across the screen. “What’d you find?” I answered.

      “Well, your girl was definitely shot at.”

      I ignored the ripple of pleasure I felt at the your girl comment. “Bring me up to speed.”

      “At first, I tracked Taylor’s movements, which brought me to a tree that, low and behold, had a bullet in it. Looks like a .223.”

      “Same caliber as the one found in the hiker.”

      “One and the same.”

      Letting out a litany of curses, I began to pace. “What else?”

      “I tried to follow the bullet’s trajectory and was able to find the unsub’s trail. I tracked it for a few miles before I came to what I think were ATV tracks. Unfortunately, I lost that trail in the rocky shoreline of the creek. I have no idea where the shooter went.”

      A muscle in my cheek ticked. “So, we have a probable bullet match but not much else.”

      “That about sums it up.”

      “Okay, let’s reconvene tomorrow morning at my office. Let’s say, ten? I want to bring Frank Pardue in for questioning.”

      “Sounds like a plan, but good luck finding Frank. I’ve been by his place three different times. He’s never there.”

      I popped my jaw. “I’ll sit an officer at his place until he returns if I have to.”

      Tuck’s voice grew serious. “We’ll get this guy, Walk, I promise you.”

      “I know we will.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow. Call me if anything changes.”

      Rinsing Taylor’s plate, I bent to stick it in the dishwasher. “Will do. Stay safe.”

      “Always. You do the same.”

      “Always.” With that, I hit the end button on my screen.

      Leaning back against the kitchen counter, I set my phone aside and scrubbed both hands down my face. What a fucking day. Images flashed through my mind, memories of how worried I had been for Taylor. Things could have ended so differently.

      I could have been studying a crime scene of her dead body right now. I saw the mangled remains of the hiker in my mind’s eye. Remembered the glimmer of blonde hair in the afternoon light that had reminded me of Taylor. I rubbed at my eyes, trying to clear away the picture filling my brain. Taylor’s stubborn streak was going to get her fucking killed.

      The squeak of a door sounded. Taylor shuffled out with her damp hair piled atop her head. She wore a flimsy tank and sleep shorts that cupped her pert, heart-shaped ass. My jaw tightened. “We need to talk.”

      She padded towards the couch and dropped down onto it, pulling her knees to her chest. “Okay.” Her eyes trailed over my face as if searching each micro-expression for signs of what would come out of my mouth next.

      I took a seat on the opposite end of the couch and tried desperately not to stare at her ass and legs, or worse, the juncture between her thighs. I gave myself a mental slap. This was not what I needed to be thinking about. I refocused on the subject at hand. “Do you realize today could’ve ended very differently?”

      Taylor straightened in her seat. “I’m not stupid, I know I screwed up.”

      “So you’ll agree to never go hiking or running without a buddy again? And you’ll always tell someone else where you’re going?”

      Taylor let out an exasperated sigh. “I won’t be going hiking in that area again anytime soon. I have zero desire for a bullet in the brain. But I am going to run on my own.” I started to interject, but she held up a hand. “I promise that I will text Jensen and let her know when I leave, the route I’m taking, and when I expect to be back by. I’ll bring my phone, and text her if anything changes. But I need to do my long runs alone.”

      I fisted my hands and tried to keep my tone even. “You were almost shot today.”

      Taylor rose to her feet. “I know that! I know that better than anyone. But I’m not going to let some psycho hunter who thought I was Bambi keep me from doing something I love. Something I need to stay sane.”

      I got to my feet, frustration rippling through every muscle of my body. “I told you I would go running with you. Morning or night. All you have to do is text me. What is so hard about that?”

      She threw her arms wide. “Because it’s something I like to do alone most of the time. I don’t need to explain myself to you. I don’t owe you anything. I’m a grown woman, I make my own choices. I take care of myself. I don’t need you swooping in and trying to control every damn little thing!”

      Breaths came through my nose in quick bursts as I pressed my lips together to keep from saying something I might regret. “I’m not trying to control anything. I’m trying to keep you safe.”

      Taylor snorted. “I don’t need you to keep me safe. I can keep myself safe.”

      “Oh, so was today a shining example of how well you can take care of yourself?”

      “Today was a mistake. I told you that. I fucked up. It won’t happen again. Just drop it!”

      I glanced at the ceiling, holding tight to my temper. I needed to try a different tack. “What is so bad about leaning on someone? About letting someone help you?”

      Taylor’s jaw had a hard set, and her delicate hands were balled into fists. “There’s nothing bad about it.”

      I studied her face, searching her eyes for some hint of what she was hiding. What she held onto with a vise-like grip. “You don’t mean that. Tell me why you don’t want people to be there for you. To help you with anything. It took my mom and sister double-teaming you with their persistence to even get you to use our fucking pool.”

      “God! You push and push and push! Why won’t you just leave me alone? I don’t want to need anyone, okay? Just let it go! I’m fine on my own!”

      “Why? Just tell me why, and I’ll let it go.”

      “BECAUSE EVERYONE LEAVES!” The statement was torn from her throat so violently, that the words were left lying bloody on the floor.

      I felt a tearing sensation in my chest. A pain that I’d never felt before, even in the wake of Julie’s death. I realized that it was the feeling of my heart truly breaking. Not for myself, but for someone else.

      Taylor’s breathing was ragged. “Sometimes, they choose to leave.” I knew then that she was talking about her father. And in that moment, if the man had been standing in the room, I knew there was a good chance I would have killed him. “And, other times… Other times, they have no choice. You know they fight so hard—with everything they have—not to leave you alone. But they’re torn from you anyway.”

      My breaking heart shattered. Splintered for the girl who felt so alone in the world. I took a step towards her, but she held out an arm as if warding off a wild animal who wanted to tear her to shreds. “Don’t.”

      I froze. “Please.” My voice was as gentle and non-threatening as I could make it. “Please, let me hold you.”

      That’s when Taylor broke. As if the simple offer of human kindness and comfort was too much for her to bear. She merely collapsed, her knees knocking against the hardwood floor with a brutal sound.

      I sank to the ground next to her, not waiting for voiced permission to hold her. I just wrapped my body around hers, and the second she felt my presence, she clung to me with a ferocity that stole my breath—her arms clinging to my neck, her legs encircling my waist as I knelt on the floor.

      Violent sobs wracked her body, and it was all I could to do to absorb them. I held her as tightly as possible without hurting her.  She needed someone who would never leave her. I could be that. I would be her friend, her constant shadow, her shoulder to cry on for as long as she wanted me. I would be more if she let me. It might not be forever, she might choose to leave, but it would be worth the pain if I could heal even a part of this precious girl’s soul.

      I don’t know how long we stayed like that. My knees throbbed and my back ached, but I didn’t move a muscle. Eventually, Taylor’s tears slowed. I trailed a gentle hand up and down her spine, hoping it would encourage her to calm further.

      I knew the moment she came back to herself because she tensed. I squeezed the back of her neck. “Don’t do that. Don’t freeze up on me now. Don’t shut me out. I’m honored that you let me in, even if I did kick down the door.”

      Taylor exhaled a breath, and it tickled my neck. Her face was still firmly pressed there. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to know.” I pulled back to gaze into those bewitching blue-gray eyes, rimmed red from crying. She flushed and turned her head away. I placed a single finger under her chin and brought her face back towards mine. “No more hiding.”

      Her throat bobbed. “Okay.” There was a moment of silence where we simply stared at one another, both of us with our walls completely down. “I don’t know what to do now,” she whispered.

      “I bet you’re exhausted. How about I put you to bed?”

      Taylor nodded, a light pink staining her cheeks. “I have a favor. You can totally say no if it’s too weird.”

      “What is it?”

      “Will you sleep with me?” Her voice wavered as if she were fighting against a new rush of tears. “I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

      I knew how much it had cost her to say those words. To make that request. And I was fucking honored. “I’d be happy to.”

      Carefully, I got to my feet with Taylor still wrapped around me like a sloth on a tree branch. I navigated around the living room furniture and finally made it to the master bedroom. Gently, I set Taylor down on the mattress. I pulled back the covers, and she quickly crawled under them. The light in the room was low, and I made quick work of shucking my shoes, pants, and button-down. I wouldn’t risk ditching my tee or boxer-briefs.

      Silently, I slipped beneath the covers on the opposite side of the bed and flicked off the lamp. The light from the full moon shone through the window to highlight the apples of Taylor’s cheeks and the fairest strands of her hair. I opened my arms. “Come here.”

      Instantly, she rolled into my embrace, her back to my front. I kissed the top of her head. “Sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up.”
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      I awoke to a pink sky and strong arms surrounding me. I froze for a moment as memories from the day before assailed me. I felt as if I had lived twelve lifetimes in twenty-four hours.

      One of the arms around my waist tightened, pulling me flush against a wall of muscle. A trail of tingles shot through my nerve endings and grew in intensity as I felt something harden against my backside. Instinctively, I wiggled my hips.

      A growl sounded behind me. I stilled, my heart rate ratcheting up a few notches. “Be very careful, Short-stack. I’ve had your tight little body pressed up against mine all night. My restraint is about to snap.”

      My brows lifted. “I thought you didn’t want this.” The image of Walker pushing me away when I kissed him had played over and over in my mind the past few weeks. I still felt an echo of the pain the action had inflicted.

      Walker’s hand flexed against my hip, sending a jolt of arousal to my core. “I didn’t mean it the way you thought.” He rocked his hips against me, and I let out a little moan. “I’m very clearly attracted to you. I just knew it wasn’t the right time for us. And I wanted more than a drunken hookup from you.”

      My eyes widened, and my heartbeat picked up speed. “What do you mean?”

      In a flash, Walker was on top of me, hovering over my body. Not a single part of him touched me, and yet it was the hottest thing I’d ever experienced. “What I mean is—I want to explore what this thing is between us. Neither of us can know what the future will bring.” He ran his nose up the column of my throat. I trembled. “I think we should take things one day at a time, see where the road leads.”

      He sucked my earlobe between his teeth. “Because I am sure as fuck exhausted from not giving in to you.” I began to pant, it was pathetic. In a matter of minutes, he’d turned me into a quivering pile of need. “What do you say, Taylor?” He rose above me again so that I was staring into those gorgeous greens of his. “Want to see how hot this fire burns?”

      I fisted his t-shirt and pulled him to me with a force that surprised us both. Our lips crashed together in a battle for dominance. Each of us wanting to see how far we could push this chemistry between us.

      Walker’s tongue slipped between my lips, tangling with mine. His taste was like his smell—it had a quality that was uniquely him—and I knew it would spoil me for all other men. I didn’t care. I tugged at his shirt, needing it off, needing as much skin-to-skin contact as possible.

      The piece of clothing sailed to the floor, and then his hands were yanking at the hem of my tank. I sucked in a harsh breath when Walker’s thumbs trailed over my nipples as he lifted the shirt higher. He paused when the cami rested just above my breasts. “So fucking pretty. I want to see what shades these pretty nipples will turn when I suck on them.”

      His words sent a spasm straight to my core. My fingers dug into his muscular shoulders, and they flexed in response. “So stop staring and do something about it.”

      Heat and challenge blazed in Walker’s eyes. His head dipped. “Careful what you ask for…” he said and then took one of the peaks into his mouth with a force that had me bowing my upper body off the bed. This was no slow seduction. This was a full-on assault.

      Fire licked from my nipple to my clit, and he hadn’t even touched me there yet. I let out a barely discernable curse. Walker chuckled, sending another slew of sensations through my body. “Ready to beg for mercy?”

      “Never.” It came out as a half pant, half plea, and both parts said I was a dirty liar.

      “We’ll just see about that.” With those words, Walker turned his suckle into a nibble, and with each rake of his teeth across my tender flesh, another jolt of lightning shot to my center.

      He would be the death of me. I needed to fight fire with fire. I forced myself to release the vise-like grip I had on his shoulders and began raking my nails up his back in the same alternating pattern of pleasure and pain he was exerting on my nipple. Walker let out a guttural groan as I reached his head and grasped a handful of his hair with my hand.

      Pulling his mouth away from my breast, I brought it to my own. “I need more.”

      Another flash of heat and challenge seared those green depths. “I’ll give you more, but I’m taking my fucking time.”

      I grinned, but I had a feeling it was slightly feral with need. “Take your time next time.”

      “You make a damn good case for quick and dirty.” With that, he tore my tank top the rest of the way off my body and went to work on my sleep shorts. He pulled them down with a speed I didn’t know he possessed. His gaze zeroed in on the juncture between my thighs, and I fought the urge to squirm under his intense stare. “You’re bare.” His voice was rougher than it had been just seconds before.

      I cleared my throat. “I, uh, like it that way.”

      Walker’s hands gripped my thighs, pulling them apart, leaving me completely exposed. His eyes never left my center. “I like it, too,” he said, a devilish smile spreading over his face.

      My hands fisted the sheets as his hands slowly crept up my legs, closer and closer to the place I wanted him most. When he stopped just shy of where I needed him, I bit down on my lip. Hard. Walker’s gaze moved to my face. “Tell me you want this.”

      My eyes widened, and I released my lip. “I want this. Want you. Now.”

      He jerked his chin in a nod and gave me a swift kiss. Walker trailed the tip of his thumb down the valley between my thigh and center. I held my breath. He dipped the digit between my folds, and I couldn’t hold in my moan.

      Walker’s touch was feather-light. He explored each dip and curve and as his eyes stayed focused on my face. I realized he was studying my reactions, discovering how to drive me higher. Each circle and swipe brought him closer to my opening, but he didn’t venture to that bundle of nerves that I knew would make me detonate.

      He eased a finger inside me. His strokes were lazy, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. But I was still in a hurry. I bucked my hips against his hand, and he stilled his movements. “Now, now. You in that much of a rush? You want it all?”

      “I want you inside me already. This is nothing”—I sucked in air—“but a poor imitation”—another breath—“of what I’m really after.” That did it. The last thread of his control broke.

      Walker left my body. For a moment, I thought he was pissed and leaving, but then I saw a flash of silver in his hand. A condom. He tore the wrapper with his teeth, and it was ridiculously hot. His other hand went to his boxer-briefs, pulling them down and shaking them off.

      My jaw went slack. He was perfection. I watched in fascination as he rolled the condom over himself. I swallowed hard. He was large. So big, I knew I would still feel him tomorrow. But there was also something about him that was beautiful. I didn’t think I’d ever considered a penis beautiful before, but Walker’s was. His skin was so smooth, the ridges so perfect, I fought the urge to lick my lips.

      Walker took three strides and was back at the bed. “Ready?”

      I nodded. My gaze traveled over Walker’s entire body. He was strung tight, like a bow in danger of snapping. I swallowed again. He leaned over me, brushing a gentle thumb across my nipple. I shivered. “Tell me if it’s too much,” he whispered.

      “I will,” I replied faintly.

      His tip nudged my entrance, and I felt a pull in me so strong, it was like being sucker-punched, as if my body already knew his and craved the touch with everything it had. I pulled in a sharp breath, and Walker’s eyes narrowed on mine. I nodded, trying to urge him on. He pushed inside me with a slow glide, the movement forcing my eyes closed so I could soak up the sensation.

      Walker stilled, and I was grateful. It took me a few moments and some deep breaths to adjust to his size. A fingertip circled the peak of my breast, and my eyes flew open. “So fucking beautiful.” This time, he was staring at my face when he said it.

      My cheeks burned, and my body seemed to melt. The stretching turned to heat. “Move,” I begged. “Please, move.”

      Walker dipped his head, brushing his lips against mine, and then he moved. Slowly at first, and then picking up speed. My hands clutched at his bunching bicep muscles, beginning to slicken with sweat. I wanted to feel as much of his skin as possible. My fingertips started to explore each curve and dent of muscle. His skin was silk over hardened steel.

      I trailed a hand through the dusting of hair on his chest I’d lusted after at the lake, pulling some just a bit. Walker let out a garbled curse, and his thrusts grew more frantic. Unbridled. The rhythm chaotic yet exactly what I needed.

      My arms fell to the bed, yet again feeling forced to fist the sheets to grab hold of something that could tie me to the Earth. Walker dragged a sandpaper-rough thumb across my clit, and the cord that had been steadily tightening within me snapped.

      My walls clenched around Walker, and he let out another curse, thrusting twice more before collapsing on top of me. We lay there panting, both still twitching with aftershocks. After moments passed, I groaned. “Move. You’re too heavy.”

      Walker chuckled but rolled us, taking me with him so that I was now lying on top of him. My cheek rested against his pec and vibrated with each beat of his heart, strong and steady. Slowly, my breathing evened out. “That was—” I began.

      “Explosive?” Walker finished.

      I pulled my head back and rested my chin on his sternum. Walker’s gaze traced over my face. “You’re not going to freak out and run on me, are you?”

      My whole body tensed, and Walker groaned. “Don’t do that. Unless you want me to fuck you again right now.”

      My eyes widened. “You could go again?” How was that even possible?

      He grinned. “You could have me ready to go just about anytime and anywhere.” I buried my face against his chest, feeling my cheeks heat. “I really don’t want to do this, but I gotta get rid of this condom.”

      Right. I nodded against his chest, and he rolled me yet again. This time, he slipped from my body. I felt the loss of him acutely, as if a part of me were missing. I shook off the ridiculous notion and reached for my tank and shorts as Walker’s tight ass disappeared into the bathroom.

      By the time he returned, I was fully clothed. His gaze raked over me from tip to toe. “I liked the other get-up better.”

      “Most guys do prefer naked.”

      Walker climbed onto the bed, backing me up against the pillows. “We need to make sure we’ve got a few things straight.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Okay…” My head spun at what he might be about to lay on me. This was a one-time thing, never to happen again? He wanted me to move to Oregon permanently and have a million of his babies?

      Walker’s eyes bore into mine. “You and I are going to see where this thing leads.” I pressed my lips together. “We’re not going to worry about all the possible what-ifs. We are going to roll with things. I’m going to have you. Often.” My lips stretched into a slow smile. I liked that plan. “I’m also going to be here for you.” My heart stutter-stepped. “No matter what does or doesn’t happen between us in the bedroom.” Another skipped beat.

      “And you are going to talk to me. Let me into what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours.” He tapped a finger on my temple and then let it trace down around my ear. I shivered. Walker pressed his mouth to my forehead, then to each of my eyelids. The gesture was so sweet, so tender it made my heart ache. “Do you think you can do that for me?”

      I took a deep breath. This was it. Could I roll with this, with him? Not knowing where we might end up? Having a good idea that the outcome might hurt a hell of a lot? There was something I needed to get out into the open first. I sank my teeth into my bottom lip before speaking. “Jensen told me about Julie.”

      Walker’s expression gentled, and then he sat next to me on the bed. “I would have told you about her myself, she just hadn’t come up.” He traced the hem of my sleep shorts with his finger. “She was my first love. If she’d lived, I think she would have been it for me. But what we had,”—his eyes met mine—“it never got the chance to grow out of that puppy-love stage.”

      My heart hurt for him, for the loss of what might have been. “I’m sorry you lost her.”

      Walker brushed his lips against mine. “Thank you. Life doesn’t always take us on a path we understand, but I know that even with the moments you think will break you, there’s always something beautiful waiting. If you keep pushing on.” He tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “So, you think you can risk taking this journey with me? See where we end up?”

      I stared into those green irises rimmed in blue. There was fire in them. Flames that singed my soul. Something that was too tempting to leave alone. Even though I knew I’d likely end up burned. “I can do that.”

      Walker released a breath I hadn’t noticed he’d been holding. “Thank fuck.” I giggled. Freaking giggled. It was girlish and very unlike me, but I couldn’t help it. Walker’s eyes playfully narrowed in my direction. “Oh, funny is it? Hilarious that you’ve got me tied up in knots, my dick hard enough to pound nails whenever you’re around?”

      I bit down on my bottom lip and shrugged. “Sorry?”

      “You’re not sorry,” he growled and then dove in to tickle my sides.

      I shrieked with laughter until he touched a tender spot from my tumble down the ravine. I froze and sucked in a pained breath. Walker immediately pulled back, frowning. “Shit. I completely forgot. Are you okay?” He pawed at my tank top. “Let me see.”

      I let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m fine. Just a little sore.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” Walker gently lifted my shirt. “Turn around so I can see your back.” I did as he instructed, knowing it would go quicker if I just gave in. “Fuck. You’ve got a real nasty bruise and a few deep scrapes.”

      “I cleaned the scrapes last night,” I said, trying to put him at ease.

      “Well, I wasn’t exactly gentle with you this morning, so you need to let me clean them for you again.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. “All right, Dr. Cole. Do your worst.”

      He placed a kiss at the base of my neck that sent tingles down my spine and slipped off the bed. When he returned, he had his boxer briefs and tee on and held a large first-aid kit.

      “Was that here?” I asked.

      “Yup, in the kitchen, beneath the sink.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Planning on injuring yourself in the future?”

      I snorted. “Well, I am trying to teach myself to cook.”

      “Are you now?” I felt a cold alcohol pad touch the small of my back and jumped. “Sorry about that.” Walker blew on my skin to ease the sting. “You know, I’m a real good eater. I eat just about anything, so I could be your guinea pig while you’re trying to learn.”

      This time I snickered. “You might regret that offer.”

      “I promise you, I won’t.” He kissed the top of one of my shoulders. He was careless with his displays of affection. Not in a bad way, just in a way that said he had a deep well of love and care in him that was so full, it was overflowing. It wasn’t surprising when I thought about it. He had amazing parents, a hilarious grandmother, a protective sister, and a precious nephew, who all loved him deeply. Not to mention, a town that adored him. He had a lot to give.

      I relaxed into the knowledge. It helped me to keep from freaking out about his frequent lip touches and gentle caresses. It was just Walker. I didn’t need to read anything into it.

      His roughened fingertips spread some sort of ointment across the scrapes on my back. I turned my head to the side, catching a glimpse of his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be here to take care of you anytime you need.”

      “You can’t promise that,” I whispered.

      Walker squeezed my arms and placed a kiss on the back of my head. “I can promise anything I want to. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll just say, I’ll do everything I can to be here when you need me.”

      A tightness took over my body. I both desperately wanted to sink into that reassurance and run as far away from it as possible. I settled for something in the middle. “How about I just thank you for taking care of me this go-around?”

      “That works for now.” Walker rose from the bed and grabbed my hand so that I stood with him. “Now, why don’t I make us some breakfast before I have to head into work.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief that he wasn’t suggesting I try cooking for him now. “That sounds perfect.”
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      A knock sounded on the doorframe of my open office door. “Were you just whistling?” Tuck asked, disbelief lacing his tone.

      My head snapped up, and I forced the shit-eating grin I’d been wearing off and on all morning from my face. “Maybe.”

      Tuck studied me intently as he crossed to one of the chairs opposite me at my desk. “You seem…chipper. Way too cheerful for someone who had his ex go missing, and the girl he likes shot at just yesterday.”

      A muscle in my cheek ticked as a pang of guilt hit me at the reminder that we still had no leads regarding where the hell Caitlin was.

      Tuck’s eyes narrowed. “You got laid!”

      “Would you keep it down?” I gritted out as I stalked around my desk to shut the door. “I don’t think the entire office heard you.”

      “You did. You sly dog, you. I find the girl, and you swoop in all hero-like and catch her when she almost faints. No wonder you got in there.” I smacked Tuck upside the head as I walked back around to take the seat behind my desk. “Ow. What was that for?”

      I settled in my desk chair. “That was for being an idiot.”

      “What? Your best pal in the world can’t be happy when his boy gets himself some? Especially some that is as smokin’ as Taylor.”

      My jaw clenched. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

      Tuck’s eyes flared. “Understood. I get it, I do. This one’s different.”

      I scrubbed a hand over my jaw that was beginning to ache. I was trying really hard to do exactly what I had instructed Taylor to do: take things one day at a time. Not think about what the future might hold.

      But what I did know was that I had never had sex like that before. A fire had licked through me that I knew might never get extinguished. So, I was going to do my damnedest to get Taylor to stay in Sutter Lake, to really let me in. It might be an uphill battle, but I never backed down from a fight.

      I met Tuck’s stare. “It is different with her. There’s something…I don’t know…” I pulled at the collar of my shirt. “Something special about her.”

      A grin split Tuck’s face. “I’m happy for you, brother. Really fucking happy.”

      “Don’t get too excited. She’s slippery. Like a horse that’s been hurt. Skittish. No sudden moves, if you catch my drift.”

      Tuck nodded, but before he could say anything else, another knock sounded on my door. “Come in,” I called.

      Clark poked his head in. “Perfect. I was just about to call Tuck after I spoke with you, Walk.”

      “What’s going on, Chief?”

      Clark strode towards the empty chair, gripping the back of it so tightly, I thought it might snap. Shit. This was not good. “Some hikers found another body.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. It felt as if the air were made of tiny shards of glass that shredded my throat and lungs. “Caitlin?” I asked, my voice rough. We hadn’t ended well. She’d been a bitch to Taylor. But I knew she would’ve gotten over it, gone back to the sweet girl I had known growing up. My chest tightened when I thought of her parents.

      Clark kept his gaze on me steady. “It’s looking that way. I know the two of you had history. I’m sorry, Walk.”

      I straightened in my chair. “You’re not taking me off the case, are you?”

      Clark shook his head. “No. Maybe I should, but you’re the best I’ve got. You’re not family, and you weren’t currently seeing her. I can bend the rules.”

      I jerked up my chin. “I appreciate that, Chief.”

      “You can thank me by catching this son of a bitch.”

      I didn’t let my eyes move from his. “We will.”

      Clark released his death grip on the chair. “Get on out to the crime scene.” He gave us the details of where the body was located, along with instructions to keep him up-to-date, and then headed back to his office.

      What freaked me out the most was that the body had been found so close to where we had discovered Taylor. I roughly pocketed my phone and shut off my computer with enough force to send the machine rocking.

      Tuck’s meaty palm came down on my shoulder. “You gonna be able to keep your head straight with all this?”

      “Yep,” I said through my clenched teeth.

      “Good. We need you on your A-game.”

      As we headed out to Tuck’s truck, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Taylor: Want to brave dinner at my place tonight?

      Emotions warred within me. Part of me wanted to beat my chest in victory that she had reached out to make plans. The other part felt guilty as hell for any bit of happiness I might be experiencing currently.

      Me: I’d love to, but I have to warn you, I might be shit company. On my way to a tough call-out.

      Within seconds, there was a reply.

      Taylor: Zero pressure, but maybe I can take care of you for a change. You don’t have to talk about it. Just come eat. Hopefully I won’t give you food poisoning.

      I let out a bark of laughter, and Tuck’s gaze jumped to me. He raised an eyebrow, and I just shook my head.

      Me: Sounds perfect. I’ll text when I have an idea of when this might wrap up for the day.

      Taylor: Great. See you later.

      Me: Tonight, Short-stack.

      Tuck didn’t press me for details when I climbed into his rig, and I was grateful. I did not want to venture into the land of feelings with Tuck. I soaked up the silence, attempting to get my mind focused on the task ahead.

      The trailhead was littered with law enforcement vehicles when we arrived. As Tuck threw the truck in park, I spoke up. “I sent an officer to Frank Pardue’s cabin. There was no answer. His truck is there, but no signs of life. I told my guy to stay put till Frank comes back.”

      Tuck ran a hand through his hair. “That fucker’s slippery. I doubt he’s going to come waltzing home when there’s a squad car parked outside his front door.”

      “If he doesn’t come back by the end of the day, we’ll get more creative, okay?”

      Tuck opened his door. “All right, but I’m telling you, he won’t show.”

      I rolled my eyes as I climbed out of the rig. Tuck always wanted to play commando. If he had it his way, he’d be stationing men around Frank’s property in full camo gear with night vision goggles. Sometimes, waiting a guy out worked just as well.

      Tuck and I hiked up the trail, each of us training our eyes on the surrounding underbrush, looking for any signs of a struggle or clues to what might have happened. It took us over an hour to reach the place where our people had set up shop.

      Greg spotted us coming up the trail and headed right over. “It’s another bad one. What the hell is going on, Walker?”

      I forced my body to stay relaxed, to not show any outward signs of distress or anger. “I don’t know, Greg. But we’re going to find out.”

      “I hope we can do it before anyone else gets killed,” he said with a shake of his head.

      I swiped at my brow. Though we had headed into fall, it was mid-day and still warm outside. “Do we have a positive I.D.?”

      Greg paled. “I thought you were notified. It’s Caitlin.”

      My gut burned, but I fought to keep my mask of composure. “I knew it was likely, but I hadn’t heard for sure.”

      Greg’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “The, uh, body is pretty fresh,” he said, wincing. “I was able to identify her. It’s pretty bad, boss. Are you sure you want to see it?”

      My eyes narrowed on him, and he took a step back. I appreciated my officers having my back, but I didn’t want any of them questioning my ability to handle a situation.

      Tuck stepped forward. “He’ll be fine. Could you point us in the right direction?”

      “S-s-sure,” Greg stuttered, and I felt a little bad for the kid. “Scene’s that way, about half a mile.”

      I jerked my chin at Greg, and Tuck and I moved away from the trail. I let my mask slip for just this half mile. Let my jaw tighten, my fists clench. I would have let out a scream, but I didn’t want the people around us to hear. Life was so fucking unfair sometimes.

      I caught sight of a group of people fanning out around a roped-off section. Techs were scouring the area, looking for evidence. Carly and her assistant were bent over what I assumed was the body. I steeled myself for the worst. I still wasn’t prepared.

      The first glimpse of Caitlin knocked the air right out of my lungs. Her neck was bent at a horrifying angle, her hair spread around her like a halo. Her skin was a sickly grayish color and had a sheen to it. This was nothing like the girl I knew. So full of life, even if that came out as anger at times. I fought the shudder that wanted to course through my body.

      I was thankful when Tuck spoke because I was still struggling to find my words. “Hey, Carly. Got a time of death for us?”

      The medical examiner’s head turned at the sound of her name. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this, boys. Still not firm on T.O.D., but I’m guessing sometime in the last twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”

      I cursed under my breath, and Tuck went on alert next to me. Carly straightened from her crouched positioned next to Caitlin’s body. “There something I need to know?”

      Tuck ran a hand through his hair roughly. “We were not far from here yesterday. Less than twenty-four hours ago. We were looking for Walk’s, uh,”—he eyed me—“girlfriend, I guess you’d call her.” Carly’s brows rose, her eyes sparkling with humor. Tuck continued speaking, and the humor soon fled Carly’s gaze. “She got lost while on a hike on Creek Line trail. Then she got shot at. Took a tumble down the ravine.”

      Carly’s head shot towards me. “Is she okay?”

      I swallowed thickly, having come to terms with the fact that Taylor had most likely been shot at by Caitlin’s killer. “She’s fine.” The words came out harshly, but Carly, used to working around men, took no offense.

      She gazed around the surrounding woods. “I’m glad. You think whoever shot at her killed this young woman?”

      I stared down at Caitlin’s ravaged form. “I think it’s likely. Why don’t you walk us through your best guess as to what happened.”

      Carly nodded and squatted next to Caitlin. “These are just my preliminary findings. Things may change once I’ve been able to complete a full exam.”

      “Understood,” I said, impatient for her to give me more information.

      She continued. “Let’s start at the beginning. See these marks here?” Tuck and I nodded as we took in the bruising around Caitlin’s wrists. “She was bound in some way for several hours. Possibly days.”

      I cursed. Tuck remained stonily silent. Carly moved on. “I believe she was,”—she paused for a moment—“hunted down. Either she escaped, or the killer let her go, only to catch her again. She was shot. Here.” Carly pointed to a wound on Caitlin’s hip. A shot there would make running almost impossible.

      Rage pumped through my veins at the thought of how terrified Caitlin must have been. “But that wouldn’t have killed her.” I forced the words out.

      “No. It didn’t. I would say the killer caught up with her and snapped her neck.” Blood roared through my ears at Carly’s words. “It’s similar to the way a hunter would snap an animal’s neck if they wounded it but didn’t make a kill shot.”

      Tuck’s and my eyes immediately clashed. “Pardue,” we said at the same time.

      I searched the forest around us. “We have to find him. And fast.”
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      “’Make spaghetti,’ she said. ‘It’ll be easy,’ she said.” I mumbled to myself as I stirred furiously at a pot of sauce. It wasn’t the right color. It looked more brown than red. I sighed, attempting to blow the hair out of my face since I didn’t have a free hand.

      I’d called my bestie for help when some evil spirit had overtaken my body and forced me to text Walker and ask him to dinner. Carter had squealed with glee when I told her about my plans. Or should I say the evil spirit’s plans, because I didn’t know what I’d been thinking. Carter had immediately shot off a link to a recipe she promised would be so simple, even I couldn’t screw it up. As I glanced down at the brown sludge, I wasn’t so sure.

      I peeked at the clock on the stove. Shit. Walker would be here in twenty minutes. I turned off the heat and dashed towards my bedroom, peeling off clothes as I went. Stepping under the shower’s spray, I nearly shrieked. It was freezing. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to power through as quickly as possible.

      My attempt to get ready in approximately fifteen minutes resembled a cross between a hurricane and that Tasmanian devil cartoon. I rummaged through my closet, throwing everything I wasn’t looking for on the bed. Finally, I found my little black dress. It was that ideal dress every girl had to have in their closet. It was the perfect combination of sexy and sweet. You could style it down or dress it up. It was my go-to in times of tremendous stress. I.e., now.

      After pulling on a matching set of black lace lingerie, I tugged the dress over my head. I’d have to settle for having my hair up in some sort of messy bun because I had no time to do anything to it. With a quick swipe of eyeliner, a couple of coats of mascara, and some sheer lip gloss, I was as good as I would get. And just in time for the knock on my door.

      I blew out a long breath. Everything would be fine. Just as long as my attempt at dinner didn’t kill Walker, everything would be okay. This wasn’t a big deal. Just two people having dinner and, hopefully, some really hot sex afterward.

      Another knock sounded, and this time, it was followed by a deep voice. “Stop freaking out, Short-stack, and let me in.”

      I let out a huff of exasperation at Walker’s psychic powers and strode to the door. Pulling it open, I asked, “Are you ever going to stop calling me Short-stack?” The exasperation was forced. I loved when he called me that.

      Walker shot me a devilish grin that set off a shiver somewhere deep inside me. “But you are short. Short and fucking adorable.”

      His words made my cheeks heat. “Come in,” I invited, opting to avoid the nickname business altogether.

      Walker stepped into my space, grabbing me around the waist and bringing me flush against his muscled form. “Gonna kiss me hello?” His eyes twinkled, but there was something underneath the gleam. Sadness or anger, I couldn’t quite tell.

      I stretched up on my toes and brought my lips to his. He smelled of soap, some woodsy cologne, and that thing I couldn’t quite name. Someone needed to bottle the combination. They could make millions, no…billions. I inhaled deeply as Walker deepened the kiss, tangling his tongue with mine. He groaned as he pulled back.

      I studied his face, my gaze trailing over the lines of stress and that unidentifiable emotion in his eyes. “What’s wrong? Is it the call you were out on?” My mind had been toying with that thought all day, imagining millions of horrible scenarios.

      Walker’s eyes focused on mine with an intensity that scared me just a little. “Promise me if I tell you what happened, you won’t run on me.”

      I tensed in his arms. It was bad. Really freaking bad from the look in his eyes. “I won’t run.” My voice was stronger than I felt.

      “It was Caitlin. Some hikers found her body not far from where we found you yesterday.”

      My body felt hot and then ice-cold. I shivered, and Walker’s arms tightened around me. “So, the person that shot at me was probably…” I couldn’t even finish the thought, it made me nauseous.

      “We don’t know anything for sure, but it’s a strong possibility.” I nodded numbly, and Walker squeezed me again, bringing my gaze back to his. “Please don’t run. But I do want you to be careful. Keep these doors locked. No activities by yourself. Even swimming at the ranch house, I want you to make sure someone’s around.”

      I swallowed against the lump in my throat. “Okay. Are you okay? I’m so sorry, Walker, I know Caitlin was…” I didn’t know quite how to finish that sentence.

      Walker’s jaw tightened. “We weren’t,” he started. “It was never serious. At least it wasn’t for me. It was more so for her. And I feel a hell of a lot of guilt over that now, but there’s nothing I can do about it. The only thing I can do is find this son of a bitch and lock him away. That, I will do.” The vehemence of his words left no room for doubt.

      “I know you will. Walker, if you’re not up for this tonight, we can do it another time.”

      He shook his head and pulled me tighter against him. “This is exactly what I need. You and food and laughter. It’s the perfect distraction for the shit swirling in my head. Plus, I want to taste what you’ve cooked up.”

      Anxious butterflies took flight in my belly, and I twisted my ring around my finger. Before I could say anything, Walker took hold of my hand, bringing it to his mouth and placing a kiss where my fingers met my palm, right on the ring. Of course, he would notice the nervous habit, the psychic sorcerer. “Come on, lead the way,” he instructed, linking my fingers with his.

      How long had it been since someone had held my hand like this? A long freaking time. I hadn’t dated since my mom got sick the first time, and before that, I had been on one seriously long dry spell. It felt strange, but at the same time, comforting. My heart rate kicked up a notch, and those butterflies flared to life again. It was like I was in the seventh grade all over again, and Mitch Allen was holding my hand for the first time.

      I gave myself a mental shake. Get it together, Taylor. “I’m, uh, not sure how well it turned out. The color’s not exactly right.”

      Walker squeezed my hand. “It’s not about how it looks, it’s about how it tastes.”

      “All right…” I wasn’t overly optimistic about the taste either. I’d already set the table, so while I dished up bowls of pasta, Walker poured us both drinks. My stomach churned as we both sat.

      I watched with no small amount of anxiety as Walker took a bite of the pasta. His eyes widened a bit, and then he let out some sort of mmm sound. “This is good, Taylor. Really.”

      He almost never used my actual name. I eyed him skeptically and took my own bite. It stayed in my mouth for a total of two seconds. Just long enough for me to taste a combination of salt, charred tomato, and something that was way too spicy for a pasta sauce. I spit it back out into my bowl, coughing and spluttering. I frantically chugged my water, trying desperately to rid my mouth of the horrible taste. “I can’t believe you swallowed that. Or were able to say it was good with a straight face!”

      That was all it took for Walker to burst out laughing. “I’m sorry. I really wanted to like it. I want to be supportive.”

      “No one would like that!” I shrieked. Walker only laughed harder. “It’s not funny. I’ve probably poisoned us both. We’ve only got hours to live.”

      “Oh, quit your dramatics and come here.” Walker reached out a hand for me to come to him, but I just shook my head like a two-year-old. “Come on.”

      I huffed but rose from my chair. As soon as I was within arm’s reach, Walker tugged me into his lap. He brushed his lips against mine, and I scrunched up my nose. “What?” he asked.

      “We both need to brush our teeth or use some mouthwash or something. I can’t kiss you when you taste like that awful spaghetti.”

      He chuckled and squeezed my waist. “Okay. We’re going to use some mouthwash, and then I’ll take you out to dinner. How about that?”

      I stared down at my lap. “I really wanted to do something nice for you.” The words were almost a whisper. My heart ached at how painful and unfamiliar it felt to be vulnerable with someone like this. It had been so long.

      Walker placed a finger under my chin, lifting it up and forcing me to meet his eyes. “You did. You tried something new, something you’ve been wanting to learn, and you let me in on the process. So it doesn’t taste like a gourmet meal. You gave me the gift of letting me into your world, which is everything I’ve been asking for. The only thing that would be a disappointment to me is if you shut me out or gave up trying. You’re not going to do that, are you?”

      I pressed my lips together because I had the urge to do both of those things. Walker squeezed my side again. “Promise me now that at least once a month you will try a new cooking experiment, and that you’ll let me be here when you do. We’ll taste-test it, and if it works, great. If it doesn’t, I’ll take you out to dinner.”

      My cheeks heated at his sweet thoughtfulness. “Okay,” I whispered, suddenly shy.

      “Good. Now, let’s go get some burgers or something.”

      I climbed off Walker’s lap and pulled him to his feet. “Anything, as long as it’s not spaghetti.”
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      My office chair squeaked as I leaned back, typing out a text.

      Me: Dinner tonight at my place? I’ll swing by and pick you up on my way home.

      Within seconds, three little dots appeared.

      Taylor: As long as you’re not going to force me to assist with the cooking.

      I chuckled to myself. In the weeks that had passed, Taylor and I had fallen into a routine of sorts. Typically, it involved me cooking, and Taylor doing everything she could to avoid the oven or stove.

      Me: The only thing you need to do is pour the drinks, Short-stack.

      Taylor: Sounds like a fair trade. I might even reward you for a meal well done…

      My pants suddenly felt a little bit tighter. I shifted in my seat. My need for Taylor was insatiable. I’d fucked her in the shower mere hours ago, yet here I was, dying to have her again.

      I scrubbed a hand across my stubbled jaw. We’d kept our word to each other and not spoken about where this thing was headed, but Taylor hadn’t mentioned plans to return to LA at the end of her lease. I had every intention of making it as difficult as possible for her to leave, and as easy as saying the word yes to stay.

      I shook my head and returned my focus to the papers in front of me. A final report from the medical examiner’s office on our two murder victims. It gave me nothing I didn’t already know. I’d been holding out hope that Carly might find some clue that would give me a direction to run in, but there was nothing.

      The entire case was stone-cold. We’d combed through every piece of evidence at least twice, in some cases, three times. Tuck and his Forest Service team had searched the woods for places a demented killer might be hiding, but they’d had no luck. The chief was getting antsy, and the town was freaked. I totally understood. I was frustrated as hell.

      A knock sounded on the frame of my open door. “What’s that angry look on your face for, big brother?”

      I stood, ushering Jensen in with a wave of my hand. “What are you doing here, Little J? You hate visiting me at the station.” My eyes narrowed. “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine.” Jensen shut the door behind her and sank into an empty chair. “Can’t a sister come pay her favorite big brother a visit at work?” Her smile was mischievous, and I didn’t trust it for a second.

      “You want something.” I sat back in my chair, waiting for her to lay it on me.

      “Maybe…” she said, drumming her fingers across her lips.

      “What is it?”

      The drumming paused. “Well. I’ve noticed that you and a certain resident of the guest cabin have both been unnaturally chipper lately. Especially given all the crazy happenings around here.” I straightened at my desk. Taylor and I hadn’t been hiding our relationship, but we hadn’t been flaunting it either. The last thing I wanted was to scare her off by having the townspeople or my family start asking when we were getting married. Jensen kept right on going. “That wouldn’t have anything to do with a little hanky-panky, would it?”

      My face scrunched. I did not want to talk to my sister about who I was sleeping with. “Jensen, who is or isn’t in my bed is none of your business.”

      A huge smile spread across her face. “I knew it! If you weren’t sleeping with her, you’d tell me straight out. And if you were sleeping with her, but it was just some harmless fun, you’d tell me that straight out, too. You like her. And I mean really like her.” She clapped her hands together with glee. “You two are perfect for each other!”

      I raised a hand as if to ward her off. “Hold on there. Do not freak out, go crazy, and call up Taylor, telling her you need to start planning a wedding. I do not want you to scare her off. She’s still gun-shy.” Understatement of the century.

      Jensen’s face softened. “I’m not going to do anything to screw this up. Why do you think I’m here, at the place that smells like stale coffee and gives me the creeps, giving you the third-degree instead of bringing a bottle of wine over to Taylor’s and trying to pry the truth out of her?”

      She exhaled, seeming to gather her thoughts. In a quieter, more serious tone she said, “I know she’s still scared. She’s better overall. She opens up more, spends more time with the family without me having to con her into it. But I can still see the fear in her eyes.”

      My chest tightened at Jensen’s words. She was right. Taylor was letting us all in more and more each day, but she had a long way to go before her walls were entirely down. J leaned across the desk and squeezed my hand. “I like her, Walk. I really like her. Don’t let her shut you out.”

      I gave my baby sister a gentle smile. “I won’t.”

      Jensen released my hand and leaned back in her seat. “Good.”

      “Now, tell me what’s new with you. How are things going with Bryce?”

      A faint blush tinged my sister’s cheeks. “They’re good. We’re taking things slow. Super slow. That’s good, for the most part.” A shadow of doubt crossed her face as she scrunched her nose in that adorable way she always did when she was unsure of herself. “I just hope that’s not a sign that he doesn’t actually like me all that much.”

      I hated that Jensen had this kind of self-doubt. It made me want to pummel the asshole who had left her high and dry as soon as he found out she was pregnant. Alone and pregnant at nineteen, she’d been terrified, and it had done a number on her self-confidence. It was rare that she allowed those doubts to show to anyone, and I was glad that Taylor wasn’t the only one letting me in.

      I cleared my throat, bringing Jensen’s gaze away from her hands in her lap and back to me. “Taking things slow just means that he respects you. I think that’s nothing but a good sign.”

      J sighed. “You’re my big brother, of course, you love that he’s not trying to get in my pants.”

      “Too much information, J.”

      She let out a giggle. “All right.”

      “I do want to get to know him better, though.”

      Jensen eyed me skeptically. “That’s fine, as long as you don’t threaten him with bodily harm.”

      I grinned. “Not unless he deserves it.”

      She shook her head. “Why don’t we go on a double date?”

      Warmth filled my chest at the thought of taking Taylor out on a proper date. Showing everyone in Sutter Lake that this gorgeous girl was mine. “I’ll ask Taylor if she’s up for it.”

      Jensen beamed. “Awesome. All right, big bro, I’m outta here.”

      As she stood, another knock sounded. “Come in,” I called.

      The door swung open hesitantly. Ashlee poked her head in. “Sorry to bother you,” she said, dipping her chin, a blush on her cheeks.

      “That’s all right,” I assured.

      “Hey, Ashlee,” Jensen greeted. “How are you?”

      “I’m just fine. And yourself?”

      “Doing great. Just paying the knucklehead a visit, but I’ll get out of your hair. See you later, Walk.”

      “Bye, Little J,” I called after her as she headed out. She looked back at me and stuck out her tongue, showing her disapproval of the nickname. I chuckled and turned my gaze to Ashlee. “What’s up?”

      “Barry Stevens is here to see you. He wanted to get an update on Caitlin’s case.”

      I instantly sobered. I couldn’t imagine what the poor man was going through and hoped I never had to experience it myself. “Show him on back.”

      Ashlee nodded and escaped down the hall.

      I put away all the sensitive files on my desk and locked my computer screen. Just as I shut a desk drawer, Barry’s harrowed face appeared in my doorway. “Come on in, Barry. Can I get you anything to drink?”

      He moved slowly as if he had aged decades in the past few weeks. “No, thank you. I just wanted to come by and see how things were progressing. We got a call that they were finally releasing Caitlin’s body to the funeral home.”

      Sympathy filled me, but I fought against the urge to let it show on my features. A man as proud as Barry Stevens wouldn’t want to see that now. “Unfortunately, there’s not a lot I can tell you at the moment. We are pursuing every avenue available to us to find out who did this.”

      It was true, we were doing everything we could. There just wasn’t much to show for it. Tuck and I had finally tracked down Frank Pardue, but after hours of questioning, there was nothing we could hold him for. He was still the number one suspect in my mind, but he claimed that he had been off hunting dozens of miles away when Caitlin was killed. With nothing to prove or disprove his story, we’d had to let him go.

      Barry gave a stilted nod. “Well, I just had to check.”

      “I understand. You come by anytime you like, but I promise I’ll call as soon as we have anything we can share.”

      He stood slowly. “Thank you, Walker. You’re a good man.” My chest hurt at those words, guilt swamping me as I remembered my last encounter with his daughter. “You’ll come to the funeral, won’t you? It’ll be this weekend.”

      I swallowed against the sudden dryness in my throat. “Of course, I will.”

      Barry gave another nod. “I’ll see you then.”

      “See you,” I replied, leaning back in my chair as I watched his pained footsteps lead him out of my office. I had to find the monster who destroyed this family.
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      I eased myself back on the double lounge chair on Walker’s back deck, tucking my feet under the wool blanket he left out here just for me. The view was amazing. During the day, you could see all the way to the town below. Tonight, I could see rolling hills and fields in the twilight as glimmering stars began to appear in the sky.

      Inhaling deeply, I soaked in the crystal-clear night air. It was amazing just how relaxed I felt here. How at home. If I was honest, it freaked me out a bit. But I pushed those thoughts aside, deciding instead to focus on gratitude for this night—this moment.

      A plank in the deck creaked. “What are you thinking about so hard over there?”

      I turned my head to see Walker striding towards me, two open bottles of beer dangling from his fingers. “Just thinking how much I love this spot.”

      He settled next to me on the lounge, handing me a beer and casually throwing an arm around my shoulders. I snuggled into his side, soaking up his warmth. “I’m glad you like it. I had the architect orient the house so the back deck and master bedroom would have this view.”

      I tilted my face up towards Walker, drinking in the shadow on his cut jaw and his sharp features in the moonlight. “I don’t think I knew you had this built.”

      “My parents gave me and my sister each a couple hundred acres to build on, hoping it would be lure enough to keep us close.” He absentmindedly ran his fingers through my hair as he spoke, sending small shivers down my spine.

      “But Jensen lives at the guest house next to the ranch house,” I said, thinking of the adorable two-bedroom cottage Jensen and Noah lived in.

      “She just keeps her horses on her land for now. It was easier when she got pregnant and while Noah’s still young. She’s close to my parents and Gran so they can help out. But you never know. If things keep progressing with Bryce, she might be building a house before long.”

      I shot up, spilling a little of my beer. “Are things getting serious between them? She hasn’t said anything to me.”

      Walker grinned. “Don’t go getting too excited. They’re taking things slow. Jensen did say she wanted us to go on a double date with them.”

      “You told her about us?” I fought the urge to duck my head, feeling suddenly shy about it all. He hadn’t pushed for us to go public in any way. I hadn’t been sure if it was because he didn’t want to rush me, or if he wasn’t sure we would last. There was even a small part of me that worried he was somehow ashamed of me.

      Walker must have sensed my thoughts like the psychic sorcerer he was, because he tugged me to him, taking my beer and putting it next to his on the side table. He positioned me directly on top of him, wrapping his arms around me in a tight hold. “I love that you’re mine.” I relaxed the smallest bit. “If it was up to me, I’d be screaming it from the rooftops. I just haven’t wanted to ask for too much, too soon.”

      I let the beat of his heart and the warmth of his words ease the rest of the tension in my body. “We can tell people.” My stomach flipped. That meant his family would know. The town. People would want to know my business because he was one of Sutter Lake’s golden sons, one the entire population claimed as their own. “What if people don’t like me?”

      Walker’s arms tightened around me. “I think everyone will adore you. But if anyone’s mean to you, I’ll beat them up.”

      I snorted. “You’re a cop. You can’t beat up someone just because they don’t like me.”

      “The hell I can’t.” I rolled my eyes heavenward, which he, of course, couldn’t see. He held me even tighter. “So, you want to go on a proper date with me?”

      “Well, I’ll have to think about it, Deputy Chief. I might need to wash my hair that night.”

      “You little minx.” Walker’s arms turned from offering a comforting cocoon to becoming tickling monsters.

      I shrieked like a hyena as I squirmed and rolled, trying in vain to escape his grasp. “All right! All right! I’ll go on a date with you.”

      The tickling subsided. “That’s what I thought.”

      His smug tone had me vowing retaliation, so I did the only thing I could think of with my hands pinned to my sides. I bit him right on the pec.

      “Fuck, Short-stack! That hurt.” His voice was a mixture of shock and humor.

      “That’s what you get for being a smug bastard.”

      Walker released his hold on my arms and dipped his hands beneath my shirt. “Smug, huh? I’ll show you just what I’m so smug about.”

      My heart rate kicked up a notch, and my breath came quicker as he unhooked my bra. “Oh, really? All I hear is a lot of talking. I’m not seeing much action to back up your claims. I guess, sometimes, you just have to do the heavy lifting yourself.” I peeled off my top as if to prove my statement, letting my bra fall to the ground next.

      Walker’s eyes zeroed in on my breasts, his hands following suit. “God, I love your tits.” His thumbs brushed over my nipples in tandem, and I sucked in a breath. Walker, always the consummate student of my body, noted the reaction. He began tracing patterns around the buds, varying his tempo and pressure. It wasn’t long before I was panting.

      I tugged at his shirt. “Need this off.”

      Walker rose up to allow me to pull it up and over his head. “Patience, Short-stack. I like playing with you,” he said as he lay back down, his hands coming to my breasts again. No matter how many times we were together, he always wanted to take his time, and I was forever in a rush to feel him inside me.

      Walker’s fingers plucked at those buds now, and I felt a zap of pleasure in my core. I arched back, sinking into the feeling. Since I was straddling him, the movement brought me right up against something very long and very hard. I moaned. I was wearing a skirt, so only the thin fabric of my panties separated me from the ridge in his jeans.

      I rocked against him as he pinched harshly. I trembled, biting down on my lip. Walker’s hands left my breasts and skimmed up the outer sides of my thighs, dipping under the flouncy material of my skirt. “So fucking smooth. What do you put on your skin to get it this soft?”

      “Just. Lotion,” I panted.

      “Smooth as fucking silk.” He shot up, taking one of my nipples into his mouth and sucking deeply. At the same time, a finger stroked me through my panties.

      The sound that escaped me was some unintelligible combination of a moan and curse. My hands went to his hair, tugging it and holding him to me at the same time. He nipped me, and I tugged harder.

      Walker released his hold on my nipple, pulling back before bringing my head down to meet his. He took my mouth in a soul-consuming kiss. I swear I saw stars behind my eyelids as his tongue stroked mine, and his finger continued to tease me. “God, you taste like heaven,” he said against my mouth. “I want you to ride me. First my face, and then my cock.”

      My eyes widened. I talked a good game, but I wasn’t usually the one in charge. Walker ran a hand up and down my spine. “I’ll guide you.”

      I bit my bottom lip but nodded. Walker reached into his pocket, coming back with what looked like a pocketknife. “I was a boy scout. Always be prepared.” My brows pulled together, unsure of where this was headed. He flicked out the small knife. “I hope you’re not overly fond of this pair of underwear.”

      And before I could get out a word of protest, Walker cut one side of my panties and then the other. “You’re buying me another pair,” I huffed.

      Walker sent me a devilish grin and then disappeared beneath my skirt. “Don’t worry, it’ll be worth it.” His words vibrated against my center, and a shiver shot through me. His tongue traced me from my opening to my clit, lazily exploring every part of me. Each stroke drove me higher. Each teasing flick of his tongue made me quake.

      I was moments from coming apart at the seams when he stopped. “Don’t come. I want to be inside you when you do.”

      I let out a strangled curse. “Then get in me now.”

      Walker chuckled. “Always such a demanding little minx.”

      I paused, staring down at Walker, his lips shiny with my arousal. His green eyes blazed with fire. “I’m on the pill,” I whispered. He froze. “I’ve haven’t been with anyone but you for a very long time. I’ve had physicals since. I’m clean.”

      Walker’s hands tightened around my waist and rose up to take my mouth in a long, slow kiss. I could taste myself on his tongue. “I got tested last week. I’m clean. Can I take you bare?”

      I nodded. This was huge for me, and we both knew it—trusting Walker with this. He rested his forehead against my own. “You’re mine.”

      “I’m yours,” I breathed. I unfastened his belt, flipped open the button, and slowly pulled down the zipper. I helped him shimmy out of his jeans and boxers as he pulled my skirt down over the curve of my backside.

      Walker’s hands caressed the skin there, slowly moving his palms to my hips. He guided me towards him at a snail’s pace, never once taking his eyes from mine. His tip teased my entrance, easing inside me. The stretch was a delicious burn. I wanted to get lost in the sensations, but I never once allowed my eyes to close, I kept them riveted to those green orbs looking back at me.

      The rhythm we found was slow, and for the first time, I didn’t want to rush. I didn’t want to hurry to the top of the rollercoaster. I wanted to enjoy every dip and bend in the ride. I wanted to feel it all. And I wanted it to last forever.

      Eventually, the pace changed. Walker shot up to retake my mouth. I cried out into the kiss as my walls quaked around him. He groaned his response as I felt his release. In that moment, I knew the fortress I had built around my heart was beginning to crumble. It scared me to death, but being without him frightened me more.

      Sweaty and sated, we fell back against the lounge. Only the sounds of our slowing breathing and the night insects surrounded us. The smell of the pine trees wrapped us up tight.

      Walker trailed a hand up and down the ridges in my spine. I kissed his pec over where his heart might be. “You’re mine, too,” I whispered.

      “I’m yours, too.” I felt his words everywhere, and a small, broken piece of my heart knitted itself back together.
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      The squeaking of a wood-planked step had me jolting awake. Taylor and I had opted for a night under the stars instead of crawling into my bed. Now, reacting to my sudden movement, she moaned and stretched. My dick hardened. Not the time, buddy.

      My eyes scanned the back deck and the fields below. Nothing. A throat cleared. “Well, good for you two. It’s about damn time.” My grandmother appeared from under the eaves of the house.

      I groaned. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Taylor blinked, the last remnants of sleep clearing from her eyes at the sound of voices. “What’s going on?”

      I pulled the blanket up a little higher around her, even though she was wearing my t-shirt. “That’s what I’d like to know. My grandma decided that six a.m. was the perfect time for a little visit.”

      Taylor squeaked, her eyes shooting behind me to my grandmother. Who waved. Fucking waved. “Well,” Irma huffed, “I wasn’t expecting you to have company, and I know you’re always up early. But I’m delighted, just delighted that you two have figured this thing out.”

      Taylor started to giggle. The giggles turned into belly laughs as she rolled closer to me, burying her face in my chest.

      I tilted my head back, looking at the sky for patience. “Grandma, why don’t you go into the kitchen while Taylor and I get ready.”

      The grin on my grandmother’s face told me she was up to something. “Oh, no, I don’t want to interrupt your morning.” I snorted. Yeah, right. “I’ll just let Sarah know to expect Taylor for dinner tonight.” I opened my mouth to argue, unsure if Taylor was ready for primetime with my family, but then I shut it again just as quickly with one look from my gran. “No more hiding out, you two.”

      Taylor poked her head up over my shoulder. “We’ll be there.”

      Warmth flooded my chest. This was real. And good. Taylor was trying. Pushing the boundaries of what she was comfortable with to make room in her life for me. I pulled her closer, kissing the side of her face.

      “Wonderful,” Irma said. “We’ll see you at six. I’ll just show myself out.”

      “You do that,” I called.

      “Watch your tone with me, young man.”

      Taylor started giggling again. The vibrations only made my cock strain harder against my boxer briefs. When I heard my grandmother start up the golf cart she shouldn’t be driving, I launched from the lounger, throwing Taylor over my shoulder. My hand dipped under the tee she wore to palm her smooth, bare ass. She shrieked and then moaned.

      “We’re going to the shower. We’re going to erase the past fifteen minutes and start this day the way we should have.”

      “And what way is that?” she asked, voice husky.

      “Me eating you until you scream, and then you coming on my cock.”

      She squeezed my ass, and I almost dropped her. “Such a way with words,” she said with a laugh. “But I like the way you think.”

      “Good.” I set her down on the tiled floor of the bathroom and got to work.

      I made her come twice in the shower and once while helping her dress before leaving for the station. It was a great way to start the day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Taylor sat beside me in my truck, staring down at her hands, twisting that ring on her right hand. She’d been quiet since I’d picked her up. Too silent.

      I reached over, stilling the staccato movements of her hands. I laced my fingers with hers and squeezed. “Want to tell me what’s got you running in circles in your head?”

      She blew out a breath and mumbled something about psychic sorcerers.

      “What was that?”

      “You’re some sort of psychic sorcerer. You always know when something’s up with me. It’s freaky.”

      I chuckled and gave her hand another squeeze. “I’m a cop. I know by someone’s body language when something’s not right. And I know your body pretty damn well.”

      Taylor pressed her lips together, seeming to fight a smile. But something dark still lurked in those blue-gray depths. Her shoulders slumped. “The last time I was with your whole family…I had a nightmare that night. It really freaked me out. I just don’t want that to happen again.”

      My chest tightened at the doubt in her words. I pulled my truck over to the side of the road. Turning, I took her face in my hands. “First of all, thank you for telling me. Second, I’m going to be with you all night, and you haven’t had any nightmares when I’ve spent the night before, right?” She nodded between my hands.

      I hated that being around my family brought all her fears to the surface, but I was proud as hell that she’d faced them down. I kissed her softly, tasting a hint of the beer we’d shared before leaving her place. “I’m with you. Always.”

      Her eyes blazed with blue heat, the type of flame you knew would leave third-degree burns. But, damn, it was beautiful to watch.

      She fisted a hand in my shirt, pulling me to her, and slamming her mouth over mine. The force of the kiss took me by surprise. There were things she couldn’t say. Things that scared her. But she said them with her lips, her tongue, her body.

      I groaned into her mouth before pulling back. “Are you seriously going to make me walk into my parents’ house with a hard-on?”

      Taylor’s eyes widened and then danced with laughter. It wasn’t the blue heat, but I knew it was what she needed to go into the house with a light heart. “Sorry about that,” she said with a laugh.

      “Let’s just hope I can get it under control in the three minutes it takes to get there. Do me a favor and be less gorgeous, would you?”

      She chuckled. I squeezed her knee and tried to think about baseball stats, all the paperwork I had to catch up on, anything.

      We pulled up to the ranch house, the windows lit up against the evening sky. I threw the truck in park and went around to open Taylor’s door. I helped her out and then pulled her to me for a fierce hug.

      I loved that she fit so perfectly against me. Her head ended up tucked right under my chin, like the adorable short-stack she was. Her curves seemed to hug my planes of muscle just right. I inhaled her scent, it was a combination of honeysuckle and the underlying notes that were uniquely Taylor. I could never get enough.

      I kissed the top of her head. “Everything’s going to be fine. Just remember, they already love you.”

      Taylor let out a sigh and then tilted her face up so that her chin rested on my sternum. “Thanks for putting up with my crazy.”

      I grinned down at her. “Anytime. Plus, you being crazy just means you’ll fit in with the rest of my family.”

      A smile spread across her face, and I closed the distance to brush my lips against hers.

      The sound of a shouted, “Tay Tay!” broke the trance as Noah bounded down the front steps. He launched himself at Taylor’s middle, and she caught him easily. “Tay Tay, I read the book about the boxer all by myself! Mom didn’t have to help me once!”

      Jensen appeared behind him. “It’s true. He didn’t even need a single hint.”

      Taylor squeezed Noah’s shoulders. “That’s amazing. Does that mean it’s time for a library and bookstore visit for some new books?”

      Noah bobbed his head up and down enthusiastically. My jaw fell open. Was this the same nephew who had dragged his feet, making up any excuse in the world to avoid reading?

      Jensen elbowed me in the side. “Shut your mouth, you’ll catch flies.” I snapped my jaw shut, and she chuckled. “Taylor’s worked miracles with him, I swear. She has a gift.”

      I studied Taylor in the throes of conversation with Noah. She was great with him. I wondered what it would take to get her to consider teaching at one of the local schools. As I turned that over in my mind, my mom appeared in the doorway. “Get in here, dinner’s almost ready, and I need my gossip time with Taylor.”

      A soft smile, one I knew was reserved for my mom, appeared on Taylor’s face. I reached out and took her hand in mine, linking our fingers. “We’re coming.”

      It only took about sixty seconds for Taylor to relax. As soon as Taylor saw she had my mother’s approval, we lapsed into easy conversation and laughter at Noah’s antics.

      “So,” my gran began as we dug into the feast my mom had prepared. “When are you going to give me some more great-grandchildren? I’m not getting any younger here.”

      Taylor turned red as a tomato, and I choked on my beer. Jensen started cackling with laughter. Noah just looked between Taylor and me, little-boy brows pulled together in confusion. My father cleared his throat. “Now, Mom.”

      “Don’t you, now Mom me, Andrew. You know I have a gift for knowing when something’s right. When two souls are meant for each other. And these two are it for one another. What’s the point in pussyfooting around?”

      “Irma!” my mom scolded.

      “I speak the truth,” Gran huffed.

      I thought I could see the panic rising in Taylor. Her fists were clenched around a napkin, her breathing shallow. Fuck. She was going to run on me. Then Taylor did something that shocked the shit out of me. She burst out laughing. Deep belly laughs that shook her whole body. Soon, the entire table joined in, even Noah, who had no idea what we were laughing about.

      Taylor dried a tear from the corner of her eye. “You certainly don’t mince words, Miss Irma.”

      “What would be the point? I only got so much time left.” Gran reached across the table to pat Taylor’s hand. “You’re good for my boy here. And he’s good for you. Just remember that when the time comes and things get hard or scary. It’s always worth the fight.”

      Taylor sucked in a breath. I ran a comforting hand across her back and squeezed her shoulder. “All right, Gran, you’ve had your say. Can we get back to eating?”

      “Yeah, hurry up and eat everyone,” Noah chimed in. “There’s chocolate cream pie for dessert, and that’s my favorite.”

      Jensen rolled her eyes. “Every dessert is your favorite.”

      Noah’s expression took on a pondering quality, then he nodded. “Yeah, that’s pretty much true. Everything but stuff with coconut. That’s just gross.”

      Taylor let out a light laugh, and I was relieved to see her eyes bright and untroubled. “I don’t like coconut either.”

      “That’s ‘cause you’re smart.”

      The entire table broke into laughter. Taylor leaned into my side. This was Heaven, right here. My girl pressed up close. My family all around. Laughter tinging the air. Good food filling my belly. I hoped with everything I had that I could hold on tightly enough to make it last.
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      I smoothed my hands over my black pencil skirt as I got out of Walker’s truck. I didn’t want to be here. Really, really did not want to be here. I wanted nothing to do with anything close to death or loss. And a funeral was right smack in the middle of that mess.

      What I did want was to be there for Walker. And, let’s face it, I’d been pushing all sorts of limits and challenging the rules I’d placed on myself over the past couple of years. Walker squeezed my hand, tugging me to him. “Thanks for being here.”

      Here was the funeral of his ex-girlfriend. I wasn’t sure it was appropriate for me to be here, but Walker had asked, and I couldn’t deny him. I brushed my lips against his in a kiss that was more about comfort than passion. “No problem.”

      Walker squeezed my hand. “I know it’s a big deal for you. And I want you to know that I understand that.”

      I pressed my lips together, unsure of what to say. I went with a nod, just ducking my head. Walker curved an arm around my shoulders and curled me into his side. I soaked up his warmth and strength as we prepared to face what lay ahead.

      As we crossed the parking lot of the local church, a high-pitched voice shrieked from our left. “You did not bring her here.” A bottle-blonde toddled towards us on shoes with heels so pointy, they would surely be classified as deadly weapons. She was familiar. Recognition dawned. This was Caitlin’s bitchy friend from the bakery. Great. Just great.

      “Bridgette,” Walker said in a low but firm tone. “This isn’t the time or the place.”

      Bridgette huffed, tossing her blonde locks over her shoulder. “That’s for damn sure. You showing up is bad enough, but to bring your floozy with you? You might as well spit on Caitlin’s grave.”

      I winced and bit the inside of my cheek to keep my temper in check. Apparently, this girl was all about the drama. Walker’s grip on my shoulder tightened. “Bridgette, that’s enough. I know you’re hurting, but this isn’t the way to deal with it.”

      Bridgette lifted her chin in the air as if she were better than anyone who might deign to be in her presence. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. The woman narrowed her gaze at Walker. “This has nothing to do with me. This has everything to do with you and that trampy whore.”

      Uh-oh. That was going too far for Walker. Even if your best friend had recently been murdered, it seemed you did not call me a trampy whore in Walker’s presence. He released his hold on me and took two angry strides towards Bridgette. “Get this through your apparently tiny brain, my relationships are none of your damn business. Now, cut the fucking crap before I find something to arrest you for.”

      Bridgette’s jaw fell open. “Y-y-you can’t do that. My daddy will have your job for even threatening something like that.”

      Walker snorted. “Your dad might be rich, Bridge, but he has zero pull in this town. No one likes him because he indulges your spoiled ass and thinks his shit doesn’t stink.”

      Her mouth gaped open and closed like a fish’s. Walker shook his head and exhaled a long breath. “I’m sorry you lost your best friend, but it’s no excuse to attack someone who’s done nothing wrong.”

      “She’s done everything wrong!” Bridgette’s gaze shot to me, anger flaring back to life. “You,” she seethed, “you ruined everything. Walker was about to ask Caitlin to move in with him before you strode in and stole him away. You should be ashamed of yourself. Better yet, you should just leave. No one wants you here.”

      I held my tongue, even though I wanted to give this chick a piece of my mind. Bridgette was now a shade of red that I was pretty sure meant a stroke was imminent. She cocked her arm back as if she were about to slap me, but a hand caught her around the bicep. “We have got to stop meeting this way, gorgeous,” Tuck said, sending a devilish smile my way.

      Walker stiffened. “What did you just call her?”

      I rubbed a hand up and down Walker’s back. “All right, all right. Enough with the drama already. If you haven’t noticed, we’ve got ourselves a bit of an audience.” I tipped my head to the side, towards a group of at least twenty people who were gathered at the front of the church, including, I winced, Walker’s entire family, Bryce, and Ashlee. Shit. I waved, attempting to reassure them. Jensen gave me a thumbs up. I fought the urge to laugh.

      “God, help me,” Walker begged.

      I smiled up at him. “Well, we are about to walk into a church, this seems as likely a place as any for him to hear your call.”

      “I think my prayer should be ‘God save me from smartass women.’”

      “Sounds like a good prayer,” I agreed.

      Tuck let out a bark of laughter. “You two are meant for each other.”

      Bridgette whirled on Tuck, smacking him in the chest. “Oh, shut up, you fool.” And then she stormed towards the church, still the color of a tomato.

      Tuck turned back to Walker and me. “Well, that was a fun way to start the day.”

      Walker took my hand in his but used the other to smack Tuck on the backside of the head. “Hey!” Tuck protested. “What was that for? I just saved your girl from getting bitch-slapped.”

      I leaned around Walker so I could meet Tuck’s eyes. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

      “No problem, gorgeous,” he said with a wink.

      Walker slapped him again. “That was for being a flirty fucker. Stop hitting on my girl.”

      Tuck grinned. “What? You worried she’ll finally see the error of her ways and leave your sorry ass for a real man?”

      Walker threw an arm up in the air. “I give up. You’re hopeless.”

      “You’re both hopeless,” Sarah said as we reached the church steps. “And you’re embarrassing Taylor, so behave.”

      A gentle smile formed on my face. I loved Sarah, she was the best. There were still times when she did things that caused my heart to pang because it reminded me of my mom, but mostly, she was a comfort. A way to experience the same kind of care my mother gave to everyone in her orbit. Sarah dipped to kiss my cheek. “I hope you gave that awful girl a piece of your mind.”

      I let out a soft laugh. “I didn’t even need to, your son had that pretty well covered.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Glad to hear it.”

      We all filed into the church. Walker, Tuck, and I slipped into the row behind the rest of the Cole clan, Walker refusing to let Tuck sit next to me. I pressed my lips together, staring at my lap, not trusting myself not to smile or laugh.

      When I lifted my head, my gaze landed on the dark coffin at the front of the church. Pain sliced through my heart as memories of my mother’s funeral slammed into me. She’d opted to be cremated, so there hadn’t been a coffin, but everything else—the flowers, the sea of black, the sounds of sniffling—was all heart-wrenchingly familiar.

      My heart picked up its pace, my breathing growing quicker, more shallow. I wasn’t sure if I could do this. It was too much, too soon. A hand took mine, guiding it to a chest. Walker’s voice sounded over the blood roaring in my ears. “Breathe with me. Just copy how I breathe.”

      It took a few false starts, but I finally followed his instructions. I’m not sure how long it took, but my heart rate began to slow, and my breathing evened out. “Sorry,” I whispered.

      Walker traced tiny circles on the back of my hand, which was still planted on his chest. “What did I say about apologizing? Plus, I’m the one who should be saying I’m sorry. I never should have asked you to come.”

      I swallowed thickly. “I wanted to be here for you.”

      He squeezed my hand and then lifted my chin with a finger so that I was forced to meet his eyes. “You are here for me. You made me smile on a day when I thought that would be impossible. And when I feel your body next to mine, my soul settles somehow. I feel…at peace. So, you are here for me in every way I need.”

      I brushed my lips against his. “I’m glad,” I whispered. Walker wrapped his arm around me and, as the pastor began to speak, I got lost in my own thoughts. I thought about how I hadn’t needed to run as much lately. How well I slept next to Walker. How the peace I felt when I was with him was the same serenity I experienced when I lost myself in the water.

      It scared the hell out of me that this man could come to mean this much to me so quickly. I closed my eyes and offered up a silent prayer. Please, God, please don’t take him from me, too.
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      My body jolted awake as my phone rang out from Taylor’s nightstand. She moaned. Sadly, not the kind of sounds I loved hearing from her. This was an angry, frustrated moan. She batted at my chest. “Make it stop.”

      I chuckled, hitting the screen of the phone. “Cole.”

      “This is Harry at dispatch. We have a report of an attempted kidnapping. Officers are on the scene, but we thought we should call you, given everything that’s been going on.”

      I was suddenly wide-awake, my body on high alert. “You did the right thing. Where’d it happen?” I was already climbing out of bed, searching for the clothes I’d shed in a mad dash to get both Taylor and myself naked as quickly as possible last night.

      “Three blocks south of the saloon. Corner of Hillhurst and Pine.”

      I buttoned my jeans while cradling my phone between my ear and shoulder. “Tell them I’ll be there in ten.”

      “Will do, Deputy Chief.”

      I slid my phone into my pocket and pulled my shirt over my head. Glancing back at the bed, I saw that Taylor was sitting up now, fully awake and biting the inside of her cheek. She was breathtaking. Hair all mussed from sleep and me having my fingers tangled in it. Her skin glowing. But her eyes…her eyes were filled with fear.

      I crossed to her in two long strides. Cupping her face in my hands, I brought it close to mine. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “What’s going on?” she whispered, her voice still raspy with sleep.

      “This happens sometimes. Not regularly, but every now and then. A case where they need a senior officer on-scene. So, I gotta haul my ass outta bed, away from my girl, and give them a hand.” I didn’t want to tell her the details. I didn’t want to freak her out any more than necessary. She’d already had a tough day, she didn’t need this.

      Of course, she pushed. “What happened, Walker?”

      I kissed her hard on the mouth and then sat next to her on the bed. “An attempted kidnapping.” Taylor’s pretty mouth fell open. “The victim is fine, but I need to go see what’s going on.”

      Her hands shot out quicker than I’d ever seen her move, and she clung to me, arms around my neck. “Please, be careful.”

      The funeral had taken a toll on her. I never should have asked her to go with me. It was too soon. There were too many bad memories, and now she was freaked the hell out. I rubbed a hand up and down her spine. “Everything’s going to be fine. I promise. I just need to take a few statements and put some pieces in place.”

      Taylor sagged against me in relief. “Okay,” she breathed.

      I kissed the side of her face, her temple, then her forehead. “You’re mine.”

      I felt her smile against my throat. “I’m yours.”

      I pulled back, studying her face. She still looked concerned, but there was no longer panic in her eyes. I glanced at my watch, three a.m.. “This will take a couple hours, and then I’ll probably just stay at the office. But I’ll call you when things are wrapped up to let you know everything’s okay.”

      She nodded, pressing her lips together. “Thanks.”

      “Of course.” I rose from the bed, crossing to the closet to grab my badge and gun. Taylor had insisted I get a lock box if I wanted to keep a gun at her house. The thought made me smile.

      Holstering my weapon, I crossed back to Taylor and brushed my lips against hers. “Talk to you in a few hours.”

      “In a few hours,” she said softly.

      I made my way out of the cabin, making sure the door was locked behind me, then jogged to my truck. It took me less than ten minutes to get to the scene. What I found there shocked the shit out of me. Sitting huddled on a bench, shaking like a fucking leaf, was Bridgette. Kelly, one of our few female officers, was consoling her, while a medic checked Bridgette’s pulse. A few other guys milled around.

      Hopping down from my rig, I strode towards Bridgette and Kelly. I slowed my pace as I got closer, not wanting to frighten Bridgette any further. I carefully took a seat on the bench on Bridgette’s other side. She didn’t move, didn’t even look at me. I met Kelly’s gaze. She just shook her head.

      This was not good. I turned to the medic. “She in shock?”

      The guy, who looked all of eighteen, nodded. “I’d say that’s a pretty good guess. She’ll respond if you ask her questions, though.”

      I scrubbed a hand over my stubbled jaw. “Bridgette, can you tell me what happened?”

      Her head slowly and jerkily turned towards me. “I-I was walking to my car from the saloon, and someone grabbed me from behind. Put a hand over my mouth. I tried to kick him, but I couldn’t. So, finally, I bit his hand and screamed.” She lifted a shaky hand to point at two guys talking to another officer. “Those guys saw and came running. Whoever had me, he-he shoved me to the ground and took off.”

      Kelly spoke up then. “No one got a good look at the guy. He was wearing a ballcap. They said they’d guess a pretty large build.”

      “H-he told me not to scream. That it would be worse if I fought him.” Tears tinged black with mascara tracked down Bridgette’s cheeks. “His voice. It-it sounded familiar, but I can’t place it.”

      My spine went ramrod straight. This had to be the same guy who killed the hiker and Caitlin. Had to be. This was too small a town to have more than one violent psychopath. “Bridgette, I want you to think real carefully over the next couple hours and days. See if you can’t remember where you’ve heard the voice before.”

      “O-okay.”

      I jerked my chin at the medic. “I think you should take her in, let the docs take a look at her.”

      “Was already planning to as soon as you were done with your questions.”

      “Thanks.” I crossed to the other officers and got the same story from the two guys who were here from Portland to do some fly fishing. They were freaked and didn’t have any additional information.

      I drummed my fingers against the side of my thigh. If this was the same guy, where would he go when he was spooked? I swirled ideas around in my mind before landing on one. He would go to where he felt safest. His comfort zone. His hunting ground.

      “Hank,” I called to one of the officers. “I want you and Kelly with me. We’re going to check out the area around Creek Line trail.”

      “Now?” Hank asked, his eyes widening.

      “Now. If this is the same guy, he’s going to retreat to where he feels safe. The woods. We have to find him on his turf.” I called dispatch and let them know I was taking a couple of officers to follow up on a hunch. “Let’s roll out.”

      Hank and Kelly hopped into their squad car, and we headed for the Creek Line trailhead.
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      We were all sweaty and exhausted, even though the sun had yet to rise. Our group paused to suck down some water, and for me to study my GPS. I had guided us towards the area directly between where the first and second bodies had been found. I hoped that we would find something, anything that would point us in the direction of our guy or his hidey hole.

      Our trek through the woods had been mostly quiet. I gave Hank and Kelly silent props for not uttering even one word of protest, even when, two hours in, we’d still found nothing. Zero signs of life. I blew out a breath. “I want to check out one more spot. If there’s nothing, we’ll call it a night. Thanks for sticking with me.”

      “Of course, Deputy Chief,” Kelly said, taking another swig of water. “We can stay out here as long as you need.”

      “Just want to check out the area north of the creek, closer to the mountain.”

      Hank nodded his agreement, and we all took a moment to adjust our gear. Silence again reigned as we made our way off the trail and towards the creek. After finding a downed log to cross on, we began the incline up the other side. A tiny glimmer of light flashed in the corner of my eye. I froze, holding up a hand for the others to follow suit. “Turn off your flashlights,” I said as a low order.

      My eyes strained to see in the darkness. There it was. A small, flickering light. From what? A lantern? Fire? I let out a slow breath. I had two choices. I could call it in, wait the hours it would take to assemble the SWAT team, and hope this guy didn’t get away in the meantime. Or, I could go in with Hank and Kelly at my back. It was a risk either way.

      I checked the gun at my hip. “We’re going in. I’m going to call in backup, but I don’t want to risk losing this guy while we wait for them to assemble and hike in. You are to use extreme caution, and I am going to take point.”

      Hank’s and Kelly’s postures both straightened. “We’re with you, sir,” Hank said.

      I jerked my head in a nod and made the hushed call. Turning back to Hank and Kelly, I hoped I was doing the right thing. “All right. Let’s do this. Follow my lead. No lights. Try to make as little noise as possible.”

      No light and careful feet meant slow progress. It took us nearly half an hour to get up the hillside. We grabbed onto tree roots and rocks to pull ourselves up when needed, and as we got closer to our destination, each of our breathing was ragged. We were filthy, exhausted, and covered in scrapes, but we were going to get this bastard.

      Just as we crested the top of the ridgeline, a loud crack sounded. It was deafening against the silence of the pre-dawn forest. I didn’t have time to react before a burning sensation filled my chest. The force of the bullet sent me sailing backwards, crashing into the dirt.

      Curses filled the air around me. “Stay down,” I wheezed. “Active shooter.”

      “This is going to hurt, sir,” Kelly said before leaning all her weight against my wound. It was as if a hot poker lanced through my chest.

      I heard Hank’s muted voice on the satellite phone, something about an officer down. My vision began to tunnel. “Oh no, you don’t,” Kelly yelled. “Stay with me, Walker.”

      I tried to force my focus, to narrow it in on her. “Tell Taylor—” I began.

      “Nope. You’re going to tell Taylor whatever this message is,” Kelly began. “But I guess you can practice on me.”

      My lips tried to pull into a smile but failed. “Tell her…love her.” Just before my world went dark, my mind was filled with nothing but images of Taylor’s face. Her bewitching blue-gray eyes. Her wide smile. Her golden hair, framing her beautiful face like a halo. If I was going to go, at least the last thing I saw was pure beauty.
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      The words on the page blurred as I attempted to read the same paragraph for probably the fifteenth time. I snapped the book closed and picked up my phone for about the one-hundredth time. Nothing. No missed calls or texts.

      My stomach churned. Something wasn’t right. Walker should have called by now. My eyes bore imaginary holes into my phone’s screen. I tapped the message icon.

      Me: How’d everything go?

      Me: Just making sure you’re okay.

      Me: Please just send me a quick text letting me know everything’s fine.

      My morning tea roiled in my stomach. That’s it, I was calling Jensen. I hadn’t wanted to worry her, but I was now officially freaking out. I had just tapped on her contact when I heard tires on the gravel of my driveway. My breath whooshed out of me. It had to be Walker. I was going to smack him really fucking hard for scaring me this badly.

      I rushed to the door, yanking it open and stepping out onto the porch. I was halfway down the steps before I realized the car wasn’t Walker’s. It wasn’t one I knew at all. The driver’s door opened, and it took me a couple of seconds to recognize Tessa as the form who exited the vehicle.

      My heart stuttered, skipping several beats before settling into a rapid rhythm. Tessa started towards me, her steps measured, her face pale and her expression worried. I fell backward, my ass landing with a jolt on the stair. There was a burning sensation in my chest I’d only felt once before. I shook my head back and forth with a fierceness that made it ache.

      Tessa crouched in front of me, careful not to touch me. “Jensen asked me to come and get you. She got a call while we were setting up for the day.” She paused. “I’m so sorry. Walker’s been shot. He’s at the hospital now, but it’s bad.”

      Her voice was incredibly gentle. It didn’t matter. Her words still inflicted a level of pain I’d never thought to experience again. I had taken great care to make sure I never had to go through it again. But I’d gotten lazy, careless. I’d let my walls crumble, and now I was paying the price.

      Tessa rose slowly and extended a hand. She had a fluidity of movement that was beautiful. It’s funny the things you noticed at times like this. The world seemed to be moving in slow motion. “Can I help you up?”

      I said nothing. Just stood and started towards Tessa’s car. Gravel bit into my feet, but I didn’t care.

      “I’m going to grab your shoes and purse,” Tessa called. I still said nothing. Just slipped into the passenger seat.

      Tessa was back in a flash, placing my purse on my lap and easing my feet into a pair of flip flops before circling around and getting in the car herself. We drove in silence, with nothing but the roaring of my blood in my ears to keep me company. Thirty minutes later, Tessa swung her car into a parking space at the hospital. I numbly reached for the door handle, pausing only briefly to get out a strangled “thank you” to Tessa.

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      We made our way towards the double doors of the emergency room. My steps faltered as the angry red letters shone down on me. I hadn’t been in a hospital since the night my mother died. I gritted my teeth so hard, they made an audible noise, but I forced myself to keep walking.

      Tessa led the way to some sort of reception desk. She spoke softly to a woman behind the counter, and I didn’t try to listen. “They’re in a waiting room upstairs.”

      We took an elevator up two floors, and Tessa found the room we were looking for. It was full to bursting with people. Just the sight of them all made me nauseous. My breaths came more quickly. Jensen spotted me and flew from her chair, throwing her arms around me as her body was wracked with sobs.

      I forced my arms to encircle her. To do the kind thing. I felt like a robot.

      “He’s in surgery,” Jensen said between sobs. “It’s really bad. He was shot in the chest. They said they’d tell us more when they know it.”

      I tried to coax out words of reassurance, but I had none. Jensen led me towards her parents, who looked ravaged. Completely wrecked. Their only son’s life was hanging in the balance, and there was nothing they could do. Jensen placed me between herself and Sarah. Sarah reached out to grip my hand tightly. She seemed to have no words either.

      The room was mostly silent as we waited. Muted conversations started up and then died off. People got up to place or receive phone calls. There were lots of individuals in uniform. Bryce arrived with Ashlee, and Jensen collapsed into his arms, dissolving into sobs as he held her. I gripped the arms of my chair tighter.

      A woman in a Sutter Lake PD uniform approached me. “You’re Taylor, right?” I nodded hesitantly. She swallowed roughly. “I was with Walker when it happened.” My entire body tensed. “He, uh, he wanted me to tell you something.”

      I shot from my chair, sending it flying back against the wall. “NO!” I shouted. “No! Don’t you tell me what he said, because he is going to tell me. Walker is! Not you.”

      Just as I was about to launch at her, Tuck strode through the door, looking disheveled and dirty. “What the hell is going on in here?” He caught me around the waist and moved me back. “What did you say to her?” he accused the officer but didn’t wait for her answer. He kept pushing me towards the door.

      By the time we reached the hallway, my entire body was shaking, and I could barely walk. Tuck gave up trying to guide my movements and instead lifted me up in a bridal-style hold. I shoved my face into his neck. The tears came now. Hot and angry and terrified.

      Tuck set me down on a bench at the end of a quiet hallway, still keeping one arm curved around me. “He’s a fighter, Taylor. He’s going to make it.” Tuck’s voice was thick with unshed tears.

      I said nothing, just clutched the shirt of Walker’s closest friend with a ferocity that scared even me. I had to turn it off. All the emotions threatening to overwhelm me, I had to shut them off. I couldn’t do this again. I ground my teeth together, squeezed my eyes closed, and prayed for a release from the pain. Exhaustion must have overtaken me, because the next thing I knew, my eyes were blinking open at the sound of Tuck’s and Andrew’s hushed voices.

      “I went to the scene,” Tuck started, a hardness to his tone now. “Tried to track the bastard, but he’s good. I lost him in the creek.”

      Andrew ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “I can’t believe something like this is happening in Sutter Lake.”

      I pushed off Tuck and moved into a sitting position. “Is there any word?”

      Andrew gave me a gentle smile. “I was just coming to tell you. He’s out of surgery. He’s in rough shape, but they expect him to make a full recovery.” The tears wanted to come again, but I refused to let them. Andrew pulled me to my feet and into a tight hug. “He’s going to be just fine. We can go in and see him once they’ve settled him in a room.”

      I nodded against Walker’s father’s shoulder and then pulled back. “What happened? Do you have any details?”

      Andrew’s jaw went hard. “He was shot in the chest, right above his heart. An inch lower, and I don’t think he would’ve survived.” I shuddered violently. “Amazingly, the bullet missed all the important stuff. His heart, any arteries, his clavicle, all fine. He does have a collapsed lung, but that should be fine with some rest.”

      An inch. One single inch was all that had come between me and total devastation for the second time. I forced those thoughts from my mind. “When can we see him?”

      “They’re moving him to a room now. He’ll be out of it for several hours, though. Jensen and Sarah are going home so they can check on my mom and Noah. Hopefully, they’ll get a couple hours of sleep. You should do the same. Come back after you’ve had some rest.”

      I shook my head fiercely. “No. I’m staying. I know I might not be able to see him right away, but I’m staying.”

      Andrew patted my hand. “We’ll make sure you can see him.”

      Andrew, Tuck, and I followed a maze of hallways until we found the correct nurses’ station. A portly woman with a kind face showed us to Walker’s room. “He’s all settled in. Now, he looks a little battered, but I assure you, he’s going to pull through just fine. Just push the call button and buzz us if you need anything.”

      The beating of my heart quickened as we approached the doorway. When I crossed the threshold, that horrible burning in my chest came back. The fire that threatened to take me to my knees. I sucked in an audible breath, trying to force air into my lungs.

      There were tubes and machines everywhere. And that damned sound of a heart monitor beeping away. I reminded myself I should be glad I could hear the beeps. Walker’s heart was doing its job. It was strong, and he was going to be just fine. I let Andrew and Tuck approach him first. I was the interloper, after all. The new addition to Walker’s life. They’d been with him practically since he’d breathed his first breath.

      Tears tracked down Andrew’s face as he bent to press a kiss to his son’s head. The gesture was so tender, it had me taking a step back and staring at the pattern on the linoleum floor. When he was done, Tuck took his turn. Taking the time to whisper what looked like a vehement promise in Walker’s ear before backing away.

      I was up. My eyes locked on the rhythmic rise and fall of Walker’s chest as my feet brought me closer and closer. Suddenly, it wasn’t Walker I saw lying there, but my mother. Her weak heart slowly giving out as the rise and fall of her chest grew shallower and shallower. I squeezed my eyes closed and shook my head to clear the image. Walker was alive. He was alive. I repeated it over and over in my head. He was alive, and that was the only thing that mattered right now.

      I let myself sit in the chair next to his bed because I didn’t trust my legs not to give out on me. I scooted it as close as possible. Carefully, oh so gently, I lifted his limp hand, the one that was free of tubes and wires. I traced the rough tips of his fingers, soaking in their familiar sandpapered feel.

      Emotions warred within me. Half of me wanted to crawl into the bed with him and get as close as possible. Force his heart to keep beating. The other half of me wanted to run. Run fast and far and never stop. I hated myself for that second piece.

      I focused on the feel of Walker’s hand in mine, the beeping of the heart monitor. I forced myself to be strong. I stayed. I didn’t run. Even though I was scared spitless.

      Minutes turned to hours, and still, I didn’t move from my spot. Finally, fatigue began to war with my eyelids, and I laid my head down on the side of Walker’s bed, not losing my gentle grip on his hand. Sleep claimed me within seconds.
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      A feather-light sensation on my head woke me. My eyes fluttered open, taking a moment to adjust to the light. A hand brushed along the side of my face. I shot up. “Walker!”

      There he was, eyes fully open though ringed in dark circles. He looked as though he’d been through a war, and I guess in a way, he had. He was still the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. “Hey, Short-stack,” he said, his voice even rougher than usual.

      I stood. “Are you okay? Do you need the nurse? Some water? Anything?”

      Walker let out a low chuckle that turned into a wheezing cough. “I’m fine,” he said, his face laced with pain.

      My brows pulled together tightly. “You don’t sound it. Let me get a nurse.”

      He grabbed my hand, his hold strong. “They’ve already been in to look me over while you were asleep.”

      My eyes widened. “And I didn’t wake up?”

      A grin pulled at Walker’s lips. “You were out like a light. You even let out a couple adorable snores.”

      My hands flew to my mouth. “I didn’t.”

      His grin widened. “You did.” He grasped the edge of my shirt and tugged me closer to the bed.

      I bent down and, with the gentlest touch I could manage, I brushed my lips against his. “Are you in much pain?”

      Walker’s eyes bore into mine with an intensity that stole a beat of my heart. “It’s manageable.” He traced circles on the back of my hand with his finger. “I won’t lie, there were a few moments there where I wasn’t sure I would see your pretty face again.” The burning sensation was back again, and I bit the inside of my cheek. “There are some things I want to tell you—”

      “Not now,” I interrupted, my heart giving a painful squeeze. “When you’re feeling better, we’ll talk about anything you want to, but right now, you need to rest.”

      Walker’s eyes roamed my face, peering into my soul like always. I worried that he would call me on my brush-off, but he didn’t, he merely tugged me down into another lip touch. “You’re mine.”

      “I’m yours.” The words sliced through my throat as though they were made of razor blades. I was his. But I didn’t want to be. I didn’t want him to own my heart and soul. Because I knew now that if I lost him—I’d never survive.
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      I pushed up to a seated position on the couch so that I could get a better view of Taylor in my kitchen. The injury to my chest barely hurt. Weeks had passed, and there was now only a slight pulling sensation when my muscles bunched and flexed. I’d have to log a few sessions with a local physical therapist to make sure everything was as it should be, but then it would be back to work. I’d be confined to a desk at first, but I’d be back in the field before long.

      Each day, I got stronger. Each day, I healed. And each day, Taylor pulled away a little more. She made excuses not to share my bed, saying that she was afraid she’d bump my wound in the night. Every time I tried to deepen a kiss, she retreated. Today, she’d taken me to my latest doctor’s appointment, and I’d gotten the all-clear to return to the majority of my activities, including sex. I’d been thrilled, mentally planning all the ways I was going to take her when we got home.

      Taylor had immediately rushed into the kitchen, saying she needed to make me lunch. I watched her staccato movements as she put together sandwiches, one of the few things even she with her cooking curse could prepare. It was as though she were on alert for a possible attack from any direction.

      I got it. I really did. Taylor had lost so much, and just when she let her walls down, and began to really let me in, I’d almost died on her. It would take time for her to see that I wasn’t going anywhere. But I had all the time in the world.

      My front doorbell rang. “I’ll get it,” I called before Taylor could stop what she was doing. A frown pulled at her mouth, but she didn’t argue. I made my way to the door, pulling it open to find Ashlee standing there with a plate of cookies in her hands. “Hey, Ashlee.”

      Pink tinged the woman’s cheeks. “Hi, Walker. I just wanted to check on you, see if you needed anything, and bring you some cookies.”

      I gave her a gentle smile. “That’s very kind of you. Come on inside.” I stepped back to allow Ashlee to enter and closed the door behind her. “We can put these in the kitchen, Taylor’s in there making a couple sandwiches.” I led Ashlee down the hall towards the kitchen. “Short-stack, Ashlee’s here, and she brought cookies.”

      There was a look on Taylor’s face that I couldn’t quite decipher. Some cross between pain and frustration that made no sense, but she greeted Ashlee warmly. “Hey, Ashlee. That’s so sweet of you.”

      Ashlee ducked her head. “It’s no problem. I don’t want to interrupt, I just wanted to check in. Walker, do you need help with anything? Need me to bring you anything from the office or anywhere else? Or I could bring over some home-cooked meals? I’d be happy to help out in any way I can.”

      Taylor gripped the counter, her knuckles turning white. The pieces clicked into place. She was jealous. I had to fight the chuckle that wanted to escape my throat. “I’m good, Ashlee, but thanks for the offer. I’ll be back to work in a couple days for desk duty.”

      Surprise and relief shone in Ashlee’s eyes. “Oh, that’s wonderful. I’m so glad. I’ll just leave you to your lunch and see you in a few days.”

      “I’ll see you out.” I ushered her out the door, waving as she hopped into her car. Heading back to the kitchen, I let the smile I’d been fighting take over my face.

      Taylor looked up as I entered. “What’s with the dopey smile?”

      I crossed to her, pulling her into my arms. “You were jealous.”

      Taylor’s face scrunched up adorably. “I was not.”

      “You were, too. And it was fucking cute.”

      She tried to extricate herself from my arms, but I held firm. “I was not jealous. Now, will you please let me go? I’m trying to finish lunch.”

      I dropped my arms. “What is going on with you? I’ve tried to be patient, to let you work through this on your own, but I think it’s time we talk.”

      Taylor’s shoulders stiffened. “I don’t really think there’s anything to talk about.”

      “How about the fact that you’ll barely let me touch you? How about that?”

      Her head snapped up, and I saw fire in her eyes. “I haven’t wanted you to hurt yourself.”

      “Well, the doctor cleared me, what’s your excuse going to be now?” I asked, throwing my arms wide.

      Taylor flinched at my movement. “I just need some time.”

      “Time for what?” I was not going to let her use this as an excuse to push me away. I refused.

      “To think. I need some space to figure out what I want.”

      “Well, which is it, Taylor? Time or space?” My temper teased the surface, and I knew I needed to keep it in check.

      She twirled the ring on her finger. “I don’t know, maybe both.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “I’m no good for you, Walker.” Her words were soft and filled with such grief, they broke my heart.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Tears pooled in her eyes. “I’m a mess. Can’t you see that?” She swiped at her face, and I fought back the urge to pull her into my arms. “You got hurt, and all I want to do is run away. Do you know how fucked up that is? I think I might love you, and yet all I want to do is get as far away from you as possible at the time when you need me the most.”

      My heart stuttered at her confession, warmth filling my chest. “Taylor, baby, that is totally understandable given what you’ve been through recently.” I reached for her, but she stepped out of my grasp, shaking her head back and forth.

      “No, it’s not! You deserve better. Someone like Ashlee, who’d love nothing more than to be by your side through it all.”

      “What the fuck? Seriously, Taylor, what the fuck? I do not want, nor have I ever wanted Ashlee. I want you. You’re mine, remember?”

      “I’m broken, Walker.”

      “Well, then all your beautifully broken pieces are mine.”

      Taylor’s body visibly shuddered at my words. “I think I’m going to go back to LA for a while.”

      My spine went ramrod straight. “No. You go, and I’ll follow your ass.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Please.” There were tears in her voice. “Please, Walker, I need to get my head straight.”

      My teeth ground together with such force, I thought I might crack a molar. “I’ll give you space to get your head straight, if you promise me you won’t leave.”

      Taylor blew out a slow breath. “All right.” Her eyes, full of tears, met mine. “I’m going to go now…if you’re okay on your own.”

      I wanted to scream at her that I wasn’t fucking okay on my own, but I resisted the urge and nodded instead. She disappeared into the guest room she’d been staying in, I assumed to get her stuff, and I just stared at the two sandwiches assembled and placed on plates. Footsteps sounded, drawing my attention.

      There she stood, duffle over one shoulder, so eager to walk right out of my life. “I’ll call you when I figure things out.” I nodded, and she headed for the door.

      “You know I love you, right?”

      She froze. “I know.” The words sounded so unbelievably tortured.

      “To the depths of my soul. I’ll give you time, but don’t think I’m letting you walk out of my life so easily.”

      Taylor’s head jerked in a nod as her shoulders shook with sobs, but she didn’t turn around. Instead, she walked right out the door.
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      Tears clouded my vision as I drove down the gravel road back to my cabin. What the hell was I doing? I had no freaking clue. All I knew was that I needed space. I needed to retreat to the safety of my bubble, a place where there was no one it would destroy me to lose.

      I wanted to run somewhere Walker would never find me, but I would have to settle for holing up on my couch with a blanket pulled over my head. I swung into my driveway, and my jaw clenched. There was a large SUV parked to the side of my house, one I didn’t recognize. The last thing in the world I wanted was to be forced into polite conversation with anyone, especially a stranger.

      I pulled down my car’s visor. Shit. I was a mess. I did my best to dry my tears and wipe away the tracks of mascara on my face. There was nothing I could do about the red eyes and cheeks other than put on my sunglasses. Grabbing my bag, I opened my door.

      My eyes scanned from the strange SUV to the front of my house. A figure reclined on my front steps, a baseball cap pulled low, sunglasses on. Was he taking a nap? Then I noticed a guitar case leaning against the wood railing of the porch steps, and it all clicked into place. “Liam?”

      The figure shot up to sitting and then moved to stand. “Hey there, Tay. How would you feel about a house guest? I really needed to get out of Dodge, and it had to be under the radar—” He paused mid-ramble to study my face. “Are you okay?”

      That was all it took. I promptly burst into tears. And not the pretty kind. These were snotty, hiccupping sobs. Liam wrapped me in a tight hug. “Hey, hey now. Everything’s going to be okay. Whatever it is, we can fix it.”

      “N-n-no we can’t.” I cried into Liam’s shirt.

      “What could be so bad that it’s not fixable?”

      “I-I-I fell in love with someone.”

      Liam pulled back, lines creasing his brow. “You fell in love with someone?”

      I nodded.

      “And that’s bad?” he asked.

      I nodded again.

      Liam burst into a fit of laughter that had him leaning back to let it out. Rage flooded my veins. So many emotions had been pumping through my body for the past few hours, I was on overload. So, I didn’t take the time to think or calm my temper like I should have, I just wound my fist back and socked Liam right in the stomach. “It’s not funny, asshole!”

      Turning on my heel, I stormed into the house, leaving Liam wheezing in my wake. I went directly to the kitchen and opened the freezer to pull out a bottle of vodka. I filled a glass with ice, a healthy pour of alcohol, and a dash of lemonade. Taking my drink, I walked out to the back deck and sank onto one of the rockers.

      It felt like a million years ago when I had sat out here after a nightmare and decided that Sutter Lake would be my home for the next little while. In reality, it had only been months. So much had changed, yet I found myself longing for how things used to be. Alone was the only state of being that was safe. I had now learned that lesson the hard way for the second time. I could have friends, but I couldn’t open my heart to create a family. The risks were too great.

      The sliding door opened behind me, but I didn’t turn around. I kept sipping my drink, staring at my beautiful view and listening to the water below. Liam sat in the rocker next to mine. Only the sound of the bubbling creek filled the air as we rocked.

      Eventually, Liam blew out a long breath. “I’m sorry I laughed.” I said nothing in return. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

      I turned, looking at Liam for the first time since he’d sat down. “First, why don’t you tell me why you’re here. Aren’t you supposed to be recording an album right now?”

      A muscle in his cheek ticked, and he took a pull of the beer he had apparently helped himself to. “Some news is about to break that will send every blood-sucking paparazzi in a thousand-mile radius to my doorstep, so I thought it would be good to get out of LA for a while. Go someplace no one would expect to find me.”

      I studied Liam’s face, a pang of guilt hitting me in the belly. He looked awful. He hadn’t shaved in days, and dark circles rimmed his bloodshot eyes. “Everything okay?” I knew it wasn’t, but I hoped he’d open up if I asked outright.

      He tilted his head back, staring at the crystal-blue sky. “Not really. And it doesn’t help that I have an album due in a couple months and haven’t written anything decent in almost a year.” His head came back down so that he was again staring out at the horizon. “I think it’s time for a change of scenery. Do you think I could stay a while? Maybe this place will inspire me.”

      “You can stay as long as you want. But to be honest, I was thinking of going back to LA.”

      Liam’s head snapped in my direction. “You just told me that you had fallen in love with someone. And now you’re saying you want to go back to LA?”

      It was my turn to stare out at the horizon. “It’s complicated.”

      “Is he married?”

      I scooped a piece of ice from my glass and pelted it at Liam. “No, you ass. You know I don’t mess around like that.”

      He shrugged. “The heart wants what the heart wants.”

      My chest squeezed at that painful reminder. “I don’t want my heart to want anyone. Or anything.”

      “Tay,” he said softly. I refused to look at him, not wanting to see the pity in his eyes. He grabbed hold of one of my hands and gripped it tightly. My eyes shot to his. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “I’m not strong enough.”

      Liam squeezed my hand fiercely. “You are one of the strongest people I know.” I bit my bottom lip hard to hold back the tears that wanted to fall. I wasn’t strong, I was a fucking wimp. I didn’t want the possibility of any more pain inflicted on my heart. Liam sighed, recognizing the doubt in my eyes. “Tell you what, why don’t we get wasted, and you can tell me all about this love of yours that has you wanting to run for the hills?”

      A snort escaped me. I’d definitely need lots of alcohol if I was going to talk about Walker for any length of time. “I’m in.” Maybe Liam could show me a way out of the mess I’d gotten myself into. At the very least, the alcohol might numb the pain. I stood. “We need shots.”

      Liam’s eyes widened. “Shit, this must be one hell of a story.”

      “You have no idea.”
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      “You aren’t seriously bringing a mug of coffee into my tea shop, are you?” Jensen’s voice rang out over the handful of early-morning customers at The Tea Kettle.

      I took a long sip from my travel mug and grinned. I was not a tea drinker. I needed a strong hit of caffeine in the morning. Jensen rounded the counter, leaving Tessa to help the customers in line. She shook her head as she walked towards me. “Some supportive big brother you are.”

      I ruffled her hair before she could duck out of my hold. “Hey, now, I buy your baked goods.”

      “True,” she admitted. “Is that what you’re here for now? A nice scone?” she asked, arching a brow at me.

      I shuffled my feet absentmindedly. “I just wanted to come and check up on my baby sister.” It was a total and complete lie, and she knew it.

      Jensen ushered me forward with a wave of her hand. “Come on, I’ll grab us breakfast, and we can eat in my office and catch up.”

      I breathed out a sigh of relief. My sister was a good one. She knew I needed her advice about something, and she wasn’t going to make me beg. “Sounds good. I’d take one of those ham and cheddar scones if you got ‘em.” They were the best.

      Jensen grinned over her shoulder. “I think I can scrounge something up.”

      I headed to the office while Jensen ducked behind the bakery case. Pushing open the door, I crossed to one of the worn, overstuffed chairs in the corner. The office fit the mismatched quality of the rest of The Tea Kettle. Nothing was an identical set, yet somehow it still worked.

      Jensen bustled in moments later with a selection of biscuits, cakes, and scones. I rubbed my hands together. “Looks delicious, Little J.”

      “Thanks,” she said with a small smile. Jensen had worked so hard to make this place a success, and I was damn proud of her. “So, what has my big brother walking into my tea shop before seven a.m.?”

      The mouth-watering bite of scone I had just swallowed suddenly turned to lead in my stomach. “Taylor and I…we’re, uh, having some issues, and I wanted a female perspective.” My face felt hot.

      Jensen’s eyes narrowed in some sort of combination of concern and anger. “What did you do?”

      “Why are you so sure it was me who did something? You’re my sister, aren’t you supposed to be on my side?”

      Jensen let out a little huff. “I’m on both your sides. And I assumed it was you because she’s been doing nothing but taking care of you for the last three and a half weeks. She’s barely left your side.”

      “Well she’s left it now,” I said, a hint of anger tinging my tone.

      Little lines creased Jensen’s brow. “What do you mean?”

      “She wants to go back to LA.”

      “What? How is that possible? She loves it here. She loves you.”

      I rubbed a hand over my stubbled jaw, feeling the now familiar sensation of pulling where my stitches used to be. “That’s the problem.”

      “Would you please stop talking around the issue and tell me what the hell is going on?” Worry filled her eyes, and I knew Jensen’s patience was at an end.

      “Me getting shot really messed with Taylor’s head. She’s been trying to keep it together, but she’s freaked.”

      “Does she want you to quit your job or something?”

      I gave my head a little shake. “No. She wants to end things altogether. She said she just needs some time, but I know her. That’s an excuse for her to retreat and hide. If she goes back to LA, I’ll never see her again.”

      Jensen’s jaw tightened, but I pushed on before she could speak. “She’s terrified, J. I’ve never seen someone so fucking scared. I broke through those steel-reinforced walls. Half of her loves that I did it, and I’m pretty sure the other half hates me for it.” I broke my scone into tiny pieces. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Jensen’s expression had softened. “You can’t give up. Whatever you do, don’t leave her alone. I know that’s what she’s asking for, but it’s the last thing she needs. You need to show her that no matter what she does, you won’t let her push you away.”

      I straightened my shoulders. Jensen was right. If I left Taylor alone, she would only think of all the reasons we shouldn’t be together. All the reasons it was dangerous to love me. I needed to show her that this love, this life was worth the risk. I pushed up from my chair and bent to place a kiss on my sister’s cheek. “Thanks, Little J. I can always count on you.”

      “Always,” she said. “Give me two secs, and I’ll wrap up some things for you to take over to Taylor’s.”

      My sister knew me so well. She knew I wouldn’t delay in getting to Taylor. “Thanks, sis.”

      “If anything will give you a way in, it’ll be her favorite tea and some baked goods.”

      I let out a chuckle, my first laugh since Taylor had walked out my door yesterday. I had a plan, I had an in, and I wasn’t taking no for an answer.
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      I pushed the door to my truck closed with an elbow as I balanced Taylor’s tea and a massive bag of treats in my hands. I rolled my shoulders back, readying myself to do battle if necessary. I slowed a few steps from the porch. There was an SUV I didn’t recognize parked next to the house. California plates.

      Shit. Had she called someone to come and get her already? I really fucking hoped not. But if she had, I was going with them. I was taking Jensen’s advice and not leaving Taylor alone for a second. I bounded up the porch steps and pressed the bell. Nothing. There were zero sounds of stirring coming from inside the house.

      I pressed the bell again and followed it with a strong knock. Still nothing. A lead weight once again settled in my gut. What if something was wrong? I pounded on the door. “Taylor! It’s Walker. If you don’t answer the door in sixty seconds, I’m coming in.”

      I set her tea on the porch railing while I searched my pocket for my key ring, I had an extra set for the cabin on there. Before I could get them, the door swung open. “Jesus, do you know what time it is?” Standing in the doorway in nothing but boxers, hair tousled in a way that said he’d been having a little too much fun last night, was Liam Fairchild. Fuck.

      I said nothing. Liam blinked against the sun, letting his eyes adjust to the light. “Oh, hey man. Walker, right?”

      “Right.” My voice was rough as burlap, and my mind spun, going in directions that made me want to puke up the baked goods in my stomach.

      “Who is it, Liam?” A sleepy voice I recognized all too well said from inside.

      “It’s Walker.”

      Taylor appeared in the hall, hair a teased rat’s nest, and wearing nothing but an oversized t-shirt. What in the actual fuck? My jaw turned to granite, and I was sure my eyes were raging. Taylor’s eyes moved from me to Liam and back again. “I thought I told you I needed some time?”

      My breath came in quick pants. “And you spend that time half-naked with some guy?”

      Taylor’s eyes turned hard, blazing with that blue fire I loved so much. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.”

      “How I spend my time is none of your damn business! I told you I needed time and space to figure things out, but you never listen! You just push and push and push! Why can’t you respect what I ask for?”

      “You want me to respect what you ask for? Fine. I’m outta here. I don’t need this shit.” I pelted the bag of goodies at the shirtless rock star still standing in the entryway. “Here, help yourself, though it seems you already have.” I spun on my heel, taking a swipe at the cup of tea still balanced on the rail. It flew into the drive, splashing everywhere.

      I jumped into my truck and tore out, sending gravel flying. I only made it half a mile before the need to empty my stomach overtook me. I swung to the side of the road and heaved into the tall grass until the only thing coming up was bile.

      I knew Taylor was terrified. That, I could handle. I could go as slowly as she needed, coaxing her every step of the way. But I never expected betrayal. Not from her. The image of Taylor and Liam half-dressed flashed in my mind. Suddenly, I was retching again. If only I could rid my heart of Taylor the same way.
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      “What the fuck, Tay?” Liam’s words struck out like a whip.

      I leaned back against the hallway wall and slowly sank to the floor, my entire body trembling. What had I done?

      Liam crouched in front of me. “Taylor, why did you let him think something had happened between us? That is beyond messed up.”

      Tears filled my eyes and began to spill over. “It’s the only way he’ll let me go.”

      “Fuck.” Liam turned, sitting next to me on the floor and pulling me in to his side, his arm around my shoulders.

      “He deserves better than me. I don’t think I can do this, Liam. I’m scared all the time, and I don’t think that’s going to change.” Just saying the words aloud brought on a flash of memories, but this time, they weren’t of my mother wasting away in a hospital, they were of Walker. Images of his large, vibrant body filled with tubes, of the gauze covering the wound on his chest. I shuddered, and Liam pulled me closer to him.

      “You are one of the best people I know. So loving. So giving. But you’ve been slowly disappearing into nothing since your mom got sick. You don’t laugh as much, and we have to battle for you to let us in. Hell, we practically had to kidnap you to go on vacation with us last spring.” I exhaled a slow breath, knowing he was right.

      Liam squeezed my shoulder. “But Carter said the last couple of months when she talked to you, you sounded more like your old self. I was at her and Austin’s one night when you called. Taylor, she burst into tears when she got off the phone with you. She said it was the first time she’d heard your real laugh in over a year. Not the polite one you use because it’s appropriate. Your real one.”

      Tears continued to fall. I knew exactly the conversation he was talking about. I had been telling her about a dinner at the Coles’, recounting some story about Irma. I’d had tears in my eyes then too, but only because I was laughing so hard. Walker and the Cole family had brought so many wonderful things to my life. But I was so scared. Would it be worth the pain if I lost one of them?

      Liam squeezed my shoulder again. “We love you, Tay. We want to be there for you. But you can’t keep running. You can’t keep pushing everyone away.”

      I let my head fall to my knees. “It’s the only way I know not to hurt.”

      Liam’s grip on me tightened until I was sure it would leave a bruise. “You’re lying to yourself, Taylor. Pushing people away doesn’t mean it won’t hurt if you lose them, it just means you’ll be lonely until they’re gone.”

      I gritted my teeth. Liam was wrong. I felt a measure of peace when I was alone. When it was just me and the water, swimming until my muscles shook with fatigue. Or when I was alone with the road, my feet pounding the packed earth until my lungs burned. That life could be enough for me.

      Liam released his hold on me. “I’m going to be honest with you because I think you need a wakeup call. You’re wasting your life away. You have so much to give. You’re an incredible teacher, and you have such a way with kids. You were an amazing caregiver to your mom, you could give that gift to someone else. You used to be one of the best friends someone could hope to have.”

      I clued in to the used to be part of his statement and cringed. Liam pushed on. “But, honestly, this past year, you’ve been a crap friend.” My head snapped up, but Liam held up a hand. “I get it. You’ve been through something horrible. And in relationships, we all have times where we take more than we give. It’s natural. But it can’t go on forever. Get your head out of your ass and realize you’re not the only one dealing with shit before you lose the only people you have left.”

      With that, he rose. “I’m going to take a shower and get dressed. Why don’t you do the same, and then I’ll make us some breakfast. Maybe you’ll be ready to really talk then.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek but nodded. Liam’s and my talk last night hadn’t really been a true discussion. It had quickly devolved into us taking shots and me yelling about what a good-looking, pushy bastard Walker was.

      I sat on the floor for another few minutes, breathing in and out, the air feeling harsh against my lungs. I knew it wasn’t the air causing the sensation, it was the harshness of the truth. I played the last two and a half years back in my mind. My friends had been amazing. So incredibly supportive. But had I given any of that back? I wasn’t sure.

      That uncertainty gutted me. I had no idea what my future held, but one thing was for certain, I needed to repair my friendships. It was clear that Liam was messed up about something, and I had barely noticed.

      But Liam was here now. In Sutter Lake. A place I knew held peace and the power of restoration. I would be there for him and support him in whatever ways he needed. I was done getting stuck in this pity spiral. I thought about how good it had felt to help Noah learn to read. It was selfish, but helping others, getting some outward focus, that was the way forward.

      I pushed up from the floor and headed for my shower. I stripped off the massive t-shirt I was wearing. Walker hadn’t been looking at me closely enough, because if he had been, he would have realized that the shirt was his. Wearing it to sleep helped me feel close to him, even when he wasn’t next to me. My heart clenched with a painful spasm.

      I stepped under the spray and let the steaming water pound down on my body. I wished it could wash away the many mistakes I’d made over the past two years, clear away the hurts I’d caused. But the only one who could do that was me.

      Turning the dial, I switched the water off and stepped out of the shower. I made quick work of drying myself off and slipping on some yoga pants. I bit the inside of my cheek as I looked at my t-shirt options. My fingers trailed over the worn cotton of another of Walker’s shirts. I couldn’t resist it. I pulled it over my head, taking time to inhale the familiar scent of his detergent and a lingering hint of his cologne. I squeezed my eyes closed, attempting to relieve the pain. It didn’t work.

      I toed on a pair of sneakers and headed out into the living room, steeling my spine in preparation for my talk with Liam. It was time for me to do some major apologizing and some real listening.

      The main living space was silent. I didn’t see him in the kitchen and, poking my head out, I noticed he wasn’t on the porch either. I listened harder. There were no sounds of the shower still running in the downstairs guest room. “Liam? Are you getting ready?” Nothing.

      I knocked on his door. “Liam?” Still nothing. I slowly pushed open the door, not wanting to catch an eyeful. The bed was empty, filled only with rumpled sheets and scattered pillows. I peeked in the bathroom. The shower floor was wet, so he had been in there.

      I made my way back towards the kitchen in search of my phone. Maybe he was more pissed than I thought and left. I had a lot to make up for. I rounded the corner, and my heart plummeted to my toes.

      Lying sprawled out, face-down on the floor, was Liam. “Oh my God, Liam!” I ran to him and crouched at his side. I felt for a pulse. All the air in my lungs whooshed out of me when I felt the rhythm against my fingers. Carefully—oh so freaking carefully—I rolled Liam onto his back.

      With one hand behind his head, I leaned over so that my face was right next to his mouth. I breathed another sigh of relief when his breath tickled my cheek. Not dead. His heart is beating. His lungs are inflating. He’s not dead. I leaned back and, for the first time, felt a sticky substance on my hand. I pulled it carefully from behind his head and gasped. My hand was covered in blood.

      My entire body shook as I rose and reached for the landline on the wall. Red smears appeared on the nine and one. I tried to even my breathing. Everything would be okay. Help would come. What the hell had happened? My eyes searched the kitchen in front of me. Had he tripped and hit his head on the counter? How long had he been lying here?

      “9-1-1, what is your emergency?” was all I heard before a hand covered my mouth, and an arm encircled my waist, yanking me away from the phone. My heart raged against my ribs, beating wildly out of control. Was this what it felt like to have a heart attack?

      I kicked back, trying to get at my attacker. I couldn’t get purchase. And whoever this was, wore leather gloves, so my attempts to bite the hand covering my mouth were in vain. I screamed louder against the gloved hand, hoping—praying—that the operator would hear me.

      A moan sounded from the floor. Liam. Shit. Fuck. Please don’t let this asshole kill Liam.

      A face pressed against mine, lips moving against the shell of my ear as I felt a prick in my side. “You should have left Sutter Lake like you said you were going to. I really didn’t want to hurt you, but now I have no choice.”

      The world began to go wobbly. But the voice… The voice tickled the memories at the back of my quickly fading mind. I knew this person.
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      I opened and closed my fist, wincing each time I flexed my hand. I really hoped I hadn’t broken it. After puking my guts out on the side of the road like a total pussy, I’d found my mad. Making a quick trip home to brush my teeth before heading to the office, I’d also found the time to punch a hole in my wall. Fuck. I’d need to patch that tonight.

      Opening my bottom desk drawer, I poured a couple of Tylenol into my open palm and tossed them back with stale coffee, grimacing at the lukewarm liquid. My desk phone blared to life. “Cole,” I barked. My entire office was giving me a wide berth after I had torn through here earlier, so I knew it had to be important.

      “Walker, it’s Harry. We had a weird call into dispatch…” He let his voice trail off.

      “Okay?” I asked, completely unsure why this warranted a call to me.

      “See, no one spoke when I answered.”

      “You know where the call is originating from, just send a unit out there to check it out.” Harry had been on the job for almost twenty years, he knew the protocol. What the hell was up with him?

      “That’s the thing, it’s coming from the guest cabin on your family’s ranch.” The world seemed to dip into some weird slow motion at his words. The guest cabin. My ranch. Taylor. Before I could find my voice, Harry kept talking. “Now, I think I’m hearing a low moaning in the background. I sent a unit out there, but I thought you should have a heads-up.”

      Of course, I should have a heads-up. Harry should have gotten to the point fucking quicker. “Thanks, let the unit know I’m on my way.”

      I tore through the office, not unlike I had that morning, but this time, my panic was at an all new level. What the hell was going on? I skidded to a stop at my truck, fumbling with my keys and cursing myself as I yanked open the door. Flipping on the sirens, my tires squealed as I swung out of the parking lot.

      I don’t think I’d ever made it to the ranch so quickly, even when I had gotten a call that Jensen was in labor. My mind ran through every possible scenario. Fuck, what if Liam had a temper and had hurt Taylor? He didn’t seem the type, but I didn’t really know him. I’d kill him if he touched a hair on her head.

      Gravel flew as I slammed on the brakes and threw my rig into park. I ran towards the house, taking the steps two at a time, identifying myself as I entered.

      “We’re in here, Walker.” I heard Kelly call from the kitchen.

      I thundered down the hall, skidding to a stop at the sight in front of me. Hank was supporting Liam as the musician sat up, looking dazed as Kelly, donning gloves, pressed gauze to the back of his head. “What the hell is going on? And where is Taylor?” The small amount of patience I had been holding onto snapped, and I was losing it.

      “We’re not sure,” Hank answered calmly. “Can you tell us what happened, sir?”

      Liam’s eyes struggled to focus. “I-I-I’m not sure. I was walking into the kitchen to make breakfast for Taylor…” He trailed off as if trying to remember. “We had a fight. She let Walker think we slept together.” His gaze moved to me now as if he had just realized I was in the room. “I didn’t sleep with her, man. She’s like my sister. We got shitfaced, and she talked about you all night. She’s in love with you.”

      Something in my chest seized and then released. They hadn’t fucked. She loved me. It mattered, but not as much as what the hell had happened to her. “What happened after you went to cook breakfast?” I urged Liam on.

      He looked from me to the stove, searching his memory. “I put the pan on the stove and turned to get something out of the fridge. Then…wham, someone hit me over the head with something.”

      “Most likely with that skillet,” Kelly said, inclining her head to the pan that rested on the counter.

      All of a sudden, Liam’s eyes bugged out, and he started to struggle against Hank’s hold. “He took her! Someone fucking took her! I couldn’t really see, it was blurry, but someone was dragging her out of the house. Fuck! I just laid here while someone fucking took her!”

      My blood turned to ice. There was only one person who could have done it. I went on auto-pilot. I pressed a button on my radio. “Dispatch, this is Deputy Chief Cole. I need to report a kidnapping.”

      After calling it in, I retraced my steps, studying the gravel drive to the best of my ability. It told me nothing. Just as I was about to punch the porch railing, sirens sounded. An ambulance, followed closely by an SUV with its lights flashing. The chief’s vehicle. I gritted my teeth. I was going to have a fight on my hands to stay on this case.

      I pulled my cell out of my back pocket and hit Tuck’s contact. I was going to need help, and Tuck was the best tracker I knew, not to mention he wouldn’t give a damn if I’d been kicked off the case. The line just kept ringing. No answer. I cursed but waited to leave a message. “Call me. Now.” That’s all that was needed, I knew Tuck would respond as soon as he could.

      The ambulance pulled up in front of the house, and two medics jumped out. I pointed at the front door. “They’re in the kitchen, it’s straight down the hall.” The two guys jerked their chins in affirmation and headed inside with a stretcher.

      I clenched and unclenched my fists as the chief strode from his car towards me. “Walk, what’s going on?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but the words didn’t want to come. It was like, if I spoke them, then the whole nightmare became true. I cleared my throat and focused on my training. “Taylor’s been kidnapped. A friend that was staying with her, Liam Fairchild, was assaulted. EMTs are in with him now, along with Kelly and Hank.”

      Clark gripped my shoulder. “You hanging in there, son?”

      “I’m fine, sir. But you know it’s this psycho that’s been terrorizing our town. We have to call in SWAT.”

      A look of pity filled Clark’s eyes, and my jaw hardened. “I’ll put SWAT on standby, but we have no clue where to send them even if I do call everyone in.”

      I roughly ran a hand through my hair. “Send us into the forest, the same area we know he frequents. It’s at least a place to start.”

      “First of all, you’re still riding a desk, you haven’t been cleared for active duty. So, even if this case weren’t a complete conflict of interest, which it is, you’d still be out.”

      My teeth ground together as my nails dug into my palms. “You would seriously keep me out of this? That girl that’s missing, most likely in the hands of a fucking psycho murderer? She’s the love of my fucking life!”

      The chief drilled a finger into my chest. “That’s exactly why I’m keeping you out of this. Your head isn’t on straight. I promise you, I will work this one myself, and I’ll do you the courtesy of keeping you in the loop.”

      Clark’s words gave me zero reassurance. No comfort. The only thing I wanted was Taylor back in my arms. A chance to make things right between us. My chest burned. I needed that chance. And the only way I knew to get it was to work the case myself. No one would be as diligent as I was. No one would give their blood, sweat, tears—and life, if needed—but me.

      I shook my head at Clark and headed back inside. I needed to see if Liam had remembered anything before I took off to search on my own. By the time I made it to the kitchen, Liam was strapped to the stretcher. “Walker, tell them I don’t need to go to the hospital. I need to be looking for Taylor. We have to find her.”

      I placed a hand on his shoulder. “You got your head cracked open, man. You need to go to the hospital.” I met his still somewhat dazed eyes. “I will do everything I fucking can to bring her back safe.”

      Liam nodded, and the action made him wince. “We need to get him to the hospital,” one of the medics said.

      “Okay, just give me one second,” I said, pinning the medic with my most intimidating stare. He shrank back, giving a small nod. “Did you remember anything else? Did you see anything? Hear anything? Hell, even smell something?”

      Liam’s brows pulled together in a combination of concentration and what I was sure was pain. “He was tall. At least a full head taller than Taylor.”

      My chin rested perfectly on the top of Taylor’s head when I hunched, so the guy was probably around my height, maybe a little shorter. “That’s good. Anything else? Hair color?”

      “I think he was wearing a hat… Fuck!” Liam smacked the gurney he was lying on. “I can’t even help you ID the guy.”

      “You gave me something, and that’s better than nothing.” Liam simply shook his head as if disgusted with himself. “I’ve gotta get outta here. They’re not going to let me work the case the traditional route, so I’m going to color outside the lines a little.”

      “Walk—” Hank started to say at my admission.

      I held up a hand to stop him. “I won’t be alone, but I can’t have guys in uniform with me either.” Both Hank and Kelly looked pissed and worried, but I didn’t have time to reassure them. “I’ll call if I find anything.”

      With those parting words, I took off in a jog, moving out of the house, down the front steps, and towards my car. Just as I was pulling the truck door open, my phone buzzed. I glanced at the screen. Tuck. I hit accept. “Fucking finally. I need your help, man.”
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      Cold. Bone-chilling cold. That was the first thing I became aware of. The second was the pounding in my head and an insatiable thirst. I forced my eyelids open. They felt like sandpaper, gritty and harsh against my tender eyes. It took a few moments for them to adjust.

      Where the hell was I? I tried to clear my jumbled brain, my eyes roving around the dark space, looking for clues to jog my memory. Dirt floor. Rock walls. My breaths came quicker as the first taste of panic licked at my skin. No true source of light. Just a low-level ambient sort of glow.

      I squeezed my eyes shut for a brief moment. I held a hand against my chest and imagined it was Walker’s and that he was again showing me how to slow my breathing. My eyes flew open as memories slammed into me. Walker showing up at the house. Me allowing him to think the wrong thing. My fight with Liam. Liam lying helplessly on the floor. A hand on my mouth. And then—nothing. Just blackness.

      I scrambled back in a half-crawl until my back hit the stone wall of what must be a cave. Jagged pieces of rock dug into my skin. My head snapped back and forth in either direction, looking for any sign of movement. Was I alone?

      My heart rattled against my ribs as I fought to control my breathing. Passing out wouldn’t get me anywhere. My eyes strained against the darkness. I could make out basic shapes. The curve of the rock surfaces. My gaze stuttered over a lump on the ground. Was that a rock? I studied the shape for several minutes, trying to make it out while attempting to keep my breath even and slow. I had nothing. No idea what it could be.

      I licked my dry, cracked lips. I had to see what it was. Slowly, I crawled towards the darker shape, not yet trusting myself to stand, let alone walk. I inched closer, and my breath caught in my throat as I froze mid-shuffle. It was a person. Friend or foe? Friend or foe? What if it was my attacker playing some ghoulish game? Or worse, what if there was another prisoner in this chamber?

      I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek, the metallic tang of blood filling my mouth. If someone was hurt, I had to try and help. My arm shook like a leaf as I reached out towards the form. My fingers grasped a flannel-clad shoulder. Nothing. I swallowed hard and gently rolled the person to his or her back.

      I shot back with a gasp, holding onto my scream with everything I had in me. Staring back at me was a man I’d never seen before, his face bleached of any color, eyes open wide, unblinking. A bullet hole sat squarely in the center of his forehead.

      My stomach heaved, but there was nothing for my belly to empty. I hadn’t eaten since the day before. What time was it now? How long had I been gone? Was anyone looking for me?

      My heart cried out for Walker with a ferocity that had me gasping. He was the only thing I wanted in that moment.

      Footsteps echoed off the hard stone of the cave, and I skittered back against the wall. My eyes darted around frantically, searching for some path of escape, somewhere to hide. There was nothing. My chest constricted in a vise-like grip. I couldn’t seem to get air into my lungs.

      The sharp edges of the rocks cut into my palms. I tried to focus on the pain instead of my rapidly beating heart and my inability to catch my breath. A beam of light cut across my body, zeroing in on my face. I threw a hand in front of my eyes on instinct. The light burned.

      “You’re awake. Good.” That voice. It was so familiar.

      I slowly lowered my hand and let my gaze adjust to the brightness in increments. As it did, my body turned to stone. No. It couldn’t be. My heart spasmed. This would kill Jensen. “Bryce?” My voice came out as a croak.

      “Hey there.” He crouched down three feet from me, and I pushed back harder against the wall.

      The jagged edges of the stone piercing my body felt like a warm embrace compared to what I might receive at this man’s hands. “W-what’s going on?”

      A feral grin stretched over Bryce’s face as he toyed with the flashlight in his hands. “Come on now, Taylor, don’t play dumb with me.”

      My fingers dug into the dirt floor of the cave. “I-it was you? You killed Caitlin and that hiker?”

      The grin turned into a smirk. The same kind of expression a guy would wear if you’d asked if he lifted something particularly heavy. “Not just them. Lots more. Some you may have heard about, many more you haven’t.” My mind flashed to the woman from Willow Creek Walker had told me was missing, and my heart broke a little more.

      “They were easy prey. Not even really a challenge.” Bryce rested his chin on the lens of the flashlight, the beam casting creepy shadows over his face. I shuddered. “Though you did throw a little wrench in my plans when you wandered off the trail. You almost interrupted me while I was dealing with Miss Caitlin.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from crying. I did not want this asshole to see me break, he seemed like he would get off on it. Bryce shone the beam back at me. “Something tells me you’re a fighter. You might actually be some fun.” He edged just a bit closer, and I held my breath. “I haven’t had a real challenge in far too long.”

      Bryce reached behind his back, and my world slowed. Was he reaching for a weapon? Was this the end? Walker’s face filled my mind. His rugged jaw, almost always covered in stubble. His piercing green eyes that could set me aflame with one look and put my soul at ease with another. I’d never get a chance to tell him how sorry I was. To tell him how much I loved him.

      A water bottle flew at my head. My reflexes, still a little slow, barely reacted in time. Bryce rose. “Drink up. And eat this.” He tossed a granola bar at me next. “You’ll need your energy for the hunt to come.”

      The hunt. “What does that mean?”

      Bryce turned, a glint in his eyes that spoke of arousal. “It means, I’m going to let you go.”

      My heart rattled in my chest, its rhythm chaotic.

      “But then, I’m going to catch you. I’ll wound you first. Somewhere non-lethal. Maybe the shoulder like your nosy boyfriend. You’ll be bleeding then. That will slow you down. I’ll take my time tracking you. You won’t be able to hide.”

      My fingers dug harder into the ground, my nails snapping. Bryce’s deviant grin reappeared. “You won’t know how to hide. You’re a city girl. You should have stayed there.”

      I wanted to rage against him, rake my nails down his face. Scream at him that I did belong here. Here with Walker. Bryce’s grin widened. “A little of that temper wanting to come to the surface I see. Good. That’ll make things interesting. We’ll have lots of fun, you and I. And then I’ll snap your fucking neck.”

      With that, Bryce strode towards what must have been the mouth of the cave. When he disappeared from sight, my body began to shake. The trembling was so strong, I could barely hold onto the bottle of water. Silent tears tracked down my face. Hugging my legs to my chest, I bit down on one knee to keep myself from letting loose my sobs.

      My chest burned with the weight of my fear. Burned with the pain of possibly losing Walker and everyone else I loved. Forever. How many minutes, hours, days had I wasted giving in to my fear? Allowing it to control me. I thought I had been controlling it, keeping those around me at arm’s length as a way to push the terror of losing someone else down. But really, the fear had held all the strings.

      I cursed myself for being so stupid. For being such a coward. Images danced in my mind. My first glimpse of Walker that had stolen my breath. The sound of his laugh. Falling asleep to the strong beat of his heart at the movie. His callused fingers trailing up my bare back.

      The burning sensation in my chest grew stronger. I let the feeling sink deeper, spread throughout my body.

      Things snapped into place as if I had suddenly been given the final piece of a puzzle I’d been missing for years. A part that changed the entire image. I simply needed to relish the burn. The pain that would always fill your life if you loved fully and deeply. That pain was proportional to love and joy and all the other wonderful things you might be lucky enough to fill your existence with.

      My mother’s gentle smile filled my memory. Would I have traded any of the million moments of pure joy I shared with her for less pain at her passing? Never. I would experience the worst of that pain every day for the rest of my life for just one of those precious seconds. But that’s what I had been doing. Preemptively erasing those moments with Walker by pushing him away. Hoping that if I didn’t let him too close, it wouldn’t kill me to lose him.

      I’d been lying to myself. All I had succeeded in doing was losing time with him that I would never get back. Time I would give anything to have right now. The tears fell faster and harder. I would allow myself this moment to break down, to let everything out. All my pain. All my grief. And then I would figure out how to fight.

      I would fight for Walker. I would fight for myself. I would fight for our future. I would give my all for a lifetime filled with joy and pain, abundance and loss. A life with him.

      My tears began to slow. I straightened my spine, wiping at my face with the bottom of the t-shirt I wore. Walker’s tee. He was with me. I pressed the material to my nose and inhaled deeply. The scent of his cologne was even fainter now, marred by dirt and sweat. I would take in that smell again. I swore it to myself.

      I exhaled a shaky breath and reached for the water at my side. The first thing I needed to do was build up my strength. I needed it to fight. My hands still trembled as I opened the bottle of water. I listened for the crack of the seal. The sound of the little plastic tines popping was music to my ears. At least the water wasn’t drugged. Or so I hoped.

      I forced myself to take slow, careful sips, even though I wanted to guzzle the thing down. Slow meant giving my stomach a chance to get accustomed to having something in it again. I felt around on the floor of the cave for the granola bar Bryce had thrown at me. It took a minute to find the small, plastic-wrapped treasure.

      This would be more of a risk. There was no way to know if he’d laced the bar with something, I’d just have to hope that the sicko truly got his rocks off from the challenging hunt. I shuddered just thinking the words in my head, but I forced myself to move forward in my actions.

      I tore the wrapper around the bar, happy to feel that my hands were a bit less shaky. I took a small bite. The combination of chocolate and peanut butter, normally a favorite of mine, barely registered. I counted ten chews before swallowing, then took another small drink of water. I repeated the process until the granola bar was gone and the water was down to its last dregs.

      My gaze roamed the cavernous space. I could see things more clearly now, my eyes having adjusted to the lack of light a bit more. I searched for a loose rock, small enough for me to lift easily but large enough to do some damage. After precious minutes wasted searching, I had nothing. Bryce must have checked out the space before leaving me here with the dead guy.

      The dead guy. I gathered all the courage I could muster and inched towards the man with the vacant stare. I had to see if there was something on his body that I could use to defend myself. Careful not to touch his graying skin, I turned each of his pockets inside out. The only thing I found was a wallet.

      I flipped through the worn leather billfold. Nothing. I squinted at the driver’s license. Frank Pardue. Wasn’t that one of Walker’s suspects? Had he been working alongside Bryce, or was he just in the wrong place at the wrong time?

      I shook my head forcefully. It didn’t matter. I needed to focus on a way out of this mess. I sat back down, wanting to conserve as much energy as possible. My fingertips traced patterns in the dirt as I tried to think back to the one self-defense workshop I’d taken.

      Carter had dragged me to the free seminar that had been held at the gym her husband, Austin, owned. It had been two years ago, and I struggled to remember what the instructor had said. Never let them get you to a secondary location. Well, too late for that. Go for the soft targets: eyes, throat, junk.

      That was something I could work with. I gathered dirt into my hands as a plan formed. I played various scenarios over and over in my head as I waited. All the contingencies I could think of. I stood, practicing the moves I would need to make—first slowly, focusing on precision, and then faster.

      Footsteps echoed against the stone, and I froze, my entire body seizing up. I shook out my arms and legs, forcing the muscles to release the majority of their tension. I perched on the edge of a boulder. I tried to make it seem as though I were as relaxed as possible.

      I hung my head, letting my hair cover most of my face so that I could get a peek at Bryce but still hide my expression. I began sniffling and then let my shoulders shake as though I were crying. I needed him to see me as weak. A girl who had crumbled from the strain of it all. Not someone who would fight him tooth and nail with everything she had.

      The footsteps came closer. I could do this. Bryce’s shadowy form appeared. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He continued striding forward. “I thought you might have some promise, but here you are, sniveling like a child.”

      I let my shoulders shake harder. “W-why are you doing this?”

      “Why am I doing this, she wants to know,” Bryce said with a sneer. “I’m doing it because I like it. I’m doing it because I can. And I’m doing it because girls like you, who show up where they don’t belong, need to be taught a lesson.”

      His words twisted my stomach. There was pure evil leaking from his tone. “P-p-please don’t do this.” It killed me to give in to my voice trembling even if I was using the waver to my advantage.

      “They all fucking beg. It’s so damn pathetic. ‘Please don’t kill me, I’ll do anything.’” Bryce let out a harsh laugh. “Do you know that a lot of them offer to suck my dick, fuck me, anything. I hadn’t expected that. Like I would want their whore selves.”

      Bile churned in my stomach, but I forced it down. I just needed him to come a little bit closer.

      “What, you’re not going to offer the same?” I said nothing, just bided my time, keeping my head down. Bryce took another three steps forward. “Come on, you whore yourself out just fine for Walk—”

      His words cut off as I sprang up, throwing the dirt I’d gathered in my hands at him, as close to his open eyes as possible. Bryce let out a strangled curse as his hands automatically flew to his face. I used that split second of distraction to grasp him by the shoulders and plunge my knee into his groin.

      The sound that came out of him was a garbled cry. He dropped to his knees. This was it. I was going to make it. I was going to escape. I braced to run, making it one and then two strides before a hand clamped around my ankle and jerked. Hard.

      My legs flew out from under me, and I slammed into the ground below. Light burst in my vision as my jaw slammed shut. I cried out in pain.

      Bryce dragged me back towards him, the rough ground tearing at my skin. “You fucking bitch! You’ll pay for that.” He was on top of me then, sitting astride my pelvis. My breathing came in quick pants—so fast, I had no hope of slowing it.

      Bryce leaned over, closer to me, studying my face. Then, he burst out laughing. The sound grated against my skin as tears leaked from my eyes. “I knew you’d be fun,” he said, slapping my cheek twice without any real heat and then winding up and hitting me again with such force my teeth split my lip.

      Blood filled my mouth as I gasped to catch my breath. Bryce seized a fistful of my hair, pulling it taut. “You’ve made things interesting, but now I have to level the playing field. Things must be fair when we enter the fight, don’t you think?”

      Stars danced in my vision as he tugged harder on my hair. “DON’T YOU THINK?”

      I could only moan in reply. My vision seemed to be fading in and out. My mind felt foggy, as if I didn’t have a firm hold on reality.

      Bryce kept a firm hold on my hair with one hand while he reached behind himself with the other. I blinked rapidly at the item he retrieved. The blade. Acid choked my throat as I felt him harden against me. He loved this. Terror was his drug, the thing that turned him on more than anything.

      I bucked against him with the little strength I had left, doing anything I could to get him off me. It got me nowhere. Bryce simply chuckled. “Stop moving, or I might slip and make things worse.” I froze. “You’ll still have a chance to run from me, don’t worry.” He slowly lifted up my shirt, and tears stung my eyes. “Don’t move a muscle. I’m only evening the playing field. This is what’s fair.”

      I squeezed my eyes closed. I wasn’t strong enough to fight him off. I could only hope that he wouldn’t kill me immediately. That I’d have a chance to outrun him. The flat side of the blade pressed against my stomach. I filled my mind with thoughts of Walker. I traced every detail of his face with my memory.

      The knife bit into my skin, slicing along my belly in one long line. I held my breath and saw the magical blue rim of Walker’s green irises. Another slash of the blade. “X marks the spot, Taylor. Now, I have something to aim for.”

      Pain overrode all of my senses, but I held on to my vision of Walker. My mind held the memory, my soul called out for his heart, and as darkness took me, I relished the burn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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      My tires screeched as I pulled up to the Forest Service station. I swung my truck into a parking spot. Grabbing my phone, I slammed my door with such force, I was surprised it didn’t crack the window.

      As I jogged toward the station’s front door, I tried not to focus on the what-ifs, but it was impossible. Was Taylor cold right now? Hurt? Dead? My entire body locked. She couldn’t be. Some part of me was sure that I would feel it if she were. She had to be alive. And I would find her. This wouldn’t end the way Julie’s story had.

      I shoved open the door and jerked a chin at the young guy behind the front desk. The kid’s eyes widened at the rage that was clearly emanating from me in waves. “Tuck’s in the conference room. He said to send you back.” The guy’s voice trembled just a little.

      “Thanks.” I was already taking off towards the back room.

      I pushed open the door without knocking and found Tuck studying a set of maps that covered the conference room table. His head snapped up at the sound of the door. In two strides, he grasped my hand and pulled me in for a tight half-hug. “We’ll find her.” His voice was gruff. He knew how much Taylor meant to me.

      I was so thankful for this man who was more brother than friend. I swallowed against the emotion gathering in my throat. “I know we will.” I released Tuck and stepped towards the table. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      Tuck knew the woods better than anyone. He was my best hope of finding Taylor. “I’ve been studying where we found the bodies in relation to the surrounding access roads, trails large enough to fit an ATV…anything that would help this guy get around quickly.”

      “Find anything?” I couldn’t disguise the hope in my voice. I checked my watch. Time had to be running out. My jaw clenched as an image of Taylor filled my mind, her head thrown back in laughter, blue-gray eyes twinkling in the light.

      I needed her with me. Needed a chance to make things right. If I got her back, I swore that I would do what I should’ve done all along: never leave her side. She could push me away all she wanted, but I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Tuck drummed his fingers against the wood table, drawing my attention back to the task at hand. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “What do you mean?” I followed the direction of his gaze to a specific area on the map.

      “I think we need to check out Pardue’s property again. It’s the only area that has a road that would give the killer easy access to both hiking trails while avoiding the more populated trailheads.”

      My muscles tensed. I clenched and unclenched my fists in an attempt to relieve some of the pressure. It didn’t work. “You think it’s him?” We’d had the guy in an interrogation room. Gone at him for hours. I would never forgive myself if we’d had him in our grip and let him go, allowing him to hurt Taylor.

      Tuck’s gaze met mine in a hard stare. “I think we need to check it out.”

      “You know this is totally off the books, right? If something goes wrong, we could both lose our jobs. Or end up in jail.”

      “Don’t be a little bitch.” Tuck slapped me on the back. “Like I’d let you go into this on your own.” His serious stare morphed into a slight grin. “Always trying to steal all the glory. Sometimes, I need to rescue the damsel, too.”

      I wanted to smile, but my lips refused the action. “All right. We gotta leave our service weapons. Do you have something else here?”

      Tuck snorted. “Who do you think you’re talking to? I’ve got my rifle in my truck, and my Glock in my desk.”

      Of course, he did. “Okay, let’s head out then. We’ll take my truck.”

      “Control freak,” Tuck called over his shoulder as he headed to his office for his personal weapon.

      I was grasping onto any semblance of control I could, even if it was something as simple as being the one in the driver’s seat. Taylor’s face flashed in my mind again, sunlight glinting off her golden strands as she stared out at the ranch. I would get her back.

      Tuck reappeared, holding two bulletproof vests. “Better safe than sorry.”

      There was a slight twinge in my chest where the bullet had struck. I resisted the urge to rub at the spot. “Not a bad idea.”

      Tuck’s jaw tightened. “Are you sure you’re ready for primetime?”

      I tore one of the vests out of his hands. “Don’t ask stupid questions.” I would be back on active duty next week anyway, and no one, not a single person on this planet, could keep me from looking for Taylor.

      Tuck grunted in response, but I took it as his acceptance. We made our way to my truck and took off for Pardue’s land.

      We were mostly silent during the drive. I took the time to go over every single piece of evidence in my mind, every gut feeling and hunch, trying to see anything I might have missed. I came up with nothing.

      As we got closer, I glanced at Tuck. “Think we should check out the house first?”

      Tuck’s jaw worked as he pondered. “Probably wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

      “We don’t have a search warrant. We’re not even on duty.”

      “Don’t need a warrant if we have probable cause.”

      “True.” The idea of hearing a scream had me clenching my teeth together and gripping the steering wheel harder.

      I made the turn toward Frank’s house. The tires crunching gravel announced our arrival. There would be no element of surprise here. Hopefully, that didn’t shoot us in the foot. I parked at the front of the rundown cabin, my eyes searching the area. “His car’s here.”

      Tuck’s gaze scanned the front of the house. “Don’t see him, though.”

      “Let’s go see what we can find.” Tuck and I bumped fists the way we always did before SWAT missions. A routine that had always brought good luck before.

      We both slipped from the car, neither of us attempting any sort of covertness—that ship had sailed. We strode up the porch steps, eyes taking in every detail possible. I pounded on the front door. The only response was the whispering of the leaves in the wind. I knocked again. “Pardue. It’s Walker. I need you to give me a minute.” Nothing.

      I shot a sideways glance at Tuck, whose gaze was focused on the ground. He crouched, touching a finger to something. His hand went to his weapon, and I knew he’d found something. I followed suit, unsnapping my holster, my hand circling the grip of my gun. “What is it?”

      Tuck stood, lifting his finger so I could see. “Blood.”

      My chest tightened with a painful squeeze. Please, God, don’t let it be Taylor’s blood.

      Tuck’s eyes were already following a trail I could barely see. “It leads away from the house.”

      I tried to feel relief. We had a clue. A direction to head in. I felt nothing but sheer panic. “We need to call this in. Get some crime scene techs out here.” I would take all the help I could get, I wasn’t an idiot.

      Tuck was already moving, though. “Just let me see where this leads before you have twenty guys here messing up my trail.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Fine. Hurry up.” I’d give him five minutes, and then I was making the call.

      I watched Tuck in silence, my insides rioting at having to wait to do something, anything, to help Taylor. He moved carefully, eyes tracing a path invisible to most. Within a few minutes, we’d made it to one of the paths that headed away from the cabin and into the woods. “They went this way. You can call the team in now, but you and I should push on. More people will just get in my way.”

      He didn’t need to tell me twice. Nothing could have kept me from following that path. I pulled out my phone to call the chief as Tuck studied a map on his GPS device.

      Chief answered on the first ring. “Where are you?”

      “At Frank Pardue’s. Tuck and I found traces of blood on the front porch. You need to get a team out here now.”

      “We’re on our way. Stay put.” Frustration rang out in the chief’s tone. I got it. I really did. But that didn’t mean I was going to follow his orders. There was too much at stake.

      “Can’t. Tuck’s found a trail. We gotta follow it.”

      “Goddammit, Walker! You’re not working this case.”

      “I know I’m not. I’m just a civilian out looking for his girl. We’ll be on public land. You can’t stop us.”

      Chief let out a series of colorful curses. “At least tell me the direction you’re headed in. I’ll send the rest of the SWAT team after you.”

      That I could do. Backup was always welcome, just as long as it didn’t hold up my progress. I quickly explained which path from the property we were heading down and in which direction.

      “Just be careful.” There was emotion in the chief’s voice. I knew he saw me as a second son, knew he was worried, but I had to keep going.

      “Will do. Talk soon.” With that, I hung up. “Let’s go.”

      We headed down the trail, which was just wide enough for an ATV to pass through, going slowly so Tuck could make sure we were following the right tracks. How he knew, I had no idea, and I wasn’t going to slow him down to ask.

      For the next hour, we kept up the painstakingly meticulous pace. I was pretty sure I had ground my teeth down to nubs. Suddenly, Tuck jerked to a halt, holding up a hand to stop me. His eyes darted away from the path before us, and his gaze moved to the woods on our left. He scanned the trees. I strained to hear any sounds that seemed out of place. Nothing jumped out.

      Tuck turned back to me, speaking in a hushed tone. “They veered off the trail here.” His brows pulled together in a combination of concentration and worry. “There are a series of caves about five hundred yards off the trail in that direction. That has to be where he took her.”

      A riot of emotions erupted within me. Hope that we were close. Fear that we were too late. Terror at what the asshole might have done to Taylor in the hours that he’d had her. I pulled my gun from its holster. “Let’s go.”

      The great thing about working with Tuck was that we required very few words to communicate. Let’s go was all that was needed. We both understood that Tuck, as the tracker, would take the lead. We knew that as much silence as possible was necessary. And finally, there was a soul-deep understanding that we would do whatever it took to get Taylor home safely. I trusted Tuck with that most of all.

      Our movements up the mountainside were quicker now that Tuck had an idea of where to go. Before long, we had made it to the edge of the tree line, halting so that we would still have cover while we decided our next move.

      There were three cave openings before us. Two smaller ones and a larger cavern, but any of the three could easily hide people. I glanced at Tuck, looking for his take on where we should start. He pointed down towards the outskirts of the forest. About twenty yards away was a camouflage ATV.

      My heart picked up its pace. They were here. I sent up another silent prayer, begging for Taylor to be all right, promising anything I could think of in exchange for her return, safe and whole. A muttered curse coming from the middle cave had my gaze shooting to the opening, and my body going on high alert.

      The cave itself was dark, and I couldn’t make out who was speaking. I could only see a form striding back and forth near the mouth of the cave, the person muttering to themselves. My eyes jumped to Tuck. There was only one way to do this. Full out assault. In the thirty feet separating us and the cave’s mouth, there were no trees or boulders to provide cover.

      I jerked my head in the direction of the cave, and Tuck gave one swift nod of assent. We took off at a dead run. Ten feet in, the figure’s head swiveled in our direction. I raised my weapon. “Don’t move, this is the Sutter Lake Police Department. Show me your hands.”

      Of course, the guy did the opposite, tearing off back into the cave. He moved with a speed and agility I didn’t think Pardue would possess at his age.

      “Fuck!” I pushed my legs harder. “I don’t think that’s Pardue.”

      “No shit, Sherlock,” Tuck retorted, matching me stride for stride.

      “Any clue who it is?”

      “Not a one.” We slowed as we reached the cave, each hugging one of the walls so no one could get the jump on us. “We need to be prepared for the possibility of more than one assailant.”

      I gripped my gun tighter. The last thing we needed in this equation was another unknown. We crept down the natural hallway the cave formed, letting our eyes adjust to the lack of light.

      “Walker and Tuck to the rescue, huh?” The mocking jeer echoed off the stone.

      I froze, betrayal and disgust coursing through my veins. My gaze sought Tuck’s from across the cave. The whites of his eyes flashed with a ferocious rage. We both knew the owner of that voice. Had shared beers with him. I had told my sister what a great fucking guy I thought he was. Had practically shoved her in his direction.

      I had to tamp down my fury, get control so that I could get Taylor out of here. Get her to safety. Then, I could lose it.

      “You’re too late. I’ve already started my game, and you can’t play.”

      My entire body locked. I refused to think about what that might mean. I had to press on, and I couldn’t let Bryce get in my head. I motioned for Tuck to keep moving.

      A light shone from somewhere ahead, a flashlight on its side I realized, illuminating a cavernous room at the end of the cave. Ominous shadows danced along the walls, but I only had eyes for one thing. Taylor. Her eyes were closed, and even in the dim light, I could tell she was deathly pale. My heart stopped beating until I saw her chest rise and fall.

      Bryce had pulled her against him as he leaned against a boulder in the corner of the cave. One arm held her to him, while the other held a knife to her throat. Taylor’s eyes fluttered, and she let out a low moan when Bryce jerked her against him.

      In that moment, I knew I would kill Bryce. There was no way I would let him out of the cave alive. A fire raged within me, my insides burning with the need to get to Taylor. “There’s no way out of this, Bryce, not unless you put down that knife and let us take you in.”

      Bryce let out a dark chuckle. “I don’t think so, hero boy. Either both of you put down your guns, or I will slice this pretty little throat in front of me.”

      I forced myself to ignore Bryce’s taunt and checked my angles. There was only one option. A headshot. A target that was half-hidden behind the girl I loved more than life itself.

      Tuck’s footsteps sounded to my right. “I need you to be real sure if you take a shot, Walk. Because if you miss and hit a cave wall, we could have several tons of rock coming down around us.”

      A hysterical yet excited giggle came from Bryce. “Maybe we’ll all die together. That would be a good ending to this little story. Do it. Come on, Walker, end all our misery.”

      Bryce was completely gone. There was no talking him down, even if I didn’t want him dead. My eyes darted to Taylor’s face, leached of all color. It was now or never. I breathed in slowly, holding the air at the top of the inhale. Blood roared in my ears as the whole world slowed. I squeezed the trigger.

      The crack reverberated off the stone of the cave. Bryce’s head snapped back as he flew back into a boulder. Tuck and I sprinted forward as Taylor’s body crumpled to the ground.

      Tuck went for Bryce, knowing I needed to go for Taylor. “He’s dead.”

      I already knew it, but I still felt a minor release of tension at the words. I rolled Taylor to her back. “Fuck! Get the flashlight! I need light!” Because what I hadn’t been able to see while Bryce held her against him was that the front of her dark t-shirt was covered in blood. A t-shirt, I noticed absently, that was mine. My chest burned.

      Gingerly, I pulled the material away from her middle, the cotton tacky with blood. Tuck shined the light on her stomach and cursed. Her butchered flesh stared back at me, taunting me for not quite being quick enough.

      Tuck grasped my shoulder. “We need to get her outside so we can call in a chopper.”

      I nodded. I slipped a hand under Taylor’s knees and the other behind her shoulders. Tears stung my eyes. She was so light. My little short-stack. She had to make it. I said the words to myself over and over, willing each sentence into her as though I could make the statement true just by the ferocity of my belief. Tuck led the way out, shining the light to guide my path.

      Fading light shone from the mouth of the cave. I gently laid Taylor on the ground while Tuck immediately pulled out his sat phone and began barking orders into it. I quickly stripped off my bulletproof vest, then peeled off my t-shirt. Tuck threw me a water bottle that had been clipped to his pack.

      Again, I lifted Taylor’s blood-soaked shirt. I poured water over her wounds, hoping I would be able to better see what needed tending. What emerged had me fighting back rising bile. A crude X marred her beautiful skin. Blood seeped from the gashes, and I pressed my shirt to the wounds.

      Taylor’s eyes fluttered again as she let out another low moan.

      “Taylor, baby, open your eyes. Come on, Short-stack.”

      Her eyes cracked open, just slightly. Her beautiful blue-gray depths were dulled by pain. “Walker?”

      “I’m here. I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere.” Taylor’s eyes started to close again. “No you don’t, stay with me.”

      Her lids opened once more, just barely, and just long enough for her to say, “Love you.”

      Then there was nothing.
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      It was the sound that brought me around. That faint beep, beep, beep, that drew me back to the land of the living. The closer I got, the more aware I became of the pain. My head throbbed as if a heavy-metal drummer were practicing on my skull. And there was a hot, burning sensation emanating from my belly.

      My eyelids felt as though they carried five-pound weights on their lashes, but I so desperately wanted to open my eyes. After several fruitless attempts, I was finally able to crack them open. The movement felt like something was scratching against my tender irises.

      The light in the room was blinding. I blinked several times, trying to get my eyes to adjust. Slowly, my vision returned, the room going from blurry to focused. The sounds became clearer. The hum of an overhead fluorescent light. The beeping of a heart monitor—a heart monitor. Hospital. I was in the hospital. Why?

      Suddenly, memories slammed into me, stealing my breath. I gasped against the shocking intrusion, fisting my hands in the blankets on the bed. The back of my hand stung at the action, the IV line that was connected there pulling. I was okay. I was safe. But what about everyone else? Liam? Walker?

      My memories of Walker in the cave seemed hazy at best. Was it even him? Or had my mind concocted the whole thing? The hopeful delusion of a girl who thought she might be dying.

      My gaze searched the room. Empty. I was alone. The thing I had fought so hard to be, was now the thing I hated more than anything. Tears stung my eyes. It was too late. Too late to make amends with my friends. And too late for Walker.

      I didn’t blame him. He thought I’d slept with another man. I’d pushed him too far, one too many times.

      My chest heaved. I tried to control the motion since it only caused my pain to flare, but I couldn’t seem to catch my breath or control my sobs.

      The door to my room swung open. Walker strode in looking like a fierce avenging angel from some post-apocalyptic novel. His clothes were rumpled, his face smeared with dirt, and he was pissed. “Jesus, get a nurse, would you?” he called over his shoulder.

      My heart rate sped up, my sobs only worsening.

      Walker’s face morphed from angry to concerned in a split second. “Short-stack, you’re safe. It’s okay. Everything’s fine now.” He grasped my cheeks in his hands. “Breathe with me, just breathe.”

      But I couldn’t. What was happening? He was here. Why? “You’re here.” The words came out as a croaky rasp.

      Walker’s brow creased. “Of course, I’m here. Come on, baby, breathe with me.”

      “Liam?” I asked with a wheeze.

      “He’s fine, he’s just down the hall. Everyone’s okay. Just breathe.”

      My eyes drank him in as my breathing finally began to slow. He bent and placed his lips firmly against my forehead, staying there for several moments. I soaked up the warmth of his lips against my skin. I wanted to stay in this moment forever. I didn’t care about the pounding in my head or the burning in my stomach as long as I had Walker’s lips on my skin. If I could hold onto that, I could handle anything.

      It was that thought that had fresh tears spilling over. “I’m so sorry. So, so sorry.”

      Before Walker could respond, a nurse bustled in. “Well, hello there, Miss Lawson. Glad to see you awake.” She eyed me and Walker. “Sorry to interrupt the lovers’ reunion, but I need to take a quick look at your vitals.”

      She made notes of the readings on different machines and checked the various tubes I was connected to. “Everything looks good. Can you rate your pain for me on a scale of one to ten?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Maybe a four?”

      The nurse gave me a gentle smile. “I’m pretty sure you’re lying, but we can wait for another dose of pain meds if you’d like. Just press the call button when you’re ready, or I’ll be back to check on you soon.” I nodded in agreement, and she turned to leave.

      As the door closed with a quiet snick, my eyes found Walker’s again. They seemed pained. Did he dread telling a girl in a hospital bed that their relationship was over? My stomach churned.

      Walker sank down into the chair next to my bed. He gently took the hand that was free of the IV between his own. My eyes stung with tears again. “I really am so sorry—” I didn’t know what else to say, couldn’t seem to find adequate words to convey everything I felt, all I had realized.

      Walker shook his head and then lifted my hand so that my palm rested against his rapidly beating heart. “I’m the one who owes you an apology.”

      My eyebrows rose. “What are you talking about?”

      “I knew you were scared, terrified really. I never should have let you push me away. I left you alone, and you were taken.” A single tear crested over his bottom eyelid. “And I didn’t find you quick enough…”

      Walker’s words trailed off as I shook my head vehemently, wincing at the pain the action caused. “You found me. I’m alive because of you.” More of the moments in the cave had begun to come back to me, and I knew if Walker hadn’t gotten there when he did, I would likely be dead.

      Walker’s jaw was granite-hard, his words seeming to be ripped from his throat. “But I didn’t get there before he hurt you.”

      I pushed my hand harder against his chest. “I’ll heal.” The statement was simple but true. I would heal. And if I had Walker by my side, I knew that recovery would happen quickly.

      Walker’s gaze locked on mine with such intensity, my heart stuttered in its rhythm. “I love you. You snuck in and stole my goddamned heart, but I hope you never give it back. Please give me the chance to love you.” His eyes pleaded with mine.

      My heart seized and burned. A sensation that was nothing but pleasure and peace this time. “I’d love nothing more than to be loved by you and to love you in return.”

      Walker dropped his hold on my hand and grasped my face again, this time brushing his lips against mine. It was a feather-light touch, but one with the deepest of meanings. “You’re mine.”

      “I’m yours,” I whispered against his lips.

      Walker pressed his mouth to mine again. “And I’m yours, too.”

      “Yes, you are.” Warmth flooded my entire body. This beautiful, strong man, who never gave up fighting for me, was mine. I flashed a huge grin.

      Walker gave me a slow and sexy smile. “I might have to share you for a little bit, though.” I blinked up at him, confused. He let out a low chuckle. “The waiting room is filled to the brim with people just waiting to see you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. Carter and Austin hopped on a private jet as soon as they heard what had happened and have been going between Liam’s hospital room and the waiting area. My entire family is there, a large portion of the SLPD, Tessa, even Arthur, Clint, and the rest of the bridge club is out there.”

      Pain flashed in Walker’s eyes at the mention of his family, and my own face lost its grin. “How’s Jensen?” I couldn’t imagine what she must be going through right now. My heart ached for her.

      “In stoic denial, I’d say.” He rubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw. “It’s not that she doesn’t believe Bryce did those things. She does. She just…I don’t know, is playing off that it has any sort of impact on her. She’s focused solely on you.”

      I reached for Walker’s hand again, needing to draw strength from him to ask the next question I needed an answer to. “I-Is he dead?” That part of my memory was still hazy. I was pretty sure I remembered Walker shooting him, but I had no idea if that shot had been fatal.

      Walker’s teeth ground together. “He is.” He seemed to struggle with how to express what he needed to say next. “I’m not sorry for it. Bryce never would have stopped. There was no other option. He was sick. I’m not sure why, but maybe Ashlee will be able to fill us in on the missing pieces once she’s able to come to terms with it all.”

      Oh, God. Ashlee. I couldn’t imagine how this must be rocking her world. “Is she—?” I started to ask, unsure of what word to use because of course she wasn’t okay.

      “She’s hanging in there. She’s been in the waiting room, too. Wanted to make sure you were going to be okay.”

      “Walker, that poor girl.”

      “I know,” he said, his voice gruff. “He was the only family she had left. Her dad took off when she was twelve, and Bryce was fourteen. Her mom drank herself to death.”

      My stomach churned again as tears pricked my eyes. Walker brushed his lips across my temple. “We’ll get past this. All of us. Together.”

      A knock sounded from the door. “Come in,” Walker called.

      The door swung open, and a disheveled Ashlee appeared. Her eyes were red and swollen, and her face was incredibly pale. She shuffled in, one hand grasping the bag that was over her shoulder, the other shaking slightly by her side. The door closed quietly behind her.

      Ashlee’s wide eyes swung from Walker to me. “They said you were awake.” I wasn’t sure how to respond or what to say to someone who had just recently discovered that her brother was a serial killer. Ashlee just bobbed her head slightly. “That’s good. I needed you to be awake for this.”

      With a shaky hand, Ashlee pulled something from her bag. The world slowed. I wished I could blame it on the pain meds or the blow to my head, but no. The world slowed because Ashlee had a gun. A weapon that was now pointed directly at me.
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      I slowly stepped to my right, effectively blocking any shot Ashlee might have of Taylor. What the hell was happening? Ashlee’s hand shook. Not a good thing when that hand was holding a gun. Tears streamed down her face as her eyes hopped from Taylor to me and back again.

      I held out a hand in a placating gesture, while mentally cursing the fact that my weapon had been taken by a crime tech as part of the investigation into Bryce’s death. I knew I’d be cleared, but they just had to take my fucking gun. Now, I had no weapon. No way to defend Taylor. I stalled for time. “What’s going on, Ashlee?”

      “She’s not supposed to be here.” Ashlee’s eyes were wide, almost feral, and they were fixed on Taylor with the ferocity of a cornered wild animal. “She’s a liar. Did you know that? She lied to make me think she wasn’t a threat. Lied to hide that she wasn’t after you. But she was! From the first minute she got here.”

      “And you!” Her eyes shot to me again, and she shook the gun at me for emphasis. “You killed my brother! The only person who ever really loved me.”

      Her voice had a keening quality to it now, her grief right on the surface. “You were supposed to love me. Why, Walker? Why couldn’t you love me? What’s wrong with me?” Ashlee’s tears fell harder, streaming down her cheeks and dripping from the end of her chin.

      My mind whirled, trying to put the pieces together. “I had no idea you felt that way. Why didn’t you tell me?” How had a seemingly innocent crush turned into this?

      “LIES! You knew!” The gun rattled again.

      The beeping of the heart monitor increased in speed, and I knew Taylor was panicking. I had to find a different track. “Ashlee, I didn’t know, I promise. I thought we were friends. We are, aren’t we?” It was a total lie, but I didn’t know what else to do other than plead complete ignorance.

      Ashlee cocked her head to one side as if pondering what that might mean. “Friends?”

      “Yes. Friends.” I searched for where I should go from here. Where could I take this conversation that would help me understand what the hell had happened and how to get us out of this situation? “And friends are honest with each other, right?”

      Ashlee cocked her head to the other side. She wiped her tears away with her free hand, still not dropping the gun. “Yes…” Her voice was quiet now.

      Quiet was good. Quiet meant calm. And I needed her to keep from making any sudden movements that could cause the gun to accidentally go off. I pushed on. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “She ruined everything.” Ashlee was back to a keening wail again. Shit.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were supposed to be with me. We’re perfect for each other. And I’ve worked so hard for so long to get us together.”

      My muscles locked. “How have you worked to get us together?”

      She looked at me like I was an imbecile. “I got rid of them, of course.”

      My chest tightened along with my fists. “What do you mean you got rid of them?”

      Ashlee’s eyes hardened. “Bryce liked killing. He mostly did it away from here to protect me, but when I needed someone to disappear, he would do that.” More tears spilled over her lower lids, but I no longer felt that pull of compassion towards her. “Bryce always took care of me. Did you know that our dad beat us?”

      I’d heard rumblings that Mr. Elkins had been a nasty drunk, but there had never been substantiated claims that the police department could act on. Then he just disappeared. Everyone thought he’d just abandoned his family, but maybe that wasn’t the case. I shook my head. “I didn’t know, Ashlee. I’m so sorry.”

      “Bryce would always take the beatings for me, whenever he could. They were so bad and always for no reason. Finally, Bryce said we had to stop him.” Ashlee sniffled, wiping at her face with her long sleeve. “He used to chase us into the woods. This time, Bryce said to lead him to a specific area, so I did. Bryce had hidden a shovel out there, and when I ran by, Daddy trailing after, Bryce killed him.”

      More of the pieces began to fall into place, and my blood ran cold.

      “See, Bryce was good. He protected me. Always. Always. Always. He protected me, and he wanted me to have what I wanted.” Ashlee’s eyes turned in my direction. What she wanted was me.

      “I would tell him who I needed to be gone, and he would do it. See, he killed to protect us, but then something broke in him. He liked it.” Her face fell. “Too much. I told him to only kill the bad people, and he said that’s what he did.”

      Caitlin and a random hiker counted as bad people? I wanted to ask but didn’t. Taylor? My body vibrated with the rage currently coursing through me.

      Ashlee was oblivious, she just kept right on with her tale. “When I heard you were going to propose to Julie after she graduated, I knew I had to stop it.”

      My eyes fell closed for the briefest of seconds. I finally had the answer I’d needed for over a decade. The thing that would allow me to put Julie to rest completely. I’d known her killer, and I’d ended his life. And I would bring Ashlee to justice, as well.

      A weird combination of emotions flowed through me. Heartbreak at the taking of an innocent life for the most selfish of reasons. An innocent who had meant so much to me in my young life. Relief followed closely on its heels by guilt. Relief that Julie would have her justice and that losing Julie had meant I was free to find Taylor—the woman who truly set my soul aflame. And guilt for feeling both of those things.

      I pushed those thoughts aside as Ashlee kept talking. “I told Bryce, and he said he would take care of it. He did.” The rage reignited in my veins. All the years of betrayal… It was almost too much to bear. “You didn’t really date seriously after that, so I didn’t really have to do anything. I know you just needed time to sow your wild oats. And I was giving you that.”

      Ashlee’s eyes snapped towards Taylor, anger flooding her expression. “But then Caitlin got greedy. It wasn’t enough to just date you. She wanted to marry you. She wanted what wasn’t hers. I heard her in the bakery.”

      My mind flashed back to the scene Caitlin had made that morning at the shop. Ashlee and Bryce had both been there. Was that all it had taken to set Ashlee off?

      “Then she had to come.” Ashlee shook the gun in Taylor’s direction. “That liar. She said nothing was going on between you two, but the whole time, she was trying to snare you. I knew it!”

      I took a step towards Ashlee, keeping one hand outstretched. “We can figure this out. There’s a solution, I promise you. We just have to find it.”

      Ashlee’s head bobbed up and down in a jerky nod. “There is. She has to die.” I froze mid-step as Ashlee’s eyes and the gun swung from me to Taylor and then back to me again. More tears fell from her eyes, her shoulders heaving. “And you have to, too. You killed Bryce. Why? Why did you have to do that?”

      I was going to have to tackle her and hope for the best. Fuck, I really didn’t want to get shot again, but there was no way Ashlee was giving up on this crazy mission she was on. My eyes were drawn to a spot behind Ashlee at a small movement. The door was creeping open. I really hoped it was a cop from the waiting room and not some unsuspecting nurse.

      I forced my eyes back to Ashlee, not wanting her to be clued in to the intruder behind her. I needed to keep her talking. “I’m sorry—” I blurted. “I didn’t know the whole story. If I had known what happened to you and Bryce, I wouldn’t have killed him.” Lies. Total lies.

      “It’s too late. You did, and now I have to defend him. Protect him like he did for me, even if it’s too late.” She cocked the hammer on the gun, and my muscles coiled in preparation to leap at her. Suddenly, she crumpled to the floor in a heap. Left in her place was Liam, standing there decked out in a hospital gown and those socks they gave you with the rubber dots on the soles, holding a fucking bedpan.

      My jaw fell open. “Did you just knock her out with a bedpan?”

      Liam grinned. “It seemed only fair. Her brother cracked my skull open with a skillet.” His face grew serious. “Are you guys okay? She was fucking crazy. I could hear her all the way out in the hall.”

      I crouched, lifting the gun from where it had landed on the floor. “You might want to grab some on-duty officer and an orderly.”

      Liam nodded and ducked back outside to get some help. I turned to Taylor. Her eyes were wide, and her face was as white as a sheet. I rushed over to her, panic licking at my veins. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded woodenly. “She’s crazy. But at the same time, I feel horrible for her, she’s led such a messed-up life.” Taylor’s gaze went from Ashlee on the floor to me. “Is it over now? Please tell me it’s finally over.”

      I set the gun down on the table next to the hospital bed. “I hope to hell it is.” Brushing my lips against hers, I cupped her face in my hands as police officers and medical staff burst through the door.
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THREE WEEKS LATER

      Strong arms engulfed me from behind. I let out a little moan as I burrowed back against the hard, warm body behind me. “Too early. Let me sleep.”

      Sleep was coming much easier now. I never would have thought that would be possible just weeks after almost getting hunted down by a serial killer, but it was. I’d had a couple of nightmares that first week when I was still in the hospital, but Walker had been right there beside me, never leaving me to face the darkness alone.

      He talked me through whatever was on my mind. Held my hand, stroked my hair. He spent every night in a narrow cot beside my hospital bed. But since returning home, he’d held me each night, and no more nightmares had come.

      A chuckle sounded from right next to my ear, and then teeth nipped at my lobe. The action sent a zing of sensation down my spine. I was awake now. Walker’s low and husky voice sounded. “The doctor cleared you for all activities, didn’t he?”

      A slow smile crept over my face. I’d been to my final doctor’s appointment yesterday and had gotten a clean bill of health. It had been a full day of doctoring and running a few errands that we’d been putting off, so by the time we got home, I was exhausted. I’d fallen asleep on the couch and had only awoken when Walker carried me to bed. There’d been no sexy times. Only a love affair between me and my pillow.

      I pushed my backside against the growing bulge in Walker’s sleep pants. “He did clear me for moderate activities…including bedroom-type things.” My voice was thick with the last remnants of sleep and growing desire. I hadn’t had Walker inside me in what felt like forever.

      Walker’s hand dipped below the waistband of my sleep shorts, and I sucked in a breath as he teased my folds. A growl sounded in my ear. “You’re already wet. Fuck, I love that.”

      A very unwelcome knock sounded at the door. “What?” Walker barked.

      I giggled.

      “Uh, breakfast is ready. If you’re not too busy.” I’m sure if we could have seen my bestie’s face, it would have been flaming red. Carter and Austin had stayed in Sutter Lake for the last three weeks, baby Ethan in tow. They’d wanted to help Liam and me recuperate. We’d had matching severe concussions, though Liam’s was a little worse than mine. The wounds on my stomach, while awful-looking, weren’t actually that deep. They’d probably scar, but there was no permanent damage. I was incredibly grateful.

      “We’ll be out in a minute. Thanks, Carter,” I said, still fighting laughter. I loved having all the people I cared about most in the world at the cabin with me. It made for tight quarters, but I loved the feeling of having them all as close as possible. It had been a time of healing and repairing of relationships for all of us.

      Walker, on the other hand, was just about done with the cramped living space. He growled in my ear again, but this time out of frustration instead of arousal. “I am taking you to my house today.”

      I chuckled, the action causing delicious tingles to overtake me since Walker’s hand was still between my legs. My laugh turned into a moan.

      Walker nipped my ear again and removed his hand. “Soon.” He kissed my neck. “Very soon.”

      The way Walker could play my body with the barest of touches was criminal. I groaned and forced myself into a sitting position.

      Walker was by my side in an instant, his brow creased. “Are you okay? Is something hurting you?”

      My face softened, the frustration melting away. “I’m fine.” I brushed my lips against his. “Just pouting because I wanted a lazy morning in bed with you.”

      Walker grinned and pulled me to my feet. He pressed his warm lips to my forehead, and I soaked in the feeling, warmth filling my entire body. He pulled back, tucking a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “I have something I want to ask you.”

      I studied his expression. It was hopeful, with some excitement and a touch of nerves mixed in. “Okay…”

      “We haven’t talked about the future much.” My stomach tightened. We really hadn’t. We said that we loved one another all the time now, but that hadn’t transitioned into future talk. I’d wanted him to broach the subject first. The old-fashioned Texan in me shining through, I guess.

      Walker pressed on, his eyes drilling into mine. “I want you to stay.” My shoulders sagged in relief. “And move in with me.” He brushed his lips against mine. “Make a home with me.”

      My insides twisted in the best possible way, my stomach dipping at the promise of building a life with Walker. “There’s nothing I’d like more.”

      His eyes searched mine for any hint of doubt, but I knew he’d find none.

      A smile broke over my face. “I’ve actually been looking into what I would need to do to get certified to teach in Oregon.”

      Shock washed over Walker’s face, and I smiled wider. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Walker pulled me tighter against him. “That makes me real fuckin’ happy.” He pressed a hard kiss to my mouth that softened as his tongue swept in. He slowly pulled his lips from mine. “I love you, Taylor.”

      I’d never grow tired of hearing it, especially when the blue blazed in his mostly green eyes, the way it was now. “Love you to the moon and back.” It was something my mother used to say to me, and I’d taken to saying to Walker. I figured she’d like that I did.

      His eyes softened. I’d told him that it was something I’d shared with her, and he’d said he was honored to share it with us both.

      “Come on, guys! Finish banging so we can eat already!” Liam’s voice rang out from somewhere outside our door.

      The growl was back as Walker declared, “We’re moving you out today.”

      I giggled, throwing my arms around him and burying my face between his pecs.

      We quickly dressed, brushed our teeth, and made it out to the dining room.

      Liam gave Walker and me a devilish grin. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the two lovebirds.” He let out an exaggerated kissing noise, and I elbowed him in the gut. “Hey! I’m still wounded.”

      I snorted. “You’re as wounded as I am, which is not at all.”

      Liam grinned. “I don’t know, my head still hurts a bit. Think one of those cute nurses would make a house call?”

      Both Walker and I groaned. Liam had had the entire hospital staff aflutter with his presence, especially the young nurses. Luckily, his charming personality had endeared them all to him, even the straight men, so the press never found out about him being in Sutter Lake.

      Liam knocked shoulders with me. “Come on, help this poor injured soul put the silverware out.”

      I laughed, and Walker headed into the kitchen, shaking his head. “I can’t listen to this fool anymore.”

      “That’s gratitude for you,” Liam called after him. He tipped his head down to me. “I save both of your lives, and this is the thanks I get.”

      Now it was my turn to shake my head, but my lips were tipped into a smile as I moved around the dining room, setting down knives and forks. Helping Liam set the table, I was suddenly struck by the full-circle moment. Almost a year ago now,  I had stood in a similar place, doing this very same thing. Getting ready to tell my closest friends that I was planning to move to Sutter Lake for a year. Now, that year was potentially forever.

      Liam pointed a butter knife in my direction. “You’ve got an I’m-up-to-something smile on your face, Taylor. What gives?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Nothing.”

      “You’re a horrible liar.”

      The rest of the crew poured into the dining room. Walker and Austin carried heaping piles of food, while Carter carried little Ethan in her arms.

      “Why are you calling my girl a liar?” Walker asked as he set down a platter and came to put an arm around my shoulders. “You keep saying you’re still injured, but you’re asking for an ass-kicking.”

      Austin snorted. “He’s always asking for an ass-kicking.”

      Liam clutched his hands over his heart in mock-affront. “I’m hurt. Truly. Taylor here,” he said, pointing the butter knife at me again, eyes narrowing, “had that I’m-up-to-something smile on her face, but she wouldn’t tell me why.”

      All eyes came to me, and my smile only got bigger. I turned my gaze to my shoes.

      “Something is up,” Carter agreed. “Tell us what’s going on.”

      “Let’s sit,” I urged, and everyone hesitantly took their seats. Walker took my hand under the table.

      Carter’s jaw fell open. “Are you pregnant?”

      It was bad timing. I had just taken a sip of orange juice, and it spewed out of my mouth as I choked. Right onto Liam’s plate.

      He looked thoroughly disgusted. “Gee, thanks.”

      I ignored Liam. “I’m not pregnant! Why would you think that?”

      Carter bit her lip. “I don’t know, you’re all glowy and happy.”

      “Those are kind of knocked-up vibes,” Austin agreed.

      I glared at them both. As excited as I was for the future, I was not ready for a baby yet. I turned my gaze to Walker, who was shaking with silent laughter. No help from him. “Walker asked me to move in with him. I’m staying in Sutter Lake.”

      Carter beamed, handing Ethan to Austin and coming around the table to pull me up and into a tight hug. “I’m so happy for you.” She squeezed harder. “I’m sad for myself, not having you back in LA, but so happy for you.”

      I pulled back from my bestie, tears glistening in both of our eyes. “I’ll come visit, lots. And you’ll always have a place here.”

      “Actually, we might have our own place here,” Austin broke in.

      My eyes widened, going from Carter to Austin and back again. “What?”

      Carter’s lips tipped up. “I had a feeling you’d be staying here, and Austin and I thought it would be nice to have a place where we could get away from the craziness of LA. Why not Sutter Lake?”

      I let out a high-pitched squeal, dissolving into some sort of dorky happy-dance with Carter.

      Liam stuck a finger in his ear as if he were trying to clear it. “Damn, woman. First, you spit on my plate, and now you’re trying to make me go deaf.”

      I ran around the table, giving Austin a huge hug and kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.” Then I continued on to Liam, hugging him and pinching his cheek. “What about you?”

      He swatted my hand away. “Well, I was actually thinking about asking if I could stay here a while. I need a break from LA. What do you say, Walker, think your family would rent me the place?”

      Walker studied Liam, probably wondering the same thing I was. What was he hiding from in LA? We’d never gotten around to that heart-to-heart, but I’d make sure that happened sooner rather than later. “We’d be happy to have you stay on,” Walker said.

      I grinned and clapped my hands like a five-year-old. All my favorite people in the same place. Walker pulled me down to his lap and kissed me soundly.

      “Ew, gross, we’re about to eat,” Liam whined. Austin chucked a biscuit at him.

      “I’m glad you’re happy, Short-stack.” Walker kissed the end of my nose.

      “I’m the happiest.”
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      Shoving the last drawer of Walker’s dresser—no, our dresser—closed, I flopped back onto the bed. All my stuff was moved in. Well, the little I’d had sent to me from Texas. I’d have to get everything I had in storage sent up here, too, but there was no need to tell Walker that his home was about to be inundated with dozens of boxes of girlie things.

      My eyes traveled around the space, taking everything in. This was the place I would make my home. It was gorgeous, with its high, beamed ceilings and wide-planked floors, but it could use a bit of a feminine touch. I grinned to myself as I wondered how Walker would react to decorative throw pillows.

      I stared up at the ceiling, mentally planning a trip to one of the cute little home décor shops in town. Walker’s voice drifted in from the deck off the master bedroom as he talked on the phone. My shoulders tensed as I recognized the tone of concern in his voice.

      I sat up, shoving myself against the pillows as Walker strode through the door. His eyes were pinched, and he scrubbed a hand down the side of his face. I patted the spot on the bed next to me. “How is she?”

      Walker sat down on the edge of the bed, toeing off his boots and scooting up until he was reclined against the pillows, as well. He sighed. “She’s pretending everything’s fine, but I know it’s not. I hate that she won’t talk to me.”

      Walker and I were both worried about Jensen. She’d broken down in tears the first time she saw me in the hospital, apologizing for bringing Bryce into all of our lives. None of this was her fault, but she couldn’t see it any other way and had completely shut down. Now, she refused to talk about Bryce or what had happened.

      Walker traced circles on the back of my hand. “Do you think she’s mad at me for killing him?”

      I sat up with a start. “What? No, Walker.” I grasped his hand in mine. “She hates him for what he did. She probably would have killed him herself. But Jensen blames herself. We just need to keep telling her none of this was her fault, even if she can’t hear it right now.”

      Walker’s jaw hardened. “I wish I could kill him all over again for what he’s putting her through.”

      Walker had been cleared of any wrongdoing in Bryce’s death, and Ashlee had been committed to a criminal psychiatric ward a few counties over, but the siblings’ presence was still sending ripples of pain throughout the community.

      I squeezed Walker’s hand, not having adequate words to ease his pain. He tugged on my arm, pulling me to his chest. The rhythmic beating of his heart, the steadiness of it, brought comfort.

      I pressed a kiss to his t-shirt-clad chest. “I wish I had the words to make it better.”

      Walker’s lips brushed the top of my head. “You make it better just by being here, right like this.”

      I lifted my head so that my chin rested on his sternum. There was so much love in his gaze, and I was overwhelmed by my need for him. My mouth met his as I climbed up the bed to straddle him.

      Warmth flooded me as his lips caressed mine in a dance that was a mixture of comfort and heat. I rocked my hips against his, and Walker let out a groan as his eyes fell closed. I rocked again, and they flew open.

      He tugged at the bottom of my shirt, pulling it up and over my head. His gaze traveled from my face then traced a line down the column of my neck to my breasts and lower. The look in Walker’s eyes hardened, and I tensed.

      He traced his fingers, feather-light, over the raised scars on my belly, still an angry red. “I’m so sorry this happened. So fucking sorry I didn’t get to you in time.”

      I placed two fingers under his chin, lifting it so that his eyes met mine. “You did get there in time. I’m here. I get to make a life with you. That’s what matters.”

      With a growl, Walker flipped me onto my back so that he was between my legs and hovering over me. My breath caught in my throat as he cupped my cheek. “I love you so fucking much.” His words were a fierce battle cry.

      Walker trailed a hand down my neck, moving lower and lower at a painfully slow pace. I leaned up as he reached behind me to unhook my bra. His gaze zeroed in on my nipples, and he bent to pull one into his mouth. He lapped and laved as I squirmed beneath him, pressing my thighs together to try and get some semblance of relief. It didn’t work.

      Walker released my tight bud from his lips and kissed each one. “My favorite color, this dusky shade of pink when you’re turned on and your nipples are straining to get to me.”

      My core tightened at his words, and I dipped a hand under his tee, trailing my fingers over his taut skin. Walker trailed his tongue lower. So very gently, he kissed his way down one scar and then the other.

      My breath caught at the tender gesture. The warmth that had flooded me at his lips’ first touch caught fire now, giving me that beautiful burn. The blaze that caused my heart to clench and my nerve endings to sing.

      “I need you,” I whispered.

      That was all it took. Walker pulled down the shorts I was wearing with a speed that was almost alarming. He tore his t-shirt off and had his pants on the floor within seconds.

      I took a moment to drink him in—the broad shoulders, perfectly formed muscles straining with need. My eyes found his. “You’re perfect.”

      He pounced, his mouth devouring my lips, tongue stroking mine. Walker pulled back, uncertainty flooding his face. “Tell me if anything hurts.”

      “I will.”

      Walker cupped my face, his eyes boring into mine. “Promise me.”

      My heart squeezed. “I promise.”

      His tip bumped up against my opening.

      “Please.” It came out as a half word, half moan, and I didn’t even care.

      In that deliciously slow tempo he had turned into an art form, Walker pressed in. The pressure built, and when he was fully seated inside me, I felt him everywhere. From the tips of my toes straining against the mattress, to the top of my head arching back into the pillow. He zinged through every nerve ending, danced through every vein. He was in me now and forever.

      My fingers pressed into his shoulders while I wrapped my legs around him so my heels dug into his ass. I loved feeling the bunch and bow of his muscles beneath me as he slowly moved. The delicious drag of his cock against my walls was heaven.

      Each pass seemed to drive him deeper and build the spiral of sensations higher. My skin seemed to tingle everywhere, vibrating to the tempo that Walker set with his thrusts. His pace increased, and a fine sheen of sweat covered us both. When he finally drove so deep he bottomed out, I couldn’t help the sharp intake of air.

      Walker’s eyes fell closed for the briefest of moments, and then his lips were on mine with a hunger I’d never felt from him before. It was as if he wanted to connect us in every way possible, see how deeply he could instill himself in me.

      I cupped his face as he pulled back, sucking in air. “You’re everywhere. I love you, Walker.”

      “You’re mine.” His words were choked.

      “I’m yours.” I brushed my lips against his. “And you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours.”

      My heartbeat stuttered at the emotion in his eyes, in his voice, radiating throughout his body. It was that emotion raining over me that sent me spiraling over the edge. Everything came together in a way I had never experienced before. His touch. His words. His heart. The orgasm sent such powerful waves through my body, I saw stars.

      My inner-muscles clamped down so hard, I thought it might have caused Walker pain. He let out a curse I couldn’t quite discern as his back arched and he thrust even deeper, releasing everything he had.

      Walker collapsed on the bed, rolling us so that I was now on top of him, both of us panting. I tried to grasp onto reality as I came down from the otherworldly high.

      Walker’s heartbeat thrummed against my cheek. I placed a kiss directly over it. “Thank you for letting me belong to you.”

      He squeezed me harder against him, brushing his lips against my hair. “Never letting you go. We’re going to build a beautiful life together.”
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ONE YEAR LATER

      I pushed open the front door, calling out as I did. “I’m home! Are you here? If you are, pour me a large drink because I’ve had quite the day.”

      “In the kitchen,” Walker called back.

      I slipped off my heels by the front door and headed towards Walker’s voice. “Timmy Jenkins stuck an open glue stick in Sally Peters’ hair.”

      I heard Walker’s low chuckle before I saw him. “He must like her.”

      I rounded the corner and drank in the sight of my gorgeous man. “It’s not funny. We couldn’t get it out, so I had to call her mother to come get her and take her to a hairdresser.”

      Walker pressed his lips together in an attempt to stifle his laughter. I was back to teaching, first as a substitute last year, and now as a full-time second-grade teacher right here in Sutter Lake. I loved it, even with dramas like today.

      I melted into Walker as he wrapped his arms around me. “How was your day?”

      “Boring. Nothing but paperwork and a couple tourist speeding tickets.” He might have sounded annoyed with the lack of action, but I knew Walker was happiest when his town was sleepy. He pressed his lips to my forehead. “Come on, I want to take you somewhere.”

      I tipped my head back. “I’m exhausted, can’t we just stay in tonight?”

      Walker brushed his lips against mine, and I sank into the kiss. His tongue swept into my mouth, and I groaned. “You’re not playing fair,” I said, pulling back.

      He sent a mischievous grin my way. “You’ll be glad you let me steal you away. I’ll even take a couple beers with us so you can have that drink you’re craving.”

      “I think I’ve earned two.”

      Walker chuckled. “Deal.” He grabbed three beers from the fridge and led me back out the front door, barely giving me enough time to slip on some flip-flops.

      Once in the truck, Walker typed something into his phone. “Sorry,” he said. “Tuck had a question about a case.”

      I leaned back in my seat, putting my feet up on the dash. “So, where are you taking me?”

      Walker slipped his phone into the cupholder and turned over the ignition. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

      He was always doing things like this for me. Surprising me with dinner out or taking the boat around the lake, even just finding a new place for the two of us to go running together. Within a couple of minutes, I saw that tonight, he was taking me to our spot.

      A smile played on my lips as we crested the hill to the overlook Walker had taken me to the very first time we’d gone running together. It was my favorite place in all of Sutter Lake. We came here often. Sometimes, on a run, other times we’d bring a picnic lunch, or like tonight, a couple of beers and a blanket.

      I reached over, squeezing Walker’s muscular thigh and pressing my lips to his cheek. “We’re just in time for sunset.”

      His gaze met mine briefly before he turned back to the gravel road. “Glad you let me steal you away?”

      “Very glad,” I whispered into his ear before sucking the lobe into my mouth.

      “Damn, woman, you’re going to make me wreck my truck.”

      I giggled but released my hold, sitting back in my seat. Walker pulled to a stop and got out, grabbing a blanket from the cab. He opened my door and helped me hop down from the entirely too tall truck.

      I grabbed the beer from Walker’s arms as he went to spread the blanket out under a beautiful Aspen tree. Walker leaned against the tree’s smooth trunk and patted the ground between his legs. I needed no further encouragement and hurried over, settling between his thighs.

      I held up two beers, and he used the bottle opener on his keychain to pop the tops. We were silent as we sipped, just watching the sky put on a dazzling show and soaking up the simple joy of being together.

      Just as the sky turned a breathtaking shade of orangey-pink, Walker’s lips brushed against my ear. “Love you more than life, Taylor.” The corners of my mouth tipped up, warmth filling my chest. His lips swept over my temple. “You make me happier than I ever thought I could be.”

      My heart began to pick up its pace. Walker kissed the side of my face again. “I love belonging to you and having you belong to me. I want to make that official.”

      A black leather box was placed in my lap. “Open it,” he whispered.

      Hands shaking, I placed my beer down and lifted the lid. The last remnants of sunshine made the ring’s gem glimmer and dance, the hue of the sky making the diamond almost look pink. It was beautiful and so unique, with an antique setting that almost looked like twining vines, holding a massive center stone.

      Walker lifted the ring from the box. “It was my grandmother’s. She said she’d be honored if you wore it.” Tears began to fill my eyes. “Let me give you a family.” The tears crested over then, spilling down my cheeks.

      I turned my head so that I could meet his gaze. “You’ve already given me one.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “A million times yes.”

      Walker slipped the ring onto my finger. A perfect fit. Then he cupped my cheeks, wiping away my tears with his thumbs. “Luckiest man on this Earth.”

      I grinned so widely, I thought my face might split in two. “I love you. To the moon and back. Always.”

      I’m not sure who closed the distance first, but our lips met, and the kiss seemed to go on for ages. Lips and tongues and hearts and…forever.

      Walker pulled back and flashed a smile that told me he was up to something. “One more thing.” He put his fingers to his mouth and let out an ear-splitting whistle.

      “What in the world—?” My words were cut off by a stampede of loved ones: Walker’s entire family, all my best friends from LA, and a few other familiar faces.

      A small figure was the fastest. Noah pumped his arms as he ran up the hill and launched himself at Walker and me, landing with an umph. “Tay Tay! You gonna be my aunt now?”

      I burst out laughing. “You bet, buddy.”

      “Yes!” he shouted, pumping a fist in the air.

      I grinned up at a smiling and slightly teary Jensen. “I’m so happy for you two,” she said. I knew she was, but the happiness in her eyes couldn’t disguise the bone-deep pain I knew was there. My beautiful, fierce Jensen was the one holding people at arms’ length now, and I didn’t know how to fix it. She needed someone as determined as Walker had been with me to break down her walls.

      Walker stood, pulling Noah and me up with him, and we were engulfed in hugs and well wishes. Irma elbowed her way through the crowd. “Outta my way! I gotta see how my ring looks on my girl.” Walker let out a chuckle as Irma broke through.

      She beamed, grabbing my hand and holding it up to the light. “It’s perfect on you. I knew it. Didn’t I tell you all they were the ones for each other? Maybe now you’ll all start respecting my premonitions a little more.”

      The small crowd broke into laughter as Andrew and Sarah stepped forward. Sarah pulled me in for a tight hug and then cupped my face in her hands. “I know I’ll never replace the amazing mother you had, but I am honored to have you as a daughter.”

      Fresh tears spilled down my cheeks as Walker pulled me back against him. I looked around, meeting the eyes of everyone who was so dear to me. “She’d be so happy, you know. This would make her happier than anything. To know that even after losing her, it brought me to my new family.”

      In that moment, I knew, my mom was here. She always would be. I lifted my face to the sky and whispered, “To the moon and back.”

      
        
        THE END
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      My heart beat so fast, it felt as though it were rattling my ribs, straining to get free. I eyed James from the backseat as he navigated through DC traffic. My driver, but also my warden. I wasn’t sure he even knew it, but he was just the same.

      James turned off the main thoroughfare and onto a quaint side street full of high-end shops and art galleries. I tried to steady my ragged breathing. He pulled to a stop in front of a salon. My port in the storm, the one place he or my fiancé wouldn’t follow.

      I gripped my purse tighter, knuckles bleaching white. “I’ll be a few hours.” I was impressed my voice didn’t shake.

      James nodded. “I know the drill, ma’am. I’ll be keeping an eye out from here.”

      I wanted to laugh, but it would have come out in a disgusted tone. What was James keeping an eye out for exactly? Terrorists? Viking marauders? Certainly not the one person I actually needed protection from.

      Garrett had introduced James innocently enough. All the fiancées and wives of the partners at Garrett’s law firm had drivers. He didn’t want me to have to navigate the craziness of Washington DC traffic. I’d thought it was sweet at the time. But then again, I had thought a lot of things were sweet once upon a time, things that I now realized were stones used to build my prison.

      Then James had become driver and bodyguard. “I’m involved with some very powerful people, Valerie,” Garrett had said. “Someone could try to hurt you to get to me. I just want you to be safe.”

      I rubbed a tender spot on my arm. Apparently, Garrett was the only one who was allowed to hurt me.

      I straightened my spine. Those days were over. “See you in a few hours,” I called over my shoulder as I hopped down from the SUV. My ribs cried out at the motion, but I kept my face perfectly blank.

      I’d become a master at masks over the past few years. No one knew what lurked beneath my surface. The pain that wracked my body and my heart. But, most importantly, no one—save a single soul—knew the plotting and planning I’d been doing for months. It was the only way this might work.

      I pushed open the door to the salon and scanned the busy space. I spotted Gena in the back corner. She’d switched her normal station at the front of the salon with another stylist for today.

      I strode forward, weaving around people to get to my only friend in the world. A nervous smile pulled at her lips as she wrapped me in a hug. I stiffened. Gena immediately pulled back. “Shit. How bad?”

      It had only taken a couple of visits to Gena’s salon for her to begin to put the pieces together about my relationship. She hadn’t pushed, though. Then, one day after she’d caught sight of the bruises around my neck that I’d attempted to hide with a scarf, she’d leaned down and whispered in my ear, “You don’t deserve this. No one does. When you’re ready to talk, I’m here.” My story had spilled out in small bursts over the following months. And Gena and her salon had become my only port in the storm that was my life.

      I shook myself from the memory and attempted a smile that came out as more of a grimace. “Not bad.” And compared to other times, it wasn’t. I had been careless. Gotten distracted as I was going over the plan in my mind and hadn’t heard my phone ring at first. I had three rings to answer, but two was really best. Anything over three, and I would pay for it. And when Garrett had gotten home last night, I had.

      Gena’s lips pressed together into a firm line. “We are going to get you out of this.”

      I gripped her hand. “I know. Thank you so much.”

      “Anything for you, girl. Now, let’s give you a new look.”
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      An hour and a half later, I fingered the ends of my new bob. Gone were my long, golden locks, and in their place was a shoulder-length brunette ‘do. I examined my reflection in the mirror. I looked different, I just wished I could do something about my eyes.

      I’d always loved my eyes. They were the same as my mother’s. One of the few things I had of hers since she’d died in childbirth. But their almost violet hue made them too unique.

      Gena squeezed my shoulder. “I got you contacts. They’ll only last two weeks, but it’s long enough for you to get wherever you end up going, and then it won’t matter as much.”

      I felt a flash of pain at having to hide what little I had left of my mother, but I knew it was necessary. “You’ve thought of everything.”

      Gena squeezed my shoulder again. “We’ve thought of everything. He’s not going to find you this time.”

      I’d tried to run once before, but I’d made the mistake of taking off with no real plans and using my credit card at a hotel. Garrett had found me in less than twenty-four hours, and his reaction had ensured I didn’t even consider running again for over a year.

      I let out a long, slow breath. I was smarter now. Stronger. I had planned for every possibility. I rose from the chair. “Let’s do this.”

      Gena led me back to a large bathroom where she handed me a paper bag. “Your contacts and a different outfit.”

      I peeked into the bag, and a smile pulled at my lips. Jeans, a t-shirt, and a hoodie. How long had it been since I’d worn something so casually comfortable? I honestly couldn’t remember. College, maybe? I fought the urge to rip off the pencil skirt and cardigan I was wearing.

      Gena cleared her throat. “First, we have to take pictures.”

      I froze. It was a vital step, I knew it. Something we’d started doing a couple of months ago. An insurance policy. Because if Garrett did come after me, I’d need all the firepower possible in my arsenal.

      “Okay.” I hated how weak my voice sounded. Despised that my hands shook as I unbuttoned my sweater and unzipped my skirt. Shame, thick and bitter, washed over me as the click and whir of a Polaroid camera sounded. I wanted to be stronger, to not allow the actions of someone else to make me feel this way, but I couldn’t stop the cascade of emotions.

      I bit my lip to keep the tears at bay as Gena circled me, photographing the bruises that littered my arms and torso. She’d take two sets. One for me, and one for herself to put in a safety deposit box in her name. We were covering all our bases.

      “I’m done.” Gena’s voice cracked on the second word. “I’m so sorry, V. He’s a fucking bastard.” She lifted my chin with a single finger. “None of this is your fault. You hear me? There is nothing you could’ve ever done to deserve this, okay?”

      I nodded, the ball of emotion in my throat keeping me from speaking. I threw my arms around her, ignoring the protests of my ribs. “Thank you. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      I didn’t. Gena was the only person I had in this world. All I had was a dead mother, the grandparents who’d disowned her—and me by affiliation—and a big question mark for a father. Without Gena, I would be totally and completely alone. Tears spilled over my bottom lids.

      Gena sniffled in my ear. “I’m going to miss you like crazy. But don’t contact me for any reason. Promise me.”

      This was the hardest part of it all. Knowing that for this to work, we could have zero communication. Garrett had no idea that we were even friends, but he would scour the lives of every person I had regular contact with. We couldn’t take the chance.

      “I know.” I pulled back. “Maybe we’ll luck out, and he’ll get hit by a car crossing the street.”

      Gena snorted. “That’s too kind a death for him.”

      “He’ll lose interest in me eventually. Then, I can get in touch.”

      Gena looked skeptical but nodded. I made quick work of pulling on the jeans, tee, and hoodie. When I slipped my feet into the pair of Converse sneakers, I wanted to sigh with pleasure. Never again would I wear shoes that pinched my toes simply because a man wanted me to.

      Gena handed me a new purse. “There are four bus tickets and three train tickets in here. Don’t tell me which one you think you’ll use. I also gave you my ID. Use it until you get where you’re going and then burn it. I’m sure Garrett will search for my name since this is the last place you’ll have been seen.”

      I nodded and licked my lips.

      Gena pressed on. “There’s a small suitcase with the basics in my trunk. Don’t put the contacts in until after you’ve gone to the pawnshop.”

      Gena was right. If Garrett somehow managed to track my engagement ring, I didn’t want some pawnshop employee telling him I had brown hair and brown eyes. Garrett needed to think I was running in the same clueless fashion I had before. But I wasn’t. I was smarter now, and I was going to win my freedom.

      I fingered the ends of my newly cut strands. “Do you have something I could use to cover my hair?”

      “Shit. I didn’t even think about that. Hold on.” Gena dug through her bag. “Here.” She handed me a beanie. “This should do the trick.”

      “Perfect.” I glanced at my watch and swallowed hard. “I better go.”

      Gena cleared her throat. “Be safe and be happy.”

      “I will.” I pulled the beanie over my head and tucked my hair inside the woven cap.

      Gena led the way out of the bathroom and down a narrow hall to the salon’s back door. The door opened to a miniscule parking lot with five cars. We headed towards Gena’s Ford Explorer. She handed me the keys. “There are sunglasses in the console. Wear them until you make it past Hulk out front.”

      I threw my arms around her one more time. “I love you, G.”

      “Love you more.” Her voice sounded choked. “Now, get out of here. Quick.”

      There was a burning in my chest as I let her go. I was about to be totally and completely alone. But alone is better than dead.

      I climbed into the SUV and turned over the engine. It had been so long since I’d driven, I hoped I didn’t get into an accident. Carefully, I backed out of the parking space and headed for the driveway, taking only a moment to glance at Gena in the rearview mirror. She stood with her hands in her pockets, brows furrowed, nibbling on her bottom lip.

      I forced myself to look away. I could do this. I held my breath as I reached the end of the drive. The dark SUV that housed James sat, unmoving. I pulled into traffic, and my heart rattled again as I passed the vehicle. My eyes darted from the street in front of me to the SUV in my rearview mirror. It didn’t follow. Step one had been a success.

      I let out the breath I’d been holding and headed for a sketchy part of town.
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      I sat in the front seat of the Explorer, counting my cash. The pawnshop owner had raked me over the coals. He had smelled my desperation from a mile away and had only given me a fraction of a fair price for my massive diamond engagement ring and Rolex watch. There had been nothing I could do about it. I was running out of time, and I had to take what I could get.

      I stuck the money into my purse and pulled out the array of ticket options Gena had purchased for me. I flipped through them. All big cities. New York. New Orleans. Minneapolis. My fingers stilled on a bus ticket to Portland, Oregon. It had to be a sign. I hoped against hope that it was. Maybe my mother was looking after me and guiding my steps from above.

      Even if she weren’t, and this was just some random coincidence, it didn’t matter. I was on my way, and now I had a destination. Come hell or high water, I was getting my life back.
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      At eighteen, I walked away from Willow Creek Valley for good.

      I was young, scared, and stupid, and it cost me the love of my life—Grayson Parkerson.

      Fourteen years later, a crash sends me back home to recover.

      Back to where we met, fell in love, and planned a future.

      The one he’s now living as a single dad to his daughter.

      Working at The Park Inn together gives us a chance to reconnect, and seeing him with his little girl makes me long for the days when he was mine. One look in his gorgeous blue-green eyes, and it’s like I never left. One kiss, and my world is upside down. One night together, and I know without a doubt, in his arms is where I belong.

      I’m not the girl I was—intimidated by his wealthy family and desperate to escape our small town. I can imagine a new life for us here.

      But he’s learned to guard his heart, and trust won’t come easily.

      How can I convince him to give first love a second chance?
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      Jessica

      I hear the bing from the cockpit, the one that we train for. The one that makes my heart fall to the pit of my stomach because I know everything in my life is about to change. Training is great, but reality is a bitch.

      There is a problem with the plane.

      I lift the receiver and hear the pilot’s voice. “Engine failure. Emergency landing. It’s going to be rough, Jessica. Brace.”

      I don’t reply to Elliot. I just slip into survival mode. There’s only one passenger on the plane, and I need to ensure that we’re both safe. Of course, he happens to be a famous celebrity, so I guess if I’m going to die, at least it’ll be with Jacob Arrowood.

      “What the hell is going on?” Jacob asks as I approach.

      Somehow, I keep my voice calm. “There is an engine failure. We are going to make an emergency landing. I need you to get into a bracing position and try to stay calm.”

      I want to laugh because, on the inside, I’m anything but calm. However, if I don’t do what I’ve been trained to do, we will die. There’s a chance that Elliot and Jose can land the plane safely. There’s also a chance they will not, and for that, I have to give him instructions.

      “Where are you going?” he asks.

      Keeping my eyes on him, I speak clearly and with as much confidence as I can muster. “I need to go to my jump seat, but I’m going to be right here with you. I need you to know how to get out of the plane if something happens to me. This is the door. You need to pull the lever up and then you’re going to push. If I’m incapacitated, I need you to unbuckle me and take me out of this aircraft with you if you’re able to.”

      “We’re going to crash?”

      “We’re going to make an emergency landing.”

      I buckle the first of two seatbelts, and thank God that if I die, I won’t be leaving behind a spouse or kids.

      But my heart sinks because if I don’t make it, then my sister will be left to deal with my mother by herself. I hope she finds someone strong who can help shoulder her burdens. I’ve tried to help financially, but I haven’t been back to Willow Creek Valley in years, and now, I probably never will be again.

      And then there’s Grayson. Grayson Parkerson is my one regret in life. I loved him so much, and yet, I let him go. Now I’m going to die, and he’ll never know that leaving him is my biggest regret.

      All these thoughts jumble in my head as I try to buckle the second connector. My fingers are trembling as I fumble with the latch.

      I close my eyes, trying to focus. I have to get strapped in or death is a certainty.

      I check over the panels, making sure everything is locked. The door handle slides up and I look at it, visualizing what I’ll do if I need to. My job is to get off this plane, not worry about all the things I haven’t done or the love I lost.

      “Jacob?” I say, needing him to focus on what matters. “Do you remember what I said about the door?”

      He nods, and I see the fear in his eyes. I pray he doesn’t see mine. “Stay calm and just follow my directions,” I instruct.

      Jacob’s gaze stays on me. “What’s your name?”

      “Jessica.”

      My heart is pounding, and the only thing holding me together is my training. If we panic, we don’t make it out of here. All of us will have to be a team, and that means one of us has to be the voice of reason. I’m shaking, feeling a sense of dread like I’ve never known, but there’s nothing I can do but pray.

      Jacob’s voice is much stronger as he speaks again. “Okay, Jessica, it’s great meeting you, and we’re about to go down in a plane crash together, so that means we’ll be lifelong friends if we survive.”

      I try to smile, but it feels mangled. “Get in your position, Jacob.”

      He nods. “If I don’t make it, I need you to tell Brenna I loved her and I was thinking of her.”

      “Don’t think that way.”

      “My family. I need them all to know that I love them.”

      “Focus, Jacob. Remember, getting off the aircraft is imperative.”

      “Will you tell them?”

      I’m not making that promise. We aren’t going to even discuss it. There is one final ping, alerting me that it’s time and we’re nearing the ground.

      “Jacob.” My voice is strong and forceful.

      “I’m ready.”

      I look to Jacob, keeping my gaze on his. He mimics my position, and I start to chant, all the while praying this isn’t our last moment. “Brace. Brace. Brace.”

      I sit up, gasping for air, clutching my throat as I struggle to breathe. Sweat soaks my shirt, and my heart is beating so hard I wonder if it’ll bruise my chest.

      It was just a dream.

      It’s okay. I’m okay. I survived.

      I’m in my room, in my bed, and I’m safe.

      I repeat that over and over until I can feel my heart rate starting to decrease. Every night, it’s the same dream. The same panic that makes it so I have to fight for air. Then it’s the same inability to sleep for the rest of the night.

      The last three weeks have been absolute hell. I’m so tired of being tired. The crash haunts me. The memories, fear, and darkness make it impossible for me to move on when all I really want is to move forward.

      I throw the covers off my legs and head downstairs.

      Over the last few weeks, my mother has grown accustom to the nightmares, no longer waking when she hears me—or maybe I’m not screaming anymore. If that’s the case, I’d really love it if the dreams would just stop. Since tonight is not that night, I start my ritual of coping with a few hours of rest.

      I make myself a cup of tea, grab the blanket off the back of the couch, and head out to the front porch. The swing that my father hung the weekend before he walked out on us is still there, welcoming me to rock and ignore the world.

      I curl up, holding the warm mug in my hands, and slowly sip while surrounded by silence.

      Willow Creek Valley used to be my favorite place in the world. It’s quiet, beautiful, and allows total seclusion. We’re surrounded by woods, and even the poorest members of the town—my family—get to feel as if we at least have privacy.

      I would sit on this very swing, dreaming of a life just like my mama and daddy had. I wanted the husband, kids, and the perfect Southern life.

      It was all there. In a perfect world, I would’ve opened an inn with Grayson and lived the life we talked about. It was all within reach. And then I realized that dreams are lies we feed ourselves.

      Husbands leave.

      Daddies never call.

      Kids are destroyed by it.

      And I want no part of it.

      Instead, I wanted to see the world, which I did until it ended with the plane coming down.

      My head is beginning to ache, and I start to rub my temples.

      Please don’t let this be a crippling one this time.

      My phone pings with a text from the only friend I kept in touch with from Willow Creek.

      

      Delia: Want to get breakfast?

      Me: Why are you awake?

      Delia: I never went to sleep. So . . . food?

      

      She works in the factory a few towns over, which is one of the few job options around here. The thing is, the idea of leaving the house makes tears form in my eyes. For weeks now, since I’ve been back in Willow Creek Valley, I haven’t left unless it was to see the doctor. I’ve been here, and no one really knows I am in town other than my mother, my sister Winnie, and Delia. Going out and seeing others will solidify that I failed and had to come back.

      Going to get food early, though, might be the safest way to ease myself out.

      My therapist has been trying to encourage me to take one small step, and in the back of my mind, I hear Dr. Warvel saying, “Take the hand outstretched when you’re weak and let it lend you strength.”

      I gnaw on my thumbnail, take two deep breaths, and reply.

      

      Me: Sure, but you’ll have to pick me up. You know, TBI and all means no driving.

      

      Until the fainting, debilitating migraines, and periods of confusion go away, I’m not allowed to drive, ride a bike, or do anything that could throw my equilibrium off. Yet another awesome side effect of my plane crash.

      

      Delia: Be there in fifteen.

      

      More like ten if I know her driving. I head back inside and throw on a sweatshirt, brush my hair and teeth, and sigh as I see my reflection in the mirror. The dreams may make me feel as if it were just yesterday, but all my visible injuries have healed.

      There are no more bruises on my face, and the scar from where they had to drain the fluid from my brain is still healing but hidden beneath my hair. My ribs are still healing, but again, that isn’t something you would look at me and know. To anyone on the street, I look like the same Jessica Walker who was ready to take the world by storm.

      Inside, however, I’m something else.

      I’m broken.

      I can’t always speak correctly, I can’t drive, and I will probably never be able to fly again due to the air pressure changes.

      Being here is a different sort of pressure. The kind that gives me a whole other thing to be anxious about, the boy I left. The man he’s become and the people who made me feel small, all of them are still here and probably salivating over the chance to be cruel.

      “She’s not good enough. She’ll never fit in to do more than scrub the floors. You’ll see, she’ll never amount to anything and will end up just like her mother.”

      I hear the words, the voice of a woman so disgusted with the idea of being in my presence, playing in my head like a lyric that won’t be forgotten.

      There’s a knock on the bathroom door. I open it to see my mother. “Oh,” she says looking startled. “I didn’t know you were awake.”

      “Had another nightmare.”

      She gives me a sad smile. “I thought they ended.”

      “No, I wish.”

      “Where are you going this early?” she asks as she looks over my outfit.

      “Delia is calling in. Eating.” I stop myself, knowing the words aren’t right, and take a few seconds. This is what I can’t handle. My brain says: Delia is coming over so we can go get breakfast, but my mouth says something else. My mother doesn’t say a word, she allows me the time I need to collect myself and try again. “Delia is taking me to breakfast.”

      “Is that a good idea? To go out and see the people in town?”

      And here is where I want to rail against the world. For the last fourteen years, I’ve been on my own. The day I left for college, I learned how to survive on my own and be worth—something. I’ve spent my time taking care of myself, proving that I don’t need anyone to make it.

      More than that, I’m getting better each day. I’m trying to do more so that I can stop living in this prison and get back to the life I want. “Mom . . .”

      She raises her hands. “I know, I know, you’re grown now and don’t need me to worry over you. I just don’t want to see you struggle, honey. That’s all. I know how the people here are, and there’s a lot of gossip around you returning.”

      I exit the bathroom and lean against the wall. “I have to try.”

      “Yes. You do.” There’s defeat in each word, but there’s also a bit of pride. “Did you take your medicine?”

      I swear she just said I didn’t need her to worry.

      “Yes.”

      If I don’t, I’ll be curled in a ball, begging for someone to put me out of my misery.

      “Then I guess have a good time.”

      I walk over, squeeze her hand, and smile. “Thank you, Mom.”

      She sighs. “I’m trying, sweet girl.”

      “I know. We both are.”

      “Go on now.” Mom kisses my cheek. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      For all the things that my mother has struggled through, giving love has never been one. My father leaving her was a blow she never recovered from. Winnie and I knew that my mother was doing her best. She loved us and did everything she had to in order to make sure we survived. Her heart was broken, but all we saw was strength.

      My father, on the other hand, is a piece of shit. He walked away from his daughters without a second glance.

      I get downstairs in time to see the headlights shining through the window. Delia made it in fewer than ten minutes, which is somewhat impressive.

      Since I’ve been back, she’s the only person outside of my family who I’ve allowed to see me. The first few days were terrible because I was in so much pain and the bruising was awful. As all of it started to heal, it became more of a protective shell. Staying here meant I didn’t have to explain what happened.

      I could pretend this was just an extended vacation.

      As soon as I’m in the car, my hands tremble as fear starts to grip me.

      Delia reaches over, taking both of them in her hands. “You’re okay. We’re just getting breakfast on a random Tuesday morning.”

      I release a deep breath and force a smile. “It’ll be fine.”

      “Yes. It will.”

      I do the breathing exercise, and Delia backs the car up. Thankfully, she doesn’t give me time to work myself up too much as she drives toward town. I close my eyes, allowing my thoughts to center on the techniques I’ve been learning the last few weeks.

      The drive doesn’t take very long to get to the diner since we are not considered to be on the wealthy side of Willow Creek Valley. Those houses are far away from the center of town. Which is not where Delia and I grew up. We’re from that side of town. The one the rich kids avoid at all costs because they don’t want to be seen with us.

      However, there was always one boy who never treated me that way. Regardless of his parents absolutely hating that we were together, Grayson Parkerson didn’t care. He loved me even though my mother worked at the grocery store, cleaned rooms at the inn, and then at the bar just to cover our bills. He didn’t see rich or poor, he just saw me.

      Well, if he could see me now.

      Last I heard, he was married and had a beautiful little girl, running one of his family’s inns somewhere in the country.

      I sure showed him.

      I could always ask Delia, but we made a promise not to ask a question we really didn’t want the answer to, and I definitely don’t want to know this one.

      Leaving him was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I saw what our future would be after his mother told me I’d never be a part of their family. He would leave me, so I left him first, and it broke me in half.

      Delia parks the car and turns to me. “All right, let’s go get some food, I’m starving.”

      Inhale. Five, four, three, two, one. Exhale.

      I repeat that three times and then nod. “Okay, let’s go.”

      We enter, and sure enough, Ms. Jennie is still working as the waitress. “Well, if it isn’t Jessica Walker! As I live and breathe, my God. You are just as beautiful as the last time I saw you.”

      I smile as her warmth fills the space around us. She’s always sweet and loving. I doubted the woman had a mean word to say about a soul. “You are the best part of this town,” I say with a smile.

      “Vernon!” she yells over her shoulder toward the kitchen. “You come out here and see who came for your famous breakfast.”

      Her husband peeks his head out of the door. “Hello there, Miss Jessica.”

      A sense of calm settles over me as I realize that I had been worried about a town that loved me and wished me well as I ran away to avoid having my heart broken. “It’s good to see you, Mr. Vernon.”

      He gives me a wink and then heads back in.

      “I’ll give you my best table. Come on, girls.” Jennie grabs two menus and walks us over to the only open table.

      “This place hasn’t changed,” I muse as I look around.

      There are still the same deep-red booths with black-lacquer tables, checkered black-and-white floors, and football jerseys hung on the wall.

      Jennie smiles. “No need to fix things that aren’t broken. This town hasn’t changed because we don’t need it to.”

      I smile at her, taking the menu from her hand. “It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you too, honey.”

      “Table three!” Vernon yells from the kitchen.

      “I’ll be back with your food in a few. I’ll just get you your usual.” Jennie rushes off before I could give her another option.

      It shouldn’t surprise me that she would think I still ate pancakes, but when we pulled up, it was all I wanted.

      After Grayson’s games, we would all pile into his truck and head here, craving carbs and sweets. He and I would sit in the corner booth, his arm around me while I wore his letterman jacket. If I had been a cheerleader, we would’ve been that all-American couple everyone talked about. I couldn’t afford to play sports, and there wasn’t any way around it. I didn’t get to sit in the stands each Friday because I was usually working, but Grayson was always there at the end of my shift.

      I didn’t have to be embarrassed, he just loved me. The poor, sad, and angry parts were held together by him.

      It just wasn’t enough in the end.

      Delia looks at me, a smile on her lips. “Thinking of something?”

      My hands are folded in front of me, resting on the menu. “The past.”

      “It’s in every crevice of this place.”

      “That it is.”

      Her past is still the present, unfortunately. She’s been in love with Joshua Parkerson since we were kids. The oldest and most elusive of the Parkerson brothers. She has watched, wondered, dreamed of a time when he would see her as more. Joshua has always pushed her away, except for one night when he kissed her in the hallway by the payphone in the diner. A moment she’s clung to for years.

      I watch as her gaze moves there, almost as though the memory calls to both of us.

      “How is Josh?” I ask.

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “He’s gone too?”

      Her eyes narrow, and she shifts. “Too?”

      I nod. “Well, yeah. Aren’t the Parkersons all scattered now? You don’t need an entire family to work at the same location. Their parents always had the grand plan of having their own chain. Last time my mother said they opened another location in Wyoming and Oliver went to run it.”

      Delia shakes her head subtly. “Yeah, but . . . I mean, they’re not all gone.”

      “I’m sure Stella stayed here.” She was the baby, even if only by six minutes of her twin, Oliver, and spoiled beyond belief. I can’t imagine their father allowed her to leave his side. “She and Winnie still hang out.”

      She bites her lower lip. “Well, Stella is here, yes, but . . .”

      “Did Alex stay?” I ask.

      “No, Alex went to their Savannah location,” she says.

      I can picture him loving that. Alex is our age and he used to love to party. Savannah would be the perfect mix of fun and seriousness for him. “How is he?”

      Delia leans back in the seat, watching me. “Last time we talked, he was doing really well.”

      “I always loved him.”

      Delia grins. “Alex is the best.”

      I would argue that. In my heart, Grayson was the best, but she was very close with Alex and always hung out at his house. Partially because it meant she could be around Josh, but that was beside the point. We were Alex’s friends . . . annoying, young, and stupid.

      “Yeah, he’s probably coming back to visit soon, they all do around their parents’ anniversary.”

      “It was always a big deal for them.”

      Delia pushes the salt shaker back and forth. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why did you break up with Grayson?”

      I feel the blood drain from my face. “You know why.”

      “I know what I heard, which was that you ended things when you went to college because it wasn’t going to work long distance with him being in a different state.”

      He was two years older, and I was so sure we’d always be together. Not because of any other reason than we loved each other that much. Surely, two people couldn’t love each other the way we did and not work. It was unfathomable.

      But loving someone when their family despises you is something else. Grayson shielded me, or he tried to, but I heard their barbs. I felt their disdain, and when push came to shove, I knew he’d choose them because they held the keys to his future. Like my father had, Grayson would’ve chosen his happiness over the people in his life. I was young and dumb and thought if I left him first, it wouldn’t hurt.

      That proved wrong. It hurt and I was too immature to go back to him.

      “Does it really matter? Do any high school sweethearts ever last?” I ask. “He’s gone and living what I’m sure is a perfect life.”

      She looks down, blowing a long breath through her nose. “How does your sister literally spend every other day with Stella and you know nothing?”

      Before I can answer or clarify, Jennie brings our plates and my stomach growls. It’s been so long since I’ve had breakfast like this.

      I stare at the plate, touching the rim, not sure how to start or if this is real. Before the crash, life was about efficiency. I was often flying early in the morning, which meant I needed to work out and then prepare for whatever trip the celebrity we were flying requested. I can’t remember the last time I sat down to eat where it wasn’t about running to the next thing. Let alone that I got to have carbs like this.

      “Are you planning to eat it or make love to it?” Delia asks with a snort.

      “Both.”

      We giggle and then the chime rings on the door.

      I look up, not knowing what possessed me to care, but when I do, it’s as though not only the plane is crashing around me but also the world. A pair of blue eyes, dark brown hair, and a smile that I couldn’t forget if I tried is there, and I can’t breathe.

      Grayson Parkerson is in town and staring back at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Grayson

      I stand here, looking at the woman I loved, not sure if I’m imagining it. Stella told me she was back, but I’ve spent the last three weeks waiting to see her and . . . nothing. I figured she was gone just as quick as she returned.

      A hand clasps my shoulder, and I look away. I shouldn’t care if Jessica is here. It has been fourteen years and we’ve both moved on, but then, if that were the case, it wouldn’t feel as if I were just punched in my gut.

      “You ready to eat?” Jack asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good, the call we just had left me fucking starving.”

      I chuckle. “You’re always starving.”

      It doesn’t matter if we respond to a false alarm or four-alarm fire, Jack believes that getting out of bed earns him some food as a reward. Tonight, we responded to a brush fire that, thankfully, had been called in before it got out of control. Probably the football guys having a bonfire where they shouldn’t have. Of course, it wasn’t as if Jack and I ever did stupid shit like that when we were kids . . .

      “Fact.”

      I use every ounce of willpower I have not to glance over at her. Not that I can’t, at any time, recall how she looks in perfect detail. Her dark brown hair lays straight, rich honey-colored eyes, and freckles across her cheekbones that she tries to hide. How is it that she’s even more beautiful than I remembered?

      We get to our seats, and I purposely make sure my back is to her. If I don’t, I’ll end up staring at her and failing in my plan to pretend she doesn’t exist.

      She left me.

      She decided we weren’t worth the effort. Four years I loved her, and it took her four minutes to wreck it all.

      Jack slaps his menu against mine. “You all right?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah? Because you’re acting weird. Couldn’t be because Jessica is three tables back, could it?”

      I shake my head with my lips in a firm line. “Nope.”

      “No, I mean, it’s not like she was the one who got away.”

      “She left.”

      “She did, and now she’s back.”

      “It appears she is. I don’t give a shit,” I say, looking at the menu.

      He laughs once. “Yeah, you look like you don’t care. I mean, you’re the epitome of not caring right now.”

      “Drop it, Jack.”

      I’m really not in the mood for this. Jessica Walker is not my concern anymore. She made her choice when she ran out of here like her feet were on fire. It didn’t matter that I would’ve given her everything, including time while we were both in school.

      He chuckles and starts looking over the menu. “I hear she’s back for good.”

      I release a heavy sigh, knowing he’s like a dog with a bone. “Stella said as much.”

      He doesn’t lift his gaze as he nods. “Yeah, did she tell you why or did you cut her off before she could get the story out?”

      “It doesn’t matter if she’s back for a day, an hour, or the rest of her life. It makes zero difference to me.”

      He laughs under his breath. “Fucking idiot.”

      Just as I’m about to tell him off, I can feel her standing there. I turn my head, steeling myself against finally getting a closer look at her.

      She has a smile on her face, but I can see the hesitation in her eyes. “Hi, Gray.”

      “Jess.”

      “I . . . well, I wanted to say hello. How loud to go—” She closes her eyes, breathes a few times, and then speaks again, “How have you been?”

      “Just fine.” I give her a quick look before focusing on something else. This doesn’t have to happen. We can live here and go about our lives not talking. We spent fourteen years not saying a word to each other, this should be simple enough.

      “Oh. Good.” She looks at Jack and then back to me.

      Jack gets up and gives her a hug. “Jess, it’s so good to see you.”

      She winces and then takes a step back.

      “Sorry. Shit. I forgot you’re hurt.” Jack looks stricken.

      “It’s fine. It’s good to see you, too.”

      He sits back down, shoots me a glare, and then jerks his head toward her.

      “So, how are you?” I ask, not really wanting to have this conversation. I feel like an asshole, but I can’t seem to stop myself. I’m pissed. She shows up here after all this time, and I feel like I’ve been thrown back in time. It took me years to get over her, and now, one fucking appearance and my heart is racing.

      “I’m . . . okay.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Delia walks over and rests her hand on Jessica’s arm. “Hey, guys. Jess, I got a call from my mother and need to head home to help her. Jennie is packing up the food.”

      She nods and then turns back to me. “It was good to see you, Gray.”

      “Yeah. Sure. Good to see you too.”

      I let out a low breath while my best friend stares at me. A few seconds pass, and he doesn’t say a word or look away. “What?” I ask.

      “You were a dick.”

      “Does she deserve my kindness? She fucking left me.”

      He laughs once. “What are you, a fifteen-year-old girl? Get over it and put your big girl panties on, pumpkin. That girl has been through hell, and you were a prick, which . . . you’re not. Since when do you act like that?”

      As Jessica and Delia walk out, Jess gives me a small wave, and I lift my head. I’m not sure what anyone expected regarding our reunion. I loved that girl. I would’ve fucking given up anything for her, but she walked away without a second glance.

      So, now that her life didn’t work out and she’s back, I’m supposed to forget what she did? Too bad. Life didn’t exactly go my way either.

      But something Jack said bugs me. “What hell did she go through?”

      Jack crosses his arms over his chest, a smirk on his face. Clearly, I’m missing something that everyone is aware of. “Do you remember that plane crash the guy playing the Navigator was in a few weeks ago?”

      “Jacob Arrowood?” He’s one of the new top celebrities that everyone is going nuts over. His last action movie was top in the box office for weeks and the plane crash only added to his fame. It was all over the news for days as they searched for him and the crew.

      He nods. “Do you know who else was in that crash?”

      It takes me a second to put two and two together. Jessica was a flight attendant. I’d heard that much when Winnie was babbling to Stella about her sister. I normally could avoid anything relating to her, but they were discussing how cool it was that she flew with celebrities. Of course, she’d just done a flight with Stella’s favorite musician and Jessica had sent Winnie a photo.

      “What?” I ask, nearly spilling my coffee. “She was in a plane crash? Why didn’t anyone say anything to me?”

      Jack’s smug grin makes me want to punch him.

      “Hey now, you didn’t want to know anything. Jessica Walker is on your do-not-mention list along with—”

      “Yes, her too.”

      “Ever think it’s you, buddy? I mean, two girls, two horrible endings to your love story. I’m noticing a pattern.”

      I tilt my head back because I wonder the same thing every day. I loved two women and they both left. Jessica and I were young and as much as I wanted to marry her, give her everything, we weren’t ready. When I met Yvonne, though, it was different. I was in grad school and she was pursuing her singing career, both from the same lifestyle and she was everything my mother wanted but I fought against—only I knew I wasn’t ready to date her, but I did anyway.

      “At least Yvonne left me with something I love and was worth the hell.”

      Jack grins. “Amelia is definitely worth it.”

      While I never pictured life being this way, I wouldn’t trade my daughter for every star in the sky.

      “Jessica left me with nothing.”

      He shrugs. “If it weren’t for her doing that, you wouldn’t have Melia.”

      “True.”

      “Is she with Stella?” he asks.

      “Yeah, she’s having another sleepover. It’s why I was able to answer the fire tones tonight.”

      The food arrives and Jennie gives us a warm smile. “You boys eat up. You have to keep your strength if you want to keep saving the town.”

      Jack grins. “See, Jennie gets it.”

      “Jennie thinks food fixes any problem.”

      She stares at me, one brow raised as she smiles. “It does. My Vernon and I have been married for fifty-three years. There’s nothing in this world that can’t be fixed with love, understanding, and some food from the heart.”

      My head turns to where Jessica was sitting before. “You think?”

      Jennie winks. “Oh, I know so, son. Sometimes what’s missing when it comes to forgiveness is love.” Before I can reply, she laughs. “Or it could be that you can’t cook worth a shit and need someone else to make the food.”

      Jack and I both chuckle. “Well, we’re glad we can always come here,” Jack says as he digs into his eggs.

      “Always, and who knows, sometimes you find what you need even when you aren’t looking.” She leaves, and I’m sitting here, a little off balance for the first time in four years. Not since the day Amelia was placed in my arms as Yvonne ran out the door to catch a flight to France.

      “Breakfast and life advice,” Jack muses. “I need to tip her more.”

      “It’s not that easy . . . what she said.”

      “You cooking? Oh, I know, I’ve eaten the crap you try to pass off as food.”

      I roll my eyes. “The forgiveness.”

      Jack leans back, his fork resting on the plate. “And what is holding on to all that shit doing to you, Gray? Nothing. It’s making you live in this constant state of pissed off.”

      “You know why I’m pissed—and it’s not constant.”

      For the most part, I just deal with it. Sure, the two women I loved left me. Sure, I basically refuse to date and have been close to monk status for a few years. Sure, I’m raising my daughter on my own and have nothing other than her and work. It’s fine.

      It’s all fine.

      “Yeah, and I get it. But you have Amelia and”—he lifts the fork, pointing it at me—“if you ask me, you were given a gift, my friend. Yvonne wanted your money, connections, and whatever she could take. Her leaving was rough, but she did you a favor by being a selfish bitch and not sticking around.”

      This isn’t the first time I’ve heard this. My friends, siblings—hell, even her own family said it. We would’ve made each other miserable, but I didn’t see that at the time . . . or care. I wanted what I lost with Jess, and I fell for her lies.

      “Maybe she did, but you tell Amelia that when she asks why she doesn’t have a mom.”

      Jack loves my daughter, everyone does. She’s smart, funny, tenacious, and has an ability to make everyone smile. Equally, she can break your heart when she cries.

      “Yeah right, I’ll never be the one to hurt her. One day, though, she’ll see it for herself. Your ex wasn’t worth your time, and she never was the right girl for you.”

      I release a deep, slow breath. “They said the same about another person too.”

      Jessica. My mother couldn’t have been happier when we ended things.

      “What’s that saying about if something is right for you, you should let it go?”

      “And if it’s meant to be, it might just come back,” I finish and then look at the door where Jessica exited.

      It seems she did, but I’m not sure either of us are right for each other.
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      Jessica

      “And how did you feel seeing him again?” Dr. Warvel asks as I play with the fringe on the blanket.

      “It was fine.”

      “Fine, how?”

      “I’m not sure. A part of me is glad it is over. The other part of me is happy that it went as shitty as it did. Your moving work less.”

      As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I can feel the rage burning. It is frustrating and makes me feel inept that I can’t get my mouth to work right. All day, I struggle to keep it together and not allow it to bother me, but in this room, I can be angry.

      She leans forward. “Try again, remember to go slow and stay calm.”

      “I hate this.”

      “I know. Part of what we’re working on is getting your brain to push against itself while also handling all the changes in your life. It’s a lot to deal with, Jessica. You’ve done great so far, but the more you can control your anger, the more likely it will be that your words come out correctly.”

      She’s right. When I’m able to breathe, think it through, and focus, the words come out better.

      Allowing my anger to leave my body in a long breath, I try again. “It was hard seeing him.”

      “Because you have avoided it?”

      “Yes. There was always a part of me that regretted ending things.”

      Dr. Warvel sits back in her chair. “Your first love is always one that hurts the most. At least, for most people. Losing him was your choice, though, correct?”

      “It was the right one.”

      Grayson and I would’ve ended, it was inevitable. We were two kids from very different places, even though we were in the same town. He was two years into the college he was attending in Charlotte, and I was headed to school in Massachusetts. While we could do the distance from Charlotte to Willow Creek, going states away was going to be our demise. Even though I loved him, I needed to end things. I needed to be free from his family and the fear of him leaving me when he saw I wasn’t the girl for him.

      “How did things end?” she asks.

      I focus, keeping my body loose as I start to talk, preparing for my words to jumble but hoping they won’t. “When I went to Massachusetts, I told him that I wouldn’t be returning to Willow Creek—ever. He was always set to take over one of his family’s properties, and that wasn’t what I wanted.”

      Grayson’s family’s properties came with strings, Mr. Parkerson made sure of it. His children were to be with likeminded and financially stable families. Their kids were to elevate them in society, not bring them down with gutter trash like me.

      Never mind that I loved his son. Never mind that I treated him with respect and it wasn’t about the money.

      It didn’t matter. My father was a piece of trash who left. My mother was a member of the Park Inn’s housekeeping staff, which meant I was completely unsuitable.

      “Why wouldn’t you want that?”

      “Because they told me that I was no better than my mother who cleaned their toilets. I was poor, and they would never accept me. And . . . I don’t know . . . he’d leave when he realized I wasn’t good enough. I wanted us to build our own life, travel, get out of this town. I wanted to start new, and he didn’t.”

      “Did you and Grayson ever talk about that?”

      I shake my head. “He was born and bred to take over. That was part of their legacy and each of the kids in his family have something to run. He would always choose them.”

      She writes something in her notepad and then places it on the side table. “You know, I’ve known the Parkersons for a while. I don’t know them well, but I know a bit and then what I’ve observed. Family is important to them, but it’s not everything.”

      “It was back then.”

      “So, you prevented him from hurting you?”

      I nod. “Exactly. I was being strong, making it so he didn’t have to leave me. I left him. And we were young, so it wasn’t going to work anyway.”

      “It doesn’t sound like Grayson chose them. It sounds like you chose for him and then left before he could prove you wrong.”

      “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      Dr. Warvel’s smile is triumphant. “That was easy.”

      “I know what I did. I was young and scared. Also, my father leaving was horrible on my sister and me. It really screwed us up on the rules of dating.”

      “That’s the thing about dating, the rules change, and sometimes, we don’t even know it.” She looks at her watch. “Our time is just about up, but let’s talk about your nightmares. Are they still causing you problems?”

      “Yes.”

      The crash is constant, and I’m exhausted. I’m ready for this nightmare to be over, but no matter what techniques I use, it continues.

      “I see. And the methods we talked about aren’t helping? Are they at least less intense?”

      “No, they’re worse. I hover on the edge of consciousness most of the time. Like, I can feel them as though it’s real.”

      “Okay. I want you to try something. When you wake up, I want you to write it all down. Every detail from the dream, not what you remember from the actual crash, but only what you recall from the dream.”

      “Well, the dream is the memory of the crash.”

      She lifts one shoulder. “Humor me.”

      “Okay.” I get to my feet and take a step before she stops me.

      “I’d like to tell you we had a very intense conversation and you were able to control your speech very well.”

      There is a huge sense of victory running through my veins. I was able to get through this session much better than the last. “Thank you.”

      

      “You’re welcome. Part of what we do here is deal with the things that we’ve buried or don’t like to discuss. I’m giving you some time so you’re not blindsided, but we need to discuss your father next session.”

      My entire body tightens. I’ve done everything I can in the last sixteen years to rid that man from my life. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Then we’ll talk about that next week.”
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      I’m lying on the couch, trying to watch the movie Jacob sent me when I admitted I’d never really watched his movies.

      I grab my phone and send him a text.

      

      Me: They paid you far too much to make this film.

      Jacob: Ha! Don’t I know it.

      Me: You’re very lucky you’re so pretty.

      Jacob: Don’t forget I smell like oak and whiskey. It was probably that.

      

      And now I want to die. Of all the things he remembers, it has to be that I said that. I blame my brain bleed for it.

      

      Me: What is said during a near-death experience should not be held against those who almost died.

      Jacob: But you didn’t die, therefore that rule is null and void.

      Me: Tell Brenna I said you’re a pain in the ass.

      Jacob: I don’t have to tell her, she knows.

      

      Since the crash, Jacob and I have kept in touch. The entire flight crew has. He offered to have me stay on his family farm in Pennsylvania while I recovered, but that was far too much of an inconvenience for him. Instead, I’m here, living it up on my mother’s couch in North Carolina. Lucky me.

      

      Me: Well, I just wanted to let you know your movie is subpar.

      Jacob: Noted. How was therapy today?

      

      It’s really sad that a Hollywood star knows my entire life’s schedule.

      

      Me: It was fine.

      Jacob: Brenna said you’re always welcome to talk to her.

      

      Because that wouldn’t be awkward at all. There is nothing even remotely inappropriate about my and Jacob’s friendship, but there’s no way I want to spill my guts about the crash to her. She’s dealing with his trauma, whether he wants to think he has any or not.

      

      Me: I appreciate it.

      

      There’s a slight ringing in my ear, which is the early signs of a possible migraine. I am so fucking over this. I’m tired of my head and all the nonsense that comes along with this injury. There’s no timeline to recovery either. I could wake up tomorrow and be healed or I could still be dealing with it years from now.

      My neurologist keeps saying how the brain doesn’t work like a broken bone. There’s no telling how long it’ll take to heal. Or if it ever will.

      I get up, turn the television off, and go to the kitchen. I drain two big glasses of water, knowing that, if I’m dehydrated, it makes it worse. Then I take my medication and head out to the porch swing.

      I grab the pillow and blanket, close my eyes, and let the quiet surround me.

      “And I thought you never napped?” A deep voice causes my eyes to fly open.

      I sit up much too fast, hand resting on my throat. “Jesus!”

      “Sorry,” Grayson says with a smile. “I knocked and was getting ready to leave when I heard you snore.”

      “I don’t snore,” I say as I try to focus on a fixed point to stop the spinning.

      “Next time, I’ll record you to prove otherwise.”

      I should’ve picked something other than Grayson to be my fixed point. Now, I look like I’m staring, which I am just not for the reason he probably thinks I am.

      The aqua-blue in his eyes mixes with the green, making them look like the ocean as you fly over. My lips part, and I’m taken back to when those eyes did strange things to my belly. One look from him would make any girl feel cherished.

      And he did cherish me. He was a great boyfriend, I was just too young to know how to handle the obstacles thrown our way.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my voice a little breathy.

      “I wanted to come and actually talk. Last week . . . wasn’t my finest moment.” He leans against the rail, head tilted so it rests on the pillar as though he’s got nothing but time. The casual stance is at war with the apprehension in his eyes.

      “I appreciate that, but it’s fine. You didn’t say anything wrong.”

      “No, Jess, we were friends and I cared about you. I was a complete and total asshole.”

      “Yeah, you kind of were.”

      He looks at his feet. “I’m sorry.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “I didn’t know,” he says, looking away. “I didn’t know about the crash.”

      “Oh.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that. It doesn’t really matter either way. Him knowing or not knowing doesn’t change anything.

      He pushes off the rail, coming a little closer and then stopping. “Are you okay?”

      No. Not even a little. “I’m getting there.”

      And I guess I am. Little by little, I’m going to find my way through it. I have a great support system and doctors who are all doing what they can. As I heal, I’ll find ways to be better and stronger. At least, that’s the bullshit I’m feeding myself.

      “Good. So, like I said, I don’t want things to be awkward.”

      “You really don’t have to worry. It was a shock to both of us—seeing each other after all these years.”

      Grayson runs his hands through his thick, dark hair. It’s longer than he wore it when we were kids. It’s not long, but it curls right at the ends, giving him a sexy-but-serious look.

      After seeing him, I made Delia unload about everything she knows. It was years of gossip around the Parkerson family that left me shocked. I can only imagine how they handled the drama of his girlfriend getting pregnant and then leaving. His father was all about propriety.

      “It was, but this town is small, so we’re bound to see each other a lot.”

      “That’s a shame,” I say with a shrug.

      “Yeah? Why is that?” He stands up straight, no longer looking like he had nothing but time.

      I grin, hoping that maybe if we can joke with each other, we’ll find a way onto neutral ground. “You were much cuter back then.”

      Grayson’s laughter is deep and rich. “You were sweeter then.”

      “You were smarter than to say something like that.”

      “I was also trying to get into your pants.”

      “Which you did,” I remind him.

      “Many times.”

      I roll my eyes with a smile. “Yeah, and if I recall you were not—”

      “Don’t say it!” He chuckles as he moves closer. “I was terrible, but in my defense, I was sixteen and we were both a little bad at it.”

      God, we were just two fumbling teenagers, watching really bad movies on what to do and not mimicking the act all that well.

      “We were, but we loved each other.”

      Grayson’s laugh is more like a huff. “We did. And then you left.”

      No point in either of us trying to beat around the bush. I hurt him, and regardless of how much time has passed, there was never closure. “I’m sorry.”

      Grayson looks over. “I’m sorry that I didn’t stop by when you got back. I didn’t know, Jess—about the crash. I would’ve come to see if you were okay.”

      I glance over at his profile. “Why? I left you. You owe me nothing, and I didn’t take offense to it.”

      “You leaving me was a million years ago, right?”

      “It sure—” The words get caught in my throat. I know this will pass, but it has been so nice feeling a little like myself. “Sorry. Sometimes my brain needs to pause so I can speak again,” I explain.

      “Take all the time you need.”

      “Since I never plan to venture off this porch again, I may take longer than you want.”

      “You’re planning to stay here?” Grayson asks with a smirk.

      I shrug. “It’s better than going out there right now when I can’t speak or drive or anything. All I want is to work or have something meaningful, but I’m broken, so I’ll stay put.”

      Grayson sits beside me, nudging me gently. “That’s not the girl I knew. She was fearless, ready to conquer the world.”

      Sadness creeps over me, blanketing the joyful banter we were just having. “She isn’t the same anymore.”

      “Are any of us?”

      I look at him, wondering what has made Grayson who he is now. “No, I guess not.”

      He gives me a sad smile and then gets back up. “I should go. I have to pick up Amelia.”

      “Is that your daughter?”

      Delia filled me in, but she never mentioned her name.

      A bright smile warms his face. God, he’s still insanely attractive when he smiles. The dimple on his left cheek makes my heart ache.

      “She is. She’s four.” He takes out his phone, swiping to show the little girl on his home screen.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “And a handful.”

      I laugh, imagining how much she probably has him wrapped around her finger. I know that, at her age, I was all Daddy’s girl. There was nothing he would deny me as long as I batted my eyelashes and grinned.

      “Most girls know how to work their fathers.”

      “Oh, she’s got my number.”

      “She’s lucky she has you, Gray.”

      “I hope so because I’m all she has.”

      I want to ask all the questions, but I’m exhausted, and I’m not sure how much longer I can keep my brain cooperating. I lean back against the pillow and exhale.

      “Take a nap. It was good to see you. I mean that.” Grayson heads down the porch steps and gets to his car. “Now that you’re back in town and we’ve talked, I’ll stop by again.”

      I sit up and raise my voice so he can hear. “I’d like that, bring Amelia, I’d love to meet her and tell her all the stories you would rather she never know.”

      His deep laughter fills the air and then he gets in his car, driving away.

      What a strange but hopeful day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Grayson

      “Thanks for watching her, Stella.”

      My sister leans down, tapping Amelia’s nose. “It’s nothing. I love spending time with my Melia. Not to mention, she loves her auntie.”

      She does because my sister spoils her rotten, which I guess is one of the perks of being an aunt.

      “Still, you dropped everything, and I appreciate it.”

      “I was going shopping with Winnie, not solving world peace. Plus, doing these things allows me opportunities to collect debts in the future from you four boneheads.”

      Regardless of what she says, Stella is the princess of the family and has loved having four brothers who are willing to slay any dragon for her. Joshua would’ve killed me, Alexander, or Oliver if anything happened to her.

      This girl is able to get whatever she wants and loves every second of it.

      “You have a very skewed memory of your childhood.”

      She laughs once. “Please, you all made it so I could never have any fun!”

      “I recall you having a little too much fun at a few parties.”

      As much as my sister would like to think otherwise, she was a damn mess. If it weren’t for us covering for her, she would’ve been in a lot of trouble.

      “Because you all were a bunch of saints?”

      “Not even close. That was why we knew what was going on when you tried to tell us one of your horrible excuses.”

      Stella shakes her head. “I feel bad for you, Gray. Melia is going to grow up and be just like me one day.”

      A shudder runs through me. “She’ll date when I’m dead.”

      “Pretty sure Dad thought the same thing.”

      “Dad failed, I won’t.”

      “Anyway,” she draws the word out, “I heard you ran into Jessica.”

      This town is insane. I’m sure Winnie told her, since she’s Jessica’s sister.

      “I actually stopped by and saw her on my way home.”

      “Oh. Oh! Wow. Okay. And? How did it go?”

      I love that I caught her off guard. One thing she loves more than anything is being in the know, and her not being the first to know I’d run into Jessica probably grated on her.

      “Fine.” I pick Amelia up, kiss her cheek, and head into the kitchen.

      My sister groans, and I fight back the urge to laugh.

      “Daddy, I am so hungry.”

      “I’m sure you are. Aunt Stella’s idea of a meal is M&M’s and Twizzlers.”

      “The peanut ones!” she says as she follows me. “They have protein.”

      “How is it that you’re as skinny as you are when you eat like a thirteen-year-old boy? Seriously, have you consumed a vegetable in the last ten years?”

      Stella makes a face. “No thanks. And the reason I’m so slim is because I work out and have great genes.”

      Amelia takes my face in her hands. “I don’t like vegetables neither.”

      “Auntie Stella loves them, she was kidding. She is going to eat some with you now.”

      “Auntie Stella has to go to work since your daddy stuck me on the night shift while our manager called out.”

      “How convenient that you have to leave so soon,” I say with a grin.

      “Isn’t it? I love how that works out. But, anyway, was everything good at the Park Inn?”

      The Park Inn is our flagship bed and breakfast as well as one of the top destinations. The way my father designed the building was smart. Instead of making the land curve to the structure, it seems as though the inn was formed from the mountain. It sits perfectly, giving the guests unobstructed views of the trees, sky, and nature.

      “It was fine. The couple in room five was moved to eight because they didn’t want the view of the right side of the mountain. Other than that, it was a quiet day.”

      Stella nods and then reaches for her purse. “Have you talked to Mom?”

      “No, you do that so I don’t have to.”

      “Yeah right. I’m sure you’ll have no choice when she picks up Melia this week. She said that Dad is visiting Oliver this week and then will check on Joshua in New Orleans after that.”

      “And I care because?”

      “Because that means we have two weeks where she’s going to be up our asses and we’ll have to entertain her. I dealt with it the last time he traveled, so you’re it this time.”

      My mother is a brilliant, strong, and fierce women—as long as my father is by her side. When he’s gone, she wilts.

      She also pretends that his trips aren’t to visit his mistresses that he has all around the properties he owns. It’s too bad his kids don’t have the same ability. Even if we don’t discuss it around her, my father is well aware that we know and how we feel about it.

      “When does Josh come back home for a visit?”

      Stella shrugs. “Hell if I know.”

      “Hell is a bad word,” Amelia cuts in.

      “Yes, it is. We’re going to have to wash Aunt Stella’s mouth out with soap.”

      Amelia nods. “Uh-huh.”

      “I’m sorry, Melia, I won’t say it again.”

      “Okay.” Amelia forgives her without pause.

      “Now, I have to go to work, you need to feed your child something that has nutritional value, and I’ll see you tomorrow . . . at Mom’s.”

      I walk her out, not commenting on that last part because if I have to see my mother this weekend, I’m not going tomorrow—no matter what threats my sister hangs over my head.

      “Thanks again, Stell.”

      “Anything for my favorite brother.” She kisses my cheek and then playfully slaps it. “Well, Alex really was, but you were a close second. Also, don’t think I didn’t notice you evading my questions about how it went with Jessica.”

      “I’m sure Winnie will tell you everything.”

      Stella’s face brightens. “She most definitely will, but I was hoping you’d share.”

      “There’s not much to say. It was awkward at the diner, so I went there to let her know there were no hard feelings.”

      Stella laughs. “Oh, I’m sorry. You’re serious?”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “Yeah, but Jessica was that girl for you. The one who haunts your dreams, and even when you were with Yvonne, we all knew it was Jessica who had your heart.”

      Arguing with her about this will get me nowhere. “And on that note, you have to go.”

      “You have lost a rung on my favorite brother ladder.”

      I clutch my chest. “I’m crushed. As much as I’d like to continue our conversation, I have Daddy duty to ensure my kid doesn’t survive on your version of food groups.”

      “All right. Love you, Gray.”

      “Love you too.”

      Once she’s off, I head inside to find Amelia sitting on the floor with her dolls and an open container of cookies.

      “Hey,” I say and she looks up, “who gave you those?”

      She ducks her head. “I found them.”

      “Are you allowed to have cookies before dinner?”

      “No, but I was hungry, Daddy.”

      Her big blue eyes widen, proving that Stella was right—I’m totally screwed. I scoop her up, and we begin our normal routine. I get Amelia something healthy to eat, then it’s bath time, and now it’s time for bed. She’s all tucked in her bed, the spinning cloud light that Stella bought her is on, and it’s story time. We read the same book she loves every night, and I can recite it without even looking.

      “Can you read with the silly voices, Daddy?”

      “Do you promise to stay in bed if I do?”

      “I promise!”

      She lies, but I have a hard time denying her anything. “Okay.”

      I drop my voice deep as I get into the role of the elephant. “Do you have big dreams, little mouse?” I ask.

      “I do, I do,” I say, going much higher than is actually comfortable.

      “And tell me what do you dream of?”

      Amelia’s eyes light up as she answers in her best mouse voice. “To be a singer.”

      I grin. “And what do you want to sing?”

      “Opera, like my mom does in Paris.”

      My heart plummets. That’s not the words to the book. Every now and then Amelia will ask about Yvonne, and I made a promise to tell her the truth. While it’s hard for me, I can’t imagine it’s easy for her either. Still, if she always knows the truth, then there will never be a time I have to tell her that I wasn’t honest.

      “Melia, that’s not the line.”

      She snuggles deeper under her covers. “I know.”

      I brush her cheek. “I love you more than the stars in the sky.”

      “I love you more than the clouds.”

      “I love you more than the books in the library.”

      She smiles. “I love you more than anyone in the world.”

      “You’re the person I love the most, Amelia. Never doubt that.”

      Her long lashes rise and fall, and she launches herself into my arms. “I love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you more. I love you most.”

      I hug her, holding her tight because, while I can’t fix the fact that her mother chose to leave her, I can love her harder and hope it’s enough.
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      Today is one of those days I should’ve just stayed in bed. It’s been a rough few days, but today, everything went to shit. I got to work to find out we had a pipe burst that flooded a guest room, my plumber can’t get here until tomorrow, which means the repair people can’t get the room fixed.

      And then my front desk manager quit because her husband got a job in Charlotte and they’re moving next week, which is why she called out.

      Willow Creek Valley is great to visit, but not many people move here, which means finding a suitable replacement is going to be absolute torture.

      Stella waltzes in late with bags in her hands. “Sorry, it was a crazy day. I got your voice mail. Seems we have a mess?”

      “Yes. It is a mess. I could’ve used some help.”

      “I’m allowed a day off, Gray.”

      “When is the last time I had one?”

      She scoffs. “That’s your choice, brother. You’re the one who works here constantly, and when you’re not here, you’re at the firehouse—of your own free will.”

      “Some of us have to be responsible.”

      I’m being a dick, I know it, and yet, I need to get this out.

      Stella sets the bags down, her eyes narrow, and her lips purse. “Well, I can see you’re going to be the asshole today. Fine. Go ahead. Tell me how spoiled, ridiculous, and childish I am. Because I work just as hard as you do, but neither you or them ever acknowledge it. Who handled almost the entire renovation? Me. Who did it without any issues? Me. Who has grown our occupancy to full month in and month out? Oh, that’s right . . . me!”

      “No one calls you childish,” I throw back.

      She huffs. “Out of all that, you want to lead on that point?”

      I run my hands through my hair and sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      “You should be.”

      “I am.”

      Stella sits in the chair across from me. “All right. Let’s take it all one step at a time, and we’ll divide and conquer. I know you hate the hiring process, so I’ll handle it. Can you manage getting that room fixed as soon as possible?”

      “That’s a solid plan. What if we use the cottage as our spill over? I can get Mateo in there to work on fixing anything so we can move guests there.”

      “That’s a great idea. I’ll go look at it now too. Last I remember, it wasn’t terrible and shouldn’t need much work. It’ll be great as a complimentary upgrade to the guests who booked for the other room.”

      The cottage has been on our shortlist forever. It’s a bit away and most guests want privacy, but it also has that feeling of being in a home.

      “Yeah, and we have a vacant room for the next two days, so right now we’re okay. I’ll get Mateo going right away. What are you going to do about hiring someone?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Okay.”

      “Don’t worry, Gray. We endure.”

      I laugh as I get to my feet. “That should’ve been our family motto.”

      “Yeah, and don’t ever fall in love, you’ll end up shattered. And don’t fuck the help should be another one.”

      “I’ve never fucked the help,” I counter.

      “Me either.”

      “No, Dad is far too busy doing that.” I wink as I head out to find Mateo. On my way, I talk to a few guests, who tell me how much they love staying here, and then answer a few staff questions.

      Then I see her.

      Jessica is standing with her sister out by the overlook. Her dark brown hair moves in the wind, and her smile is wide as she laughs. I forgot how much I used to love making her laugh. She didn’t do it with reserve. It was as if nothing could stop her from being happy, and I lived for it. I want to experience it again.

      Our eyes meet, she lifts her hand in a wave, and I do the same. Winnie touches her arm and she turns away and I feel this ache in my chest.

      Jesus. I’m not sixteen anymore. Stop it.

      I came out here to handle the inn, not think about how to make her laugh so I can hear it again. Jessica wasn’t made to stay in this town. She had bigger dreams that couldn’t be contained.

      She’ll heal, and when she does, she’ll leave.

      Besides, I don’t care about her like that anyway.

      I find Mateo, who is all clear on his instructions. The cottage isn’t great, but it’s fixable. With Stella at the helm of decorating, she’ll find a way to make the cracks part of the charm.

      I head back to the office and look over to where Jessica was, but she’s gone, and I force myself to be relieved by that. We don’t need to see each other again. We got all that out of the way a few days ago.

      “Grayson?” I hear her call out as I’m rounding the corner.

      “Hey, Jess.”

      She smiles. “You’re the only person who still calls me that.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know where along the way I stopped being Jess and became Jessica. Maybe it was when I got to Massachusetts or maybe when I . . .”

      “When you?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing.”

      I’m not sure if this is another memory issue or she just doesn’t want to say. Either way, I decide not to push.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I was here because I was abducted by Stella and Winnie to go shopping today. Then Stella said she had to get here right away.”

      I bob my head. “Ahh, I see.”

      “But, I . . . well, I wanted to thank you.”

      “For what?”

      Her lower lip goes between her teeth and then slowly is released. “For hiring me. I know I’m still not at one hundred percent, but I think this is going to really help push me. I promise, I’ll work hard before I start. My doctor said I needed to return to living and . . .”

      Awareness hits like a freight train.

      My sister.

      She hired Jessica. Without talking to me.

      The air becomes hard to draw into my lungs, but I manage to keep a smile on my face. If I tell her that Stella can’t hire her because I’m going to kill my sister, then I look like there’s a problem with Jessica working here, which there’s not.

      It’s fine because I don’t feel anything or care.

      It’s fine because, like I told my sister, Jessica and I are nothing and have left the past in the past.

      It’s fine because—well, I’m running out of reasons.

      Mostly, though, the way she looks right now makes me want to give her the entire inn. She’s nervous, excited, and there’s a look of triumph that I don’t want to diminish.

      But fuck me, this is going to be torture.

      Jessica stares at me, and I know I need to say something. “Yeah, of course. I’m glad this is going to work out for all of us.”

      The apprehension on her face disappears and she steps closer, her hand coming to my arm and squeezing slightly. “Thanks, Gray.”

      “I guess I’ll see you on Monday?”

      “First thing.”

      She walks away, leaving me standing here, staring at the horizon and wondering how I’m going to make my sister pay for this. And if this still means I’ve never fucked the help.
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      Jessica

      The dream book is sitting on my lap, my hands resting over it as my leg bounces. Dr. Warvel is sitting in her chair, legs crossed as she waits.

      I’m not sure if I have the strength to do this. I run my sweaty palms on my legs. “It’s like opening Pandora’s box,” I finally say.

      “The dreams aren’t locked up, Jessica. You’re living them every day.”

      “Maybe that’s why I don’t want to read it.”

      I thought that I would hand the book over and she would read it. Not that I was going to have to pour over every word. After I wrote in the book each morning, I didn’t go back. I didn’t want to see it in black and white. It’s a damn movie in my brain.

      She sits forward. “Part of healing is to face the trauma you’ve endured.”

      “How am I not? I’m here and trying.”

      “Yes, you are. The point of reading it is to acknowledge it, but it’s also to see if the dream is truly the same as the event or if you’re experiencing things that you don’t even realize are different. The point of journaling it is to give you a record of the dream to be able to compare it to the actual events.”

      My leg bounces faster. “I’m not ready.”

      “Okay then.” She sits back in her chair and writes a note. “Tell me if anything new has happened this week.”

      I can do that. “I got a job.”

      Her eyes widen and a smile crosses her face. “Well, that’s big news. Where, and doing what?”

      “I’m going to run the front desk at the Park Inn.”

      “The Park Inn? The one that the Parkerson family owns?”

      “The one and only.”

      I never imagined working for the Park Inn. The truth is, I sort of vowed I never would, but I was there and Stella offered it. It’s been a month since the crash, and I need something. This is my first real taste of being my former self.

      Dr. Warvel bobs her head slowly. “That’s great, Jessica. You have spent the last month unsure of what the future held, and this will bring you one step closer to your goal of returning to normal.”

      I’m slightly impressed she didn’t bring up Grayson or ask how I feel about working with him. I sure as hell am not going to be the one to mention it.

      He didn’t seem uneasy about being around me, we had that nice talk on my porch, and well, I don’t plan to stick around here once I’m healed anyway.

      “That’s my hope.”

      “All of this is exciting. Do you have any concerns that you want to discuss?”

      There’s really just one. “I’m worried that my head and might . . . go . . . this!” I yell, frustrated because I couldn’t speak again.

      “And that’s valid, but you can’t control how your brain is healing. All you can do is be patient and work through the situations as they arise. Like you’re doing right now.”

      I can’t control my own mouth. “Why won’t this stop?”

      “Because, while you feel a month is a long time, it’s not. Thirty days is a short blip, and you are not only working through new physical limitations but also an emotional trauma.” Her eyes drop to the notebook on my lap.

      I rub my fingers against the paper, feeling the anxiety coursing through me. A part of me wants to read it, to remember it in a different way. But this was all feeling. This isn’t me just telling my story about the crash in a detached way—this is me at my rawest and most vulnerable.

      “I’m scared.”

      “You’re not alone. You’re not in that plane. You’re on the ground, safe, and alive,” she tells me. “One step at a time.”

      “One page at a time.”

      She doesn’t move, and I lift the cover, wanting to be brave. Wishing that for just a few minutes I can be the Jessica I was before the crash. The one who was strong, fearless, and ready to handle any situation. This version—the scared girl who wants to hide—isn’t who I want to be.

      I can feel the tremors moving through my body, but I use all my effort to focus on the words. I read, doing everything to just say the words without actually hearing them or taking them in. They’re my memories, the dreams that haunt me each night, but I won’t allow them to hurt me.

      The words fall from me as I flip pages with shaky hands. I continue speaking, knowing that if I stop, I won’t be able to go again. At some point, there is nothing left on the paper to read.

      After a minute, Dr. Warvel reaches out, her hand grasping mine. “Jessica, I need you to look at me.”

      I feel cold and numb as tears fall down my face. When my eyes lift to hers, I can barely make out her features, and I turn away. Shame, anger, and frustration at the weakness I feel is too much. I should be over this, Jacob is. He’s happy and enjoying his time with Brenna. Elliot just moved in with his girlfriend, and Jose reconciled with his wife. I’m the only one who is falling apart. Why can they all find a way through this but I’m . . . stuck?

      “I can’t,” I confess. I can’t . . . to it all.

      “You can. You did great just now. Look at me.” I force myself to meet her gaze again. “You didn’t live it just now, Jess. You told the story that was written on the paper. Each time you can read these words, you’ll find it a little easier, and we’ll see where the holes are, plug them, and keep working. I know you’re frustrated, but you are making progress.”

      I wipe away the tears that continue to fall. “I d-don’t feel l-like it.”

      She smiles softly and hands me a tissue. “Look at what has happened already. You’ve spoken to Grayson, who was a big part of your original story, and told him you were sorry for what happened all those years ago. You and your mother are spending time together again, and you’re working. Those are not small feats. And the biggest one you still don’t even realize.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You spoke that entire story with only two errors in your speech.”
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      “Do you really think this is a good idea?” Winnie asks as she stands in the dressing room, disapproving over every outfit I try on.

      “I do.”

      She sighs deeply, shaking her head as I turn, trying to show her how it’s not that bad. Sure, it’s a bit plain, but I’m running the front desk, not going to a board meeting.

      “I’m not so sure, Jess. You just got back, give yourself some time. Why do you need to work anyway? Isn’t the airline going to have to pay out a ton in settlements?”

      That is going to be years down the line. I have savings, but with what I’ve been helping my mother with, that’s going to run out in six months. She barely makes ends meet, so there is no way I would ask her to take care of me financially. The thing is, as much as I need the money, it’s really about working, contributing, and living again.

      I don’t want to be dependent on anyone.

      “It’s not that simple, and I need to get out.”

      “But working for the Parkersons?”

      “You love them.”

      “I love Stella. And even then, while she may be one of my best friends, I can only take her in small doses. We all know the way her family feels about us.”

      Winnie and Stella have been friends since they were kids. They ran in different circles, but were close in their own way. I guess it’s fine for the Parkerson’s daughter to be friends with us but it isn’t okay for one of their sons to marry one of us.

      “And here I am—the help.”

      “That’s not funny,” Winnie says, grabbing a coat that she likes.

      I take it, knowing my sister won’t relent unless I try it on. “It’s the—” I struggle. The words again not forming.

      “It’s what?”

      I follow the technique, but I can’t get my mouth to cooperate. The words die on my lips. It’s the truth. It’s what I am, and I’m okay with it because it’s them helping me.

      I try and try. Angry tears fall down my cheeks, and then I feel the pressure of a headache come on stronger and faster than usual. God, this is going to be horrible.

      “Jess?” Winnie steps forward as my hands grip the sides of my head. “Jess? What’s wrong?”

      I close my eyes and sink to the floor. “Head,” I rasp the only thing I can say.

      My sister closes the door of the dressing room as the pain comes on so fast I don’t have time to prepare for it. The lights are so bright, and each sound feels as though it’s being pushed through an amplifier. The metal hangers scraping, the cart rolling . . . it hurts so much.

      “Jess, shhh,” Winnie says, pulling me to her chest. “What do I do?”

      “Lights. So much.”

      She cloaks me in darkness, wrapping something around me, but I won’t open my eyes to see what it is. I need to calm myself.

      “I’m going to tell the manager so I can get you out. Stay here.”

      I couldn’t go anywhere if I tried. I need my medicine, darkness, and a few hours of complete silence. Winnie is gone, and I lie on the floor, clutching my skull, hating that the last few days have been amazing and now I’m crippled by the pain.

      My doctor says a way to work through them is counting backward. To let the numbers help pass the time until I fall asleep.

      I do that. I start at nine hundred ninety-nine and go back. Once I get to four hundred thirty-three, I hear the door open, and instead of Jessica’s voice, it’s deep, male, and familiar.

      Before I can say or do anything, I’m lifted off the ground and tucked against Grayson’s chest. God, he smells the same. It’s a combination of fresh air, spice, and sandalwood that I would be able to pick out anywhere.

      I stir, but he holds me tighter, his voice quiet. “I have you, Jess. Just relax, I’ll get you home.”

      “I have her purse,” Winnie says.

      “Daddy?” a small, sweet voice says from beside me. “Is your friend okay?”

      “She is,” he whispers. “We have to be very quiet, though, can you do that?”

      “Yes,” the little girl whispers back.

      I bury my head in his chest, allowing myself to take a small ounce of comfort from him. My head is still pounding, but it isn’t as debilitating as it was seconds ago. I keep counting, not letting go of the monotony of the numbers.

      “I’ll take her,” Grayson says.

      “What?”

      “My car has tinted windows, if it’s light sensitivity that hurts her, your car is the worst.”

      Winnie drives a tiny convertible. There is no room to lie down and no hiding from the blinding sun.

      “No,” I croak, but Grayson tightens his grip on me.

      “Don’t argue, Jess,” he whispers before directing his words to Winnie. “Take Melia’s seat out.” A few seconds pass, and then his voice changes. “Please, Winnie.”

      She makes a noise under her breath, but she must agree because a moment later, he settles me in a car. Not sure which one. The door closes, and I curl up on the backseat, no longer caring whose car I’m in, just that I’m lying down.

      I can hear my sister outside. “Seriously, she’s going to hate this when she’s better.”

      “I have no doubt of that. Can you drive Melia to Stella’s?”

      “Stella’s?”

      “Yeah, I’ll take Jess back home and stay with her for a bit.”

      “Gray that’s not . . .”

      “Daddy, can I come with you?” the little girl asks.

      “Daddy is going to make sure his friend is okay and doesn’t need to go to the hospital,” he explains.

      Jesus. This is not okay. I will be fine, I just need to sleep.

      “Is she going to need surgery?”

      “No, sweet girl, I just want to make sure she isn’t in pain.”

      “So, you’ll be there to watch her and make sure?”

      “Grayson,” Winnie cuts in again, “this is really not necessary.”

      The little girl’s voice is musical as she says, “It’s okay, Winnie. My daddy is a fireman and he saves people. He can help.”

      Winnie laughs. “Yes, I guess he does.”

      “Do you know his friend?”

      “I sure do,” Winnie says. “She’s my sister.”

      “I wish I had a sister!”

      Someone clears their throat. “You be good for Winnie and Auntie Stella.”

      “I will, Daddy. Will I get to play with Auntie?”

      “You sure will.”

      “Jess is going to be so pissed at us,” Winnie says.

      “I’m sure she’ll let me know.”

      I count, trying not to focus on their conversation because the pain is throbbing again. I keep the jacket that smells like Grayson over my head, keeping myself in total darkness.

      When he gets in, I struggle to say it loud enough so he can hear but not loud enough that it will make the headache worse. “Medicine.”

      Grayson is out of the car a moment later. Thankfully he doesn’t close the door, but I hear him yell for Winnie.

      After another eighty-three seconds, he returns. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I have water and the pill Winnie got from your purse. Can you sit up to take it?”

      I have to. I keep the jacket around my head, opening it just a little. I extend my hand, and he gives me the pill and water bottle. I toss it in my throat and chug the water. He lays me back down carefully before awkwardly buckling me into the seat.

      I start counting backward from my starting point again, and I drift off, letting Grayson’s scent surround me and knowing that, when this is over, I’m going to have to bury myself to avoid the embarrassment.
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      Jessica

      The ache is back, but it’s nothing like it was before. I shift to the side, nestling into my pillow, which causes me to open my eyes, not knowing where I am.

      When I do, it all comes back, the pain, the headache, Grayson carrying me. The light causes my eyes to slam back shut. Too fast and too much to process. If there is a God, he will make sure that Grayson Parkerson is not here. That he dropped me off, my sister came, and she’s the figure I swear I saw in the corner.

      This time, I open my eyes slowly so as not to cause the headache to return with a vengeance. Once I’m acclimated a bit, I look around, avoiding the area where I know someone is, still praying it’s Winnie, but there is no God because Grayson is there.

      Great.

      “Hey,” I say, throat dry and hoarse.

      He sits up. “Jess, hey, are you all right?”

      The raging storm is now calm, just a few remnants, but nothing I can’t handle. I nod, swallowing as I try to sit up. “I’m better. I . . . I don’t remember the car or getting to the house.”

      “We got here and about two hours ago, I carried you in, and you’ve been sleeping since.”

      “You’ve been here for two hours?”

      This is even worse than I thought.

      He gets up and walks to my bed and sits at the edge. “I’ve never seen anything like that. You were in agony, Jess, and I couldn’t leave you.”

      “It happens sometimes. It used to be daily, but it’s not anymore.”

      “From the plane crash?”

      I nod. “It’s part of the concussion injury.”

      He releases a heavy sigh. “Daily?”

      Those first few weeks were absolute hell. I couldn’t move without pain so intense it would drop me to the floor. “The doctors say they’ll become less frequent as I heal, but the brain works on its own time, and I can’t do anything to move the process along. S-some days—” I stutter and then catch myself. “Some days were so bad I didn’t get out of bed at all.”

      “Does your family know?”

      “Of course,” I say tentatively.

      “Winnie must’ve told Stella, but . . .”

      “But?”

      He chuckles quietly. “I have a rule about not discussing women I love who left me.”

      “Ah, well, I guess both our sisters can keep their traps shut occasionally. I have the same rule about this town and people I loved.”

      “So, you didn’t want to know about me?”

      I shake my head softly. “It was . . . I couldn’t . . .” I had to pretend.

      Pretend I didn’t love you.

      Pretend I didn’t regret leaving and think of you.

      Pretend that I didn’t make a huge mistake.

      He looks down at his hands. “I’m glad we were at the store today.”

      A niggling memory starts to surface. “You were with your daughter?”

      Grayson smiles. “Yeah, that was her.”

      “I didn’t get to see her.”

      “No,” a soft chuckle escapes. “I guess you didn’t.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She’s with your sister and Stella, doing makeovers and nails.”

      “While you sit here with me . . .”

      Our eyes meet for a brief second, and it feels as if a million things are said without a single word. “I guess it’s one of those things.”

      “One of what things?”

      Why am I asking him this? Why do I care? He and I are nothing, and it doesn’t matter that, when I thought the world was ending, he was one of the faces I saw. It’s not the only reason I came back to Willow Creek Valley. It’s home, and for all I knew, he didn’t live here.

      What we had ended years ago. I’m being stupid.

      “Where you loved someone once and you can’t quite walk away when you see them hurting.”

      And my heart races. I stare at him, wondering if this is some medication-induced hallucination. It wouldn’t be the first. Or maybe, maybe this is a dream. One that isn’t filled with metal crunching and pain as the plane makes impact with the ground.

      I blink a few times, seeing if I wake up.

      “Winnie would’ve made sure I was okay,” I say softly.

      “I’m sure, but she couldn’t have carried you out of the car. So, you’d be in the backseat right now instead of in bed.”

      I smile and close my eyes. “True.”

      Grayson leans closer. “Are you okay? Seriously?”

      Slowly, I sigh and then look at him again. “I am. It’s hard, and it usually takes a full day to recover.”

      “What brings them on?”

      “It can be anything.”

      Grayson grips the back of his neck. “When is the last time you got one?”

      I don’t want to lie to Grayson, but at the same time, I don’t want to lose the job before I even start. I am genuinely excited and ready to resume some sense of normal again. Working gives purpose and joy. I loved to fly, meet celebrities, and get to see new places. Now all of that is gone, and I’m not sure who I am anymore.

      “It’s been about a week, but when I’m triggered, there’s no stopping it.”

      “Stress probably doesn’t help,” he notes. “Are you sure about going back to work?”

      I knew it. Disappointment fills me as I prepare to have the job taken from me. “I can handle it, Gray.”

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t. I just worry that it’s going to be a lot of stress, long days on your feet, running around and dealing with my family. I don’t want it to end up hurting you.”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s not like that. I need this. I have felt so useless and broken, please, don’t take it away.”

      He moves quickly, hands taking mine. “I wasn’t saying that. No, I wouldn’t not let you work at the inn. It’s that I’m worried it’ll make things worse.”

      I sit up slowly, measuring the pain and light sensitivity. “The only thing that’s making it worse is not living. Since the crash, I’ve been here—alone. I can’t drive. My words . . . they get stuck. It’s better though,” I say quickly. “I’m doing better, and when Stella offered me the job, it was the first time I felt okay.”

      Saying it aloud makes me feel stupid, but I need him to see that this job is saving me.

      “And if you get a headache?”

      I release a breath through my nose and shrug. “I don’t know.”

      He releases my hands, sighing deeply. “What if I find you another job? One where you don’t have to worry about people or really much of anything, but you can still work.”

      “No. I’m not a charity case, and I swear, I can do this.”

      “I never said you were or that you couldn’t.”

      “If I were just some girl and you didn’t know me or about what happened to me, would you be worried like this?”

      Grayson smirks. “You’re not some girl. You were the first girl I ever loved, and trying to pretend otherwise is a mistake.”

      “Maybe so, but I got this job from your sister because you need a front desk manager.”

      He stands, pacing around my room. “I need a lot of things,” he says so quietly I’m not sure I heard it right. After a few more turns around, he stops and looks at me. “Okay. One condition though.”

      “Name it.”

      “If you feel a headache coming on or that you need a break because you’re tired . . . I mean anything weird, you tell me immediately. Don’t wait until it’s bad or because you’re in the middle of something. Deal?”

      I nod. “Deal.”

      “Good. Then I’ll see you on Monday.”

      “Monday.” I have one week to get prepared to be around this man all the time.

      He sits back on the edge of my bed. “Okay then. Since you’re doing better, I’m going to get my daughter, take her home, and do some damage control. I’m sure our sisters have corrupted her enough.”

      It’s weird to think of Grayson as a father. He was always a great guy, caring, loyal, and giving, and it’s good to know that hasn’t changed about him. “Your daughter . . . is she like you?”

      He grins. “I sure hope not.”

      “Why would you say that?” I ask with a yawn. The medicine usually causes me to sleep off and on for hours.

      “Because I was stupid, trusting, and while I got Melia, who is the best thing to ever happen to me, the fight was hard, and I don’t want her to struggle.”

      “Isn’t everything worth fighting for hard?”

      A flash of regret flashes across his face before the easygoing smile I remember from childhood is there. “And some things we have to let go because they aren’t meant to be won, right?”

      The words I said to him when I walked away.

      

      “Jess, stop!” Grayson grabbed my arm as I walked back to my car.

      This shouldn’t hurt so bad. It was my decision to leave him, and yet everything inside me was screaming out in pain.

      But I heard his mother. I heard the anger as he said he wanted to marry me and her threaten to take everything from him. His father was there, too, agreeing because I was not good enough.

      I was going to do this before we were ever faced with him having to choose between his family and me.

      “Please just let me go.”

      “We have plans. We have plans, and you’re just giving them up.”

      I turned, tears falling down my face. “We are kids! We have plans that will never work out. We both know it. I’m nineteen and I want to live, Grayson. I want out of this stupid town with its stupid judgment. I want to travel, eat strange foods, and make bad choices. I can’t do that with you.”

      He took a step back. “Why? Why am I what’s holding you back?”

      “Because I love you! I love you, and I will never leave you or this place if I don’t do it now.”

      “We can do it together.”

      My head shook so fast, wishing I could dispel the words out of my head. “All that will happen is we’ll hate each other.”

      “Oh! And fucking leaving me like this will make us like each other?”

      “I will always love you, Gray. Always.”

      And I would. He was the first boy I ever loved, gave myself to, and trusted to keep me safe, which he did. This moment was the only thing about us that I would regret. However, I knew it was the right choice. Grayson was destined for greatness, and he wouldn’t achieve it if I was around.

      Not only that, I needed to leave here. I couldn’t stay and be like my mother. I couldn’t love a man, give up my dreams, and then be left when he realized I wasn’t enough.

      “Don’t do this. Don’t walk away. We’ll figure it out.”

      “I have a plane ticket for Massachusetts. I’m leaving tonight.”

      He stepped toward me. “Tonight? You knew? You . . . you came here, we just . . . and you’re leaving?”

      I needed him. I needed the memory of us and all the love we shared. I was a coward, and even knowing that, I didn’t care. Grayson Parkerson owned my heart, but it was time I owned my future.

      “I know I promised you a lot and that I’m letting you down. I’m sorry. I have to go, and I have to try to find myself.”

      His hands balled into fists and then released. “Fine. I’m here, trying to fight to keep you when it’s clear you don’t want me to. I want to fight and win and keep you!”

      The last sixty minutes had been the hardest time in my life. I came to tell him goodbye, and ended up in his arms, kissing, touching, making love, and that was when I knew that it had to be now.

      “I guess some things just aren’t meant to be won in a fight.”

      

      Neither of us had a clue what life really was or the hardships that lay ahead. Naivety is a gift for the young. We allowed it to cloak us in ignorance and make us believe things were so much easier than they really were.

      Not that I feel I was ever as blissfully ignorant as the Parkersons were. They lived in their gilded castle with new cars and heat each month. Where I swept the floor and learned that duct tape really could fix anything if you tried enough and wearing layers warded off the chill.

      With Grayson, though, I was never cold, and that scared me more than anything. My mother once lived in that state of dependence.

      I would not be her.

      “Maybe not won, but cherished isn’t such a bad thing,” I say, not wanting to go back to something I can’t fix.

      His lip quirks, and then he stands, pulling the covers up over me. “No, it’s not a bad thing.” He leans in, kissing my forehead tenderly. “Rest, and if you need anything, I’m just a call away.”

      “Thanks for everything,” I say, the sleepiness starting to creep back in, tugging at my eyelids. I slip down into the warm blankets, feeling as though I’m already asleep. “I love you, Gray. I always have.” I think to myself.

      “Sleep, we’ll talk soon.”

      “Soon.”

      His warm breath slides across my cheek. “I always will.”
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      Grayson

      “Parkerson, get the hose on the first floor just for good measure,” Chief yells as my crew redirects the water to where he indicated. It’s been a crazy night. We had two false alarms back to back and now a structure fire.

      “Jack, get it higher,” I direct.

      He nods, lifting the nozzle a bit more. When we got here, the fire was out of control, but after the work of my truck and two others, we’ve finally got it contained. Luckily, the fire alarms woke the family and everyone got out safely.

      There’re just a few small hot spots remaining, and I’m beat.

      We work to get those out and shut the water down. Jack groans, his head falling back as he stares up. “This was a tough one.”

      I nod, grabbing two water bottles and tossing one to him. “No shit.”

      “Remind me again why I let you convince me to do this . . .”

      “I think it was you who convinced me.”

      “Well, damn, we’re fucking stupid.”

      “Fact.”

      Jack and I chug the water and then toss the empty bottles into the truck. One of the newbies gets to clean out the rig as part of their initiation.

      “I’m glad we got this one under control quickly,” Jack says, surveying what was left of the home.

      “Yeah, no casualties is always a win.”

      There are two fires that I will never forget. One where we arrived and were told everyone was out, but the witnesses hadn’t seen the father go back in to get their dog. It was my first call as a lieutenant three years ago, and one that has haunted me. We should’ve geared up to go in faster. We could’ve saved him, but everyone was sure the whole family was accounted for.

      The other is one that I wasn’t a responder for, but Jack was. It was the fire that took his mother from them.

      Which is why we always answer the call.

      Jack clears his throat. “Always a win.” He leans back, stretching his arms over his head. “So, tell me about you and Jess.”

      I jerk my head back. “What about me and Jess?”

      “I hear that you rescued her like some hero from a fairy tale, pulling her out of a perilous situation and saving her like the knight in shining armor you are.”

      I roll my eyes. “I didn’t know you knew the word perilous.”

      “I know all kinds of shit.”

      “Well, you know nothing about this.”

      “Sure I don’t.”

      Thankfully, one of my rookies comes over, sweat pouring down his face. “Captain?”

      “What’s up, Riggs?”

      Riggs is a good kid, a bit overeager, but he’s going to be a great firefighter. With a last name like that, we expect nothing less. It also doesn’t hurt that his father is the chief. He has no choice but to follow in those footsteps, which I know all too well.

      “Do you want me to start coiling the hose?”

      “We can’t since they’re still using it.”

      “Right.”

      Jack snorts. “You can do something.”

      Oh, I’m sure this is going to be good.

      “Anything you need, Jack.”

      “Don’t be so eager, kid, there are too many who will take advantage of it,” I warn.

      “Right. Of course.”

      Jack shakes his head. “Just stick with me, and we’ll find you something to do.”

      That’s the worst idea ever. “For now, just make sure all the guys have water,” I tell Riggs.

      Riggs runs off, doing as I ask. I chug another bottle of water and nudge Jack. “Chicken shit.”

      “He’s Chief’s son, damn right I am. Where are the other rookies? We can fuck with them.”

      When Jack and I came up through the ranks, it was a lot worse. We were basically the entire truck’s bitches, but it was how we were brought into the fold. A truck is a family. It’s where we put our lives on the line for strangers, but we would die for each other.

      “Not anything too bad.”

      “Of course not, but I do need my gear cleaned.”

      I do another radio check, something that helps me, once again, check that my guys are all accounted for.

      Once the last one confirms, we start to break down. We work as a unit, and get it done quickly and correctly. It’s something I love about it. We do it right from start to finish because, if we got another call right now, we need to be ready. Everything is about teamwork and preparation. The hoses go in the same spots each time, I can reach out blindly for an axe and know it will be there.

      We don’t take chances. We don’t ever risk someone’s life by being lazy.

      It’s just hitting five in the morning when Jack and I climb into the back of the truck to head back to the station, and I’m freaking beat.

      “Where is Melia?” Jack asks.

      “Stella’s.”

      “I thought maybe she was somewhere else.”

      “Where the hell would she be? After my mother takes her pills, she wouldn’t wake up if the house was crumbling.”

      He grins. “Maybe Jessica?”

      He’s such an asshole. “There is nothing going on with Jessica.”

      “Okay, if you say so.”

      I huff, frustrated because, if he’s saying this to me, then someone is saying it to him. This town loves a good scandal, but they live for a happy ending. Not that there’s going to be one because we’re nothing.

      “She needed help, Jack. I wasn’t going to leave her stranded.”

      “For half the day?”

      “Half the—” I take a deep breath. “It wasn’t half the day, it was a few hours, and what would you have done?”

      His shoulders lift and then fall. “Slept with her.”

      “I didn’t do that. She was in pain, so I helped her.”

      “Listen, I’m not judging you, but if I’m hearing about it, then I’d bet my ass your father will.”

      “Fuck him.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      We both laugh. “I don’t give a shit what he says. When he’s done fucking his mistress, then he can give me all the shit he wants. Since we both know that’s not going to happen, it really isn’t my problem what he thinks. Jessica and I started dating eighteen years ago, and there’s nothing going on now.”

      “Okay, I’ll drop it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Jennie’s?” Jack asks.

      “Like there was any doubt?”

      We ride over and grab a booth. Jennie gets to our table. “I heard that was quite a fire today. Glad to see you both here.”

      Jack leans back, hands on his stomach. “Your food feeds my soul.”

      “Good. Here’s some coffee to make sure you boys are awake. I’ll bring your usual.”

      The place is empty other than Fred and Bill, who are here every morning at four like clockwork. They both lost their wives to cancer around the same time six years ago and started meeting here for breakfast once a week—before it turned into daily.

      Fred turns, lifting his coffee cup to me. “Good job today, Grayson.”

      I return the gesture. “Thanks.”

      “You too, Jack. I heard you were the first one in.”

      Jack is always the first one in. It’s something I have tried to prevent, but he’s stubborn and refuses to let someone else risk themselves when he’s there.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good man,” Bill says with a nod. “Your father would be proud.”

      “If you find him, let me know,” he says under his breath.

      Jack and I both have fathers who we’d rather not discuss, but the town doesn’t care much about privacy and our wants and needs. After the death of his mother, his father became a drunk who took off, leaving Jack to basically raise himself. That meant he spent a lot of time with me, which is why he’s like a brother.

      “What was that?” Bill asks.

      “I said, I’m glad you let me know that.”

      I laugh into my coffee cup. They turn back to their food and conversation, forgetting all about us.

      “This town is hell-bent on making my father into some kind of hero,” Jack grumbles.

      “He was a hero. He was the mayor for fifteen years, and they all love him.”

      “And they just couldn’t care less about the destruction he left when he walked away with his bottle of whiskey?”

      I shrug, not sure what to say. “They really only care about that shit when it impacts them.”

      Jack looks to the door, shaking his head. “Let’s talk about happier shit.”

      I swear, if he brings up Jessica, I’m going to kill him. “Like?”

      “What’s new at the inn?”

      “We got the cottage fixed up since the water pipe burst.”

      “Yeah? Good. Anything else?”

      He’s fishing. Somehow he knows that Jess is going to start working for me tomorrow, and I’m sure he has all kinds of opinions about it.

      “Nope.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Did you suffer from smoke inhalation or something?” I question.

      His brow raises. “No? Why?”

      “Because you’re being an idiot.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do say so.”

      Jennie arrives with our food, and I’ve never been more grateful that he’ll be too busy shoveling it into his mouth to talk about Jessica and anything relating to her. It’s bad enough that I’m lying to myself about why I stayed by her side, lying to everyone else is harder.

      The truth is, I care about her. I always have, but seeing her again, touching her face, was like being thrust back in time when life was easy and her smile would make my entire day. She’s always been completely irresistible. Now, she’s grown up and it’s as though nothing has changed. She’s still that.

      That is why I have to keep her at a distance.

      When I lost her, I was miserable for a long time, and I don’t need to ever feel that shit again.

      Jack doesn’t dig right in, though. He launches into another bunch of shit I don’t want to hear. “Look, you want to deny the fact that you have some serious unresolved feelings surrounding Jessica, then, hey, live in your lies.”

      “Jesus Christ, I’m not lying and pretending. I know how I feel, and while I will always care about her, there’s nothing going on. She was in pain, a pain like I’ve never seen, and I helped her. Stella is who hired her.”

      “But you didn’t fire her.” He points the fork at me. “You allowed her to keep the job.”

      “Would you have fired Misty?” I bring up the only girl he’s ever mentioned caring about.

      “Different circumstances.”

      “Is it? Because I don’t see it that way. You never would’ve let someone you have ever cared about be in pain without helping them. But when I do the same thing, suddenly I’m lying to myself.”

      Other than the fact that I am.

      “You’re right, Gray. I would help Misty, Stella, Delia—hell, I’d help anyone if they were as bad off as you say she was. But I know you. I have since we were seven years old, and you’re feeding yourself a whole load of bullshit if you think that, when you see Jessica Walker, a part of you doesn’t change. I’ve seen it. We all see it. You’ve always loved that girl in a way that didn’t make sense to me when I was sixteen, but she’s that girl for you.”

      I shovel a bite of pancake into my mouth, choking it down so I don’t have to reply.

      More people come in for breakfast, and we wave, smile, and make small talk as they pass. So many people here have police and fire scanners that it’s no surprise they’re all talking about the fire.

      He chuckles. “Tell me this, if you saw her right now, would you react? Would your chest tighten even a little?”

      I roll my eyes. “No. I feel nothing but friendship for her.”

      Jack nods. “Okay then.” A slow grin spreads across his face. He waves at someone as they enter. “Jess is here.”

      I roll my eyes. He’s so fucking predictable. “Sure she is. Asshole.” I take another huge bite, ignoring him because he’s goading me.

      “Come sit with us,” Jack says.

      The first thing I’m doing this morning is finding a new friend. Jack is fired from the position.

      When he scoots over, and Delia sits beside him, I realize I misplayed this. Slowly, I turn to face her. Her long brown hair is braided and pulled to the side, honey-colored eyes staring at me as a hesitant smile forms on her lips.

      Shit.

      I swallow the food and try to smile. “Jess, hey.”

      “Mind if I sit?”

      I move as I speak. “Of course not.”

      “Thanks.”

      She plays with the end of her braid, not really meeting my eyes, and it feels just like it did a million years ago. We’d come here, sit in a booth, and both pretend we weren’t falling for each other. I would try to hold her hand, but she’d always anticipate it and move. It wasn’t until the game before homecoming that I finally got the balls to kiss her.

      It happened right outside this very window, she was leaning against the car, my letterman jacket wrapped around her because she was cold, and I lifted her chin before brushing my lips against hers.

      I lift my gaze to hers, only to find that she’s staring out the window, and I wonder if she’s remembering the same thing. When she smiles at me, I’m pretty sure she is.

      “Hey.”

      She tucks her head and smiles. “Hey.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Much better. No headaches, and I slept well.”

      “Good,” I say, feeling relief. “Are you ready to start work again?”

      She nods. “Yeah, I’m excited and a little nervous, but . . . mostly excited.”

      After her headache episode, I told Stella I wanted to start this off slow. She’s working five half days this week. We’ll ease her in and it gives us both the assurance she’ll be able to handle it. As much as she says she’ll tell me if something is wrong, I remember all too well her stubborn side.

      This is a safeguard. Plus, Stella owes me a few weekends of covering the inn.

      “I’m glad you’re excited. Hopefully you sleep well tonight.”

      Jessica turns her head, but I catch the slight blush on her cheeks.

      Delia grabs Jack’s coffee cup and finishes it. “Speaking of sleep, I could use a week to catch up with how tired I am. But I think we’re heading to your beach house this weekend, so that will help.”

      “Who is?”

      “Stella invited us a few weeks ago,” Jess says quickly. “I guess she was going with Winnie, but she ended up having to work this weekend, so she said we should go. Is that okay?”

      I blink a few times, trying to shove down the lump in my throat. “Yeah. No. I didn’t know.”

      The beach house.

      

      “This place is beautiful, Gray.” Jessica smiled as she walked around the room.

      “It’s private.”

      Her eyes met mine as she traced a finger over her collarbone. “It is, which I guess is what we both want, right?”

      I just wanted her. God, I wanted her so fucking much. I didn’t know how I got lucky enough to convince her to love me, but she did, and I wouldn’t ever let her go. Tonight, I wanted to make her happy, give her everything, and show her how I felt.

      “Jess, we don’t have to,” I said, praying she didn’t change her mind. “We can just spend the weekend on the beach.”

      She moved toward me, her gown swaying with each step. “We don’t have to do anything, but I really want to.”

      Tonight was the perfect night. We danced, laughed, and I had the most beautiful prom date in the world. Every guy there was staring at her, hating and envying me. I didn’t blame them, Jessica was perfect and she was mine.

      I wanted to marry her. I wanted to spend every day of my life with her because she was everything I’d ever hoped for. I had known it the first time I saw her.

      Tonight, I planned to make love to her and show her just how good we were together.

      I pulled her close so her delicate hands rested on my chest. “Do you feel that?”

      “Your heart is beating so fast.”

      “Because I’m just as nervous.”

      Her dark lashes rested on her cheeks as she chewed on her lip. “What do you have to be nervous about?”

      Everything. It was both of our first time. I didn’t want to hurt her or scare her.

      “Making this good for you,” I confessed.

      She released a shaky breath. “Everything with you is good. It’s you, Grayson. It’s you who makes things perfect. I love you, and I want to be with you always.”

      It didn’t matter that I was turning eighteen tomorrow and she was only sixteen. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that this was the girl I was meant to be with forever. My parents met when they were fifteen, and they were still together. I knew it could happen, and it happened with her. It would always be her. I was leaving for college in a few months, and she would be at home, but we would make it through.

      I leaned in, kissing her softly. “I love you. I love you so much, Jess.”

      Her hands moved up my chest, pushing the jacket off my shoulders so it fell to the floor. “Show me.”

      

      Jack kicks my foot under the table. “You all right there?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say quickly. “I just . . .” I look at Jess, who is staring at me, a faint blush on her cheeks.

      “The beach house,” she says.

      “The beach house.”

      Delia or Jack clear their throats. “I take it something happened at the beach house?” Jack’s voice breaks the moment.

      “Oh, yeah, it’s where Jess gave Grayson her V-card.” Delia so helpfully informs him.

      “Delia!”

      “What? You did. Please, the whole school knew it. You guys came back from the beach with no tan and a lot of smiling.”

      Jess ducks her head. “I hate this town.”

      “You hate that we all knew, that’s all.” Delia grins.

      “Anyway, enough about the beach house . . .”

      Jack leans back, tossing his arm behind Delia. “We should all go.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, we haven’t gone in a long time, and I’m sure Melia would love a trip to the beach. It’ll be fun. You forced Stella to work so you could have time off. There’s no reason not to head down together.”

      Delia glances at Jack and then nods. “Yes, it’ll be like old times. The four of us, hanging out and enjoying the sun. Plus, Jess is off this weekend so this is really her only chance to do something fun.”

      A gnawing feeling moves through my chest. “I don’t know . . .”

      “Why not? Stella has work covered, you have no plans, and the weather is going to be nice.”

      I glare at Jack, wanting to choke him. “It won’t be at all awkward, right?”

      “Hell no it won’t. There are four bedrooms and plenty of space.”

      That’s it, he’s dead. I’m not sure how I’m going to take him out, but it will happen. “There will be five of us.”

      “You and Jess can share a room.”

      Jessica spits out her coffee, sending it flying right into Jack’s face. I get a small amount of joy from that.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, trying not to smile as she hands him a napkin. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “He deserved it.”

      Delia can barely contain her laughter. “Jess and I will bunk together, it’ll be fine. We are all adults, and Jack is right, we used to do it all the time. Come on, Gray, it’ll be fun.”

      Jess looks back to me. “I’m fine if you are,” she assures me softly.

      There’s no getting out of this without looking like an asshole. “Yeah, you’re right. It’ll be great.”

      Or a complete fucking nightmare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessica

      “You ready for this?” Winnie asks as we pull up to the Park Inn for my first day.

      “I am.”

      “You took your meds?”

      I nod. “Yes, Mom.”

      “Please, you mothered me my entire life, it’s nice to be in the other seat for a change.”

      I had no choice but to mother her because ours was working. “Did Mom say anything about this?”

      Winnie shrugs. “Who cares what she says?”

      Resting my head back, I groan. I knew she would have issues with it. The Parkersons have always been nice to her, but it’s been hard. My mother was once friends with Eveline Parkerson. They were on the PTA together and both helped with charity events, but then my father left, changing our entire financial situation. We were no longer doing . . . well . . . we were poor. Buying new things was no longer something they discussed, and my mom didn’t have time for lunches or charity. She had to work, feed her kids, and Eveline didn’t associate with “our kind.”

      “Considering I live with her—I do.”

      “You could always come stay with me.”

      Yeah, that’s not happening. “The money I’m giving Mom will help her. She wouldn’t take it if I wasn’t living there.”

      “Okay, I could use your money too,” Winnie jokes.

      “You’re doing just fine.”

      Winnie got a full ride to the University of North Carolina. She came out of college with a job and has worked her ass off for everything she has. I’m incredibly proud of the work she does as a director at the youth club because she’s helping these kids in a real way by making sure they have the resources to rise up.

      “I’m proud of you, Jess. I just want to say that before you go in there.”

      “Proud of what?”

      “You’re getting out of the house again. You’re working and going to therapy. Those are all good things because, when you first got here, you sort of closed yourself off. I’m proud of you for taking the steps to live again.”

      I grab her hand, squeezing gently. “It’s scary.”

      “I’m sure it is, but you’re doing it.”

      “Thanks for driving me.”

      She smiles. “Thanks for driving me a million times when we were kids. If it weren’t for you, Jess, I wouldn’t have been able to get where I am.”

      My sister was an all-state softball player. She was amazingly talented, and it’s what got her the scholarship, along with her straight A’s.

      “All right. I guess I should go in.”

      I exit the car, my legs feeling a little jellylike, but I stand tall. I spoke with Dr. Warvel last night, and we went over some steps to take if I feel a headache coming on. I have my medication and a plan—it’s all that I can control.

      When I push through the doors, Stella is there, talking to someone. She spots me and rushes over. “Jessica! You look amazing. Love your outfit.”

      I smooth down my pencil skirt and smile. “Thank you. I’m excited to be here and get started.”

      “Let me show you around the desk area and introduce you to everyone.”

      The staff is friendly. There is one person who is always at the front desk, answering the phones and checking people in. Stella explains how they have another person who floats and is able to fill in if there are any issues. My job will be to make sure the front desk is handling things, deal with any surprises, as well as making sure guests’ requests are filled, and running reports that Stella or Grayson needs regarding occupancy.

      “Do you have any questions?”

      “I think I’m set, but if I have issues, who do I report to?”

      “Grayson.”

      That’s what I was worried about.

      “Okay.”

      Stella leans against the desk. “You can always come to me if you prefer. We split the duties here and both can handle anything, but he’s much better with the staff and day-to-day running of the place. I do a lot more of the recreation side.”

      “Meaning?”

      She sighs. “I make sure there’s entertainment and keep the guests happy. So, it’s sort of like he handles the before part of the trip, the stocking of the inventory, staff, and maintenance stuff, and I work on the once they’re here.”

      “I can see how that works,” I say with a grin. Stella is social, fun, and loves parties. She’d be an amazing event planner. Grayson is organized and likes order and discipline.

      “It’s lucky for me that Grayson is who wanted to stay around here and not Oliver.”

      Speaking of her twin brother . . . “How is Oliver? Is he liking wherever he is now?”

      “Yes. No. I mean, he wanted to go to the new property after he and his girlfriend broke up. He was in Sugarloaf, Pennsylvania for a while.”

      I bite my lip, wondering if I should share this. Oliver is Stella’s twin, and they’re very close. It could go either way, but I decide it’s better to put it out there. “I actually know someone in Sugarloaf who knew Oliver.”

      “You do?”

      I nod. “He was with a girl named Devney, right?”

      “Yeah! How did you know that?”

      “I’m friends with someone who lives there, and Oliver dated their now sister-in-law.”

      Stella grips my arms. “You know an Arrowood?”

      “I do.”

      “Oh my God! That’s right! Oh! My! God! You know Jacob!” Each of her words gets a little louder as her excitement mounts.

      “Shh,” I say as a few guests turn to look at us. “Jacob and I were in that plane crash together.”

      “And Oliver dated Devney, who I fucking loved.”

      “I haven’t met her, but the entire family is super sweet and has helped me a ton.”

      Jacob has good people in his life. Not only is he an amazing friend but also his family did a lot to get me set up here too. Brenna, his girlfriend, referred me to Dr. Warvel. Sydney, his sister-in-law, was able to get a lawyer to help pro-bono with the legal side of trying to get a settlement for medical coverage, which the airline is fighting me on. And the others sent cards or gifts to thank me. I just did my job, but they seem to think it was more.

      “Yeah, I met her when they first started dating and I visited a few times. The Arrowoods weren’t there yet, I guess. I was crushed when they broke up, but”—her voice drops to a whisper—“I love my brother and all, but if I had to choose between him and Sean . . . there’s no choice.”

      “I don’t know that any woman would turn him away.”

      “Right?” Stella sighs dramatically. “I only loved baseball because of him.”

      “You like sports?”

      Her face crinkles. “No. I just like him in sports. There’s something about butts in a baseball uniform.” She pushes off the ledge. “Anyway, your office is back here, I’ll show you and get you set up. I know this is a lot to take in, so I’d like for you to take this week to adjust and acclimate with the staff and the inn. Then we’ll work on numbers and stuff once we increase your hours next week.”

      “Okay.”

      “How is your head?” A deep voice breaks into the conversation, causing both our heads to jerk to the side.

      “Grayson? What the hell are you doing here?” Stella asks.

      “I work here.”

      “It’s your day off,” she says with her head cocked to the side.

      His eyes narrow slightly. “Tomorrow is.”

      “No, I’m like, one hundred percent sure it’s today since you’ve been off every Sunday and Monday since we started working together.”

      “I didn’t realize it was Monday,” he says, giving his sister a pointed look.

      She crosses her arms and raises one brow. “Really? How funny.”

      Grayson’s attention turns to me. “How is your head?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “No headaches?”

      It’s my turn to be irritated. “I’m great, but thank you for being concerned, boss.”

      I can see that calling him that bothers him. “I’m just making sure.”

      Stella takes a step toward him. “Why are you here?”

      “I needed to check on the cottage, so I dropped Melia off at Mom’s for a few hours. I figured I’d check to see how everything else was going.”

      “Right. Well, that was very nice of you—unnecessary, but nice.”

      Grayson’s eyes meet mine, and my pulse accelerates. Why? Why do I feel this way when he looks at me? We’re nothing anymore, and I am not staying. The minute that I can travel, drive, move around, I’m out of here. I don’t want my stupid heart getting tied up with his again. It’s not good for either of us.

      Stella’s hand taps my forearm. “Come on, we can go see a few of the rooms, each is a different theme now. A lot has changed since we were kids.”

      I push down the feelings regarding Grayson and think about work. I’m here for a job, one that has given me a sense of purpose and I want to keep.

      We move past him, and his fingers graze mine. The moment, which is so small and seemingly insignificant, somehow isn’t. It’s as though my heart knows that this man is what I need and there is no going back. My throat is dry, and I feel unbalanced. It was just a split second, but felt like a lifetime passed between us.

      As we exit the room, I turn back to him, and as he flexes his hand, I wonder, what the hell am I going to do about this?
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      Dr. Warvel is extra observant today. Not that she normally isn’t, but there’s something unnerving about the way she’s watching me. It’s as if she can see things that I don’t want her to see, and I don’t like it.

      “And how is it working with Grayson since it’s been about three days now?”

      “It’s fine. I said that it wasn’t a big deal when I took the job.”

      Her head bobs. “I know that, but it’s a completely different thing when it actually happens.”

      “I only saw him that first day.”

      “He isn’t working?”

      Oh, he’s working. He has just gotten really good at avoiding where I am. “We don’t cross paths very often.”

      She writes something down, and I want to reach over the coffee table and grab her notebook. “What are you writing?”

      “Just notes and things I want to remember. It’s nothing bad.”

      “I feel like Grayson is a big deal to you for some reason.”

      Dr. Warvel places the notepad down before sitting up a bit taller. “I think he’s a big deal for you, Jessica. There’s a reason that I bring him up, and the longer we dance around the subject, the less we’ll accomplish in these sessions.”

      My breath leaves my chest in a rush. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Let’s go back to the crash.”

      “I would rather not.”

      “I know, but I think it’s important. Especially before you leave for the trip this weekend, which is another thing we should discuss.”

      “I’m going with Delia.”

      She raises her brow. “And who else?”

      “Gray and Jack will be there, but there’s nothing to it. It’s just friends, and his kid will be there.”

      “The crash, Jessica. What did you write down about your thoughts around Grayson?”

      Grayson Parkerson is my one regret in life. I loved him so much, and I let him go. Now I’m going to die, and he’ll never know.

      I regret reading that fucking notebook to her more than anything.

      “Yes, in that moment, I had regrets around him, but . . . it’s not like that now.”

      “Why? What has changed?”

      I huff. “There’s . . . the . . . I know what . . . couch . . .” Fucking hell. It’s been two days since my last stutter like this, but here I am, bumbling again.

      Instead of her normal method of trying to calm me, she just waits, and I count, breathe, and close my eyes. I am okay. I can do this. I just need to relax and not get worked up. After a few minutes of deep breathing, I open my eyes.

      “That was very good,” she praises.

      “Nothing has changed.”

      Her lips are soft, and there’s a bit of sympathy in her eyes. “No, nothing has changed other than the fact that you’re here and can face it. When we’re forced to deal with a life-altering event, things sometimes become crystal clear or they turn muddy. How are you prepared to deal with your nightmares on the trip?”

      This is the part that has been a problem. Delia knows about them, and when it was going to be us with Stella, I was okay with it. If they heard me cry out, it wouldn’t be an issue, but with Grayson and Jack, I don’t know what to do.

      “I’m hoping I just don’t sleep. Maybe I can nap during the day.”

      Dr. Warvel’s lips turn down. “Jessica, that’s not a plan.”

      “It’s the best one I’ve got.”

      “Okay, what if you were honest with them, told them about the dreams? I’m sure anyone in that group would understand since it’s not an uncommon occurrence after a trauma.”

      I’m sure that’s true, and I don’t think that anyone in that group would ever judge me for it. “I’ve already exposed my weakness with speaking, I’d like to hope that maybe my dreams won’t be so bad.”

      “Have they lessened at all?”

      I release a heavy sigh. “In some ways. I’m not waking up each night in a cold sweat. Last night, I know I dreamed it, but I don’t remember the panic.”

      She smiles, hope alighting her face. “That’s wonderful. That’s a good sign.”

      “I still felt it.”

      “But not to the extent you had before, this is a good thing. By facing it, you were able to start to deal with the panic, which is why I keep pushing you on other things. Look, you could be completely over Grayson and it was some small part of your subconscious playing tricks on you or you have regrets. Only you know which one it is. However, the one thing I won’t let you do is lie to yourself about how you feel, and until you face it and really dig deep, you can’t answer honestly.”

      I flop back, feeling a million things at once. I don’t want to deal with it. I don’t want to care or love or miss him. “We’re not the same people, and the boy I loved is gone.”

      I turn my head to look at her. “No, and the girl he loved isn’t the same either. That doesn’t mean you still don’t have feelings. Considering the fact that he’s come up a lot in here as well as in your dream journal, I think it’s something you’re going to have to think about.”

      She’s right. I know she’s right. When I see him, when I am near him, it’s as if something inside me is clawing its way out. Grayson is that one guy for me. He’s the person I made these plans, dreams, and hopes with. He was more than just my first love, at least I thought he was, but fear became something so much stronger than love.

      “Grayson scares me,” I tell her. “My heart has always been his. I never was able to give my heart to someone else because they weren’t as good as him. I was so . . . sad when I ended things.”

      “Then why did you end things?”

      I sit here, trying to make sure that the words don’t jumble in my head. “Because losing him on my terms was better than losing him any other way.”

      Dr. Warvel leans forward. “What if you never lost him, Jessica? What if he’s been here waiting, and your heart knew it?”
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      Grayson

      I am a fool for coming here. Jack knew exactly what it would be like to be at this beach house with Jessica, and the asshole backed me into it.

      “Daddy, can we go to the ocean?” Amelia asks as I unbuckle her from her booster seat.

      “We can go tomorrow, but today, we have to open up the place.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we have to get the house cleaned up and ready for all our friends who are coming.”

      Melia’s smile is wide. “Is Uncle Jack coming?”

      “He is.” I crouch so we’re eye level. “Also, two friends named Delia and Jessica are coming. Do you remember at the store when I helped my friend who was sick?”

      She nods enthusiastically.

      “Her name is Jessica.”

      “Is she your girlfriend?”

      “No, but she was a very, very long time ago, though.”

      I’m not sure how the hell to navigate this conversation, but I figure honesty is a good thing. We’re never going to be more than friends, and Amelia is sometimes too smart for her own good.

      “And Delia?”

      Now that is funny. “No, Delia is in love with someone else. We’re all just friends.” That someone else being my older brother.

      My phone rings, and I have to laugh when Josh’s name flashes on the screen.

      “What’s up, big brother?”

      “Not much. Just checking in to see how things are going.”

      “Who is it?” Amelia asks.

      “Uncle Josh.”

      “Is that my little princess?” Josh’s voice is loud enough that she can hear it.

      “It is! It is!”

      I laugh as the tone sounds to switch to a video call. Once I accept, my brother’s ugly mug fills the screen.

      “Uncle Josh! I have missed you so much.” Amelia grabs the phone and gives her best pouty lip.

      “I miss you too, Princess. I was thinking about coming to visit you in a few weeks. Do you have plans?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. We are at the beach.”

      “Oh?”

      I pull Amelia up into my arms so I can see as well. “We came down to the Cape house.”

      Josh grins. “Fun. I bet you two will have a great weekend.”

      “Daddy has his friends coming.”

      “Oh? Who?”

      Amelia answers before I can. “Uncle Jack is coming and so is daddy’s girlfriend.”

      “I told you she’s not my girlfriend, Melia.”

      My brother’s jaw drops before his lips stretch into a shit-eating grin. “Oh? Girlfriend. What’s her name, Melia?”

      “Jessica.”

      Josh’s eyes go wide, and there’s nothing I can say now. “Jessica as in Jessica Walker?”

      “The same one. But as I said, she’s a friend and was hurt, so she’s in Willow Creek until she gets on her feet.”

      “Or on her back,” Josh so unhelpfully adds.

      “Can I go see the sand, Daddy?” Amelia asks, and I put her down.

      “Just stay close to the porch.”

      She runs off, leaving me stuck on the video call with my brother. Yeah, this will go well.

      “There is nothing going on,” I tell him before he can say anything.

      Joshua doesn’t look convinced. I watch the thoughts turn in his head as he cocks his head to the side. “Right.”

      “There’s not.”

      Josh smirks. “Nope. Nothing. It’s just a trip to the beach, right?”

      I glare at my oldest brother, knowing that this flippant shit is just that . . . shit. He doesn’t believe a word of it any more than he believes me. “It’s just a trip to the beach, Josh.”

      He purses his lips, and I know that it’s coming. He is teetering on the need to be right and let me know it. “It sounds like it’ll be good for you guys to all get away. That house is a special place where things happen for you.”

      I might kill him. I groan, needing this back and forth to be over so I can prove my point. “Just say it.”

      “I have nothing to say but that, truly, I like Jess, I always have. Dad and Mom will not be happy, but then again, who fucking cares what they think?”

      “There’s nothing to think because we’re just friends—sort of. I don’t know what we are, civil ex-lovers?”

      He laughs at that. “Who happen to be vacationing on the beach. Yeah, what could happen?”

      “Anyway, you didn’t really call to check in, did you?”

      “Did Dad call you?”

      My father has called me six times, and I’ve ignored all of them. I prefer communicating with him via email so I have a record of what was said.

      “I haven’t answered.”

      We all have a very complicated relationship with our parents. Josh, however, hates the man. He wants nothing to do with him and has been trying to buy out our father’s portion of the inn Josh runs, but my father won’t even entertain it. There’s something going on that Josh won’t tell us about that has him so adamant he needs to leave the family business.

      At the age of twenty-five, each of us were gifted with shares of the company. We have enough to have a say, but not enough to actually override him. Each year, he does give us another slice, but is always careful to keep the balance in his favor. The five of us combined own forty-nine percent of the company though. It’s enough to make him sweat.

      “I haven’t either. I just wanted to see if you knew what he wanted.”

      “I’m sure when I get back to Willow Creek, Mom will let me know.”

      He laughs once. “If it’s anything to do with him, she won’t.”

      “You’re right. Hey, listen, I need to get the house opened up before Jack and the girls get here. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “All right. Be smart and wrap it up. You don’t need another kid.” He hangs up before I can say anything.

      I go to the front porch and see Melia sitting in the sand, her brown hair blowing softly in the salty air. He may be right that I don’t need another kid, but I’m sure glad I have this one. Yvonne gave me something that she’ll never know the true joy of.

      “Ready to help?” I ask, causing her to jump.

      “Okay!”

      We enter the house, which has been vacant for months. It was never like this when I was a kid because we were always coming here, the five of us running around like lunatics, playing in the pool or the ocean. Then, as we got older, we stopped coming. The trips here were then, just with Mom. Dad was gone a lot, Mom was alone, and it’s when we started to realize just how fucked up our parents’ relationship was.

      Amelia and I move from room to room, pulling off sheets, opening windows, and getting the place cleaned up a little. She laughs as I chase her with the sheet, covering her and then spinning her around.

      When I turn the last time, Jessica is there, watching us spin.

      Her smile is bright as she leans against the doorjamb. “Hi.”

      I take the sheet off Amelia, who is squirming. “Hey.”

      Amelia looks over. “I’m Amelia Jane Parkerson. Are you Delia or Jessica?”

      Jess moves closer. “I’m Jessica. It’s very nice to meet you, Amelia.”

      “You were Daddy’s girlfriend.”

      Jessica’s eyes move to mine quickly, and I laugh. “I told Amelia that we were friends, and she thought it meant something else, which led to me having to explain.”

      She nods. “Ahh, I see. Well, a long time ago I was.”

      “He doesn’t have a girlfriend now,” Amelia explains.

      “That’s too bad because your dad is a pretty nice guy.”

      Amelia beams. “He’s the best. He saves people.”

      “He sure does.” She clears her throat and then returns her attention to Amelia. “Is this your room?”

      “I hope so. It’s pink and pretty and I love it.”

      I put her down after giving her a quick kiss on her nose. “You can stay in here if you want.”

      “Yay!”

      “Is that Melia I hear?” Jack calls from the hallway, and before I can turn, Amelia is rushing out.

      “She loves Jack,” I explain.

      “Most do. He’s like a giant child.”

      She’s definitely right about that. He’s also going to pay for this weekend in so many ways. After a moment, Jessica rocks back on her feet and starts to move around the room.

      “God, it’s been so long since I’ve been anywhere close to here.”

      “You didn’t travel to the beach?” I ask.

      “I did, but not this beach.”

      I haven’t either. It’s been almost fifteen years since I stepped foot here. After we broke up, I tried, but the memories are everywhere. My siblings would come, and I’d have some reason to avoid it. Most of the time, the excuse was valid, but the truth was that it was too difficult.

      “Why not? This house is . . .”

      “Ours.” The word slips out, but I should’ve kept my damn mouth shut. It’s just that being here, standing in this place that we would sneak away to when life was too much, is making me remember.

      Jessica stares at me, her chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. “I was going to say special.”

      “It is special.”

      “Gray . . .”

      Amelia rushes in, holding Jack’s hand and pulling him along. “Hey, you two.”

      “Uncle Jack, this is my room.”

      He grins at his goddaughter. “It’s a pretty awesome one. I wanted the pink room, though.”

      She giggles. “No, silly, you can sleep in the room with the bunk beds.”

      “Bunk beds?” Jack looks affronted. “Who is going to sleep in the bottom bunk?”

      “Daddy!”

      “You have it all worked out, huh?” I ask her.

      She nods once, walks over to Jessica, and directs her to the bed. “You and Uncle Jack can sleep in the bunk beds, and that way, Miss Jessica and Miss Delia get their own rooms. It’s what the boys should do.”

      Jess grins as she looks at my daughter. “I think that’s a great idea. You are a very smart little girl.”

      “I know. My daddy says I’m like Auntie Stella.”

      A laugh escapes her lips. “Then you are going to be a handful.”

      “What’s a handful mean?”

      “It means that you’re perfect and are going to make life very fun for your daddy,” Jessica explains.

      “I like you.”

      “I like you too.”

      Amelia turns to me. “You can marry her, Daddy.”

      I nearly choke while Jack breaks out in laughter and Jess’s eyes go wide. “I didn’t . . . she has these . . .” I search for the words and then give up. “No one is getting married. Let’s get the house done so we can go swim, how does that sound?”

      She jumps off the bed and places her hand in Jessica’s. “Come on, Miss Jessica, I’ll show you the house.”

      Jessica knows this house better than anyone. Amelia has never even been here, but Jess goes along, letting Amelia pull her around. Jack claps his hand on my shoulder.

      “You are so fucked, my friend. So fucked.”

      Yeah, no shit. My daughter has decided I’m allowed to marry the girl I always wished I had.
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      Jessica

      Amelia is the cutest, most precocious kid I’ve ever met. She loves to talk and explore. She has also latched on to me. We’re building a sand-house because castles are for little girls, and she is most definitely not little.

      “And Daddy says that having a prince rescue you is only in fairy tales.”

      Sounds like good advice. “I see, but your daddy rescues people, right?”

      She purses her lips, staring over at where Grayson is standing with his feet in the water. “Yes, but that’s in an emergency.”

      “Totally different,” I say in agreement.

      “But I don’t want a prince, I am going to marry Uncle Jack or Uncle Oliver.”

      “They’re a bit old for you, don’t you think?”

      Amelia shrugs. “Uncle Oliver is the same age as Auntie.”

      “Yes, this is true, but maybe you’ll meet a boy your age.”

      Her head tilts to the side as she watches me. “Is Daddy your age?”

      “He’s two years older than I am. We met when he was a junior in high school and I was a freshman.”

      “Uncle Oliver is a lot older.”

      I laugh softly. “Yes, and Uncle Jack is even older than him.”

      She seems to agree, and we go back to sculpting the house. She’s so much like her father it’s crazy. He always knew what he wanted and how to achieve it. Amelia is much the same way. The entire house is already drawn in her head, all the pieces fitting together in just the right way.

      “Did you know my mom?”

      My heart jolts, and I shake my head. “I didn’t.”

      “Her name is Yvonne, and she’s an opera singer in Paris.”

      I really want off this topic. “Have you been to Paris?”

      Amelia sighs dramatically. “No, and I never will. Well, not until I’m much older and I can go by myself.”

      “No?”

      That’s strange. Why wouldn’t she go see her mother?

      “Yvonne didn’t want kids so she gave me to Daddy.”

      My hands stop moving. My God. Who could ever not want this little girl? I school my face, making sure I don’t give anything away because I know nothing other than what a four-year-old is telling me.

      “You’re very lucky to have such a great daddy.”

      “He’s my favorite person. I would marry him, but he says it’s illegal and I wouldn’t get a mommy if he did that.”

      I try not to laugh, but her logic is so innocent and sweet.

      She looks toward her dad, and even though his back is to us, there’s a sense of protection emanating from him. He always had this sense of duty and devotion to those who needed it. When we were in school, he volunteered every week to work with kids with disabilities. Grayson formed an entire team of athletes who gave their time to help those who couldn’t play competitively.

      He said it was unfair that they had to sit on the sidelines because of something they couldn’t control. He wanted to give them the experience of hearing a crowd cheering for them and the thrill that came with playing a sport.

      Amelia goes back to the task but then frowns and asks, “Jessica? Can you put more sand here?” When I reach for the bucket, she stops me. “It has to be very wet sand from the ocean.”

      “Okay,” I say with a grin. “I’ll go get the very wet sand.”

      I walk over to Grayson, who’s just staring out at the expanse of the ocean.

      “Having fun?”

      I bend over, scooping the sand into the bucket. “I am. Your daughter is really wonderful.”

      He glances over at her. “I don’t know what I would do without her.” There are so many questions I want to ask about her mother, but I’m not sure we’re at that point in this new friendship. “What made you venture down to the ocean?” he asks. “If I remember, you don’t do ocean water.”

      I get back up and turn to face him. “I don’t, you can’t see your feet.” I shudder. I can’t stand not seeing what’s lurking around you. “She’s given me very specific instructions on what kind of sand she wants, so I’m here to do her bidding.”

      He grins. “She’s very demanding when working on a task.”

      “Much like her father.”

      “I like to get things done,” he says with amusement.

      “You are a task master.”

      “We had fun too. It wasn’t always tasks.”

      My eyes widen, and I shake my head. “You were not fun. You were a pain in the ass who demanded we do it your way because it was the only way to do it.”

      “You’re making me sound like a dictator.” Grayson’s voice is laced with mock indignation.

      I cross my arms and give him a wry smile. “You were.”

      “That is untrue, and you were just being a baby who didn’t like following perfectly normal directions.”

      He’s crazy and completely wrong. “You made Kate Murphy cry because she didn’t use the right paint on the senior rock.”

      He huffs and mimics my pose. “It was all laid out, the freaking paint was numbered. If she had just followed what I . . .”

      “What you said?” I finish for him.

      “She went rogue. I dealt with it.”

      We both start to laugh, and I find we’re somehow closer than we had been a moment ago. “That wasn’t the only time.”

      Gray’s lips turn into a flat line. “You’re exaggerating.”

      It seems he needs to be reminded a bit more. “And what about when Stephen Dettler vetoed your senior prank?”

      “He was an idiot, and again, I was showing him the error of his ways.”

      “I’m not denying that, but you were none too happy.”

      He moves just a bit closer. “You were there to calm me.”

      “I did that a lot,” I add on, nudging him playfully.

      “You made things better.”

      “So did you,” I say, my voice barely a whisper.

      There were many nights that I would sneak out and meet Grayson by the overlook point. It was nestled back in the woods between our houses where the rich met the poor and we were in the middle. There were no houses around it, and it gave us a view of the world that couldn’t see us. We were equals there, and we could see the stars that felt so close we could just reach out and grab them.

      Grayson would go there when he needed to be himself, and I would go when I needed to escape my family.

      We were just two kids who needed each other.

      “Jessica!” Amelia calls out, making me turn.

      “I’ll be right there,” I say as I wave.

      The moment we were sharing seems to pass, and I wish I had been brave before and told him the truth.

      But it won’t change anything.

      Grayson and I will always be the past, and that’s part of what I’m mourning. The girl who had big dreams and loved the sky before everything crashed.

      “I should go.” My voice cracks a little.

      He nods. “She likes you.”

      “I like her too. She’s great, and I’m happy for you, Gray. I’m happy that you have her and she has you.”

      Grayson reaches up and catches a piece of hair that has blown in my face, tucking it behind my ear. “And what about you, Jess? Are you happy with how things turned out?”

      No. Not even a little. I miss you, and I hate that I do. I thought of you when I thought I was dying.

      “Things are how I hoped,” I lie, not willing to make things awkward for us.

      “Good. You better get back with the very wet sand because Melia is eyeing us, and that’s never a good thing.”

      I turn to her, my legs feeling unsteady as I walk away from him. I fight every look back at him, to see if he’s watching me, and I keep my eyes forward because no matter how much I may wish I could go back, I can’t. I need to remember that.
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      “Is Amelia asleep?” Delia asks Grayson from where she’s cuddled up with Jack on the couch. His arm draped around her shoulders as she rests her head on his chest.

      The two of them baffle me. Neither feel anything for each other than friendship, but you’d swear they were more. He says that Delia is just a girl who he likes being around and there is nothing but a sense of comfort. There’s always been something about him, though, something that says there’s someone who he’s not willing to admit feelings for.

      But, then again, that was a long time ago, and I don’t know this new Jack very well.

      Grayson looks at them and then to the only spot for him to sit—beside me. He nods. “She’s out like a light. She had a busy day.”

      Jack laughs. “Yeah, the sea air and building an entire village of sand castles and houses will do that.”

      “We did very well, thank you,” I chime in.

      “You did. I am impressed.”

      “I just executed her vision.”

      Delia sighs deeply. “I love kids. I really thought we’d all be married and working on babies by now.”

      Jack shudders. “Not me.”

      “Please, you were the one who wanted to be married even more than those two,” Delia points at me and Grayson.

      I bristle. “Grayson and I didn’t plan to get married.”

      “We didn’t?”

      I turn to him. “When did we plan it?”

      “I don’t know . . . the ten thousand times we talked about life?”

      “Those were just dreams not plans.”

      Grayson’s eyes darken, and he clenches his fists before releasing them. “Right. I guess I was mistaken.”

      Jack sits up, forcing Delia to do the same. “And I thought you guys were totally over everything. You know, that shit was all in the past.”

      “It is,” Grayson says with a clipped tone.

      “Yeah, totally appears that way,” Delia adds on. I turn to my best friend, a little miffed that she’s encouraging this. “What?”

      Jack stands, offering his hand to her. “Why don’t we take a walk, Deals?”

      She follows him, turning back to me and mouthing, sorry.

      Great. Now we’re alone in this house with his daughter sleeping in the next room, both of us on edge after what Jack said. What could possibly go wrong?

      Once they’re gone, I turn to Gray, wanting to smooth this over. Today has been a great day. I had so much fun, and I don’t think my words were jumbled once. It’s the best I’ve felt in the last month and a half since the crash.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to downplay anything we shared.”

      He sighs. “You didn’t. It’s just this house.”

      I understand that more than anything. It’s filled with us, the good and bad, which is probably why I haven’t been in the room I was assigned. It’s the master bedroom, and it’s exactly what I remember.

      Just opening the door I felt as if I had been hit in the chest and it made it impossible for me to take a step inside it.

      So, my bags sit just on the inside of the door. I’m such a coward that I changed in the bathroom down the hall.

      I don’t want to be afraid, but I don’t know if I can tell him everything, so I start where it feels safest. “Even when we forget things or make ourselves try, it’s like the world won’t ever really release it. After we broke up, there were times when I’d hear a song and I was back to a moment we shared. Or I’d hear a laugh, and I’d swear it was you.”

      “Did you want it to be?”

      I swallow and look away. “Sometimes I . . . I was sad when it ended.”

      Grayson shifts so his hand rests on my thigh. “Answer the question, Jess. Did you want it to be me?”

      The heat from his touch, the way I feel it all the way in my marrow, makes it hard to think. My brain, it’s scrambling, I can feel the words. “You. We. Jump.”

      He touches my chin, turning it gently toward him. I can see the questions swimming in those blue eyes. I would know that unique color anywhere. If I were to close my eyes, I would be able to draw them perfectly. The deep blue in the center that lightens as it goes, and the specks of green that fray right at the edges. So perfectly him.

      “Take a second. Breathe,” he coaxes.

      I do. I focus, allowing the thoughts to form more concretely. My lashes lift, and his face is so close it makes my chest ache. Instead of speaking, we move at the same time, and his lips are on mine or mine are on his.

      The past flows around us, cocooning us in this house where we made love more times than I can count. I feel it moving between each breath, reminding me of all that we were—the promises, the hopes, the dreams. This kiss is different from the ones that came before it. It’s rougher, more urgent and demanding. I feel the search for questions as his tongue touches mine.

      God, it’s different and yet the same.

      He’s still Grayson. My Grayson. The boy who stole my heart and gave me hope that maybe not all men would be like my father. It was a time when we were more than two kids, we grew together, found each other, and then I let go.

      My lips break away, turning my head as I gasp for air.

      “Jessica . . .”

      “Please,” I say, because I can’t get anything more than that out.

      He shifts a little away, allowing some much-needed distance. I keep my gaze down, knowing if I look at him, I will lose myself again. “I can’t kiss you,” I say.

      “Okay.”

      “Because I like you. I have always liked you. I always will.”

      “And that’s why you can’t kiss me?”

      I clasp my hands together, wringing them as I try to explain. “I can’t kiss you because I can’t be who I was before.”

      Grayson moves, sitting on the table in front of me. “I don’t know what that was, Jess, but I don’t regret kissing you.”

      I look up at him, regretting it instantly. “I kissed you.”

      He laughs. “Are you sure?”

      I smile. “Fine, we kissed each other.”

      “Look, we’re in this house and talking about old shit, it was nostalgia. I promise I won’t let you kiss me anymore.”

      “Well, that’s reassuring.”

      I lean forward, and Grayson takes my hands in his. “Have I ever broken a promise to you?”

      “Not once.”

      “Good, then we’ll be fine.”

      Yeah, completely fine. I won’t kiss him. He won’t kiss me. And in a few weeks, I’ll find a way out of this town and move on just like I did before.
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      Jessica

      My heart is pounding, and I can feel the sweat trickling down my face as I thrash from side to side.

      It’s happening. No, I can’t do this.

      Wake up, wake up, wake up!

      I yell at myself, knowing how this ends. It’s never going to stop and I don’t want to feel it again. I don’t want to live this now, in this house, in this bed.

      The sounds start first, filling my ears with the unmistakable scraping of branches against the hull of the plane. The sound of glass shattering, and the groaning from the metal bending. The pilots are yelling and issuing orders. Elliot is telling us that it’s coming now and to be ready.

      Jacob Arrowood, the most unlikely friend I’d ever make, terrified but doing a good job concealing it. Just as I am. But, God, pretending is a hard thing when I also know, most likely, we won’t survive. No one survives a plane crash.

      The fear I’m working so hard to push down is clawing its way up my throat, making me want to scream because I’m going to die. All the things I never said and never will because this will be it. There’s a reason they train us but not many live to explain how it really goes.

      More banging noises are heard. I keep my eyes on Jacob’s and force myself to do my job.

      With a strangled voice I tell him the last words I’ll ever speak. “Brace, brace, brace.”

      

      “Jessica, Jess, wake up.” I hear Grayson’s voice beside me. Feel his hands shaking my shoulders. “Jess.”

      My eyes open, and tears flood my vision. God, this happened again. It was bad. I was there, on the edge of being awake, but couldn’t stop it. I must’ve been yelling loud enough for him to rush in.

      Without thinking, I grab on to him, holding on to him, seeking comfort.

      Grayson’s hand cradles my head against his chest. The steady sound of his heartbeat is what I focus on. I breathe with it, using the thrum under my ear to measure my own, and allow it to coax my own into slowing. “It’s okay, Jess. You’re safe. It’s okay.”

      I clutch the fabric of his shirt, fingers wrapping with all their strength to stay tethered to something real and steady.

      He settles beside me, pulling me even closer. “You’re okay,” Grayson reassures me over and over.

      I am okay. I know this, but the dreams, they don’t allow for rationalization. As I come back to myself, relaxing a little more with each breath, shame and embarrassment wash over me.

      Here I am, lying in this bed, holding on to Grayson for dear life.

      My fingers relax, and I attempt to push myself up, but he doesn’t relinquish his hold. “I’m okay now,” I say.

      His arms loosen enough that I can sit up. “You were screaming.” His voice is layered with concern.

      “I have this dream. Well, more like a nightmare.”

      “The crash?”

      “Yes.”

      He sits up, back resting against the headboard as I tuck my legs under me. “Do you want to talk about it?” he asks.

      Why is this man so damn sweet? Why couldn’t he be an asshole who hates me? It would be so much easier. Yet, he heard me crying out, and he came. He stayed, and even now, he’s being kind.

      “Not really,” I admit. “Thank you for coming and waking me.”

      He laughs once. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

      “I hoped I wouldn’t dream.”

      Grayson shifts and clears his throat. “How often do they happen?”

      Even though he probably can’t see my face well, I turn away, shielding myself from his view. “Every. Single. Night.”

      I feel the bed move, and then his hand is on my back. He moves it up to my shoulder, squeezing gently before pulling me against his chest. My need for this man knows no bounds. I should push him away, tell him I’m fine, and read until the sun comes up. Instead, I lean into his body and let his strong arms wrap around me.

      “What can I do?”

      I bury my head in his chest, inhaling his musky soap scent. “This is enough.”

      This is everything.

      I have my mother, but she stopped coming in weeks ago to wake me. It did no good, and I was still so angry then. I would wail at her, scream about how unfair this is. There’s Dr. Warvel, but no amount of talking has kept the dreams away.

      In Grayson’s arms, it feels as though I’m protected from it, which is absolutely ridiculous because . . . we’re nothing.

      “Do you want me to stay?” he asks.

      I tip my head back to look at him. “Stay?”

      “With you . . . tonight. I can . . . I mean . . . we can just . . . sleep.”

      Each muscle in my body locks, and I push myself up. “That would be . . .” This time, it’s not my brain that won’t allow the words to come, it’s my heart.

      I want to say yes. To feel him hold me tight and chase the dream away, but I kissed him today. Being close to him is messing with my head and all I can hear is my therapist talking about how Grayson and I have unresolved issues.

      It would be incredibly stupid to do this.

      “Yeah,” Grayson finishes. “You being in here is hard enough. I don’t think I could do it.”

      “I tried to switch with Delia.”

      “I think they’re trying to fuck with us.”

      I softly laugh. “I’m sure of it.”

      Grayson clears his throat. “If you need me . . .”

      “You’re just down the hall,” I say with a grin. “I swear I’ve heard that before.”

      “Hey, I was a gentleman the last time we came here.”

      “You were. You gave me this room and said if I wanted you, I just had to come and knock.”

      Grayson shakes his head. “I waited up all night, just in case you did.”

      “I didn’t even knock once before you opened the door,” I tease him.

      “I heard your footsteps.”

      It took me two full hours to work up the nerve. It didn’t matter that we’d slept together already, I was nervous. We spent prom weekend here, learning how to love and what it meant to give yourself to another. Then, we went home, where the world—more specifically, his parents—didn’t want us to be together. For weeks, we were both thrown into events, parties, school functions that kept us apart.

      We tried to sneak off, but we were so damn tired from running all day that we never made it to the lookout.

      Then Grayson and I came back here, but there was a wall that had been erected and we had to break it down.

      “I loved you, Gray. I really did.”

      He pushes my hair back from my face, cupping my cheek. “I know.”

      “Leaving you wasn’t easy.”

      “Losing you was harder,” he admits.

      My hand wraps around his wrist, holding on when I should be pushing him away. “You found someone else.”

      His hand drops, and I feel cold. “I didn’t. I found what my parents wanted me to find.”

      “You can talk to me . . . if you want.”

      He cracks his neck and there’s a tenseness in his voice. “Yvonne was everything they hoped for. She was wealthy, smart, talented, and selfish beyond measure. Although, I didn’t really care about that. I was angry with you, and being with her was . . . I don’t fucking know, it was just dumb. We met in grad school. I was being groomed to take over the Park Inn and she was singing. My whole goal was to be better than my father. To make more, have a better wife, family, job. It was all I cared about. Yvonne fit because she was like me.”

      “How so?”

      He turns his head, looking out the window. “She had horrible parents and told me how she wanted to prove them wrong. So, we dated, it was about two years in, and it was time.”

      “Time to get married?” I ask.

      Grayson’s eyes meet mine, the moonlight making them appear almost gray and hollow. “Yes, but we didn’t have plans, Jess. We didn’t lie in bed, her in my arms as I traced patterns on her back, dreaming of the life we’d have. I didn’t talk about kids and hopes with her. We talked about money and material things she wanted.”

      My heart drops to my stomach because that was what we did. For hours, we’d hide ourselves away and tell the universe what life we wanted because then it could be true.

      And I denied that earlier.

      “Then why did you want to marry her?”

      “Because if I wasn’t going to marry the woman I loved, I might as well marry the one who wanted to marry me.”

      The ache in my chest is throbbing. “That’s . . .”

      “The truth, Jess. However, I was prepared to start my life because you weren’t coming back. You were flying around the world and enjoying life. I was in Willow Creek, living the life that was demanded of me. But Yvonne, she wasn’t horrible, not until we found out she was pregnant.”

      I stay quiet, trying to keep my breathing silent, already knowing this part of the story ends with Grayson being a single father.

      Grayson doesn’t say anything, so I reach out, resting my hand on his. “You don’t have to say anything more.”

      His eyes close as he leans over, kissing the side of my head. “We all suffer with different forms of nightmares. Yours haunt your dreams, and mine lives in Paris.” He stands, his tall frame blocking the moonlight, but I can feel his gaze. “We both need to sleep.” He pulls back the covers, holding them up so I can get underneath.

      I’m not sure what possesses me to obey his silent command, but I do. I get in, and he pulls the covers around me.

      “Arms in or out?”

      “In.” He starts to tuck the blankets in around me, starting at my legs and moving up until I’m in a cocoon. “Snug as a bug in a rug,” I say, hoping to lighten the mood.

      He laughs. “I’ve learned that girls like to be held tight, and since it’s a bad idea to sleep in here, this is the next best thing.”

      “Thank you again,” I say, my arms unable to move a smidge.

      Grayson doesn’t acknowledge it. He just presses his lips to my forehead, and I wish it was my lips. “I mean it, if you need me, I’m right down the hall.”

      And I’ll be forcing myself to stay right here.
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      Delia and I are walking arm and arm down the shoreline. I couldn’t be in the house anymore. Everyone was still asleep when I snuck into her room, waking her and forcing her to come with me.

      “So, the nightmare was bad?”

      I nod. “It was like I was on the outside of it though.”

      “Is that normal?”

      “Not even a little.”

      “Okay, why do you think it was different then?”

      “I kissed Grayson,” I admit.

      Delia stops in her tracks, causing me to jerk back. “You what?”

      I get her moving again as I fill her in on all the things that happened once she and Jack took off.

      “As your best friend, I feel it’s my duty to tell you that you’re a goddamn idiot.”

      “Well, thanks. I already knew this.”

      Delia huffs and then pulls my arm to stop me. “No, not because you kissed him, but because the two of you are so damn obvious about what you feel for each other. Grayson stares at you all the damn time. When you move, it’s like he subconsciously tracks you, always watching, which is how it was when we were kids.”

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Okay, if you say so.”

      I try to think back, but I don’t remember us being that intense.

      “We spent two years apart,” I remind her. “We weren’t like that then.”

      Delia laughs while shaking her head. “The hell you weren’t. If anything, it was even worse. You were in school, and he would come home every weekend. I would lose you because, if Gray was around, you most definitely were not. If he didn’t come home, you were at his dorm.”

      “Yes, but we weren’t like . . . in sync.”

      “You two were like magnets moving in unison. It was really amazing if I’m honest about it. It’s why so many people were in shock when you ended things. But the bigger question is, what does it mean for you now? You’re both older, lived a lot, and are single.”

      With maturity and age also comes the need to be honest about it too. “I’m not going to play games with him.”

      “I’m not telling you to.”

      “How is it that I’m thirty-two years old, unmarried, no kids, and I am a fucking mess? Shouldn’t this have been how it was for me in my twenties?”

      Delia laughs. “Well, I’m in the similar but slightly more pathetic boat as you. I’m thirty-two and have never been in a real relationship because I’m in love with a man who lives two states away and doesn’t even know I exist. Oh, and it’s been four years since I got laid.”

      “You are pathetic.”

      She nudges me as we both giggle. “How long has it been for you?”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure I’m a virgin again.”

      “That long?”

      I nod. “I was sort of dating the pilot, Elliot, a few years back. We would hook up when we were on a flight together, but it stopped when he realized I was never going to be more than casual. He recently moved in with his girlfriend, and she’s fantastic.”

      We are about to reach the beach house when Delia’s hand grips my arm. “Jess, you and Gray . . . you were always what people hoped to find for themselves. You loved each other in a really raw and honest way. Do you think that being back here is some kind of sign? Could you give yourself the opportunity at love again?”

      I look up at the deck in time to see Melia open the door and rush out, waving her hand at us. I lift mine and allow the unwanted images of a possible future to rush forward. Grayson, Amelia, and I vacationing here. Another comes of us at a school play or hiking to show her the lookout we made ours so many years ago.

      He emerges, a coffee cup in his hand, staring at me with such intensity it’s as though he can see into my head.

      But the truth comes back, reminding me that this is temporary. I don’t want to live here—ever. Grayson and I have ghosts that will never go away, and I’ve seen firsthand what those do to men.

      It causes them to leave.

      I look back at Delia, disappointed that wanting something so much doesn’t make it possible. “Yes. No. I don’t know. It’s not a matter of giving myself a chance to love again.” I watch him, hating the words. “It’s that I don’t want to stay here. I want to go back to my life in California. I want to fly again and travel. The real question is, could I give up everything for a chance? And the answer is . . . I don’t know.”
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      Grayson

      “Yaya, you have to meet my new friend Miss Jessica?”

      I really wish the babysitter—also known as my mother—wouldn’t insist on dropping off Melia an hour before I have to leave the inn. It’s the busiest time of day for me, and my daughter does not understand what working means. Also, I haven’t told my mother about Jessica working here.

      “Jessica? Who is she?”

      “The new front desk manager,” I say.

      Amelia grabs her hand. “She’s pretty and smart and she and Daddy were in love once.”

      My mother’s face pales. “Jessica Walker?”

      “The same one.”

      Her lips part and she sucks in a breath. “Grayson, why? Why would you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Hire that girl,” she says through clenched teeth.

      One day, I may see my parents as the kind, loving people who didn’t place value on material things that they once were, but today wasn’t going to be that day. My mother ignores my father’s indiscretions providing he keeps her dripping in diamonds and labels. After each of his “business trips,” he returns with some ridiculous gift that she fawns over and uses to prove to her friends how wonderful her marriage is.

      It’s all fucking bullshit.

      Dad fucks around. Mom drinks and pretends she’s the queen while my siblings and I watch in disgust.

      The worst part of Eveline Parkerson is the way she looks down her nose at others.

      “I don’t see why you care.”

      “Her mother was once my friend, that’s why.”

      “Yes, she was, and then she wasn’t, why is that?”

      Mom clears her throat and looks around. “Is her mother still working here as well?”

      She knows damn well that Jessica’s mother doesn’t. She quit around the time Jessica left.

      “I don’t see why that’s your concern. You don’t work here anymore either.”

      Amelia tugs on her hand. “Yaya, can we go see?”

      For all the faults my mother has, and there is a list the size of Texas, she’s a wonderful grandmother to Amelia. She watches her three times a week for me, not because she has to but because she loves her and she’s the only grandchild.

      “I would love to, Princess, but Yaya needs to get to work.”

      Melia’s eyes squint. “You work?”

      “Well, I help a lot of organizations in Willow Creek, and in two days, we’re having a dinner to help with the youth organization that helps people get their lives together.” My mother’s eyes meet mine. “We know people who have needed that, don’t we?”

      She means Jess. “Thank God for the people who can help those when they need it,” I reply.

      My mother stands a bit taller, pushing her shoulders back. “Yes, well, I guess you get your charitable side from me.”

      “There’s no charity in work.”

      Not that my mother knows much about working. She helped my father design this place and bought everything to outfit it, but that’s where it ended. Being a trophy wife was my mother’s aspiration in life, and she wears it well.

      Just then, Jessica emerges from the front office, carrying papers, and Amelia rushes to her. “Jessica!”

      “Amelia.” She smiles at my little girl and then leans down to give her a hug. “You look very pretty today.”

      “So do you! Yaya took me shopping today and bought me this pretty dress since Grandpa is away again.”

      “Who is Yaya?” Jessica looks a little confused, but then spots my mother and rises. “Mrs. Parkerson.”

      “Hello, Jessica. It’s been a very long time.”

      Jess puts a smile on her face, but I can see it’s not real. “Yes, it has. It’s nice to see you again.”

      My mother turns her face just slightly. “You’re the help now?”

      “The what?”

      “You work here, for my family.”

      “Mother,” I say in a warning.

      Jessica doesn’t seem fazed. “Yes, I just started, actually.”

      “Funny how your mother started working here after her failed marriage, and now you’re here after your failed career.”

      “You. I . . . that . . . crash.”

      That one strikes exactly where it was meant to, and I won’t let Jessica be upset and stutter in front of her. “And you’re leaving,” I say, placing my hand on her back. “I know you have a very busy day and need to prepare to be charitable. I’m sure the effort you’ll need to do that is far too important to waste here.”

      My mother pats my cheek. “I’ll let you be, and . . . not waste more time. Your father returns tomorrow from visiting Oliver, please come by around six. We’ll be having dinner and he needs to speak with you and Stella.”

      There’s no getting out of this dinner. My father won’t accept any excuse and will show up at the worst time to make a scene if I choose not to attend. “Fine. I’ll have Melia.”

      She leans down, kissing her on the cheek. “Be a good girl.”

      “Always, Yaya.”

      My mother turns, starting to walk away before stopping. “Jessica, do stop by the house sometime this week, I think I have a check for your mother’s wages she never collected.” She walks out, and I’ve never hated the woman more.

      Jessica stands there, her eyes filled with pain and rage. My need to fix it is too great to stay away from her, which is what I’ve done the last three days.

      I turn to Amelia. “Why don’t you head into the kitchen and grab some cookies and then find Auntie Stella and bring her some.”

      Her face brightens. “Okay, Daddy!”

      Once she’s gone, I turn to see Jessica still standing there. The look on her face makes me want to slay dragons. “Jess . . .”

      She shakes her head, snapping out of the trance. “It’s fine. It’s fine. I knew it.”

      “No, it’s absolutely not fine.”

      “I should’ve—” She breathes deeply through her nose. “Said something cutting.”

      I want to laugh because Jessica isn’t built that way. She never was, and being rude and mean-spirited has never been her thing. Not to mention, there is no one as good at being horrible as my mother.

      “What would you have said?” I ask as I make my way closer to her.

      “Something about her hair.”

      I fight back a grin. “She would’ve hated that.”

      The color is back in her face, and she lets out a deep sigh. “I don’t know why she upsets me so much.”

      “Because she’s a horrible person and has always treated you like shit.”

      “How did you come from her? You, your brothers, and sister are all wonderful and kind.”

      I rest against the wall so I’m close to her but not so close that she doesn’t have space. “My grandmother was a saint, and she was around when we were little.”

      She worries her lower lip. “I remember you talking about her.”

      It hurts to think of her. Love wasn’t a weapon with Nana. She was warm when my parents were cold and always pointed out the reasons they were great parents. “When my parents were first married, back when they could actually be tolerant of each other, Nana lived with us. She was my mother’s mother and loved her grandchildren more than anything. She would spend hours with each of us, trying to shield us from the hatred she saw coming from my parents and giving us a better model to follow.”

      There were so many times my grandmother would just talk about love and acceptance. We were learning from her, even when we didn’t know it.

      “She did a good job of it.”

      I smile wistfully. “Yeah, I hope she’d be happy with how we turned out.”

      Jessica walks toward me, her fingers grip my forearm. “She would.”

      “I’m sorry that, once again, my mother acted that way to you.”

      Jess steps back, her eyes turning away. “I don’t know why she still hates me. I’m not staying in town, and you and I aren’t . . .”

      “No, we’re not.” I remind myself more than anything.

      We’re nothing. We are just two old friends who loved each other once. Who also happened to kiss a few days ago, and I stayed up praying she would come to my bed.

      “So, why she is worried? I have no idea.”

      Because I’m crazy about you, and she knows it.

      “Yeah, I’m not sure why. Maybe it was because Melia was so excited about you.”

      Jessica’s demeanor softens. “At least she loves her.”

      “That is the only reason she’s allowed near her. As much of a horrific mother as she was, she’s nothing like that with Amelia. She’s kind and loving. They bake cookies—well, the cook prepares the dough and they put them on the sheet, but the point is that my mother tries with her.”

      “I guess that’s all you can ask for.”

      The other desk attendant walks over. “Sorry I took a few extra minutes, I hope I’m not in trouble,” Marie says.

      “Not at all,” Jessica says. “I was actually going back in the office to review this report. Thank you, Mr. Parkerson, for being so kind.”

      I push off the wall with a nod. “Of course. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Marie looks between us and then starts to work on the computer, ignoring the awkwardness. As Jess heads back to the office, I wonder if the problem with Jessica and me is that neither one of us ever asks for more.
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      Jessica

      I’m standing in front of the mirror, feeling awkward and stupid in this dress. I rub the satin material, trying to calm myself.

      “You look gorgeous,” Winnie says as she enters my room.

      “I look like I’m going to prom.”

      She laughs. “Well, it was your senior prom dress.”

      How I ever let my sister talk me into this charity dinner is beyond me. All of it is for her organization, and her date bailed on her. Since she’s one of the main reasons the event is being held, she begged me to go with her. Also, after I told her about the run-in with Eveline, she was damn near insisting I don’t back down since she mentioned to her I was attending.

      “Of all the dresses that Mom kept, why this one? I was so stupid my senior year.”

      The cut is not ugly, but the color is hideous. It’s one of those things that, when I was young, I thought matching my eyes would be a great idea, but now, looking at it, not so much.

      “Who knows why she kept any of our shit, but it works, and the fact that you fit into a dress you wore when you were seventeen makes me hate you just a little.”

      I grin. “It’s very tight, and I will probably rip the seam if I breathe too deeply.”

      “Good. You can hold your breath all night for all I care. I have two pairs of Spanx on and can’t breathe. It can be our theme.”

      I look at my sister in an emerald-green gown. Her sweetheart neckline drops deep into her cleavage, and the dress hugs her curves before flaring out slightly at the bottom. If I had a dress like that, I would wear two pairs too.

      “If I had known about the event, I could’ve found a dress that was like yours.”

      Winnie shrugs. “I think you look amazing.” My sister gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Let’s go. We have schmoozing and checks to cash in our future.”

      When we get downstairs, my mother looks up, and a wide smile crosses her face. “Well, if you two aren’t the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen . . .”

      “Thanks, Mom.” Winnie beams. “You’re sure you don’t want to come? I bet there’s another prom dress in that closet. Lord knows Jessica went to enough of them.”

      She waves her hand dismissively. “Oh, posh. You don’t want an old lady ruining your good time. It’s nice that you’re both going, and that I kept that dress.” Her brows rise as she smiles.

      “Yes, your hoarding tendencies did us well this time,” I say.

      “It’s called being thrifty, Jessica. One does what we must when we need to.”

      Instead of fighting her, I walk over and kiss her cheek. “I’m glad you saved it. Even if I can’t breathe.”

      She laughs softly. “A woman who wants to be beautiful usually must suffer for it.”

      “This is true,” Winnie agrees. “I will either pee my pants or hold it all night because none of this can be adjusted.”

      I roll my eyes at my sister, who is a far cry from heavy.

      “Be home by midnight,” Mom says, causing us to turn and look at her. “Oh, sorry, old habits.”

      We giggle and head out to Winnie’s car, which thankfully, has the top up already. I look at the seat, wondering if I should sit.

      Winnie does the same, her gaze meeting mine above the roof. “If we bust a gut now, at least we’ll have an excuse not to go.”

      “If we bust a gut, I may cry.”

      “On the count of three?”

      I nod.

      “One,” she starts.

      “Two.”

      We watch each other, and then she says the final count. “Three.”

      Slowly, we get into our seats without any incident. However, breathing is damn near impossible. The problem isn’t so much the waist area as it is the chest. I was not as . . . endowed at seventeen as I am now.

      Everything in town is about fifteen minutes away, so breathing shallowly is doable. Winnie and I don’t say much, probably because neither of us can move without fear of tearing something or want to waste what little air we can pull in, and when we get out of the car at the Park Inn, I feel dizzy.

      “Winnie . . .”

      She left out the part about it being held here. How I missed it on the event calendar, I don’t know. I’ve been off the last two days and all that was there on this day was: family party.

      I should’ve known.

      “It’s the nicest place in the county, Jess. Where do you think Eveline would host it?”

      “I wasn’t thinking.”

      She comes around to my side of the car. “Look, I know she’s a vile bitch, but she has money, and my charity needs it. You’re not with Grayson anymore, so there’s no reason for her to be a bitch. Not to mention, Stella won’t hesitate to say something.”

      “Is Gray going to be here?”

      She shrugs. “I doubt it. He never comes to stuff like this. Why? Do you want him to be?”

      I give her a look that clearly says I want to kill her. “I’m wearing the dress I wore to the last event we attended together. No, I don’t want him to be.”

      Winnie laughs. “If it was the dress you wore the first time you put out, would you want a repeat?”

      Yes.

      “No.”

      Her hand rests on my forearm. “I know you’re nervous, but he shouldn’t be here. Grayson avoids his mother as much as possible.”

      “Because she’s a horrible person, and she’s going to make me feel stupid.”

      “Jessica, she can’t make you feel stupid. You’re not the same person anymore. Listen, tonight will be fun. We’ll go in, eat fancy food, dance, drink—well, you can’t have alcohol but I will—and have a good time on their dime. Okay?”

      When did my little sister, who used to steal my clothes and rat me out for sneaking Grayson into the house, become this wise woman?

      “Okay.”

      “That’s my girl. Also, who cares what she thinks? She’s miserable and inconsequential in our lives.”

      Winnie is right. There’s nothing that Eveline can say or do at this point that would really matter. I’m not a young girl, wishing her boyfriend’s mother would like me even after she’d made it abundantly clear it would never happen.

      “I know, but there’s this young girl inside me who hasn’t figured that out yet.”

      “I’m happy to kick her ass.” She winks and then loops her arm in mine.

      Winnie and I were never close as kids. The relationship was always me taking care of her, not getting to be her friend, and then I left Willow Creek. I turned away from the people I loved as a way to protect myself from everyone. I won’t be that selfish now.

      My sister asked me to come. She wanted me to see this—see her. I don’t care if I have to walk on glass, I’m going to stand beside her.

      “I’m proud of you, Win.”

      Her head tilts back. “Why?”

      “Because you’re you.”

      She smiles, a bit of moisture gathers in her eyes. “I missed you, Jess.”

      I gather my sister in my arms. The crash may have destroyed and taken so much from me, but it also gave me gifts. My sister. My mother. Forgiveness between people I never thought possible.

      I’ve gained too, and Winnie is right, Eveline Parkerson can’t take anything away if I don’t let her.

      “Okay, enough of this,” Winnie says as she dabs at her eyes. “I’m going to be splotchy and I need to be stunning.”

      “Don’t worry, you’re stunning.”

      Arm in arm, we walk into the lion’s den. The Park Inn has always been beautiful, but tonight, it sparkles. There are crystals hung around the entrance of the lobby with tons of candles strategically placed. I haven’t been to a wedding here in forever, but that’s what I’m reminded of.

      When we get into the sitting room area, it’s been converted into a bar area, and one of the front desk staff is working to pour drinks and fill orders. She waves, and I do the same.

      Winnie says hello to a few of her work friends and introduces me. I can feel my stress-level rising, but I stay calm and focus on keeping my answers short.

      When we enter the main event room, which was a huge addition built after I left town, I can’t stop the smile that forms when I see an old friend.

      “If my eyes are playing tricks on me, it’s the best one yet,” Alex says as he pulls me into his arms.

      “You are the same as ever.”

      He lifts one shoulder and kisses my cheek. “I heard you were back and looking even hotter than when we were kids.”

      “I am—back, that is,” I add on.

      Alex wraps his arm around me, holding me to his side. “And I also heard you’re working here.”

      “Right again,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “I’m sure that’s . . . fun.”

      “That’s one word for it.”

      Alex takes a step back, tugging me gently to let someone pass. “I won’t say the word I’d use for being summoned back here by my asshole father and my viper of a mother.”

      “Fun?” I offer.

      He drains the amber liquid in his glass. “Definitely not. This fucking place makes my skin crawl.”

      “So, you’re glad you’re not here?”

      He laughs. “Sweetheart, I would’ve burned the fucking place down if I had to stay.”

      I don’t remember Alex being openly hostile about his parents when he was a kid. None of them were ever openly loving, but neither did they seem hostile—well, except Josh. He was the first sibling to take off to another location, which coincided with a certain incident with my best friend.

      “I take it things in the Parkerson house are tense?”

      Alex waves over someone from the waitstaff I don’t know, requesting another whiskey neat.

      “They’re always tense. I don’t know how Grayson and Stella do it.”

      I look around the room and spot another Parkerson. God, I hope Delia isn’t here, or this will be bad for everyone. “Are you all here tonight?”

      Alex laughs once. “You mean is Grayson here tonight?”

      “I didn’t ask that. I just saw Josh.”

      The waiter is back, giving him another drink. He puts his glass down on the table, looking around the room. “We’re all in town. Oliver is leaving tonight, so you might get to see him before he goes. Josh and I are gone first thing in the morning.”

      “Did you see Delia?”

      “She’s here.”

      “Great,” I mutter.

      “Yeah, she saw Josh already and then told me she had to make a phone call.” Alex and Delia’s relationship went from best friends to estranged after Josh left. Alex and Josh look the most alike, and I didn’t think she could take it.

      “I should go find her.”

      He nods, grabs his drink, and takes a long sip. “I’m going to get another drink and avoid my parents as much as possible. It was good to see you, Jess.”

      I give him another hug. “It’s always good to see you.”

      He leaves, and I realize he didn’t say anything about Grayson. Not that it matters, but when I know I’m going to see him, there’s a level of preparation I feel is healthy.

      I walk the room, talking to a few people from town I haven’t seen since I’ve been back. I focus a lot on breathing and keeping calm. It’s been the key to speaking without any missteps, and the more in control I am, the better.

      “Jessica, I wasn’t sure you’d show,” Eveline says. She is gorgeous in a black cocktail dress. Of all the insults one could wield against her, her beauty isn’t one.

      “Winnie is my sister and I wouldn’t miss this for her.”

      She smiles at someone behind me. “We don’t normally allow staff here, but I guess it’s fine since it’s family and all. You’re not senior enough to attend otherwise.”

      I bite my tongue, knowing that if I cause a scene it would be bad for me. The time I’ve worked at this job has helped me tremendously. It’s like physical therapy for my brain, and I won’t lose it unless it’s on my terms.

      “Of course.” She clears her throat, obviously hoping I would’ve given her a different answer. I use her momentary discomfort for my benefit. “You look lovely, Mrs. Parkerson. Truly. As does the inn. I’m sure you’ll raise a lot of money for the charity.”

      My mother always said the best way to beat a bully was with kindness. We’ll find out here.

      Her eyelashes bat a few times, and she takes a sip of her champagne. “Yes, well, I appreciate the compliment. It’s a great organization.”

      Stella approaches, looking like a younger version of the woman in front of me. How she’s single is a mystery to me. “Mother, I was looking for you.” Her smile is there, but her eyes are apologetic as they dart my way. “Dad is in the office and really needs to make an appearance.”

      Eveline shakes her head and then straightens her back. “I’ll handle him.”

      “Thank you,” Stella says with a grin. Without another word, Eveline leaves. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see her near you or I would’ve gotten here faster.”

      I always loved Stella. “You’re fine. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      She grabs my arm and steps back, looking over my dress. “Please tell me that is not your prom dress.”

      I groan. “You remember my prom dress?”

      Stella covers her mouth, smothering a laugh. “That photo of you and Gray was in his room. Of course I remember.”

      “I promise, it was not by choice.”

      “Stop it, you look amazing. I’m more impressed that you fit in it.”

      “Anyway,” I say, hoping we can stop talking about it. “Have you seen Delia?”

      Stella’s eyes move over to another side of the room. “Yeah, she’s doing her best to ignore Josh. Last I saw she was out by the lookout.”

      “I’m going to find her. Thank you for saving me.”

      “Any time.”

      The air is a little cooler than when we arrived, and I rub my hands up and down my arms to create some warmth. It was stupid of me not to bring a coat.

      I somehow navigate my way to the lookout without breaking an ankle, but Delia isn’t here.

      But I don’t turn to leave, too caught up in gazing at the moon that shines so big and bright. It’s incredible, and I can’t look away.

      “There you are!” Delia’s voice breaks the silence of the night.

      “Hey. I was looking for you.”

      Her head drops back, and she drains the entire glass of wine in one gulp. Oh, God. This is what I was afraid of. “Why would you care about me? He doesn’t.”

      “You saw Josh?”

      She laughs once and tosses the glass off the side of the cliff. “I sure did. Bastard pretends like we’re nothing.”

      “Did more happen that you never told me about?” I ask, suddenly feeling like I’m missing something because one kiss almost twenty years ago doesn’t really scream committed relationship.

      She laughs. “You mean did we have sex? No. We’ve gotten close, but in the last two years, he’s done nothing but push me away.”

      Oh, this is bad. “Delia, you guys . . .”

      Her eyes are filled with tears. “I’ve been in love with him my entire life, and all he does is look at me like I’m some stupid little girl. Do I look like a little girl anymore?”

      “No,” I say carefully. “But you are getting a bit too close to the edge there.”

      Her eyes dart to the side, and she steps toward me. That’s at least a good sign. “All he cares about is work and . . . he doesn’t care. He doesn’t see that I love him. I love him, Jess. Not like you love Grayson, but like, I would die for him.”

      “Yes, but I’d rather you didn’t do that.” The wind whips around me, causing my hair to fly in my face and a shiver to crawl over my skin. “Come on, let’s go inside and get you some water.”

      “No,” Delia says with defiance. “I’m not going back in there so he can pat me on the head again.”

      “He patted you on the head?”

      She nods. “Like I was the same age as Amelia.” Her voice breaks at the end, and she crumples in my arms.

      I hold my friend, hating that she’s in pain. “You may love him, but why?”

      She sniffs and then looks back at the event room. “Because he’s everything I want. Because he made me feel beautiful, special, and he talked to me for hours that night we kissed. It was like the world was right and it’s never been the same since then.”

      I pull her along with me, guiding her back to the warmth of the building. “He doesn’t deserve you if he doesn’t see you for the woman you are now.”

      “Tell my heart that.”

      I pull her in for a hug, both of our teeth chattering from the cold. “I know better than anyone that our hearts don’t listen to our heads.”

      “And what does your heart cry out for?” Delia asks.

      Grayson. Always Grayson.

      “Something I can’t have.”
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      Jessica

      My phone pings with a text, and I grin.

      

      Jacob: So, how is my favorite headcase?

      Me: Good! No headaches in a week!

      Jacob: That’s great. How about the nightmares?

      

      Yeah, that part is no different.

      

      Me: Same.

      

      My phone rings and Jacob’s face fills the screen.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey. So, the nightmares are still bad?” he asks.

      Jacob, Elliot, and Jose are the only people who can really understand what I’m dealing with. We lived it together and had to come out on the other side. I don’t remember that much after I bashed my head, but I do know that, if it weren’t for those three men, I would’ve died. And for that, I owe them and am always honest about what’s going on.

      “Yeah, but my doctor thinks it’s normal, and they’re not getting worse, at least.”

      “Still.”

      “Yeah, still.”

      “What’s new in Willow Creek?” he asks.

      I fill him in on the job, the beach trip, and the charity dinner that Grayson didn’t attend. Jacob listens, asking a few questions here and there. Mostly, we discuss how I had to practically carry Delia out of there and have Alex drive us home.

      For hours, she alternated between crying in my arms and getting sick from drinking too much. I hated seeing her like that. She was so sad and I wished I could make it better.

      “How about in Sugarloaf?”

      “We decided that I’m going to stay here.”

      “I knew you would.”

      He chuckles. “Well, I’m going to surprise Brenna by renovating the house. Melanie needs her own bathroom, and I know Brenna would like a bigger bedroom.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      “The things we do for the people we love, right?”

      “And the pain we suffer . . .”

      Jacob goes quiet for a minute. “Are you suffering?”

      I shift in my seat. “No. I’m fine. Everything is how it should be. Things are looking up now that I’m working, and my stuttering is so much less. I even endured a party without one slip up.”

      I’m really proud of that. I’ve been working a lot on focus and I think that’s really helping. The doctors said it’s a muscle that needed not only to heal but also be trained on how to function again. With the help of my neurologist and Dr. Warvel, I’ve been treating both sides.

      “I’m really glad it’s working.” I can hear the happiness in his voice. “Listen, I wanted to ask you something.”

      “You can ask me anything.”

      He sighs. “Okay, my premiere is in about two months and I’d like for you guys to all be there. My family is going, and I’m planning something huge for Brenna.”

      I grin, knowing exactly what he’s planning. “You’re going to propose?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good! The way you did it the first time was an epic failure.”

      “No shit,” he agrees.

      Jacob asked her the night after he returned or something ridiculous. Brenna, being a therapist, asked him to wait on it. I was incredibly proud of her for not just going with it. Although, anyone who turns down Jacob Arrowood has to be a little crazy because he’s Hollywood’s most beloved actor.

      “Are you going all out?”

      “Yes, I want to give her a proposal she’ll remember.”

      “Brenna is a lucky girl,” I tell him.

      “When do you go back to the neurologist?”

      “You know that I am not your responsibility, right?”

      He chuckles. “Yes, but I’m worried about you.”

      “I appreciate that. However, you don’t need to be. I’m a big girl and can take care of myself.”

      “You’re also stubborn as fuck and don’t want to accept help.”

      I can’t deny that. “Yes, I went a week ago and there’s no change. I still have residual issues, especially with my peripheral vision. I’m not cleared to drive yet, and I won’t be playing sports anytime soon. She’s hopeful though, I’m making improvements, which is a good sign.”

      “Good.”

      “Can you explain to me why I haven’t gotten a bill yet?” I ask, knowing he’s already handled it. My doctor’s office wouldn’t even speak to me about it other than to say that all charges had been handled in advance.

      No one else could’ve been behind it.

      “Not a clue.”

      “Now we’re lying to each other?”

      “No, I’m merely acting, which is my job.”

      I glance over at the clock and sigh. “I wish I could talk more, but I have to get ready for work and call Winnie to make sure she actually shows up since she drank her weight in champagne.”

      “All right. I’ll send you all the details about the premiere.”

      “Jacob?” There’s a hesitation in my voice, but it is something I need to say.

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you. For everything. You saved my life that day, and I know you handled my medical expenses, which would’ve bankrupted me by now. You’ve been a great friend, and I just want you to know that there’s no one else in the world I would’ve rathered almost died with.”

      He lets out a deep laugh. “Same. You saved me as much as I saved you.”

      “I don’t think that’s true, but I appreciate it all the same.”

      “Listen, you’ve been through hell, and you’re still dealing with it in ways that Elliot, Jose, and I aren’t, but we were given a chance, Jess. A chance to make things right and do the things we want.”

      I lie back on the bed, feeling a bit dazed and lost. “It’s complicated.”

      “Brenna would tell you that life is complicated.”

      “Brenna is a wise woman.”

      “Let’s keep that to ourselves,” Jacob says with a chuckle.

      “I don’t know, Jacob, it’s like being here is being in the past, but that’s not reality. Things have stayed still since I left.”

      If anyone could understand what I mean, it would be him. He left the town he’s from and vowed never to return but was forced to because of his father’s will.

      “Believe me, I get it, but coming back home doesn’t mean a death sentence. My brothers and I are proof of that. If my father didn’t force our hands, we would’ve all been living very sad and lonely lives. Now look at the Arrowood brothers. We’re all in very different places.”

      “But is it the place you would’ve chosen?” I ask.

      “No, because I didn’t know this place existed.”
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      Pushing aside the branches and overgrown brush, I walk deeper into the woods. It’s crazy that I remember how to get here. It’s been so long, but the path is etched in my mind. I walk a little to the right, avoiding a rock that looks like it fell from the cliff above.

      Today was a hard day. I had a migraine that left me feeling nauseous and then ended up having to call out of work. Then Winnie called to tell me she has to go out of town for her job, which means I’m unable to get anywhere unless Delia or my mother can drive me.

      I slept the entire morning and afternoon, so now, it’s almost dusk, and I am wide awake.

      Hence the hike.

      This overlook was one of my favorite spots, not just because it was something I shared with Grayson but because it was a safe place. Somewhere that was untouched by the outside world and was a piece of Earth that was just mine.

      I climb up the side with a grin on my face because I know that, once I get around this curve, it’ll have a small open space where two people can fit without anyone being able to see them.

      One more step up and two twists and I’ll be in the clearing. There’s a sliver of my heart that wants him to be here, waiting like he was all those times. I’m clearly a freaking fool.

      When I see my spot, a part of me weeps because he’s not here and another part weeps because it’s everything that I remember.

      The ground is covered in soft moss, the mountain carved out on both sides gives a feeling of a cocoon, and the view . . . the view is breathtaking.

      As many times as I once dreamed of this, it didn’t come close.

      There is a town over on the right, and I can just make out a few lights. Over to the left is nothing but trees and mountain tops.

      The sounds of nature are all around—an owl hooting, trees rustling in the breeze, and frogs croaking. I pull out my blanket, place it on the ground, and lie down, just breathing.

      Minutes pass as I sink into the peace of this place. For the first time in a long time, the sky is my friend and I feel safe.

      Until I hear the crunching of branches.

      My heart picks up, and I sit upright, which has my head throbbing from the quick motion.

      Relax, Jessica, no one can see you here. You’re protected.

      I repeat this over and over.

      The sound stops, and I release a deep breath. “It was probably a deer,” I say under my breath.

      But before I can lie back down, something catches my eye, and then I know it. I’m not alone.

      I’m not safe.

      Someone else is here.
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      Grayson

      As though I conjured her from my mind, Jessica is sitting on a blanket in front of me. Only, instead of smiling at me, her arms are wrapped around her legs and there is fear in her eyes.

      “You’re here,” I say and watch her shoulders drop.

      “Grayson. Jesus. You scared the shit out of me.”

      She shouldn’t even be here. She should be at home—resting. She called out of work because of a headache, which had me concerned. When I left the inn, I drove to her house, but I ended up turning around before I got there because she’s not mine anymore.

      Stella came by and offered to take Melia for the night as a thank you for saving her ass with Mom over a misunderstanding at dinner.

      So, I found myself worried and stuck in the house.

      Instead of sitting alone for the night, I came here, needing to be close to Jessica but not near her. That didn’t exactly work out.

      “Me? What are you doing here?” I ask.

      She shifts onto her knees, moving a backpack to the side. “My headache is gone, and I needed to . . . I don’t know . . . be out of my mother’s house.”

      I move deeper into the space. “I needed to be out of my house too.”

      “Where is Melia?”

      “With Stella.”

      She nods. “So, the single dad has the night off and doesn’t know what to do?”

      More like the man who keeps trying to avoid kissing the girl he loved once is going out of his mind. “Something like that.” I walk over to where she’s sitting. “Is there room for me?”

      Jessica scoots a bit. “Always.” I take the spot next to her and pull my blanket out as well. We can use it if the temperature drops more. “It seems we were both drawn to a familiar hideout.”

      “Well, I’ve been here the entire time.”

      “You weren’t here when I got here, and it doesn’t look like you’ve been in a while.”

      She’s got me there. “It’s been a bit.”

      Jess grins as though she knew it. “How long?”

      “Since before Melia was born.”

      The truth is, I can’t remember the last time I came out here. Like the beach house, it’s something that belonged to the two of us. This was where we were lost and found together.

      “Does it feel different to you?” she asks.

      “I think everything is different.”

      She looks out at the horizon. “It is, but being here doesn’t feel that way, does it? When I got here, it was like this sense of belonging filled me. Almost as though the spot has been here, waiting for us. Everything is the same as it was—well, other than the house I passed that wasn’t here years ago.”

      I lean back on my elbows, looking at her in the moonlight as the stars begin to show themselves. Sometimes I feel as if everything has been waiting for her. It’s why I needed to pretend I didn’t care.

      Why everything in my life has been about moving forward and not looking back.

      She’s my past, but I always thought she’d be my future.

      I’ll never understand how two kids managed to fall so hard for each other that, after all this time, it still feels as strong. It all came back the day she did.

      “Yeah, it’s a few years old.”

      “Hopefully, the owners have never found this spot.”

      I grin. “From the overgrowth, I’d guess not.”

      No, it doesn’t look like anyone at all has been here.

      “I hope they don’t mind us being here.”

      I shrug. “I’m not worried.”

      Jess shifts her weight, bumping into me. “You were always able to get out of trouble.”

      “I’m a likable guy.”

      “You’re something, all right.” Jess’s smile is warm, and I want to kiss her so much it hurts.

      “What else do you have in there?” I ask, looking at the bag.

      She opens it up, pulling out a water bottle, a pillow, a bag of snacks, and her phone, which is comical because there’s no reception over here.

      “Were you planning on sleeping here?”

      “No,” she says slowly. “I just wasn’t sure I’d find it, and I swear it was you who told me to always be prepared in case I got lost or hurt.”

      “That I did.”

      She leans back on her elbows, mimicking my pose, and I grab at the snack bag.

      “Hey! Bring your own snacks,” she says with a laugh.

      “I like yours better.”

      I open the bag of crackers and pop one into my mouth. She rolls her eyes and rests her head on the pillow. I hate that I still find her irresistible.

      I look out at the view, focusing on the stars instead of how beautiful she is. Her long brown hair is pulled up in one of those buns that make zero sense, and she’s wearing leggings and an off-the-shoulder sweatshirt that shows off her tattoo. “What does that say?” I ask, avoiding the complexity of my thoughts around her.

      Her head turns to me, eyes filled with confusion. “What?”

      “Your tattoo.”

      “Oh,” she says with a grin, “It’s Latin for: strength isn’t measurable.”

      “That’s very true.”

      “I sometimes have to remind myself that we aren’t born with a finite amount of strength because there’s always more when we need it. We have to harness it, use it, refill it once it’s depleted.”

      “Look at you,” I say, nudging her softly. “A philosopher.”

      She shakes her head. “Far from it. I just have thoughts about certain things in life.”

      “What do you think about this moment then? The two of us, finding each other in a place that has gone untouched for years.”

      Jessica stares at me for a beat before turning away, resting her hand along the column of her neck. “I don’t know. What do you think?”

      I shift so I can gauge her reaction. “I think it means we were meant to be here.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Why did you come here? Honestly.”

      Her breathing grows a bit faster, her eyes searching mine. “I needed to feel alive again.”

      “And this place is where you felt it?”

      Jessica shakes her head.

      “No?” I ask, confused as to why she’d walk out here.

      “I felt it with you.”

      The pounding in my chest gets louder as indecision wrestles within my head. I want her. I’ve always wanted her. I need her, and yet, I know I will never have her. Jessica can’t be caught, and that was my biggest mistake before. She can’t be caged, and any man who tries to contain her will fail.

      This time is different. I know I can’t keep her, but maybe I can hold her for just a while.

      The two of us watch each other, waiting for the other to make a move. This time, I will tumble over the side.

      I reach my hand out slowly, my thumb brushing her cheek. I move at a pace that gives her every opportunity to push me away.

      “I felt safe with you,” I say as I inch nearer to her lips. “I shouldn’t, but you’re the one thing that I can’t seem to let go of.”

      A tremble runs through her body, and she places her hand over my racing heart. “What are we doing?”

      “Whatever we want. Do you want me?”

      Her eyes, which are a rich amber color that is rimmed with a thick line of black, move to my lips. “I told you I can’t kiss you.”

      I move a bit more, our mouths just barely a whisper apart. “Then I’ll just have to kiss you.”

      I don’t wait for her to answer, I kiss her. My lips meld to hers as though we were made to fit this way. She tilts her head, and I take advantage of it, deepening the kiss. Jessica’s arm wraps around me as she clings to me, and I lay her down.

      The moan that escapes her runs through my bones, and I want to hear it again and again. Her lips part, and then our tongues slide along each other’s. I’m so fucking done. I hold her head steady, controlling the kiss, needing to fucking take anything she’ll give me.

      She makes soft noises, clutching my back as I roll atop her. “Jess,” I say her name into the silent air.

      “Kiss me, Gray. Please don’t stop.”

      I do as she asks, my hand running down her side as my mouth stays fused to hers. She’s everything I remember but better. I’ve kissed this girl over a thousand times. I’ve felt her love, passion, and body so many times, but this is like something new.

      We’re new.

      This isn’t the old Grayson and Jessica, this is something new.

      I never should’ve kissed her. I should stop, but there’s not a chance in hell of that happening.

      My hand is moving back up her body, and I cup her breast, moving my thumb over her nipple.

      She grips my back, trying to pull me tighter.

      “Tell me to stop,” I say against her mouth.

      Her eyes find mine, blazing with passion and desire. “I don’t want you to.”

      “Jess . . .”

      “Grayson, it’s you. You’re why I came here.”

      “Christ,” I say before I kiss her harder and with everything inside me. She’s why I’m here.

      I hoped that I’d find her here, and when I saw her, it was as though all the questions surrounding what we should be disappeared.

      This may never work, but I can’t resist her.

      I graze the skin where her shirt has lifted, moving my hand under the fabric. I push under the wire of her bra, letting the weight of her breast fill my hand perfectly.

      She moans as I knead and rub her nipple. Her head moves to the side. “God, yes.”

      I kiss down her neck, nipping at the skin right where it meets her shoulder before my tongue licks over that spot.

      Her hips lift slightly, and I shift, needing to see her. “You’re so beautiful. Laying here in the spot where I fell in love with you. Your lips are swollen from my kiss.”

      “And look at you . . .” Her eyes move over my face. “Your hair is mussed. Your eyes can’t move off me, and you . . . you found me.”

      “I’ve been searching for you for years.”

      Jess’s brows scrunch slightly. “What do you mean?”

      Shit. I shouldn’t have said anything. “Nothing.”

      Jessica sits up. “That’s not nothing, Gray.”

      “I just mean that you’re the girl who I have never really forgotten. I’ve tried, fucking hell, I’ve tried. You’re everywhere, and I can’t forget, Jess. I can’t pretend that I don’t want you and us and . . .”

      Her hand moves to my lips. “I tried too. And then my life literally came crashing down around me. Do you know what I thought of when that plane was falling?”

      I wait, the masochist in me wanting her to say it was me. The realist keeping that side in check.

      “Your life. Your family.”

      “The man I let go,” Jess answers. “I thought about you and how I missed you.”

      “You had a head injury.”

      She laughs softly. “Or maybe I just finally had some sense knocked into me. You’re why I’m here. Yes, I needed to recover, but I couldn’t keep living this way. I had to see you . . . to know if how I feel is real or not.”

      “And now that you’re here, what? Are you going to stay here and not leave if we try this?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      The crestfallen look on her face says everything. “I . . . I . . . we . . . the . . .” Her eyes fill with tears.

      “Don’t, Jess. Don’t get upset.” A tear falls down her cheek, and I wipe it away. “Loving you has never been a question, but keeping you has always been our downfall. I can’t leave here and you won’t stay.”

      She lets out a deep breath and then speaks. “It’s not that way.”

      “But it is. I’m stuck here whether I like it or not. I have Amelia to think about, the inn, and my family, even though they are a pain in my ass.”

      “So, what if we try?”

      “And I end up with a heartbroken little girl and my own pain?”

      She chews on her lower lip. “You can’t tell me what I’m going to want, Grayson. I’ve left you and know how that feels. If we try, and I love you like I . . . and it all . . .”

      I lean in, pressing my lips to hers, refusing to hear the end of that. “If we fail,” I say softly, “I won’t hurt my daughter by allowing her to watch another woman walk away.”

      I have to protect Amelia and myself because Jessica doesn’t belong here, just like Yvonne didn’t.
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      Jessica

      “So, you decided not to reconcile. How did he take it?” Dr. Warvel asks from where she sits with her legs crossed, writing in that fucking notebook.

      “Badly.”

      It’s the day of one-word answers, and I don’t care.

      “You’re clearly agitated,” she muses.

      “Yup.”

      “Do you want to tell me why?”

      I look away. “Nope.”

      “Okay.” Her voice is even as she leans back in her chair. “I think you’re upset because you allowed yourself to be vulnerable and you’re hurt.”

      I huff. She got all that from just a few words. Wow, she’s a goddamn genius. I cross my arms, wanting to build a fortress around myself to stop her words from entering.

      I’m not upset because I’m hurt. I’m upset because I was stupid. I lied to myself and thought I could have it all.

      What a bunch of shit. No one gets it all.

      I clench my teeth together to stop from saying it to her. I don’t want to be here, but my mother took off work so I couldn’t skip. I’m here, but I’m done talking about Grayson Parkerson and my stupid feelings about him.

      “Can we not?” My tone is clipped.

      “We could, but then this session will leave you exactly where you started.”

      “I’m not going to feel better recounting it.”

      “Maybe not,” she agrees. “Or maybe you’ll get to the root of why you’re pissed at the world.”

      I don’t know how Jacob lives with a shrink. I would kill someone if they kept poking and prodding. I don’t want to talk. I don’t want to feel better because pain is the only thing that reminds me that life sucks.

      “I’m good.”

      Dr. Warvel nods once and then gets to her feet. “Okay, you have about thirty minutes left in the session, so you’re welcome to stay here or, if you want, you can leave, that’s fine too. I’m going to catch up on some things.”

      She walks over to her desk, grabs her iPad, and starts tapping away.

      Great, I’m not only angry, broken, and a damn mess, I’m also wasting Jacob’s money.

      Could I feel any worse? No. I don’t think that’s possible.

      I’m being a baby. That’s the truth of it. “I told him I wanted to try,” I say softly, but I know she heard.

      Dr. Warvel sets the iPad down and heads back to the seat she usually occupies. “And he rejected you?”

      I nod. “He said he knows I won’t stay and he has to protect his daughter.”

      “Sounds like he’s a great dad.”

      “Far better than mine ever was.”

      She inclines her head. “Maybe he was protecting you by not giving you a choice.”

      “Or himself.”

      Dr. Warvel doesn’t say a word, she just watches me, and I start to fidget.

      “What?”

      “We often create truths from the experiences we have as children. They aren’t true all the time, but our minds deem them to be so. For example, your father left you, therefore you believe that people leave, which is why you left Grayson, right?”

      “I guess.”

      She clasps her hands in front of her, leaning forward. “Jessica, why did you leave him?”

      “Because I wanted to . . .”

      I wanted to protect myself. I wanted to leave him before he could leave me and I wouldn’t be hurt and broken. He was the one thing in the world I didn’t want to lose, so I gave him away.

      My eyes open wider, and my breath hitches.

      “Tell me,” she urges. I feel the moisture running down my cheeks as I say that entire thought aloud. Dr. Warvel extends the box of tissues. “It’s not easy to work through our pasts and change the way we think, but Grayson has endured people he loves leaving him too.”

      His father in a sense, me, Yvonne . . . we all left him.

      “I don’t want to hurt him. I still love him.”

      She gives me a sad smile. “Love is a gift when given freely, but it can also be painful when taken back. You both have to have trust and openness. If your headaches were gone and you were cleared to fly, would you take flight or stay grounded beside him?”

      Two parts of my soul start playing tug of war. “I don’t know.”

      “And that’s the answer that scares him.”

      It also terrifies me.
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      Stella rushes into my office. “Oh, good! You’re here. Thank God.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I need you to help me.”

      I get to my feet. “Of course, what’s up?”

      Stella swallows deeply. “I have to watch Amelia tonight, but something has come up . . . an emergency with an old friend, but she has dance tonight and can’t miss it.”

      “Okay . . .”

      “I promise, I wouldn’t ask you this if there were any way around it. If there was another option, I swear, Jess, I wouldn’t do this. But I’m desperate, and I have to leave right away. I know it’s a lot, but can you please take her for me?”

      I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. I don’t know much about other people’s kids, but your ex-girlfriend who you made out with a few days ago and then rejected probably isn’t very high on your list of babysitters.

      “Where is Grayson?”

      “We had a huge issue out in Wyoming with Oliver’s property, and he flew out first thing this morning.”

      “Oh.”

      She smiles tightly. “Look, I know it’s a big ask, and I wouldn’t ask if I hadn’t already cleared it with Grayson and he said it was fine if I had no other options, and I don’t.”

      “What about Winnie?”

      My sister loves Amelia and has watched her before.

      “Winnie said she’s bogged down at work.”

      A sense of dread fills my chest, weighing me down. I love Amelia, but she’s Grayson’s daughter.

      “You really have no one else?” I ask.

      “I promise, I wouldn’t ask if I did. I swear, if I didn’t need to leave within the hour, I wouldn’t do this.”

      “I can’t drive,” I remind her.

      “I know. It’s fine. I will drive you to my place and you can hang out with Melia there since it’s in town a block or two away from her dance studio.” Which means it’s walkable. “She has her own bedroom, and there’s a guest room, so you’ll be completely comfortable. Please.” She begs with her hands in front of her chest. “If you say no, I’ll have to take her, and she’ll be crushed.”

      Ahh, the Parkerson guilt trip. I’ve missed it. Still, I have nothing else to do, and it would be helping Stella, who has done a lot to help me.

      “I guess, but I still get nightmares and don’t want to scare her.”

      “You won’t. I promise. She would sleep through an entire army marching through her room.”

      I release a heavy sigh. That was my last excuse. “All right. As long as you swear Grayson is fine with it.”

      She grabs her phone, types something out, and then waits. Her foot tapping.

      Then my phone pings with a North Carolina area code.

      

      Unknown: It’s Gray. I swear it’s fine, just don’t listen to her if she says she’s allowed to eat KitKats for dinner.

      Me: I am not that gullible.

      Grayson: She’s just that convincing.

      

      Stella clears her throat. “Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Good. Let’s go.”

      I grab my bag, and we leave to pick up Amelia from the daycare before heading to Stella’s. She chats a mile a minute, telling us all about her day, what she ate—where she mentions KitKats—and how excited she is that I’m going to be watching her.

      Stella shows me around her loft, pointing out a few key things, and then gives me her cell number before leaving.

      Amelia plops herself on the couch, grabbing the remote. “Auntie Stella lets me watch cartoons.”

      I am so out of my element. After the texting with Grayson, I’m not sure how much I should believe from her. “Yeah? Which ones?”

      “Not scary ones.”

      “How about we watch it together?” I offer.

      Melia pats the seat beside her. “I like the funny one with the singing cat.”

      Singing cats sound like a safe territory. Although, Tom and Jerry weren’t exactly the model we should’ve followed regarding how to treat others.

      Once I’m seated, Melia scoots closer, snuggling into my side. She’s such a sweet kid.

      “We only have about twenty minutes before we head to your dance class.”

      She grins. “I love dance. Daddy says I’m the best in the class.”

      “I’m sure you are.”

      “Mrs. Butler isn’t a nice teacher.”

      “I had Mrs. Butler when I was a little girl.” She was a horrible woman then, so I’m not surprised she still sucks.

      How she’s still in business is a mystery. Then again, it’s not like there are any other options in town.

      “Did she smile then?”

      I laugh. “Not once.”

      Melia changes the channels until she finds her show. “This is the singing cat. His name is Winston, and he’s afraid of spiders.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “I don’t like them either, but Daddy isn’t afraid. He’s not afraid of anything.”

      Except me.

      I smile at her. “He has to be afraid of something.”

      She shakes her head. “Nope.”

      “Not even snakes?”

      Amelia grins. “Nope.”

      “What about fire?”

      “He’s a firefighter, silly.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” I say, trying to appear pensive. “What about . . . storms?”

      Amelia gets up on her knees. “No way, storms aren’t scary, they’re fun.”

      “Fun?”

      “Daddy and I go on the deck to watch them.”

      Grayson and I used to do that as well. We would go in the back of his truck, watching the electric storms on the other side of the mountains. I had a ridiculous sense of false security because he convinced me that the tires would prevent us from being electrocuted, ignoring the fact we were in the metal truck bed.

      “There has to be something,” I tell her.

      Amelia taps her finger on her lips and it’s so easy to forget she’s only four years old. “I know!”

      “You do?”

      “He’s afraid of me.”

      “Oh? Are you scary?” I ask with my voice dramatic at the end.

      “Yes! Look!” She lifts her little fingers and growls. The laughter is instantaneous, and I grab her, tickling her sides.

      I get why he will give up his own happiness for her. You protect the ones you love. You protect your child, even if it means cutting out your own heart.
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      Grayson

      Everything at this property is a mess.

      It’s in the middle of nowhere, smells distinctly like cow shit no matter where you are, and needs to be completely gutted.

      “How the hell did Dad think this was a great investment?”

      Oliver shrugs. “The fuck if I know.”

      “Why did you agree to come here?”

      “Do any of us have a damn choice? He said he bought land and said I should go. After the breakup with Devney, I was all too happy to leave Sugarloaf.”

      I know that feeling all too well. If Jessica had stayed in Willow Creek, I would’ve begged to take one of these locations, even if it meant I lived in cow pie hell.

      “Jessica knows his brother,” I tell him.

      “I’m aware, she was in the crash with him.”

      It seems that everyone was aware of that except for me. “Have you spoken to her?”

      “Jessica? Yeah, she was at the party last week. The one you somehow got out of.”

      I didn’t get out of it, I just didn’t go. There’s absolutely no reason I need to pretend we’re this idyllic family to keep my mother happy. She doesn’t give a shit about any of us or what we want. It’s about appearances and status. Two things I give zero fucks about.

      “I had plans.”

      He smirks. “Sure you did.”

      “I had no idea she was going,” I say as we enter the lobby area.

      “Would that have changed your plans?” my little brother asks, and I have the urge to put him in a headlock.

      “No.”

      “Liar.”

      I flip him off. “Let’s see what you screwed up and needed me to come out and fix.”

      He groans but leads the way back into the office.

      If I thought there was a mess before, I was sorely mistaken. This is next level. The office is small, but there’s spray paint on the walls, papers strewn around, and the desk light is shattered on the ground. This person was out for something.

      “Did you call the cops?”

      Oliver shakes his head. “I’m pretty sure that’s who did this.”

      Okay, now I’m confused. “You think the cops destroyed your office? Were you fucking the lieutenant’s daughter?”

      He releases a heavy breath and walks over to the desk area. “I wasn’t, but I think another member of the Parkerson family was.”

      “Fuck,” I say, taking the note from his hand.

      There in black and white is what my brother feared.

      

      “You disgust me. You’re a liar and I never want to see you again. You said you weren’t married, and then I saw the photos!”

      

      “Did you, by chance, marry someone and not tell us?”

      Oliver laughs without humor. “Nope.”

      “So, you think one of his side pieces in the area found out and wrecked the place?”

      “Well, the charity dinner was newsworthy, and I’m going to assume our mother wanted to bask in her glory, which means press was there. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out why this happened now.”

      “Jesus. You’d think . . .”

      “What? That he wasn’t this way anymore? Come on, Grayson. You’re not a fucking idiot. Well, you are, but not that way. Look at all of us. Five kids. Five, and we’re all like this. We date people who will never be more than casual. We fight back against anything that feels real. I dated Devney for years, knowing the entire time that she was in love with her best friend. I couldn’t even manage to be pissed about it when I found out she kissed him.”

      “I would’ve married Yvonne,” I say, needing to prove him wrong. We can’t all be fucked up. There has to be at least one of us that has hope.

      “Yeah, and that was a healthy relationship?”

      No, it wasn’t. It was toxic and I’m glad I didn’t marry her, but really, none of us are the models of healthy relationships. I think about each of my siblings, trying to see where our parents may not have totally ruined us, and I feel like total shit. Stella has never really dated anyone. She’s had short-lived bursts of something, but she always walks away at the first sign of anything deep. Josh has been denying his feelings for Delia for as long as I can remember, trying to say he’s “too old” for her. Alex is the happiest, loneliest person I know. He has zero intentions of marrying, and we know Ollie is a mess.

      God, this is a sad group.

      “It was what I needed at the time,” I say honestly.

      “And that’s what Devney was for me. I would’ve married her. I planned on asking her, even though a part of me was hesitant. I don’t doubt that I loved her, but how fucked up is it that I would’ve married her, knowing that she loved another dude?”

      I clasp his shoulder, squeezing tight. “At least you’re not in love with the girl who broke your heart, showed up again, made out with twice, and then pushed away.”

      “I see you’re the healthy one out of us.”

      “Far fucking from it.”

      “What’s the issue with her? Why are you pushing her away?”

      I glance at the mess around me, feeling like this room looks. “Because of this.”

      “What?” He pulls his head back and quirks his lip.

      “This is what happens. Things are destroyed when it doesn’t work out.”

      Oliver doesn’t say anything as he leans down, gathering the papers and putting them in a box. He lifts it and then hands it to me. “And then there’s this.”

      Now it’s my turn to be confused. “A box?”

      “No, it’s cleaned up. I keep thinking how we’re all making these mistakes by trying to not make them.”

      “Oliver, I have no clue what the hell you’re saying.”

      He sighs deeply. “So what if there’s a mess at the end? Who gives a shit if things don’t work out or we aren’t getting what we want at the finish line? We can pick the pieces up and pack them away. Isn’t it supposed to be about the journey? I’m tired of living this way, Grayson. I want to get married and have kids. I want to be fucking happy. When I was back home last week, all I could see were people who didn’t have money or hated their jobs, but they looked happy because they weren’t alone.”

      “I see it every day.”

      “And you don’t want that?”

      He has no fucking idea. “I built a house because I hoped someone would live in it with me,” I remind him.

      “Yeah, and now she’s back and you’re afraid.”

      “Damn right I’m afraid!” I yell, tossing the box on the floor. “I know what it feels like to lose her.”

      Oliver nods slowly. “You also know what it’s like to love her. I guess the question is, which one is worth more?”

      I’m done with this conversation. “Let’s clean this up,” I suggest sternly. “Then we’ll call him and let him know about the damage.”

      Thankfully, he takes the hint and we start working on cleaning up the messes we can.
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      Jessica

      “Are you sure you don’t mind?” Stella asks as I push the phone to my ear.

      What am I supposed to say? No. I can’t because Amelia is four and can’t exactly stay home alone. So, here I am, packing up her stuff to head to Grayson’s house and spend another night with her.

      “It’s fine.”

      She sighs with relief. “You’re the best. Truly. I thought I could get back, but the storm is bad, and I can’t see with the sheeting rain.”

      “I understand.”

      Even if I hate the idea of sleeping at his place, Amelia needs clean clothes and she’s bored here.

      “Thank you, Jess. I know this isn’t easy for you since you and Gray have history, but . . .”

      “It’s really okay. We’re friends, and this is what friends do.”

      The thunder echoes in the background, punctuating that thought. “I have to go.”

      “Be safe, we’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Amelia comes rushing in, a big smile on her face. “Are we going to my house?”

      “We are.”

      “Yay!” She jumps up and down. “I can show you all my toys. I have a lot of them because Daddy says I’m cute.”

      And she is. Just then a horn honks, and I grab our bags and hold out my hand. “Ready to go?”

      Delia, the lifesaver she is, came to drive us over so we didn’t have to walk. We get in the car, and I strap Amelia into her booster seat. When I climb into the front, Delia is staring at me, giving me a dubious look.

      “Don’t say a word,” I warn.

      She grins. “What would I even say?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nope. Nothing. I have nothing to say about this.”

      “Good. Then say nothing.”

      Delia looks in the rearview mirror. “Do you have anything to say, Melia?”

      Melia smiles. “I love dolls.”

      “Yes, it’s fun to pretend, isn’t it, Jessica?”

      I grit my teeth. “Yes.”

      She continues on. “I like to pretend that my best friend is going to find her prince someday. He’s tall, has dark hair, and the bluest eyes.”

      Amelia perks up. “My daddy has blue eyes.”

      Delia gasps. “He does?”

      “And he’s tall.”

      “Look at that.”

      “So much for not a word,” I say out of the corner of my mouth.

      She ignores me, making a right onto Grayson’s street. “Do you think my friend should tell him she loves him?”

      Amelia nods vigorously. “And she should kiss him!”

      “She should?”

      I want to throw myself from this car. “Kissing boys isn’t a good idea,” I try to inject some reasoning into this asinine conversation.

      “That’s true,” Delia agrees. “I think she might love him, though, and if she does, she should kiss him before his evil mother gives her poison.”

      “Oh Jesus,” I mutter.

      “She has to have a kiss!” Amelia agrees.

      “Yes, because then, maybe my friend will wake up and see what’s really happening.”

      Blessedly, we pull into his driveway and Delia parks. I don’t say anything because I won’t give this conversation another second of my time. I’m not sleeping. I’m fully awake and aware of the truth. This isn’t a fairy tale, and the happy ending isn’t coming my way.

      I look at the log cabin in front of me and try not to think about how I’m going into his home. It’s two floors with huge windows and a wraparound porch on the front. There’s a black tin roof, which I imagine makes rainy nights sound like a lullaby. On the front door, there are three white papers with drawings on them, obviously Amelia’s handiwork.

      I make my way closer with my heart in my throat because this is their life and I’m walking into it.

      Amelia, having the attention span of a four-year-old, rushes to the door, busy telling Delia about her dance class. “And then Mrs. Butler said I have to move my right foot to be in second position, but I don’t like it. Fourth is my favorite, so I wanted to stay there.”

      Delia and I did ballet for years, which is how we became best friends. We both sucked—horribly.

      “You should tell her that you want to wear a purple leotard.”

      “Are you trying to get her thrown out?” I ask.

      “I’m hoping maybe I can drive Mrs. Butler to finally retire.”

      I roll my eyes, find the spare key where Grayson told me it would be, and open the door. “You wear your pink tights and black leotard and don’t listen to a word Delia says.”

      Amelia shrugs and rushes off to what I assume is her room. I take a second and look around. This is his home, where he’s raising a little girl on his own.

      The house is exactly like what we always dreamed of when we looked out at the mountains. It’s a beautiful log cabin with a lot of open space and a huge loft on the second floor. The back wall, though, it’s—incredible. Floor-to-ceiling windows that give you the perfect view of the mountains. Why the hell he came out to our spot I’ll never understand. Here, standing in the middle of the room, I can see the same view.

      Over to the right is the town that is the only light we can see from the lookout. And then, to the left is the mountain peak that looks like a pencil.

      I feel the air leave my lungs in a rush.

      “It’s one hell of a view.” Delia stands beside me.

      There are tears forming in my eyes, the moisture threatening to spill over, and I turn so no one will see. He bought a house on the same side of the mountain, looking out at the view we always loved.

      Then something starts to niggle in the back of my mind. “Delia?”

      “What?”

      “This house . . . has it always been Grayson’s?”

      “Yeah, he had it built. He bought the land years ago, but didn’t do anything with it, then when he and”—she looks around for Melia—“her mother were a thing, he put it on the market but kept rejecting the offers. He built the house right after Amelia was born and she left.”

      I can feel my breathing growing labored. Oh, God. He bought the land. He owns this plot and he owns our spot. “Oh.”

      That’s all I can say as I stare out the windows.

      “Why?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing, it’s just a great view.”

      “Yeah, must be nice to be a Parkerson and buy part of a mountain.”

      I take another few steps, my heart pounding as I get closer. It’s all here. Everything that we shared, the memories, the hopes and dreams whispered into the air—they are all right here. Another tear falls down my cheek as another part of my heart realizes just how much I’m in love with him.
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      “Jess,” Grayson’s deep voice sounds so far away even though he’s right here in my arms.

      I don’t want to be woken from this dream.

      Grayson’s scent is around me, his lips are on mine. We’re in our spot where nothing can touch us.

      “Jessica.” His voice is low and sultry. “Love.”

      When he uses the term of endearment, I break. I grab for him, reaching, but he’s not there. I groan, trying to bring him to me. “Gray, please,” I beg. “Please, don’t leave me.”

      I can feel the hesitation raging between us. “Fuck,” he curses, rubbing his nose against mine.

      So close.

      He’s right here.

      “I need you,” I confess.

      He lets out a low grumble that comes from his chest as his forehead rests on mine. “You’re killing me.”

      I run my hands along the stubble on his cheek. “Love me,” I plead.

      “I always have.”

      I smile, loving how he makes me feel. “I’ve always loved you, but I was afraid.”

      Grayson’s fingers run down my jaw before brushing my lips. “Afraid of what?”

      In my dream, I am not afraid to tell him. I close my eyes and the heat of him surrounds me. “Losing you. I never want to lose you.” He lets out a heavy sigh as though I’ve just said something that hurt him. I feel him pulling away, and I clutch at him. “Don’t.”

      “Wake up, love. Wake up.”

      My throat goes dry, and my eyes fly open. He’s there, hovering over me. I’m . . . in a bed that’s not mine.

      Because it’s his. I’m in his bed, and he’s in it too.

      I gasp, and he moves to the side. “I was dreaming?”

      Grayson grips the back of his neck. “Yeah.”

      “Oh, God.” I clasp my hand over my mouth.

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh, God,” I say again, realizing that I was dreaming of . . . him and not the crash. I sit up, my heart pounding. “Do you know what this means?”

      He rubs his forehead and then pinches the bridge of his nose. “That I’m going to be taking a very long, very cold shower after hearing all that?”

      “No! It means I was dreaming of you. Of us. Not the crash. It means that, for the first time in two months, I didn’t have the same horrific nightmare.”

      Happiness feels as though it’s exploding from my body. This is what I imagine a miracle would feel like.

      “You were dreaming when I got in.”

      I move close to him, feeling alive and happy. “Yeah, but I wasn’t dying. I wasn’t literally shaking and hurtling toward the ground at a speed that meant I would never see you . . .”

      His eyes, so close and open, stare into mine, and my heart begins to race. “Is that what you fear?”

      I can feel the heat flame my cheeks, and I nod. Dr. Warvel wanted me to be honest, well, here it goes. “Yes. Even now, you’re here, and I feel like I’m still falling from the sky when we’re close.”

      “You’re not the only one.”

      His confession stuns me. “We’re only going to hurt each other,” I tell him.

      “We’re doing that now anyway.”

      He’s right. This push and pull isn’t good for either of us. We’re lying to ourselves if we think we can keep going in this circle. It’s madness, and we’re failing.

      I scoot closer. “Grayson . . . this house.”

      The sun is rising, bathing the room in beautiful rays of light. On our mountain, nothing can hurt us—at least, that’s what I always believed.

      He closes his eyes and turns away. “I couldn’t let it go, Jess.”

      “Why?”

      He laughs once, turning back to me. “Why do you think?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask.

      Grayson’s hand runs through the thick brown locks as he lets out a low groan. “You hadn’t been back here in how long? I thought that seeing you wouldn’t matter. If I could spend every fucking day looking out my windows and be okay, then it was fine, right?”

      I’m not sure what he’s saying, but I don’t interrupt.

      “And then you come back. You show up here, broken, beautiful, and not mine to love anymore. You left me. You fucking left me, and I needed to get over you. Now the tree line that stopped hurting years ago is like tiny needles to my heart. The pencil mountain is sharper, mocking me as I look out. The people, the ones we gave fake lives to, are living our future while I sit here, pretending that you being right across the tracks doesn’t matter. I bought this land because it was ours. The memories, the path to that spot, the entire thing was ours.”

      I lift my hand, bringing it to rest on his arm, needing to touch him. “I left you and could never say your name again. I left you and forbid myself to talk about you because, each time I did, it felt like my heart was dying.”

      His hand covers mine, and a million questions dance in his beautiful eyes. I want him to kiss me.

      It took one night in his house to chase the nightmares away. All of it because of him.

      After another minute of silence, his thumb glides along my palm. “You know, we keep ending up in bed or alone. I have always wanted you, Jess. My resistance isn’t this strong.”

      “Maybe we should stop resisting.”

      I do everything I said I wouldn’t but wanted to. I kiss him. Grayson responds immediately, pushing me to the bed, kissing me back while his hands hold my face. He rolls us so I’m on top, and I don’t waste a second. Who knows when one of us will come to our senses or remember that the reason we pull back is because this is stupid.

      I will leave.

      He will stay.

      We will break. That’s the reality.

      However, this kiss is the dream, and I don’t want to wake up.

      He built a house in the place we fell in love, and right now, there’s no way I will pull back from him.

      I moan against his lips and kiss the stubble along his strong jawline. He’s so damn sexy like this. Not perfectly put together, just a man—a very sexy one.

      I nip at his ear and then go back to his mouth. He was my first kiss. My first lover. My first love, and while I’ve spent a good portion of my adult life pretending we were nothing, my body remembers otherwise.

      His deep voice vibrates through me. “You drive me insane. Your mouth, your fucking mouth is everything I remember.”

      He threads his fingers through my hair, tugging our mouths back together. I kiss him, letting my body mold against his.

      “No stopping,” I say.

      “No stopping. I’m going to love you again.”

      I love him now. My legs straddle him, feeling his erection hard between us. I’ve missed this, the way he touches me, bringing me to life in a way only he can.

      My shirt lifts, his rough callouses touching the skin on my back as he pulls it up over my head. The fabric falls to the floor, and then he pulls my sports bra down, palming my breast. God, this feels too good. It’s so right, and I want nothing more than to feel him inside me, filling me with everything I’ve been missing.

      Him.

      My head tips back when his tongue runs around my nipple before he takes it in his mouth. Grayson flicks it a few times, causing the moan coming from my throat to be low and husky.

      “You feel so good,” I say quietly.

      “You feel so right.”

      I look down at him, his wording making my breath hitch. “Gray.”

      “Don’t tell me to stop.”

      I shake my head. “Not this time.”

      If we were somewhere else, I might have the strength, but not here. His bed faces the windows looking out at the vista, and I wonder how he did it. It would’ve destroyed me to be here. Just two seconds was enough to have me crumbling inside. Instead of pretending we never were, Grayson lived in it, surrounding himself in our past.

      He rolls us again, staring at me as he pulls his shirt over his head. “Do you know how many times I wished for this? How often I rolled over, wishing I’d find you next to me? Can you even fathom how looking out at that view every morning drove me crazy? And then you came back. You came here, and fuck, Jess, I can’t push you away again.”

      The deep emotion in his voice breaks me. I want to speak, but I know I can’t because my head is spinning.

      I reach up, pressing my palm to his chest. “Love. We. I. Sorry.”

      What I want to say is: I love you. I’m sorry I left you. I need you, and this is what we always should’ve been—together.

      He leans down. “Don’t say anything. I don’t need the words, love.”

      A tear falls down my face as I nod. He kisses me tenderly, and I pray he can feel everything I wish I could express.

      He pulls back, wiping it away. “Tell me we’re not dreaming.”

      I smile up at him. “We’re not. I would know.”

      The crinkle around his eyes softens as his lips turn up. “You would?”

      I nod. “Kiss me.”

      Right as his lips near mine, a soft sound causes us both to turn our heads. The door creaks open, and then a soft, sleepy voice calls out. “Daddy?”

      Before I can do anything, Grayson turns to the side and I go tumbling to the floor.
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      Grayson

      Shit. Fuck. Shit.

      Okay, stay calm. First rule of your daughter walking in when you’re about to have sex is don’t freak out, just be cool. “Amelia, you’re awake.” My voice is a bit too high-pitched, so I clear my throat to cover it. “Hi, sweetheart.”

      She rubs her eyes. “You’re home!”

      I grab my shirt, throwing it on quickly and glance down at Jessica, who is doing the same. “I just got here.”

      “Where’s Jessica?” she asks.

      Jessica pops up, pulling her hair into a tie. “I’m here. Hi, Melia. Did you sleep well?”

      Her lips are just the right amount of swollen, and she looks to me nervously, as though I have a clue what to do. This is all new territory for me. The only women who have ever been in this house are my mother and Stella.

      “Why were you on the floor?” Melia asks with her head tilted.

      “She was having a bad dream,” I explain stupidly.

      My very intelligent daughter narrows her eyes. “Did you sleep on the floor?”

      Jessica clears her throat. “When I have bad dreams, sometimes I fall off the bed.”

      Amelia rushes to Jessica. “Are you okay? I have bad dreams too, and Daddy always helps. I don’t fall off the bed, though.”

      Jessica smiles at her and looks to me as I adjust my very uncomfortable erection. “I think I’ll be better soon.”

      I sure as fuck hope soon means tonight when I send Amelia somewhere and don’t have to think about anyone walking in when we pick up where we left off.

      She hops onto the bed, holding her very worn bear by the neck. “You can have Mr. Snuggles.”

      “I can?”

      Melia grins. “I got him when I was just a baby, and he keeps all the bad monsters away.”

      “Well, I couldn’t take him from you then.”

      “We can share him,” she offers.

      “That’s very sweet of you,” Jessica says as she taps her on the nose. “I’m finding that my dreams aren’t so bad anymore.”

      Amelia looks to me. “Did you help Jessica with her bad dream?”

      I want to laugh, but I don’t. “I think so.”

      “Maybe Jessica should sleep in my room, and you can chase the monsters away for her at night.”

      My sweet kid has no idea what I want to do to Jessica at night.

      I change the conversation, thinking of anything other than Jessica, a bed, kissing, or breathing as I keep a pillow very strategically placed.

      “Why don’t you head downstairs and see what I left on the counter,” I suggest.

      Amelia’s eyes pop wide. “Did you bring me a present?”

      “Uncle Alex sent something for you from Savannah, but there’s also something you may want to eat.”

      “Donuts?”

      I grin. “You will have to go find out.”

      There’s nothing this kid loves more than donuts, and I thank God I had the forethought to get them. She’s gone in the blink of an eye, leaving Jessica and I alone.

      I reach out, wrapping my hand around her wrist and pulling her back up onto the bed. A soft laugh escapes her before the moment shifts. I need to kiss her, to know that what we shared wasn’t nothing.

      “Tonight, I’m sending her to my sister’s and then I am going to make love to you,” I tell her.

      Her finger slips against my lips. “Is that so?”

      I raise one brow, challenging her to rebuke me. “Is that a no?”

      “What about Amelia? About all the reasons we have?” she asks.

      What Oliver said about which one being worth more is ringing in my head. I’ll lose her again, but isn’t loving her again, no matter the time I get, worth it? Looking at her, there’s no question anymore.

      “This is between us. I know it’s not forever, so we have to be careful.”

      “We don’t have to tell anyone,” she agrees.

      “This is just for us. We’ll take what we can, and no one will ever know.”

      She watches me, looking for something, and then nods. “Okay. Tonight.”

      My lips touch hers, and I can’t remember the last time I looked forward to the night.
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      “You owe me,” I tell Stella as she moves around her loft, putting things away.

      “My debts are all paid up to you, dear brother. I can’t take her tonight because I’m busy avoiding your father.”

      Yeah, sure, he’s my father.

      “Stella, I swear to God, I ask you for nothing, but I’m asking now.”

      “You ask me for shit all the time,” she points out.

      I was banking on her helping me. She always helps, especially when it comes to Melia. Of course, the one time I decide to throw caution to the wind and let my dick decide the direction, this happens.

      “Okay, but you bailed on her the other night.”

      She drops the shirt she was folding, glaring at me. “Are you kidding? I was stuck in a storm! I didn’t bail on her, and I swear to God, Grayson Parkerson, if you even insinuated that to her, I’ll beat you to within an inch of your life.”

      My sister, who weighs a whole buck twenty, couldn’t do anything, but the look she’s giving me does inject a healthy dose of fear.

      “I would never.”

      Her heavy breath falls from her lips in a rush. “Good. I’m sorry I can’t take her. You know I love having her.”

      “What plans do you have?” I ask.

      “None of your business. What plans do you have?”

      “None of your business,” I echo.

      Stella turns, eyes assessing me in a way that makes me feel as if she could read my mind. “How did things go with Jessica and Amelia?”

      Oh, how I hate siblings. “Fine.”

      “That’s good. Anything happen?”

      “Nope.”

      We kissed, we got interrupted, and we aren’t telling anyone that.

      “That’s good. I’m thinking of inviting her to come tonight.”

      I clench my jaw and refuse to say anything. My sister is goading me, and I have to play the part right. “I’m sure she’d like that.”

      She nods. “Yeah, she hasn’t really gotten to go out much or meet anyone. I can’t imagine she has much of a dating life.”

      “I didn’t know you were so interested in her love life.”

      Stella grins. “I’m not, but us girls in these small towns have to help one another out.”

      “Is that what your plans are tonight?” I ask.

      My sister stands and grabs my face in her hands. “I love you, but it’s none of your business.”

      My grandmother used to squish my damn cheeks, which is who she learned it from, and I still hate it. “One night. I’m just asking you this once.” She breathes heavily through her nose, and I know I’m going to have to give her something. “Jess and I . . . well, we need to talk.”

      “Talk?”

      “Yes.” There will be talking, lots of dirty talk as I strip her naked.

      “Fine. I’ll cancel my plans and watch my niece.” I go to say something, but she points her finger in my face. “But I don’t want to hear shit when I ask for a favor in return.”

      I raise my hands. “Fine, fine. I won’t give you crap later on.”

      “I regret this already. You’re the worst of the Parkerson boys. You could talk a penguin into buying snow.”

      “You’re the best sister I have.”

      “I’m the only sister you have.”

      I head to the front door and she follows. I’m standing on the other side of the threshold, ever so grateful that my parents didn’t stop at Alexander and gave us Oliver and Stella.

      I kiss her temple. “Which makes you the best.”

      “Yeah, yeah, go away so I can call this guy and not get laid tonight.”

      My big brother instincts kick in, and I glare at her. “Who is he?”

      “Stop it. I’m thirty, and I am definitely not a virgin, so spare me the Neanderthal routine.” She takes a few steps toward me. “Plus, it’s not like I’m an idiot and don’t know exactly how little talking you plan on doing tonight.” She closes the door before I can reply, and I don’t even care that she guessed it.
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      Jessica

      My leg won’t stop bouncing, and the smile I’m trying to smother keeps appearing.

      “Are you going to tell me what has you so overwhelmed with emotions?” Dr. Warvel asks.

      “Huh? Oh. It’s just . . . a lot.”

      “Are you stumbling over the words or was that you’re not able to voice them?”

      I lace my fingers together and hold my hands in my lap. “No, that wasn’t a stutter, it was more a jumbling of thoughts.”

      “I thought so.” She smiles softly. “Do you want to discuss it?”

      She’s my safe place, and talking to her is really what I should do, but I sort of like the idea of whatever Grayson and I are starting will be only ours. It doesn’t matter what anyone thinks about it. It’s what we both want.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “That’s fair. I want to remind you that there are no judgments here. My goal is to help you work through things.”

      “And you have helped,” I assure her.

      “I’m glad. You’ve made great progress in your time with me. It’s clear that your brain is healing, and with the techniques we’ve been able to implement, you’re able to handle most situations.”

      “Except for one,” I murmur.

      Dr. Warvel tilts her head to the side. “Which would that be?”

      “Grayson.”

      “He’s the one topic you’ve tried to deny.”

      I love my therapist, but I hate when she calls me to the carpet. In my heart, I haven’t denied anything. I know what I feel, I always have, I just haven’t wanted to deal with it. Those are two very different things.

      “I don’t think that’s possible anymore.”

      “Did something happen?”

      I may as well tell her. I need to be honest and work this out. Tonight, something will change simply because it’s not possible for two people who love each other this way to have sex and not alter their relationship.

      Not that I’m sure how we’d define this anyway.

      Friends? Friends who loved? Friends who are denying this is going to change everything?

      As the breath leaves my lungs, the words follow as well. I tell her everything from my time with Amelia, how he bought our spot and built a house there, and then the dream. That is the pivotal moment for me.

      “How could you not share that?” Dr. Warvel asks with a smile. “You didn’t have your nightmare.”

      “I know. I think I’m still not sure though.”

      “That you didn’t have the dream?”

      I nod. “Maybe I did and then this was just another dream.”

      “For argument’s sake, let’s assume you had the nightmare. What does it matter? You didn’t wake up with your heart racing and covered in sweat. Your mind allowed you to rest through it, to get through the dream without forcing you to live it again. So, my question is, so what if the dream about Grayson came after?”

      I lean back, processing what she said. Maybe it’s not the nightmare that scares me, then. If I don’t remember it but still had it without waking up terrified, does that mean it’s still an issue?

      “I guess it’s more that I don’t want it to be a fluke.”

      I see from the shift in her gaze that I hit the nail on the head. “And also the fact that there are some variables that are different.”

      “Like I was sleeping in his bed, surrounded by all his things.”

      “In a world you gave up,” she adds on.

      Therapy is not always fun. “Which I have struggled with.”

      She rests her forearms on her knees. “Let’s use this time to think about it, Jessica. If you want to meet Grayson tonight and let go of it all, then you should. If you want to run away and marry him, then that’s your choice. I just want you to be self-aware enough to know why you’re choosing what you are. Is it because, when he’s around, you feel safe? And if you only feel safe with Grayson, why? There is no right or wrong answer, just the truth.”

      I look up at her, my heart pounding. “The truth is that I love him and I feel safe with him because he doesn’t want to hurt me.”

      “That’s good.”

      “I want to meet him tonight because I can’t imagine not having whatever parts of himself he’s willing to share.”

      Dr. Warvel sits tall and crosses her legs at the ankle. “And the question is, are either of you really giving up or are you sharing with the other as a gift?”
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      I’ve washed, scrubbed, and shaved every part that needed some TLC. After leaving therapy, I felt good. I know what my limits are and what I need to do to continue being honest with myself and also what Grayson is asking us to do.

      We’re not going to be serious. This is two people who have feelings for each other but also know the outcome. At least, that’s what I think it is.

      Dr. Warvel suggested we talk about it to set the boundaries and expectations.

      I just really want him naked.

      However, she’s right, and so, I’m standing in my room an hour before he’s supposed to pick me up—with a long text unsent.

      

      Me: I know what we’re doing is very adult, but there’s still a girl inside me who will always think of you differently. I want to make sure that when we do this very adult thing (which I really want to do) that neither of us thinks it means something more or less to the other. So, this is me, asking you . . . what does this mean?

      

      I hover over the send button. Talking myself in and out of it on repeat.

      “Send it, Jessica. Just send it,” I tell myself. “What’s the worst that happens? You don’t have sex?”

      That would be a tragedy. It’s been a very long time since I’ve had an orgasm that wasn’t self-induced.

      I close my eyes, deciding to let fate take over, and press the general vicinity of the send button. Either it’ll go or it won’t, but I won’t have to see.

      The whoosh sound plays, and my heart drops to my stomach.

      It’s sent.

      Now I have to wait for a reply.

      This is why I avoided dating all these years. Nothing good comes of it. I never understood my friends who loved this part. The will-they or won’t-they part of the beginning of something. I hated it. Give me a man who will be like, “You, there, I will love you so all this time we’re going to spend together will matter.”

      That sounds like a much better plan than this.

      My phone pings, and I want to vomit as I open it.

      

      Grayson: It means whatever we want it to mean.

      

      I roll my eyes. That doesn’t help.

      

      Me: That cleared it all up.

      Grayson: What does it mean to you?

      

      Now I want to throw myself out of my window. I don’t want to be vulnerable, damn it. I want him to be first to clarify so that, when I say what it means to me, I don’t feel stupid. However, I’m not sixteen and I’m a grown-up who needs to be honest.

      I’m also quitting therapy because it’s making me deal with shit I’d rather not.

      

      Me: It means a lot. It means that, even if we’re not telling people, I’ll know, and it matters to me.

      

      I wait for those little dots to show up on the screen, letting me know he’s at least typing, but there’s nothing.

      Great. I followed my stupid feelings and was honest, and look where it’s gotten me. I could’ve been having sex tonight. With a great guy who I could be naked with and would’ve left me very, very happy.

      Now, I’m pacing because I went and listened to my shrink and tried to define what this is to keep myself from getting hurt.

      I start to wonder if maybe I should text back and say I was just kidding and that I’m naked and waiting, but that seems ridiculous.

      This is all so damn complicated. Why do I have to love this man? Why couldn’t it be Jack or someone I don’t have a past with who wants to meet up tonight?

      The reason it’s not anyone else is because there is no one else. And that’s the saddest part of it all.

      Fifteen minutes pass without Grayson responding, and I sink onto my bed, rejected and embarrassed. I let out a long sigh and debate changing back into my sweatpants and removing this rather uncomfortable lace bra and underwear.

      Once I stand, I hear something tapping my window. The smile forms before I even have to look because there’s only one person who has ever done this. I rush over, push it open, and find him looking up at me.

      I rest my elbows on the sill, smiling like a lovesick teenager. Grayson turns me into this. A hopeful girl who doesn’t think life is full of nightmares. “What are you doing?”

      “Come down so I can show you.”

      “You didn’t answer my text,” I tell him with my heart pounding.

      His lips turn to a playful smirk before he reaches into his back pocket and takes out his phone. After a few seconds, I hear the chirp behind me.

      “I’ll be right back, I just got a text.” I practically dive for the phone to see what he said.

      

      Grayson: It means something to me.

      

      I clutch the phone to my chest, fighting back the urge to run to him, but I think about what Dr. Warvel said about expectations. It will mean something to both of us, which means we will both end up hurt. Then again, isn’t that the truth with anything in life? We take risks, we put our hearts out there, and sometimes, we don’t come out unscathed.

      I don’t want the rest of my life to be filled with regrets regarding him.

      He bought the land, built a house, and a part of me—the very stupid part—wants to think it’s because he’s been waiting for me.

      I head back to the window, looking at him with fingers hovering over the phone, knowing I need to reply.

      

      Me: I don’t want to get hurt, and I don’t want to hurt you.

      

      He looks up at me and then back to the phone.

      

      Grayson: Then don’t make me scale your house. Come down here, Jessica.

      Me: Okay.

      

      There was never really any doubt I would.

      My feet move quickly, taking the stairs two at a time to get to him. I reach the front door, my breath is coming in short bursts as I throw the door open.

      He’s standing there—waiting.

      But it’s as though all the patience we had is gone in that single instant. The time that we’ve allowed to pass is used up and one more second will kill us.

      Grayson’s hands move quickly, capturing my face, and then his lips are on me. There’s desperation, desire, and determination that encapsulates us. I hold him tight, letting him kiss me, kissing him back.

      He walks us inside, his mouth not leaving mine until I kick the door closed, causing us both to jump. “Your mother?”

      “Work,” is the only word I can get out before his mouth returns to mine. He lifts me up, my legs wrapping around his middle as he carries us back upstairs. “Third door on the . . .”

      “I remember.”

      I grin, running my fingers through his thick, brown hair. I want to ask him questions, ask him where we go from this, but I want him more than I care about any of it.

      Nothing will stop me from having him again.

      We enter my room, and he pushes me against the door. His hands on each side of my head as he cages me in. “I want you so badly.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “I want you too.”

      Grayson’s lips move to my ear. “I’m going to have you here because I can’t . . . I can’t fucking wait.”

      My eyes flutter closed as the deep timbre of his voice goes through me. The blood pumping through me warms every part of my limbs. “And then?” I ask.

      “Then I’m taking you to my place where we’ll do it again.” He kisses my neck. “And again.” Another kiss, this one lower by the hull of my throat. “And again.”

      “That’s a lot of stamina,” I manage to get out, sounding breathless.

      “For you, love, I plan to go all night.”

      If his body weren’t pressed against mine, I would’ve sunk to the floor. Holy hell.

      As if to seal his promise, he kisses me again, hands moving almost frantically to get me out of my clothes. Grayson pulls my shirt off as I scramble for his belt.

      There is nothing about this that’s sexy and slow. It’s two people who can’t wait another minute to feel each other. I fumble with the button on his jeans as he takes my nipple in his mouth, sucking hard.

      He grips my wrists, pinning them over my head. “Stay like that,” he commands. “Don’t move.”

      “But . . .”

      “Don’t move, or I’ll stop, and trust me, you won’t want me to stop.”

      Oh, God. My back is against the cold door, and I’d swear I was on fire. Everything is burning around me as he pulls my pants down and drops to his knees.

      “Gray.”

      “Not a muscle,” he says again as a warning.

      I’m trembling as his eyes travel up my body, causing my breathing to labor even more.

      “I’ve dreamed of you for years.” His husky voice is low as his fingers just barely touch my skin. “They were so intense, I’d swear I could feel you.” Slowly, he drifts them higher up my leg. “I’d think about how you tasted, sounded, and felt in my arms.” My head falls back against the solid wood as a soft sound escapes my lips. “Have you thought about me, Jessica? Have you wondered what it would feel like again? How good I could make you feel?”

      “Yes,” I admit as a whimper, needing more.

      “Good,” he says, and then he lifts one leg, putting it over his shoulder as his mouth finds my center.

      I know I’m not supposed to move, but my hands drop to his hair, fisting the strands, needing to hold on to him in some way as his tongue presses against my clit. He pulls back, eyes unfocused as he breathes hard.

      “Hands,” he says, and I want to cry out as I try to return them to their position.

      He doesn’t make me wait, he goes back in, licking, sucking, and swirling his tongue in the best way, holding my body up as he drives me crazy.

      “Grayson, please,” I beg, not knowing what I’m asking for but needing it all the same. It’s so close.

      He spreads my legs wider, his tongue entering me, fucking me with his mouth. He goes back to my clit, pushing a finger into me, and I swear I may pass out.

      I scream as the most intense orgasm of my life hits me fast and hard. I feel myself sagging down, legs no longer able to bear any weight, but Grayson is there, making sure I’m safe.

      When I can open my eyes again, he’s over me, his pants gone, and he’s opening his wallet.

      “This is going to be fast,” he warns as he slips the condom on. “It’s been a long time, but I promise, I’ll make it up to you.”

      “I need you,” I tell him. “I need you now. I don’t care about anything else.”

      His breathing is unsteady as I feel him start to enter me. Grayson’s eyes close as he inches in a little. “Please tell me this is real.”

      I bring my fingers to his face. “Look at me.” He does. “It’s real. Make love to me, Grayson. Make it be us again.”

      He pushes deeper, seating himself fully inside me, our eyes never leaving each other. “It’s always been us,” he says and then no more words are spoken because our bodies say everything.
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      Jessica

      I’m lying in his arms, a blanket wrapped around us as we look out of the massive wall of windows, staring at our view.

      “You bought our mountain,” I say, resting my cheek against his chest.

      “Not the whole thing.”

      I grin. “Enough of it.”

      “I bought the part that mattered.”

      I turn my head, wanting to look at him when I ask this. “When?”

      He swallows and shifts, moving me a bit so we both have to sit up. “When, what?”

      “You know what I’m asking.”

      Grayson looks uncomfortable, and I wish I had kept my mouth shut. Tonight has been . . . well, nothing short of amazing. We made love the minute we entered his house, tossing our clothes all over as he chased me into his room. Then he came into the shower where we had to wash ourselves again afterward.

      It’s been heaven. It’s been everything, and I never want this to end.

      Now, the sun is rising, breaking the spell of the night and forcing us back to reality.

      “I bought it two months after we broke up.”

      “Why?”

      “Would you believe me if I said I didn’t know?”

      I move toward him, giving him a soft kiss and then nestle against him. “After we broke up, and I started working for the private airline, I bought a black 2000 Ford F-150,” I confess.

      “You what?”

      I look up at him through my lashes, hoping it shields some of my emotions. “I . . . I needed something that was you.”

      Grayson drove that truck. It was all I could do to feel like maybe, somewhere, we were both sitting in the same vehicle at the same time. It was so stupid, and I felt ridiculous, but after college, when I moved to California, I could feel a little of Carolina—a little of him.

      He pushes up, leaving the bed, and goes to the window. I can feel the distance growing between us. And here is exactly what I worried about before he came over. We have issues that need to be resolved, and now it’s more complicated because we’ve crossed a line we can’t turn back from.

      “Why didn’t you call?” Grayson asks.

      “It would’ve changed nothing.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      I get to my feet, pulling the sheet and wrapping it around me. I walk over to where he stands. “At the time, it was what I believed. I was young, stupid, scared of loving you and ending up like my mother, and then there was your family. I don’t know what to say other than I regret it. I wish I could go back and be brave enough to tell you how I felt and give you the opportunity to tell me how you felt. All I can do is be honest with you now.”

      He cups my cheek, leaning down so we’re breathing each other in. “And what’s honest?”

      “That I have always loved you. That I don’t know what this means for us going forward, but I know that I don’t want it to stop.”

      Grayson’s forehead rests against mine as his arms wrap around me, holding me close. “I don’t want it to stop either. Even if it means I watch you walk away again.”

      “I don’t want to think about leaving.”

      “Think about staying, Jess. Think about what we could have.”

      Our lips touch, and in this moment the idea of leaving him again seems impossible. I know that I’ve never had dreams of settling down here, but with Grayson, it doesn’t feel like I’d be giving anything up.

      I would have him.

      I would have us.

      I would have everything.
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      Delia, Stella, and Winnie keep giving each other weird looks as we eat at Jennie’s diner. I’ve been quiet, smiling and basking in the sense of calm I have.

      “What?” I finally ask after another glance between them.

      “You look different,” my sister notes.

      “She looks happy,” Delia states.

      “I’m just quiet.”

      Winnie eyes me curiously. “Yeah, but you have this glow.”

      I shrug. Earlier this morning, Grayson dropped me off at home, giving me a sweet kiss before telling me we’d talk later. He plans to spend the day with Melia, and then he and Jack are heading out for some training thing with the fire department.

      As far as anyone knows, I was at home last night.

      These three are nosy, though, so I need to give them something. “I guess I slept well.”

      And then Stella groans. “Oh, God. You slept with Grayson! That’s why I had to keep Melia last night!”

      I drop my sandwich, eyes wide and my cheeks on fire. “Shh! Are you crazy yelling that?”

      “Well, did you?”

      “I . . . what . . . I—” I am seriously the worst liar, and now there’s no way I can hide it.

      “I knew it!” Stella says, slapping her hand on the table. “I knew it.”

      Of course, the people in here heard her and are all staring at me. Mrs. Pruitt gives me a horrified look while covering her daughter’s ears as though it wasn’t already said. Fred, who is a permanent fixture on the end stool, laughs once before saying something that sounds like, “About damn time.” And then there’s a face I would’ve cut my arm off if it meant the person wouldn’t be standing there. Mr. Parkerson.

      My eyes close, and I’m sure my face is beet red. Maybe he has headphones in and didn’t hear his daughter proclaim my sexual activity with his son last night. Maybe there’s not a chance in hell because he’s staring at me.

      “What’s wrong?” Delia asks, and then she turns, seeing what I see. “Fuck. Stella, your dad is here.”

      Her lips part as she reaches her hand out to me. “I’m so sorry. I’ll fix it. I just got excited, but I’ll handle him, I promise. Maybe he won’t come over.”

      Yeah, right. He doesn’t leave because my luck is crap. Instead of walking out the door, he comes to the table. “Hi, girls.”

      All four of us look up.

      Stella is the first to say something. “Hello, Father.”

      “Having a nice lunch?” he asks.

      Stella smiles demurely. “We are. How long before you leave town to go see another”—her fingers make air quotes—“property?”

      He bristles. “I was planning to go in a few days to check on Oliver, but maybe I’ll stick around for a bit.”

      Great. The Parkersons have never hidden what they think of me or my dating Grayson. If they think there’s even a possibility of it, I have no doubts they’ll do what they can to thwart it.

      Stella sits back, crossing her arms over her chest. “I see, so you heard about the damage there?”

      He nods. “It’s a shame about the vandalism. The town seemed so safe. But your brother is handling it well from what I can see.”

      “Yes, I guess it’s not safe from lies though.”

      He continues as though her last statement wasn’t spoken. “No reason to go out there when the flagship may need me.”

      At that, I see the first flash of emotion in her. Her lips are tight, eyes unwavering as she says, “We’re doing better than any other. I’m sure the other locations will have more of a need for you.”

      He looks at me. “How are things with the front office, Jessica?”

      “Good,” I manage to say without issue. I don’t know what it is about these people that makes me feel insignificant. Here I am, a grown woman who has accomplished goals that no one thought I could, and one look from them makes all of that irrelevant. I’m back to being the poor girl who was after the Parkerson fortune.

      It was never true. I would’ve loved Grayson no matter where he came from.

      “Anything new that I should know about?”

      Stella clears her throat. “I’m her supervisor. If you need to ask questions, please feel free to come to me.”

      Mr. Parkerson smirks. “As the owner, I’ll ask whomever I want, and it seems Jessica might have some news.”

      I count to five before opening my mouth. I will not stutter before him. Of all the times I need to keep calm and focused, this is it. “There’s nothing new, Mr. Parkerson. If there were . . . I . . .” No, please no. I feel Winne’s hand touch my leg, and I pull myself back in. “I would tell my supervisor.”

      I finish, my heart pounding so loud that I’m sure everyone can hear it. My sister’s hand relaxes, and Stella smiles. I was able to get through it, even though it’s the first time in over a week that I’ve had even the slightest stumble.

      “Well, you girls enjoy your lunch. I’m heading to the Park Inn to see Grayson.” His eyes dart to me and then back to his daughter. “To check on things with him.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Stella says dismissively.

      “I’ll see you for dinner this Friday.”

      Stella lifts her hand, waving fingers. “Bye, bye.”

      The second he’s out the door, Stella groans. “I’m sorry, Jess. I didn’t know he was here, and I guess I got a little loud.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure the entire town heard,” Delia snorts.

      My head drops onto my arms. “This is what we were afraid of.”

      “What? My father?”

      I lift my chin. “And everyone else.”

      She waves dismissively. “Please, he has zero room to talk. His last mistress literally vandalized the B&B that Oliver is running. Grayson had to go help clean it up.”

      “That didn’t stop your parents from making things hard for us before.”

      “Grayson isn’t a kid anymore. They don’t make decisions in his life, and I promise, he doesn’t give two shits about what they think.”

      “Is there an us?” Winnie asks. “Are you guys together or . . .”

      I let out a deep sigh. There were no intentions of telling anyone, let alone discussing this with them. “We’re taking things slow.”

      “Clearly not,” Delia says with a snort. “I said you should kiss him, not sleep with him.”

      “Yes, and I was clearly taking all your advice.”

      She shrugs. “It was a foregone conclusion anyway.”

      “What was?” I ask.

      “You and Gray,” Stella cuts in.

      Winnie nods. “Yeah, I mean, I had you holding out at least another week. Stella, what did you have?”

      “I thought they’d have done it much earlier, I’m actually impressed with her.”

      Delia puts a twenty on the table. “I said she wouldn’t do it at all and that she’d heal and leave. You win, Winnie.”

      Winnie takes the twenty and then extends her hand to Stella. “Pay up, bitch.”

      I stare at these people like they have four heads. “You bet on us?” No one looks the least bit apologetic. “And what exactly was the point?”

      Stella rolls her eyes. “Listen, you and Grayson may want to pretend that you were going to be friends and whatnot, but we saw it. Grayson bought that freaking plot of land that was special to you guys and then refused to sell it. After you got back, I can’t tell you how many times I would find him standing at those windows, staring out. He’s loved you forever, and I’m pretty sure the same goes for you.”

      “We’re taking things slow,” I say again.

      Winnie gives me a soft smile. “Yeah, whatever you both need to tell yourselves.”

      Delia puts another twenty down. “Twenty bucks says they’re engaged before the end of the year.”

      “I’ll see your twenty and raise you ten that it’s in the next two months.”

      I lean back in my seat, knowing they’re both wrong because it’s just a matter of time before I’m cleared to leave, and then, I’ll have to make a decision that I really don’t want to make.
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      Grayson

      “Uncle Jack!” Amelia rushes to the door, launching herself into his waiting arms. “You were gone forever!”

      “Hello there, princess.” He hugs her tight, groaning and rocking her.

      “It’s a bear hug!”

      “It sure is, am I scary?”

      He loosens his grip, and she looks at him with her eyes slightly narrowed, seeming to ponder whether he is or isn’t scary. “Not really. But you’re scratchy.”

      Jack laughs, rubbing his camping beard on her cheek. “I was in the wilderness, searching for dinner.”

      “Did you find any?” Amelia asks.

      He turns, grabbing a pizza box. “This is all I caught.”

      She giggles and then turns to me. “Can I have a piece?”

      “One and then it’s bedtime. I know you can’t resist pizza,” I tell her.

      We head into the kitchen, and I set Amelia up with a small slice. “How did camping go?”

      Jack rolls his eyes. “I swear, these girls are absolutely ridiculous.”

      About three years ago, Jack quit his very successful job as an accountant and decided that the mountains of North Carolina would be an ideal place to teach survival skills for the . . . random idiots willing to pay him to keep them safe. Not that there isn’t danger out here, but we’re not in an area where hikers go missing.

      This trip, he was gone for almost two weeks, showing them how to fend off any animals and find food sources. It sounds like complete fucking hell to me, but he loves it.

      “Was it another bachelorette party?”

      “No, thank God. Those girls were another level of insanity.”

      “You did sleep with the maid of honor,” I remind him.

      A sly grin forms, and he looks lost in the memory. “She was a gift from the heavens. Mouth like—”

      “I get it.”

      “Like what?” Amelia asks.

      “Nothing, Princess.” Jack shrugs and grabs a slice of pizza. “No, it was a company retreat, a lot of bonding and in ways I don’t think they anticipated.”

      “You mean they didn’t like taking a shit with their boss behind a bush?”

      He laughs. “No, they most certainly did not. I think they thought we’d be camping and a lot less of the down and dirty.”

      “Yet another reason I said no when you asked me to come work with you.”

      “Chicken shit.”

      I couldn’t care less if he thinks that. I like being outdoors, but some of the crap he tells me about, I’m totally fine with skipping. Not that my life would allow for it anyway. I couldn’t spend nights on end on the mountain and away from Amelia.

      “That’s enough about me, tell me what’s new here.”

      “Not a thing.” Other than the last few weeks have been fucking fantastic.

      Jessica was here two nights ago, and last night, we had some pretty amazing sex over video. Sometimes, modern technology is a goddamn gift.

      “No? Because I got back into town and heard some pretty interesting stories.”

      “You haven’t even been back two hours.”

      “Funny how much people talk. Especially when it’s juicy gossip.” He uses the pizza as though it’s a finger, pointing it at me.

      “What are people saying?” Amelia asks.

      I smile over at her. “Just that I’m the best tickle monster in the world.”

      “Daddy . . .”

      I grin, stalking over to her slowly, each step taking a few seconds as she scrambles away. “I feel the need to tickle something.”

      “The tickle monster doesn’t like little girls,” Amelia says.

      Jack grins and goes around to the other side of the table. “But his best friend, the tickle king, does.”

      We grab for her, and she squeals, laughter filling the room as we chase her around. Amelia goes in circles around the table and Jack and I crash into each other dramatically before falling to the floor as though we can’t get up.

      She runs into her room, closes the door, and yells, “You can’t get me here! I put a potion on my door that won’t let you tickle.”

      Jack chuckles. “What do we do?” he asks me.

      “I don’t know. I guess we just have to tuck her in. But only if she opens the door.”

      Amelia barely inches her door open enough for her little blue eye to see through the crack. “If you tickle me after you enter, then your hands will fall off.”

      I widen my eyes and look to Jack. “That would be terrible.”

      “It sure would,” he agrees. “It looks like we’ll have to behave.”

      She opens the door another few inches. “Don’t lose your hands, you need them.”

      I lift my palm. “I swear I won’t tickle.”

      Amelia glances to Jack, who follows my vow. “I swear it too.”

      The door pushes open. “Then I will disable the potion.”

      I get Amelia ready for bed, which takes almost thirty minutes since she won’t stop talking to Jack about anything he’ll listen to. Once she’s settled, music and stars on, I head back out, rubbing the back of my neck.

      “Everything okay?” he asks, holding a beer he helped himself to.

      “Yeah, she should be passed out soon.”

      I grab another slice of pizza and pop the top of my own beer as Jack finds the football game on television. “Carolina sucks this year.”

      “Well, our defense sucks,” I say, sitting next to him on the couch.

      “No shit.”

      “So, about that rumor . . .” Jack says after a few minutes.

      “I can only imagine.”

      Mostly because I’ve heard it a few times. Thanks to my sister’s big mouth, the whole town is talking about Jessica and me.

      “Is it true?” Jack asks.

      “It’s mostly true. God only knows what embellishments have formed to make it sound worse.”

      “So, you and Jessica had sex a few weeks ago and she’s moving in?”

      Jack has been my best friend since we were seven. There’s nothing he doesn’t know about my life, but for some reason, I don’t want to tell him about her. What we’re doing, it’s just ours. Well, it was supposed to be.

      “She’s not moving in, Jesus. Is that what they’re saying?”

      “That, and how the two of you have been spending a lot of time together. Apparently, you were spotted driving her home very early in the morning the other night when your daughter was at a sleepover.”

      “This town needs a hobby.”

      Jack shrugs. “They have one. Talking about you and Jess.”

      “We’re taking it slow.”

      He laughs. “You two don’t know the definition of slow.”

      I drain my beer. “I don’t want a lecture.”

      “I’m not giving you one. I’m just saying that slow would’ve been a date, then another, then after like three weeks of coming home, jerking off thinking of her, maybe she lets you diddle a little.”

      “Did you just say diddle?”

      He smirks. “That’s all you’d get to do. But no, you guys skipped all that and went headfirst.”

      I huff, not really giving a shit about what he thinks. “We’re not jumping in.”

      “Gray, you want to fool yourself, then have at it, but we both know the truth.”

      “Whatever.”

      “I don’t blame you,” he adds after a minute of silence. “You loved her. You always have. It’s not like we all didn’t see it coming.”

      “She’s going to leave,” I say because it needs to be said. “She’s gone as soon as the doctor clears her.”

      “And you’re okay with it?”

      “Of course I’m not.”

      He shifts in his seat, tossing the remote onto the ottoman. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      And that’s the thing, I don’t know how to hold on to someone who wants to be free.

      “Then, take my advice, Gray, life is about moments. I know we all want the endings to be great, but the end is . . . well, it’s hell. It’s knowing you can’t have what you want. It’s seeing all that could’ve been but watching it slip away. The end is not what you want. Trust me. So, don’t go for the ending, go for what you can have now. Date her, love her, try to hold her or let her go because, if you do none of that, you’ll regret it.” Jack takes a long, slow pull of his beer, draining it. “Now, enough talking about this shit, let’s watch the game.”

      I stare at my best friend, who just gave what was probably the longest speech he’s ever given about something non-sports related, and think about how right he is.

      I may not get the ending I want, but I can live the story now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “See, going slow has its merits,” I tell her as I push the hair off her face. Her breathing is ragged as she turns and bites my chest. “Hey!”

      “That was for not listening when I said it was too much.”

      I laugh, pulling her tighter. “I wanted to set a record.”

      Three orgasms were achieved, and I feel like a fucking stud. I don’t know if sex has ever been this good. It sure as hell wasn’t like this when we were kids. Not that it was ever bad, but this is out of this damn world.

      “You broke me,” Jess says, turning to lie facing the ceiling.

      “I feel no remorse.”

      She turns her head, a smile on her lips. “What time do you have to pick up Melia?”

      I glance over at the clock. “The sitter can keep her until six.”

      “We should probably get dressed then.”

      “I’d rather we stay naked.”

      Jessica laughs. “That would be the talk of the town.”

      “We’re already that.”

      Since my sister announced that Jessica and I slept together, it’s been question after question. We’ve done a good job of avoiding committing to anything, mostly because neither one of us can really answer it anyway.

      Are you guys back together? Did you tell her you love her? Does she love you? Have you convinced her to stay this time? What does all this mean? What happens when she is cleared to leave again?

      None of those questions are things she and I are ready to face yet. Regarding how I feel, there’s nothing about what I want that is slow.

      It’s as though I want it all—now, which is fucking stupid.

      Jessica sits up, her dark hair falling down, creating a curtain around her face. “I hate this town. Why can’t we just . . . be?”

      “Because they’re rooting for us.”

      She laughs once. “Not everyone.”

      No, not my parents. “The people who matter are.”

      Jess turns her head, eyes filled with a myriad of emotions. “You don’t care about what your parents think? Not even a little?”

      “Not even in the slightest.”

      “So, if they were to cut you off and fire you from the inn, that wouldn’t matter?”

      Little does she know that’s exactly what Friday night’s dinner conversation was. Mom going on and on about appearances. Dad talking about the family money and how he’d do everything in his power to make sure that it was protected. Stella and I sat there—stunned.

      Not that I should’ve been. My parents are both assholes.

      Still, to be so openly hostile about her, after all this time, it was ridiculous.

      After I finished my salad, I stood and walked out. Stella sent me a text after fifteen minutes, thinking I just went to get fresh air, but I left. I’m not a kid and I won’t listen to it.

      “Would it matter? I guess. It would be hard for Stella and my brothers to have to pick a side. It would make it financially difficult, but if we were more than whatever this is then, no, it wouldn’t matter. I’d find a way.”

      Jess tucks her hair behind her ear. “This is insane, you know that? We’re adults, and I am not a bad person. I don’t get it. I don’t understand why your parents hate me so much. I was poor, oh well.”

      There’s a reason, and it’s one that I will never tell her. Jessica’s mother and mine were once friends, there’s a reason they’re not anymore. My father tried to start something with her mom, but she turned him down. However, my mother doesn’t believe her and, to this day, thinks that she left with him.

      “It doesn’t matter. It wouldn’t matter to me. I guess that’s what I’m saying.”

      “Do you want . . . more?” Her voice is small, the vulnerability breaking me.

      “What do you think?”

      Her hand lifts, touching my cheek. “I think we are fools who are pretending we’re not already more.”

      I wrap my fingers around her small wrist, bringing her palm to my lips. “I won’t beg you to stay. It has to be your choice. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Tears fill her eyes. “I knew that all it would take would be one look in your blue-green eyes and I’d be done for. I knew that I would fall right back in love with you. It’s why I stayed away.”

      “And now?”

      Her head shakes gently. “Now I’m afraid there’s no hope.”

      “There’s always hope, Jess.”

      She leans down, her hands on my chest. “Not at keeping my heart from being yours.”

      “Good.”

      “Good?”

      I nod and bring her lips to mine. “Good because I have no intention of letting you leave without a fight.”
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      Jessica

      I open the door to see the most handsome man standing there. “Well, aren’t you spiffy,” I say.

      Grayson pulls flowers from behind his back and extends them to me. “Spiffy?”

      I shrug. “I have a brain injury, blame that. Or that you’re so hot I couldn’t think straight.”

      He laughs and then gives me a soft kiss. “You look gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.”

      I’m wearing a pair of jeggings with a halter tunic. It’s comfortable but still cute since I have no idea what we’re doing.

      “You ready?” he asks.

      When I get to the car, Melia waves frantically. “Hi, Miss Jessica.”

      “Hello, Melia,” I say with a bit of confusion.

      “We are kidnapping you!” she exclaims with a grin.

      “Well, this is a very well executed plan then.”

      Grayson looks back at her. “Remember what I said?”

      She nods. “No telling her.”

      “No telling me what?” I ask.

      “Where we are taking you!” Her giggle is adorable and loud as she covers her mouth. “Daddy said it has to be a surprise.”

      I turn, dropping my voice to be conspiratorial. “You can tell me, I won’t let him know.”

      Her gaze shifts to him. “He can hear everything.”

      “Everything?”

      “He said it’s a Daddy superpower.”

      I can’t stop the smile that grows. “Oh, well, then we have to be super careful around him.”

      Melia beams. “That’s what Auntie says too. She says that she has superpowers too.”

      “Your family is very special,” I agree.

      “Auntie can block Daddy’s hearing.”

      I had no idea that our date out was going to be with his daughter, but I couldn’t be happier. She’s the sweetest kid, and I love being around her. The other morning, she woke up to find me on the couch, feigning sleep, and we made pancakes and bacon to wake Grayson up.

      It was the most fun I’ve had in a very long time.

      When Gray drove me to work, he asked if I would go out with him tomorrow so he could show me something. I assumed that it was another way to get me in bed, but it turns out, he was serious.

      “I like her powers,” I tell Amelia.

      Grayson snorts. “I am the most powerful because I can take her powers away.”

      Amelia looks horrified for a second and then laughs. “You’re silly, Daddy.”

      “I am not.”

      “Yes you are!”

      Seeing him like this still takes my breath away. I always knew he’d be a great father, but actually witnessing it is something else. He loves her with a ferocity that makes my heart grow each time I see them interact.

      It’s clear that Amelia thinks he walks on water.

      “So,” I say, clapping my hands together, “where are we going?”

      Grayson tilts his head my way while giving me a wry smile. “You’ll have to wait and find out.”

      We drive thirty minutes outside of Willow Creek Valley before he pulls onto a dirt road that has a no trespassing sign at the front.

      “Did you bring me out to the middle of nowhere for a reason? If you break out a shovel, I’m going to hit you with it first.”

      He chuckles. “Come on.”

      We get out, and Amelia rushes over and takes my hand. “You have to see the lake!”

      “A lake?”

      “It’s called Melia Lake.” The pride in her voice rings through the air.

      I look over at Grayson, who is smiling at us. “Go ahead. I’ll bring the food.”

      She pulls me along a well-worn path and then we exit to a breathtaking sight. It’s a gorgeous lake that is surrounded by lush trees and birds flying overhead. The sky is a beautiful light blue with just a few fluffy clouds overhead. Over to the right, there’s a short fishing dock with a small skiff moored to the post.

      We move a little deeper, and I inhale a deep breath of the pine-scented fresh air. It’s a place where a person could be both lost and found at the same time.

      “Wow,” I say, taking it all in.

      “It’s my secret place,” she tells me.

      “Why is that?”

      “Daddy doesn’t want anyone to know about it. It’s where we come when we want to hide away.”

      “So, no one else has been here? Not Auntie Stella or Grandma?”

      “Nope.”

      “What about Uncle Alex or Uncle Joshua?”

      Grayson’s voice cuts in, causing me to jump a little. “No, just Melia, and now . . . you.”

      I turn, my chest tight as emotions swirl inside me. He brought me to a place that matters to him. He’s sharing something he’s never shown anyone else.

      “Not even Uncle Jack knows!” Melia informs me as she spins in circles.

      “Why. You. Place.” I release a shaky breath, feeling so overwhelmed I can’t get the words out.

      Grayson reaches for my hand, lacing our fingers together. “Easy, Jess.”

      Nothing about this is easy. He’s letting me into his life, his heart, and something that he and his daughter shared.

      I want so badly to ask him why, but I already know why. Because it’s us.

      He and I have always been this way. We don’t know how to love with reservations. The day I fell in love with Grayson Parkerson, he stole every part of me. He loved me so wholly that there wasn’t a chance of anyone else being able to hold my heart in its completion.

      “You really suck at this slow thing.”

      He grins. “I don’t know how much time I have, so here’s my warning, love, I’m not holding back.”

      Before I can respond, Amelia rushes back to us. “Come on! I have to show you the boat.”

      I walk away with her, looking back at Grayson, already feeling like I’m up to my neck in water.
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      “Will you come to my recital?” Melia asks while we’re floating in the boat—if one can call it that.

      “When is it?”

      “Next month.”

      “I would love to,” I tell her.

      “Daddy, do we have enough tickets?”

      He nods. “I got extra.”

      Grayson is rowing us out toward the other side of the lake as Melia and I lounge at the front under a blanket.

      The boat, which I swore I would not get in, has no bench in the front, forcing us to lie down. Melia thinks it’s great since we made a makeshift bed and we have snacks. I feel much too close to the water and the lapping sounds make it seem as if I’m about to get soaked at any second.

      After a few more minutes pass, I start to relax a bit more, and Melia and I decide to find shapes in the clouds.

      “That looks like a castle.”

      “It does.”

      She keeps searching. “And that looks like a caterpillar.”

      I grin. “I think it could be a worm.”

      “Or maybe it’s a pencil!” Amelia moves quickly, causing the boat to rock.

      “Easy, Monkey, or we’ll be going swimming, which is not in our plans.”

      She lies back down carefully. “Sorry, Daddy.”

      “It’s okay, just go slow.”

      I instantly look up at him, smiling. “Yes, we should all go slow.”

      “Only when safety is involved.” He gives me a wink.

      I roll my eyes at the playful banter we tend to have. Grayson brings out the carefree side of me, and I love every second of it.

      He rows a few more times, and then I see the dock on the other side. “I’ll tie us off and then get you girls out.”

      Melia and I sit patiently as Grayson handles it. Then he reaches down, hoisting Melia out in one pull. “Go over and wait by the big tree,” he tells her.

      She rushes off and then he helps me out. His strong arms wrap around my waist, steadying me because it still feels as if I’m rocking.

      “You feel good here,” Grayson says with a slight tremble in his voice.

      “What do you mean?”

      “This place, it’s more than just this.”

      I look around, trying to understand his words. “I don’t . . .”

      His lips are flat except for the slight curve at the ends. “I want to show you something.” Gray steps back, stretching his hand out. “Will you come with me?”

      If he only knew just how much he’d already shown me. He’s reminded me that his love is beautiful and I want nothing more than to live in it.

      Leaving him, it would be . . . stupid.

      How have I let this happen? How did I fail to guard myself, even when I kept saying I was going to?

      Instead of saying no or asking to leave, I take his outstretched hand and let him guide the way.

      We climb, Melia running beside us, holding my other hand. We go up a set of old stairs made of wood that look like they’ve been here since the mountain formed. And then, there’s a clearing.

      How I didn’t see it from the other side of the lake, I don’t know. But a very old, very sturdy-looking home sits here.

      Instinctively, I walk toward it, almost as though it calls to me.

      “Grayson,” I say, my breath leaving my lungs in a gush. “It’s incredible.”

      “It needs a ton of work.”

      “But the bones are good, right?”

      He nods. “It’s structurally sound.”

      I think about the house he built on our mountain. “Why didn’t you fix this house?”

      Grayson looks at Melia and smiles. “This isn’t where I want to live.”

      “No?”

      He lifts up his daughter, holding her tight. “It’s where I plan to work.”
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      It’s dark, everything feels as if it’s on the periphery and the fog is thick. I can see it, but I can’t touch it.

      The sounds are the same. The scraping, the bending of metal. The crunches and banging as we hit the ground, but it fades as the dream wears on.

      I fight against the memories, and they start to dissipate slowly. It’s as though the plane isn’t hitting the ground, but hovering. I work harder to shove the dream back.

      It’s not real. It’s not real.

      I tell myself as something wraps around me tighter. I hold on to the feeling of being held together.

      I can do this.

      There’s pressure against my neck, warm heat pushing through the ice-cold panic that the dream injects into my bones. My limbs tingle as it starts to thaw me. I can feel the muscles relaxing into the comfort.

      I see the house on the lake. The way the water glints off the sunlight. This is new. This place, it’s beautiful and bright. There’re no planes here, just Grayson and Melia, smiling as we talk about their plans.

      Yes, it’s working.

      It’s hard to see the plane now. It’s dissipating as the light—that beautiful, warm sunlight—takes over the darkness. The house is there, the clouds framing it again, and I want to weep because it’s disappearing too.

      I open my eyes to see Grayson looking down at me, his hand on my cheek, holding my face against his chest.

      “Are you okay?” His voice is thick with concern.

      Once again, Grayson chased away my nightmares, but there is a new fear gripping me. I wrap my arms around him, clutching tightly. “I’m okay.”

      “The dream?”

      I nod against him. “Always. Well,” I stop, turning my face to see him better, “when I’m with you, they’re not as intense and things are changing.”

      By the slow grin that spreads across his face, it’s clear he likes that. “Good.”

      “I should go back in the guest room.” My arms don’t move away from him though.

      “You should. Amelia will be up soon.”

      “It’s so early.”

      Grayson laughs and then lifts me slightly, bringing our lips together in a sweet kiss. “Trust me, I don’t want to let you go either.”

      “I’d rather her not catch us again.”

      “At least we had a late dinner after the lake and could use the excuse of being too tired to drive.”

      “You know in, like, two years that won’t fly with her,” I break it to him.

      “Are you planning to be around in two years?”

      My heart starts to race because my initial instinct is to say yes. That I want to be here. I want to be in his bed, his life, and his heart. However, I don’t know if that’s the best option for me. What if I do get cleared and I can leave? While staying here has never been in my plans, everything is . . . unclear. I want things. Things that aren’t centered around a life in Willow Creek Valley, but then there’s Grayson and Melia. I want them. I just worry that, at some point, I’ll regret not going back to the hopes and dreams I once held.

      The life I was living before coming back was full of possibilities. If I didn’t like where I was, it was simple to make a change.

      Here there are no choices.

      It’s the factory, the inn, or some other shit job where I’ll be working just to live.

      “Hey,” Grayson calls my attention as I push away. “Why are you doing that?”

      “Because I don’t know how to answer that in a way that doesn’t hurt.”

      He sits up. “Then don’t say anything.”

      I get out of the bed, getting dressed just in case Amelia wakes a bit earlier. “But that’s the thing, Gray. I want to answer it. I want to tell you that I will be here—with you and Amelia. I want to be able to say yes, but there’s this part of me that is screaming inside.”

      “Telling you to pull away,” he finishes.

      “And I don’t want to pull away. I feel like I’m being ripped apart.”

      Seeing the place that Grayson wants to renovate into being his own inn was . . . too much. I still can’t fully understand how he’s owned this property for years and never showed anyone other than Melia.

      He shakes his head, standing and pulling his shorts on. “I don’t want to tear you apart, Jess. I want to be the man who keeps you together.”

      “Which is what you’re doing, but it’s terrifying.”

      He touches my cheek. “It’s why I said slow.”

      I give him a sad smile. “Right. But how do I slow down what I feel? None of what we’re doing is slow.”

      I can see the hesitation in his eyes. “I’m trying too.”

      “I know that, but tell me. Tell me, how do I slow my heart from calling out for you?”

      “You don’t.”

      “That doesn’t freaking help!”

      He sighs deeply. “Jack said some shit about life being about the moments, and he’s right. We may only have months or maybe longer, but no matter how much time we get together, I want it all. I want to kiss you, make love to you, talk to you when I can because we’ve gone without each other.”

      I nod as a tear falls. “I knew that the minute I saw you again, I would be right here and I’d never want to leave. I knew that I would love you so easily because you have always been the man I wanted. I also fear what it means because I struggle to reconcile the two parts of me.”

      “I’m not trying to trap you, Jess. I don’t want to take from you, but I won’t lie to you about how I feel. I’m not going to let opportunities like this pass.”

      “I know. It’s the fear of what it means to stay here,” I tell him. “What my life would look like and what it means for you too.”

      His head jerks back slightly. “If you’re talking about my family . . .”

      “Of course I am. They hate me. Your mother has made it abundantly clear I’m not welcome. What kind of a future is that for us?”

      “Why do you think that matters?”

      This sweet man. He is nuts to think that none of that will affect us. We both work for the company his father still owns. It would be so easy for them to ruin everything for him just to get at me.

      “Because we both know it does.”

      He runs his hand through his hair. The nervous habit he’s had since he was a kid. “Let me worry about them.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Nothing is simple, but what’s the alternative? We walk away from this? From us?”

      I can’t let myself think about that right now. Not when he makes me feel this way. Grayson is filling the holes in my heart. Each day, each kiss, each time he looks at me like I’m the reason he breathes is healing me.

      Already, the idea of leaving him hurts too much.

      I walk to him and press my open palm over his heart. “No, we just . . . we live in the moment, like you said. We temper our desires and be realistic about what it all means.”

      “I showed you the future, Jessica. I gave you everything you needed to see yesterday. The fears you have about my family aren’t mine.”

      My breathing grows more intense as I stare up into his eyes. “So, you’d just walk away?”

      “For you?”

      His hand moves up my spine, sending waves of delicious heat through my limbs. “I’ve never stopped loving you, Jessica. Not one single day. I would tell you, but . . .”

      “But what?” The dryness in my throat gets so intense that I barely manage to get the question out.

      “Slow, Jess. We go slow.”

      There’s no slowing down what I feel. I keep trying to remind myself of my plans, but I’m standing in this room, surrounded by everything that made me happy, and I can’t breathe.

      Grayson kisses me reverently. The emotions that were boiling from arguing are gone as his tongue strokes mine. The kiss is warm, and I want for him to lay me down and love me until I can’t think anymore.

      My lips press against his throat, and when I reach his ear, I let him know exactly what I want. “If Amelia wouldn’t be waking up, I would beg you to take me again . . .”

      Grayson’s hands slide down my sides, a low groan emanating from his chest. “I see bribing my sister for another night of babysitting in my future.”

      “Yeah? And what would you do if we were alone?”

      He leans down, his mouth grazing my ear as he speaks. “I will strip you down, kiss every single inch of you, and make you scream until you have no voice left. And then, then I plan to do it again.”

      God help me, I may not have the strength to leave.
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      Grayson

      I wake up to the tones going out on the radio.

      Shit.

      I rub my eyes and get up, grabbing for my clothes I keep ready for this very reason. It’s one in the morning, and the tones are just ending.

      “Attention all Willow Creek Fire, we have multiple reports of an explosion and visible fire at the old railroad building. All units respond.”

      This means it’s not just some bullshit call. I need to be there. Normally, I would call Stella and either bring Melia there or ask her to come here, but she went to visit Alex. After the last time I saw my parents, that’s not an option.

      My phone rings, and it’s Jack. “Hey,” I say, slipping my pants on.

      “Hey. You going?”

      “Yeah, I need to find someone to watch Amelia.”

      “Shit, Stella is away.”

      “How did you know that?” I ask.

      “She mentioned it. What about Jess?”

      The radio cues up, and this time it’s Chief’s voice.

      “All units, be advised, I’m on scene. We have multiple homes burning, and I’ve advised dispatch to call for other towns to assist.”

      This is bad, and as the truck’s captain, I can’t bear the thought of not being there for my guys.

      “I’ll call her.” I disconnect with Jack, and Jess answers on the first ring.

      “Grayson? Is everything okay?”

      “There’s a fire, and I need to respond. I hate to ask this, but can you watch Amelia?”

      I hear rustling behind her. “Of course. I wasn’t sleeping anyway. Do you want to bring her here?”

      “Can I?”

      “Yeah, she can stay here until you’re done. Winnie will be by to get me for work, so I’ll just bring her with me.”

      “Thanks, Jess.”

      “No problem.”

      I grab my stuff and grab Amelia, who doesn’t stir as I get her in the car. She sleeps soundly as I make my way to Jessica’s house. When I pull into her driveway, she’s waiting on the porch, hair a mess, and wearing a pair of shorts and tank top.

      “I appreciate this,” I say as I carry Amelia in.

      “Bring her up to my room, she can sleep there.”

      As soon as I lay Melia in Jess’s bed, she makes a soft noise, curls onto her side, and is out like a light.

      “I envy her,” Jess says with a soft laugh. “I’d give anything to sleep like that.”

      I kiss my daughter’s head, and when we’re out in the hall, I pull Jess into my arms. “I missed you.”

      Her breath hitches. “I missed you too.”

      “I have to go, but maybe tomorrow night you can sneak over to my place?”

      She nods. “I’d like that. Winnie owes me a favor.”

      I give her a quick kiss before we head back downstairs. “There are some clothes for her in the bag, and if you need anything, I hate to say it, but call my mother. She has a full wardrobe for her, and—”

      “Stop it,” she cuts me off. “Go, we’ll be fine. Call me when you’re done.”

      “I will.” I start to back away, not quite ready to take my eyes off her.

      “Be careful, Gray. I love you,” she says and then she clamps her hand over her mouth.

      My heart, which had been pounding from the adrenaline, is now racing for another reason. I walk toward her, long strides eating up the distance between us. When I get to her, I take her face in my hands. “I love you too.”

      “I didn’t mean to say it . . .”

      “Did you mean it?”

      “Yes,” Jessica admits.

      It may only have been three weeks of sneaking off with Jessica, kissing in hallways, and pretending we’re not falling in love, but it’s been there since the first time I kissed her at the beach.

      We said slow, but it’s impossible to reduce the speed of a bullet.

      My heart feels like it’s found the missing puzzle piece that fits perfectly.

      I love this woman. I always have, and then I wonder, what if I showed her how great our life could be? Would she stay then? If I don’t try, I’ll never forgive myself.

      “Let’s go away this weekend,” I say to her.

      “Go away? Where?”

      “The beach house.” As if there were any other place for us.

      “Do you really think that’s a good idea?” she asks, worry in her eyes.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      She replies with one word. One word that is the only thing that could make me pause.

      “Amelia.”

      “We spend the weekend as friends as far as Amelia sees, which I’d like to think we are. She loves you and has been asking about you nonstop. We’ll go, have fun, keep it light, and just enjoy a vacation. You just admitted you love me.”

      “I did.”

      “And I love you,” I tell her again.

      “You do.”

      I kiss her again. “What do you say? Come to the beach with me and let me love you.”

      Her eyes are warm as she nods. “All right.”

      Relief spreads through me. I want to spend as much time as I can with her. When she’s near me, I feel alive again. “Good. I’ll pick you up Friday after work.”

      “We’re going as friends if anyone asks, right?”

      I nod. “During the day, absolutely. At night?” My voice drops. “Well, at night, you’re mine, and I’m going to show you exactly what that means—repeatedly.”

      Jessica’s lips lift as a coy smile plays on her lips. “I look forward to our first night.”

      “Me too, love. Me too.”
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      “And then, my daddy said that I didn’t have to wear the pink leggings, I could wear the white ones, but Mrs. Butler was so mad.”

      Amelia hasn’t stopped talking for more than three seconds the entire ride. One hour of her peppering Jessica with stories of dance, daycare, dinners, conversations that she heard, and what she wore. How Jess hasn’t thrown herself from the car yet, I’ll never know.

      Hell, I’ve debated it.

      We pull into a gas station, and Jessica takes Amelia to the bathroom. I watch as the two of them walk hand in hand, smiling as though they’ve known each other from day one. Amelia stops at the door and then wraps her arms around Jessica’s hips.

      I can see it now. The future—this, her, us as a family, and it’s terrifying me.

      Everything feels frozen as I stare at the two people I love. Amelia is my world, and Jessica is my soul. How is this my life? How did just a few months change everything?

      “You all right, son?” a voice asks from beside me.

      “Huh?”

      “You look a little lost,” the older man says.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      He turns, seeing where the girls just entered the store, and then looks back to me. “I see.”

      “See what?” I ask.

      “You were standing there, looking at something, and I thought maybe you didn’t know what you were looking for, but now I see I was wrong.”

      I grab the handle to the pump and shake my head. “No, I’m not lost.”

      “How long have you been married?” he asks.

      “No, no, she’s not my wife. I’m not . . . she’s a friend.”

      He laughs once. “A friend, eh?”

      Great, even complete strangers can see we’re more than friends. “Yeah, friends.”

      “If you say so. You looked like part of your heart was walking away.”

      I clear my throat as the lever pops, letting me know I’m filled up. “The little girl is my daughter, so I guess that’s partially true.”

      And also only partially a lie. They both hold very special parts of my heart.

      This was a bad idea. The more I fall back in love with Jessica, the more this is going to be agony in the end. But Jack was right, if I were to walk away to protect myself, I’d regret that as well.

      The old man puts the handle back in the slot and then tips his hat. “Good luck convincing yourself that’s what you were looking at, son.”

      A second later, Melia comes running out of the store with Jessica. “Daddy! Guess what? Miss Jessica bought us snacks!”

      Jessica gives a sheepish grin. “Sorry, she was so cute, I couldn’t resist.”

      “It’s fine,” I assure her. “But we don’t eat in my truck.”

      I hear the snort from Jess and turn. “What?”

      “Oh, nothing, different truck, same rules.”

      Melia tugs on Jessica’s arm. “He doesn’t let anyone eat in the truck. No matter how hungry I am.”

      Jessica squats down. “I’ll tell you a secret.” She leans in so I can’t hear what she says, but Melia giggles.

      “Okay!”

      “What did you say to her?” I can’t stop the smile from forming as I look at Jess.

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar.”

      “Okay, nothing that I’m going to tell you.” She sticks out her tongue as she walks with Amelia to the driver’s side before helping buckle my daughter in.

      Once my daughter is secure, Jess straightens and looks at me from over the roof.

      “You’ll pay for that,” I warn with a hint of amusement.

      Jessica shrugs. “Or you will, we’ll have to see.”

      We get in the car, smiling at each other as I start to plan my version of payback. She’ll pay, but probably not in the way she’s thinking. Or maybe it is exactly what she’s thinking.

      I focus on not letting my mind get too far into that or it will be a very uncomfortable drive. The next few hours pass much the same as the first one did. Amelia finding topics to discuss while I wish I brought ear plugs.

      I love my kid. I love her more than anything, but she hasn’t stopped.

      “Why don’t we be quiet for a few minutes,” I suggest when we’re only about twenty minutes from the beach house. Surely, she can last that long.

      Jessica grins and then turns back to Amelia.

      “Do you know how to play the quiet game?” Jess asks her.

      “No, what are the rules?”

      “They’re simple, we all have to be very quiet, not make any noise, and the person who is quiet the longest, wins.”

      Amelia tilts her head to the side, staring at Jess. “What do I win?”

      I glance at her through the rearview mirror. “What do you want? I’ll pay anything.”

      I realize immediately that this was a bad strategy, but I’m desperate for even five seconds of peace. “I want a monkey.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “You said anything,” Amelia counters.

      “Yes, anything but that.”

      “Okay, then I want a baby elephant.”

      Jessica giggles. “Where would you put it?”

      “The living room,” Amelia answers as though it’s perfectly reasonable.

      “But what about when it grows?” Jess continues this line of conversation.

      “Then it can go in Daddy’s room, it’s big.”

      Here I thought I might get a few minutes of quiet, not a debate over livestock and exotic animals.

      “I think the elephant might be happier in the wild, don’t you?” Jessica reasons with her.

      “Fine. Okay, then I want a puppy. We can have a puppy because they’re small and they’re cute and Bryson Hewitt has one and he named it Dog.”

      “He named the dog, Dog?” I ask.

      “He’s not very smart, Daddy.”

      Jessica laughs and covers it with a cough. “Dog is a good name.”

      “Dog is a stupid name!” I protest. “It’s a dog, you don’t name it Dog.”

      She shrugs and then looks out the window, her shoulders bouncing.

      Amelia raises her hand as though we’re in class.

      “Yes?”

      “I know what we should name our puppy.”

      “We’re not getting a puppy,” I say sternly because we’ve rehashed this particular conversation at least once a month. Between my job and the fire department, getting a dog would be impossible. We’re hardly ever home, and I can barely take care of Amelia and myself, let alone an animal.

      “If we did,” Amelia cuts in, “I would call him Bryson.”

      “What?”

      “If he can name the dog, Dog, then I will name my dog Bryson. That way the dog doesn’t feel sad.”

      Jessica and I both burst out laughing. Amelia preens in her seat, seemingly happy with her logic.

      “You better get her a dog now,” Jess says between her fits of giggling.

      I shake my head and smile. “You can have anything that isn’t an animal.”

      Amelia groans, her head falling to the side dramatically. Not that it matters anyway since I’m pulling in the driveway.

      “Fine, then I want a new mommy.”

      And with that, the laughter fades, and the car falls silent.
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      Jessica

      Grayson and I look at each other, the awkwardness growing with each second.

      I have the strangest urge to weep. As though, her answer is too profound to explain. I love this man and I love her too. In just a short period of time, Amelia has become so dear to me, and it’s unfathomable how anyone wouldn’t want to be her mother. How any woman could turn away from her is beyond me, and then I realize, that’s exactly what I would do if I left.

      I’d walk away from them both. I’d give up this . . . this wonderful little life that I could have. How has just a few months of being back home altered everything inside me? How did spending that one night in his arms make this big of a difference?

      So much so that even thinking about him with another woman makes me want to cry. The mere thought of someone else helping her into her car seat has my heart wanting to rip from my chest.

      I need to get a grip.

      We both said go slow and here I am, imagining becoming a family.

      Grayson’s eyes never leave mine, and I can see the hesitation. Neither of us knows what to say, and then he turns to her. “I don’t know that you can get that from a game, but how about we go inside and you can help me with the sheets?”

      Amelia claps her hands and reaches over to unbuckle herself. “Okay! And then can we build a sand town? And then go swimming? Can we have pizza for dinner?”

      Oh, to be four years old and have the attention span of a goldfish.

      He hops out of the car, and I follow, grabbing bags and the coolers we packed with food. Amelia rushes toward the front of the house, giving us the first bit of privacy.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, of course, why?” I ask with a squeak.

      “Because Amelia just shocked the shit out of both of us.”

      I relax and force a smile on my face. “She’s four, and I can’t imagine she doesn’t long for a mother.”

      Grayson looks away. “I hate that I can’t give her that. Of all the things I can provide, I can’t make her own mother want her.”

      The pain in his voice makes me ache. I would do anything to take it away for him. “Gray, you give her everything.”

      “Do I?”

      “She is the happiest kid I’ve ever met. She adores you. You’ve given her a lake . . . I mean, seriously, there’s nothing that you have to feel bad about.”

      He nods once, which I can tell he doesn’t really mean, but I’m not going to press it. “Let’s get the house ready and get lunch.”

      “Okay.”

      We work as a team, Melia bouncing between us as we work to uncover furniture and get the air working. It’s not overly hot, but with the windows closed up the last two months, there’s a slight stagnant smell.

      Wow. It’s been only two months since we kissed. Two months of feelings and love and fear of what all of it means.

      I stand in the bedroom, my fingers just brushing against the comforter as I walk to the sliding glass door that looks out at the ocean. When I move the heavy curtains to the side, the light filters in, showing tiny flecks of dust in the air. All of it orbiting around me, small pieces, but once the dust settles, what then?

      Will it get swept away and forgotten or become a piece of something greater?

      I feel Grayson’s presence before I hear him. Then his hands settle on my shoulders.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m in love with you,” I say, not turning to him.

      “And that’s a problem?” There’s a slight laughter in his voice.

      Fragments of me are his. Parts that I will never get back, and I worry what it all means. “I don’t want to leave you, Grayson.”

      He wraps his arms around my middle, holding me against his strong chest. “Then don’t,” he says. “Stay.”

      I tilt my head back and sink into his embrace. “Okay.”

      Because right now, there’s nowhere else I’d rather be than with him and Amelia.
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      “I want to tell her about us,” Grayson says while we’re cuddled up in my bed. Amelia went to sleep about three hours ago, and Grayson will soon leave to sleep alone in his twin-sized bunk bed.

      “Tell who?”

      “Amelia.”

      I sit up straight. “Tell her what?”

      “That we’re dating. It’ll make it a lot easier for us to be around each other.”

      I chew on my lower lip, not sure how I feel about this. Not that I don’t want her to know, but after what she said earlier, she might assume certain things.

      “It might not go as well as you hope.”

      “She adores you, Jess.”

      “Yes, as her daddy’s old friend. It’s different if she thinks I’m something more.”

      He tugs my arm, pulling me so I’m lying on top of him. “We don’t have to do it now.”

      “I just, I want us to be sure when we tell her. Amelia is sweet and special, I’d like for her to be happy when we break it to her.”

      Grayson’s fingers slide through my hair, pushing it back behind my ears. “How about we give it a week or two? Let’s get through this trip and then back home so she can see us together.”

      I give him a quick kiss. “I think that’s a good plan.”

      The pads of my fingers play with the skin at the hollow of his neck. “You know, I have plans too.”

      “You do?”

      I nod. “I do. For you.”

      “And what might they be?”

      My lips inch closer. “First, I’d like to kiss you.”

      “I like this plan.”

      “I thought you might.”

      Grayson chuckles. “Anything more than just kissing?”

      I move my hands down his body, tugging his shirt up so I can touch him. “There could be some touching.”

      “Well, I like touching.”

      “Do you now?” I ask, playfully.

      Grayson’s hand finds the skin along my back where my shirt has ridden up a bit. “I definitely like touching you.”

      I grin against his lips. “I think I’d like to keep kissing. But not just your lips.”

      His dimple deepens a bit, giving him a devilish look. “What else do you want to kiss, love?”

      I pull his shirt up over his head as I straddle him. He’s so beautiful. I know that’s not what men want to hear, but that’s what he is. Perfect. Gorgeous. Still able to make my heart race with just a look.

      Grayson is every fantasy in living form. He is strong, sweet, and funny. To be given another chance to love him is a gift I don’t deserve.

      I move down his body slowly, never allowing my lips to leave his skin. “I like this spot,” I say as I swirl my tongue around his nipple. His eyes close, and I move lower. “But I think there are other spots that I’d like to kiss more.”

      A throaty moan falls from his lips, and I slide down farther, hooking my fingers in the waistband of his shorts, removing them as well. “Jess,” he says my name, low and gruff.

      “Do you want me to kiss you there?” I ask with a coy smile, staring at his thick, hard cock.

      “That’s like asking a dying man if he wants to draw another breath.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t want you to stop breathing.” I bring my lips to him, running my tongue around the rim. “Do you feel like you’re dying?”

      “You’re definitely killing me.”

      Instead of a witty comeback, I take him deep into my mouth. His hips buck up, and then his fingers are in my hair. I bob my head, trying to take him into the back of my throat, wanting him to feel nothing but ecstasy.

      His grip tightens, pulling on the strands as I move faster while cupping his balls.

      “Jess, baby, stop.” He barely gets the words out between breaths. “Love. I can’t.” The tone is clear that he’s barely hanging on. But I want this.

      The power to make him lose it.

      The thrill of knowing I’m giving him pleasure and driving him to this point.

      However, he’s not having it. He grips my hips, pulling me up so fast that I gasp, and then I feel his mouth on my clit.

      Grayson’s tongue presses hard, circling the nub as he pushes a finger into me, causing me to almost scream.

      Two can play at that. I adjust myself and take him back into my mouth. Both of us using our tongues, sucking, and driving the other to release.

      His low moan against my clit causes me to tremble. I can feel my orgasm racing closer. Not just from the things he’s doing but because of how much I love doing this to him. Grayson’s tongue moves faster, and I can feel the edge nearing.

      Then, right when I’m there, he stops.

      I nearly cry out, but he turns me, lining himself up at my entrance. I don’t hesitate before I sink down on him.

      Our eyes meet and something so powerful passes through us that I start to cry. I am so in love with this man.

      Just feeling him inside me is too much, and I fall apart and my world will never be the same again.
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      Jessica

      “So you’re staying? Like, for good?”

      Delia and I are a few towns over, eating lunch.

      “I mean, I think so. Grayson wants to tell Amelia about us and move forward.” Not that I’m really sure what that means.

      She leans back, popping a fry in her mouth. “I’m really happy for you.”

      “I’m happy too, which is what scares me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because happiness fades and reality sucks.”

      Delia nods. “True, but you could be in love with a guy who doesn’t care about you. That would really be shitty, huh?”

      “Deals,” I say reaching out for her, but she waves her hand dismissively.

      “Don’t. It’s fine. I’m the idiot.”

      Before we can say more, Stella walks over. “Hey! I didn’t know you guys were here. I thought you would be resting after three days at the beach house.”

      It’s crazy how invested these people are in my love life. “There’s no need to rest, we really took it easy.”

      Delia snorts. “I’m sure you did.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Stella.

      Stella pulls a chair out to sit. “Where else do you think I can shop? It’s not like we have stores worth a damn in Willow Creek.”

      “True. Story.” Delia nods while eating another fry.

      “So, I’m here with a new handbag and a lifelong desire to move. Anyway, how did your trip go? Did you and Grayson talk and decide what’s going on with you guys?”

      “Yes, we talked, and . . . I think we’re going to tell Amelia next week.”

      She smiles brightly. “She’s going to be so happy.”

      “You think?”

      Stella’s hand grips mine. “I do. She really likes you. She said you’re her favorite of Grayson’s friends and hopes you live with her. I’d say that’s a good sign.”

      Amelia has become incredibly important to me. During our trip to the beach, we laughed, played games, and she cemented herself in my heart. As much as I despise the decision her biological mother made, a part of me is grateful because I’m able to spend this time with her.

      “Hopefully, she takes the news that we’re not just friends well.”

      “I’m assuming this means the two of you have really solidified your relationship then?”

      “Yes,” I tell her with a smile. “We have.”

      “That’s wonderful. I always loved you with Grayson. He hasn’t been this happy since, well, since before you left.”

      I squeeze her hand and then release it. “Thank you.”

      “Now, whatever bullshit you hear from others, dismiss it. What matters is you and Grayson and Amelia. That’s it.”

      I don’t need to be a genius to know who she’s talking about. Grayson and I haven’t discussed his parents in a few weeks. There’s really nothing that either of us can say to make that front any better. The only other thing I need to decide on is my career.

      While I enjoy working at the inn, it’s not what I want to do.

      I miss flying. I miss having a job that I love and looked forward to. Even though I was in a horrific crash, there is something about being in the air that I love. I’m not afraid of falling, I’m afraid of being told that I can’t go where I want. Working at the Park Inn is a placeholder job, and I need a permanent job that fulfills me the way my last job did if I’m going to stay here.

      “No matter what, since I’m staying, I don’t know that I’ll continue working for you guys,” I tell Stella.

      She grabs one of Delia’s fries. “Okay . . .”

      “I think it would be better for me to find my own thing and not have it tied in any way to your parents.”

      Delia laughs once. “What, are you going to work at the factory with me?”

      “No, I don’t know what I’ll do, but there has to be something.”

      “If you find it, let me know because I hate my fucking job.”

      “There is going to be a job opening at the inn,” I say with a smirk.

      “Then maybe I’ll have to apply.”

      Yeah, that is a disaster ready to happen. Delia and Stella are friends, but working together is a whole other type of friendship. Not to mention, Grayson will probably kill her.

      Stella and I exchange a glance that lets me know we’re on the same page, and then she stands. “I need to get back to work and then I have a date.”

      “Oh! With?”

      “No one you know.” Stella grins.

      Delia rolls her eyes. “As if there’s anyone in a twenty-mile radius that isn’t connected to someone in this town . . .”

      “Then I guess you’ll hear about it sometime soon.” She walks off, leaving Delia and I a little stunned.

      “Who do you think she’s dating?” she asks.

      “No idea.”

      “Me either, especially because I’m pretty sure she has a thing for Jack.”

      My jaw falls slack at that proclamation. “Jack? Like, Jack O’Donnell?”

      “Yup. I mean, she’s never said anything, but I’ve seen her eye-fucking him a few times. Then there was this time a few years ago . . . I don’t know.”

      “Grayson would kill him,” I inform her.

      “Why?”

      “Stella’s his baby sister. The Parkersons have always protected her in a way that is almost ridiculous.”

      I can’t imagine a world where Stella and Jack are a couple. Not just because he’s older than her but also because he’s . . . Jack. He’s the jokester. The one who laughs off life because he knows just how cruel it can be. He’s never serious about love, not after watching his mother die and his father take off.

      “She’ll never do anything about it. At least, I doubt she would because of those reasons. Also, Jack has made it abundantly clear he wants sex with zero expectations.”

      “Have you slept with Jack?” I ask. “When we were at the beach the first time, the two of you were gone for a very long time.”

      Delia snorts. “Eww! No. We kissed once when we were both drunk as hell at a party. It was fine, but also kind of like . . . weird.”

      Now this I want to hear. “Weird how?”

      “Like, he’s good at it, I guess, but it was . . . Jack. We both stopped, looked at each other, and burst out laughing. If that gives you any indication of what our passion level was.”

      I smile, trying to picture them together and failing to create a good image. “He deserves to be happy.”

      “He does, and hopefully, one day, he’ll allow himself to be. He talks about this girl he loved, but she’s gone and he’s tormenting himself over it.”

      “Losing someone you love is hard.”

      Delia raises a brow, staring at me. “You would know.”

      “I would.”

      “It took you a long time to let yourself be happy again.”

      “And it’s something I’m still learning to allow,” I admit.

      Some days, I feel as if being happy is a curse. I’ve felt loss, some of it was self-inflicted, but it was to protect myself from the pain of it not being on my terms. Which caused another version of suffering. All of it sucks, and thankfully, Dr. Warvel has helped me to see that.

      Things happen. Life isn’t easy, but the struggle allows the beauty to shine through. Without that pain, we wouldn’t know what joy feels like. I’m finding ways to endure them both and not let one determine the other.

      “Speaking of learning and your mental health”—Delia gets to her feet—“it’s time for your first appointment of the day.”

      “Yes, let’s go see the neurologist and hear that I still can’t drive.”
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      “I feel like a lot has been changing for you since we began,” Dr. Warvel says. “It’s all been happening very rapidly, which isn’t a bad thing, but I’d like to gauge how you feel about it. Do you feel like things are going in the right direction?”

      “Yes. I mean, it’s all good things, right?”

      “It sounds like it, but I sense a bit of hesitation.”

      “I guess I’m just scared.”

      “Scared of what?”

      “Do you know when you get a gift that is everything you want? It’s perfect and no one can tarnish this present in your mind. Then, something happens, maybe it just isn’t functioning right. You still love it, but . . . there’s a pause when you think about it. I worry that’s how all of this, Grayson and me and being in Willow Creek, is going to go.”

      “How so?”

      Why does she make me answer everything I don’t want to? Sometimes, these sessions are insanely frustrating. I know that’s the whole point but isn’t there some saying about ignorance being bliss? I’d like some damn bliss please.

      I sigh, which sounds more like a groan. “Because! Hasn’t history shown that life . . . life doesn’t get to be perfect.”

      Dr. Warvel studies me for a moment. “Do you think he could be worried too? Maybe not the same fears, but that you’ll leave him?”

      “I know he does.”

      He tries to pretend, but I can see it. We’re waiting to tell Amelia, and there’s a part of me that thinks he’s hesitating just in case.

      In case today goes a certain way.

      In case . . .

      And now the case is true.

      “Well, Jessica, that’s the risk we take when we allow our hearts to be vulnerable. It’s scary, but it’s beautiful. Life and living are beautiful.” She changes topics. “Tell me about the headaches?”

      “Their frequency has dropped enough that they aren’t really an issue.” I can see her settling in to ask the next question, which is one I wish she would just forget about.

      “What about the nightmares?”

      That is the one area there is very little improvement, at least, not as much as I’d hoped. There is sometimes a reprieve, but it’s only on the nights when Grayson is there to keep them at bay.

      “Still reoccurring.”

      “And still as intense?”

      I nod. “Sometimes, I wake up and I can’t see. Like the concussion just happened, and my sight is gone for that minute. I have to fight to stay calm because I know it’s just that there’s no light in the room.”

      “Are you still writing them down?”

      “No,” I admit.

      Dr. Warvel purses her lips. “Okay, are you having them on the nights you’re with Grayson? If so, how is he handling them?”

      Well, crap. “I don’t . . . well, that’s to say I don’t know if I’m having them when I’m with him.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “There are times that I don’t remember if I wake up, and he doesn’t tell me.”

      She taps her pen on the notepad. “And you don’t ask him?”

      “I don’t want to know.”

      Sympathy fills her gaze. “I see.”

      What does she see? Because all I see is that I’m being a chicken shit. I should be dancing around the office that I’m doing better. There should be streamers and confetti instead of doom and gloom.

      “I am struggling today.”

      “What happened?”

      I was having a great day. Lunch with Delia was fantastic. And then . . .

      “Today was supposed to go one way, my appointment with the neurologist didn’t go as I expected.”

      I hear Dr. Havisham’s voice from two hours ago.

      

      “Well, it looks like everything is healing nicely,” my neurologist said.

      “Really?” I asked.

      “Yes, you haven’t had a fainting spell in over a month and your eyesight isn’t an issue either.”

      Delia took my hand, squeezing. “What does this mean for Jessica?”

      He wrote something on my chart and then looked up with a smile. “It means that she’s cleared to drive and return to her normal activities. You may still struggle with headaches, but you haven’t had one that has left you feeling too badly in a while. I think that, if you wanted to return to work, you could start with one short flight and see how it goes. If there aren’t any problems, then you can work your way up.”

      “I can fly?” I asked with breathless fear and anticipation.

      “I see no reason medically why you can’t. Your scans look great, and you’ve healed wonderfully. Your restrictions are lifted, and you can resume the life you had.”

      

      I got big news—great news—and yet, I feel like I was issued a death sentence.

      “What did the doctor say before you came here?”

      I turn my head away, feeling stupid. “I got cleared.”

      “That’s great, Jessica.”

      “Is it?”

      “You’re not sure,” she says with understanding, causing me to look up at her.

      “It means I can go. It means that . . . there’s nothing making me stay anymore. It’s my choice again. I didn’t expect that today. I thought I’d have another month of no driving and definitely no flying ever again.”

      “Do you want to return to your old job?” Dr. Warvel asks.

      “Yes and no. It’s not that I’m eager to return to the plane. God knows, I will probably be a damn mess. I honestly don’t care about that part. It’s that I didn’t think it was ever going to be an option, so I made peace with it because I found him again.”

      She nods in understanding. “Flying is what made you feel free, though. You said that a few times.”

      “I don’t want to be free.”

      Dr. Warvel moves her chair a bit closer. “Explain that.”

      “I want to be here. I want to be with Grayson and Amelia. We are going to tell her about us and make plans.”

      Her eyes are soft as she stares at me. “Why do you think that changes because you’re cleared?”

      Grayson has this thing about me wanting to fly and be away from Willow Creek Valley. He says how he knows I don’t want to be here. How clipping my wings will break me.

      He’s what makes me soar, not my job.

      “I just feel like he’ll push me away.”

      She nods. “I see, and that scares you because you want . . .”

      “I want him.”

      “Then tell him that, Jessica. Be honest and communicate because you two have been doing that very well. If you can be open and start off by saying how happy you are about being cleared but that it changes nothing about your desire to stay with him, then what can he say?”

      Maybe she’s right, but I don’t think that’s the case.
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      Grayson

      There’s a knock at the door, and I’m hoping it’s Jessica. It’s been a rough few days. Amelia came down with some virus that had her running a fever, vomiting, and completely miserable for almost nine days.

      Then I got a call from my mother, who demanded I be at dinner next weekend, a dinner in which I am forbidden to walk out on and have been ordered to bring Jessica.

      I open the door, but it’s not Jess, it’s Jack. Normally, this wouldn’t be an issue, except I can smell the whiskey coming off of him in waves.

      “Did you know . . .” He slurs. “I don’t even want to like her.”

      “Like who?”

      “Her!” Jack yells and then slams his hand on the porch railing. “She’s insane.”

      “Most women are. How much have you had to drink?”

      He shrugs. “Don’t matter. It’s gone. She’s gone.”

      “Are you talking about Misty?”

      He shakes his head. “Not this time.”

      Considering my best friend hasn’t dated anyone since college, I have no idea what the hell he’s talking about, but it’s clear he’s a mess and needs to sleep.

      “Did something happen?”

      His eyes meet mine, and he leans against the railing, head resting on the side of the house. “Did you know that whiskey does not make you forget? I remember. I remember it all, and I remember that I shouldn’t remember.”

      Whiskey and I were very good friends for quite a while after I found out Yvonne was pregnant. I would’ve done the right thing by marrying her because we were heading that way regardless.

      She didn’t love me enough to try.

      She didn’t want a family with me because of her career.

      I found myself circling the drain, wondering how the fuck I kept doing this to myself.

      “What do you remember?” I ask, hoping to get a semi-coherent answer from him.

      Jack snorts. “Well, I wanted to forget.”

      Guess that’s not going to happen.

      “How about you come in, and we’ll get you a vitamin drink and a bed? Sleep might help you forget.”

      “I want no bed!” he declares. “I want to forget the bed. The bed is bad.”

      It’s clear there is a lot more to this, and I’m not going to get any of it with him drunk off his ass. “Okay, well, you can’t be out here, and if you wake Melia, I’ll kill you.”

      His face falls and then he whispers. “She’s not insane.”

      “Who?”

      “Melia. She’s the best.”

      “Yes, and she’s sleeping, so let’s get you inside and cleaned up.”

      Jack nods, takes a step, and catches himself on the banister. “Oops. I’m falling again. I’m always falling and I never get up.”

      “Come on, buddy,” I say as I wrap my arm around his chest, trying to steady him as we walk.

      We get inside, and I take him straight to the guest room. I smile when I see Jess’s over-loved and oversized sweater in the corner from the last time she stayed the night. At night, she’s usually freezing and wraps herself up in it. I can’t bring myself to point out that the holes don’t help with warmth.

      “You’re always happy,” Jack says as I get him to the bed.

      “Yeah?”

      “You have Jess. I want that. I thought . . . I thought it was possible one time.”

      This wasn’t exactly the night I had planned, but I can’t remember the last time Jack was a mess like this. Not since . . . and then it hits me.

      The date.

      It’s the anniversary of his mother’s death.

      I sit beside him on the bed. “You’re sure this isn’t about a fire or someone you lost?”

      He shakes his head. “Not this time. It’s another girl and another time. Another loss.”

      I can usually understand Jack’s ramblings, but he’s got me totally lost this time. I have no idea what girl and what loss he’s going on about.

      “Talk to me, man. What the hell happened that caused you to drink a bottle of whiskey?”

      His eyes drift open and closed and a low sigh comes from him. “She likes me still, and I don’t want to like her. I can’t like her. I can’t be who she wants.”

      “Who is she?”

      Jack flops back on the bed, his legs still hanging over the side. Then I hear a loud snore come from his mouth. Great.

      I move him around so he’s at least on the bed and shove some pillows under his head. I shake my head, looking at my best friend who is going to hate himself in the morning.

      Once in my room, I grab my phone and video call Jess, needing to see her.

      “Hey,” she answers with a sleepy smile.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “No, no.” Her voice is quiet, and it’s clear I did wake her. “How is Melia?”

      “Better, I think. Low fever today, but she was in a much better mood.”

      She smiles. “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

      “But, while I got one person on the mend, another showed up on my doorstep requiring aid.”

      “Oh?” she asks with surprise.

      “Yeah, Jack is passed out in the guest room—drunk. He kept talking about a girl, but won’t say her name.”

      Jess’s eyes widen just a touch. “That’s . . . wow. Who do you think it is?”

      There’s something going on that people are aware of, I can feel it. The tone in her voice says she isn’t telling me the truth. “Who is it, Jess?”

      “I have no idea. I’m just surprised.”

      I lean back in bed, watching her. “Why don’t I believe you?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I don’t know. Could it maybe be Delia? She mentioned something about him.”

      Now it’s my turn to react. “Delia? No. Not a chance.”

      “I know she was meeting him tonight.”

      “Shit. Then maybe it is.” I scratch my head. For him to be so torn up like that about her would be . . . strange. Delia has been in love with Joshua for as long as I can remember. Jack has never given any indication that he had feelings for her, but maybe it was her. If she shot him down, I could see him being pissed enough to drink a bottle.

      “Well, I’ll find out tomorrow when he sobers up. Anyway, how are you? I feel like we haven’t had any chance to talk.”

      Jess smiles warmly. “You’ve been a bit busy.”

      “Are you feeling neglected?” I say with a smirk.

      “No, Amelia comes first. I’m fine. Things are fine. I’ve been a little nauseous the last week, and I wonder if I’m not coming down with what Melia had.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      I hate that she’s not feeling well. “Did you call the doctor?”

      “Grayson, it’s fine. I promise.” Jessica’s voice turns to laughter at the end.

      “Speaking of the doctor, when is your next appointment?”

      She smiles, but it looks a little forced. “Soon.”

      “How soon? If you want me to go with you, I will.”

      “No. You don’t need to.”

      It’s clear that she doesn’t want me there and I try not to let that bother me. “Jess, I want to be there with you.”

      “I appreciate that,” Jessica says, but her tone says otherwise. “I don’t have an appointment for a bit. I’ll let you know, though.”

      “Okay. What about things at work?”

      Jessica fills me in on everything that’s been going on at the Park Inn. My receptionist apparently had sex with the gardener in the shed, which was a big scandal because he was dating the cook. She found out and threatened to cleaver him. Stella and Jess were able to get her to calm down, but the gardener demanded she be fired. My sister, being all about girl power, fired him. The guests in the cottage were unhappy about the distance they had to walk, so she was able to “upgrade” another couple into switching. Mostly, it was a lot of nothing, but I listened, smiling as she told me all about it.

      “And then your father came in today . . .”

      The smile is gone.

      “He did?”

      She nods. “He was actually really nice. He asked if we’d spoken because I guess there is a dinner next weekend that you didn’t tell me about.”

      “There is, and they’d like you to come.”

      “Why?”

      “I have no idea, but they’re evil, so I don’t think we should go.”

      “Gray,” Jess says with exasperation. “I don’t know why they hate me, but if we’re really going to be together, then . . . I need to deal with them. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “No, love, you haven’t.”

      “Then, we’ll go, and we’ll endure.”

      I laugh because it’s the same words Stella used a few months ago.

      “What?” Jess asks.

      “Nothing. I just love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Let’s hope you still feel that way after dinner.”
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      Jessica

      “You’re cleared!” Winnie says with a huge smile.

      “Please don’t tell anyone.”

      My sister’s head tilts to the side and stares at me as though I’m a zoo animal she’s never seen before. “What? Why the hell are you keeping it a secret?”

      “Because I am.”

      Winnie gets up from the kitchen table, refilling her coffee. “That makes no sense. Not to mention it was bullshit I found out from Mom.”

      “I have my reasons.”

      It’s been two weeks. Fourteen whole days of keeping this to myself. The first few days, I didn’t say anything because I needed to digest it. I was so sure that after being cleared, I would get a migraine or faint or some other random thing that would set me back on restrictions. Waiting felt like the right thing to do.

      When I realized I was being stupid, Amelia came down with a fever and Grayson needed all his focus to be on her. Since she’s still not back to a hundred percent, I’m clinging to that excuse until I can really make sense of my new life.

      A life with Grayson and Amelia would be everything, so I’m not exactly sure what I have to work out.

      But now that I can go, does it change things? I don’t know.

      “Do you think that Grayson isn’t going to be happy?”

      “I think I’m not in the mood to discuss this.”

      Winnie takes a sip of her drink while not taking her eyes away from me. “If you want me to keep schlepping over here to drive you, then you should get in the mood.”

      God save me from younger sisters. “Yes, the ten-minute drive is so inconvenient.”

      “I didn’t say that. Jess, look, whatever it is that you’re afraid of, I’m sure it’s not a real thing.”

      “I’m not ready,” I blurt out.

      Winnie sits beside me. “Ready for what?”

      “To deal with it. I came here with a plan, you know? I would heal and avoid all this messy stuff. Grayson was supposed to be married with a kid—”

      “You made that shit up in your head.”

      “I know, but that was the deal I had,” I explain, feeling foolish. “I got here, and a month later, that plan was obliterated. It’s been so good I can’t even be mad. We’re happy and things are great and now everything is going to change again. I know that’s life. God, I know all this, but my head and my heart won’t align.” I stand, needing to pace as my stomach does somersaults. I can feel myself getting worked up and queasy. “I’m not ready for it to change again.”

      My sister watches me move around like a caged animal. “You can’t pretend, Jessica.”

      “I know that!” I say, tossing my hands in the air. “I know it all. Do you understand how freaking stupid I feel? Things don’t stay the same, and they shouldn’t. But here I am, a grown woman, knowing how dumb I am, and yet, I don’t care. I want to keep this to myself for just a bit longer because there are other things that are changing and I can only take so much at once.”

      Winnie gets to her feet, her hands grip my shoulders, forcing me to stop moving. “Okay. We’ll wait a few more days, let Grayson deal with Melia, and then we’ll deal with your crazy bullshit.”

      I nod once, my stomach settling a bit now that I know I have a few more days. “Yes. That’s a good plan.”

      “All right. I’ll drive you tomorrow.” Winnie kisses my cheek. “I love you, even when you’re a lunatic.”

      “I know, and I love you for it.”

      I grimace, feeling sick again. I thought it was nerves, but maybe I’m sick. Suddenly, it’s too much. I run to the bathroom, barely making it before I heave. Winnie rushes in, her hand pulling my hair back.

      “Jess?”

      “Damn it,” I say as I grab for a towel.

      “Are you all right?” she asks, handing me a glass of water.

      “Yeah, I guess I really do have what Amelia has.”

      Winnie helps me up and then puts her wrist to my forehead. “You don’t have a fever.”

      “I don’t think she did to start with either.”

      “Well, drink and rest,” she instructs.

      “I’ll be fine. I already feel better.”

      Maybe it was something I ate. I did have eggs this morning, so it could be that.

      “Either way, you should rest.”

      I yawn. “I don’t think there’s any chance I can stay awake anyway.”

      We make our way to the front door. “You sure you’re fine?”

      “Winnie, you didn’t worry this much when I had a brain injury. Go to work.” I practically shove her out the door. She’s already late because she had to pick me up from working the night shift. With Grayson out, we’re all trying to adjust to make sure there are no gaps.

      She waves as she gets into her car, and then I trudge up to bed, where I hopefully can sleep without another nightmare.
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      My mother and I are watching television together. She has become addicted to these cooking shows where they’re forced to make strange dishes with ingredients they’ve never used before. I normally don’t watch, but this one is crazy.

      “Do you think she’s going to be able to cook a squirrel?”

      My stomach roils. “I am trying not to think of it.”

      She laughs. “You’re still not feeling good?”

      “I was totally fine until you forced me to watch the road kill edition of this show.”

      All day today, I’ve taken it easy and have felt fine. No fever still, and it was my day off so I’ve been relaxing almost all day.

      “I had no idea this episode would be so gross. The last one was funny when they had to boil everything. It reminded me of the way my mother cooked. I didn’t know that frying was even an option until I met your father.”

      I smile softly at her. “Do you regret it, Mom?”

      “What?”

      “Dad.”

      She mutes the program and turns to me. “Of course not. I was young, but I loved him very much. The life we had wasn’t perfect, but it gave me you and Winnie.”

      I feel like that answer is very . . . kind. “You don’t have to protect me.”

      “Is that what you think I do?”

      “Don’t you?”

      My mother’s lips form a thin line. “Maybe,” she admits. “That’s what a mother does. I never wanted you kids to see bad things. It was my goal to make life easier for you.”

      “It wasn’t easy for you.”

      “Not always, but I was happy.”

      I pull the blanket tighter around me and see my mother in a different light. For so long, I felt bad for her, pitied her in some way. But she didn’t need pity, not really. She did what she needed to, without complaint, for me and Winnie.

      “I don’t know that I’ve ever thanked you.”

      Her head jerks back. “Whatever would you thank me for?”

      “Being a great mom.”

      Her cheeks redden a touch. “That was my pleasure, Jessica.”

      “Why do you think Dad left?” I ask with hesitation. “I don’t want to dredge up the past, but there is so much about that time in our lives that I feel defined me. So much I don’t understand.”

      My mother takes a sip of her tea, watching me for a moment before speaking. “If there’s anything I do regret, it’s that we never talked about him or what happened. I should’ve shown you and Winnie parts of it, maybe then you both wouldn’t be so afraid to love.”

      “I’m not afraid . . .”

      “Yes, you are. I see it now, my sweet girl. You have this wonderful man who has loved you since you were too young to know what real love was. And you haven’t told him you’re cleared out of fear.”

      I look away, not wanting her to see the shame I feel. She’s right, I’m doing all of that. No matter whether I thought I had an excuse or not, it’s been fear.

      “I just don’t want to lose him. I don’t want to feel that again. When Dad left, it was horrible. He just walked away from us as though we meant nothing.”

      “Maybe he did feel that way, but the man I married and loved didn’t feel nothing. I believe, in my heart, that he ached from it, but he didn’t know how to come back. Imagine the self-reflection and guilt he would’ve had to endure. Not that it excuses it because, for you and Winnie, there’s not a single thing I wouldn’t put myself through, but that’s what mothers do for their children.”

      “You think Dad stayed away out of shame?”

      She shrugs. “I have no idea why he’s done this, but he destroyed our family when he left us. I think that he couldn’t handle it and took the road he could walk down.”

      “Leaving pain and destruction in his wake.”

      My mother’s smile is sad. “Did he really? Look at you both. My girls are strong, independent, smart, and resilient. I had one go through a plane crash and come out okay. The other fights for children who have far less than any child should. He may have left you, but you both rose above and defied any odds. Be proud, Jessica. Be strong and don’t let your past be what destroys what could be a beautiful future.”
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      “I think you’re pregnant,” my stupid best friend says.

      My head is resting on the wall as I try to quell the vomiting. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Jess, it’s been almost three days of this weird puking, and you’re exhausted.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m exhausted because I keep puking.”

      She points to my stomach “Which is why I think you’re pregnant.”

      “I’m not pregnant.”

      “Says the woman with a baby growing in her stomach.”

      “You’re being an ass.”

      “You’re in denial.”

      I get to my feet and grab my toothbrush. “First, I’m on the pill. Second, we always use . . .”

      Oh my God.

      We always use condoms, except when we were at the beach house. That night, we forgot. Maybe not forgot, but it wasn’t a discussion, and . . . holy shit.

      I clasp my hand over my mouth as my stomach roils again. I drop back down, feeling sick for another reason.

      “Easy,” Delia says as she rubs my back.

      I look up at her, tears brimming in my eyes. Jesus, I could be pregnant.

      “You have to go get me a test.” I grip her hands, holding on for dear life as panic starts to build. “Please.”

      “What?”

      “A test. I need a test so I can . . . I don’t know, scare my body into sync or something.” Yes, that’s what will happen. I don’t think I’m late yet. It’s only been a few weeks. I should be starting my period any day now.

      Delia raises her brows and grins. “But I thought you weren’t pregnant.”

      “I’m probably not. But now, now I need to know because you’ve scared the shit out of me!”

      “Oh, yes, this is totally my fault, not Grayson’s.”

      I close my eyes, hand resting on my stomach. “I can’t be pregnant. It’s too soon. We have dinner tomorrow night with his parents, and I cannot be pregnant.”

      “I don’t think babies give a shit about any of that, but what do I know?”

      “Delia, please, go to the store. If I go, within an hour, everyone in this town will be talking about how I bought a pregnancy test. I can’t go.”

      She lets out a deep sigh while leaning against the doorjamb. “And my going isn’t going to stir up drama?”

      “Deals . . .” I say her nickname as a plea.

      Delia throws up her arms. “Fine. I’ll go a few towns over and get one.”

      “Thank you. I just need the test so I know I’m not and can move on.”

      She gives me the side eye and smirks. “Okay then.”
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      Grayson

      “So, what do you think they’ll serve for dinner?” Jessica asks while we stand in front of the large wooden double doors.

      “Hopefully, they’ll be eating crow.”

      Her hand tightens around mine. I dropped Amelia off at my sister’s, refusing to bring her into this place in case things went bad. Plus, Jessica and I haven’t had a night alone in two weeks, and I need her. I need to be alone with her tonight, love her, and not worry about everything around us.

      “It’ll be fine, Gray.”

      I shake my head.

      God, I hate this house. All the years of happiness I had were destroyed because of the people who still live here. Now, all I see is the anger and disapproval lurking in the shadows. Bringing Jessica here goes against every protective instinct I have.

      “You say that, but you don’t know them.”

      “Oh, I think I do.”

      I look over at her, she’s wearing a navy dress, and her hair is curled and pulled to one shoulder, allowing me to see her tattoo. Strength isn’t measurable. God, how true that is because I feel like all the strength I have is being sucked away by this fucking place.

      “You look beautiful,” I tell her again.

      “You’re stalling.”

      “I’m just ready for this to be over already.”

      Jess turns, her honey-colored eyes staring into mine. “The sooner we go in, the sooner we are done. I . . . there’s stuff I want to talk to you about, good things, all good things, but I want to get through this dinner so it can be just us.”

      I rub her cheek with my thumb. “You have me curious.”

      She smiles, and her fingers wrap around my hand. “Good, now let’s go inside, eat, and get out of here without bloodshed.”

      The door is yanked open before we can say anything else, and my father is standing there. “Are you planning to come in or make us wait on you?”

      And so it begins.

      He takes a step back, indicating his question didn’t require a response and we’re to enter. We take a step forward, my hand on the small of Jessica’s back, guiding her into the family room.

      “Hello, Dad.”

      “Your mother is in a mood. A lot is going on, and . . . well, it’s better we get this over with.”

      I have no clue what the hell that means, but he looks irate and not just because he had to come let us in.

      It’s been almost fifteen years since she’s been here, but the place is exactly the same. My mother had this ridiculous house built when she was pregnant with Joshua. It’s exactly as she wanted it and completely over-the-top.

      There is a grand staircase that can either be climbed from the right or the left with a huge open balcony that you can look down from. As we walk under those stairs, we descend the two steps into the grand family room. I don’t know why we call it that since no one is ever in here, but I guess the grand part is true.

      Large triangular windows allow maximum light in, and the entire back of the house is windows. The entire thing. Aside from the two front guest rooms, every room has a mountain view. Where the house is positioned there is one hundred percent privacy. My parents ensured as much.

      My mother rises to her feet with the grace of a ballerina. “Hello, Grayson.”

      “Mother,” I say as I kiss her cheek. The hair on the back of my neck stands as I look around.

      “Jessica, it’s lovely to see you. I’m glad you could make it.”

      Jessica smiles warmly. “It’s nice to see you as well.”

      “Dinner is ready, we were hoping to have drinks first, but since you were late, we’ll just have to drink during.” She looks at me with obvious disappointment.

      “Amelia took a bit longer to get settled with Stella.”

      She purses her lips. “Yes, well, I can understand that, I guess. As much as I hoped you’d bring her, it’s probably best she’s not here.”

      “Oh, good, so there will be bloodshed tonight on the menu.”

      Jessica’s eyes flash with anger as she looks at me. I shrug. It’s true, and I’m not going to let her or my father say anything disparaging where Amelia might hear. She has no idea about my last dinner here, and I’d like to keep it that way.

      “All right, let’s eat,” my father says as the tension builds. “Jessica, can I lead you in?” He extends his arm to Jessica, and she takes it.

      I do the same for my mother.

      The table is set, food already plated. Lord knows my mother had the cook prepare the meal because she hasn’t made a meal in years.

      We sit, my parents at the heads of the table and Jessica and I across from one another. At least I can focus on her.

      My father smiles, pours us all a glass of wine, and lifts his glass. “To family and reconnections.”

      My mother lets out a maniacal laugh. “Oh, how fitting, Mitchell.”

      We all raise our glass along with him, Jess and I give each other a look.

      There is an eerie silence around us. One that causes every fight or flight instinct to scream out. I don’t know what’s going on, why they were adamant about a dinner, but it feels . . . odd.

      Jessica lifts her eyes to me a few times, giving me a look that says she’s uncomfortable with it too.

      I put my fork down and clear my throat. “I’m assuming you wanted us here for a reason?”

      Mom pats her lips. “Yes. Your father and I want to discuss a situation.”

      “You mean Jessica and I?”

      “Not that we have an issue with it,” Dad cuts in. “I think we just want to know what it all means. You’re due to inherit your portion of the Park Inn Enterprises, and Jessica is aware of that.”

      “Of course I am, but that has nothing to do with why I’m with Grayson.”

      “They know that,” I say, looking at my parents.

      “Yes, none of us believe that Jessica’s intentions aren’t pure,” Dad adds quickly. “I’m more concerned about the possibilities of complications that your relationship brings.”

      “You do realize I’m a grown man?”

      “Yes, but that is not what I—”

      I glare at my mother, silencing her. “No, I don’t think you do. I’m not sure what the issue is, and honestly, I don’t give a shit. I’m not a kid. I have never asked you for a damn thing. I built my home, care for Amelia, and run the damn inn while neither of you does a damn thing.”

      “Where do you think you procured the funds to build your house, Grayson? Let’s not be ignorant. You earn a lot more money than anyone else would in your position,” Dad says with a clipped tone. “You act as though you’ve been working at the factory and have been saving your wages. You’ve been given quite a bit from us.”

      The sympathy in Jessica’s eyes crushes me. She looks over at my father. “I don’t want your money. I want to be clear. I’m not unhappy with my lot in life. I’ve saved my own money, worked very hard, and I make significantly less money than someone else would in my position in your company. I don’t complain, in fact, I’d work for free if I could because, for my entire life, I’ve tried to win you both over. I’m not sure what I ever did, but it really doesn’t matter because you think I’m not good enough. However, your opinion isn’t what counts, is it?” Jessica asks me.

      “No. It isn’t.”

      “I’ll never be liked by you, and that’s okay because Grayson is who matters.”

      My mother volleys her gaze back and forth between us and then to my father.

      “You’re what matters,” I assure her.

      She grins. “Good.” She turns back to my mother. “Then you can like me or not. You can remind me how far beneath you I am or that my mother once cleaned your toilets, and that’s fine. She did. We’re not ashamed of it, regardless of what you might hope.”

      I get to my feet, walk over to her, and extend my hand. “You’re what matters,” I tell her again.

      Jessica places her hand in mine. “I know.”

      As though I’ve shed my cloak, I feel lighter. I look at my parents without hatred, more pitying because they are the ones who are without. Even if they cut me off, I’ll still have more than I ever could’ve had with my job and money. I have an amazing woman and a beautiful little girl.

      “Mom, Dad, I’d like to say it’s been a pleasure, but that would be a lie. I don’t know why you can’t get over this idea that you have a say in who I love, but I choose Jessica. You can both have each other.”

      My mother gets to her feet, her eyes shrewd and calculating. “I didn’t want to do this,” she says as she makes her way over to a side table, grabbing an envelope. “I wanted us to talk and discuss things that had nothing to do with Jessica, but you saw this dinner as something else.”

      I saw it for what it was, an ambush against Jessica and I. Still, I find myself asking. “Then what was it about?”

      She looks to my father and back to me. “I asked you here tonight, Jessica, because regardless of your background and financial situation, I believe that you truly love my son. God knows he’s going to need to feel that.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “I wanted just you here for dinner before I talk to the rest of your siblings. In fact, I haven’t even said a word to your father about this. However, he’s been having an affair.”

      I laugh once. “You might want to change your singular to plural. You can’t seriously tell me that you weren’t aware of them.”

      My mother swallows and then straightens. “Don’t be ridiculous, I’ve known for years. I’ve accepted it, dealt with the embarrassment, and turned the other cheek because, what were my other options? Until now, it’s never had need of my attention or brought embarrassment to this family in this way. That has changed, and after almost forty years of marriage, I’m leaving him.”

      “Why has that changed?”

      “This. I will not allow this to go on.” She hands me the envelope. “Open it. It’s all there.”

      When I do, I see the photo of him, and . . . her.

      Before I can even understand what’s happening, I punch my father in the face and I see nothing but red.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessica

      Grayson hasn’t said a word in fifteen minutes. He keeps clenching and unclenching his bloody fists. I want to talk, to ask him who was in the photo, but I stay quiet. The scene was something out of a movie. There his father was on the floor with blood coming from his nose and Grayson screaming in his face.

      He wasn’t making much sense. It was a lot of yelling and threats before I was able to pull him off his father. Then he looked at me, grabbed my hand, and practically ran out of the house without a word.

      The silence is eating me alive.

      We pull into his driveway, he throws the shifter in park, and just sits. Each breath is labored—clearly, the drive did nothing to diminish the anger.

      “Grayson?” I keep my voice even and calm.

      He shakes his head. “Don’t, Jess. Please don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t . . . fucking ask me what I saw.”

      In all the years I’ve known him, I have never seen him like this. He’s always been the level-headed and collected guy. This version of Grayson, I don’t know.

      “Okay, I won’t ask.” However, I will make about a million assumptions and all of them don’t end well.

      He releases a very heavy breath and then slams his hand on the wheel. “He’s fucking Yvonne.”

      Oh, okay, well. I don’t know what to say. My jaw is hanging, and I blink a few times. “Your ex?”

      “Amelia’s mother.”

      And then a new sense of panic hits me. If he’s sleeping with Grayson’s ex, where the hell is she? “In France?”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose. “It appears the property that he’s been looking into buying is overseas.”

      His father has always been a pig, but this is a whole new level of wrong. To sleep with your granddaughter’s mother. I mean, who does that? Seriously. I can’t understand the rationale he had to use to justify something like that, even if just to himself.

      “I don’t know what to say, Grayson.”

      He laughs once without humor. “Yeah, me either.”

      All the plans I had for us tonight are shot. There’s no way I can tell him any of my news now. Tonight, he’s hurting, and . . . as much as it kills me to keep this from him, I know it’s not the right time, but I wish it was.

      I mapped it all out in my head with preparation that he may not be happy that I’m cleared, but at least he’d know how I feel about him and that I want to stay. I want him.

      Almost unconsciously, he grabs my hand. “I need you, Jess. I . . . I know I’m a mess, but I just need you.”

      “You have me,” I tell him. “You always have me.”

      We exit the car, walking up the stairs without speaking. I know he’s in a dark place right now, and I just want to be here for him. I know how hard it is when your thoughts are jumbled and you can’t make heads or tails of them.

      Once inside, we remove our coats, tossing them over the back of the chair. He stands there, looking at me as his fingers slide against my cheek. I can feel the charge in the air, the mix of anger and need swirling between us. Before I can part my lips to speak, his mouth is on mine. The crashing feels like thunder, and his touch scorches like lightning. His hands in my hair as he backs me up against the wall. I let him kiss me, take my love, and feel that I’m here with him. My fingers are at the hem of his shirt, and I lift it up, throwing it across the room. The two of us move quickly, pulling at each other.

      “Fuck, Jess.” He moans against my mouth.

      He tries to nudge my legs apart, but my skirt is tight at the knee. Grayson’s hands slide down my body, pulling the skirt up to my hips. There’s no sweetness, no finesse, as he moves my underwear to the side, sinking his fingers in roughly.

      I groan in pleasure as his teeth nip at my neck. The pressure increasing as he fucks me with his hand.

      “You’re so wet.”

      “Only for you.”

      That response must be what he needed because he kisses me harder, moving his fingers in and out while his thumb circles my clit. “I can’t wait,” he says as his other hand fumbles with his belt. “I need to fuck you right here.”

      “Good. Hurry.”

      I don’t want to wait.

      I want him to take me, remember that I’m here with him and that I’m his.

      My fingers go to his waist, pushing his pants along with his boxers down. We’re barely undressed before he lifts me, and I sink down onto him. Grayson’s breathing is hard against my neck.

      “Wrap your legs around me.”

      I do, and he positions himself to go even deeper. I lift his face so that he’s looking in my eyes. “I’m yours, Grayson. I’m yours.”

      I need him to know that, in this moment, no truer words can be spoken. I love him, and I will only ever be Grayson Parkerson’s.

      He jerks up, using all his strength to fuck me. This might be primal, but it’s ours.

      “Jessica. You. Are.” He pants hard as he pushes into me again. “So. Perfect.”

      My head falls back as the picture falls from the wall. Neither of us care enough to look. If anything, the crash pushes him harder.

      “I’m close,” he warns.

      I am too. His fingers are digging into my ass as he lifts me higher. I kiss him hard, wishing I could crawl inside him and protect his heart from any more hurt. He healed me, and I wish I could give him the same. A deep rush of emotion comes over me as I think about all that’s happened between us. How lucky I am to have this once again. Grayson, my Grayson, has given me everything and more. He’s loved me so much even when I wasn’t at his side. I love this man so much it’s too much for my body to contain.

      Our lips move together, and then I scream, my orgasm hitting me so hard that tears run down my cheeks. “I love you,” I say over and over as Grayson follows with his own release.

      We sink to the floor, him still inside me as I cling to him.

      I’m not sure how much time passes, but Grayson lifts his head first.

      “Are you okay?”

      My eyes lift to his. “I’m definitely okay.”

      “That was . . . not my plan.”

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “No, well, I wasn’t, but now, I feel . . .”

      “You feel what?”

      He gives me a crooked grin, the one I love because it makes his dimple deepen. “I feel much better.”

      I kiss his nose. “Good. Ironically, I do as well.”

      Grayson lifts me in his arms, carrying me like we’re in a scene from a movie into the bedroom. He helps me remove the rest of my clothes, and then we climb into bed. Once settled, there’s an awkward silence around us.

      “I’m sorry . . . about before.”

      “You don’t owe me an apology.”

      His arm is around me, fingers splayed against my back as we press closer. “I shouldn’t have reacted that way.”

      “You were pissed. I would be pissed.”

      “I’m still not sure what the hell to think. I don’t care about Yvonne,” he says quickly. “I swear, it’s not about her. I don’t care what she does or with who.”

      “It’s that your dad betrayed you.”

      He moves onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. “It’s just not how I planned for tonight to go.”

      “Well, I don’t think either of us did.”

      His head shifts, looking at me with a sad smile. “You said you had news? Something that you wanted to talk about?”

      My throat goes dry and nerves take over. I don’t know if I should say anything, but I’m not quite sure how to get out of it either. I feel like I’ve lied to Grayson enough and . . . maybe he will be happy? I mean, it’s good news. I’m cleared to drive, and we can travel or ride bikes.

      At least I’ll start there.

      “Are you sure you want to talk about this?” I ask. “You’ve had a crazy night.”

      He smiles, his hand cupping my face. “I could use some good news, don’t you think?”

      Right. Yes, we both could. I mean, I’ve only been spending the last few weeks dreading this and now I’ve sort of stepped into it. I have it all mapped out, how to make it clear to him that this changes nothing except that it’s a choice for me. One that I’m making without any fear.

      “It doesn’t have to be today, the news, I mean, we can wait.”

      “Jessica, I want to know.”

      All right. Here it goes. “So, I went to the doctor, and they gave me the news that I’m cleared to drive again. It was really unexpected, but the headaches have really lessened, and I can’t remember the last time I got dizzy. The doctor thinks that my brain has healed a lot. I’m not stuttering much . . .” I trial off, feeling the emotions getting strong.

      “So you can drive?”

      I nod. “I can.”

      “That’s great.” He leans in, kissing me. “That is good news. I’m glad that you got cleared.”

      Relief like I can’t express fills me. He’s taking it so well. I smile, feeling like telling him the rest is the right thing. “He said I could fly too. That I’m free to go back to normal, and . . .”

      Grayson shoves the covers off and gets to his feet. “You’re allowed to fly? So, you can what . . . leave?”

      I sit up, pulling the blanket around me. “Yes . . . but—I—”

      “Great. You thought this was what I wanted to hear? That tonight you’d let me know you’re leaving?” He pushes his legs through his pants with angry movements.

      “I didn’t say that. I just said I’m cleared to fly not that—”

      “But that’s what you’ve wanted from the day you got here. To leave. You’ve never hidden it. Now it’s right there for you to go.”

      The shift in his mood is so abrupt I’m momentarily stunned. “Grayson, I didn’t say I wanted to leave.”

      “You didn’t say you wanted to stay.”

      “You didn’t let me get there!” I get to my feet, moving toward him.

      “When? When did you go to the doctor and get this clearance?”

      I release a heavy breath. “A few weeks ago.”

      “So you’ve been lying to me.”

      “No, I just . . . I wasn’t ready to tell you. I worried you’d react badly, which clearly I was right.” I pull the blanket tighter around me, wishing it was a shield that could stop his words from piercing my heart.

      “Because good news like this was better left unsaid? No, it’s because you were planning your next move, trying to find the perfect time to let me know that you’re leaving again.”

      I shake my head. “You’re wrong. I was trying to decide how to. You. No. Leave.” I let the tears fall. Hating that, for the first time in weeks, I’m stuttering. I wipe them away and try again, but he cuts me off.

      “I’m glad we found out now.” He runs his fingers through his hair, looking out at the vista.

      “Found what out?”

      “All of it. That my father has been fucking Amelia’s mother, that you’re cleared to go, it makes it all so much easier to end things now without any complications.”

      I take a step back, my chest aching as his words settle around us. “End things? You want to end things?”

      He turns, his eyes filled with anger and disappointment. “It’s not going to work. It’s clear that things are too complicated for us. What a fucking joke this all was, right? Who finds love like this twice? You and I both knew this wasn’t going to last, and now we can at least admit it.”

      “We did? When did we decide this because I wasn’t there for it?” I ask, not really knowing what the hell is going on.

      “Sorry, I guess I did. It’s a good thing we didn’t tell Amelia. She doesn’t need another woman in her life who was going to just leave. I think she’s had enough pain, and I’ve seen enough of the signs to know what this is.”

      Tears prick as the anger rises. “I never said I was leaving, Grayson. I was telling you that I’m cleared and I want to stay.”

      “I don’t want you to stay! I’m telling you to fucking leave!”

      “What are you talking about? I love you!”

      He laughs. “Right. You love freedom. You love to travel. You are just like everyone else I’ve loved, you love to leave.”

      My lip trembles as I stare at him. He’s angry—I get it. It’s why I didn’t want to say anything, but this is ridiculous. “You’re hurting me because you’re in pain.”

      “I’m waking up from the fog, that’s what’s happening. I was so fucking desperate to love you that I convinced myself it was all real. You’re cleared, Jess. Go. Just go.”

      I’m stunned. Absolutely fucking stunned. Who is this man? The one who needed me is now pushing me away. “This is what you want? To push me away when I’m clinging to you? How does this make sense? I’m telling you I want to stay, and you’re not listening! I want you and us and Amelia and this . . .”

      “I’m telling you to go. Go back to the life you left, and we’ll go back to ours. Just as it should’ve been.”

      “So, because you’re afraid, you’re pushing me out?”

      Grayson turns. “I’m not afraid. I’m realistic. I watched you walk away once. I watched Yvonne do the same. This clearance is the excuse we both needed and knew was coming. There’s no reason for you to stay, and I’d rather you go now before we break my daughter’s heart too. We’re done, and I’ll be just fine. It’s not like we had plans.”

      My hands move to my stomach as the knot grows there. Only it’s not a knot, it’s a baby—our baby. I think about how tonight was supposed to go and how horribly wrong it went. The things he’s saying, though, I can’t stand here and listen to any more. He’s ripping me apart, and I have to stop it.

      Tears fall unabashed as the pain lances through my heart. “I was never leaving you. I was sharing with you.”

      He turns his back to me. “No one ever stays. Why would you be any different?” He laughs once. “I fucking knew it, I was just a fool.”

      “No, you’re an asshole,” I say as I gather my clothes, getting dressed because, no matter what, I don’t deserve this.

      I send an emergency text to Delia, asking her to come get me, which she replies almost instantly to, telling me that she’ll be here in five.

      Once I’m dressed, I walk toward the door, feeling so much pain it hurts to breathe. I stop, hoping he’ll at least look at me. But Grayson doesn’t turn, he just stands, looking out the windows, his back to me.

      “So, this is it?” I ask.

      “I’m doing what you did before. I’m walking away before you get the chance to do it to me.”

      “Right. Hurt me before I can hurt you?” He stays quiet. The text comes from Delia that she’s here. “The sad part is that I was excited to be cleared, not because I was going to leave but because all I could think about was our life here. I saw our life together, not me getting on a plane to leave. What I didn’t see was this reaction. I never thought you’d end things, but I’ll give you what you want, Gray. I’ll go. I’ll do what you expect but not because it’s what I want. I’m walking out of this house because I won’t let you treat me this way. I won’t let you villainize me when I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m sorry your father is an asshole. I’m sorry Yvonne is doing this to you and Amelia. And I’m even sorry that, when I was younger, I didn’t see just how much I loved you and that we could’ve tried. This time, though, this is on you. I’m not leaving because I want to. I’m leaving because you pushed me out the door.”

      I wait. My heart pounding, praying that he’ll turn around and . . . anything. Stop me, beg me, tell me that he’s just scared, but he doesn’t.

      He just stands there, facing the outside world and closing me off.

      So, I turn and do as he asks, leaving him with my heart shattered on the floor as he lets me go.
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      Jessica

      I pull up to the house, needing some time to myself. I have cried more tears than any human should be able to shed.

      I’m alone.

      I feel bereft and hurt in a way I didn’t expect. There’s nothing to do but take some time and figure things out.

      A part of me knows he was angry at the situation, but it doesn’t negate the fact that he said what he did. It’s been twelve hours since our fight, and I haven’t heard a word from him.

      There is nowhere else I could think to go where I could feel close to him while also being alone.

      I look up at the yellow door, feeling the warm tears falling down my cheeks.

      “Well, baby, it’s just us,” I whisper to my stomach as I carry my bag up the stairs.

      It seems crazy that it was just a month ago that I was here. How different the drive was that time with Amelia chattering away and Grayson holding my hand. Now, there are tears and heartache all around me.

      I get inside and call Delia.

      “I’m here,” I say when she answers.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No,” I answer honestly. “I’m not.”

      When she picked me up, she knew I couldn’t talk. Tears were relentless, and I sobbed so hard my chest physically hurt. I just kept saying, “Please, beach house.”

      So, she drove to Stella’s, tried to relay what little she knew, and Stella pulled me into her arms and gave me the key. I slept for maybe an hour and then got in the car to drive here. Funny how the first time I actually drove again was to come to this place.

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      I sit on the couch, turning the light on and pulling the blanket around me. It’s freezing in here, but I’m too exhausted to get up. “He ended things. It’s complicated, and I’m . . . I don’t know, but it’s been hours and he hasn’t called.”

      “Did you tell him about the baby?”

      “No, I didn’t get that far, and then . . . I couldn’t. He was adamant about us being done and telling him felt like it would be a way to hold on to him.”

      Delia sighs deeply. “So, now what?”

      “Now, I nurse my broken heart and figure it out, I guess. I’m pregnant, that’s a fact. I’m cleared, and I need to come up with a plan.”

      “Are you going to leave?”

      The question hangs out there, heavy and unsettling. “I don’t know. A part of me kept waiting for him to call and beg me to forgive him, but he hasn’t. I thought that he was a rational man who didn’t act like this and that he would wake up and see what a dick he was.”

      “It could still happen.”

      “Each hour that passes makes it harder to believe that.”

      “Well,” Delia’s voice is soft, “if it makes your decision any easier, I want you to stay. I know that you’re hurting, but the truth is, once Grayson finds out about the baby, he’s not going to walk away. That’s not who he is.”

      “I know that.”

      “He expects you to leave. I think that’s why he was being such an idiot. He’s watched person after person he loves turn away.”

      “He pushed me out, Deals.”

      “I know, and he deserves to deal with that, don’t get me wrong, but you both love each other.”

      She’s right. Even now, when I feel like I could curl into a ball and cry a river, I love him. He’s angry, and that’s fine, but I am not going to be his proverbial punching bag.

      “He has to realize that himself.”

      “Are you going to hide at the beach house until he does?”

      That would be all too easy, but I came here because I hoped he’d come for me. He’d know that I was here, waiting for him, because it’s our house. We might not own it, but it’s ours.

      I rest my head back on the pillow, wrapping the blanket around me tighter. “I don’t know.”

      “Okay.”

      “I just need a few days. Maybe then I can get my head straight and form a plan that doesn’t make me sob. I want to tell him about the baby, but only after I know what I’m doing. That way, the choice is what it is and not based on him and what he wants.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Does it?” I ask with a laugh. “I feel like it’s all crap. The truth is that I want him to see that I’m not his ex or the same girl as I was before.”

      Delia covers the phone, speaking to someone and then comes back to me. “Sorry, I have to get back to work. I’m here if you need me.”

      “Thanks. Just . . . please don’t tell him where I am.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      We hang up, and the cold is too much. There’s a blustering wind that is sending a draft through the house, so I get up and turn the heat on, hoping it kicks in quickly.

      I refuse to sleep in that room. I can’t . . . it’s hard enough being here and not thinking of Grayson. This house holds memories that no one can take. It’s where we made love the first time and where we conceived this child. It’s where we laughed, smiled, and found hope. I need some damn hope right now.

      I go into the pink room and grab the comforter off the bed and go back to the couch.

      My eyelids are heavy because, between the tears and the pregnancy, I am always tired.

      I look at my phone, the screen filled with a picture of Grayson, Amelia, and me smiling as we stand by the ocean. We were so happy and I truly believed we’d become a family.

      “You stupid man,” I say to him, feeling the sadness building again.

      I close my eyes as a tear trickles down my face, hating that this hurt won’t ebb.
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      My lungs hurt. Each breath feels labored.

      Jesus. This dream. I can’t handle it right now.

      I open my eyes, but it’s too dark for me to see anything. I cough, trying to get air.

      This is a new dream, one where everything is too real. My heart races as I move from side to side, trying to wake. My body is hot, sweat all around me.

      I try to see again, but there’s . . . smoke.

      Oh my God.

      I’m not dreaming. I roll off the couch, hitting the floor hard and pulling my blanket over my head to try to protect my breathing. My phone. It was in my hand. I feel around for it and touch the screen. It lights up, but I can’t see anything. I press where the phone is, hoping I get it right.

      It rings and rings, at least I’ll get a hold of someone.

      “Jessica . . .”

      Of course it’s him. I called Grayson. As much as I want to cry, I know I’m in trouble. “Grayson, there’s a fire.”

      “What?” His voice changes. “Where are you?”

      “I’m . . . it’s everywhere.” I cough harder. “I can’t breathe.”

      “Jessica!” he yells into the receiver. “Where are you?”

      “Beach,” I say before another coughing fit takes over. I need to get out of here. I pull the blanket off from over my head, staying low and covering my mouth. “I’m at the beach house.”

      His voice changes to being almost eerily calm. “Okay, where are you in the house?”

      “The living room. Under a blanket.”

      “All right. I need you to try not to breathe too much. Just take a deep breath now, and then I want you to orient yourself to find a door or a window.”

      I nod, even though he can’t see me. As much as I wish I had called my sister or Delia, there’s a strange relief that it’s him. If something happens, his voice will be the last one I hear. Grayson is also a firefighter and can tell me what to do. He’ll figure this out. I can’t . . . I can’t think about it.

      “Lift the blanket and look where you are.”

      I do as he says, but the smoke is so thick that it’s hard to see. I go back under. “Gray, I can’t see.”

      “Okay. Stay low, and we’re going to crawl to where the door is. I’m on the phone with 9-1-1 now, just stay on the phone. Help is coming. I’m coming.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “I know, love. God, I’m . . . listen, if you’re on the couch, the door will be to the left. Can you feel along the side of the other couch?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, keep under the blanket, but crawl and feel the way around. You know this house, Jess. Hold your breath. Try not to breathe unless you absolutely have to.”

      I do as he says, staying as low as I can, praying that I can get to the door. I feel my way across the living room, hugging the couch. I’m so dizzy. Everything around me is hazy, and my eyes just want to close.

      I hear him talking, and my lungs are screaming for air. It’s so hard to move, and I’m fighting for strength.

      “Gray,” I say his name, but it’s quiet. “Hurts.”

      “Keep going, Jess, get to the door.”

      I want to cry, but I know if I let myself, I’ll stop moving. I have to get air. I need to breathe, and then I think about the baby. God, the baby.

      I need to save us both.

      I push with my legs, going as far as I can while holding my breath. I can do this. I have to.

      Something crashes to the ground to my right a second before glass shatters somewhere. “Jess!” He is yelling, but I can’t breathe, the smoke is getting lower.

      I swear, I can see the door, it’s right there. I push again, but it feels as though someone is holding my feet, not allowing me any forward progress and pulling me backward.

      “Jessica! Please, baby! Talk to me!”

      I suck in a huge breath, but it doesn’t relieve the ache. Using the last bit of energy I have, I claw my way closer, and then realize it’s not the door, it’s the hallway.

      I was going the wrong way.
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      Grayson

      I drive. I drive, and I don’t know how many miles pass, but I drive.

      My mind races, and my heart won’t stop pounding.

      I’m so far from her.

      Too far.

      I should’ve been there with her. No, fuck that, I should’ve had her in my arms at home.

      I was so stupid. So selfish and—angry. When she walked out, my heart broke not because it was her who did it this time but because it was me. I stood there, wanting to run after her but not sure what to say.

      All I kept thinking was: she will leave me.

      Now, God, now, she really might, and it’s all my fault.

      My phone rings, Stella’s name on the screen.

      “Grayson? Grayson! I just got a call from Dad.” I can hear my sister crying. “Jessica. Please tell me you heard from her.”

      I clench my jaw as fear and anger rise again. “I’m on my way to her.”

      “She came here. She came here, and she was so upset. She said she needed the keys and what you . . . please tell me you heard from her!”

      The sheer panic in Stella’s voice makes the tears I’ve been holding back flood forward.

      I relay the phone call, tears coming faster than I can wipe them away as I try to focus on the road. I failed her in every way.

      “Oh,” Stella pauses. “Oh, I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Yeah, I don’t either.”

      My sister goes quiet. “What about the fight?”

      As much as I don’t want to talk about it, I find myself pouring my heart out to Stella. She and I aren’t the closest in age, but we’re closest in heart. I tell her about Yvonne, Dad, Mom, and then the fight with Jessica.

      It allows me a very, very brief break from worrying that I will never see Jessica again.

      “My sweet brother, I am so sorry, but you’ll fix this, and once you’re home and you have Jessica in your arms, we’ll figure out what to do about the rest of this mess.”

      I hope she’s right, but the truth is, I have no idea what the hell I’m going to find once I get there. My stomach is in knots and my chest is tight as I race down the highway, praying she’s all right.

      “If . . . if . . . she . . . I can’t talk.”

      “Okay.” The defeat in her voice is almost too much to bear. “Please call me.”

      “I will. I can’t . . .”

      “I know. I love you, and I’ll be here.”

      “Call Jack,” I tell her. “Tell him. And Winnie and her family.”

      “I can do that,” Stella says quickly. “I’ll keep Amelia in the dark and just say you had to go see Alex or Josh.”

      I end the call, unable to think about this. If she’s not okay . . .

      If . . .

      If I get there, and she’s gone, I don’t know how I’ll go on. My life will simply cease to be the same.

      It was one thing to lose her before. It was hard, but the obliviousness of youth worked for me. I didn’t know any better. This, though, is different. Loving her the way I do now isn’t young or naïve. It is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever felt, and the void will never be filled.

      Pushing the accelerator down harder, I race to get to her. When I pull up to the scene, my heart drops.

      I’m out of the car, running toward the house, but a police officer grabs me. “Son, you can’t go in there.”

      “That’s my house!”

      “Okay, but you can’t . . .”

      “There was a girl inside. My girlfriend. Her name is Jessica Walker. Can you . . . is she—” I barely get the words out. I’m shaking because of the adrenaline flooding me. “I’m a fireman. Here.” I give him my fire badge, and he looks over at the fire chief before waving him over.

      He heads toward us, soot all over his face. “This is the owner and also a fellow fireman. I thought you could talk to him.”

      I shake my head. “The girl. Did you find a girl? She . . . she called me and . . . the phone. Please, just tell me.”

      “We found her, and she was transported to the hospital.”

      “Was she alive?” I ask, my hands shaking.

      “Yes, she was alive,” he says. “She was pulled out before we got on scene, but . . . I don’t know her prognosis.”

      “Where is the hospital? How . . . I need to . . .”

      The police officer places his hand on my arm. “I’ll take you there.”

      I release a heavy breath as I stare at where the house we loved once stood. The place that held so many memories for us is now ash. I drop to my knees, feeling so much loss I can’t stand under its weight. Jessica was in there, and I couldn’t do anything. I have no idea if she’s still alive and I can’t take it.

      There’s a hand on my shoulder, gripping. “Come on, let’s go,” the police officer says. He helps me to the car, and we ride the ten minutes without talking. I’m glad he doesn’t try because I have no words.

      If I try to speak, I will fall apart. The only thing keeping me together is that they found her and she might be okay.

      I send a text to Stella, letting her know the name of the hospital, and she lets me know Jessica’s family is on their way.

      When we get inside, the police officer informs the staff of who I am and asks about Jessica’s status. She explains that right now they have no information other than she’s in ICU and that I will have to wait until they talk to her next of kin.

      I’m not family, and they can’t release anything to me.

      I have no idea if she’s awake or unconscious. Is she hanging on or letting go? Is she asking for me or hopes I don’t come?

      If you’re listening, God, just don’t take her. Let her live and let me spend the rest of my life making it up to her.

      My head rests in my hands, and I cry. I just fucking cry because I did this to her. I pushed her away, made her run because I was so sure she’d go because that’s what happens. She is everything to me, and I gave her away.

      Now, she might really be gone.

      How can I live with myself? How do I ever look at the skyline again and not die a little inside?

      Hours pass. Hours and no matter how much I beg, no information will be released to me.

      My phone rings, and it’s Delia.

      “Gray, we’re at the hospital. Where do we go?”

      She must’ve gotten in the car right after I did. “I’m on the fourth floor.”

      “Okay,” she says panting.

      A few minutes pass before the door opens, and Delia, Winnie, and her mother enter the room. Her sister rushes toward me. Her arms wrap around me, and we both start to cry.

      “I’m a fucking asshole,” I say. “I did this to her.”

      “Stop it. She’ll be okay. She has to be. Who the hell survives a plane crash to die in a house fire?” she says as though that makes anything easier.

      Then her mother is next to me, looking at me with red-rimmed eyes, and I pull her close. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Mrs. Walker brushes my cheek. “My daughter is a fighter. She won’t give up.”

      “They won’t give me any info.”

      She nods. “I’ll go see what I can find out.”

      Delia rocks back and forth, chewing on her lip, and while her eyes are on me, she speaks to Jess’s mother. “Be sure to ask about the baby.”

      And then I sink to the ground, no longer able to hold myself up for the second time in as many hours.
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      Grayson

      I walk to her room and stand at the doorway, thankful that the curtain is drawn and I can’t see her.

      I’m not ready. I’ve seen burn victims. I’ve watched people struggle to breathe after smoke inhalation, and I curse the knowledge that comes with this. They are preparing another short session in the hyperbaric oxygenation chamber because, even with her being pregnant, it’s the safest and fastest way to treat her lungs. They’ve already done several tests, and are finally allowing us to see her before they put her in this round.

      The nurse stands behind me. “We gave her something for pain to help her rest easier, so she’s sleeping.”

      I’m standing outside, terrified to see her in pain. I count to three and push the curtain over. The tears form instantly.

      She’s on the bed, looking so small and frail. There are some burns on her arms, but overall, it’s not as bad as it could be.

      The tests show she has moderate damage, and they are doing everything they can to help her, treating not only the smoke but also possible carbon monoxide poisoning. Because of the pregnancy, they are doing things meticulously and monitoring both of them.

      I thank God for the fireman next door who smelled the smoke and was able to get her out quickly. That man . . . he saved her life.

      I will never be able to thank him.

      I get to the edge of her bed, taking her fingers that aren’t wrapped in mine. She moves subtly, and as much as I want to see her eyes, I keep my voice just barely a whisper so I don’t disturb her. “I’m so fucking sorry, Jessica. I love you so goddamn much, and I don’t deserve you,” I say, my head resting on the rail. “I messed up by pushing you away, and if you come back to me, I’ll give you the world.”

      I move my other hand to her stomach, looking at the fetal monitor that silently blips along with the baby’s heartbeat. “You, you fight. You stay there, and you—” I break off. Words becoming too much. My palm covers our child. A baby we made and I want more than anything.

      Losing them. Losing either of them isn’t an option. They need to fight. They have to be okay. If love is enough to save someone, then these two have more of it than they can ever need from me.

      “You have a sister. Her name is Amelia, and she needs you.” I look up to Jessica. “She needs you, and I need you. I need you more than I need air, Jessica. I was so wrong. Please,” I beg, “please forgive me. Please let me make this right.”

      The sound of a throat clearing comes from the door. The nurse gives me a sad smile, and I turn my head and breathe, trying to get a grip on my emotions.

      “We need to take her to the chamber now.”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      Another person enters. “Hello, I’m Dr. Ryan, and I’m monitoring any changes with the baby.”

      “I’m the father. Can you tell me anything?”

      She smiles. “The first round in the chamber helped, which is why we’re doing it again. As of now, I feel hopeful.”

      The nurse finishes attaching things to the side of the bed before patting my shoulder. “We’re ready.”

      “We’ll be out to let you all know how it goes.”

      And now we wait—again, and I hope she fights and returns to me.
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      Winnie reaches over, taking my hand. “It’ll be okay.”

      I close my eyes, resting my head back on the wall. “I heard her during the fire. I listened, and . . . I just kept thinking that I was going to hear her die. I’m hours away, and I can’t get to her. She’s going to die, and I can’t save her, and the last thing I said to her was to leave.”

      “You guys fought?”

      “I found out something that . . . well, it caused me to be a dick. I hurt her.”

      “Jessica has guilt too, Gray. She felt awful about being cleared and keeping it from you.”

      “She’s also pregnant,” I say, not wanting to remember the awful argument about her being cleared to fly again.

      Winnie smiles softly. “I know. Does that change things?”

      “Of course it does.”

      “I think she was worried about that too.”

      I look at her sister, a younger version of Jessica. “Why?”

      Winnie sighs and shrugs, pulling her hand back. “You’re both idiots. I want to go on the record here. Your last girlfriend got pregnant and left you. Here she was, pregnant and given the all clear to leave. She was terrified.”

      “And I did exactly what she feared.”

      She doesn’t dispute it. “Delia filled me in on what Jess told her, which wasn’t much. I’m sure your side is different.”

      I tell Winnie everything. It’s like once the first word is out, they won’t stop. I tell her about the dinner, the fight with my father, the argument I had with her, and then the call from Jessica. I’m not sure how long I speak, but my voice is raw and I feel broken by the end.

      “That’s . . . a lot to take in,” Winnie says as she looks at the door. “I’m not sure what to say, but you and Jessica? You guys are what people write songs about. You’re why love stories exist, and I have to believe that kind of love makes people stronger.”

      “Look what it did to her. If that baby doesn’t survive, then what?”

      “Then you guys pick up the pieces—together.”

      She makes it sound so damn easy. “I broke her.”

      “Maybe, but does it matter who broke who? Honestly, Grayson. Does it?”

      I look at Winnie, pondering her question. “I don’t know.”

      Her shoulder nudges mine. “I want to believe that when you love someone, it really doesn’t. You don’t keep score because it’s not about that. Will she be devastated if she loses the baby? Of course. You both will. However, there will be enough blame to go around, and yet, what you’ll both need is each other. Be there for her.”

      “I will never let her go.”

      “Good. When she’s awake, tell her that. Tell her until she believes you. And then tell her again for good measure.”
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      An hour passes, the treatment went well, but they aren’t letting us back in because she’s resting. As I was pacing the hallway, I got a call from the fire chief to come back to the house.

      I take Delia’s car, and when I pull up, my brain struggles to process the scene in front of me.

      The entire left side of the house is gone, just a burned wall stands. There is water and burned furnishings everywhere. It’s completely destroyed.

      “Grayson Parkerson?” a man calls my name and I turn toward him.

      “Chief.”

      He nods. “How is your wife?”

      Wife. The word vibrates through me, settling in my chest. It’s what she should be. “She’s doing okay.”

      “Good.” He clears his throat and points over to the house. “I thought you may want to see what we found as the cause of the fire.”

      We make our way over to the electric box. “It was the furnace that caused a flame rollout. It’s location and age caused the perfect storm.”

      “She never should’ve been here,” I say more to myself.

      “We’re going to seal it off, so if there’s anything you need, go ahead and grab it now.”

      “The only things I need are in the hospital.”

      The house may have burned down. I may have lost the place where so many wonderful memories were made, but I won’t lose her.

      I won’t let anything else go up in flames.

      I look back at the structure one last time before leaving to save what really matters—us.
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      Jessica

      My hand rests on my stomach as tears fall. I’m so tired. I’m so . . . overwhelmed. Everything feels like it weighs a hundred pounds and I can’t move any of it off my chest.

      I think about how he begged for me to fight and what he said to the baby. He knows, and now I don’t know what to do about it.

      Nothing feels real, and my head is too jumbled to decide anything.

      There’s a knock at the door, and Delia enters.

      “Jess.” She rushes forward, tears in her eyes. “Oh, Jessica!”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “I think so. They said if I had been inside a minute longer, we’d be having a very different discussion.”

      She sniffs and wipes under her eyes. “I swear, you have the worst luck, so you can’t leave the bubble we make for you.”

      “I think a bubble sounds good.”

      Her hand grabs mine. “We’ve been so worried. The doctor said you’ll need to be on oxygen for a while.”

      “Yeah, they’re still monitoring things, but the chamber helped a lot. Where is Grayson?”

      She looks out toward the door and then back to me. “He’s in the waiting room. He’s been beside himself, Jess. I’ve never seen him so afraid before. And then, I’m so sorry, I told him about the baby.”

      I squeeze her hand. “It’s all right.”

      “I just . . . I know you didn’t tell anyone else, and I wanted the doctors to know.”

      My hand moves to my stomach as more tears fall. “You did the right thing.”

      “Did I?”

      “Yes. You . . . you were . . .”

      The emotions become too much, and I start to cry. Delia grabs some tissues and hands them to me. The two of us cry together as I struggle to deal with all that’s happened. I almost died. I almost died in a fire in the house that has meant so much to me. It’s all so damn much.

      Delia moves to the side of the bed, wiping my face for me.

      “Jess . . . I have to ask . . .”

      My eyes look up as someone comes to a stop just in front of the doorway. Grayson stands there, looking exhausted and yet so damn gorgeous at the same time. He watches us, and Delia stands.

      “I’m going to go out there. You guys have a lot to talk about.” She leans over, kissing my cheek.

      He steps aside so she can pass and then moves closer to me, looking a little nervous, and I can feel my pulse rising. “Please don’t be nervous. I just . . . I’m so sorry, Jessica.”

      “I am too.”

      He moves to the side of my bed. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I was such an asshole. Everything I said to you, it wasn’t true. I don’t want you to leave. Ever. I want . . . well, I want it all with you, and I was angry and scared I’d lose you.”

      As much as I want to be angry, I’m not. I love him, and I may hate what happened, but I also know what it’s like to live without him. I never want to do it again.

      “I wasn’t going to leave,” I say the words that he wouldn’t hear before. “I was happy because I knew that staying with you was all I wanted. Not because of the baby but because of us. Because of you and Amelia. I wanted the future before us, and . . .”

      “I love you,” he says matter-of-factly. “I love you, and I didn’t want to watch you walk away again. I thought that pushing you out would give you the life you really wanted.”

      I shake my head. “You’re the life I want.”

      “Then stay with me, Jess. Let me make it up to you.”

      If he were any other man, I might not give in so easily, but it’s Grayson. The other half to my soul and the only man who has ever held my heart. We had a fight, and instead of giving up, I’m going to fight for him—for us.

      “Grayson . . .” I say as tears fall. “The baby . . .”

      He steps forward, his hands cupping my cheeks. “Did we lose her?”

      My tears fall harder, and I wrap my fingers around his wrist. “No.” I look over at the monitor. “He or she is still in there, but they’ve warned me. I’m very early in the pregnancy, and this has been . . . traumatic. We need to be prepared.”

      Listening to the doctor explain the risks and possibilities was incredibly hard. If we’re lucky, we will have a healthy baby. But it’ll be weeks of testing and monitoring to make sure that neither of us have residual issues.

      Grayson’s forehead drops to mine. We breathe each other in. “No matter what, I’m right here. I won’t let you go.” And then he climbs in the bed with me, his arms wrapped tightly around me, holding me to his chest. “You will never lose me again, love, because there’s no one else in this world who ever had my heart. Rest, I’ll hold you and keep the nightmares away.”

      I close my eyes, listening to the sound of his heartbeat, and sleep dreamlessly for the first time in months.
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      “It’s great to meet you, Grayson,” Dr. Warvel says. She asked if Grayson would come to this session with me to discuss all that went on.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      She smiles. “I hope all good things.”

      “Of course.”

      I snort. “Don’t lie to a therapist.”

      Dr. Warvel laughs. “I’m going to pretend he’s telling the truth.”

      “It is the truth,” I say with a grin. “We’re both . . . coming to grips with all that happened.”

      “First,” she says looking at me, “I want to say how happy I am that you’re okay. I was worried and seeing you here right now is a miracle.”

      “I seem to be using the world’s allotment up this year.”

      Her smile is warm. “I will say that I don’t know anyone who has survived a plane crash and a house fire in a six-month period.”

      “Yes, I’m an anomaly.”

      “That much is true,” Grayson agrees. I was released five days ago with very strict instructions to stay calm and relaxed.

      Dr. Warvel nods in agreement. “Second, I want to say that I’m glad you’re both here today. I’d like to get a feel for how you’re both doing.”

      “I’m okay,” I tell her. “I’m doing well, the doctors are very happy with my lung function, and I’m not having any issues with my TBI. I worried that would be triggered, but so far, I’m healing and I haven’t lost the baby.”

      That is probably the only reason I am so okay. The OB-GYN explained what to watch for and said that all my tests, including the ultrasound, showed nothing abnormal. If I did lose the baby at this point, it may not have anything to do with the fire and just be a miscarriage. She said to take it easy, keep myself as calm as I can, and contact her if anything changes.

      “That’s great.”

      “I agree. I was told that I should take it easy and know my limits,” I say, glaring at Grayson.

      Grayson is taking the calm thing to an extreme. The first day, it was cute. He was so caring and waited on me hand and foot. The second day, it was . . . well, still a little cute. Amelia also took the role of being a nurse very serious. She stayed next to me, feeding me noodles, and making me drink my water each time the alarm went off.

      By the third day, I was no longer so amused.

      I wanted to get up, take a walk, but all I was “allowed” to do was sit on the deck while Amelia and Grayson hovered.

      I informed him that I wanted to take a walk, which he was adamant about being too strenuous. Then he almost lost his shit when I was in the kitchen, preparing to do some baking, which calms me.

      Yesterday, when he sat in the bathroom while I showered, asking if I needed help, I lost it. To avoid a fight, I went to bed at six o’clock, feigning exhaustion.

      He raises both hands. “I’m just making sure you don’t do too much.”

      “You’re making sure I don’t do anything.” I turn to Dr. Warvel. “I love him. I love that he wants to take care of me, but I’m not an invalid.”

      She shifts, which means she’s settling in to give it to one of us, and I’m hoping it’s him. “Jessica,” she starts, and I groan, “you know what it’s like to suffer a trauma. You lived through the plane crash, dealt with crippling nightmares, stuttering, and a host of other physical issues. What you’re living right now with Grayson is another version of it.”

      “I understand that.”

      “Do you?”

      “You just said I should.”

      She smiles. “But that doesn’t mean you understand it. I’m pointing out that being overprotective is a part of him dealing with his trauma.” Her eyes move to Grayson. “Did you tell Jessica what you went through regarding the fire?”

      He looks to me and then to her. “Not really.”

      “Why don’t you try?”

      “It was nothing compared to her being in the fire,” he says.

      Dr. Warvel nods slowly, I can see her brain working on the best angle. “I’m sure that’s true, but you lived it as well. Maybe not the same way as she did, but there is still your version of it, correct?”

      “Yes. I wasn’t in the fire, but I listened to it. I had to drive to her, not knowing anything. Then, when I got there, I had to wait until someone would tell me if she was even alive. I had to wait and worry, seeing the fucking house burn. Literally, the house was on fire. Not just the beach house, but us as well. Our relationship was going up in flames.”

      Man, she’s good. Just a few questions, and he’s letting it out.

      I turn to him. “We weren’t going up in flames.”

      “No? It sure felt like it. I lost you, Jessica. I thought you were dead. I listened . . .”

      My fingertips move down his face. “I’m right here.”

      “I know that, and I am trying to tell myself to stop hovering, but I lost my fucking heart when you wouldn’t answer the phone. I screamed for five minutes, racing for my keys, trying to find my shoes, and the whole time, I was calling out your name over and over, listening to the sounds of glass breaking and what sounded like bombs exploding in the house. And then the line went dead, and I had no idea . . .”

      I didn’t know that. During my stay at the hospital, it was a lot of focusing on my prognosis and monitoring the baby. We didn’t talk about the fire other than when I relayed the events to the fire marshal. My mother and sister went back to Willow Creek two days after the fire, and Delia left the next day, leaving me with Grayson.

      Stella came down with Jack and Amelia because she was struggling with him being gone so long and had overheard Jack and Stella discussing the fire.

      Each day, I healed a bit more both mentally and physically. I had Grayson. I had my life. I was okay.

      But he wasn’t, and I didn’t see that.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask him. “I knew something was wrong, but you didn’t tell me any of that.”

      “You are supposed to stay calm and stress free.”

      I rub my thumb over his cheek, the scruff longer than usual. “We have a bad habit of trying to protect each other by keeping things from the other.”

      “I wasn’t trying to keep it from you. Honestly, I didn’t realize it until we started talking.”

      “Dr. Warvel does that. She makes you say things even when you don’t know you need to.”

      She grins at us. “I try, but you two just did my job for me. Your relationship has a wonderful foundation. You know each other in a way that many couples only dream of. Your love hasn’t faded through the years, almost as if you’ve been waiting to return to each other all along. Now, you’re here and your house has the framing and the walls. Trust in that. It didn’t burn down, it’s not on fire, it just needs you to trust each other and keep building.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Grayson

      “I’m selling my part of the company,” I tell Stella.

      “Umm, you’re what?”

      Jessica squeezes my hand in support. The last two weeks have been busy. Since the dinner with my parents, I haven’t returned to the Park Inn. One reason is that I needed to take care of Jessica, but the other is that I’d like to set it on fire, and arson isn’t really my thing.

      Since the meeting with Dr. Warvel, Jess and I have focused on us. We talk about everything, and one thing we both agree on is that working for my father isn’t possible for me anymore.

      I’m going to give up my role as well as any holdings in the family company because it’s time to start doing what I’ve dreamed of—fixing up Melia Lake.

      “A few years ago, I purchased a plot of land. It has an old hotel—or, what might have been one, on it, and it sits on a lake. It’s the perfect place to open my own inn.”

      Stella leans back in her chair, staring at me. “Years?”

      “When Amelia was born.”

      “Wow. So, you mean to tell me that for almost the last five years we could’ve walked away from our shitbag parents and been making money for ourselves?”

      “Stella, you’re not leaving.”

      “The hell I’m not. If you’re going, I am too.”

      “It’s going to take me years to get it up and running, and I need to get investors. Jessica and I are already going to New York City next week to attend a premiere with Jacob Arrowood. While I’m there, I’m going to ask him if he’d be interested.”

      She gets up and grabs her phone. Before I know it, my phone is ringing with a video chat from her.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Answer the call, Gray.” Then I see my brothers one by one get on the call. Stella looks over at Jess and adds her in. “You too, Jessica.”

      She swipes the call open, looking at me with confusion. I shrug because, with Stella, one never knows.

      “Well, this is one hell of a good-looking crew,” Oliver says with a grin.

      Alex laughs. “Most of us, anyway. Grayson is a little dicey.”

      Josh chimes in. “At least he doesn’t look prepubescent like you, Alex.”

      That earns him the middle finger.

      “Hi, Jessica.” Alex’s voice is a little too sweet for my liking.

      “Hello, Parkersons.”

      I move over closer to Jess, throwing my arm around her. “God, I forgot how possessive Grayson gets over her,” Ollie notes.

      “Right, as though she ever looked at us like we were datable.” Alex shakes his head.

      My brothers keep going, poking fun at us, and I really don’t care. She’s here, next to me, and we can have this conversation. I’ll take all their bullshit and then some.

      “All right, assholes.” Stella clears her throat. “I’m calling because we need our own sibling meeting, and since Jessica and Grayson are a foregone conclusion, then she’s family as well. We need to talk about something.”

      “Stella,” I warn.

      She continues. “We all know our father is the biggest piece of shit. We all hate him. We all want nothing to do with him, but we’ve all felt like we had no choice. Grayson is leaving. He’s giving up his shares, and he already owns a piece of land.”

      Josh just looks into the camera, echoing the stunned silence coming from all my siblings.

      Alex speaks up first. “You own land?”

      “I own about two hundred acres with a lake on it.”

      “You own a fucking lake?” Josh asks.

      “I do, I bought it when I had Amelia.”

      Oliver laughs once. “That’s one hell of a birthday gift. How come I only get an empty card?”

      “Because you’re the spoiled brat,” Stella says. “Focus. This is about Grayson opening his own inn—without us.”

      “Guys,” I break in, “this isn’t what I planned, but I can’t be around him. I’m done, and I don’t want his money or anything to do with him.”

      “Grayson, none of us want that,” Josh speaks before anyone else.

      “No, but if you’re opening your own inn, why the fuck wouldn’t you take us with you?” Alex asks. “Also, fuck not taking his money. He’s got enough of it. We can all sell our shares.”

      Jessica looks to me, and I don’t know what to think. They want to do this too. They want to leave my father’s company and start over with me?

      “Wait. You all want to leave your very comfortable lives and jobs making good money to come open an inn that we have no idea will do well?”

      In unison they all speak. “Yup.”

      I turn back to Jess, who is smiling. “You could all be partners.”

      “And they’d all be here,” I say.

      “If we needed funding or another investor, I know Jacob would come on.”

      As great as it would be to get the money from outside, it would be awesome having my brothers all back here. We loved running the Park Inn before my father started branching off.

      I turn back to the screen. “You know that this isn’t going to be easy. We will be competing against a very well-known establishment.”

      Joshua’s smile is wide, and he looks almost giddy. “Yeah, and how sweet will it be when it closes and his kids are who brought him down.”

      “Exactly,” Alex says. “Plus, I’ve missed home.”

      Oliver nods. “I have money saved, this is a much better investment than a boat.”

      I laugh. “Stella?”

      “I have been hoarding money since I was eighteen. There’s nothing I’d love more than to own an inn with my brothers. Plus, our shares have value, Gray. A lot of value.”

      Well, it looks like I’m going into business with my siblings.
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      Jessica and I watch Amelia run along the lake. “Do you think I can have a house here?” she asks.

      “No, Monkey, we’re going to fix up that house and have our own inn.”

      “On Melia Lake?”

      “Yup.”

      “Can we call it Amelia Inn?”

      I laugh. “We’ll put it on the list.”

      The last two weeks have been a whirlwind. We told Amelia that we were together, and she started crying because she was so happy and wanted Jessica to be her new mom. Since that went well and Jess was already there every night, I asked her to just stay with me.

      “You okay?” Jess asks as we walk holding hands.

      “Yeah, just . . . I don’t know. If you had told me six months ago that this would be our life, I would’ve laughed.”

      “I know that feeling.”

      “It’s just too good to be true.”

      Jess rests her head on my shoulder. “I don’t know about that. Maybe it’s just how it should’ve been and happiness is what we are meant to have.”

      “How very Dr. Warvel of you.”

      Jessica’s musical laughter echoes in the trees. “I’ll be sure to tell her you think she’s rubbing off on me. Tell me, how was your talk with Jack?”

      “I think it went well. We discussed your idea, and it seemed like he was intrigued.”

      She perks up at that. “You think he’ll run his company from here?”

      Jessica had a great suggestion that would help us to set ourselves apart from your typical inn surrounded by woods. She talked about how the pilots and flight attendants went on a company retreat every year and thought this would be a perfect location for them. Jack would be able to expand his business by offering a bonding experience to the groups who book with us and hopefully that would lead to them wanting to return.

      “He didn’t say no.”

      “I think what’s going to set us apart is being able to offer many options here. If we aren’t just one thing, it’ll help us in the beginning.”

      I smile at the one word she used. “Us.”

      Her gaze meets mine. “What?”

      “You said us.”

      “You’ve implied . . .”

      We stop at the edge of the water, and I wrap my arms around her from behind, my hand resting on her stomach. “It’s always us, love. It’ll always be us.”

      In the last few months, my entire life has been upended. I found Jess again. I’m going to be a father again. I’m opening my own business and building on a piece of land I never thought I’d develop. All of it feels like it’s because she came back to me.

      One gift that has multiplied and become more than I could’ve hoped for.

      I kiss the crook of her neck, and she sighs. “As much as I love the house, I love this place too.”

      “I do too. I feel like it needs a good name.”

      “Any ideas?”

      She tilts her head back. “I don’t know. I keep thinking about us and how to combine it all together. Plus, your family since you’re all owners too.”

      “So, what are your words for us?”

      Jessica laughs softly. “Fire. Plane. Fly. Crash. View. Mountain. Return.”

      “Well, I don’t know that crash is a good word for a resort.”

      “Agree.”

      “But, what about Firefly?”

      Her head rests on my shoulder. “Like what we used to catch as kids?”

      “Well, and you were in a fire and you fly.”

      “This isn’t my place. It’s yours.”

      I want to argue with her, but it’s much better to just let it drop for now. “Keep thinking, love. We have time, but we do need to think of another name.”

      Her hand moves to mine over where the baby is safely growing. “We have time for that too.”

      “We have months at least.”

      Amelia comes running over, and Jess steps forward to look at the small bunny she’s carrying in her hand. “Do you think I can keep it?” Amelia asks.

      I scoop her up in my arms. “We have a monkey already, we don’t need anything else.”

      She pouts her lower lip. “I want a rabbit.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Jessica moves closer, her eyes dance with mischief. “I thought you said something about a dog?”

      I glare at her. “I love you, but don’t encourage her.”

      Melia’s eyes brighten. “I love dogs.”

      “I know, and I said when you turned five, we’d talk about it.”

      “I’m almost five.”

      “Yes, I know, but I was thinking we could talk about getting something else.” I try to divert her attention to what I came out here for. “Do you remember what we talked about?” I ask Melia.

      Her eyes widen, and she nods.

      “What are you two up to?” Jess asks, looking at Melia since she’s definitely the one likely to spill it.

      “Nothing,” she says with a coy smile.

      “Hmm, I don’t believe you.”

      Amelia covers her mouth and giggles. “I can’t tell!”

      Jess’s eyes widen. “So, there is a secret?”

      She nods.

      Jessica creeps closer, keeping her voice low. “What if I promise not to tell your daddy?”

      I give Amelia a grin and shake my head. “Don’t do it.”

      “Daddy! You tell her.”

      “Fine. I’ll tell her our big secret.” I sigh dramatically, putting Amelia back down on the ground and dropping to my knee. Amelia kneels next to me.

      I reach back, grabbing the ring from my jacket pocket.

      “Oh my God.” Jessica gasps as I lift it.

      “I guess it’s not a secret so much as a question. A long time ago, I met a girl, and she stole my heart. I thought I’d learned to live without it, but then she brought it back, and I realized how much I needed it—but mostly I needed her.”

      Amelia whispers, “He means you.”

      Jessica laughs and wipes her tears as she whispers back, “Thanks.”

      “When I thought I lost you, well, I didn’t know that I could ever feel pain on that level. You are my heart and soul—our heart and soul. Amelia and I decided that we want to keep you, and we’re hoping that you want to keep us too. I have loved you for over half my life, and I’d like to spend the rest of it loving you still. I will do anything to make you happy, Jessica. We just have one question for you.”

      I look at my daughter, who is smiling brightly. “Will you marry us?”

      Jess drops to her knees, pulling Amelia and me into her arms. She’s crying so hard she can only say one thing over and over. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessica

      “Jacob!” I yell and rush toward him. I can’t believe it’s been four months since the crash, and here we are, in New York City, for dinner before the big premiere tomorrow.

      “You look beautiful,” he says, pulling me in for a hug.

      “Thank you. You look rather dashing yourself.”

      He laughs. “I’m nervous about this damn premiere, that’s what I am.”

      “Well, you can’t tell.”

      “This is Brenna,” Jacob says as a gorgeous redhead steps forward.

      “I feel like we’re old friends,” she says with a laugh as she pulls me in for a hug.

      “Me too.”

      Grayson and Jacob shake hands, and then Brenna and Grayson do as well. We came in a day early to spend some time with Jacob and Brenna and to talk to him about a business opportunity that he demanded we discuss.

      “Your ring is beautiful,” Brenna notes.

      “Ring?” Jacob says, grabbing my hand. “You didn’t say anything.”

      “He just asked two days ago.”

      “Congrats, you guys. This is great news.” He raises his hand for the waiter. “Your best champagne.”

      We’re in the back room of a restaurant that allows us privacy to talk and catch up. Jacob tells us about the kids and how it’s been being back in his hometown. I laugh and explain my own experience.

      “So, is this a thing?” Brenna asks. “People in small towns all leave and then come back to fix their lives?”

      Jacob laughs. “I guess so.”

      “I’ve been telling patients the wrong therapy all this time.”

      Grayson drapes his arm around me, his fingers just grazing the skin on my shoulder. “I’m not sure that instructing patients to get in a plane crash is the best therapy either.”

      “No,” Brenna agrees. “Definitely not. Although, it did seem to knock both of these two in the right direction.”

      Jacob leans toward her, his voice low. “I was always coming back to you.”

      There is so much love in this room it could choke someone. Jacob and I had a lot of regrets when the plane was going down. I remember him begging for me to tell Brenna how he felt if he didn’t make it.

      It was a terrifying time that really forced me to see my life through a different lens.

      Now, I’m here with Grayson and can’t help but be grateful for it all. Had things gone differently, I wouldn’t be engaged and pregnant.

      Brenna smiles warmly at me. “How is the pregnancy going?”

      “Okay. We have another ultrasound, and if that one goes well, we’ll feel much better.”

      “Because of the fire?”

      “Yeah,” I say, feeling the nerves again. “The baby’s growth rate is what we’re watching now. So far, the tests they’ve been able to run have come back in our favor, but . . .” Grayson’s eyes study me. The blue-green warmth infuses me with strength. “We’ll know more next week, so we’re just staying cautiously optimistic.”

      “No matter what, though, we’ll be okay,” Grayson reassures me.

      “We will.”

      “You both are really handling this well,” Brenna notes.

      Jacob laughs. “Please don’t do your shrink thing with them.”

      “I’m not. I’m just saying the truth. You’ve all been through a lot, and I’m just glad everyone is handling it well. That’s just an observation, not therapy.”

      He takes her hand, kissing her palm. “Sure, dear.”

      “You’re trouble.”

      “But I’m your trouble.”

      Her lips part, and she groans. “God help me.”

      The food and champagne, which is my favorite vintage, are brought out. Since I can’t drink any, I sip my apple juice in a flute and pretend.

      We eat and talk about the movie and Jacob’s plans for living in California and Pennsylvania. Then the conversation circles to what we wanted to discuss with him.

      Grayson does all the talking since it is business and not about the friendship I have with Jacob. “Basically, my siblings and I want to destroy my father.”

      “Well, now I’m interested.”

      Grayson launches into the story, leaving some information out but explaining enough on why this is important to him. I listen, seeing him in a way I haven’t gotten to before.

      This is a man who commands the room, and even though I know all the details, I’m hanging on every word.

      This is freaking hot.

      “So, are you asking for capital to buy out a company you want to basically fold?” Jacob asks.

      “No, and yes. I want to force him out, not necessarily have the company collapse. He gifted us our shares, which we’re going to make him buy back or we will sell them. We’re proposing that you be the buyer. The shares have value, and we could sell them to anyone interested, but we’d like to control who the buyer is if we can. Either way, we have all decided to sell if he decides not to buy us out.”

      Jacob leans back in his chair. “Let me talk to my brothers. Oliver and Devney have some history, and I don’t want to make things awkward.”

      Grayson accepts with a nod. “Oliver does know this is part of my plan. He wasn’t happy, but he understands the need to have a backup.”

      “I get that, but my brother is who scares me a little.” We all laugh. “Either way, I think there’s potential. I owe Jessica a lot, and I think Sean feels the same toward your brother. While owning a chain of inns has never been a goal, I understand horrible fathers and the hell they cause in our lives. I’ll let you know either way.”

      “No matter what we are getting out of the company, but if you buy it, my siblings and I will help make sure you don’t lose your investment.”

      He nods. “I’ll think about it.”

      And with that, we turn the conversation to family and friends.
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      “When do you want to get married?” I ask Grayson while we’re lying in bed at the hotel in New York City.

      “Tonight.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re insane.”

      “I am. But that’s what I want.”

      His hand runs up and down my spine, and I melt into him. “I don’t want to wait long.”

      “I think it’s best for Amelia if we do it before we tell her about the baby.”

      “I worry we’re changing so much in her world too fast.”

      Grayson gives a short grunt. “If she was showing any signs of being upset, I would say we should hold off, but she’s not.”

      Amelia has been more excited than anything. She tells everyone that she asked me to marry them and I said yes. At school, she was the center of attention with that story. My heart didn’t know it could love like this, but Amelia and Grayson have given me so much to care for.

      “Still, I want to protect her.”

      Grayson kisses the top of my head. “And this is why I want to marry you now. Because you don’t just love me, you love my daughter.”

      I lean up, looking in his eyes. “How could I not? She’s a part of you.”

      “Seriously, Jess, I don’t want to wait to have you as my wife. I want us to start our new life raising both kids as a married couple. Call me old fashioned, I don’t care, but it’s important to me.”

      “It is to me too. So, let’s set a date.”

      “I want to do it before this crap with my father goes down.”

      Soon, the Parkerson siblings will walk away from everything they’ve ever known and band together. I know that Grayson is grappling with not only what he found out about his father but also that his siblings are giving up so much.

      I don’t think they feel that way, but he does.

      They’ve lived a very privileged life and have done very well. That will change for them. There’s going to be a period of time where finances could be difficult. Thankfully, they are talking and planning to make things as easy as possible.

      Since the land that Grayson owns is huge, Alex and Joshua are going to stay on the property. Once construction starts, it will ensure that someone is always there, and they will also have privacy.

      Oliver is going to stay with Stella, which should be hilarious.

      I shift so I’m on my stomach, looking at him. “Okay, well, we don’t have a lot of time then.”

      “Which is part of my plan.”

      “Oh? You have a plan?”

      His grin deepens and that dimple I love becomes prominent. “I always have plans for you, love.”

      “Good to know, but what about the wedding?”

      “I want to get married at the lake.”

      “Really?”

      “Where did you think I’d want to marry you?”

      I lift one shoulder. “No clue, but . . .” I sort of thought he’d pick the beach house. It’s where we became Jessica and Grayson—or Gressica, as I like to joke to make his head explode. I wasn’t actually excited by the idea, but this is, well . . . “I think that’s perfect.”

      I love that lake. The lake is new. The lake is where our future is. It’s where we’ll build this new life.

      “It’s why we have to do it soon, before it’s ruined by trucks and construction.”

      “You have very sound logic.”

      He laughs. “I will say just about anything to get you to agree.”

      I push myself closer to him, kissing him softly. “You don’t have to say anything more.”
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      Grayson

      “Calm down,” Jack says as he claps me on the back. “She’ll be here. Chicks take a long time for these things.”

      “Is this coming from all your experience with women and weddings?”

      He snorts. “No, but it was meant to be comforting since I’m your best man and everything.”

      “Well, it wasn’t.”

      Choosing Jack to be my best man was a no brainer. I have three very competitive brothers, and having to decide between them felt like a minefield where I was surely going to get blown up, so I avoided it.

      Plus, Jack is like a brother. There is no one who isn’t blood who I trust as much as him.

      “Well, have a shot then, that should calm you.”

      I’m not nervous. Not the way he thinks. Jessica will be here, I have no doubts about that. It’s more of an anxious excitement. I’m ready for this. I love her, and I want to start our lives as husband and wife.

      Jack hands me a shot of whiskey, and I take it before we raise our glass. “To brotherhood.”

      It’s what we’ve said each time we toast. “To brotherhood.”

      The liquid burns its way down, warming me along the way.

      “Did Amelia get ready with Jess?”

      “Yeah, she said she’s a girl and needs to be with them.”

      Jack laughs. “It’s really funny that pretty much everyone attending your wedding is actually in the wedding.”

      He’s not wrong. Our bridal party is four groomsmen and four bridesmaids, which is more than half of the invited guests.

      “We wanted it intimate.”

      He nods. “Can I ask you something, Gray?”

      I turn, finding the normally carefree air around him is different. “What’s up?”

      “How did you . . . well, how did you guys decide to move forward?”

      Okay, now that’s a surprise. “You mean try again?”

      He nods.

      “I don’t know, I guess it was just always meant to be. It wasn’t easy, but I don’t think it’s meant to be.”

      “Right.”

      “Is this about a few weeks ago?” I ask, remembering the night he showed up completely blitzed.

      “No. That was just me being drunk,” he says a little too quickly.

      “Who was the girl?”

      Jack shrugs, looking away. “No girl.”

      “Jack, you were going on and on about some girl.”

      “She’s no one. I honestly don’t remember half the night, and I . . . it’s nothing.”

      “She doesn’t sound like it.”

      Jack’s entire demeanor shifts, and he smiles widely. “We’re not talking about drunk hookups today, brother. It’s your wedding, and it’s about damn time we get out there. I see the Jeep coming down with your bride now.”

      I want to push him, but this is Jack, and I know him well enough to know that it’s pointless to keep at it. Whoever this girl is, she clearly has him torn up, and until he’s ready to deal with it, he’ll just deny it.

      Josh, Alex, and Oliver walk over in their sapphire-blue suits that match mine and Jack’s. The only difference between our outfits is that they have gold ties and mine is white.

      We didn’t go all out with the wedding, but we wanted some of the traditional things to still happen.

      I see Stella get out of the car, and she waves.

      “It’s amazing that none of the guys we’ve chased away from her have pressed charges,” Josh notes.

      Jack huffs. “Yeah, no guy wants to be in between you idiots.”

      Damn right. We know Stella is beautiful and too good for any man.

      “Which is why we left Gray here to make sure the wolves didn’t descend.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please, I think Stella is the wolf.”

      Oliver shakes his head. “He’s not lying. She’s scarier than the four of us.”

      “Well, five if you count Jack, he’s like a brother.”

      Jack laughs and nods. “You could say that.”

      Next is Delia, and I look at Jack, who is staring at the girls. He hasn’t taken his eyes off them. I’m starting to think Jess was right when she said that he has a thing for Delia.

      Josh clears his throat. “Aren’t you supposed to go help your bride?”

      “I don’t know, Jess said something about no aisle and that she was going to walk here?”

      Oliver slaps me on the back. “Way to fuck up your wedding before it starts. Didn’t you pay attention?”

      “No,” I groan. “I was too busy making sure you fuckers didn’t get so drunk you couldn’t get here.”

      Before I can argue or try to think about what the hell the directions were, Amelia hops out of the car, her hands going back and forth quickly as if she wants me to walk to her. When I move to take a step, I hear a chorus of, “No!”

      “See, I am to stay here,” I say as though it was my plan.

      And then . . . then my heart stops. The world stops turning as she exits the car.

      The sun is behind her, peeking through the trees and casting the most beautiful halo around her, making it seem as if she’s glowing.

      I know I’m supposed to stay here, but my legs want to go. It’s not until I feel Jack’s hand grab my forearm that I realize I was moving.

      Jessica takes Amelia’s hand.

      My sister comes toward us first, and when she gets to me, she kisses my cheek. “I’m proud of you.”

      I laugh. “Thanks.”

      Then she smiles at the rest of the crew behind me.

      Next is Delia, who gives me a playful wink as she passes.

      Winnie, Jessica’s maid of honor, waves her fingers as she passes.

      Her mother is last, and I pull her in for a hug when she gets to me. “You take care of my girl.”

      “Always.”

      “You know,” she says softly, “I always hoped it would be you. You’re a good man, Grayson Parkerson.”

      “I think it was always going to be us, no matter what.”

      Mrs. Walker smiles. “I think so too.”

      And then it’s just her and Amelia. The two of them start to make their way to me, carefully avoiding rocks as Amelia waves randomly. They are both smiling, and I swear, my heart could fly out of my chest. I’ve never known a person could hold this much love.

      “Hi,” Jess says first.

      “God, you’re gorgeous.”

      She beams. “I’m glad you think so.” Amelia looks up at me. “And you are so pretty.”

      “Thanks, Daddy. Are you ready to get married?” Melia asks.

      I look to Jessica, our eyes locked and I nod. “Yeah, Monkey, I sure am.”
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      “Never thought I’d see the day,” Josh says as he hands me a beer.

      “That I’d get married?”

      “No, that you’d convince Jessica to marry you.”

      I laugh. “I did something right.”

      “I notice you invited Mom.”

      She’s currently dancing with Oliver, and we’ve barely said a handful of words to each other.

      “I didn’t want to regret it later.”

      “I get it. Does she know we’re all about to wreck her life?”

      It’s doubtful that she does. When the five of us demand a buy-out or threaten to sell our shares, my mother is going to have a rude awakening. The lifestyle she’s been afforded will be gone because my father will have to scramble to come up with the money, which means less alimony.

      That house will probably be the first thing he tries to sell.

      “Not really my concern today.”

      “I know, I just . . . I’m glad you invited her, that’s all.”

      “It was the right thing to do.”

      “Yeah, the women in our lives are pains in our asses, but we love them,” Josh says before taking a long pull of his drink. “Speaking of, where did Stella run off to?”

      “I don’t know, I wanted to dance with her.”

      “Me too.”

      I look around but don’t see her. “I’ll go find her,” I tell him.

      As I start to walk over to the tree line, Jessica comes rushing over from across the tented area. “Where are you going?”

      “Nowhere. I’m just looking for Stella.”

      She peeks around. “Well, she’s not here, we should dance.”

      “You said you wanted to sit.”

      “I did. I sat. I’m fine. Let’s go. I like this song.”

      I look over to the floating dance floor in confusion. “There’s no music playing.”

      “We make our own music,” she says a bit too quickly.

      “Jessica, what are you talking about?”

      She laughs, and then I hear something in the woods. Her hand grabs mine, tugging me away. “Come on, babe. It’s our wedding day.”

      “So you’re going to pretend? Like . . . it’s nothing?” Stella’s voice is muffled, but I know it’s her.

      There’s a low reply, but I can’t make it out.

      “We have to deal with this. We can’t . . . we can’t pretend anymore.” There is a layer of hurt and desperation in Stella’s voice.

      I turn to my wife with a brow raised. “Is that why you want to dance?”

      She releases a low breath, which is much more of a defeated sound. “Let your sister work this out.”

      “You know what’s going on?”

      Jess snorts. “I know everything.”

      “Then who the hell is at our wedding that she—”

      I’ll kill him.

      I’ll fucking kill him.

      I turn, moving quickly in the direction of where the voices are.

      “You still have feelings for me, I know you do!” Stella says, and I pick up the pace.

      Still?

      “I don’t.” I hear Jack, clear as fucking day. “I do . . . I can’t.”

      “You can’t pretend with me, Jack.”

      “We can’t,” he says.

      When I get to the clearing where they’re standing, his hands are on her arms and she’s clutching his shirt. My heart is pounding as I stare at my best friend, staring at my sister as though he’s broken. “God, Stella, we can’t.” Then, before I can say anything, he crushes his lips to hers.

      Jessica is trying to pull me back, but I see red. How the hell could he do this? He said it over and over again that he didn’t like her. I never imagined the her would be Stella.

      He doesn’t like her? Then allow me to remind him.

      “Get your fucking hands off my sister,” I say, my voice sounding foreign to me.

      They break apart, but Stella is the first to react and take a step toward me. “Grayson—”

      “How could you?” I ask Jack.

      “It’s not what you think,” Stella tries to step in.

      I know if I open my mouth again, I’ll lose it. Instead of making a scene on what is one of the best days of my life, I shake my head, glaring at Jack the whole time.

      He steps forward. “I know you’re pissed, and I get it, but you have to know—”

      I raise my hand to silence him. Jessica gives me a sad smile and says, “Come on, love, let’s dance and let them talk.”

      “Talk? Did you see that? It didn’t look like talking when he was kissing her.”

      Jessica tilts her head to the side, staring at me. “Yes, and it’s not our business. Your sister can handle it.”

      The anger I thought I felt before doubles. My best friend and my baby sister. It’s an image I sure as hell won’t get out of my head anytime soon. They’ve been fucking lying, and I can’t even bring myself to think about all the shit he was drunk rambling about. Well, if he doesn’t like her, then he better never touch her again.

      Stella steps forward. “Go with your wife, Gray. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      I give one last hateful glance at my worst man and allow Jessica to pull me away. I can’t believe this.

      Jess doesn’t say anything, she just walks carefully and I keep my arm around her so she doesn’t stumble and hurt herself.

      My wife, knowing me better than I know myself, leads me to the dance floor where she wraps her arms around me so I can’t gather my other brothers to deal with Jack.

      “Well, that was interesting,” she says after a few seconds.

      I raise one brow. “That isn’t happening.”

      She laughs as though I said something comical. “Oh, Grayson, you silly, sweet man who thinks he can control any of this, haven’t you learned anything? Life is unpredictable, but what’s meant to be will be.”

      “Like us?”

      She nods. “Exactly. Now kiss me and tell me I’m pretty.”

      I do as she asks and vow to spend the rest of tonight pondering the best place to bury Jack’s body.

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading Jessica and Grayson’s story. I hope you enjoyed their second chance romance as much as I did writing it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEXT UP IS STELLA AND JACK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There is nothing I can say to prepare you for their story. It took me by complete surprise. You have NO idea what’s coming. That’s all I’m going to say. Jack is freaking amazing. Stella is a spitfire and they have quite a bit of explaining to do . . .

      

      

      

      
        
        Read Could Have Been Us and be ready for a story like I’ve never told before!
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      From USA Today Bestselling Author Devney Perry comes a small town, second chance romance.

      

      Thea Landry has always known her place in modern-day society. It’s somewhere just above the trash can her mother dumped her in as a newborn but below the class where much comes easy. With her tattered shoes and bargain-bin clothes, her life has never been full of glamour.

      So when a rich and charismatic man takes interest, she doesn’t fool herself into thinking their encounter is anything more than a one-night stand. Months later, she’s kicking herself for not getting his phone number. Or his last name. She’s given up hope of seeing him ever again.

      Until one day, years later, Logan Kendrick waltzes into her life once more and turns everything she’s built upside down. This time around, she won’t make the same mistake. She’s going to fight to keep him in her life—not for herself.

      But for their daughter.
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      “What can I get for you?” I asked the man across the bar.

      He flashed me a straight, white smile. “Macallan 18, if you’ve got it. Double. Neat.”

      I nodded and turned to the shelves at my back, glad for the task. I needed a distraction from the heat. He’d turned the hotel bar where I worked into a sauna.

      For the last three years, I would have argued that this room was always cold, even at the peak of summer. Even with the heat blasting through the vents, like it was now. But here I stood, sweating like I’d just run to catch the late train.

      From the moment this handsome stranger had walked through the door, my heartrate had spiked. Not because of the way his dark hair fell in a soft wave around a part above his left eyebrow. Not because of the expensive suit that hugged his broad shoulders and draped down his long legs.

      My heart was thundering because of the air.

      He charged the atmosphere with his confident stride. His deep-brown eyes had taken me in with no more than a blink. He exuded class and power and heat.

      He’d walked into my bar and claimed it as his.

      And I was drawn to him, like shivering bones to a warm blanket.

      I guess that was natural. People always wanted what was out of their reach. And this man was so far out of my reach, he might as well be standing on the moon.

      He drank whisky that cost twice my hourly wage, while I splurged on cab rides every Saturday night instead of walking home at two in the morning. If my tip jar allowed it, I ate lunch on Wednesdays at the corner diner instead of nuking ramen noodles in my cramped apartment. I was just a bartender, surviving life one lick at a time.

      He was probably a corporate raider with the world at his feet.

      Still, I couldn’t resist pulling in a deep breath of his Armani cologne as I reached for his whisky on the top shelf.

      Even in my mandated heels, it was a stretch to grab the bottle that I’d just cleaned yesterday. It wasn’t uncommon for rich men to stroll in and order our most expensive whisky, but it didn’t happen often enough to avoid a weekly dusting.

      “Quiet night?” he asked as I came back to the bar with the bottle.

      “Mondays are always slow.” I set out a glass on a black square napkin, then poured him two jiggers.

      “Lucky me.” He took the glass. “I get your undivided attention.”

      “Yes, you do.” I set the bottle aside, doing my best not to blush. Hopefully I wasn’t sweating through my cheap shirt.

      Everything about this man was smooth. Sexy. Even his voice. Definitely the way he licked his lips after taking a sip.

      But despite him being my only customer, I stayed quiet as he swirled the amber liquid in its glass. I’d been bartending since I turned twenty-one, and I’d learned these last three years to let the patrons do the talking. No one wanted a bartender who couldn’t shut her mouth—especially in a classy hotel like this. Especially when I was as far from classy as you could get.

      My black slacks and white button-up shirt didn’t have a stitch of natural fiber—just a synthetic blend that was uncomfortably affordable. My tattered heels had gotten a new scuff tonight, one I’d have to cover with a Sharpie later.

      He swirled his whisky a few more times, his gold cufflink peeking out from underneath his suit jacket. “I’m sure you get this question a lot in your line of work. What’s your drink of choice?”

      I smiled. “I do get that question a lot. Normally, I answer with whatever was the first drink I served that day.”

      The corner of his mouth curved up. “And today’s?”

      “A local IPA.”

      His mouth split into a full-blown grin. “What’s the real answer?”

      That smile made my heart beat wildly again, sending my temperature up another notch.

      “It depends.” I pushed off the bar and walked down to my gun, filling a glass with mostly ice, then water. “I’ve always believed in pairing drinks with the occasion.”

      “I’m intrigued.”

      I took a sip of my water. “Weddings, obviously champagne.”

      “Obviously.” He nodded. “What else?”

      “Bachelorette parties require anything fruity. Beer always goes with pizza—it’s one of my drinking laws. Margaritas on Tuesday nights because I don’t work on Wednesdays. And tequila shots if anyone says, ‘We need to talk.’ ”

      He chuckled. “What about whisky?”

      “I don’t drink whisky.”

      “Hmm.” He took a long, slow sip from his glass, then set it down. “That’s a shame. A beautiful woman drinking whisky is my weakness.”

      The water glass in my hand bobbled and I nearly spilled it on my apron. I’d heard a lot of pickup lines standing behind this bar, and I’d mastered the art of turning down a man without bruising his ego—or losing his tip. But I’d be a fool to dodge that line.

      “Then maybe I’ll give it another try.”

      “I’d like that.” He smiled wider as he reached across the bar, his long fingers leading the way. “I’m Logan.”

      I placed my hand in his, already lost in the fairy tale. “Thea.”
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      Six years later . . .

      “I hate Montana.”

      Nolan rolled his eyes. “How can you say that when you’re standing in front of that view?”

      I gazed past the tree trunks to the lake on the other side of the forest. I hated to admit it, but the view was rather stunning. The deep blue water had a glassy sheen. The summer sunlight bounced off its gentle, rolling waves. In the distance, the mountains still had white snowcaps. There was even a bald eagle circling the shoreline across the bay.

      But I wouldn’t give Nolan the satisfaction of admitting the truth.

      “What is that smell?” My nostrils flared as I sucked in a long breath.

      Nolan chuckled. “That would be earth. Dirt. Trees. Wind. Also known as clean air. It’s what air is supposed to smell like without all the carbon emissions.”

      “Always with the sarcasm.”

      “I save it all for you.” Nolan Fennessy, my friend and the CEO of my family’s charitable foundation, loved to give me shit.

      “Lucky me,” I deadpanned, turning away from Flathead Lake so he wouldn’t see my grin. Then I scanned the camp, giving it a more thorough inspection than the cursory glance I’d taken when we’d arrived ten minutes ago.

      Beneath the evergreens, six small log cabins were scattered throughout the forest. Next to them was a building marked SHOWERS with a separate wing for boys and girls. The main lodge sat at the back, closest to the road and the gravel parking area. And as it was the hub for most camp activities, the lodge was as big as the six cabins combined.

      It was a child’s paradise.

      In Nowhere, Montana.

      Personal experience had tainted the state for me, but I couldn’t deny this camp had a certain appeal. And it would be a perfect addition to the Kendrick Foundation.

      “Five million?” I asked Nolan, confirming the purchase price.

      “Yes.” He turned away from the lake, stepping to my side. “The price includes everything. Buildings. Furniture. Appliances. Though the bulk of the value is in the land.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s go.”

      “Logan, we can’t go until we meet with the director and hear her pitch.”

      At the mention of the director, a flash of long, blond hair caught my eye. She came scurrying out of the lodge with a handful of pamphlets and a manila folder tucked under her arm. I knew without seeing that it contained the proposal she’d sent into the foundation three months ago.

      “I don’t need to hear her pitch. I’ll approve the purchase and kick in another fifty thousand for improvements.” I glanced at my Bulgari watch. “It’s only two. Let’s say our hellos, give her the good news and head back to the airport.” We’d be back in New York tonight.

      Nolan chuckled. “As much as I’d like to sleep in my own bed tonight, we can’t leave.”

      “Why?”

      He stepped past me—hand extended—ready to greet the director, then smirked over his shoulder. “It’s rude.”

      Damn. “Well played, Fennessy,” I muttered.

      Nolan knew I’d never let my personal hang-up about being in Montana impede my reputation as a philanthropist. As my father had taught me years ago, just as his father had taught him, the Kendricks—above all else—took the utmost care to preserve our appearance.

      Which meant I was in Montana for the night.

      I sloughed off my mood and gave the camp director, Willa Doon, a pleasant smile.

      “Mr. Fennessy.” Willa’s smile widened as she shook Nolan’s hand. “Thank you so, so much for coming out here. I couldn’t believe it when you called. I’m just . . . it’s so awesome you even read my proposal in the first place.”

      “The pleasure was mine. Your proposal was one of the best I’ve read in months.” Nolan released her hand and gestured toward me. “Let me introduce you to the chairman of the board for the Kendrick Foundation. This is Logan Kendrick.”

      “Ms. Doon.” I extended my hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      She blushed scarlet as our hands connected. “Mr. Kendrick.”

      “Please, call me Logan. We’re looking forward to learning more about your camp.”

      “Thank you.” Her smile was confident but her fingers were trembling with nerves. “I’m not sure, um . . . should I just go through the proposal again?” She fumbled the brochures in one hand as she went for the file folder. “I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to read it or have questions. I, um—shoot.” A pamphlet dropped to the dirt.

      “How about a tour?” Nolan bent to retrieve the paper for her. “We’ve both read your proposal, so if it’s all right with you, we’ll keep this informal and just ask you any questions as we walk.”

      Willa nodded. “That sounds great.”

      Five minutes into the tour, the nerves began to leave her voice. Once she began telling us stories from past camps and the children who’d spent countless summers here, her confidence rallied.

      While Willa’s stories were endearing, they didn’t keep my mind from wandering back to my last visit to Montana. The visit where I’d come to surprise my then girlfriend—the one I’d proposed to twice without a yes in return.

      I’d come to Montana to surprise Emmeline for a Thanksgiving weekend. The ring I’d bought for her had been in my coat pocket. My plan had been to propose and convince her to move home after she finished a year teaching kindergarten. Instead, I ended a five-year relationship when I learned she was still in love with a man from her past.

      Her husband.

      After our breakup, I’d gotten the hell out of Montana, flying back to New York without delay. The second the plane’s wheels had touched down, I’d ordered a courier to return Emmeline’s ring to the jewelry store.

      It had been over six months since we’d broken up, and I’d spent that time working my ass off. Not only was I more involved than ever in the Kendrick Foundation, but I was also overseeing a large clientele as a managing partner at my law firm, Stone, Richards and Abergel.

      I didn’t think of Emmeline much these days—there just wasn’t time. But being back in Montana dredged up a slew of unwelcome memories. Memories of what I’d lost.

      And I hated losing.

      “Have you ever been to a camp like this?” Willa asked me as we stood outside one of the smaller cabins.

      “No, I haven’t.” I peered through the cabin door, taking in the wooden bunks inside. “Where are all the kids?” Sleeping bags were laid out neatly on the beds, backpacks on the floors, but no campers.

      “Oh, they’re all on a hike today. We bussed them out early this morning. They’ll have a picnic lunch and then be back before the dinner bell.”

      “I see.” I stepped away from the cabin and gestured toward the lodge. “Can we see the main building next?”

      “Of course.”

      I took a step to follow Willa just as a streak of dark hair and skinny limbs went flying past the cabin.

      The young girl didn’t slow down a bit as she sprinted for the lodge. She looked over her shoulder, giving Willa a huge smile, but kept on running.

      Willa waved. “Hey, Charlie!”

      “Did she miss the bus?” Nolan teased.

      “No, that’s Charlie.” Willa laughed. “Her grandmother volunteers in the kitchen so she spends her mornings and afternoons here.”

      Charlie’s long hair streamed behind her as she ran, only trapped by the backward baseball cap on her head. Her sneakers were covered in dirt, just like the seat of her shorts. “Cute kid.”

      “She’s adorable.” Willa smiled. “Should we continue the tour?”

      “Actually,” I said, “I think I’ve seen enough.”

      Willa’s feet stilled and her shoulders fell. “Oh. I see.”

      “From what I’ve seen and read in your proposal, this camp would make a wonderful addition to the Kendrick Foundation.”

      Willa blinked twice before her entire face lit up. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Really.”

      “Gosh.” Her hands flew to her cheeks. Pamphlets and her manila envelope dropped to the ground. “I can’t believe it. I just—oh my goodness.”

      Nolan grinned at me as we gave Willa a moment to let it all sink in.

      She was young, likely in her midtwenties, with a delicate face. Her wavy blond hair fell nearly to her waist. Her hands were constantly fiddling with something—the tie on her simple navy sundress or her papers. But despite her timid demeanor, it was clear that Willa loved this camp.

      A camp we’d just saved from closure.

      The local church that currently owned the camp was letting it go due to increased overhead and maintenance costs. Luckily for us, the church wasn’t looking to make a payday on the property; otherwise they’d be selling it off for private development. Instead, they just wanted to recoup their investment and find new owners who would continue it as a children’s summer camp. The only problem was, they hadn’t had any offers in a year and were looking at closing it down permanently.

      Now it would be part of the Kendrick Foundation.

      We’d keep the original charter intact but come in with fresh eyes and a bigger wallet. The foundation would make a few overdue improvements and teach Willa how to better manage expenses while increasing attendance. We’d ensure this children’s paradise would be around for many more years to come.

      “Thank you,” Willa whispered as tears filled her eyes. “Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome.” I looked to Nolan. “Anything you want to add?”

      “I think you covered it all,” the corners of his mouth turned up, “boss.”

      Smug bastard. As CEO, he had just as much authority to approve this purchase as I did. He just liked to toss that word around to remind me who was really in charge here.

      “I’ll have the attorneys contact the church and start drafting a contract,” he said. “We’ll get everything transferred over to the foundation as soon as possible. And Ms. Doon, we’ll expect you to stay on as director.”

      Willa gasped. “You don’t have to do that. I mean, I’m grateful, but it wasn’t about keeping my job.”

      Nolan smiled. “We know. That’s why you’re the best choice for our camp director. And as long as things are going well, the job is yours.”

      “I just—I can’t believe this is happening. It was a long shot, sending that proposal. I never . . .” She pressed her hands to her cheeks again. “Thank you.”

      “Congratulations. Let’s celebrate.” Nolan clapped me on the shoulder. “Willa, now that we’ve got business out of the way, would you mind giving us the rest of the tour?”

      She nodded, composing herself once again. “I’d love to.”

      “And afterward, would you mind showing us around town a bit?” I asked. “We’d love a recommendation for dinner and drinks.”

      Willa nodded again, her face beaming. “I know just the place.”

      “Then lead the way.” Nolan waved her on, then leaned close as we followed. “Now aren’t you glad we stayed?”

      Days like today were the reason I stayed so in tune with the foundation’s activities. Outside of the countless hours I put in at the firm, I didn’t have hobbies like my friends did. I didn’t golf or own a yacht.

      I worked.

      Hard.

      Nolan didn’t need me along for these foundation trips, but the truth was, I didn’t want to miss out. I didn’t want to miss the chance to make someone’s dream come true. Or the opportunity to put my family’s fortune to a better use than buying my mother diamonds or my sister divorces.

      “Fine. I’ll admit, this place isn’t so bad. Once you get past the smell.”
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      An hour later—after we’d finished touring the camp and Willa had driven us around town—Nolan and I followed her through the steel door of the Lark Cove Bar.

      “This is . . . quaint,” I muttered. Were those peanut shells all over the floor?

      “They have the best drinks in the area and their pizzas are amazing.” Willa smiled over her shoulder but it fell when she took in my grimace. “But there’s a fancier place up the road in Kalispell. It’s about forty-five minutes, but we can go there. I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

      “This place is perfect.” Nolan placed his hand on my shoulder, his dark skin a stark contrast to my white shirt. “We don’t need fancy.”

      “Okay. Good.” Willa relaxed and walked over to a table.

      “We don’t need fancy,” I whispered to Nolan. “Just sanitary.”

      “Shut up.”

      “You’re fired.”

      He chuckled and looked at his Rolex. “That’s the first time you’ve fired me today, and it’s past four. Usually you fire me before noon on these trips. Maybe the Montana air agrees with you.”

      I huffed. “I can’t wait to say ‘I told you so’ after we get food poisoning.”

      “Let’s get you a drink.”

      “Finally, he says something intelligent.”

      We were both grinning as we joined Willa at a tall, square table in the middle of the bar.

      “Is this okay?” she asked.

      “Great.” I smiled as the wooden stool creaked under my weight. With my back to the door, I studied the room.

      The ceiling was high, with exposed iron beams running from one side to the other. Much like the floors, the walls were paneled with battered wood. Though instead of being covered in peanut shells, they were filled with signs and pictures. It reminded me of those chain restaurants—the ones all ending in an apostrophe s. Applebee’s. Chili’s. Bennigan’s. Except this decor hadn’t been staged but pieced together naturally over the years.

      The L-shaped bar was long, running across both of the back walls. There had to be at least twenty stools along its path, and judging by the wear and tear on the foot rail, it was the place most people chose to sit.

      Including the five patrons seated near the bartender.

      “Welcome, folks. Be right there.”

      Willa looked over her shoulder, giving the guy a shy wave. As she spun back to the table, her fingers tugged at her hair in an attempt to hide her red cheeks.

      Nolan and I shared a grin, then each continued silently scrutinizing the bar as we waited to place our order.

      Neon signs advertising various beers and liquors littered the windows facing the parking lot. Next to a large flat-screen on one wall, a set of antlers was adorned with a bunch of hats. Wait. Is that a bra?

      The Fourth of July was over a week ago, but the decorations were still up. A red, white and blue banner hung above the jukebox, and a handful of tiny flags sat in a cup on the bar.

      This place was as far removed from my favorite bar in the city as you could get, but at least they had alcohol. Though, I doubted the Lark Cove Bar carried my preference.

      “Gentlemen. Willow.” The bartender appeared at our table, depositing three cardboard coasters and a paper boat of peanuts.

      “It’s Willa. Actually.” She tucked her hair behind an ear, sitting taller. “With an a.”

      “Damn. Sorry.” He shrugged off his mistake—one I had a feeling he’d make again. “What can I get for you?”

      “I don’t suppose you have Macallan 18,” I said.

      It had been a long day, flying out early this morning and then being assaulted with reminders of Emmeline once my feet had touched the Montana soil. Today called for whisky.

      The bartender grinned, then ran a hand over his blond buzz-cut hair. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “Nice.” The Lark Cove Bar might not be pretty, but whoever stocked their shelves had good taste. “I’ll have a double. Neat.”

      “I’ll have the same,” Nolan said.

      “You got it.” The bartender smiled at Willa. “And for you?”

      “Just, um, a beer. Anything is fine,” she stuttered, blushing again as she stared at the stubble on his jaw. “Thanks, Jackson.”

      “Be back.” He tapped his knuckles on the table, then ambled back behind the bar.

      “How long do you think that bottle has been up there?” Nolan leaned over and asked as Jackson stretched to pull down the Macallan from the highest shelf.

      I opened my mouth to comment on the cobwebs in the upper corner, but stopped when a swish of dark hair caught my eye.

      From out of a back room, a woman emerged and smiled at Jackson, then at one of the regulars as she set down a pizza pan.

      Her simple black tank molded to her breasts and flat stomach, leaving her tanned arms bare. Her jeans sat low on her hips, cinched tight with a black leather belt that was just a shade darker than her long, thick hair. Her white smile was full of straight teeth, except for one in the middle of the bottom row that sat slightly off-center.

      It had been over six years—nearly seven—since I’d spent the night with my hands wrapped up in that hair. Since I’d memorized that smile while I’d held Thea in my arms.

      Years, and she looked exactly the same.

      “Logan, do you want pizza?”

      I shook my head, sliding off my creaking stool. “Excuse me for a moment.”

      At my movement, Thea’s dark eyes—nearly black, like her hair—swept the room. She smiled at me for a second, but the expression fell away and the color in her face drained as recognition dawned.

      She remembers me. Thank god, she remembered me. I was man enough to admit that it would have crushed my ego if she hadn’t remembered me. Remembered that night.

      I still thought about it now and then—whenever I was in the neighborhood of that hotel. Did she ever think about it? About me?

      I’d gone back to her hotel bar once, months after we’d hooked up. But she hadn’t been there. The staff had told me that Thea had quit and moved out of the city. I’d been disappointed and pissed at myself for waiting too long—I’d been busy with work. Then life had moved on. Not long after I’d tried to find Thea again, I’d met Emmeline.

      Still, I’d never forgotten Thea, even after all these years.

      I’d never forgotten how those dark eyes had lulled me under her spell. How her amazing body—the perfect balance of toned, lean muscle to soft, feminine curves—had felt beneath mine.

      As I crossed the room, I held her wide, unblinking stare. “Thea.”

      Her body jolted at my voice. “Lo-Logan.”

      “It’s been a long time. How are you?”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it without a word.

      “Hey, Thea,” Jackson called. “We’re finally cracking that bottle of Macallan you insisted on buying.”

      I grinned. That was why the Lark Cove Bar carried Macallan. She’d bought my favorite whisky for her bar, even if it had never been served.

      “I . . .” Thea took a long breath, shaking her head and closing her eyes. When she opened them, the shock of seeing my face was gone.

      But instead of the confident, sexy woman I’d expected to see once the surprise had faded, I saw fear.

      Why would Thea be afraid of me? I’d treated her with nothing but respect during the night we’d shared. Hadn’t I?

      Before I could say anything else, she sprang into action, grabbing a shot glass and slamming it on the bar. Then she reached behind her, swiping a bottle of tequila from a middle shelf. With a flick of her wrist, she poured the shot, not spilling a drop.

      “Drink that,” she ordered. “We need to talk.”
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      My heart was bouncing like a ping-pong ball between my sternum and spine. I couldn’t believe Logan was standing right in front of me.

      Logan.

      How many hours had I spent looking for him in New York? How many times had I searched for his face in the crowds? How many nights had I laid in bed, replaying our night together, hoping I’d be able to recall something—anything—that might lead me to this moment?

      Eventually, I’d given up hope that I’d ever see him again. I’d made peace with my situation.

      Logan Whatever-His-Name-Is was the best, and only, one-night stand of my life.

      He was just another person I’d left behind in New York. He was a memory, one of the few good ones from back then.

      Yet here he was, standing in my dingy, happy bar, staring at the tequila shot I’d poured him.

      A shot he really needed to drink before I took it myself.

      “Please,” I whispered. “Take it.”

      His gaze snapped back to mine and my heart pounded even faster. Confidence radiated off his tall body in waves. He was just as intimidating now as he had been years ago, except instead of being alluring and charming, today it was terrifying. His frame was locked tight and his brown eyes were narrowed, silently demanding me to speak.

      Did he know what I was going to tell him? Did he know that I was about to change his life?

      I swallowed the lump in the back of my throat and sucked in some oxygen so I didn’t topple over. Then I gripped the edge of the bar to keep myself upright.

      Do it. Say it, Thea. Tell him.

      If I didn’t tell him today, I might not ever have the chance. And for her sake, he needed to know.

      “I had a . . .” God, I was dizzy. Why couldn’t I find the words? “You, I mean we, have a—”

      “Mommy, look.” A little hand tugged on my jeans.

      I jumped, clutching a hand to my thundering heart. So shocked by Logan’s presence, I hadn’t heard Charlie come into the bar. Maybe it would be easier with her here. Maybe he’d take one look at her and know what I’d been trying to say.

      “Charlie.” I turned and bent at the waist, ready to ask her to wait in the office for a minute. But instead of looking into my daughter’s brown eyes, I stared at two slimy eyeballs.

      “Ah!” I screamed as she thrust the thing right at me.

      “I found a frog.”

      “Eww!” Its slippery nose touched mine and I jerked away, swatting the frog away from my face. Except in my hurry to put some distance between me and the creature, I hit Charlie’s hands. The contact was just enough that her grip faltered and the frog slipped loose. It springboarded off her palm into my chest, leaving a wet spot, then landed on the floor with a thud.

      “No!” Charlie screeched, scrambling around me to capture the frog. But its legs were a blur of motion, propelling it farther and farther out of her reach.

      “Damn,” I hissed and sprang into action, dropping to the floor beside Charlie. My hands and knees thumped on the hard floor as I tried to keep up, but the frog was leaping too fast.

      “Get that frog!”

      Chaos erupted at my back. Stools scraped as a couple of the regulars abandoned their seats. Someone knocked over a glass because I heard the unmistakable sound of beer splattering on the floor in between a slur of curse words. And Jackson started howling with laughter.

      “Jackson, help,” I barked over my shoulder, only to make him roar louder.

      “What is happening?” Hazel’s voice floated above all the other noise. “Oh, no. Charlie, what did I tell you about that frog?”

      “But Gran, I had to show Mommy,” she said, abandoning her pursuit to defend herself.

      “You can’t bring frogs inside,” Hazel said.

      “But—”

      “Could I get some help here?” I shouted, bringing the frog back to focus.

      “Jackson Page,” Hazel scolded. “Stop laughing and catch that frog.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He chuckled as the thud of his boots echoed on the floor.

      I kept chasing the frog, right to the corner of the bar. It had stopped by the edge, so I swiped fast, gripping one of the frog’s back legs. “Gotcha!”

      Relief washed over my shoulders, but as I tried to pick the frog up, the damn thing squirmed hard and got free.

      “Shit!” I yelled as it landed on the floor and bounded away.

      “That’s a bad word,” Charlie chastised.

      “Shoot!”

      Still on my hands and knees, I rounded the corner of the bar, hustling to catch the frog before it could disappear into a nook or cranny. I stretched to reach for it again but lost my balance when one of my palms skidded on a peanut shell.

      Damn it! This wasn’t happening.

      My daughter hadn’t just brought a frog into my bar, violating every health code in the book. I wasn’t on my hands and knees, chasing an amphibian through peanut shells in front of the classiest man I’d ever met. I wasn’t about to make the most difficult confession of my life with frog slime on my shirt.

      This could not be happening.

      I regained my balance and looked up, but instead of seeing a frog, I saw a pair of camel wingtips.

      My eyes ran up the shoes, over their laces, to the crisp denim that covered long, powerful legs. As I stood, my gaze continued up past the leather belt that wrapped around hipbones I’d once tasted on my tongue. Then up a starched, white polo that covered Logan’s washboard abs.

      Steady on my feet, I avoided looking at his face in favor of his muscled arm. Veins snaked over his bicep and down to his tanned forearm. His wristwatch cost more than my car. And his fingers . . . held a squirming frog.

      “You got him.” Charlie appeared at my side, smiling up at Logan as she reached for her latest captive. But before they could make the transfer, her hands froze and her head cocked to the side. Under the backward band of her baseball cap, her eyebrows were furrowed.

      Oh, god. Did she recognize Logan? Charlie had asked me a couple of years ago about her dad, and since I hadn’t been able to tell her much, I’d drawn her a picture of him. Did she see the resemblance to my sketch? This was going to turn into a cluster—well, more of a cluster—if she started asking questions before I had a chance to tell Logan about her.

      My head was swirling and my breaths came in hard pants as I tore my eyes from Charlie’s puzzled face to look up at Logan.

      But he wasn’t paying me any mind. His attention was entirely on Charlie.

      “Your pinky has the same bend as mine.” Charlie touched his finger, then lifted her hand, wriggling her fifth finger.

      The chaos and noise from moments ago was gone. The bar was deathly silent as Charlie’s words rang in the air. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me. Jackson. Hazel. Wayne and Ronny, a couple of our regulars. All I could do was stand frozen, waiting for Logan’s response.

      “Um, Charlie.” Hazel’s voice broke the quiet. “Let’s get that thing outside.”

      “Okay, Gran.” My daughter reached up to collect her latest pet from Logan’s hands, just as Hazel came around the bar to shuffle her away.

      “Thea, we’ll see you at home.”

      “Bye, Mommy.”

      I nodded but didn’t glance away from Logan’s clenched jaw.

      I waited until Hazel’s and Charlie’s footsteps disappeared and the back door closed. I waited until the silence returned. I waited for Logan because I didn’t have the courage to speak first.

      “How old is she?” In front of my nose, his broad chest was heaving.

      I blinked and cleared my impossibly dry throat before meeting his dark glare. “She turns six in a month.”

      It didn’t take long for Logan to do the math. He’d come into the hotel bar at the end of October, not quite six years and nine months ago.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, hoping to calm the angry waves rolling off his body. “I tried to—”

      He didn’t let me finish. Spinning on the heel of his fancy shoes, he stormed out of my bar.

      I didn’t follow.

      Instead, I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders and walked over to the table where Logan’s friend sat stunned next to an equally shocked Willa.

      Then, six years and many months too late, I asked for Logan’s last name and phone number.
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      “Is she asleep?” Hazel asked.

      “Yeah. Chasing frogs all day wore her out.” I collapsed into a padded wicker loveseat across from where Hazel sat on the white railing of our back porch.

      “That girl. She’s not happy unless there’s dirt under her fingernails.” Hazel smiled and took a long drag of her menthol cigarette. Her wrinkled hands shook a bit as she lifted it to her lips.

      She wasn’t as steady as she used to be, though I guess that was to be expected after you reached sixty-five. But I kept my observations quiet. Reminding Hazel Rhodes that she was not as young as she pretended to be was just asking for an ass chewing.

      “Is she still mad that you made her set the frog loose?”

      I nodded. “She told me she’d just find another one tomorrow.”

      Hazel laughed and shook her head. “Oh, Charlie.”

      Her laugh was more of a cackle these days. Her voice held a permanent rasp from all those Virginia Slims. But as rough as it was, that sound had soothed my worries more times than I could count.

      And tonight, I could use some soothing.

      With thoughts of Logan running through my mind, I propped my head into my hand and stared blankly across the yard.

      The house where Hazel, Charlie and I lived wasn’t much, just a cramped three-bedroom cottage that barely fit us all. But it was home, and the backyard was a sliver of heaven.

      The lawn was wide with thick green grass that spread between two groves of evergreens. The trees stood as tall posts on both sides of our gravel shoreline. And in the center of our rocky beach, was a long, battered dock that stretched out twenty feet into the lake’s rippled water.

      It was no wonder that Hazel’s little cottage with the sage-green siding and aqua door was worth millions.

      Land prices in Lark Cove had skyrocketed in the last two decades. I’d asked Hazel to consider selling this place a year ago so she’d have some money for retirement, but she’d refused. I hadn’t been surprised.

      Not only did this cottage hold sentimental value from her own childhood, but it was the only home Charlie had ever known. Which meant Hazel would live here for the rest of her life.

      She’d grown up in this house before setting off for New York City after high school. She’d worked for years at various places in the city, mostly at animal shelters or children’s centers. One day, she came to work at the home where I was being raised. She arrived when I was eight and stayed until I turned eighteen. Not long after my birthday, her parents both passed in the span of two months and she returned home to Montana to run their bar.

      Eventually, I followed.

      When I rolled into town on a Greyhound bus, six months pregnant, she took me in. She moved me into this house, gave me a job and assumed the role of Charlie’s grandmother.

      Because that’s what Hazel did.

      She collected strays.

      Lucky for me, I was one of her strays. So was Jackson. Together, we ran her bar after she decided to retire. Now she spent her days chasing Charlie around and volunteering in the kitchen at the Flathead Summer Camp.

      A camp, I’d learned, that had just been purchased by Charlie’s father.

      “How are you doing?” Hazel asked.

      “Shocked,” I muttered, taking a deep breath of the smoky air. “I really want a cigarette.”

      “Too bad you quit.” She took a drag. “And I don’t share.”

      I smiled. “Yeah. Too bad.”

      Hazel had told me on more than one occasion to cremate her with a pack of cigarettes. Her dedication to the habit was legendary. But she’d never condoned smoking as one of my vices.

      My first cigarette had been at sixteen. I hadn’t even been old enough to buy them myself. But once I’d learned I was pregnant with Charlie, I’d quit cold turkey.

      At times, I’d pretend to smoke. I’d hold one, unlit, between my fingers, letting the little white stick calm some nerves. I had a pack in my underwear drawer for just that reason. But tonight, I wanted more than just to pretend. Seeing Logan again had me itching for a puff.

      “I can’t believe he came into the bar.”

      Hazel hummed and turned toward the lake. “Yeah. It’s, um . . . crazy.”

      Why did she sound guilty? Her tone was a lot like Charlie’s had been earlier when I’d found that nasty frog in the bathroom after she’d promised to keep it outside.

      My eyes narrowed as Hazel picked at the wood railing. “What did you do?”

      “Me?” she gasped. “Nothing.”

      What a terrible liar. “Hazel,” I warned.

      She took two more drags before finally stubbing out her cigarette in the ashtray she left out here. Then she slipped off the railing and came to sit in the wicker chair across from my love seat. “It might not have been just a coincidence that he came to Montana.”

      My jaw slackened. “What?”

      Hazel had known how to find Logan? How long had she known? Why hadn’t she told me sooner? I trusted her more than any other person on the planet. We didn’t keep secrets from each other. She’d let him walk into the bar today and surprise me completely. How could she keep something this important from me?

      “I can hear those gears turning in your pretty head from over here, so before you make yourself dizzy, let me explain.”

      “Fast.” I sat on my hands so I wouldn’t rip a cigarette out of her pack and suck it down.

      “Remember I told you that I was helping Willa try and find a buyer for the camp?”

      “Yeah.” It had been a few months ago, but Hazel had spent a lot of long nights hovering over her laptop as she researched charitable foundations.

      “Well, while I was researching, I stumbled across the Kendrick Foundation.”

      The Kendrick Foundation.

      Logan Kendrick.

      I’d guessed a hundred potential last names for Logan, but never Kendrick. It suited him though. Much like the man himself, it was classy and strong. It was a name not easily forgotten.

      Too bad he hadn’t mentioned it years ago.

      “His family is wealthy.”

      “Obviously,” I deadpanned. “Anyone with two eyes can take one look at him and see that’s true. How about we get to the point where you kept a secret from me for months that involves Charlie’s father?”

      “Don’t get pissy with me, young lady. You know I always think of you first. Just give me a minute to explain.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled, then clamped my mouth shut so she’d continue.

      “I was shocked when I saw his face on that foundation website. I recognized him immediately from the drawing in Charlie’s room but wanted to be sure. So I snuck in and got it to double-check. Sure enough, I put that drawing side by side with the computer and knew I’d found him.”

      The drawing did look a lot like him, probably because I’d poured my heart into that sketch.

      He was just as handsome as I remembered, though he had changed some. In a good way. Time was kind to men like Logan. The color of his eyes was deeper than before, more mesmerizing. His jaw seemed stronger and more refined. His hair was a bit shorter but still tamed around the inch-long part on the left.

      But one thing hadn’t changed. He still had the ability to capture the room. Ten minutes in the Lark Cove Bar and I’d been completely off-kilter in the one place I felt completely at ease.

      “I don’t think Charlie recognized him today.”

      I didn’t want to keep her from Logan, but until I knew exactly what was going to happen, I didn’t want her in the middle. I wanted the introduction to her father to be one she’d remember with a smile, not some chaotic memory that would scar her for life.

      “I don’t think so either,” Hazel said. “She was more worried about her frog than a stranger in her gran’s bar. But trust me, if you give her a quiet minute to really look at his face, she’ll recognize him right away.”

      My daughter wouldn’t need much to put it all together.

      She didn’t ask about her dad much. After I’d given her that sketch, she’d asked about him once or twice a year, usually around her birthday. I liked to think she didn’t ask about Logan because she didn’t feel like a part of her family was missing.

      “Never mind Charlie,” I said. “Let’s get back to how you came across his identity and didn’t share.”

      Hazel took out another cigarette from her pack and stood, going back to the railing and her ashtray. After she lit it up and took the first drag, she blew out a long stream of smoke before continuing. “It shocked me to the middle when I came across his face. I didn’t sleep a wink that night, wondering what to do.”

      “You could have talked to me.”

      “I know.” Her shoulders slumped. “But I love you and Charlie like you are my own. The last thing I wanted was someone coming in and causing you problems. You’ve had enough of those in your life. So, right or wrong, I decided to keep it quiet until I could learn more about the guy.”

      “You should ha—” I stopped my retort. Snapping at her wasn’t going to change anything. And I couldn’t be mad at Hazel when her heart had been in the right place. “Well, it’s done now. Tell me what else you know.”

      “He’s a lawyer in New York. He works for some fancy firm. He went to college and law school at Columbia. He’s thirty-three. Not married. And he doesn’t have other children, from what I can tell.”

      A lawyer. Thirty-three. Not married. I soaked up these tidbits like a dry sponge, craving any information about Logan. I’d spent too long guessing about his life.

      After our night together, I spent a month working at that hotel bar with one eye on the door, willing Logan to walk through. I craved him more than I ever had nicotine. The five months after that, I watched the door, praying he’d come back for an entirely different reason.

      But when my sixth month of pregnancy rolled around and I still had no earthly clue how to find Logan, I gave up hope. The manager of the hotel bar had downgraded me to day shifts, and when I complained about needing the better evening tips, he encouraged me to look elsewhere for employment. Apparently, pregnant bartenders weren’t part of the image they were trying to convey in their high-class establishment. I could have refused and found a cheap lawyer to fight back, but instead, I decided to quit and leave New York.

      I called Hazel and confessed my troubles. She told me to “get my ass to Montana and we’ll figure it out from there.” Two days later, I hopped on a bus with the entire contents of my life packed in one large suitcase and a backpack I’d bought secondhand.

      I left knowing I’d never find Logan, and that Charlie would never know much about her father. The only things I could tell her were that he’d been sweet and kind. I could tell her that he’d treasured me, if only for one night.

      I guess Charlie could learn a lot more about her dad now.

      All she had to do was ask Hazel.

      “You found all this out on the internet?”

      She shrugged. “No such things as secrets in a world with Facebook.”

      I shook my head. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell me. After you learned all of this. How could you let him ambush me like that?”

      “I’m sorry.” Her face fell with her apology. “I was going to tell you but then decided to wait and see how Willa’s pitch played out. I thought it would be easier if you could see him in person and explain face-to-face.”

      “Did you know he was coming here today?”

      “No.” She held up her hands. “I promise. With the Fourth last week and no camp, I hadn’t seen Willa in over a week. I was running late today and by the time I showed up in the kitchen, she was already out of the office, meeting with them. I guess they called a few days ago for an impromptu visit. When she brought them into the kitchen on their tour, I almost dropped a pan of sloppy joes when I saw his face.”

      “A warning would still have been nice before they showed at the bar.”

      “I tried to call your cell five times, and the bar phone four, but it was busy.”

      Goddamn it. “I was on the phone with the distributor.”

      The company we got our liquor from was old-school, so instead of online ordering, I had to call it in each month. It took me over an hour to dictate my order and negotiate on price to get the best deal.

      “Thea, when I couldn’t reach you, I came down as soon as I could. But I had to finish up in the kitchen, then hunt down Charlie. She insisted on bringing that damn frog. I hustled, but they beat us to the bar by a minute.”

      “Okay.” I sagged into the seat, trying to process everything she’d told me. “Anything else?”

      “No, that’s it. I’m sorry, sweetheart. I was just trying to help.”

      “I get it.” I gave her a sad smile. “I’m just . . . scared.”

      My emotions were spinning faster than a tornado, but the one that stood out the strongest was fear.

      Charlie was the light of my life. She was all that mattered.

      I couldn’t lose her.

      “What if he tries to take her from me?”

      “Then we’ll fight,” Hazel declared.

      Fight. Just the idea of a custody battle made me queasy. It made me wish Logan were still a stranger and that Charlie would stay mine and mine alone. It made me wish that the simple and happy life I’d built for her wouldn’t change.

      It wasn’t right. I wasn’t proud of feeling that way. But she was my entire world.

      I had no clue how to share her with a father.

      That was if Logan hadn’t already run back to New York City.
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      I’m a dad.

      A father.

      I couldn’t get the concept to sink in.

      Did other fathers feel this whiplashed? Or dumbfounded?

      Maybe other men got used to the concept of fatherhood during pregnancy. They had time to adjust to the fact a kid was coming. But I hadn’t gotten nine months. I’d gotten ninety seconds for all the puzzle pieces to fit together.

      I had a child.

      Charlie.

      I had a daughter who was five, almost six, and had my crooked pinky.

      Shit. I should have taken that shot Thea had poured me. Maybe I wouldn’t have run out of the bar like a coward.

      Though in my defense, I’d been in dire need of some air. The cluttered walls of the bar had closed in on me and I hadn’t been able to breathe.

      So I’d stormed out, leaving Thea and a million unanswered questions behind. Then I’d wandered aimlessly around Lark Cove, trying to understand how I’d come to Montana this morning for business and had my entire personal life turned upside down by evening.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been walking or where. I’d found myself on a small, two-lane gravel road that ran along the lake. Rather than stop and get my bearings, I’d just kept walking. I’d followed the road until it curved around a point, and finally stopped walking to sit on a large rock overlooking the water.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been sitting here either.

      When my stomach grumbled, I blinked and focused my vision to check my watch. Four hours. It had been four hours since I’d walked out of the Lark Cove Bar. Four hours since I’d become a father.

      I ran a hand through my hair and got off the rock, brushing off the seat of my jeans. The sun was beginning to set and it cast an orange glow across the lake.

      “What the hell am I going to do?” The water didn’t answer.

      I hated being out of control. I was always in control. I was the man in charge. There was surety in my every move.

      Today had knocked that confidence down a peg or twenty. I’d never felt so helpless in my life.

      I had no idea what to do with a daughter. I didn’t know how to braid hair, buy dresses or go to tea parties. Would she even want me around? What if Charlie didn’t like me?

      The trees at my back were growing closer and the clouds above were closing in. I bent and gripped my knees, forcing air into my lungs before I fell over.

      Fuck. I was going to pass out. I had no idea what I was doing.

      But I had to figure it out. I wasn’t the type of man to shirk responsibility, and the fact was, that little girl was mine. I’d been part of creating her.

      I had to pull my shit together.

      When my feet were steady again, I took another slow breath and stood tall. Then I turned away from the lake and headed back down the gravel road. I still had no idea what I was going to do, but hiding out here wasn’t going to help. I needed to get back to Lark Cove and to Thea so we could make a plan.

      And so she could explain how this had happened.

      Thea and I had been safe. Hadn’t we? I’d used a condom the night we were together. A lot of condoms. So how had our one-night stand turned me into a dad?

      Thea had charmed me instantly that night. I came into that hotel bar having escaped a fundraiser in the ballroom. My mother had been relentlessly trying to set me up with a friend’s daughter. I’d gotten so fed up with the matchmaking that I’d ducked out for a breather and wandered into the hotel’s bar.

      There, I found Thea.

      I skipped the rest of the fundraiser so I could sit and talk with her. Those hours of talking and laughing about nothing were so refreshing. Thea didn’t care that my last name was Kendrick. Hell, she didn’t even ask. She didn’t care about my money or my family’s status.

      And because she didn’t care, I didn’t offer it up. Intentionally. We were just Logan and Thea, two strangers with chemistry off the charts.

      I stayed until the end of her shift. I stacked chairs on tables while she cleaned and closed the till. And then I walked her out.

      Three feet out the door, I kissed her. And that kiss lasted until dawn. The attraction that had been building between us for hours combusted like a lit match.

      I whisked Thea upstairs to my hotel room, the one registered under my assistant’s name, where I worshiped her body until the next morning. Where one of the condoms hadn’t worked.

      “Goddamn it,” I muttered as my strides got longer.

      I’d been so desperate for some anonymity that I hadn’t mentioned my last name. What a fucking mistake. Just like it had been a mistake not to go back to that bar sooner.

      Thea and I had agreed on just one night. One incredible night. The next morning, we’d walked away from each other with no strings attached. She’d gone back to her life. I’d gone back to my hectic work and social schedule, just glad that I’d had the chance to meet her.

      What I hadn’t expected was for Thea to pop into my thoughts so often after that night. I’d think of her smile whenever I was at a hotel bar. I’d think of her laugh when I was at a boring fundraiser. I’d think of her whenever I saw a woman with long, sleek dark hair.

      After months of her on my mind, I’d finally given in. I’d gone back to the bar to see her one more time.

      Except she’d been gone.

      With my child.

      I’d waited too long.

      Mistakes weren’t something I made often, especially monumental ones. The knot in my gut told me that waiting to see Thea had been the biggest mistake of my life. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it now. There was no going backward.

      All I could do was figure out where to go from here, and for that, I needed to talk to her.

      I slowed my pace and looked around, hoping to find some sort of landmark to help me figure out where I was.

      The homes here were larger along this road, much larger than anything I’d seen on Willa’s tour through Lark Cove. All of these houses had a beach-cottage vibe, with cedar shakes and white trim. Except they were anything but cottages.

      The one I was standing in front of looked almost as large as my parents’ place in the Hamptons. The front was covered with large windows overlooking the lake. The front lawn was green and cut short, like the fairways at my family’s country club golf course.

      The gravel road separated the main house from the boathouse built right on the water. Next to it was a private dock and graveled beach area. I’d blindly walked to the one neighborhood in Lark Cove that screamed money.

      There wasn’t much to the town of Lark Cove. A diner and Thea’s bar. A tiny grocery store next to a four-pump gas station. Two churches and a ten-room motel. There was one school for kids of all ages, from kindergarten through high school.

      And a whole lot of lake.

      During her tour, Willa had told us all about this area of northwest Montana. Small towns like Lark Cove were spotted all around Flathead Lake. They all had the same necessities, like a convenience store/market with the essentials. But major stores and anything of real size were found in Kalispell on the north end of the lake.

      Lark Cove was basically a cluster of homes along the highway. Local people lived here to escape the city limits. “Out-of-staters” built here for two-weeks-a-year vacation homes. This road had lakefront properties most of my colleagues in New York would salivate over.

      Especially this one. I’d buy this place in a heartbeat if it weren’t in Montana.

      Except I wasn’t allowed to hate Montana anymore.

      Like it or not, I’d have a tie here for the rest of my life.

      To my daughter.

      Maybe Thea would be willing to move back to New York. If she’d be open to a cross-country move, it would make life a hell of a lot easier.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, interrupting my thoughts. I dug it out of my jeans, assuming it was Nolan, but frowned when I saw the name Alice Leys.

      “I can’t deal with this right now,” I muttered, declining her call.

      Alice had been one of Emmeline’s friends from college. She also happened to organize charitable fundraisers around the city, so we crossed paths occasionally. For years, I hadn’t paid Alice much attention, not only because I’d been dating Emmeline, but because whenever Alice looked at me, there were dollar signs and sexual positions in her eyes.

      But about six months ago, after Emmeline and I had broken up, I’d been in need of a release. Alice had been more than willing to take my cock.

      We’d met for drinks and to fuck a few times, but I’d ended it months ago. Her affinity for childish drama had grated on my nerves, as well as the unrelenting pressure to commit to a relationship. But she still hadn’t gotten the message, no matter how often I’d spelled it out.

      A voicemail popped up on the screen, but I deleted it without listening. Then I hit Nolan’s name.

      “I was starting to get worried that you left me here,” he answered.

      “I’ll admit, it crossed my mind.” If I’d had the car keys, I probably would have made it halfway to the airport before turning around.

      “Where are you?” Nolan asked.

      I spun around, searching for a street sign, but all I could see were homes and trees. “I’m not really sure. I’m standing on some dinky road by the lake.”

      “That narrows it down,” he muttered. “Do you want me to come and get you?”

      “No.” I sighed. “I’ll pull up my GPS and find my way back to the highway. It can’t be too far. Where are you?”

      “Back at the motel. I wasn’t sure what to do when you ran out of the bar, so I came back here to wait.”

      I was in no hurry to get to the Lark Cove Motel. We’d driven by on our tour, and while it looked nice enough, I didn’t need to step inside a room to know that it held only the bare essentials. Bed. Bathroom. TV. I doubted there was a minibar or room service. I could use some dinner followed by a plethora of alcohol.

      “I apologize for bailing on you earlier,” I told Nolan.

      “It’s not me who needs the apology. I mean, it wasn’t me who tried to tell you that you had a secret daughter, only to have you disappear before I could explain.”

      Shit. I closed my eyes and blew out a breath. “How bad is it?”

      Nolan chuckled. “Lucky for you, she seemed just as shocked as you were. I’d say you’ll be able to recover. Just use that Kendrick charm.”

      “What a fucking mess.”

      “You had no idea?” he asked.

      “None. I haven’t seen Thea in six years. It was just a one-night thing.”

      “Damn. That’s tough. What’s your plan?”

      “I don’t know.” I started walking again. “I need to find Thea.”

      Except I’d been in such a rush to leave the bar, I hadn’t gotten anything from her. Not a phone number. A last name. Anything.

      For all I knew, she was at home with her husband. Maybe she had other kids. Maybe Charlie wouldn’t want a thing to do with me because she already had a dad and a family.

      My stomach twisted at the thought of losing something I’d just found.

      I might have only become a dad four hours ago, but that didn’t mean I was going to walk away. Charlie was my daughter and I wanted to get to know her.

      I just hoped she wanted to get to know me too.

      “I don’t know what to do, Nolan,” I confessed. “What if she hates me? What if she says she doesn’t want anything to do with me? What if she’s already got a dad?”

      “Don’t start on the what-ifs just yet.” His gentle voice helped calm some nerves. “Start by talking this out with Thea.”

      “I don’t suppose she—”

      “Gave me her phone number? Yeah. I’ve got it and her address.”

      “Thanks.” I was glad my levelheaded friend and coworker had been there when I hadn’t. “I owe you one.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “What else happened?”

      “Not much. We were all pretty stunned, to say the least. Thea came over and introduced herself. I told her your last name and gave her your number. She said she’d give you some time before calling. But if I could give you some advice, don’t make her wait. She’s just as anxious as you to talk this through.”

      I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “I’ll call her soon. Just text me her info.”

      “Okay. What else do you need me to do? I’ve already called the hospital in Kalispell and they told me they could arrange for a paternity test to be taken tomorrow. The results will take a week or so, but you could leave your sample before we head back to the city.”

      During the first part of my walk around Lark Cove, I’d contemplated getting a paternity test. If not for Charlie’s pinky and the fact that she looked just like a Kendrick, I probably would have insisted on one.

      But I’d decided against it. Thea wasn’t lying. I’d made a career out of reading people and spotting lies. An Oscar-winning actress couldn’t have pulled off Thea’s reaction.

      “Thanks, but I don’t think the paternity test is necessary.”

      “Logan, I don’t think that’s a good—”

      “You saw her. You saw Charlie. You had to see the resemblance.”

      “Yeah, I saw it the moment she took that frog from your hands. She’s the tomboy version of your sister. But your family is going to insist on proof. You might as well get it over with soon.”

      I ran a hand through my hair again. Nolan was right. My family and our lawyers believed in test results to prove paternity. They’d insist on a test and to know everything about Thea’s life. It was the only way to ensure she wasn’t a threat to the family.

      The idea of fielding their questions and demands was already more than I could deal with right now. Until I had some answers, they couldn’t know about Charlie.

      “I need to ask a favor.” I took a deep breath, hating that I was putting Nolan in this position. He worked for the entire Kendrick family, not just me. “Would you mind keeping this all a secret for now?”

      “If that’s what you want, then my lips are sealed.”

      My shoulders relaxed. “Thanks. I’ll tell them soon, but I need to work some things out here first.”

      “Here? You’re going to stay?”

      “I don’t think I can go yet. Not until Thea and I work some things out. That’s all going to be easier if I’m here.”

      “And if someone asks why you’re still in Montana? What do I tell them?”

      My mind jumped right into planning mode and plotting logistics. “That I’m here for a vacation.”

      I could spend a week here, working from my phone and laptop. Today was Monday, so I’d only have four days of meetings to reschedule. Unplanned absences weren’t ideal, but I could coordinate my paralegal and associate team remotely.

      From my career’s standpoint, finding out I had a child in Montana couldn’t have come at a worse time. I was busy as hell at work right now. We’d just onboarded two new clients to my team, both of whom were in the middle of complex mergers.

      My firm specialized in corporate law, mostly for prominent businesses in New York. We had a large partnership, with the senior partners focused mostly on the financial well-being of the entire firm and human resources. My role as a partner was simple: marketing. I brought in the clients.

      It wasn’t hard. With the last name Kendrick, I could get into meetings most other attorneys couldn’t. Add to that my unparalleled reputation for negotiating contracts and closing loopholes, and I’d brought more clients to the firm in the past year than other partners had in the last five.

      But I couldn’t be at work this week. For the first time, my team would have to pick up my slack.

      “A week,” I told him. “I need a week and I’ll have this all sorted.”

      Nolan chuckled. “You’re going to need more than that.”

      I didn’t have longer than that. I had to get back to work.

      Ahead of me, I saw the intersection to the highway. I must have walked in a zigzag while I’d wandered, because I could see the sign for the gas station. Which meant I was just blocks from the bar.

      “I found my way back to the highway. Just text me Thea’s info, and I’ll catch up with you in the morning.”

      “Okay. Good luck.”

      Luck. I never relied on luck. I put my mind to something and made it happen.

      The next week would be no different.

      I’d spend the week getting to know my daughter. Thea and I would figure out a custody arrangement.

      I’d spend this week in Montana and then things would go back to normal.
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      “Goddamn it!” My pliers slipped from my padded glove and clanked on my worktable. I shook off my glove, then switched off the blowtorch in my other hand, setting it down to cool next to the spoon I’d just ruined.

      Not long after Hazel’s confession on our back porch, she’d headed inside to read and I’d escaped to my art workshop in an attempt to get my mind off Logan. But no matter how much I tried to focus on my project, all I could think about were his angry eyes as he stormed out of the bar.

      My fears were getting the best of me. Every minute that passed without a call from him, I got more and more scared.

      What if he wanted Charlie? What if he forced me to split custody? What if he demanded she live in New York?

      I couldn’t go back to the city, not after I’d escaped. Not after I’d come here and found the peace I’d craved my entire life.

      But the bottom line was, I couldn’t live without my daughter. I needed to see her every single day, and if Logan had her in New York, then I’d have to go too.

      I’d be back to living paycheck to paycheck, hoping my Saturday-night tips would be enough to make up for what my hourly wage lacked. Charlie would have to go to a school named after a number—P.S. Whatever, Whatever, Whatever—instead of our beloved Lark Cove School. And I’d be in the city where life hadn’t been all that kind.

      My memories of New York were full of loneliness, insecurity and powerlessness. When I’d left, I’d found courage and confidence and control to build the life I wanted. A life I was proud of. Moving back to the city would be like taking an eraser to half of my accomplishments. I didn’t have many on the list.

      Bracing my hands on my workshop table, I breathed through the waves rolling in my stomach.

      Please, Logan. Please don’t make me go back there.

      I’d do it if I had to. Unlike my own mother, I’d sacrifice anything to be with my child.

      “Snap out of it,” I scolded myself. There was no use jumping to conclusions until I had a chance to talk to Logan.

      I refocused on my work, surveying the mess on my table. I’d been using the torch to heat a spoon so it would bend, but I’d been so distracted that it had gotten too hot and broken in half. Turning around to the back wall in my workshop, I rifled through the mess on one of my shelves.

      With a new spoon in hand, I checked my phone for the fiftieth time in an hour.

      “Come on,” I whispered. “Ring.”

      I waited a few seconds, but a New York number didn’t flash on the screen. Charlie’s face on my screensaver just looked up at me with a smile.

      I huffed and set down my phone. Then I took my spoon back to my blowtorch. With it burning hot and my hand regloved, I fit the spoon into my pliers.

      “Okay, spoon. Cooperate.”

      The stem was just starting to soften under my torch when someone knocked on the open shed door behind me.

      “One second!” I shouted, not bothering to turn.

      Hazel had learned ages ago to knock before saying anything. Once, she’d come in jabbering about something and had scared me to death. I hadn’t been handling a blowtorch that day, but I had ended up covering a good portion of the floor in yellow paint.

      I raked the torch’s flame back and forth over the metal a few more times until it was perfectly pliable. Quickly, I set the torch aside and grabbed another pair of pliers, then carefully bent the metal so it had just the right curve.

      “Got it,” I said triumphantly to myself before dunking the spoon in a bucket of cold water to set the arch. I shut off the torch and yanked off my glove as I turned around to Hazel. “What’s up?”

      But it wasn’t Hazel leaning on the doorjamb.

      It was Logan.

      “Oh,” I gasped. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” he greeted.

      A bead of sweat dripped down my side. Even though I wanted to have this conversation with Logan, I was dreading it at the same time. “Please, come in.” I motioned him inside and went to my water bottle for a drink.

      He pushed off the door and stepped inside. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      “It’s no problem.” I swallowed a huge gulp, then set down the water.

      Logan inspected the workshop as he eased inside. His eyes ran over the many hooks and tools hanging on the walls as he avoided making eye contact. And even though his hands were casually resting in his pockets, his frame was stiff and tense.

      With every passing second of him looking anywhere but at me, my heart raced faster. This was agony. Was he still mad? Was he here to tell me he didn’t want anything to do with Charlie? Or was he here to deliver my worst nightmare?

      “Please, don’t take her away from me,” I blurted.

      Logan’s head whipped around and his eyes snapped to mine. His straight posture relaxed and the cool façade he’d put on fell away. “I’d never do that to you. To her.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, sagging against the table. If that was all he said the rest of the night, it would be enough.

      Logan resumed his inspection of my workshop, taking his time as he studied the small space.

      My workshop was my special, albeit disorderly, space. It was just an old gardening shed that Hazel’s father had built decades ago. The walls were crooked. The windows were tiny and did little to keep out the elements. And the floor wasn’t even a floor, but dirt that had been worn to a semismooth and hard surface over the years.

      But it was my place. Here, I could tinker without fear of burning down the house or spilling paint on the carpet.

      There were some old shelves on the walls that I’d crammed full of my raw materials just waiting until the time was right and inspiration hit. Like my spoons. They were rejects from the school cafeteria, so I’d taken them two years ago before they could be trashed.

      Last week, I’d finally had an idea for how to use them.

      “So, you’re an artist?” he asked.

      “No, I’m a bartender. This is all just a hobby.”

      He nodded, coming closer to my table in the center of the shed. “What are you making?”

      “It’s going to be a bird’s nest made out of spoons.” I’d welded the base of the nest together already, but it just looked like a mishmash of broken spoons at the moment. When it was done, it would be a cool piece to hold jewelry or other small trinkets.

      “I’ll look forward to seeing it when you’re finished.”

      I smiled. “Thank you.”

      Logan was just being polite, but I liked it nonetheless. There were far fewer polite people in the world than one would hope.

      “Nolan, my business associate, gave me your address. I hope you don’t mind me stopping by.”

      “Not at all. I’m glad you’re here. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry for running off earlier. I just needed—”

      “It’s okay. You don’t need to apologize. I get it.”

      “I should have taken that shot.”

      I laughed. “Probably.”

      He grinned and moved away from the table, leaning back against a row of cabinets on one of the walls. “I have a kid.”

      I nodded. “You have a kid.”

      Of that, I had no doubt.

      Charlie had always taken after Logan. They had the same part in their hair, the one that I couldn’t get to move on her head no matter how hard I tried. They had the same color eyes, a shade of brown similar to my own. Dark. The same shape of their mouth and nose.

      And that crooked pinky.

      “I don’t even know where to start.” He held up a finger. “Actually, that’s not true. We used condoms.”

      “A lot of them,” I agreed, hopping up on the table. With my feet swinging, I shook my head. “Except in the shower.”

      “The shower.” He closed his eyes and tipped his head back. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, letting the memory come rushing back. “I forgot about the shower.”

      Not surprising. The sex we’d had in the shower had been amazing, just not as good as we’d had everywhere else in his hotel suite. Still, I hadn’t forgotten.

      Logan had carried me into the shower after hours in bed. We’d both wanted to cool off and wash away the sweat and sex. But after he’d carefully lathered up my skin, I hadn’t been able to resist a long kiss. He’d hoisted me up against the tile and plunged deep, fucking me with abandon until he’d pulled out and shot his release all over my stomach. Soap and water and Logan all mixed together.

      Except he hadn’t pulled out soon enough.

      “I assume you’ll want a paternity test to be sure,” I said. “We can go up to Kalispell tomorrow if you want. I don’t need to tell Charlie anything until it’s done.”

      He stared at me for a long moment. “You’re sure she’s mine?”

      “She’s yours.”

      “Then that’s good enough.”

      “I—really?” I blinked. He didn’t want to verify paternity? He just . . . trusted me?

      He nodded. “Really.”

      “I swear, I tried to find you, Logan. On my life, I swear it. But the hotel wouldn’t give me your name no matter how much I begged. And you paid cash for your drinks and never mentioned your last name. I tried, but I just . . . didn’t know where to start.”

      “It’s not your fault. I believe you.”

      The sincerity in his voice made my throat burn. Goddamn it. I was going to cry.

      I’d worked so hard not to cry today. I’d fought to keep my emotions in check and my head from spinning out of control. But this was going to make me break.

      I wanted so badly for Logan to believe that I hadn’t kept Charlie from him intentionally. The fact that a man like him would trust someone like me without proof meant more than he’d ever know.

      “Thank you,” I choked out past the lump in my throat.

      “So, um, is Charlie inside with your husband? Or boyfriend?”

      The urge to cry disappeared and I barked out a laugh. “Smooth.”

      He chuckled. “It’s been a long day for me. Give me a break, will you? This morning I was in New York, then I came to Montana for a business meeting and discovered a daughter. I’m off my game.”

      “Fair enough. And no, I’m not married or dating. Charlie is inside asleep. We live with a friend who Charlie calls Gran.”

      “Do you have other kids?”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Twenty questions?”

      “More like a hundred. Do you mind?”

      “Not at all. Ask away.”

      As much as I would like to learn more about Logan, my questions could wait. I’d tell him about Hazel’s “research” later and then ask the questions I had for myself.

      “Let’s start with the basics. What’s your last name?”

      “Landry.”

      “Thea Landry.” His deep voice saying my name sent a shudder down my back.

      He took his hands from his pockets and crossed his arms over his chest. The short sleeves of his polo stretched tight across his biceps. His jeans contoured around his bulging thighs.

      God, he is hot. He’d brought a heat wave into my workshop.

      Over the years, whenever I’d pictured Logan, he was always in a suit. Whether he was walking down the sidewalk or climbing into a limo, my mental image always had him in an Italian suit.

      It was different seeing him in casual clothes, but he was just as handsome. Though his suit held so much power, his jeans and simple white shirt showcased his muscled body better.

      And in jeans, Logan didn’t seem so far out of reach.

      Not that I had any intention of starting something romantic with Logan again. But for Charlie’s sake, he’d be easier to accept in jeans. I doubted she’d ever seen a man in a suit who wasn’t on television.

      Logan cleared his throat before his next question. Did he think it was as hot in here as I did? “My grandmother would cringe that I’m asking, but how old are you?”

      “Thirty-one. You?”

      “Thirty-three. And when is her birthday?”

      “August fifth.” I smiled. “She was ten days late in the heat of summer. I’d never been so miserable in my entire life. Hazel, Charlie’s Gran, rented me a room at the motel because I wouldn’t stop snapping at her to get air conditioning.”

      He smiled back. “Charlie. That’s a unique name for a girl.”

      “It’s Charlotte. Charlotte Faye Landry. But she hates to be called Charlotte. At four, she declared she was Charlie and that’s all she goes by now. I’m sure you could tell, but she’s a bit of a tomboy. She loves nothing more than to play in the trees or around the lake. She’s always building forts in the woods and finding animals to bring home.”

      “Hmm.” His eyebrows furrowed and his gaze drifted to the floor.

      I waited for another question but it never came. Instead, a heavy silence settled in the workshop, chasing away the heat. My arms broke out in goose bumps as he stared at his shoes.

      What was he thinking? Did he not like hearing about her? Charlie was my pride and joy, so I talked about her constantly. Had I said something to spook him? Maybe I’d misread his questions for interest in our daughter. Maybe he was here tonight to say he didn’t want to be a part of her life. That he had no interest in being a dad.

      How would I ever explain that to her?

      Please, Logan. Just give her a chance.

      He finally looked up and whispered, “Do you think she’ll like me?”

      The air whooshed out of my lungs and I wanted to cry again. He wanted to know her. Logan wanted Charlie. “She’ll love you.”

      It would take some time. Charlie wasn’t outgoing like most of her friends and she was shy when it came to strangers. She’d put Logan under a microscope, making him prove he was genuine. But once she got past the initial hesitation, she’d love him completely.

      It would just take a little time.

      “Can I meet her?”

      I nodded. “Of course. How about tomorrow night? You can come for dinner. That will give me a chance to tell her about you first. She doesn’t do great with surprises.” That was an understatement, but I didn’t want to scare him away.

      “Tomorrow.” His face lit up, filling my heart with hope. “I’ll be here.”
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      I had no idea what to do with myself. Since leaving Thea’s art studio last night, I’d been a nervous wreck. Sleep had come late and short. I’d finally gotten tired of staring at the ceiling so I’d gotten up to shower.

      My face was shaved, my hair combed. I was dressed and ready for the day, but I had no idea where to go next. Now, instead of the ceiling, I was standing in front of the bathroom mirror, unable to look away.

      She’s going to think I’m uptight.

      Maybe I should just wear a T-shirt.

      Would that make me look more like a fun dad?

      I should have asked Thea more questions. I didn’t feel prepared at all to meet Charlie.

      Last night, Thea had calmed a lot of my nerves. Whether she knew it or not, the little things she’d told me about Charlie had put me at ease. There was no mistaking how much she adored our daughter. The glint in her eyes had made me excited about meeting Charlie.

      But the moment I’d left that garden shed, without Thea to reassure me, self-doubt had crept back in. What if Charlie and I had nothing in common? What if she didn’t like me? What if I was a bad father?

      By the time I’d walked the five blocks from Thea’s house to the motel, I’d all but convinced myself that Charlie was going to hate me.

      In the last decade—hell, two—I couldn’t remember being this nervous. Not about starting college. Not about taking the bar exam. Not about a date.

      I was terrified of meeting my five-year-old.

      Talking to strangers came easy for me. I was good at mingling and making conversation. But I had no idea what to say to my own kid. I tore my eyes away from the mirror to look at my watch. I had until six o’clock tonight to figure it out.

      Eleven hours didn’t seem like enough time.

      A knock at the door forced me out of the bathroom. I crossed the small space and freed the safety chain, not bothering to check the peephole.

      “Morning,” I told Nolan as I swung the door open.

      “Morning.” He gave me a sideways glance. “You okay?”

      I nodded but said, “No.”

      “Here.” He handed me a coffee to-go cup. “I assumed you didn’t sleep much so I got you a double mocha from the little coffee hut down the road.”

      “You’d be right about that,” I muttered and took a sip. “Thanks.”

      He leaned against the doorjamb, studying me. His short, black hair matched the color of his suit jacket and slacks. “So? What happened last night? Did you talk to Thea?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed, moving back into the room to sit on the edge of the bed. “I stopped by her house and we talked for a while. I’m meeting Charlie tonight.”

      “That’s good. Isn’t it?”

      “It is. If I’m only here a week, I can’t afford to waste any time. But . . .”

      “You’re nervous.”

      “Terrified.” I nodded. “I have no idea what to say. Do I introduce myself as her dad? Or just Logan? Should I shake her hand? Or give her a hug? And that’s just the first five seconds we meet. What do I do after that? If I fuck this up, she’ll remember it forever.”

      Other dads had it lucky. If they messed up their introduction, it didn’t matter. Newborns didn’t remember anything.

      “You need to relax, Logan. I’ve seen you charm entire rooms of people before. Just be yourself. If you go in there scared, she’s going to pick up on that. Kids can smell fear.”

      Then she was going to smell me coming from a mile away.

      This would all be so much easier if they lived in New York. I could see Charlie more often. I wouldn’t feel the immense pressure to make every day this week perfect.

      I stood and walked to the dresser, grabbing my phone and sunglasses. “We’d better get going. Are you ready?”

      Nolan let me change the subject. “Yes. I’m hoping I can get back in time to squeeze in a few hours at the office.”

      He was flying back to New York today, and I envied him for it. Not that I didn’t want to stay to meet my daughter, but I was jealous that he knew exactly what his day would entail. He’d fly home, swing into the foundation office for a few hours, then go home to his wife and son.

      “You should take the afternoon off. Go home and spend time with Kayla before Tyler gets out of school.”

      He chuckled. “She wouldn’t even be home. Her calendar is packed tighter than mine these days.”

      Kayla, Nolan’s wife, had invented an organic skincare line last year and it had recently been picked up by two high-end department stores. “Just promise me that when you quit to become her personal assistant, you’ll give me at least a year’s notice.”

      “Don’t worry.” He shook his head. “I love my wife, but we’d kill each other if we worked together. I think I’ll stick with the foundation.”

      “Good. We wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      “A compliment before eight? Normally you like to give me a hard time in the mornings. You really are nervous, aren’t you? And it’s messing with your head.”

      Yes, it was. I couldn’t think of a time when I’d wanted so badly for someone to like me. I had no confidence. Zero. And that feeling was more unsettling than the rest.

      Nolan’s face softened. “You’ve got this, Logan.”

      Do I? “Thanks. We’d better get you to the airport.”

      I appreciated that he had faith in me. I just hoped that over the next eleven hours, I could find some for myself.
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      By five o’clock, I’d done everything I could think of to distract myself through the day. I’d driven Nolan to Kalispell and dropped him at the airport. I’d stopped at a small café for breakfast, then done something I avoided at all costs.

      I’d gone to a mall and shopped.

      The last time I’d shopped for myself had been in law school. Once I’d graduated, I’d delegated all shopping to my assistant. Whenever I needed clothes, I sent him an email and they were waiting in my closet when I came home. If they didn’t fit, a tailor came over to do alterations.

      But shopping today had been a necessity. Not only did I need more clothes, I also needed to stay busy. The last thing I’d wanted to do was to go back to Lark Cove and sit alone in my motel room. So I’d shopped for a week’s worth of casual clothes that, hopefully, would make me seem more approachable and dad-ish.

      With a week’s wardrobe in the back of my black rental SUV, I’d finally driven back to Lark Cove. I’d found a parking lot that overlooked the lake, pulled out my briefcase, set up a hotspot, and dived right into the best kind of distraction.

      Work.

      From the driver’s seat of the car, I spent a few hours arranging for my unplanned vacation. My team at the firm had marching orders to start drafting contracts for an upcoming merger. Both of my assistants knew to call me with urgent matters. And my parents had received a note informing them that I’d be missing the dinner we’d planned for Thursday.

      But as I hit send on my last email, I realized that I’d fucked up. I’d worked too fast. Efficiency, something that had served me so well, had become enemy number one.

      I still had an hour to kill.

      So instead of sitting in my car, worrying for the next hour, I went to the one place in Lark Cove I hadn’t planned on frequenting again.

      The Lark Cove Bar.

      “Hi.” I nodded to Jackson as I slid into a stool at the bar.

      The smile he had for the two customers he’d been talking to disappeared as he looked my way. “Thea’s not here. She’s at home with Charlie.”

      “That’s fine. I just came in for a beer.”

      “A beer?”

      “Yeah.” Why was that surprising? For a bartender, you’d think Jackson would be used to people asking for beer. “Whatever you have on draft.”

      He scowled and picked up a pint glass. But instead of going to the row of taps along the bar, he filled the glass with ice water.

      “That’s a little lighter than I normally drink.”

      Jackson didn’t think that was funny. The crease between his eyebrows deepened as he set down the water on the bar. “You’re meeting your kid for the first time tonight. Is walking into Thea’s house with alcohol on your breath really the first impression you want to make?”

      Shit. I’d just wanted a beer to settle my nerves, but he had a good point. I didn’t want to smell like beer when I met my daughter.

      “Jackson,” a raspy voice snapped from behind him. “Leave him alone.”

      From the back hallway that disappeared behind the bar, an older woman emerged. Her hair hung past her shoulders in thick white and gray strands. Her skin was tanned and leathery. The wrinkles around her lips were more fissure than fine line. All of the things my mother despised about age, this woman wore with pride. She was beautiful, especially her hazel eyes, which were light and full of life.

      “You work at the camp.” I’d seen her yesterday when Willa had toured us around the main lodge. She’d been working in the kitchen, but before Willa had been able to introduce us, she’d ducked out and disappeared.

      “That’s right. I’m Hazel Rhodes.” She extended a hand over the bar and past Jackson, bumping him out of the way.

      “Logan Kendrick.”

      “You probably don’t remember, but I was in here yesterday with Charlie too. During the Great Frog Escape.”

      “No, sorry. I was . . . distracted.”

      “Understandable.” She grinned and patted Jackson on the arm. “This is Jackson Page. I’m guessing he hasn’t introduced himself.”

      I held out a hand, but rather than shake it, Jackson crossed his arms over his chest.

      He had an inch or two on my six-foot frame and probably twenty extra pounds of bulky muscle, but it took much more than brawn to intimidate me. Even on days like today, when the world was spinning the wrong way.

      With my hand still extended between us, I met Jackson’s stare. A rush of familiar confidence sped through my veins as I refused to break first.

      This. This is what I’d needed all day. A chance to put on the face I wore into intense negotiations. A chance to prove I couldn’t be bested. A chance to be the powerful man I was in the city. This guy didn’t know it, but he was doing me a huge favor by being an asshole.

      I returned Jackson’s fiery glare with ice. To his credit, he lasted longer than most. But when he began shifting his weight from one foot to the other, I knew I’d won.

      He dropped his arms and held out a meaty paw.

      We shook, both of us squeezing harder than necessary, until he released me and I dropped my arm. The muscles in my shoulder burned a bit from holding out for so long.

      “That was interesting.” Hazel smirked. “Jackson, do me a favor. Hook up that new keg of Miller Lite for me.”

      “Sure.” He grunted and turned. But before he took a step, he spun back. With both hands placed on the bar, bracketing my water, he leaned forward to speak low. “I don’t care how much money you have. Hurt them and you’re dead.”

      I nodded. “Understood.”

      Jackson pushed off the bar, then disappeared down the hallway and out of sight.

      “Don’t mind him,” Hazel said, propping a hip up against the bar. “He’s just protective of Thea.”

      With one sentence, I was back on edge. Except now, my nerves were muddled with jealousy. A bitter taste spread across my tongue and I took a sip of water.

      Thea had told me last night she wasn’t in a relationship, but did she have a history with Jackson? I loathed the idea of Thea with another man. My primal instincts reared up and I swallowed the urge to tell Jackson, I had her first.

      But Thea wasn’t mine. I didn’t have a claim over her. Still, I liked her.

      A lot.

      Being with her all those years ago had been uncomplicated and freeing. Visiting with her last night in that old shed had brought it all back.

      I liked how she didn’t expect anything from me. She didn’t have a hidden agenda. I liked how she quirked her eyebrow when she asked questions.

      I liked that, above all else, she was a good mother. She thought about our child first and foremost.

      Something I needed to do too, instead of worrying about Jackson and Thea. With another sip of water, I swallowed down my jealousy. It would likely surface again—Jackson wasn’t the only one possessive of Thea—but not today.

      “I’m not here to hurt Thea or Charlie,” I told Hazel.

      “I know that,” she said, getting her own glass of water. “Like I said. Don’t mind Jackson. We’re all just looking out for Thea.”

      My spine stiffened. What had happened in Thea’s life that she had such fierce protectors? Was it her childhood? Or a man? Could she, or my daughter, be in danger?

      “Is there something I should know? She’s not in trouble, is she?” Because whatever the problem, I’d make it disappear.

      “No.” Hazel shook her head. “She’s not in trouble. But Thea has spent her whole life fighting. Don’t make her fight you.”

      “Why would she need to fight me?”

      She sipped her water. “For Charlie.”

      “Ah. I see.” Everyone here was worried I would start a custody battle. “I won’t take Charlie from Thea. I told her the same last night.”

      “Good.” Hazel nodded. “Don’t get me wrong. If you do want a fight, my money is on Thea. You might have a bigger bank account, but that woman is fierce. She’ll wipe the floor with you if it’s for Charlie. But she’s fought enough.”

      She’s fought enough? What did that mean? My concern for Thea grew with every one of Hazel’s vague hints. A litany of questions ran through my mind, but they would go unanswered. There would be no prying information from Hazel Rhodes. She might be here, talking to me, but her loyalties were clear.

      If I wanted to learn about Thea’s past, I wouldn’t get those secrets from Hazel.

      “Who are you, exactly?”

      She laughed, her hoarse bark ringing through the air. “I’m Charlie’s gran. And the closest thing to a mother Thea’s ever had.”

      “So you look out for Thea?”

      “And Charlie.”

      Charlie.

      “What’s she like? Charlie?”

      “She’s a sparkle.” Hazel’s face softened. “Her smile is the best part of my day. You’ll see.” She glanced over her shoulder to the clock on the wall. “Want something stronger before you head over?”

      I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

      “Smart man.”

      Jackson came back into the room at that moment and shot me another glare before resuming his conversation with the customers at the other end of the bar. When I turned back to Hazel, she was walking around the end of the bar to sit by my side.

      “I think you should post more photos on your Facebook page,” Hazel announced as the legs of her stool scraped on the floor.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your Facebook page.” She set down a paper boat of peanuts between us. “You don’t have many photos.”

      I blinked at her. Where was she going with this? “I don’t manage that page. My assistant does.”

      “Hmm.” She cracked a peanut shell and tossed it on the floor. “Tell your assistant that people like to see pictures.”

      I chuckled, amused that in the last twenty-four hours, Hazel had clearly spent some time looking me up. “I’ll send him a note.”

      Her peanut cracking continued, though she hadn’t actually eaten a nut yet. “Before you go over to Thea’s, I think I’d better come clean.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’ve been—what do they call it?—cyber stalking you.”

      I grinned. “I don’t think it’s considered stalking if you’ve only been doing it for a day.”

      “I might have known you for longer than a day.” She shied away an inch as she finished her sentence.

      My smile vanished and my jaw clenched. “You might have known me longer than a day?”

      Finally, Hazel ate a peanut and washed it down with her water. “We need to talk.”

      Four words I hadn’t dreaded much before yesterday.

      Four words that now made me crave tequila.
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      Everything will be fine.

      This is a good thing.

      Tonight will be fun.

      I was sweeping the back porch, attempting to convince myself with every swish of the broom that introducing Charlie and Logan tonight was going to go well.

      It wasn’t working.

      Ever since Logan had walked out of my workshop last night, I’d guessed at how this would go. I’d imagined every likely scenario. None of them ended with hugs and kisses.

      Logan wanted so badly for Charlie to like him. I’d seen the desperation in his eyes. It would crush him if she didn’t run into his arms and call him Daddy.

      But I knew my daughter. She wasn’t as easygoing as other children. She was a thinker. She pondered change. And a life-altering one like this would take her time to accept.

      She would eventually. Someday, hopefully not too far in the future, she would adore Logan. But the chances of her embracing him tonight were slim to none. If she wasn’t all smiles tonight, I didn’t want him to give up on her.

      I’d been given up on more times than I could count, and I didn’t want that for my precious girl.

      I poured my nerves into the broomstick, sweeping hard to clear the dust from the porch. I held it back for one last strong push but stopped the bristles midstroke. The hairs on the back of my neck stood.

      There were eyes on me. I could feel them.

      But the yard was empty. Hazel was at the bar to pester Jackson and make herself scarce. Charlie wasn’t anywhere in sight, probably off in the trees to play in her fort or find some other creature to try and sneak into the house. Logan’s face popped into my mind but I dismissed it immediately. It was way too early for him to be here.

      So who was looking at me?

      I set aside the broom and walked down the porch steps toward the middle of the yard. I turned in a circle, looking for a neighbor close by or someone in a boat out on the lake.

      There was no one.

      Strange.

      “Charlie!” I called loud. “Time to come inside!”

      “Okay!” she called back from the trees.

      I went back up to the porch, scanning the yard again as I walked. Then I shook my head, giving myself a good eye roll. The nerves for this dinner were making me crazy.

      I went inside and put away the broom just as Charlie rushed inside. “Hi, Mommy,” she said, out of breath.

      “Hello, my love. Did you have fun playing?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I’m thirsty.”

      “I’ll get you some water.” I took down one of her plastic cups from the cabinet and filled it from the sink.

      She gulped down the water and set the empty cup on the counter. Then she smiled up at me from underneath her favorite baseball cap.

      The hat had once been black but was now faded to a dirty brown. The stitched logo for the Lark Cove Bar had started out white but that hadn’t lasted longer than a day.

      Some Lark Cove parents frowned at me for letting Charlie wear a cap advertising a bar. But Jackson had given this hat to her and she adored it almost as much as her pseudo uncle. Since I was used to getting looks of disapproval, I shrugged it off and let her keep the hat.

      The bill was too large, but Jackson had curved it to cover her face. And he’d cinched the back tight so it would fit around her small head. Other than those differences, it matched his own faded bar hat.

      To Charlie, that was all that mattered.

      “Let’s get your hat and shoes off.”

      “ ‘Kay.” She used my shoulder for balance as she kicked off her tennis shoes. They were black with neon-green stripes and matching lights in the soles. She’d picked them out of the boys’ section at the shoe store. When I’d offered her the same style but in pink, she’d looked at me like I’d grown two heads.

      Off came her shoes and dirt bits went flying across the scuffed hardwoods. The socks she stripped off were rimmed with dust. I didn’t know why I always bought white socks. Even bleach couldn’t keep them from turning brown.

      “Okay, now let’s go wash your hands.”

      “Fine.” She frowned and trudged past me in her bare feet to the half bathroom off the living room.

      I followed, leaning against the door as she washed. As the water ran, I took a few calming breaths, reassuring myself with each one.

      She would get through this. We both would. We’d find a way to work Logan into our lives.

      This is a good thing.

      With her hands kind of clean, Charlie shut off the water. Her cuticles were still dirty, but that was normal. I’d bought a vegetable scrubber that was permanently located in the bathtub upstairs. Tonight, just like every night, I’d give her a thorough scrubbing and rejoice in her cleanliness until morning rolled around and she made a break for the yard.

      “So,” I said as she dried off her hands. “I wanted to talk to you about something exciting.”

      She froze. “What?”

      Damn. She’d seen right through my fake, cheery voice. I should have known better than to try and spin this as an exciting surprise. Most kids loved surprises, but not my Charlie. She hated them almost as much as cleanliness.

      So I dropped the act and walked over to one of the couches in the living room. “Come and sit with me.”

      “Are you going to make me get rid of my fort?” Her forehead was creased with worry as she climbed up next to me on the sofa.

      The last time I’d had a sit-down talk with her, I’d told her that I was going to be taking down the makeshift tree house she’d constructed out of cardboard boxes and duct tape. She’d cried over it for days until Jackson had come over and built her a tiny fort between two trees.

      It was her sanctuary. While I escaped to my workshop, she ran to her fort to doctor animals or fight bad guys or hide away from monsters.

      “No, honey. You can keep your fort.”

      Her entire body relaxed as she sank into my side.

      “I want to talk to you about something else.”

      “Something good?”

      “Yeah. Something great.” I wiped at a smudge of dirt on her forehead.

      No matter how scuffed she was, my Charlie was gorgeous. Her hair was long and thick, a shade closer to Logan’s than my own. She had beautiful skin that was always bright and flawless. And her dark eyelashes were like mine. She’d only ever need one swipe of mascara.

      “I want to talk about your dad.”

      “My dad?”

      I nodded. “Remember how I told you about him and drew you a picture? That his name is Logan and he lives far away?”

      She sat still, waiting for me to continue. While most kids were a million questions a minute at this age, Charlie was the opposite. She soaked things in. She absorbed. The questions came later.

      “Well, he’s here, and he wants to meet you.”

      She blinked her big brown eyes.

      “I told him he could come over for dinner tonight.”

      Her eyebrows came together and she dropped her gaze to her lap.

      There was a woodpecker outside, hammering into a tree. The sound echoed outside and funneled through the kitchen window I’d left open, hoping for a slight breeze to cool down the house.

      As I waited for Charlie to say something, I listened to that woodpecker’s unsteady rhythm. It went on and on and on. Meanwhile, she just kept mulling things over while the tap, tap, tap continued. That woodpecker must be trying to knock down the tree, not just build a new home.

      Shut up, bird.

      I wanted to get up and shut the window, but with Charlie deep in thought, I didn’t dare leave. I wanted her to know if she needed me, that I was here.

      I’d always be here.

      I was the constant she’d have in her life, no matter what.

      “Is he nice?” Charlie asked finally.

      Her voice was quiet and soft. She wasn’t a loud child, nothing compared to the other twelve kids on her soccer team, but right now, she was borderline hard to hear.

      “Yeah.” I smiled. “He’s nice.”

      “Is he going to live here now?”

      I shook my head. “No. He still lives far away.”

      Her forehead creased. “Do I have to live with him too? Like how Katie spends some days with her mommy and others with her daddy?”

      I wanted to say no. I wanted to promise that her life wouldn’t change too much. But I’d always been honest with my daughter. And I’d tried to never make promises I couldn’t keep.

      So as brutal as it was for her age, I went with the truth. “I don’t know yet, honey.”

      “I don’t want to go. I don’t want to move.”

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. “I know.”

      We held each other for a few quiet moments. Even the woodpecker gave us some peace. But when he started up with the taps again, Charlie pulled away.

      “Can I go play outside some more?”

      “Sure.” I sighed, hating that I’d put a burden on her young mind. “Just stay in the yard.”

      She nodded and slid off the couch, going straight to the door without any shoes.

      Her feet would be filthy by the time I called her inside for dinner.

      I didn’t care.

      I let her escape to her sanctuary while I got off the couch to make dinner.

      I rummaged through our square kitchen for a pan to brown some hamburger and a pot to boil water. I wasn’t a gourmet cook, but my food was delicious, if simple.

      “This is a good thing,” I told the pot as it sat under the running faucet.

      Even the damn cookware knew I was lying.
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      An hour later, at exactly six o’clock according to the microwave clock, the doorbell chimed. I took a slow breath and wiped my clammy hands on a dish towel before rushing from the kitchen through the living room to greet Logan at the door.

      He smiled when he spotted me through the small glass window in the door, and my stomach dipped.

      That smile was devastating. I bet he’d charmed many uptown socialites with that smile.

      He was in jeans again, but this time they were paired with a simple blue button-up shirt, the sleeves turned up to reveal his forearms.

      “Hey,” I breathed as I swung open the door.

      “Hi.” He smiled wider and ducked inside, handing me a bouquet of baby sunflowers as he passed. “These are for Charlie. I, uh, didn’t know what else to get.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I took the flowers. “She’ll love them.”

      My hopes lifted as I took in the yellow blooms. Maybe this would go better than I’d thought. After all, he’d unknowingly bought Charlie her favorite flower.

      She loved sunflowers because the birds could eat the seeds. Every fall, we’d buy a huge bundle and she’d place them strategically throughout the yard as makeshift bird feeders.

      Maybe Logan and Charlie would connect immediately and all of my worries would be for nothing.

      “And these are for you.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small bundle of spoons. “In case you run out before your project is over.”

      I laughed as he handed them over. “Thank you.”

      These spoons were twice as thick as the industrial-grade spoons I had in the workshop. You’d never find these in a school lunchroom or hospital cafeteria. They were nicer than the spoons I had in my own kitchen drawer.

      “Come on in. Make yourself at home.”

      Logan walked into the living room and looked around.

      The cottage was the nicest home I’d ever had, but now it seemed too small and too common. Having Logan here, just like having him in my workshop last night, was a harsh reminder that he was from a different stratosphere.

      For the first time, I was embarrassed for being so chemically attracted to him. Why would he want me when he probably had a fancy, rich girlfriend in New York?

      Still, I had no control over how my body came to life when he was near. My blood heated. My palms ached to press against the hard planes of his chest. My fingertips itched to dig into the muscles of his sculpted ass.

      But he wasn’t here for me. He was here for Charlie.

      I was his one-night stand gone awry.

      Nothing more.

      I shook off the charge of his presence, concentrating on the matter at hand. Charlie was meeting her father tonight.

      “So.” Logan began pacing around my small living room, his gaze sweeping over the two floral print chairs that somehow went with our celestial blue couch. “Did you, um, talk to Charlie?”

      His fingers fidgeted with his watch as he spoke, and he’d run a hand through his hair twice already. Something about him was off tonight. He’d still charged the air and spiked the temperature with one step inside. He still smelled divine, thanks to his Armani cologne. But he was different.

      He was nervous.

      So, as gently as I could, I tried to put him at ease while hinting at how to approach Charlie.

      “Yes, I talked to her. She’s . . . absorbing everything. She needs time to think, so just take it slow with her, okay?”

      “Slow. Got it.” He nodded, staring at a canvas painting above the couch. “Did you do these?”

      I nodded. “I did.”

      A couple of years ago, I’d decided to try painting on a whim. Hazel had cleared out most of the artwork her parents had left her, and she’d asked me to make something to fill the walls. So I’d done three paintings.

      The first was of me sitting on the dock by the lake. For my first attempt with oils, it had turned out okay. My hair was too light and the details a bit fuzzy, but it had been good practice for the others. The second painting was of Hazel’s beautiful profile. And the third, the one that Logan was trying to memorize, was of Charlie at one year old with her first two teeth showing through her happy smile.

      I didn’t know what was going through Logan’s mind, but my heart squeezed for him regardless.

      He’d missed all of those moments. The baby cuddles. The toddler babbles. He’d missed her first words and first steps.

      For Logan’s sake, I hoped Charlie would cut him a break tonight. She was notorious for her intense scrutiny. Jackson called it her superpower. Most adults had nothing on my five-year-old girl.

      Please, don’t let tonight be a disaster.

      I wanted a good night for both of them because neither would ever forget it.

      Wanting to give Logan a moment, I cleared my throat. “I’m going to put these flowers in some water. Then I’ll bring Charlie in.”

      He didn’t turn away from Charlie’s face. “All right.”

      I darted back to the kitchen and scrambled to put the sunflowers in a vase. As it filled with water, I peered out the window over the sink to the backyard. A streak of flying brown hair caught my eye as Charlie ran from her fort to the shoreline of the lake.

      I shut off the faucet and left the flowers to hurry to the back door before she could get herself wet.

      “Charlie!” I shouted. “Time to come inside.”

      Her feet skidded to a stop on the grass, then her frame slumped as she changed direction, plodding toward the house and up the porch steps.

      “Let’s get you washed up, okay?” I placed my hand on her neck as she came through the door, then steered her right for the sink.

      As we both scrubbed her hands, she looked up at me. “Is he here?”

      “Yes, he’s in the living room.”

      Her tiny shoulders drooped so low my heart ached. It wasn’t Logan, just his presence. My girl struggled so much with change. It was just who she was. It didn’t help that her friend Katie had told her horror stories of trading homes every three days after her parents had divorced.

      I shut off the water and knelt next to Charlie, caressing her cheek. “Logan is really excited to meet you and have dinner with us. Do you think you can be brave and give him a chance? We don’t need to worry about all of the other stuff tonight. Okay?”

      She nodded and fell into my arms.

      I held her tight, hoping to give her some of the courage she often gave me. Then I let her go and stood, holding out my hand.

      When her little fingers slipped into mine, I smiled and led her out of the kitchen toward the living room.

      Logan was sitting on the edge of the couch, his hands steepled together by his chin as one of his feet bounced. When he saw us come into the room, he stood fast. His eyes zeroed in on Charlie. “Hi.”

      Her hand gripped mine harder.

      “Come on, honey.” I walked farther into the living room as Logan stepped around the coffee table to meet us in the middle. “Charlie, this is Logan. Logan, this is Charlie.”

      He knelt down in front of her and held out his hand. “Hi, Charlie.”

      I tensed, holding my breath as I waited for her to react.

      She was staring at his hand like it was the pink headband I’d tried to get her to wear once.

      Logan’s eyes darted up to mine, then back to Charlie. His hand was still between them, begging for a touch.

      It hurt to watch as she rejected him. My heart ached as the longing on his face grew while his hope dimmed.

      Finally, the pain in my chest was too much and I pried Charlie’s hand out of my own. “Charlie,” I scolded, pushing her forward a step. “Don’t be rude.”

      Reluctantly, she put her hand in Logan’s.

      He swallowed hard as they touched, shaking her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      She looked over her shoulder to me with panic and whispered, “What do I call him?”

      Logan chuckled and let her hand go. “How about Logan?”

      She nodded and met his gaze, studying him for a moment. “Mommy said you live far away.”

      “That’s right. I live in New York City.”

      “And that’s why you didn’t visit me before?”

      Logan looked up to me for help. “I, uh . . .”

      “He didn’t know where we lived.” I dropped to my knee next to Charlie. “That’s my fault. But as soon as he found out, he came right here to visit.”

      Logan gave me a sad smile, then focused back on Charlie. “I’d really like to get to know you, if that’s okay?”

      The corner of her mouth turned up a bit. Was she actually going to smile? Could it really just be this easy?

      “Do you like forts?” she asked.

      He smiled and my heart started to race. Say yes, Logan! Just say yes! “I don’t know if I’ve ever been in a fort. Do you have one?”

      She nodded and flashed him a shy smile. “It’s outside. I can show you.”

      “How about after dinner?” I offered.

      “Sounds great.” Logan and I both stood, sharing a look of pure relief.

      “Okay, we’d better eat.” I turned and led the way toward the kitchen.

      Charlie and Logan followed in silence, sitting at the dinner table as soon as we got to the kitchen. I left them there and went to the stove to bring over the food. But the kitchen was small and with the table in the corner, I could still hear them.

      “Are you going to stay here now?” Charlie asked.

      “Well, um, no.” I looked over my shoulder to see a rush of panic cross Logan’s face. “I have to go back home in a week.”

      Charlie’s forehead furrowed as she took a few more steps and stopped. “Then you’ll be gone again?”

      “I guess. But I’ll come back again to visit.”

      “When?”

      The good feeling I’d had a moment ago vanished. Like most kids, Charlie remembered promises. Every detail. If Logan committed to a visit and it fell through, she wouldn’t forget.

      Goddamn it. Why hadn’t we talked about this more last night? Why hadn’t I prepped him? We should have made a more specific plan. We should have delayed this meeting until the two of us were on the same page.

      But now it was too late. He was here and she was asking the questions she had a right to have answered.

      My insides started to twist. I abandoned the stove for the table, but before I could jump in and change the subject, Logan spoke up.

      “I’m not sure.” Logan smiled. “But soon. And maybe you and your mom can come and visit me in New York. You could even move there and live with me.”

      Wrong answer.

      “No!” Charlie’s wide eyes snapped to mine. Her chin quivered. “I don’t want a dad anymore.”

      My feet froze as the pain hit because from three feet away, I felt Logan’s heart break.
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      An hour later, the most painful dinner of my life was over.

      “Can I go?” Charlie asked, already picking up her plate.

      “Did you want to show Logan your fort?” I grasped for anything that might put a smile on her face. All through dinner, I’d been trying to find a topic that would connect Logan and Charlie but nothing had worked.

      Any time Logan had tried to make conversation, she’d try to hide behind her plate of noodles. Nothing either of us had said could get her to mutter more than one or two words throughout the whole meal.

      She hadn’t even been impressed by the sunflowers.

      Charlie had shut down the minute Logan had mentioned the idea of moving. The only thing that was going to get her to emerge from her shell was time.

      “I want to play in my room,” she whispered, sliding off her chair.

      “Okay. I’ll come up in a little bit and we can do your bath.”

      “I’m glad I got to have dinner with you tonight.” Logan forced a smile and stood from his chair. “Good night, Charlie.”

      “Good night.”

      She dropped her plate in the sink, then disappeared upstairs with sad eyes.

      When the sound of her footsteps faded, I looked up at Logan. “I’m sorry.”

      “I think I failed that test.” He ran a hand through his hair and sank back into his chair.

      “She’ll come around. She just needs some time.” I stood and began clearing dishes from the table.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Dinner was delicious.”

      “I guess none of us was all that hungry.” Our plates were all still half full. Food had been pushed around during the awkward silences instead of eaten.

      “She’s not like other kids, is she?”

      “Not like most,” I said over my shoulder as I rinsed a plate. “It takes her a while to warm up to new people and change. She’s not really shy, just . . . wary. For years, her world consisted of only me, Hazel and Jackson. She just needs time.”

      “Time I don’t have.”

      Because his life was in New York. And ours was in Lark Cove.

      I shut off the water and turned away from the sink, leaning back against the counter. “I guess we’d better come up with some sort of plan.”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “Would you ever consider moving back to the city?”

      I shook my head. “I’d do it if I had to, but I’m hoping you won’t make us.”

      “Make us?”

      “It’s no secret you could bury me under a mountain of lawyers to get custody of Charlie.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I told you last night I wouldn’t do that.”

      “I know.” I held up my hands, hoping to calm the rising tension in the kitchen. “I’m just laying it out there. If you wanted her in New York, you could make that happen. I’m hoping you won’t because we’re happy here.”

      “She could be happy there.”

      “Yes, she could. But she is happy in Lark Cove.”

      He frowned. “I can’t come back and forth to Montana all the time.”

      My stomach sank. I knew without asking that he wouldn’t consider moving an option. I didn’t blame him. I knew leaving the city would be asking too much. But that hasn’t stopped my foolish heart from hoping.

      I wanted him to choose Charlie over everything else. I wanted him to prove that she was his most important priority.

      I wanted the impossible.

      “What do you want to do?” I asked quietly.

      “I don’t know. I wish . . .” He sighed. “I wish she would have liked me.”

      The ache in my chest came back with a fury. “She will, Logan. Just give it time.”

      “I don’t have time, Thea.” He stood from the chair and planted his hands on his hips. “I have to leave on Sunday. I have one week. One week to get to know my daughter and build something of a relationship with her. Then I need to wrap this up and get my life back to normal.”

      My blood pressure spiked. He wanted to wrap this up in a week? He thought in seven days he’d have a loving father-daughter relationship. It took me longer than a week to decide if I liked a new shampoo.

      And what was normal? There was no such thing. His life, the one he was so desperate to get back to, would forever be different. As of yesterday, it wasn’t about him.

      “Wrap this up and get your life back to normal?” I repeated.

      He shook his head. “That came out wrong.”

      “Good,” I snapped. “I’m sorry this has disrupted your life, but you’re going to need to find more than a week for your daughter.”

      “Which would be easier if you were in New York.”

      “I’m not taking her to New York! She’s starting first grade in the fall. She has friends here. She has family. I can’t give her the life she has here in the city.”

      He pointed to his chest as he stepped closer. “I am her family too. And if it’s about money, you don’t need to worry. You’d have the best of everything. So would she.”

      We were his charity case now? I pushed off the counter and met him in the middle of the kitchen. “It’s not just about the money. It’s about her lifestyle. It’s about where I want her to grow up.”

      “And what about what I want?” His voice got louder. “I should get a say too, especially since I haven’t so far. It wasn’t my fault that I missed the first five years of her life!”

      “It wasn’t mine either!” I stood on my tiptoes, inching toward his face. My chest was heaving, almost touching his, and with an angry breath, I realized just how close we’d gotten.

      His gaze was heated and the inch between us crackled. Even angry he was gorgeous. The pull between our bodies was just as strong as it had been years ago.

      My eyes drifted to his lips. I remembered them being soft but hard. He’d used them as weapons against my skin to render me helpless.

      He leaned in, just a bit, tempting me closer.

      I wanted to kiss him and snake my hands up his arms. To shove all of my frustration into something raw and physical. I wanted to ignore the heap of problems at our feet and get lost in something sweaty.

      But it wasn’t about what either of us wanted.

      It was about Charlie.

      I dropped my chin and took a step backward. Then another. “She has a lot of questions, and I don’t have answers.”

      He rubbed his forehead. “I don’t either.”

      “We have to find them.”

      “I know.” He nodded. “Let’s talk tomorrow. I think it would be best for me to go before something happens between us that we’ll regret.” Without a good-bye, he turned and left me standing in the center of my kitchen.

      Regret. His last word echoed off the red-speckled countertops and yellow-tinged cupboards. It burned my ears.

      Logan would regret a kiss with me. Maybe he regretted ever stepping into that hotel bar.

      And damn did that hurt. Almost as much as knowing he had no plans to change his lifestyle for our daughter.
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      After Logan left, while I washed the dishes and cleaned the kitchen, I pulled myself together. As I did my chores, I shrugged off the sting of his rejection. I reminded myself that only one thing mattered in all of this.

      Charlie.

      Then I went upstairs and down the hall to her room. She was sitting at her “art center” with her back to the door. Her center was nothing more than a short, square desk pushed into a corner, but it had a small drawer for her special drawing paper and a cup to hold her markers. These days, her legs were nearly too long for the child-sized chair.

      That center was the only thing in the room that had any girly qualities. Charlie had shocked me when we’d gone shopping in Kalispell for the table. Instead of going for the white or royal blue as I’d expected, she’d picked pale pink.

      The rest of her room was decked out in items from the boys’ section at Target. She had a green camo bedspread and matching sheets. Her bookshelf in the corner was in the shape of half a canoe. And there was a black teepee at the foot of her bed where she’d escape to read with a flashlight. Her bedroom resembled her fort outside more than it did a little girl’s room.

      Everything was tomboy.

      Except for that pink table.

      “Hi, honey.” I knocked on the doorframe.

      She looked over her shoulder and then went right back to coloring.

      I crossed the room and knelt next to her chair. “What are you drawing?”

      “Just a picture,” she mumbled as she used brown to shade in the roof of the house she’d outlined.

      Our house.

      She’d drawn the cottage along with three stick figures. One was me, judging by the long black hair. The other was Hazel with gray strands around her round face. And the last was Charlie, standing between us with a big smile.

      Who wasn’t in the picture? Logan.

      Like mother, like daughter.

      Charlie used art to express her feelings when she couldn’t find the words.

      “That’s a pretty picture,” I said, stroking her hair. “Can you take a break and look at me?”

      She set down her marker and turned in the seat, her chin still tipped down. When she looked up, her brown eyes flooded with tears. “I don’t want to move far away, Mommy.”

      “Don’t worry.” I pulled her off the chair and into my arms. “We’ll figure something out.”

      She sat on my bent knees and buried her head in the crook of my neck. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      The knot in my stomach tightened. If Logan forced my hand—if he made us move to the city—I’d never forgive him for making me break my promise.

      “Come on.” I hugged Charlie tighter, then let her go. “Let’s get cleaned up for bed. Do you want a shower tonight or a bubble bath?”

      “Bubble bath.”

      With her leading the way to the bathroom, I filled the claw foot tub with water and bubbles while she stripped off her dirty clothes and left them in a heap by the door. Then we went about our normal scrub down until Charlie was dirt-free and smelled like lavender instead of the outdoors.

      As she splashed around and played with her bath crayons, I sat back against the wall, stretching my legs out parallel to the tub. I took a few breaths, fortifying myself for a heart-to-heart with my girl.

      We needed to discuss her father.

      I wished I didn’t have to force this conversation. I wished I could put it off until tomorrow, after we’d both had a night’s rest. But since Logan was adamant about being here for only a week, there wasn’t time.

      “We need to talk about Logan.”

      Her splashing stopped.

      “What didn’t you like about him?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged and scooped up a handful of bubbles.

      “You got pretty upset when he suggested that we move. Is that what scared you?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded, stacking her bubbles in the corner.

      “Was there anything else you didn’t like about him?”

      She stacked two more handfuls of bubbles before she finally whispered, “No.”

      My back sank further into the wall. If it was just the move, I could work with that. “Honey, I think you might have hurt his feelings tonight. When you didn’t want to talk to him at dinner. And when you said you didn’t want a dad.”

      Charlie looked up from her bubbles, her eyes full of worry. “I did?”

      She was so thoughtful and loving. I was exploiting those emotions tonight in hopes that they would lead to a better tomorrow. “Yeah. We’d probably better try to fix it, huh? Maybe we could try again with Logan. Would it be okay if I invited Logan to your soccer game tomorrow?”

      Even though another dinner would give them more time to talk, I couldn’t endure a repeat of tonight. And maybe on neutral ground, the pair would find something to connect over.

      “Okay.” Charlie nodded, going back to her bubbles. “He can come.”

      “Good.” I relaxed. “Will you do something for me?”

      “What?”

      “Try to be extra, extra nice to Logan.”

      She shrugged. “Okay.”

      I smiled and leaned forward, skimming some bubbles into my palm. Then I carefully arranged them as a crown on her head. “That’s my girl.”

      She giggled, filling our bathroom with her musical laugh and banishing away some of my worries. Then we spent the rest of the evening in her room, reading books, coloring orange dinosaurs and singing bedtime songs.

      After an hour, she was tucked into bed and I was walking down the stairs just as the back door opened. As I rounded the corner to the kitchen, Hazel dropped her purse on the counter. “How’d it go?”

      “It went.”

      I crossed the cream linoleum floor, heading directly for the freezer. I yanked open the door, rifled through the frozen vegetables and ice-cube trays and moved things around until I found my coveted huckleberry vodka. With it in hand, I closed the door and sagged against the fridge.

      “That bad?” she asked.

      I nodded. “He suggested we move to New York.”

      “Oh, no,” she muttered, taking a seat at the table. “I bet that didn’t go over well.”

      “No.” I scoffed. “Charlie’s exact words were ‘I don’t want a dad anymore.’ ”

      “Oh, my Charlie.” Hazel shook her head. “I knew I should have given Logan some pointers.”

      “What?” My back straightened. I couldn’t keep up with her these days. “You met Logan?”

      “He came into the bar this afternoon when I was there visiting Jackson. I chatted with him a bit. Told him about my research with Willa. Then he left to come over here.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      At least I didn’t have to explain Hazel’s stalking to Logan now. We had enough on our list of discussion topics as it was.

      A throb was building behind my eyes, probably caused by the stress of the last day. With my free hand, I pinched the bridge of my nose, willing the pain away. Had it really only been a day since Logan had come to Lark Cove? It felt like so much longer. I hadn’t had this much happen in the course of twenty-eight hours . . . ever.

      If there was a night for my special vodka, this was the one.

      I opened the bottle and took a shot, wincing as it burned my throat. When the warmth reached my stomach, I tipped the bottle back and did it again.

      “I think I’m going to head to my workshop for a few hours. Is that okay with you?”

      Hazel nodded. “No sharp objects?”

      “Not tonight.” I’d have to start a new project, because I wouldn’t be working on my spoon nest either. Blowtorches didn’t mix well with vodka.

      Hazel pushed out of her seat and went to the cupboard where we kept the glasses. “At least drink out of this.” She handed me a tumbler. “Classy women don’t drink from the bottle.”

      “On the classy spectrum, I’m near the trash end.”

      She frowned. “One day, I’m going to wash your mouth out with soap when you use that word. Don’t run yourself down.”

      I gave her a sad smile. “I’m not saying that to run myself down. Honest. I’m just being real.” I’d climbed far from where my life had begun, but we all had limits. Even birds knew when to stop flying higher. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Then I walked out the door, leaving the tumbler behind.
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      I escaped Thea’s as fast as possible, hustling through their house, only to pick up the pace when I hit the sidewalk. My strides were long and fast, putting as many yards and trees and houses between Thea and me as possible.

      Christ, I almost kissed her.

      I hadn’t had that strong of an urge to kiss a woman since . . . well, Thea. I’d forgotten how magnetic she was. How fast she’d pulled me under in that hotel bar. Not even Emmeline had stirred that kind of raw, primitive desire.

      I wanted Thea. I wanted to taste her again and feel her thighs wrapped around my hips while my hand fisted her hair. I wanted to give into the heat and get lost in a long night of sweaty, hard, mind-numbing sex.

      So it was a damn good thing she’d stepped away when she had because I’d been seconds from smashing my lips to hers. I’d almost kissed Thea when I should have been thinking about Charlie.

      My focus needed to be on my daughter. If I got lost in Thea, I had the potential to hurt us all.

      And if we caused Charlie pain, we’d both regret it.

      Maybe it was because my confidence was shaken. Maybe it was because of what had happened with Emmeline. But I had no faith in my ability to manage a long-distance relationship with my daughter, let alone a girlfriend.

      So like I’d done last night, I walked the streets of Lark Cove without paying much attention. I was too busy chastising myself to notice street signs or landmarks. When I finally took in my surroundings, I chuckled.

      My feet had carried me to the same dirt road I’d been on last night. The one surrounded by large vacation homes.

      “At least I know where I am this time,” I told the lake.

      Behind me stood the house I’d admired last night. The big one with all the windows and cedar shingles. The windows were all dark, like they’d been last night. And there wasn’t a car in the driveway.

      Maybe I should buy it.

      I had ideas like that pop in and out of my head all the time, but this one stuck. Maybe I should buy it. Thea had made it clear tonight that moving to New York was a last resort. Charlie hadn’t seemed too keen on the idea either. Which meant that for me to see my daughter, I’d be trekking to Montana.

      At least if I bought this house, I’d have a place to stay other than the Lark Cove Motel.

      “Gah!” My frustrated grunt echoed off the trees.

      Why was Thea so against moving back to New York? That would make everything easier. They’d be close so I could see Charlie more. That was, if I got past the point of scaring her into complete silence.

      I shoved a hand through my hair, pulling tight at the roots. My grandmother always said I worried too much. Well today, I hadn’t worried enough. Hour after hour I’d visualized worst-case scenarios. None of it had prepared me to face Charlie’s rejection.

      I don’t want a dad anymore.

      That. Fucking. Hurt.

      My daughter didn’t like me at all.

      And I honestly didn’t know what to do about it. I didn’t know how to fix this problem.

      I’d been in Lark Cove for a day and my spirits were at an all-time low.

      What was I going to do? I pulled out my phone from my jeans, doing the only thing I could think of at the moment.

      I would buy this house.

      Quickly, I snapped a couple of photos, being sure to get the numbers next to the door. Then I emailed them to my personal assistant with instructions to find out who the owners were and offer them whatever it would take to make it mine.

      This could work.

      I could set up this house with a remote office. That way I wouldn’t get too far behind at the firm or with the foundation when I was here. Maybe I could spend a few weeks here in the summer. I could come back for the holidays, though Mom and Dad would be pissed if I missed their annual Kendrick family holiday party. They’d have to adjust.

      We were all going to adjust.

      This could work. This house could work.

      As far as I was concerned, Thea could have the place. If she wanted a bigger house, she and Charlie could both live here. Charlie would have all this room to run around and create her forts. Maybe I’d even have a special tree house built in the forest out back. And the detached garage would work far better than a shed for Thea’s art studio.

      Excitement surged. This could be the start of a plan.

      I smiled for the first time in hours, then turned around, going back to where I’d started. Thea’s. She might not want to see my face again tonight, but I was going back.

      She’d asked me for answers.

      Now I had some.

      My phone rang and I grimaced as Alice’s name flashed. The last thing I needed was her calling all week, interrupting my time with Charlie, so reluctantly I answered. “Hello.”

      “Hi, stud. Want to meet me tonight?” She was purring, something I’d always hated. It was far from sexy, more desperate than desirable.

      “No. I’m out of town this week.”

      “Bummer,” she whined. “Call me when you get home so we can see each other? Maybe go on a proper date?”

      A proper date? “I don’t think so, Alice. If we run into each other at a fundraising event, please be sure to say hello. But I think it would be best for you to stop calling.”

      “Excuse me?” Her nasal tone shred the last of my nerves.

      “Take care, Alice.”

      She snapped something but I hung up before I could hear it all.

      I never should have started something up with her. Not only would she call again, but I’d also have to fend off my sister, Sofia.

      Somehow, Alice had managed to worm her way into my youngest sister’s good graces. They were thick as thieves these days, no doubt plotting a way for Alice to get my last name. Tomorrow, I’d likely get an irate phone call from Sofia telling me how much of a fool I was for not marrying her friend.

      I silenced my phone and shoved it back in my jeans pocket, then continued my walk back to Thea’s so we could try our conversation again. This time without a fight.

      The sun was setting as I reached her street. Her house was the smallest on the road, sandwiched between houses that were definitely not the originals. But somehow, between two homes that were twice the size and much newer, their green cottage fit. It was the house that belonged while the others were out of place.

      I went straight for the front door, ready to knock, but stopped short as a crash sounded from Thea’s shed.

      Déjà vu. I’d been in exactly the same place last night when I’d heard a sound in Thea’s workshop. And like last night, I changed direction, forgoing the front door for her shed. When I was a few feet away, I heard her cuss.

      “Goddamn it!”

      I approached the doorway cautiously so as not to startle her, then peeked inside. Tonight, her back wasn’t to me. She was in profile with her head tilted to the ceiling and a bottle tipped to her lips. She took a long pull, then slammed the bottle on her paint-splattered table. She swallowed, grimacing at the burn of the vodka.

      I knocked on the open door. “So what’s your rule for drinking vodka straight?”

      “Shit,” Thea gasped, clutching her heart as she spun to the door. “You scared me.”

      “Sorry.” I stepped inside the shed, raking my eyes down her body.

      Earlier, she’d been wearing a thin, long-sleeve gray top, but she’d changed after I’d left. Now she was just wearing a low-cut tank with thin crisscross straps. The way her chest heaved as she breathed made her breasts strain against the cotton.

      And it made my cock jerk behind my zipper.

      This woman, everything about her, was sensual. Her hair was up again, revealing the long line of her neck. Her legs were so smooth and toned, bare except for her green shorts. They hugged the curves of her hips. She was wearing rubber flip-flops, showcasing toes painted fire-engine red.

      She was stunning.

      My mother and sisters had always thought designer gowns and fancy jewels made a woman beautiful. They pampered themselves at the spa weekly and never left the house without makeup. Would they think differently if they saw Thea like she was tonight? Raw and natural. She was so damn gorgeous I had a hard time staying upright.

      “What are you doing here, Logan?”

      My head jerked up as I tore my gaze from her legs. “I owe you an apology.”

      Her eyebrow quirked. “For?”

      “The fight.” I walked farther into the room, taking my place against the far wall and leaning on the same cabinet I’d propped myself against last night.

      “Oh,” she muttered, dropping her gaze and picking up the bottle again. Instead of pressing it to her lips, she held it between us. “Me too.”

      I took the bottle and brought it to my mouth, doing my best not to think that Thea’s had been on the rim not thirty seconds ago. The vodka burned but had a sweet aftertaste. What was that?

      “Huckleberry,” she said before I could inspect the label. “It’s another one of my drinking laws. Vodka for the particularly bad nights.”

      I winced. “I deserved that.”

      “No,” she sighed and took the bottle back to set aside, “it’s not your fault. It’s just . . .”

      I waited for her to continue, but she stayed quiet. “Just what?”

      She gave me a pleasant, but forced, smile. “It’s just hard. We need to figure this out for Charlie.”

      Her eyes were on the floor. Her shoulders hunched forward. Was this just about Charlie? Because my gut was telling me there was something else. Something I was missing. I opened my mouth to push her for an explanation but stopped before a word came out.

      No question I could ask would get answered. Thea wanted this to be about Charlie, so I’d make it about Charlie. Maybe after she had some answers to give our daughter, Thea would realize I wasn’t the enemy. She’d realize I genuinely cared for her feelings.

      She’d trust me.

      “I had an idea I wanted to run past you. I’m thinking of buying a house here.”

      She straightened off the table, her eyes were full of hope as they lifted to mine. “Really? You’d move here?”

      “Oh, no. Sorry.” Shit. “That’s not what I meant. I’d still live in New York but get a house here to stay when I visited.”

      “Visits. Right.” She went for the bottle again. “And how often do you think you can visit?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t gotten that far. But I thought if I had a place to stay and work while I was here, I could extend my trips.”

      “Great idea. Charlie will love that.”

      Except she didn’t sound like it was a great idea. The excitement I’d had thirty minutes ago was gone.

      Thea gave me another one of her pleasant smiles. The fake smile.

      I knew it well because I had one of my own. It was the same smile I used when I wanted to appease a difficult client. The one I gave my mother when she pried into my personal life. The smile I wore to fundraisers.

      Most people bought that pleasant smile without question. I’d perfected it over the years.

      Thea’s was better.

      She’d almost had me fooled.

      Almost.

      “If you don’t think buying a house is a good idea, then just say it. Don’t feed me compliments just because you think that’s what I want to hear. I’m not a customer at the bar. Don’t bullshit me.”

      Her smile vanished. “What do you want me to say? I’m glad you’re going to come here to visit. If owning a house makes that easier, great. I’m sure Charlie will enjoy that once you guys get to know each other.”

      “But . . .”

      “But I’m worried. What happens when one visit gets canceled? Then the next? I’m terrified that you’ll go back to your life in New York and forget a piece of it is still here.”

      Forget? I would never forget about Charlie. “I’ll do my best to commit to each trip, but we both know that things come up. I can’t promise plans won’t change. I’m doing the only thing I can think of if you’re so set against moving back to New York.”

      “Back to that again?” she asked. “I don’t want to move.”

      “Then I’ll visit.” I stepped off the cabinet, standing closer to Thea to make my point. “I want to get to know Charlie, but I live in New York. That doesn’t mean I can’t be a part of her life.”

      In twenty-four hours, Charlotte Faye Landry had become one of the most important people in my life. Maybe the most important. I’d already missed five years. I’d missed seeing her as a baby and toddler. Earlier tonight, as I’d stood in Thea’s living room, staring at the portrait she’d painted of Charlie as a baby, I’d made a vow not to miss any more.

      “Please, Thea. Give me a chance to prove that she’s important before you cut me out completely.”

      “I’m sorry.” Thea put her hands to her temples. “I’d never cut you out. I just don’t want Charlie to get hurt. I don’t want her to ever feel rejected.”

      Rejected? Why would she think I’d reject Charlie? “I’d never reject her. I promise.”

      Her gaze narrowed as she assessed my sincerity. My chest tightened, much like it had when Charlie had looked me up and down earlier tonight. I didn’t remember a time when I’d gone through such intense scrutiny. Not in college. Not in law school. My father, who was known for his ruthless critique, hadn’t inspected me this closely when I’d practiced my high school valedictorian speech for him.

      These Landry women were stripping me bare.

      “I want to believe you,” she said quietly. “I really do. But I don’t even know if you believe in yourself right now.”

      I staggered back as if she’d slapped me. She saw right through me, didn’t she? She saw every flaw and insecurity. “You’re right. I don’t have the first clue what to do with Charlie. But I’ll figure it out over time.”

      “Time? I thought you only had a week.”

      “I’m coming back.”

      “You’d better. If you make my daughter fall in love with you and then you leave her behind, I will find you and smother you in your sleep.”

      I chuckled. Not many people challenged me. I liked that Thea didn’t back down. She met me with full force when we were fighting and when we’d had sex. I loved that she was especially scrappy when it came to our daughter. “I think you’d better hand over that vodka. You’re getting violent.”

      She answered by grabbing the bottle and gulping down another shot. “You should see me when I drink bourbon. The last time I had Jim Beam, I decided to trim the shrubs along the sidewalk out front.”

      “What shrubs?”

      “Exactly.”

      I laughed, picturing a drunken Thea going to town on some harmless greenery. “I met Hazel today.”

      “She told me.” Thea handed over the bottle, our fingers brushing as I took it from her grip, and my pulse quickened.

      This was dangerous, the two of us together in a cramped shed, drinking and letting the awkwardness melt away. I should say good night. I should go back to the motel and spend a couple of hours working. I should leave her here before I did something rash.

      Instead, I took a drink.

      Thea had this way of making me ignore should. She inspired me to throw out logic and prudence and obligation.

      “So what’s next?” I asked, handing her the bottle. “Tell me what to do.”

      She shrugged. “You have a week. I guess let’s start there. Charlie has a soccer game tomorrow night, and you’re welcome to come.”

      “I’ll be there. Just text me when and where.”

      She nodded. “We usually go out to dinner afterward. You’re welcome to join us.”

      “Done.”

      “No more talk about moving.” She pointed the bottle at my nose. “Don’t tell Charlie you’re thinking of buying a house here either. At least, not until she warms up to you. She’s scared she’s going to have to live in two places.”

      Yes. Now we were getting somewhere. Much like in a difficult acquisition or tense merger negotiation, I always studied my opponents. I liked to know exactly who I was facing off with on behalf of my clients. Before I sat down at any conference table, I knew everything possible about the business my client was trying to buy—financial position, staff members, any previous legal troubles. And I knew even more about the opposing counsel. It wasn’t uncommon for me to take them out for a “get-to-know-you” lunch before we faced off.

      It was ridiculous, comparing a soccer game and dinner with a five-year-old girl to my contract negotiation strategies. But I was desperate to get along with my daughter.

      I waved Thea on. “Keep it coming.”

      “Don’t make her any promise you can’t keep. Don’t let her silence scare you away. She listens more than she talks. Oh, and we can never argue in front of her. If she senses that we’re not getting along, she’ll pick a side and it won’t be yours.”

      I grinned at the mental image of Charlie protecting her mother. I could relate to that feeling entirely. Something about Thea made me want to wrap her in my arms and never let go. “Anything else?”

      She shook her head. “I’ll let you know what I come up with.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She took a shot, then handed me the bottle to do the same.

      We stood there in silence for a while, passing the vodka back and forth. The entire time, I studied Thea’s deep brown eyes. They were so bold and large, the color of dark chocolate. The night we’d spent together, I’d spent hours getting lost in her eyes as I’d moved inside of her.

      Drunk and unable to fight the pull, I stepped away from the cabinet, holding her eyes as the space between us disappeared. I walked right into her space, trapping her against the table. The heat from her heaving breasts warmed the front of my shirt.

      “Logan,” she whispered when I pressed even closer. “This is stupid.” Still, her hands came to my waist, gripping my shirt.

      “You’re probably right. But I’m going to kiss you anyway.”
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      My entire body hummed as Logan pressed his hips closer. The hardness behind his jeans sent a wave of scorching heat to my core. I hadn’t been kissed in a really, really long time.

      Why was this stupid? I couldn’t think of a reason. All of the worries and concerns I’d had in the kitchen after he’d stormed out were a hazy blur at the back of my mind. They vanished as my eyelids drifted shut, waiting for the soft brush of his lips.

      The heat from his breath feathered across my cheek. He was so close I was dizzy. I gripped his shirt tighter, waiting for his mouth. He was almost—

      “Wait.”

      No! My stupid, tiny, infuriating brain. I should have had another shot or two. Maybe then, my good judgment wouldn’t have been able to reengage at the last second and send that awful word through my mouth.

      I opened my eyes to see Logan had moved back, just an inch. Enough that I could make out the disappointment on his face.

      “Sorry.” My shoulders sagged. “I want you to kiss me.”

      “But?”

      “But,” I dropped my hands from his shirt, “it will only complicate things even more.”

      There were too many hurdles between us. Lifestyle. Geography. Responsibilities. Even drunk on vodka and Logan’s scent, the obstacles were just too big to ignore.

      He grumbled under his breath and backed away, resuming his place against the cabinets. “Are you always this logical when you’ve been drinking?”

      I smiled, glad he wasn’t angry. “No. Only when it comes to Charlie. She’s all that matters.”

      “As disappointed as I am, she’s a lucky girl to have such a good mom.”

      My heart swelled. Since the moment I’d held the positive pregnancy test in my hand, all I’d wanted was the best for my baby. I was proud to admit that despite having no guidance from my own biological mother, I was a good mom. Still, it meant the world that Logan thought so too.

      He took a long breath and ran a hand through his hair. “I think I’d better go.”

      “I’ll text you the details for the soccer game.”

      “Thanks. Good night.” With a wave, he strode out of my workshop and into the night.

      I counted to twenty, then rushed to the door, peeking around the side to see him walking down the street.

      My house was only five blocks from the motel, three from the bar. I’d noticed earlier that he hadn’t driven over, so as he walked down the sidewalk, I took a long look at him from behind.

      No woman in the world would look at Logan and not think he was gorgeous. Add to that his charisma, and he was mouthwatering.

      And he’d wanted to kiss me.

      Six years ago, I hadn’t hesitated a second when he’d asked me to spend the night with him. I’d let him whisk me away to his hotel suite for the best sex of my life.

      But the Thea from six years ago was still learning. She hadn’t given birth to a little girl who would become her entire life.

      Charlie had given me unconditional love and a real family, two things I’d craved my entire life. But the most important thing she’d given me was confidence. Because of her, I demanded more from life and more than I’d been given as a child.

      I demanded more, so I could give it to her.

      The Thea from six years ago would have let Logan kiss her senseless tonight. She would have taken that kiss and locked it away, cherishing the memory when she was alone.

      Present-day Thea wanted more than a memory. She wanted a man who would kiss her every morning. A man who would kiss her before falling asleep every night. She needed a man who would share in the life she’d worked hard to build in Lark Cove.

      The man disappearing around the block—the one who lived a world away—wasn’t him.
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      I woke up the next morning with a hangover. After Logan had left my workshop, I’d gone down to the dock to watch the sunset. I’d stupidly taken my vodka along.

      I’d powered through the headache and nausea, getting Charlie ready for her day at camp with Hazel. With a kiss good-bye, I’d sent her on her way, then walked to work.

      On days like this, working in a bar was a curse. I gagged at the smell of stale beer and the sight of liquor bottles made my stomach roll. How did Jackson come here with a smile on his face after a long night of drinking? I needed to learn his tricks if I was going to keep having vodka-soaked conversations with Logan.

      I spent the morning in my office, doing paperwork and paying bills. I slugged down coffee and aspirin, willing my head to stop pounding. When we opened at eleven, I went out to the bar, where I spent the first hour breathing through my mouth so I wouldn’t puke.

      Finally, around three o’clock, after the lunch crowd had left me to an empty room and the regulars had yet to come in for the evening, I braved some food and a Coke. By the time Wayne and Ronny came in for their early evening beer, I was feeling human again.

      Barely.

      “Hey, guys.” I set down napkins in front of them both. “Same as usual?”

      “Yep,” Wayne answered for them both.

      “Are you feeling okay, Thea?” Ronny asked.

      “No,” I confessed with a smile, then went to the taps to pour them each a red beer. “Too much vodka last night.”

      Wayne chuckled. “That’ll do it.”

      “Can I get you some aspirin?” Ronny asked.

      “I’m okay.” I winked at him. “Thanks, though.”

      Wayne and Ronny were as opposite as they came, other than both being single. Wayne was in his fifties, had been divorced for years and worked at the school doing maintenance. Anything and everything you might want to know about his life, he’d share without hesitation.

      Ronny was closer to my age, and though he wasn’t as chatty as Wayne, he was just as much of a sweetheart. He worked from home, so he came into the bar often to socialize. Mostly he listened, but on the dead nights, he and Wayne would talk to me about nothing and everything until I closed down the bar. Ronny always made sure I was okay.

      “Here you go, guys.” I set down their beers. “Holler if you need anything.” I smiled and turned to leave but stopped to look over my shoulder. “I take that back. Don’t holler. My headache can’t take yelling. Maybe just wave me over silently.”

      They each laughed, sipping their drinks as the back door opened and Jackson walked in, ready to take over for the night.

      “You look like shit,” he teased. “Rough night?”

      “Don’t make fun of me.” I whipped his side with my bar rag. “I’m still not sure I’m going to live.”

      “If you were going to tie one on last night, you could have at least come in here and kept me company.”

      “Was it slow?” I’d been so miserable this morning, every task had taken me twice as long, so I hadn’t finished reconciling the deposits from last night.

      “Yeah. I had a couple of folks come in for a few hours but by eleven it was dead, so I closed down early.”

      “Maybe tonight will be busier.”

      “Hopefully.” He opened the dishwasher and let the steam escape. “Are you coming in after Charlie’s game?”

      “Yeah.” It was our tradition to have pizza after soccer. “I invited Logan to come too.”

      Jackson slammed the dishwasher closed and crossed his arms over his chest. “You need to be careful. I don’t trust that guy.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You don’t trust anyone.”

      “And neither should you.”

      “Well, I don’t really have a choice this time, do I? Charlie deserves a chance to get to know her father. Logan is asking for some time with her, so I’m letting him have it.”

      “I hope that’s all you’re letting him have,” he muttered.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “He might want to spend time with Charlie, but he’s also here to get laid. I didn’t miss the way he looked at you.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      Logan probably had ample opportunities for sex in New York. He might even have a girlfriend. Goddamn it. What if he had a girlfriend? I’d almost kissed him last night.

      My head started pounding again. I’d been so focused on sharing details about my life and Charlie’s that I hadn’t bothered to ask Logan about his.

      “Whatever.” Jackson went back to the dishwasher. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Instead of being a prick, you could be supportive. You know, act like my best friend? And it would help Charlie too if you didn’t bust his ass when we come in here tonight.”

      Jackson frowned as he lifted out the warm pint glasses. “Tell you what. For Charlie’s sake, I won’t say anything tonight. But I’m not going to be supportive until after he leaves and comes back.”

      I had faith that Logan would come back and be true to his word, so I smiled. “Good.”

      “For a year.”

      My smile fell. “What?”

      “He comes back here, makes it a point to visit Charlie throughout the entire year, then I’ll be supportive. And by visit Charlie, I mean he’s not coming here so he can fuck you. Has he made a move on you yet?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “That’s none of your business.”

      “That’s a yes.”

      I didn’t have the time or energy to deal with this. “I’m leaving. We’ll see you later.”

      Tossing my rag on the counter, I walked behind him and down the bar. But before I got to the hallway, I stopped and turned. “Charlie is having a hard time with this. I’m asking you, Uncle Jackson, not to be a dick to her dad.”

      He shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      “I’m warning you, if you make this hard for her, I’ll make sure that every one of those plastic out-of-staters you’re so fond of taking home after closing thinks you have crabs.”

      We scowled at each other. He lasted a while, but just like always, he was the first to break.

      His mouth stretched in a slow grin. “Fair enough.”

      “Good.” I huffed and spun back around, grabbing my things from the office before stomping the three blocks home. I used my ten minutes of quiet time alone to sit on the couch and get my blood pressure back to normal.

      I loved Jackson. He was my best friend and the closest thing I had to a brother. And I knew his heart was in the right place. He was just wary of strangers. We had that in common. Life had taught us that, more often than not, other people would let you down.

      But having Charlie and leaving the city had softened me. I wasn’t constantly looking for ulterior motives with the people I met. Sure, I was on guard. But I wasn’t so untrusting that I never let anyone close.

      Not Jackson.

      He trusted two adults: me and Hazel. Everyone else was kept at arm’s length. He hooked up with out-of-staters so he could send them packing the next morning. He was “friends” with the regulars at the bar but didn’t see them outside of work.

      Besides me and Hazel, his only other true emotional attachment was to my daughter. I had no doubt that if Logan broke Charlie’s heart, or mine, Jackson would dump his dead body in the middle of the lake.

      Was I being too trusting with Logan? Over the last two days, I’d weighed every one of his words, assessing them for sincerity. They’d all seemed genuine. Were my feelings for him clouding my judgment? Had I gotten so caught up in his allure that I’d been blinded?

      Okay, brain. You’re forgiven.

      Last night, I’d tossed and turned in my drunken haze, pissed at my better judgment for not letting Logan kiss me. Now I was determined more than ever not to let that kiss happen. Logan had to prove that he was in this for Charlie, not for sex with me.

      He had to prove that he was coming back for our daughter.

      “Mommy!” Charlie called as she ran through the door with Hazel on her heels.

      “Hi, honey.” I stood from the couch, giving her a hug. “How was your day?”

      “Good.” She smiled over her shoulder at Hazel. “Gran made me and the other kids a huge tub of slime.”

      “That sounds like fun.” And it explained why her normally dirt-covered cheeks were clean and her fingers were tinged with blue.

      “It was something,” Hazel said and plopped into the spot on the couch I’d just vacated. “I’ve been cleaning up slime for an hour.”

      “Are you coming to the game?”

      She laughed. “Do I ever?”

      “No.” I smiled. “But you know I always offer.”

      Hazel had come to three of Charlie’s soccer games last year, then declared she was done. She said it was too hot and uncomfortable sitting on the grass. I’d offered to buy lawn chairs but she’d still refused.

      Really, I think that after volunteering at the camp all day and playing with Charlie, Hazel was exhausted by the time she came home. Since Charlie didn’t seem to mind her missing the games, we left her to some peace and quiet.

      “Come on, my love.” I took one of my daughter’s hands. “Let’s get ready for your soccer game.”

      “Is Logan still coming?” she asked as we climbed the stairs.

      “He’s going to meet us there.”

      “I hope we win,” she whispered from behind me.

      I smiled to myself. She never cared if they won, which meant she wanted to win with Logan there. This was progress. Like I’d told Logan, she just needed time.

      Thirty minutes later, I parked my black Mazda hatchback on the street by Lark Cove School. Soccer games and all other town sports were played on the large lawn next to the children’s playground.

      Charlie, wearing her shin guards and neon orange jersey, unbuckled from her seat and hurried out. She was waiting by the back hatch when I got there to collect her soccer ball. I handed it to her, then unloaded a patchwork picnic blanket Hazel had made from old jeans.

      “Thea.” I spun around at Logan’s deep voice. He came right up to us and took the heavy blanket from my arms. With his free hand, he pushed his sunglasses up into his hair and bent to greet our daughter. “Hi, Charlie.”

      “Hi, Logan,” she whispered, inspecting her cleats.

      “Ready for the game?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t forget your gloves.” I took them out of the back and handed them over.

      “You play goalie?” Logan asked. “I was a goalie too when I played soccer in high school.”

      Charlie’s head snapped up. “You were?”

      “I wasn’t very good.” He exaggerated a grimace. “Maybe one of these days you can teach me some of your moves.”

      She nodded. “Can I go, Mommy?”

      “Yes. Have fun.”

      Charlie spun around and raced for the soccer field to join her teammates, her ponytail whipping behind her as she ran.

      “Hi.” Logan stood and leaned down to kiss my cheek. “How are you?”

      Tingles broke out across my skin and my chest flushed red. “I’m good.”

      Damn you, Jackson.

      As much as I just wanted to enjoy the sensation of Logan’s lips on my cheek, I couldn’t. Thanks to Jackson’s speech earlier, I was doubting every one of Logan’s moves.

      It didn’t make it easier that Logan looked unbelievable today. He was wearing a simple gray T-shirt, khaki cargo shorts and flip-flops. All fancy brands, I was sure. This was probably something he’d wear to a beach house in the Hamptons.

      But even with the laid-back attire, he was still classy. It had nothing to do with his clothes. It was just him.

      “Shall we?” Logan gestured for the grass and slid down his sunglasses.

      I stepped onto the grass and we walked side by side at a leisurely pace. “Were you really bad at soccer?” I couldn’t imagine Logan being bad at anything, certainly not a sport. I knew from experience how athletic his body could be in the bedroom.

      “No.” He looked over and grinned. “I was pretty good.”

      “I figured.” I smiled back, leading Logan to my regular spot.

      I waved at a few of the other parents who came into the bar on occasion. Behind my sunglasses, I glared at a couple of the moms who were practically drooling over Logan.

      Tomorrow, I’d have an unusually large lunch crowd at the bar. People would come in who hadn’t been there in years just to pester me about the handsome stranger at the soccer game.

      I didn’t care. If it bumped up my revenue, they could ask all they wanted. I would be staying quiet.

      Jackson and I had always agreed that the Lark Cove Bar wouldn’t be a gossip mill. If our patrons wanted to talk about their neighbors, they sure could. But they wouldn’t get any information from us. We’d always been tight-lipped and we were staying that way.

      Especially when it came to our personal lives.

      “Here’s good.” I stopped Logan as we reached the sidelines at the far end of the field.

      “You don’t want to sit closer to the middle?”

      “No, Charlie will be on this end.” That, and I didn’t want to have to dodge questions tonight.

      I took the blanket from his arm and laid it out on the grass. Then I kicked off my own shoes and took a seat, hoping that a little sunshine would fight off the lingering headache from my hangover.

      “Is it normal?” Logan asked as he sank down onto the blanket at my side.

      “Is what normal?”

      “To feel this nervous for her.” He nodded to Charlie, who was taking her position in front of the net.

      “Yes.” I smiled and leaned over to bump his shoulder with mine. “She really wants to win because you’re here.”

      His jaw went slack. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Thank you.” His hand came to my knee as he looked back to the field. His thumb stroked my bare skin once before he lifted it away.

      Sweat beaded at my temple. Logan’s touch had spread across my skin like fire, settling right in my center.

      Damn it, Jackson.

      His warning was ruining my evening.

      I wanted to savor the tingles on my skin. I wanted to delight in the heat coming off Logan’s shoulder that was just an inch away from mine. But I couldn’t. Not until Logan had proved this wasn’t about me or sex. I needed to back away from Logan until he proved his loyalty to the little girl standing on the soccer field.

      The little girl who was about to make her father proud.
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      “Yes!” I clapped as one of the kids on Charlie’s team stole the soccer ball and kicked it down the field.

      A few feet behind me, Thea was lying on the blanket. My hands were on my knees and my eyes glued to Charlie as she stood stoically in front of the net.

      “Will you sit down?”

      I looked over my shoulder at Thea. She looked so beautiful, stretched out on the blanket. The tendrils of her hair were floating in the breeze. Her skin was glowing under the sun. It was tempting to sit down, to cozy up to her, but I was too into the game.

      “I can’t sit.” We were up by one goal and the game was almost over. I was practically coming out of my skin, wanting Charlie’s team to win. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d been this keyed up for a game. Any game.

      Thea huffed. “Then will you move out of the way so I can see?”

      I shuffled down a foot, not taking my eyes off the game. Just then, the opposing team stole the ball and kicked it down the field toward Charlie’s goal.

      “No! Where’s the defense? This whole team is a bunch of ball watchers. The coaches need to start getting these kids to play their positions. The only one sticking to her zone is Charlie.”

      Thea laughed behind me. “After the game, I’m sure Susan and Melinda would appreciate your input. Volunteer moms who coach peewee soccer really love getting tips from other parents on how to run the game.”

      I shot her a glare. “You’re teasing me? For taking an interest in Charlie’s team?”

      “Someone should. You look ridiculous pacing along the sideline and barking soccer terms.”

      “You know, not many people tease me.” Except for Nolan and my assistant at the foundation.

      She laughed. “Trust me. If all the people who you normally intimidate into silence were sitting in my spot, they’d tease you too.”

      “I—forget it.” I swallowed my retort and focused on the game.

      One of the forwards on the other team was dribbling the ball toward Charlie’s goal and it sent an uneasy feeling up my spine. For five, the kid’s footwork was impressive. He knew how to handle the ball, and if he scored on Charlie, the game was over. It would end in a tie, which was still losing in my book.

      My hands extended past my sides as I mirrored Charlie’s stance. She was ready and waiting to make the save.

      The kid with the ball had a cluster of others behind him, all trailing along and not trying to do anything but watch and see what happened. Parents and coaches on the other side of the field were cheering and clapping the enemy on.

      Come on, Charlie. Come on.

      My heartbeat roared in my ears as everything else went silent. I blocked everything out, focusing only on the ball and my daughter.

      The kid moved in range and swung back his leg, hammering his foot into the ball and sending it flying over the grass.

      Charlie made the right move, leaping left for the ball. She held out her hands, stretching her small body. Her knee hit the ground first as she fell to the side, with her arms still extended. Her fingertips had just enough reach to swat the ball away from the net right before her body collided with the grass.

      No score.

      “Yes!” My arms shot in the air. I punched the air a couple of times before clapping and shouting, “Way to go, Charlie! Nice save!”

      I was so damn proud. I hoped she could hear me yelling. Her success felt better than any I’d ever had personally, and I’d known her for just a couple days.

      Parental pride was incredible.

      And I wasn’t alone in my feelings. When I stopped cheering for my daughter, I looked to my side to see that Thea had gotten off the blanket and was cheering too. Her smile was beaming, brighter than any I’d seen before.

      “Couldn’t stay seated?” I nudged her elbow with mine.

      “Quiet, gorgeous.”

      Gorgeous.

      I’d been given nicknames in the past by women. My girlfriend in high school had called me Lo-Lo. Emmeline used to call me darling. Alice had annoyed the fuck out of me by whispering stud in my ear. I hadn’t really liked any of them, not even Emmeline’s.

      But Thea’s gorgeous was hot as hell.

      Mostly because she said it with that smile.

      She could call me an asshole or a douchebag with that smile and I wouldn’t care.

      I stepped a little closer so I could feel the warmth from her arm on mine. She sucked in a tiny breath, tensing a bit at the electricity between us. When she looked up, her smile was gone but her cheeks were flushed.

      I wished she wasn’t wearing those mirrored sunglasses. I’d do anything to see her eyes darken with the same desire they’d shown in her workshop last night.

      The whistle blew on the field, breaking us apart. Thea’s face whipped back to the game and she took a step away before sitting back down on the blanket.

      As much as I hated it, I understood her reason for keeping some distance and for stopping me before I’d kissed her last night. We’d burned hot six years ago, and that fire between us was still hard to ignore. But it would be best for Charlie if she was the focus.

      Kicking thoughts of sex and Thea aside, I focused on the game. The kids were all lined up to shake hands. Charlie was getting high fives from a couple of her teammates, and just like her mother, the smile on her face was blinding. It made breathing difficult to see that little girl so happy.

      My little girl.

      “She’s a natural between the goal posts,” I told Thea, taking the seat beside her. “She could be an Olympian. Maybe we should look at getting her a professional coach. Or at least getting her into some bigger leagues.”

      Thea shook her head but smiled. “Let’s give it a few years, okay? If she still likes soccer when she’s ten, we can discuss the Olympics.”

      I grinned. Thea was worried that I would disappear and forget Charlie, yet she’d just admitted we’d be talking about Charlie at age ten. On the surface, she might be hesitant. But deep down, I think she knew I’d keep my promise. I’d be here to discuss Charlie’s life when she was ten. And fifteen. And thirty-five. I wasn’t going anywhere.

      I’d be around for her entire life, and if Charlie wanted the Olympics, I’d do what I could to make it happen.

      The kids were huddled with their coaches on the field and after a team cheer, they were all dismissed. Charlie turned from her team and sprinted toward us.

      Her hair bounced behind her as she ran. The smile on her face hit me hard again and I couldn’t stay seated.

      I hopped up from the blanket and jogged a few steps forward, holding up my hand for a fist bump as she got close. “You did awesome! That last save was amazing.”

      “Thanks.” She tapped her knuckles on mine, her smile still bright, but shied back a few feet. “I heard you a couple of times.”

      Oh, shit. Had I embarrassed her? Was that why Thea kept teasing me? Why hadn’t she told me that Charlie wouldn’t like my cheering?

      “Sorry. I was too loud, wasn’t I?” I was messing up everything. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

      Charlie shrugged. “It’s okay. Katie’s dad yells a lot too, and you weren’t as loud as him.”

      I was taking that as a win. At the next game, I’d be sure to tone it down—if I could. I was also going to find Katie’s dad and sit closer so I could make sure I didn’t get any louder than him.

      Thea stood up and ran her hand down Charlie’s ponytail. “Good job, honey.”

      “Thanks, Mommy. Can we get pizza?”

      “Obviously. You were the star of the game! I think it deserves a root beer float too.”

      Charlie’s face lit up before she turned to me. “Are you coming?”

      “If it’s okay with you.”

      “Yeah,” she whispered, smiling at her feet.

      A rush of warmth spread over me and I fought the urge to clap again. My second win of the night: a dinner invitation from my daughter.

      “Meet us at the bar?” Thea asked as she folded up the blanket.

      “Sounds good. I’ll follow you there.”

      We loaded up and got into our cars, making our way across town. I chuckled to myself as I drove.

      Two days ago, I would have laughed if someone had told me I’d be in a hurry to get to the Lark Cove Bar.
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      “Here you go.” Jackson slid a round pizza pan onto our table. “The Landry Special with extra cheese for my soccer superstar. And . . .” He set an enormous root beer float in front of her and bent to kiss her forehead. “Good job, Chuck.”

      She leaned into his side. “Thanks, Uncle Jackson.”

      “You guys need anything else?” he asked Thea.

      “We’re good. I’ll get it if we need something. Looks like you’ve got your hands full tonight.”

      “Yeah. Busy night.”

      He winked at her before leaving to take care of the other patrons.

      I didn’t miss the way he squeezed her shoulder as he walked behind her back. Or the glare he shot me from over her head.

      The asshole had made it a point to constantly touch Thea and Charlie, like he was marking his territory. When we’d arrived, he’d made a huge show of coming around the bar and scooping Charlie up into his arms. Then he’d given Thea a hug that had lingered on too long before she’d patted his back and stepped away. When we’d ordered beers—Thea had reminded me that it was a law to get beer with pizza—Jackson had put his arms on the back of each of their chairs.

      The show was getting old.

      I got the message. He was here first. He had something with Thea and Charlie that I didn’t.

      But I was about done with Jackson Page.

      And judging by the way Thea had dismissed him to wait on others and how she’d been rolling her eyes at him all night, she was about done too.

      The bar was packed full of other families from the soccer game as well as some people who didn’t seem local. With a full place, he needed to back off and concentrate on work.

      Thea and Charlie were mine tonight.

      I was the one who’d cheered Charlie on at her game. I was the one sitting next to Thea, occasionally brushing my knee against hers. And I was the one sharing pizza with them tonight.

      “So this is the Landry Special?” The thing was huge, at least sixteen inches in diameter. Half was only cheese. Half was piled with meat and veggies.

      “Mmhmm.” Charlie nodded, sucking down her root beer float.

      “Okay, honey.” Thea dished up a slice of the cheese pizza for Charlie. “Enough of that until you eat.”

      Charlie swallowed a gulp, then pushed her glass away to load her small hands up with the slice.

      “Which kind would you like?” Thea asked.

      Before I could answer, Charlie spoke up with her mouth full. “He can have one of mine.”

      My eyes snapped to Thea. She was trying to pull in her smile, not make a big deal about Charlie’s declaration, but we both knew it was a big deal.

      I was making progress.

      “Thanks,” I told Charlie, taking one of her cheese-only slices. Then I took a bite, surprised at how good it was. The thin crust had a delicious char. The sauce and cheese were perfect, better than a lot of the pizzas I’d had in the city. “This is great.”

      “Mommy invented pizza,” Charlie said before taking another bite.

      Thea laughed. “Not all pizza, just the pizza here. We have a brick oven in the back, so it’s kind of become our specialty.”

      “So you’re an artist. A mixologist. A pizza chef. I’m guessing you’re the one managing this place. Is there anything else you do?”

      She nodded to our daughter. “Just try and keep this one mostly clean.”

      Charlie giggled and took another bite.

      “Maybe tonight I can see that fort.” I held my breath, waiting to be rejected. I knew I was pushing it. I’d done the soccer game and now dinner. Thea had warned me to take it slow, but I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t asking because I felt rushed that my week was ending.

      I was asking because I really wanted to see Charlie’s fort.

      “Okay.” Charlie nodded and took another bite as I nearly fell off my stool.

      The smile on my face stayed through dinner, until after the pizza was demolished and Charlie was jittery from all the sugar in her float. I was still grinning as I followed Thea’s car back to their cottage and parked on the street.

      The minute I opened my car door, Charlie was racing into the trees, waving for me to follow.

      I waved at Thea as she walked to the front door, then jogged across the grass, trying to catch my daughter.

      When I hit a clump of tall trees close to the shoreline, I followed a trail of cleats, shin guards and socks until I heard Charlie’s voice.

      “Come on, Logan!” She poked her head out of a small opening, waving me toward her fort.

      Between three tall evergreens was her little hideaway. The trees were clustered together enough that she’d been able to build walls from plywood boards. Someone, my guess was Thea, had painted them in a mix of browns and greens, like camouflage. Tacked on top was an old army-green canvas tarp that acted as both the ceiling and door flap.

      “Wow,” I said, ducking down to shuffle inside. “Cool fort.”

      “Thanks.” Charlie was standing barefoot in the middle of the dirt floor, ready to show me her sanctuary. “You can sit there.” She pointed to an old stump against one wall.

      I sat, crouching forward a bit to keep my head from brushing against the tarp ceiling. On the wall opposite the door, a small square window had been cut to overlook the lake.

      “What’s all that stuff?” I pointed to a small bookshelf leaning against one wall. She had tin lunchboxes stacked neatly on the top shelf, and on the bottom were two green plastic totes.

      “My supplies.” She went to the shelves and began setting down the lunch boxes, opening them one at a time to tell me what was inside. “I’ve got forks and spoons in this one and a cup. This one has my shovel and a couple strong sticks. This one usually has my snacks but it’s empty now because Mommy needs to go to the grocery store. And this one has ropes and my favorite rocks.”

      There wasn’t one single toy.

      I loved that about Charlie. She was different from any child I’d ever met.

      “That’s an awesome collection of supplies.” I pointed to the tubs. “What’s in those?”

      “My books and coloring stuff.” She pushed the lunchboxes aside to drag out a tote. “I have to keep them in there so they don’t get wet.”

      “Do you like to read?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded, taking off a lid. Then she dug through the books until she found the one she’d been searching for and handed it over.

      The cover was of a tadpole transforming to a frog.

      “You really like frogs, don’t you?”

      “They’re my favorite besides dogs and cats and birds.” She grabbed the wooden kid-sized chair next to the bookshelf and brought it over to sit by my side. Then she took the book from my hand and started going through it page by page.

      My daughter was reading me a book.

      I spent the next hour learning all about frogs and tadpoles and then about cats and dogs from her other books. I could have sat on that stump for hours, if not for the fading light.

      Finally, when the pages were getting hard to see, Thea called us inside.

      Charlie and I packed up her things, making sure lids were on securely, and then walked toward the house, collecting her strewn clothes as we went.

      “Thanks for showing me your fort tonight,” I told Charlie, snagging a cleat from the ground.

      “I have another one at camp. It’s not as good because I had to make it myself without Mommy or Uncle Jackson’s help. But it’s still cool. Want to come see it?”

      I smiled, ignoring the burn of jealousy that Uncle Jackson had helped her build her fort. “I’d love to see it.”

      And I’d help her make it even better. I didn’t know shit about constructing outdoor forts, but how hard could it be? I graduated at the top of my undergraduate class from Columbia and was a distinguished graduate from law school. I could figure out a fort.

      “See what?” Thea asked as we approached the porch.

      Charlie stopped next to Thea on the bottom step. “My fort at camp.”

      “If it’s okay with you.” I hadn’t even thought to ask Thea for her permission first.

      I wasn’t used to asking permission, for anything. I gave orders, people followed them. I came and went as I pleased in New York.

      But here, I was out of my element. Here, Thea was in charge. And it was strange how that didn’t bother me.

      Much.

      “It’s fine by me.” Thea smiled. “You don’t need to ask. See her whenever you’d like.”

      Damn, that was nice to hear. It meant she trusted me with Charlie and she knew how hard I was trying.

      I bent down to Charlie’s level. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Good job at your game today. You were awesome.” I dropped her cleats and shin guards on a step, then held up my hand for a high five.

      She slapped her palm to mine. “Night, Logan.”

      “Good night, Charlie.”

      “Go on upstairs,” Thea told her. “I’ll be up to do your bath in a minute.”

      When the screen door slammed closed behind her, Thea leaned against the railing on the steps. “So? How’d it go?”

      I smiled like I’d just won the lottery, not even trying to play it cool. “Fucking incredible.”
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            LOGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      My phone was going to vibrate a hole in my pocket.

      The damn thing had been ringing all day.

      This morning, my team at the firm had called five times. There had been an issue with a client accelerating the timeline on a high-profile tech merger, so instead of having a month to tie up all the contracts, we now had eleven days. It was pure chaos and I was in Montana, unable to dive in and help. I trusted my team to get it done, but there were some issues that’d simply needed my guidance and expertise.

      Besides the team at the firm, my personal assistant had called twice with information on the lake house I was trying to buy. Then my cousin had called to ask if I’d write her a recommendation letter to Columbia Law. When I’d finally hung up with her, thinking I had everyone handled for ten minutes, Nolan had called to talk about a five-million-dollar donation request for the foundation.

      An hour later, one of the founding partners at the firm called me, wanting to know if I could take on a well-known real estate developer as a new client. I’d never said no to William Abergel in my life and hadn’t started today.

      Two minutes after I hung up on him, my mother had called. I hadn’t answered. Then my father. Again, I hadn’t answered. Then it had been my sister, Sofia. Three times. I’d pushed those straight to voicemail. When I’d ignored her for the last time, she’d reverted to text messages, telling me between emojis how horrible I was for dumping Alice.

      She’d been at it for days.

      I just wanted to shut off my phone and spend my Saturday with Charlie, giving her my full attention before I left. But I couldn’t ignore calls for work.

      I’d busted my ass this week, getting up before dawn to work so I could spend my afternoons and evenings with Charlie. I’d worked in the morning and had fun in the afternoon.

      The two of us had been bonding. We’d hung out at the camp each afternoon, then eaten dinner together.

      Thea had rearranged her schedule to have her evenings free all week, but today she had to work. So while she was at the bar, I’d volunteered to stay with Charlie for the afternoon so Hazel could go to the fair in Kalispell.

      I was leaving tomorrow and wanted to be with Charlie as much as possible before my early morning flight. We’d spent a good amount of time at her house, playing outside in the fort and then inside doing some art projects. It would have been perfect except that the entire time, my phone had been buzzing, forcing me to step away from playtime.

      By the time five o’clock had rolled around, Charlie had nearly finished an entire coloring book, while I’d absently colored in a half a page.

      “What should we do for dinner?” I dug my phone out of my pocket to see another text message from my sister. I turned my phone screen down on the table. I’d had enough. “We could go get a Landry special.”

      “Okay.” She smiled and nodded. “Can we get floats too?”

      “Anything for you, peanut.”

      She blushed a bit, looking back to her coloring book. I’d started calling her peanut yesterday. It had been just an accidental slip when we’d been throwing rocks in the lake, but today, I’d been slipping it in on purpose.

      I loved the shy smile it always got me.

      I glanced at my watch as she cleaned up crayons. “We’ve got about an hour before dinnertime. What do you want to do?”

      “Can we go fishing?”

      I nodded. “Sure. I—”

      My phone vibrated on the table, interrupting us again.

      Charlie’s shoulders fell with the buzz.

      “Sorry.” I turned it over, this time glad for the picture on the screen. “Look.” I held my phone to Charlie so she could see the picture.

      “Who’s that?”

      “That is Granny.”

      “She looks older than Gran.”

      I chuckled. “That’s because she’s my gran. And she’s probably going to spoil you rotten with candy and presents.”

      That got me a wide smile.

      “You go get the fishing stuff and I’ll be right behind you. Get our stuff ready.”

      She nodded and slid off her chair at the kitchen table at the same time I stood, following her through the screen door, taking the call as Charlie darted down the porch steps.

      “Hello, Granny.”

      “Logan, where are you? Your parents are looking for you.”

      I grinned. “I’m ignoring them.”

      “I wish I could,” she said, “but they ambushed me during afternoon tea. Why, exactly, are you ignoring them?”

      I took a deep breath before proceeding to tell Granny all about coming to Montana, seeing Thea and learning that Charlie was my daughter. I hadn’t planned on telling her over the phone, but as soon as I’d answered, I knew I couldn’t keep it a secret.

      Out of everyone in my family, I wanted Granny to be the first to know about Charlie. I wanted to share my excitement with the one person I knew wouldn’t be worried about paternity tests or custody discussions. Granny was the person I’d always trusted to give honest advice.

      “I have a great-granddaughter.” I didn’t need to see her to know she had a teary smile. “What’s she like?”

      “She’s . . . god, she’s fantastic.” I smiled as Charlie came through the trees, carrying her fishing pole. “She’s unlike any child I’ve ever met. She’s thoughtful. Smart. She’s quiet until you get to know her but then she opens up and you just want to soak up every word she says.”

      Granny hummed. “Your grandfather was like that. When are you bringing her home?”

      “I don’t know.” I ran a hand through my hair as Charlie walked down the dock. She looked over her shoulder and smiled, holding up the pole, a Styrofoam container of worms tucked underneath her arm. “I haven’t thought that far ahead yet. This week, I’ve just been trying to get to know her and Thea.”

      “That’s all well and fine, but she can’t live in Montana while you’re in New York. What’s your plan?”

      “I’m buying a house here in Lark Cove. I think we’ve finally reached a price and I should be able to close on it within the next few weeks. Then I’ll travel back and forth. I’m going to put an office in my place here so I won’t fall behind on work. I might even hire an assistant here to—”

      Granny laughed before I could finish. “Oh, Logan. Traveling back and forth isn’t going to be enough. You’re going to need to give some things up.”

      Give things up? Why?

      “It will be okay,” I assured her. “I can fit it all in.” I just needed to juggle things around. There was no reason I couldn’t fit trips to see my daughter into my life.

      She laughed at me again. “One of these days, you’ll figure it out. Your father never did, but I have hope for you.”

      “Figure what out?”

      “The secret to life.”

      I chuckled. “I’m a busy man these days, Granny. Why don’t you just tell me?”

      “No, it will be more fun for me to watch you struggle for a while. Sally forth, grandson. I have faith you’ll find the right path.”

      I grinned as I walked down the porch and headed for the dock to meet Charlie.

      Granny had always been a driver, pushing me to keep going until I reached the summit of whatever mountain I’d been climbing. Each time she sent me off to a daunting challenge, it had come with a sally forth.

      “Come and visit me when you get home and bring a picture of Charlie.”

      “I will. See you soon.” I hung up and shoved my phone back in my jeans, determined not to answer it again until I was back at the motel tonight. The rest of the evening, I was spending with Charlie.

      She’d get my undivided attention until bedtime because come tomorrow, I’d be gone.

      And I didn’t know when I’d be back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Mommy, I caught a fish.” Charlie was kneeling on a stool, leaning across the bar.

      “You did? Way to go.” Thea put her palms on Charlie’s cheeks, then kissed her nose. “How big was it?”

      Charlie sat back and held out her hands, spreading them apart about a foot. “This big.”

      I chuckled from behind her and held up my own hands, showing Thea the fish had only been about five inches.

      Thea smiled and played along with Charlie. “Wow. That’s huge!”

      “That’s what she said.” Jackson laughed at his own joke as he joined us from down the bar.

      “You’re awful,” Thea scolded, trying not to laugh.

      He shrugged and high-fived Charlie. “Good job, Chuck. What are you guys doing here?”

      “Dinner,” I answered.

      “That’s right.” Jackson gave me a smug grin. “A good-bye dinner. You’re leaving tomorrow.”

      Asshole.

      “Jackson, hush,” Thea hissed, swatting him in the gut before nodding to Charlie.

      Her warning was pointless. My daughter didn’t miss much.

      Charlie spun on her stool and stared at me with wide eyes. “You’re leaving tomorrow?”

      My heart sank at the shock on her face. Thea and I had decided not to tell Charlie the exact day I was leaving. Thea had said it would just make Charlie pull away. She’d be more worried about the calendar than enjoying our time together.

      So we’d kept my departure date vague all week.

      But tonight, we’d agreed to tell Charlie I had to go. Our plan was to get a pizza, then tell her I was going back to New York in the morning.

      Gently.

      But then Uncle Jackson had ruined the plan by surprising her.

      “Yes,” I told Charlie. “I have to leave tomorrow, but I’ll be back.”

      Jackson scoffed, earning another smack from Thea.

      I ignored them to focus completely on Charlie and the worry lines on her forehead. “Hey.” I placed my hand on her shoulder. “I’m coming back. But I have to go back to work for a while.”

      She nodded and dropped her chin, studying her hands in her lap. An invisible cloud shrouded Charlie, breaking my heart into pieces.

      I looked up at Thea, her hand pressed against her chest. Sorry, she mouthed.

      “It’s okay.” This had to happen tonight, though I would have preferred to be the one to tell Charlie. “Let’s eat. We can talk more over pizza.”

      Thirty minutes later, Thea had all but kicked Jackson out of the deserted bar and was sitting with Charlie and I at a tall table in the middle of the floor.

      “Quiet night.”

      Thea nodded. “Most everyone in town is up in Kalispell for the fair.”

      We both looked to Charlie as she sat in silence, swinging her legs to kick the footrail of her stool.

      “What’s running through your head, peanut?”

      She shrugged and kicked again.

      “Honey,” Thea tucked a loose strand of hair behind Charlie’s ear, “you know you can always talk to us. What’s wrong?”

      Charlie’s eyes were flooded with tears when she looked up to her mother. “Logan is going to miss my birthday.”

      Fuck. It felt like someone had just taken a hammer to my chest. I’d all but forgotten her birthday was coming. August fifth was only two weeks away, and there was no way I’d be caught up at work enough to take another vacation. But that didn’t matter.

      “I’ll be here.”

      Charlie’s face spun to me. “You will?”

      “I promise.” I stretched across the table and stuck out my pinky.

      When Charlie and I had been at camp the other day, she’d made a pinky promise with Hazel to stay out of the lake. I’d watched, surprised at how seriously they had taken the gesture.

      If hooking our pinkies together made the tears stop, I’d do it a million times.

      Charlie sniffled and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. Then her crooked pinky looped around mine.

      “I’ll go grab the pizza.” Thea stepped off her stool and went back to the kitchen. She rolled her neck as she walked, trying to shake the weight on her shoulders.

      Thea had retreated these last few days, ever since the soccer game. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to give Charlie and me one-on-one time, or if she was just busy. But she’d been distant, making sure she and I never had much alone time. She gave me just enough attention to discuss Charlie before running away.

      Charlie and I sat quietly waiting for Thea. It only took her a minute to return with our pizza. Her posture had straightened and she was faking that pleasant smile.

      I hated that smile.

      I wanted the real one back. The one that reached her eyes and made my heart skip.

      “What’s this?” I asked as she set down the hot pan.

      Charlie and Thea looked at each other. “This is the Landry-Kendrick special. Charlie and I invented it this morning.”

      I grinned at the pizza. Two slices were cheese only, for Charlie. Three were loaded for Thea. And the other three were extra cheese and greasy pepperoni.

      My favorite.

      I’d told Charlie the other day how much I liked pepperoni pizza. We’d been pretending to make pizzas in the fort at camp—the fort I’d made exponentially better this week by nailing up industrial camouflage tarps I’d special ordered and had shipped overnight. I guess after that, she’d come home and told Thea how I preferred my pizza.

      Now I was a part of the family special.

      I rode the pizza high all the way through dinner. Thea declared she was going to close down the bar for the night and we all walked back to the cottage together. I waited on the couch while Thea gave Charlie her bath, then my daughter came down and asked if I’d tuck her in for bed.

      I shot off the couch, smiling and nodding like a bobble-head doll.

      “Can we read three books?” Charlie asked as she climbed into her bed.

      “Sure.” I went to her boat-shaped bookshelf. “Which ones?”

      “You can pick.”

      I grabbed three books from the middle row and brought them back to her bed. I hadn’t spent much time in Charlie’s room before. We’d always stayed downstairs or been outside playing. But it was exactly what I would have expected for my daughter.

      A tomboy’s room through and through, except for a small pink table in the corner.

      I sat down on her camouflage comforter, leaning against the headboard, barely able to fit by her side on the twin bed. Much like the rest of this house, her room was cramped. Every available surface had special sticks and rocks from Charlie’s outdoor explorations. Her bookshelves were nearly overflowing. And her bedside table was full of framed pictures.

      “Is this my picture?” I twisted to the side and picked up the biggest of the frames on her nightstand. It was the drawing Thea had done, the one Hazel had recognized me from.

      “Yeah.” Charlie snuggled closer, the smell of her lavender shampoo filling the air. “Mommy did it for me.”

      “Your mom is quite the artist.”

      In the sketch, I was looking off to the side, not quite in profile, but not straight forward either. I had an easy smile. My hair was longer than it was now, more like how I’d worn it when I’d met her. But Thea had captured my features perfectly.

      All from memory.

      This drawing proved that the connection between us was real and lasting.

      She’d felt it just as strongly as I did.

      And damn, I wanted that again. But this time, I wanted more than just a physical relationship. I wanted to see just how deep our feelings went.

      My gut was telling me they ran to the core.

      “Let’s read this one first.” Charlie thrust a book onto my stomach, so I set the drawing back down to read my daughter her bedtime stories. She was yawning as I closed the last book.

      “Good night, Charlie.” I pulled her closer into my side and kissed her forehead.

      “You’re coming back?”

      I rested my cheek against her hair. “I’ll always come back for you.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, but her voice was filled with doubt. “Night, Logan.”

      I kissed her again, then pried myself away from her side. She burrowed under her blankets as I shut off her lamp and walked out of her room.

      “Hi,” Thea whispered. She was leaning against the wall outside Charlie’s door.

      “Hi. What are you doing?”

      “Just listening.” She motioned for me to follow as she led the way downstairs and through the house to the porch.

      “When’s Hazel coming home from the fair?” I asked.

      “I’m sure it will be late. There was a band playing that she wanted to see, so she and a couple of friends are there for the concert.”

      I paused when we got outside, expecting Thea to sit in one of the mismatched chairs. But she kept going, down the stairs and over the grass. I stayed close as she crossed the lawn and continued down the old dock that stretched over the lakeshore.

      She padded all the way to the end, past the spot Charlie had left her fishing pole from earlier. She slipped off her flip-flops and sat on the dock’s edge, dangling her toes into the water.

      I’d been wearing flip-flops all week myself. My wingtips had felt too stuffy for Lark Cove. So I shuffled off my shoes too and sat in the space by Thea’s side.

      We sat quietly for a while, both of us just staring out at the lake. It was a calm night, the water gently rolling in glassy mounds.

      “I hate leaving her,” I whispered.

      “But you have to.”

      “I do.” I had overdue responsibilities waiting for me at home. “But I’ll be back.”

      Thea stiffened.

      The water was cold on my toes, my skin practically white beneath the surface, but not nearly as icy as the shoulder at my side.

      What could I say that would convince Thea I’d be back? That I wouldn’t abandon Charlie? Or her?

      Nothing.

      My words wouldn’t mean anything to Thea. I’d have to prove it. I’d crush Thea’s doubts by coming back and showing her that Charlie was a priority.

      “I’ll be back, Thea.” I inched closer, brushing my jeans against hers. “I promise.”

      With the hand between us, I held out my pinky. She looked at it for a minute before curling her own around mine. The moment we touched, a shiver rolled down her spine. The heat between us flared, thawing her a bit.

      She’d been trying to keep her distance and block me out, but her body betrayed her silence.

      Thea said so much without words. She could make the best fuck off face I’d ever seen. When she was behind the bar, she held her shoulders and walked with a surety that made her the most powerful person in the room. But it was her softer movements, the subtle ones that most people missed, that made me want to pull her into my arms and hold her tight.

      I loved the way her neck would tilt to the right whenever she talked about Charlie or Hazel. She’d take a long breath whenever I was close because she liked my cologne. I loved the times when I’d catch her studying me and she wouldn’t look away.

      Like now, with our pinkies locked. She held my gaze without wavering.

      Soon she’d see.

      I wasn’t just coming back for Charlie, but for her too.

      Thea stirred feelings deeper than I’d ever had for another woman, and we’d only been together for a week. I’d prove to them both that I was a new constant. They’d see that I was the missing piece to their family.

      Then maybe one day soon, we could actually be a family. I could sweep them both away from here and build them the life of their dreams.
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            THEA

          

        

      

    

    
      He’d left.

      I’d known it would happen, but that hadn’t made it any easier.

      Logan had come here and made us fall in love with him—just a little—and then he’d left.

      It had been two weeks since he’d sat with me on the dock and promised to return. It had taken all fourteen days for Charlie to finally get back to herself again.

      As I’d expected, the day Logan had flown to New York had been the hardest. She’d been sad and quiet all day, basically sequestering herself to her room. She hadn’t even wanted to play in her fort.

      I’d known that day would be rough.

      What I hadn’t expected was for her sullen attitude and sad eyes to last so long. She did okay during the day, but every evening, after Logan would call, she’d get this lost look on her face that not even her favorite bedtime stories could erase.

      She missed him. And like me, she feared he wouldn’t keep his promise and be here for her birthday.

      My childhood had been full of disappointment. I didn’t want that for Charlie. I didn’t want her to know that people let you down more often than not and that counting on others was usually pointless.

      She didn’t need to learn those lessons quite yet. I wanted her to grow up happy and face life’s hard truths when she was older. When she was more equipped to handle heartbreak.

      “That’s a serious look on your face.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Hazel as she stepped out onto the porch. “Just thinking.”

      “About Logan?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “He missed his phone call with her tonight.”

      “Shit.” Hazel lit a cigarette.

      It was the first time since he’d left that he hadn’t called before bedtime. I’d decided to just call him, but he hadn’t answered my calls or texts. I’d made an excuse for Charlie’s sake, but it hadn’t helped. As I’d tucked her into bed, she hadn’t just looked lost.

      She’d looked defeated.

      Tomorrow was her birthday and though Logan had promised to be here, he hadn’t once mentioned his travel plans.

      “If he doesn’t show tomorrow, she’ll be crushed.”

      And Jackson would be right.

      His warning had been a constant plague in my mind these last two weeks. To Jackson’s credit, he hadn’t brought it up again. He’d actually avoided the Logan subject completely. But it was there, a constant niggling at the back of my mind.

      If Logan missed this first visit, I had no confidence he’d make it through the first year.

      “He could show.” Hazel blew out a stream of smoke. “Let’s not count him out yet.”

      “I don’t know. He’s been different since he left.”

      “Some people don’t like to talk on the phone.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that. He’s all over the place. Some nights, he’s distracted and I can hear things in the background. Others, he’s almost cold, like he couldn’t get us off the phone fast enough.”

      He’d either been in meetings or he’d been with someone. A female someone.

      The fact that I hadn’t kissed Logan or had sex with him was a huge relief. I had no interest in being his Montana piece on the side while his girlfriend lived oblivious in New York.

      “I wish he had never promised her that he’d be back.”

      Hazel’s rough laugh filled the air. “I get why you’re skeptical, but Thea, not everyone will disappoint you.”

      “You’re right,” I conceded. “Not everyone.”

      But most.

      “I—” The chime of my phone cut me off. I picked it up and looked at the screen. “Speak of the devil.” I shook it in the air before accepting Logan’s call. “Hello.”

      Please don’t cancel on her birthday. Please. Please.

      “Hi. Did I miss Charlie?”

      “Yeah. She’s asleep already.”

      “Damn it. Sorry.” He sighed. “I had a meeting run long.”

      A meeting. “Ohh-kay.”

      “Listen, I’ve had a change of plans.”

      I knew it. I’d had a sinking feeling all day that this was coming. “I figured.”

      “You figured?” he asked. “Figured what?”

      “That you wouldn’t be here. Now that you’re back in the city, back to your normal life.” I stood from my wicker chair as I threw his words from weeks ago back at him. “I figured you wouldn’t be able to make good on your promise.”

      “Thea—”

      “It’s fine. I’ll make your excuses, but I can’t talk to you right now.”

      I’d just say something mean. I ended the call and tossed my phone down on the chair.

      “Grrr!” I growled through gritted teeth as my hands fisted. “Asshole. Asshole. Asshole!”

      “I can’t believe it.” Hazel took another drag, then stubbed out her smoke. “No. No way. There’s no way I pegged him wrong.”

      “We both did.”

      “Did he say why he can’t come?”

      “No,” I huffed and sat back down. “I hung up before he could really piss me off.”

      “So you didn’t let him explain?”

      “No. Why would I?” I quirked an eyebrow. “He’s not coming. Charlie will be devastated, and the next time I see him, I’m going to punch him in the throat.”

      She frowned and crossed the porch. “Don’t twist your ankle jumping to conclusions.”

      My mouth dropped open as she disappeared inside the house.

      Hazel hadn’t scolded me in years, but at that moment, I felt more like a teenager than a thirty-one-year-old woman.

      I picked up my phone off the chair and followed her inside, standing next to the kitchen sink as she washed out a glass. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should have let him explain.”

      She shut off the faucet. “When you were a kid, I used to worry so much about you. If someone showed you just a little bit of affection, you’d cling to them for dear life. You were desperate for love, even though most of those people didn’t give a shit about you.”

      It had taken me years of being used by others to stop trusting so easily.

      “And then you came here and had Charlie,” she said. “It was like you flipped the switch. You didn’t need other people anymore because you had her. If anyone tries to get close, you cut them off before they have a chance.”

      “I’m close to people. What about Jackson?”

      She scoffed. “He’s more closed off than you. You didn’t let him in, sweetheart, he let you in.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. I had friends, didn’t I? There were Ronny and Wayne, two of the regulars from the bar. I saw them almost every day. And I talked to some of the moms on Charlie’s soccer team whenever there was a game or practice. “I’m friends with Willa.”

      “You’re friends, but not close. She comes into the bar and you talk to her. When was the last time you did something with a friend outside of the bar? When was the last time you went on a date?”

      She had me there. I hadn’t been on a date since I’d lived in New York. It wasn’t that I hadn’t been asked. There were guys who came into the bar all the time and hit on me and asked to take me out. But I didn’t want to date. I was perfectly content coming home each night to Charlie.

      “I don’t want to date.”

      Hazel laughed. “Yes, you do. But what scares you is that the man you want to date is Logan.”

      I hated how she was always right. “It’s just asking for trouble. If it ended badly, it could hurt us all.”

      “It could.” She nodded. “Or it could be the best thing in the world for you and for Charlie. If it were me, I’d take that risk if it meant my baby girl could have a real shot at having her parents together. And given your upbringing, you of all people should be the first person willing to take that risk.”

      Again, she was right. I closed my eyes, pushing out a long breath. “I just wish he had shown up for her birthday.”

      “So do I. But I’m betting he’s got a damn good reason for not being here.”

      “We’ll see.” I shrugged. “Would you care if I went for a quick walk? I’m still kind of mad and I want to burn off some steam before I call him back.”

      “Go.” She waved me to the door. “Take as much time as you need. I’ve got Charlie.”

      I smiled at her, then escaped outside. Normally, when I needed to get my head together, the first place I ran was my workshop. But tonight, I needed to move. To burn off my anger on the pavement.

      After an hour of flip-flopping up and down the quiet side streets of Lark Cove, I was heading home along the highway.

      My frustration with Logan had fizzled over the last hour. I tried to see things from his perspective. A month ago, he’d had no idea Charlie even existed. It might take him time to adjust his schedule so it could include her.

      He just needed to learn not to make false promises.

      I’d drill that into his gorgeous head until it stuck.

      The sun had set and its lasting glow had nearly faded as I strolled. I’d been meandering down Lark Cove’s quiet side roads and had planned to take the same route back to the cottage. But as I passed the turn down a side street, a shiver rolled over my shoulders.

      It was that feeling again. Someone was watching me.

      I slowed my pace, looking all around, but I couldn’t see anyone. All of the homes around were silent. People were all inside for the night.

      The shiver came again and the side street I’d wanted to stroll now seemed unappealing. So I picked up my pace, walking fast back to the highway. Once I reached it, the feeling was gone. You’re losing it, Thea. It had probably just been someone watching me from their window, wondering what I was doing out in front of their house alone at night.

      So I relaxed my stride again, taking in the bar’s red and yellow neon sign a couple blocks down. It was supposed to be my night to work, but with Charlie’s birthday, Jackson had volunteered to trade. Besides the bar, the only other sign lit along the highway was the motel’s. It buzzed as I walked past. All the other businesses in town were closed at this hour.

      The motel’s parking lot was full for a change. I’d heard through the grapevine that the Walters family was having a reunion this weekend.

      I was scanning the license plates—Oregon, Idaho, Washington—when I saw a man standing at the vending machine with his back to me. I kept walking but did a double take as he ran his hand through his hair.

      His hair looked a lot like my daughter’s.

      The man punched a button and bent to get a bottle of water. When he turned around, I skidded to a stop.

      Logan.

      My heart nearly burst.

      I immediately changed direction, rushing to catch up to him. His long legs ate up the sidewalk that ran along the doors to each of the rooms. He went straight to his room, unlocking the door and pushing inside. It had almost swung closed, but I managed to slap my hand on the door’s face.

      Logan spun around, glaring until he saw it was me.

      “You’re here?” My voice was breathy, both from racing across the parking lot and from the shock of seeing Logan in Lark Cove.

      He nodded and planted his hands on his hips. “I just got in.”

      “So when you called—”

      “My jet had just landed.”

      “Oh.” I cringed. The asshole here was me, not Logan.

      “I promised you and Charlie I would be here, Thea,” he snapped, coming right into my space. “But I’m glad to see you have so much faith in me.”

      “I’m sorry. I just . . .” I just fucked up. That’s what I’d done. “I have a hard time trusting people. I’m working on it, but people have a habit of letting me down.”

      “I. Won’t.”

      Two simple words said with so much conviction, they sank into my bones.

      His chest was inches from my face, its heat chasing away the chill of the night air. He took my free hand and tugged me forward until the door swung closed at my back.

      “You came back,” I whispered.

      “I told you I would.”

      I met his gaze. “Can we play a hundred questions?”

      He’d asked for a hundred questions instead of twenty that first night in my workshop. I didn’t need a hundred, at least not tonight. Really, I just needed one.

      “Ask away.”

      “Do you have a girlfriend?” I blurted.

      He grinned. “That’s your first question? I like it. And no. I don’t have a girlfriend or any romantic attachment outside the Lark Cove town limits.”

      The answer was barely past his lips before I attacked him. I stood on my tiptoes and flung my arms around his neck, capturing his mouth with mine.

      Logan’s mouth split into a grin before he tilted his head and took over. His tongue swept into my mouth, stroking against my own as his lips moved over mine.

      This kiss. Oh my god, this kiss. I hadn’t been kissed in so long, and Logan knew how to do it right. I clung to his shoulders, pulling myself closer.

      His body pressed hard against mine, his hands running up and down in a frenzy. He came at me with the same intensity I threw at him, pushing me backward until I was against the door.

      With something to keep me steady, I lifted even higher on my toes, practically climbing him. The pulsing in my core echoed through my body.

      “Logan,” I moaned into his mouth.

      He answered by grinding his hard cock into my stomach, making the ache even worse.

      I tugged on the sides of his cotton dress shirt, yanking the green hem from his jeans. As soon as it was free, my fingers dove for his belt buckle, fumbling before setting it free.

      While I scrambled to undress him, Logan did the same to me. He twisted and turned the button on my jean shorts, ripping the zipper open so they hung on my hips. Then one hand dove right into my lace panties, and his middle finger immediately found my swollen clit.

      I cried out into his mouth as my body went slack. It had been so long since a man had touched me, but then again, no man had ever touched me the way Logan did. I tipped my hips, wanting more friction from his circling finger, but he slid his hand free.

      I whimpered, making him smile against my lips. His hands gripped the sides of my gray T-shirt and yanked it over my head.

      “Clothes off,” he panted as his lips broke away from mine and traveled down my neck. His hands came to my breasts, cupping and kneading them through my bra.

      My hands went back to his jeans, tugging until I had the button free. Then I slid down the zipper that strained against his cock.

      He wasn’t wearing underwear.

      My sex clenched, spasming to a near orgasm as I took him in my palm. I stroked his silken flesh, squeezing it tight in my small fist as Logan’s hands left my breasts and shoved my shorts and panties down my legs.

      In a split second, my bra was gone. Then Logan’s mouth covered a nipple, sucking it into his mouth as he rolled it with his tongue.

      My head lulled back, banging against the door, and my eyelids squeezed shut. My fingers threaded into his hair, pulling him closer as the heat pooled between my legs.

      I’m going to come. Just from his mouth on me alone, I was seconds away from melting.

      “Not yet,” Logan murmured as my wet nipple popped from his mouth.

      My eyes flew open when I realized I’d said that out loud.

      He smirked at me before reaching for the buttons on his shirt. It was off in a flash, leaving his chiseled chest bare in front of my mouth.

      Logan’s body hadn’t changed in all these years. If anything, it had just gotten better. I stared at his muscles, nearly drooling, as I took him in. He had a dusting of hair across his chest that trailed down his muscular abs. My palms went to his pecs, digging into his skin as my thumbs tweaked his nipples.

      He hissed, closing his eyes for a moment as he collected himself. The cords of his arms flexed and his hands fisted before he relaxed his fingers and went for the wallet in his back pocket. After yanking out a condom, the rest was tossed to the floor.

      His eyes locked with mine, capturing me completely, as he brought the foil packet up to my mouth. He placed it between my teeth and I bit down, holding it tight as he used my teeth to rip it open.

      That was new.

      I loved it.

      He rolled the condom onto his hard cock, never once breaking my stare, even as he toed off his shoes and kicked his jeans loose.

      In one swift movement, he had me pinned against the door, my thighs around his hips, his hands under my knees and his cock buried deep.

      “Logan,” I gasped as my back arched against the door. One thrust and I completely unraveled, clenching around him as my orgasm racked my body in jerks.

      “Thea,” he groaned, dropping his head into my neck. His lips sucked against my collarbone as his hips began to move.

      He pounded into me, rattling the door with every thrust. The safety chain’s clang mixed with the sound of his grunts, my moans and the slapping of our skin. My only warning that Logan was coming was the shudder that ran over his shoulders. He planted himself to the root, then roared, loud and long into my neck as his cock pulsed inside me.

      My arms wrapped tighter around his neck when he stopped moving. I collapsed forward, giving him the weight of my boneless body. He spun us away from the door, staying inside me, as he walked over to the bed. With one arm holding me, the other whipped off the blanket.

      Then he slowly pulled me off of him before setting me down on the white sheets. “Don’t move.”

      Move? I couldn’t even see straight. “Right.” I collapsed back on the bed, my chest still heaving.

      Logan disappeared into the bathroom to take care of the condom. When he returned, he fell onto the mattress at my side. “Fuck,” he told the ceiling. “That went fast.”

      “Yeah,” I panted, swiping stray hairs off my forehead. Fast, but incredible.

      “Give me five minutes and we’re going again.”

      I just nodded, still not able to really breathe.

      I hadn’t been with a man since Logan, but what a way to end my dry spell. Not only had he given me my only non-self-induced orgasm in the last six years, but he’d flipped a switch. My body, something that hadn’t craved sex in years, was on fire and desperate for more.

      I didn’t know if I could wait five minutes.

      I didn’t have to.

      Logan rolled off his back, covering my naked chest with his, and grinned as one of his legs pushed mine apart.
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      “I have more questions,” Thea declared against my chest. She was draped over my side, our legs tangled underneath the sheet. I was twirling a lock of her soft hair around my finger.

      I chuckled. “I’m all ears.”

      “Why didn’t you come to the house when you got to town?”

      “You were upset, so I decided to just wait until morning.”

      Up until an hour ago when Thea had burst into my room, I’d had an awful day. I hadn’t wanted to bring my shitty mood to her doorstep.

      This morning, I’d arranged for a Saturday brunch with my parents in order to tell them about Charlie. It had gone as I’d expected. My parents’ greatest concern had been Thea’s motives. Mom and Dad had grilled me about Thea’s background, immediately assuming a defensive stance. Their first assumption was that Thea was out to scheme a sliver of the family fortune. After they’d asked questions about her financial status, education and family history, most of which I hadn’t been able to answer, my father had excused himself from the table to call the attorneys.

      From there, the day had gotten worse. There’d been an accident on the way to the airport, so I’d left two hours late. I’d had to take a conference call for the foundation from the jet, which had run an hour long, like I’d told Thea.

      I’d hoped to make it to Montana in time to surprise Charlie and give her a face-to-face good night. But by the time I’d landed, I’d missed her bedtime call and Thea had been so pissed, she’d hung up on me.

      The thirty-minute drive from Kalispell to Lark Cove had gone fast. I’d fumed the whole way, angry that Thea hadn’t had any faith that I’d keep my promise. When I’d finally pulled into Lark Cove, I’d been exhausted and all too ready for the day to end.

      But now, with Thea in my arms, I’d actually go to sleep with a smile on my face.

      I yawned. “Is Hazel with Charlie?”

      “Yeah. I texted her while you were in the bathroom and told her where I was and that I’d explain everything in the morning.”

      I pulled the sheet up higher, covering her bare back.

      “I’m sorry, Logan.” Her arm slid farther across my stomach. “You said on the phone you had a change of plans, and I assumed that meant you weren’t coming here. I shouldn’t have cut you off.”

      “Next time, I won’t try and surprise you.”

      She closed her eyes and sighed. “How long can you stay?”

      “A week. I’ll have to work during the day, but I should be able to free up my evenings.”

      The last two weeks had been brutal. With the new client I’d taken on at the firm along with everything else, I couldn’t spend my days here chasing Charlie around and playing outdoors. This hotel room would serve as my office during the day, and I’d be Dad after five. The only thing working in my favor was the time difference. I was hoping that if I was up and working at four each morning, by the time quitting time rolled around on the East Coast, I’d at least have my evenings free.

      Tomorrow would be the exception. Because for the first time, I was spending the day with my daughter to celebrate her birthday.

      “I’m going to look at a house tomorrow morning,” I told Thea. “I’d like to bring Charlie.”

      “That’s fine. Her party isn’t until three.”

      Just then, my phone buzzed. “Sorry.” I reached to the end table and muted the incoming call.

      “It’s fine. You’d better get it. Someone has been trying to reach you for a while now.” Thea tried to roll away, but I pinned her close.

      “I’ll call them back in a minute.” I wasn’t sure who had been calling for the last hour, but my phone had gone off a handful of times. It hadn’t been hard to ignore with Thea in my bed. “I—”

      My phone rang again. I rolled to mute it but saw it was the firm. At almost midnight in New York, something had to be wrong. “It’s work. I’d better call them back.”

      “Okay.” Thea took a long breath, holding it for a second before letting it out across my skin, then pulling away. “I should go.”

      I frowned and held her close. “I thought you had questions. Stay the night and you can ask them all. Just let me call them back.”

      “I can’t.” She pushed harder, rolling away and tossing her legs over the side of the bed.

      “You mean won’t.”

      She didn’t respond, scooping up clothes and rushing into the bathroom.

      “Damn it,” I grumbled, running both hands over my face. The day wasn’t going to end as well as I’d hoped.

      I grabbed my phone and listened to one of five voicemails with an urgent question from an associate on my team. Apparently, some new tax regulation was coming down the pike and one of our larger clients was worried about the legal ramifications for a contract to be signed on Monday. I quickly shot him a text, letting him know I’d call him back in thirty minutes. Then I whipped the sheet off my legs and climbed out of bed to pull on my jeans. I was buttoning my shirt when Thea came out of the bathroom.

      She kept her eyes on the carpet as she crossed the room to slide on her flip-flops. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “What’s the hurry? Slow down for just a second.”

      She shook her head, going for the door. “Tomorrow is a big day. I need to go home and get some rest.”

      Bullshit. Something had happened to put her off. But what? Was it the phone calls? It wouldn’t take me more than fifteen minutes to deal with them and then she’d have my undivided attention.

      My palm pressed against the door before she could open it and I trapped her right in my space. “Thea, talk to me.”

      “I just . . . I don’t know if this was smart. You and me.”

      My jaw clenched. “I disagree.”

      Being with Thea had felt nothing but brilliant and I sure as hell didn’t have regrets. The way the two of us connected was unlike anything I’d ever felt. She touched me and I came alive. With my lips on hers, everything made sense. When our bodies were linked, the stars aligned.

      I wasn’t going to let her regret tonight either.

      “Look at me and tell me you didn’t feel the same thing I felt.”

      She turned up her chin, ready to lie, but when her eyes met mine, the fight disappeared. “I can’t,” she whispered.

      “Then why are you running away? Stay the night.”

      “I shouldn’t. I don’t want Charlie to wake up in the morning and me not be home.”

      “I have an alarm.” I pointed to the end table. “It’s that little black box, right over there.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not just Charlie. This happened so fast, I just need some time away to think. Okay?”

      “Fine,” I muttered. “I’m willing to let that be your excuse to run away, but just this once. In the future, you can do your thinking in my bed.”

      The last time a woman had told me she’d needed some time away to think, she’d moved to Montana and found a husband. There was no way I was going to lose Thea like I’d lost Emmeline.

      She might need a night to think things through, but I didn’t. Nothing about us together had been a mistake. I’d thought about her constantly while I’d been in New York. I’d missed her and Charlie like crazy. And all it had done was confirm something I’d known the day I’d left Lark Cove weeks ago.

      Thea and I could be amazing together.

      “Good night.” She pulled on the door hard. My hand was still by the peephole, holding the door closed, so I let up and opened it for her.

      “What are you doing?” she asked over her shoulder as I followed her outside.

      “Walking you home.”

      “You don’t need to. I’ll be fine.”

      “Yes, you will because I’m walking you home.” It was dark, and I didn’t care if we were in Lark Cove. She shouldn’t be walking around alone at night.

      She quirked an eyebrow. “You don’t think I can make it five blocks?”

      This beautiful woman was testing my patience. If she wasn’t going to stay, then I wanted to get her home safely. Except that eyebrow quirk made my cock jerk in my jeans, and if I wasn’t out of condoms, I’d pull her right back inside and fuck her until she was so tired, she’d collapse in my bed.

      “Thea, you can either let me walk you home or you can stay here with me. We’re out of condoms, but I’m sure I could find another way to wear you out. What’s it going to be?”

      “I, um,” her cheeks flushed, “should go home.”

      I grinned and placed my hand on her hip, pressing my fingertips into the small of her back. “Then lead the way.”

      We walked in silence the distance to her house, past the bar and across the highway. As we turned down the side street closest to the lake, she picked up her pace. Either she was cold or she didn’t want me close enough for a good-night kiss.

      Too bad. She had long legs but they couldn’t outrun my stride.

      “Thanks.” She waved over her shoulder, turning up the sidewalk in front of the house. “I’ll see you—”

      Before she could escape, I reached out and snagged one of her wrists. Then I spun her around and slammed my mouth down on hers. Her lips were open, so I slid my tongue inside, kissing her hard and fast before tearing myself away.

      I grinned at the flush I’d left on her face. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She nodded, then turned and jogged up to the house.

      Tomorrow.

      Thea would be mine again tomorrow. And the next day. And the day after that. She’d be mine all week long.

      I’d spend these seven days breaking down her barriers, proving she could trust me. And when I left, she’d be coming too. Because there was no way I was going to leave Thea and Charlie behind again.

      Which meant, starting tomorrow, I was going to find a way to get them to move to New York.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning, I was back in the same place I’d left Thea last night, bent and ready to catch the little girl racing my way.

      “Logan!” Charlie shouted as she flew down the sidewalk and into my arms.

      “Happy Birthday, peanut.” I wrapped her up and spun her around. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.” She leaned back and her smile melted my heart. “You’re back.”

      “Of course I’m back. I made you a promise. Besides, I had to deliver your present. The mailman said it was too big.”

      Her eyes sparkled. “What is it?”

      “I guess you’d better go look in the back of the car.” I tipped my chin toward the black Suburban parked on the street. My assistant had arranged for the SUV to be at the airport last night, ready and loaded with Charlie’s gift.

      She squirmed out of my arms and ran to the back, pushing the button to open the hatch. I followed, standing behind her with a stupid smile as the box came into view. It wasn’t wrapped, so she could see the pictures on the cardboard.

      “A Jeep!” she yelled. Her voice was louder than I’d ever heard.

      “Your very own Jeep.” Her excitement was contagious. I couldn’t wait to get the toy set up and see her driving it around the yard.

      The Jeep I’d picked out was red with black trim. It had an open top, seats for two kids and a row of spotlights on the roll bar. It was top-of-the-line, the best toy vehicle on the market. I hadn’t even thought about asking Thea if the gift was too expensive. I’d missed five birthdays already, so if I wanted to spoil my daughter on her sixth, no one, not even her mother, was going to tell me no.

      The door to the cottage opened and Thea and Hazel came down the sidewalk, joining us by the car.

      “Mommy! Gran!” Charlie frantically waved them over. “Look what Logan got me.”

      “A Jeep.” Thea smiled as she took in the box. “This is awesome! Did you say ‘thanks’?”

      Charlie stopped admiring the box to wrap her arms around my hips. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Happy Birthday.” I bent and kissed the top of her hair. “Come on. Let’s get this thing unloaded and then I want to take you somewhere.”

      “Where?” She and Thea stepped back, joining Hazel on the curb.

      Since Thea was doing her best to avoid eye contact, Hazel and I shared a smirk. Whether Thea liked it or not, we would be talking about last night soon.

      But for now, I was spending the morning with the birthday girl.

      “We’re going on a birthday adventure.”
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      “Hey.” I walked into the kitchen and found Thea at the sink.

      “Hi.” Her eyes tracked my hands as they set down the screwdriver I’d been using to build Charlie’s Jeep. She was still refusing to look me in the eye. “All done?”

      “Yeah.” I went right to her side and leaned against the counter, making sure to get close enough that I could bend and talk into her ear, but not so close that we were touching. “She’s driving it around.”

      She was doing her best to act unaffected by my presence, but I heard the quick hitch of her breath as she washed a bowl. She’d been setting up for the party ever since Charlie and I had come back from our adventure.

      “Sounds like you two had fun this morning.”

      I smiled. “We sure did.”

      The first place I’d taken Charlie this morning had been the lake house to meet with a realtor and get a tour. I’d assured her that I was buying the home for myself and she wouldn’t have to move but that I needed her help to decide if it was a place she could come for visits.

      Charlie explored the house from top to bottom, inspecting every inch of the five-thousand-square-foot home. By the time she declared it was acceptable, the realtor—a man who’d stood by patiently the entire time—had earned his commission.

      After we left my future Montana home, I took Charlie to a boat store about ten miles outside of Lark Cove. We went straight to the showroom where I told her to pick one. Just like with my house, she gave every boat a thorough inspection before deciding on a blue ski boat. And I’d handed the salesman my credit card.

      From there, we’d returned to the cottage for lunch and to get Charlie’s Jeep assembled before the party.

      “Can I help with something?” I asked Thea. It was almost three and guests were due to arrive at any minute.

      “No, I think I’m all set.”

      The cake, a camouflage rectangle with neon-orange piping, was on the kitchen table. The snacks were all in bowls ready to take out to the card table set up on the back lawn down by the dock. And the coolers on the porch were all full.

      Charlie had invited over some friends to play outside and go swimming in the lake for her party. There’d be kids with their parents along with Jackson, Willa and a couple of Thea’s friends from the bar crowding their backyard.

      There weren’t a ton of decorations, just some balloons on the porch and tablecloths on the card tables. It was the polar opposite of the birthday extravaganzas that my sisters and I had experienced as children. There were no petting zoos or Cirque du Soleil performers. This wasn’t a competition to see who could spend the most money for their child’s special day.

      Because it wasn’t about the party at all. It was just about celebrating Charlie.

      “That was a really nice gift you bought her.” Thea spoke to the kitchen window as Charlie came driving around the side of the house.

      “Too much?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I don’t care if you spoil her for a while, Logan. I get it.”

      She did. Thea had been nothing but supportive of the bond Charlie and I were building. If only she’d let down her own guard, then the two of us could do some more bonding too. “It’s time to talk about last night. Why did you run away?”

      She abandoned the sink, darting around the kitchen, looking for something to do.

      I grinned as she shuffled the bowls on the counter around, then squared up the stack of army-green party napkins.

      With her back to me, I crossed the floor and placed both of my arms on the counter at her sides.

      “Logan,” she gasped as I trapped her, my chest pressing against her back.

      “Thea.” My voice was low and quiet as I spoke in her neck. “You can’t avoid me forever. I’m not going anywhere. Talk to me.”

      “Except you are going somewhere.” She turned her head, speaking to my bicep. “Back to New York. Back to being distracted.”

      “Distracted? What are you talking about?”

      She spun around in the space between my arms, leaning back against the counter and crossing her arms. Her breasts lifted under her simple gray sundress, revealing a hint of cleavage.

      I fought the urge to press my hips into hers. There was fire in her eyes, a passion that made the bulge in my jeans even worse.

      “You were different these last two weeks,” she declared. “Like you didn’t really have time to talk to us.”

      My eyebrows came together as I mentally ran through our phone calls. Most of the last two weeks had been spent at the firm with my team buzzing in and out of my office with questions. Was that why she’d asked me if I had a girlfriend? Was she worried I’d been seeing someone else?

      “I spent the last two weeks working fourteen-hour days at the firm. Every. Day. If I was distracted, it was because someone had barged into my office and interrupted our call. Trust me, there was nothing I would have rather been doing than talking to you and Charlie.”

      “Then—”

      My phone rang in my pocket. Damn it. I’d forgotten to put it on silent.

      She dropped her eyes to stare at her bare toes as I declined the call.

      “Hey.” I hooked a finger under her chin. “I work. A lot. My job is important to me. But that doesn’t mean you and Charlie aren’t important to me too. I’ll try to do better.”

      “Thanks. Charlie will appreciate it.”

      I grinned. “Just Charlie?”

      She fought it, but I caught a twitch on the corner of her mouth.

      A mouth I was going to kiss right now.

      I leaned forward, holding her gaze until our noses touched. Before I brushed my lips to hers, I licked her bottom lip and pressed my hips forward, letting her feel how much I wanted her. Thea’s mouth had just fallen open with a gasp when the back door burst open.

      “The— Shit,” Hazel cussed. “Sorry.”

      Thea ripped her lips from mine, turning her head to the side, then ducking under my arms to escape. She cleared her throat, grabbing two bowls and walking right to the door as she muttered, “I better get these outside.”

      I took a few moments to get myself under control. Then I ran a hand over my lips before turning around to Hazel.

      “Sorry.” She barked out a laugh. “Bad timing.”

      “It’s okay.” I shrugged. “It’s probably not the best time to be kissing her anyway. Not with a bunch of party guests on their way.”

      Hazel went to the sink and filled a glass of water as she scanned the backyard through the window. Thea was setting the snacks down outside on the tables.

      “Come and sit.” Hazel motioned to the table so I followed her over, taking the seat with my back to the door. “This town is small and people like to gossip. After today, everyone in Lark Cove is going to know about you.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “No. It’s an opportunity.”

      I grinned, leaning my elbows on the table. “I’m listening.”

      “Thea doesn’t have a ton of friends here in town. She spends her free time with Charlie, and she works at the bar. Not exactly a place to host play dates. She’s never been able to really connect with the other moms in town. They just don’t have anything in common except their kids.”

      I wasn’t quite following how I fit into this, but I stayed quiet as Hazel slowly sipped her water before continuing.

      “If you put Thea behind a bar, she can charm anyone on the other side. Hell, she could charm the lights off a Christmas tree. But the women in this town are cliquey and a bunch of them are coming here for the first time. I don’t want to see Thea uncomfortable at her own daughter’s birthday party.”

      Neither do I. “I’ll make sure Thea has a good time today.”

      We nodded at each other and I stood, going straight for the door. I wanted to find Thea and do whatever I could to keep a smile on her face.

      I stepped onto the porch with a smile on my own.

      It dropped as I watched Jackson kiss Thea.
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      Carrying two bowls of snacks, I hustled across the yard to the tables set up on the shoreline. I should be thinking about Charlie’s party, but my head was in a fog.

      A Logan fog.

      I’d almost kissed him. Again. Something I’d sworn after last night I wouldn’t do. Except I sure hadn’t put up much of a fight when he’d trapped me against the counter.

      Goddamn it. Going for a walk last night had been a colossal mistake. What had I been thinking, barging into his hotel room? Why had I had sex with him?

      Stupid question.

      I’d been so happy to see him in Lark Cove that I’d acted purely on emotion, letting my immense relief, joy and desire lead the way. I’d kissed him because I had no other way to explain how much it meant to me that he’d kept his promise.

      But now, the emotions were waning and worry had filled in the gaps.

      What did Logan want from me? Was he looking for a fling? A long-distance relationship? I didn’t know how to ask him what he wanted because I didn’t want to tell him what I wanted.

      Him.

      I wanted him to stay in Lark Cove. To be a full-time father to Charlie. To explore this thing between us. I wanted that damn phone of his to stop ringing.

      His job was demanding. I could support and respect his commitment to work. But Logan’s passion went well beyond career commitment. In the short time he’d been here, I’d discovered his only flaw.

      Logan was a workaholic.

      If he was so dedicated to his career, did he have room in his life for anything else?

      Whatever the answer, I didn’t have time to worry about it now. Today, I needed to focus on Charlie’s party and entertaining a group of parents who were coming to my house for the first time ever. People who gave me polite but distant smiles at the school programs and soccer games.

      I could picture the awkward afternoon now. Me, Jackson, Hazel and the bar folk on one side of the yard. The other kids’ parents on the opposite. Logan would likely be mingling with them, impressing them with his small-talk skills and big-city anecdotes. Tomorrow’s grapevine topic would be predictable.

      Did you meet Charlie’s father?

      What a wonderful man. And so handsome.

      How did Thea manage to trap a man like him?

      Puke.

      “Snap out of it,” I muttered to myself, arranging the bowls of snack mix and potato chips on a card table.

      I’d asked Charlie what she wanted for her birthday party food and she’d requested snacks. It was fitting that Logan had taken to calling Charlie peanut. She loved them. She loved all snacks. I was constantly sneaking down to her fort to replace the stashes in her lunch boxes.

      So today we were having a variety of chips and crackers and snack mixes. And since our local grocery store made delicious cakes, I’d ordered one for Charlie, just like I’d done for her other five birthdays.

      There were juice boxes for the kids and mini water bottles. I’d also filled a couple of coolers with beer because my side of the lawn divide would definitely be drinking.

      I was allowing myself two beers, max. Beer had a tendency to make me loose and flowy. If I had one too many, I’d be defenseless against Logan’s next advance. Three Fat Tires and I’d let him drag me back to his motel room without a peep.

      Just the thought of another night with him sent a wave of pleasure down my back. Last night, though a huge mistake, had been incredible. I’d forgotten what real orgasms were like.

      “Earth to Thea.”

      I jumped at Jackson’s voice, spinning around and clutching my heart. “Hi.”

      “You okay?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I shrugged him off. “I was, um, just thinking about what else I needed to do for the party. Did you get my text about putting up a sign at the bar? I forgot to make one yesterday.”

      One luxury of running the bar was that Jackson and I dictated hours. If it was slow, we closed early. And we did the same on days like today when we had family functions.

      “It’s done.” He nodded, leaning past me for a chip.

      I caught the smell of alcohol on his breath. It wasn’t uncommon for him to have a couple of beers at the bar, but I was surprised he’d had some before Charlie’s party.

      “What do you need me to do?” he asked while crunching.

      “Nothing.” I started walking for the porch. “Want a beer?” Or another?

      “Are they cold?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Once. I served you lukewarm beer at one birthday party. Are you ever going to let that go?”

      “Probably not.” He threw an arm over my shoulder for a sideways hug.

      The gesture confirmed he’d been drinking. Jackson was always playful and touchy after a few beers. But it was one of the rare afternoons where we were both free to relax, so if he wanted to get a buzz, I wouldn’t hold it against him.

      I was just glad he was here. One thing was for sure: even if the other parents huddled together on their own, I’d always have Jackson on my side.

      “Uncle Jackson!” Charlie’s Jeep came into view from behind a clump of trees. “Look at what Logan got me!” She waved at him while one hand was firmly gripping the steering wheel.

      “Looks great, Chuck!” Jackson waved back with a smile, then dropped the arm he’d had around me. His good mood vanished as he looked from my daughter to me. “So, he showed?”

      “He came in last night,” I said, not meeting his gaze as we continued to the porch.

      When I’d gotten home last night, Hazel had still been awake. She’d taken one look at my face and known I’d slept with Logan. Apparently, the I-just-had-three-orgasms look took longer than five blocks to fade. If it was still lingering, I didn’t want Jackson to see.

      “Hold up.” He caught up to my side, gripping my elbow as we walked.

      I tipped up my chin and smiled. “What? Come on. I’ll get you your beer and then set out the other snacks.” I squirmed out of his hold and hurried to the porch, jogging up the four steps. I’d almost reached the door when Jackson grabbed me again, spinning me around.

      “Thea,” he warned. “Did you fuck him?”

      “Hey,” I hissed, glancing toward the yard to make sure Charlie wasn’t close. “Keep it down and watch the language.”

      “We talked about this, Thea. You’re setting yourself up to get used.”

      I glared up at him. “It’s not like that. He’s not using me.” I had complete faith that Logan had been honest last night when he’d told me he was single. There had been only truth in his eyes.

      “So what then?” Jackson asked. “You’re using him? Is that it? Haven’t gotten laid in a while, so you take advantage of having Baby Daddy around? You know, if you needed to get off, you could have just asked me.” He shuffled closer, right into my space. “I’d be happy to help.”

      “Jackson.” I gaped at him. “What is wrong with you?”

      He inched closer. “Nothing. I’m just offering to help you out so we can get rid of this guy.”

      “This guy is Charlie’s father.” I dug my heels in, not letting Jackson push me backward. I wasn’t sure what he was playing at, but I’d had enough people push me around in my life. I wasn’t going to take it from my best friend. “Logan’s not going anywhere. Get used to it.”

      “Oh yeah?” His eyes flicked to the side, but before I could turn to see what he was looking at, his lips came right down on mine.

      Jackson’s kiss stunned me for a split second, but my anger kicked in. I planted both hands on his chest and shoved him back with all my might.

      “Damn it, Jackson!” I shouted at the same time the door to the house flew open and Logan stormed out.

      “Get away from her.” Logan moved in a flash, stepping between me and Jackson and shoving me behind his back.

      “Butt out, rich boy. This is between me and Thea.” Jackson stood to his full height, but Logan didn’t back down from my idiot of a friend.

      “No.” Logan stepped closer. “This is between you and me.”

      I’d seen this standoff at the bar more than my fair share of times. We were seconds away from flying fists and bloody lips.

      No way I was letting that happen on my daughter’s birthday.

      “That’s enough.” I grabbed Logan’s arm, yanking it as hard as I could to get his attention. He barely moved an inch, but it was enough to slip around him and stand between the men. “It’s Charlie’s birthday. Ruin this for her, and I’ll kill you both.”

      That got through to Logan. With grinding teeth and clenched fists, he took one step back.

      I spun around to Jackson and shoved my finger in his face. “Don’t you ever kiss me again.”

      A pained gasp echoed across the porch. My head whipped down the stairs, just in time to see Willa’s face pale. Blond hair streamed behind her as she ran away.

      Goddamn it.

      Everyone within a twenty-mile radius of Lark Cove knew that Willa Doon was in love with Jackson Page.

      Everyone except Jackson.

      Willa was as sweet and shy as they came. She’d worked up the courage about a year ago to ask me if there was anything between me and Jackson. I’d assured her that our love was the purely platonic kind. It always had been and always would be.

      But if she’d only caught the tail end of that exchange, she wouldn’t have realized that Jackson had only kissed me to get a rise out of Logan.

      “Damn it, Jackson.”

      “What did he do?” Hazel asked, coming outside to the porch.

      “He kissed me to pick a fight with this one.” I jerked a thumb at Logan. “And Willa saw.”

      Hazel’s face hardened. “Damn it, Jackson.” Before he could respond, she swung her arm back and brought it up fast and hard, smacking him in the back of the head.

      “Hey!” He winced, rubbing the back of his head. “That hurt.”

      She stuck her index finger in his face. “You deserved that.”

      “Gran, why did you hit Uncle Jackson?”

      All our heads spun to the little girl climbing out of her Jeep at the base of the steps.

      “Sometimes your uncle needs a good thumping,” Hazel declared, then turned to Jackson. “All the bowls in the kitchen need to be taken down to the tables. Get on it.”

      His frame shrank. “Yes, ma’am.”

      We might be in our thirties, but neither of us ever went against that tone in her voice.

      “Show me that Jeep.” Hazel left Logan and me on the porch while Jackson disappeared inside the house.

      He and I would have it out later. For now, I was just glad that Charlie had missed the entire kissing episode and her happy birthday wasn’t in jeopardy.

      “You okay?” Logan stepped up to my back and placed his hands on my shoulders.

      I nodded and turned, ready to apologize and explain, but I was cut off when two of Charlie’s soccer teammates came running around the side of the house followed by their parents.

      My explanation would have to wait.

      It was party time.
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      “Here.” I handed Logan a tumbler of bourbon and ice. “It’s not Macallan, but it’ll have to do.”

      “Thanks.” He took the glass, resting it on his knee as I sat down on the couch beside him.

      I had my vodka in hand, but tonight, it was in a glass, over ice and with a lemon twist. “Thank you. For today.”

      He extended a hand to squeeze my knee. “You’re welcome.”

      Logan had been amazing at the party. He’d stuck by my side all day, introducing himself to the other parents and bringing them under his spell. I’d gotten to know some of the other parents better than I ever had before, so much so, a couple of them had insisted I sit with them at the next soccer game.

      Because of him, there hadn’t been any awkward silences or divided groups. He’d brought us all together from the start and no one, especially me, had wanted to leave his side.

      On top of that, he’d been incredible with Charlie. He’d watched proudly as Charlie had made a wish and blown out her candles. He’d fussed over all the gifts she’d gotten from her friends. When he wasn’t standing by me, he was at her beck and call, getting her another drink or more snacks or another piece of cake.

      The afternoon and evening had flown by in a whirl, and Charlie had fallen asleep with a smile on her face.

      For the first time, both her mother and father had tucked her into bed on her birthday.

      “It was a fun day.” Logan sighed. “Except for the part where he tried to kiss you.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Yes.”

      I smiled, glad he hadn’t tried to deny it. “There’s nothing going on between me and Jackson. He was just trying to get a rise out of you.”

      Jackson and I were having words tomorrow, though he already knew he’d screwed up. He’d kept his distance today, watching from the back of the crowd. Any time I found his gaze, it was full of apology.

      “I still don’t like it.” Logan set down his glass on the coffee table, then reached across the couch. He looped his finger into the cloth belt of my dress, giving it a tug.

      I didn’t fight it. I scooted close so we were shoulder to shoulder. There was a lot I needed to sort out when it came to Logan, but tonight, I was too tired to resist snuggling into his side as he put his arm across the back of the couch.

      “She’s six.” His voice was laced with regret. “I’ve missed so much.”

      My heart broke. “I’m so sorry. I wish—”

      “Hey.” His hand came up to cup my cheek. “Don’t.”

      “Okay.”

      His hand fell away as he dropped his cheek to my hair. I sank even further into his side. “Tell me what her other birthdays were like.”

      “They were much less exciting. Mostly just me and Hazel fussing over her. Actually,” I pushed away to stand from the couch, “I can show you.”

      I put down my drink, then went to the closet in the hallway, pulling down a plastic tub full of the scrapbooks I’d made for Charlie.

      I hefted the tub into the living room, smiling as I set it down on the coffee table. Then I took off the lid, barely able to contain my excitement as I found the book I wanted and handed it over.

      “Start with this one. It’s her baby book.”

      Logan set his glass aside, sitting on the edge of his seat with the pink scrapbook splayed across his knees. He stroked the edge of the first photo, memorizing the picture. The one of Charlie swaddled and sleeping on my chest as I dozed in my hospital bed.

      It took him a few moments to flip the page. I didn’t rush him. Instead, I resumed my seat and watched as he slowly studied every detail in five scrapbooks.

      I’d put hours and hours into those books. Placing pictures. Adding designs. Noting important moments. I’d compiled one every year after her birthday. Mostly I’d done it for myself, so I’d have something to look back on as Charlie grew up. It took days to put one together with hundreds of photos. Every year when I was done, I told myself I’d scale back with the next book.

      The look of pure awe and joy on Logan’s face made me grateful I’d never backed off.

      Maybe deep down, I’d put them together not for myself, but in hopes that one day I could give them to Logan.

      He studied each photo and memento, touching the ones he seemed to love most. Book after book, I sat at his side and watched him soak it all in.

      I told him little stories, like how when Charlie was two, she’d only eat if I gave her ketchup, which she called her “dip.” Everything got dipped. Meat. Vegetables. Fruit. Then I narrated through the Christmases and Easters. Through her first haircut and her first day of kindergarten.

      Hours later, when he came to the last page, there were tears in both our eyes.

      “Thank you.” He sucked in a deep breath, then laced his fingers with mine. “It doesn’t feel like I missed it all now.”

      “I’m glad.” I reached up to cup his cheek, like he’d done earlier, and stroked my thumb across the stubble on his jaw.

      “Fuck, I wish I would have come back to that hotel bar sooner.”

      Sooner? My thumb froze. “You came back? When? Why?”

      “It must have been a week or so after you quit. Six months after we met. I came back to ask you out on a real date, but they’d told me you’d already gone. I should have hunted you down.”

      My hand fell away as my head started spinning.

      All this time, I’d thought he’d walked away and forgotten about me. I’d assumed he’d moved on to other things. But if he’d come back to the bar, it meant he’d wanted more.

      He’d felt it too.

      My eyes flooded at the realization. It hadn’t just been my silly, foolish heart believing in a one-sided fairy tale for all these years.

      He felt it too.

      In that hotel bar, I’d found something magical. Something more than lust and sex. Something I’d been running from for the last month, because I was worried Logan hadn’t felt it too.

      But he had. He was right there with me.

      I opened my mouth to speak but I was at a loss for words. So instead of trying to find them, I launched myself into his arms and crushed my mouth to his.

      He kissed me back, stroking his tongue against mine as his hands threaded through my hair. I swung up and onto his lap, straddling his thighs and grinding down against the hardness growing in his jeans.

      I wasn’t sure how long we sat there, but my lips were swollen when he finally broke away. He framed my face with his hands, holding me captive as I swayed on weak knees. “You’re a dream, Thea Landry.”

      So are you.

      “But we have to stop. I’m out of condoms.”

      I shook my head, climbed off his lap and stood. “I went to the gas station while you and Charlie were on your adventure earlier and bought some.”

      “You did?”

      I nodded.

      He surged off the couch and wrapped me up, kissing me breathless. Then he took my hand and led me upstairs, where the condoms were hidden under my pillow.

      I’d bought them on a whim when I’d been getting ice earlier.

      Just in case, I’d told myself as I’d grabbed a pack. Just in case Logan melted down my defenses.

      Just in case Logan turned out to be more than just a dream too.
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      “Hi, peanut.” I held out my arms for Charlie as she came into the kitchen. She rubbed her sleepy eyes, then came right to me and crawled into my lap, burrowing her head into my shoulder.

      Thea came over to the kitchen table and kissed Charlie’s hair. “Good morning, my love. Want some pancakes?”

      Charlie nodded as she yawned.

      “Chocolate chips or blueberries?”

      “Chocolate chips,” Charlie and I said in unison.

      Thea smiled at me and went back to her bowl of pancake batter.

      “Morning.” Hazel came into the kitchen from the back porch, kicking off some garden clogs by the door. “Nice shirt, Logan. It’s so similar to the one you were wearing yesterday.”

      I grinned. “Nearly identical.”

      Thea and I had gotten up early, wanting to beat Charlie out of bed. I’d intended to get to the motel and shower and change, but when Thea had handed me a cup of coffee, we’d ended up talking for an hour and I’d lost track of time.

      So I was in the T-shirt I’d worn yesterday, the one she’d worn to sleep in after we’d used three of her condoms.

      Cramped in her bed that was much too small for the two of us, I’d slept like a rock with Thea at my side. We’d heard Hazel head outside early, then had sex again before coming downstairs.

      I needed to get to work since my team at the firm had already been at it for three hours. But I couldn’t seem to get my feet to walk out the door. I couldn’t break away from the girl in my lap and the woman at the counter.

      “What’s the plan for today?” Hazel asked Thea, coming to sit at the table with a cup of coffee.

      “Since I’m off, I was thinking about going shoreline picking.”

      Charlie’s head flew off my chest. “Can I come?”

      Thea twisted to look over her shoulder. “Of course.”

      “Yes.” Charlie smiled up at me. “Can you come too?”

      Damn, I wanted to. I had no idea what shoreline picking was, but I wanted to find out. I’d go Dumpster diving if that meant I got to spend the day with the Landrys. But the phone in my pocket had been vibrating all morning. Ignoring it was getting harder with each call.

      “I’m not sure.” I touched her nose. “I’m supposed to be working, but hanging with you sounds like a lot more fun.”

      She nodded. “It is. It’s super fun. And we can bring snacks for a picnic.”

      I glanced over at Thea’s back. “What time are you going?”

      “Whenever. We can hang out and wait for you. Maybe leave around noon.” She was trying to come across as nonchalant, but I could hear the hope behind her words. It matched Charlie’s.

      “Okay. Let me make some calls.”

      I’d been killing myself for two weeks—more like two years. I could take an afternoon off.

      “Now.” I gave Charlie a serious look. “What on earth is shoreline picking?”
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      By noon, Thea had loaded up her hatchback with some empty buckets and work gloves. She and Charlie had both changed into their swimsuits, and I’d run back to the motel to do some work and pull on a pair of shorts.

      I hadn’t changed my shirt, because it still smelled like Thea. She used the same lavender shampoo and lotion that she did on Charlie, but her natural citrusy scent made it entirely her own.

      “What can I do?” I asked her as she carried out a handful of trash bags from her workshop.

      “I think we’re good to go.” She scanned the yard, searching for our daughter. “Charlie!”

      In the distance, a faint “I’m coming!” carried through the trees.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket but I ignored it. I’d scrambled in my attempts this morning to fit eight hours of work into three. I hated being behind or leaving my team on their own, but that motel room couldn’t keep me today. I was too excited about what Thea had planned.

      Shoreline picking, I’d learned, was basically a treasure hunt.

      Thea and Charlie had made this a special outing between the two of them, and they’d go a couple of times each summer.

      Thea would pick a spot along the lake’s long, winding shoreline and they’d spend the day walking around the edge. Sometimes they were right on the water. Other times they were on deserted gravel roads, like the one that wrapped around the shoreline in front of my future property.

      But wherever they were, they’d walk a mile or so, searching for items that had been discarded.

      “I’m ready!” Charlie joined our sides just as Thea slammed the hatchback closed.

      She smiled. “I’m ready too.”

      Charlie turned to run toward the backseat, leaving Thea and me alone. So before she could walk away, I grabbed her wrist, yanking her to my chest.

      “What—”

      I cut her off, slamming my lips down on hers in a hard, fast kiss. “There,” I said, breaking away. “Now I’m ready too.”

      She shook her head, smiling as she turned and wiped her lips dry.

      We hadn’t talked about how to act in front of Charlie and whether or not we should keep our relationship a secret. But if all went according to my plan, I’d have both of them living with me before fall. Charlie would need to know something was up between Thea and me before we were all living under the same roof and her parents were sharing a bed.

      I rounded the car and got into the passenger seat, turning over my shoulder to smile at Charlie. “Excited?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded wildly, digging a small bag of chips out of the console in the backseat. “This is my favorite.”

      “So what kind of things do you guys usually find?” I asked as Thea pulled away from the cottage.

      “It depends. Usually when we go out in the early summer, it’s mostly trash. Stuff that got buried in the snow. But this time of year, we’ll find more. Tourists and visitors always lose things as the summer progresses. Last August, I found three sets of keys over a few weekends. I posted them at the bar for a month, but when no one came to claim them, I welded them all together in pipes for a wind chime. I had to buy a few plain keys so I had enough, but it turned out really cool.”

      “Where is it? I’d love to see it.”

      “I sold it.”

      “Yeah? I didn’t realize you sold your art.”

      She shrugged and pulled onto the highway. “It’s not the reason I do it, but if I didn’t get rid of some of the stuff, we’d be overrun at the house. So I commission my extra pieces at a gift shop in Kalispell. Then I set aside the money for Charlie’s college fund.”

      “Hmm, interesting. How many pieces do you have commissioned?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe twenty or thirty at the moment. But they’ve been taking my work for years. The owner is a good friend of Hazel’s.”

      I wasn’t a regular in the art scene, but I’d been to my fair share of fundraisers hosted at art galleries. Twenty to thirty pieces were enough that Thea could become a career artist, especially if she had a story to go behind each piece. Most of my friends would go crazy over junk turned into art, and Thea’s work was incredible.

      Once Thea and Charlie lived with me in New York, she wouldn’t need to work. She’d have time to focus on her artwork. I’d assumed that Thea’s art was just a hobby, but this could become her career. We could get a bigger place if she wanted a studio in the house. Or I’d rent her space.

      She could create something other than cocktails during the day.

      “It’s so beautiful today.” Thea’s eyes swept the lake as she drove. The sun was glistening off the glassy water. There wasn’t a cloud in the blue sky.

      “This is a beautiful area.”

      We’d definitely be back to Lark Cove. This small town had grown on me and the house I’d bought was a perfect spot for summer vacations to visit Hazel.

      “Have you ever been to Montana before?” she asked.

      “Once.” I nodded. “An ex-girlfriend moved out here for a job and I came out to visit.”

      “How long were you together?” Something in her tone made it sound like she really didn’t want to know the answer.

      “Five years.”

      “Oh.” The temperature in the car dropped ten degrees, despite the shining sun. “So you were serious?”

      “Yes. I met Emmeline at a fundraising gala and we started seeing each other. We lived together up until she took a teaching job in Prescott and moved out here.”

      “Prescott,” she repeated. “I’ve never been there. That’s southwest Montana, right?”

      “Right.”

      Prescott was more rugged than this corner of Montana. Lark Cove suited me much more than the area where Emmeline had moved.

      “What happened with you two?” Thea asked.

      I studied her profile. The round sunglasses on her face were huge, covering a good portion of her cheekbones, but she was stunning. The sunlight coming through the windows gave her a glow.

      “I broke it off with her at Thanksgiving this last year. She kind of forgot to tell me she was married.”

      “Married?” Thea winced, hissing through her teeth. “And she didn’t tell you? That’s awful. What a b-i-t-c-h.”

      I laughed. “I don’t think she kept it from me maliciously. She’s got a good heart. She and her husband got married young and then separated. They hadn’t seen each other in years, but they were still legally married. She moved to Montana for a teaching job and he turned up there. When they reconnected, I knew it was over between us.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. It all ended for the best. She’s happy.” I glanced behind me, seeing that Charlie was busy staring out her window, then reached across the console to touch Thea’s thigh. “And so am I.”

      There wasn’t anywhere in the world I’d rather be than in this car. I was happier than I’d been since the breakup. If I was being honest, I was happier now than I’d ever been when Emmeline and I had been together.

      The luckiest thing that could ever have happened to me was Emmeline leaving New York for Montana. If she had stayed, I would never have met Charlie. I wouldn’t have found Thea.

      “Do you, um . . . still talk to her? Your ex?”

      “Jealous?” I threw her question from last night back at her.

      She grinned. “Yes.”

      “No.” I chuckled. “I don’t talk to Emmeline. I doubt I ever will again.”

      “Hmm.” She pushed down her turn signal. I could have sworn I heard a “good” under her breath too as we pulled off the highway to a gravel parking area beside the lake.

      “We’re here.” Charlie’s small fingers hurried to release her harness, and she was out the door almost as fast as Thea.

      I got out of the car and met Thea at the back.

      “Here you go.” She handed Charlie a tiny red pail with a yellow handle. “For your rocks.”

      Then she reached into the back of the car for one of the larger buckets and gloves. “Here.” She shoved them at my gut, then got out her own bucket, a trash bag and another pair of gloves. “All set.” She stood and tried to scoot past me, but I caught her at the elbow.

      “How are we going to handle this?”

      Her eyebrows came together. “Handle what?”

      “Us. There’s no way I’m not going to kiss you today. I’m wondering if you want me to hide it from her. Or if you’re okay with her knowing that her dad is crazy about her mom.”

      She smiled and looked down at her flip-flops. “Crazy?”

      “Insane.” I hooked a finger under her chin, tipping it up. “Hurry, baby. She’s on her way back.”

      “Then we’d better sneak one in fast.”

      The inch between us disappeared, but not because I’d crossed it. She had. She stood up on her toes and pressed those soft lips deep into mine. Her tongue darted out for a quick taste before disappearing back behind her teeth. Then she moaned, making my cock jerk so hard I shuddered from head to toe.

      Fuck, this woman.

      She was ruining me one kiss at a time.

      As fast as she’d come at me, she pulled back. The flush in her cheeks was a sexy pink that matched her lips. With the tie of her swimsuit poking out around her neck, her hair up in a messy knot and that flush, she was the most beautiful woman in the world.

      “We’d better keep this between us for a while. Until we figure some things out. Let’s give her a chance to adjust to the three of us spending time together. And we should see where things go.”

      I nodded. “All right.” When it came to Charlie, I trusted Thea’s judgment. Though I already knew where things between us were going to go.

      She patted my stomach. “We’d better go.”

      “I need a second.”

      Behind those sunglasses, her eyes widened. She stood stunned for a moment but then she giggled.

      “What are you laughing about?” Charlie called back to the car. “Come on! Let’s go.”

      “Coming!” Thea yelled back and closed up the car. She started down the path to the lake but stopped. “Oh, and Logan?” She glanced back. “Her mom is kind of crazy about her dad too.”

      “Good to know.” I smiled, then took a few breaths, making sure that I had my dick under control so I wouldn’t have to explain to my daughter why my shorts had an odd bulge. Then I jogged down the path, catching up to Thea and Charlie as they headed for the lake.

      “What exactly am I looking for?” I asked, swinging my empty bucket at my side.

      “Trash,” Thea answered.

      “Not trash, Mommy.” Charlie stopped examining a rock to scold Thea before looking up at me. She had on her favorite baseball cap, but I could still see her smiling eyes. “We’re looking for treasures.”

      “Trash to become treasure.” Thea tilted her face to the sky, letting the sun warm her skin before smiling at me. “I like to take the tattered and lost and make it shine. Garbage doesn’t have to stay garbage. Things just need to find their right place.”

      Their right place.

      This was my right place. Being with Thea and Charlie gave me a sense of belonging I’d never felt so strongly before. I reached into my pocket to get my phone for a picture but realized it was gone. I’d left it in the car.

      I hadn’t left it behind in years.

      Should I get it? No. I’d enjoy the afternoon in Lark Cove.

      Besides, next week, I’d be back in New York and could get all caught up.

      They didn’t know it yet, but Thea and Charlie would be there with me.
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      I couldn’t stop rereading the email on my phone.

      

      From: anonymous743

      Subject: You’re a fucking whore.

      

      That was it. The subject line, anonymous sender name and nothing else.

      It had chimed into my phone a few minutes ago. I’d been stunned at first by the email, but the shock was fading. It had been sent to the bar’s account and since I was the only one who checked our emails, I’d had it set up on my phone.

      It had to be spam. Didn’t it? Who else would send an email like that? It was probably a scammer trying to get me to respond.

      I hit delete but it didn’t make me feel better. The timing was bothering me. It was odd that I’d get an email calling me a whore just days after I’d started sleeping with Logan. Wasn’t it? Except no one knew that I’d been with Logan except Hazel and Jackson.

      It is spam.

      Somehow, the bar’s account had been added to a hacker’s list somewhere and I was one of many who’d gotten an offensive email.

      “What’s the matter?”

      My head whipped to Logan as he stepped into the workshop. “Nothing.” I set my phone down, shaking off the email. “Is she asleep?”

      “Yep. She didn’t make it through the third book.” He grinned as he took up his regular leaning position against the cabinets.

      “Thanks for putting her to bed.”

      “Anytime.” He gestured to the table where I had our score from today. “How’d we do?”

      “Not bad. I was just brainstorming things to do with this stuff.” At least I had been before that email had come through.

      We’d spent the afternoon at the lake, alternating between wandering along the shoreline, picking up our “treasures” and taking breaks to splash in the water. By the time we’d turned back for the car, it had been nearly dinnertime. The three of us had loaded up and gone to Bob’s Diner, the other Lark Cove restaurant. Then we’d laughed and joked over my favorite greasy burgers and fries.

      It was the best afternoon and evening I’d had in ages. And the entire time, Logan hadn’t taken a single phone call or even checked his emails.

      After dinner, we’d come home and spent some time visiting with Hazel. Charlie had requested Logan put her to bed after bath time, so while they’d been snuggled in her bed reading, I’d come out to the workshop to start organizing our pickings.

      Charlie had added a pail of pretty rocks to her collection, while Logan and I had mostly found junk. We filled the garbage bag quickly and ended up using his bucket for more trash. But mine had come home with some real potential.

      “So what are you going to do with all this?” Logan asked.

      I picked up one of the two empty bottles of sunscreen we’d found. “I think I’ll add these to my collection.” I nodded to the box in the corner, overflowing with plastic sunscreen bottles. “I thought it might be cool to do something with the lids. Maybe melt them down into chessboard pieces. And then I could use the plastic from the bottles for the board. Cut them into squares and laminate them on plywood. Something like that.”

      “I call dibs on that one. I love chess.” Logan grinned. “What about the cans?”

      I ran my hand over one of the beer cans that I’d washed and was drying on my worktable. “Those get made into sparrows.”

      “Sparrows?”

      I nodded and went to a drawer by his side, pulling out a couple of the birds I’d made recently.

      The sparrows were small, about three inches from wing tip to wing tip. Each was different, depending on the type of can I used. And each was posed in flight, though they all varied.

      “I make a bunch of sparrows from aluminum cans and then attach pins so they can be stuck into the wall. Usually I sell them in sets of fifteen or twenty so people can arrange them into wall pieces.”

      He studied the two birds in his hands. “These are amazing. How’d you come up with it?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I saw something similar but with ceramic butterflies at a fancy home decor store in Kalispell. They were all strung into a mobile for a baby’s room, but I thought a wall piece could be neat. It took me forever to figure out the designs. The wings are easy, but the body and head have to be bent just right. And aluminum is a bitch to work with. I had to wash blood off the first hundred I made because I kept cutting myself.”

      Hazel had ordered me a case of Band-Aids.

      He turned the bird over in his hand. “I love these.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled, savoring a swell of pride. I’d always loved those tiny beer-can birds, even more now that Logan admired them too. “You can have those two.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Now that I have the pattern down, these are my easy project. I can crank out a half dozen on a good night. It’s what I do when I don’t feel like making anything new. It’s mindless, you know? And in the winter, I stock up. I’ll run out of beer cans from the beach in no time, but I just swipe the empties from the bar.”

      “An unlimited supply.” He set the bird down and stepped closer. “Your talents are wasted at that bar, Thea.”

      I shook my head. “This is just a hobby.”

      “No, this is incredible. I’ve been to my fair share of art exhibits and you’ve got something a lot of artists don’t.”

      “Trash?” I joked.

      “My daughter tells me it’s not trash, but treasure.”

      I smiled, falling into him so I could loop my hands around his waist and rest my cheek against his heart. “Today was fun.”

      “It was.” He wrapped his arms around my back. “The best day I’ve had in weeks.”

      I closed my eyes, taking a few deep breaths of Logan’s smell. He was still in his T-shirt from yesterday. It smelled of my conditioner from sleeping in it, but I could smell him on the cotton now too. It wasn’t the Armani-cologne Logan smell, but the real Logan smell. The one that was rich and spicy. The one he’d left on my pillow from last night.

      The one I’d miss when he was gone.

      Gone to the city. Gone to lose himself in work. Gone to be snatched up by a woman who was more suited for his lifestyle. She wouldn’t mind the long hours, constant calls and social commitments.

      Logan needed a woman like the one he’d lost.

      Emmeline.

      He’d been right earlier when he pegged me as jealous. Though not for the reason he thought. I didn’t care that Logan had been with other women. I didn’t like it, but I wasn’t naïve enough to think I was the only one.

      I’d been jealous because Emmeline had actually stood a chance. She’d had a shot at marrying Logan and building a life and family with him. A shot I’d never have.

      This thing with us was fleeting. I wasn’t going to move to the city. He couldn’t give up the career he’d worked hard to build. I didn’t blame him for that, but I was being realistic. Eventually, we’d drift apart to where our only connection would be Charlie.

      So I hugged him tighter, pressing my body into his muscles, wanting to imprint his heat permanently before the time came and I had to let him go.

      But not tonight or tomorrow or the next day.

      The one thing I’d always wanted to be was part of a family. A real family. The illusion of Logan with me and Charlie was too tempting to pass up, even if it only lasted a while.

      “Do you have more to do out here?” he asked.

      I nodded, easing out of his arms. “Just a bit. Feel like hanging out in here while I finish?”

      “Yeah. Would you mind if I poked around? I’d like to see more of your other pieces.”

      “Um . . . sure.”

      I felt a rush of nervous, excited energy. I wanted Logan to like my other pieces but I was working with actual garbage here. If he was going to inspect my workshop, I needed a drink.

      “Want a beer?” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder toward the door. “Hazel refilled the ice in one of the coolers so there are some cold ones left over from the party.”

      “I’d love one. Thanks.”

      I nodded and walked outside, fidgeting with my fingers as I hurried to the porch. I couldn’t recall everything I’d stashed away in the workshop’s drawers and cabinets. Most of it was just unfinished projects. I think I had a painting or two complete that I needed to drive up to Kalispell. And I’d finished my spoon nest while he’d been in New York.

      I climbed the porch and grabbed a couple of beers from the cooler. Then I picked up my pace, practically running back to the shed.

      Was my sketch pad in there?

      My feet skidded on the grass. Shit! Yes. I’d left it out there last week. I’d had trouble sleeping one night and come out here to draw the image plaguing my dreams.

      Logan’s face.

      In fact, during the two weeks he’d been gone, I’d filled a ten-page sketch pad with his eyes, nose and perfectly shaped ears. He did not need to see that.

      I jerked out of my stupor, running back to the shed. I hit the door but Logan’s back was to me. “Here,” I panted, holding out his beer.

      He turned, bringing something he’d taken out of a drawer with him.

      “That’s j—”

      “What’s this?”

      Thank god. I nearly collapsed with relief to see him holding an old, tattered box instead of my sketch pad. “Oh, that’s nothing.”

      He lifted the lid, revealing a stack of old Polaroids.

      Hazel must have snuck them in here one day. She’d been on me to do a scrapbook with these photos for years. I guess she thought that by leaving them in my workshop, I’d be inspired.

      “What are all these?” Logan asked, lifting a handful from the box.

      “Just some pictures Hazel took a long time ago.”

      Pictures I didn’t like to look at because of the memories that came with them. Hazel thought I needed to embrace my childhood and be proud of how far I’d come, considering my start in life.

      I didn’t agree. I preferred to block out all the lonely nights and uncelebrated birthdays.

      I hated thinking about how a mother could dump a newborn baby in a pile of garbage. I’d spent the first two hours of my life with food scraps, foul odors and filth—or so I’d been told. The theory was that my mother had pushed me out, then tossed me in a Dumpster.

      That was after she’d gotten me hooked on heroin in the womb.

      Luckily for me, a homeless man who’d been sleeping in that Dumpster’s alley had come “home” a little early that night and carried me to a nearby hospital. I’d detoxed. I’d grown. I’d made it further than most thought I ever would.

      But while Hazel reveled in all that I’d become and my fighting spirit, I didn’t like to think about how a mother could abandon her child. I didn’t want the reminder of how the one person who’d been supposed to love me had so easily thrown me away.

      I had no idea who my mother was, or my father.

      I never would.

      “Hey.” Logan touched my arm. “Where’d you go?”

      “Sorry.” I forced a smile, blinking away the threat of tears. “Just thinking.”

      “Is this you?” He turned up a photo from the top of the stack.

      I nodded, taking in the photo.

      I was standing outside the home where I’d grown up. The one where I’d met Hazel.

      My jeans were too short for my string-bean legs, but considering how skinny I’d been, they were probably the only ones that would fit my waist. It was winter, so I had on a stocking cap, which covered my long hair. It was freshly washed for a change and Hazel had just trimmed it that afternoon. My sweatshirt was a size too big and frayed at the hems. My tennis shoes were worn, but for hand-me-downs, they’d been some of the nicer ones I’d owned.

      But I was smiling, because the twenty-year-younger Hazel had just told me a joke.

      “How old were you here?”

      “I think ten or eleven. Hazel would know right off the top of her head. She took that one. And all the other ones.”

      She came to my orphanage when I was eight. I remember walking into the kitchen one day, and there she was with a cigarette burning in the ashtray by the window. Her dark hair had been tied back with a red bandana.

      “Let me see those for a sec.” I took the stack from his hands, thumbing through them until I found the one I’d been searching for and handed it over. “This was her back then.”

      He chuckled. “She was a real-life Rosie the Riveter.”

      “Chambray shirt and all.”

      He handed back her picture and I stared at it for a long moment. While my own pictures dredged up pain, seeing her from back then was like a warm hug.

      Because of Hazel, I had a few fond memories of my childhood. She’d come to work as a cook for the orphanage where I’d been raised. The home had been one of the few open orphanages in New York at the time. While most other children had gone into the foster care system, the director of my orphanage had retained a small group of us. I’d been the youngest, and after I’d turned eighteen, the place had closed.

      Hazel had come back to Montana.

      Jackson had followed her out here first.

      Then I’d come last.

      “Is this Jackson?” Logan held out one of the Polaroids.

      I nodded. “We’ve been friends for a long time.”

      Jackson was sitting next to me on a park bench, glaring at Hazel behind the camera because she’d made him buzz his hair off that morning. The foster home where he’d been living at the time had been infected with lice. And she wouldn’t let him near me until they’d all been killed. He’d bitched and moaned about that haircut, but he’d never grown it longer than an inch since.

      Logan’s forehead furrowed as he thumbed through the stack. “There are only kids in these pictures. Is this a school? Is that how you met Hazel?”

      “Sort of. I guess you could call her our caretaker.” Or guardian angel. “It’s all ancient history now.” I took the photos from his hands and put them back in the box. Mentally replaying my upbringing was difficult enough. I didn’t want to explain it to Logan, at least not tonight.

      “Thea—”

      “Charlie has soccer practice tomorrow at four. Hazel was going to take her since I need to work, but I’m sure you could go if you’d like.”

      He frowned and took my face in his hands. “We’ll play it your way tonight. But sooner or later, you’re going to let me in, baby. I’ll break down the door if I have to.”

      “Talking about the past isn’t easy for me,” I whispered.

      “Because you don’t believe I’m a safe place yet.” He dropped his head to mine. “You can believe it, Thea. Always believe.”

      Believing in things had never been a luxury. Normally it just ended in disappointment.

      Logan kissed my forehead, then let me go. “I want to talk to you about something else anyway.”

      “Okay.” I walked around my worktable, grabbing the now empty buckets and stowing them underneath.

      “I’d like you and Charlie to come back to New York with me.”

      I fumbled a bucket. It clanked on the floor as it tipped over. “We’ve had this talk. I’m not moving Charlie to New York.”

      He held up a hand. “I’m just asking for a vacation before school starts. Just come home with me for two weeks.”

      My eyes narrowed.

      “One week,” he countered. “I don’t want to go back without you or Charlie. I’d like to show her where I live. I’d like my parents to meet their granddaughter. And it will all be easier if we’re not trying to work around her school schedule.”

      All good points. “I need to think about it.” And mentally prepare for how it would feel going back to the city.

      “Okay.” He grinned like he’d already won. “Think about it.”

      “I’m not saying yes.” I glared at his smug smile. “This is the busiest time of year for us at the bar. I can’t just leave it all to Jackson. That isn’t fair. And Charlie gets a say in this too. If she’s not ready to be inundated by the Kendrick family, I’m not going to force her.”

      “That’s fine. I don’t want to make her uncomfortable.”

      “Good.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      He mimicked, crossing his. “Good.”

      Behind his long lashes, his brown eyes smiled just as smugly as his lips. I held his stare, not willing to break away.

      Damn if this man hadn’t perfected the intimidating stare.

      It was sexy as hell.

      Confidence poured off his hard body. It oozed across the workshop, making my knees weak. Desire pooled between my legs, burning and throbbing, as he held my eyes captive.

      Damn him. The smug bastard knew he’d won.

      Charlie and I were going to New York, but I wasn’t admitting it tonight. I’d make him sweat it out a bit.

      I’d make him work for it.

      Starting with another night together in my tiny bed.
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      “Oh my god,” I moaned as my eyelids drifted shut. “Logan, please.”

      “Say yes, Thea, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      “No,” I breathed, shivering as he dragged his tongue through my slit.

      It had been four days since Logan had asked me to come back to New York with him, and we’d come out to my workshop after Charlie had fallen asleep. One kiss had led to two and now he was on his knees, his broad shoulders between my legs, forcing them apart. And I was sitting on the edge of my table, gripping the sides as he tormented me.

      “Say yes.” He flicked his tongue over my clit twice, making me gasp. But instead of giving me what I needed, he pulled away and kissed the inside of my thighs.

      “Logan,” I grumbled, opening my eyes to the ceiling.

      He just chuckled against my skin, peppering kisses down to my knee.

      I’d been so close. Again. Logan had been taking me right to the edge of an orgasm for what felt like hours, but every time I felt the tight pull in my lower belly, he’d back off until the shaking in my legs stopped.

      My entire body felt like a rubber band ready to snap. I just needed a little bit more of his talented tongue and I’d get the shattering release I was craving.

      “Say yes,” he commanded.

      “No.”

      He nipped at my knee, then stood. With the taste of me on his tongue, he ran it over my bottom lip. Between us, his hands unbuttoned his jeans to free his thick cock and roll on a condom.

      “Say yes,” he whispered.

      “No,” I breathed, scooting as close to the edge of the table as I could get. But before my sex could touch him, he jerked his hips away.

      “Thea,” he warned. “Say it.”

      I shook my head, trying to hide my smile.

      The last four days had been a battle of wills. He kept asking me to come to New York with him. I kept saying no. I’d given the vacation idea a lot of thought and had already decided we’d go with him. Mostly so Charlie could meet her other family. But since messing with Logan was so much fun, I’d kept denying him.

      Now he was denying me.

      He fisted his cock to bring it closer, rubbing it up and down my folds. He spread my wetness onto the condom, then rolled up to my clit.

      Over and over he worked the hard bud while his lips latched onto the skin of my neck, kissing up and down. With his free hand, he yanked down the collar of my tank top and dove into my bra, pushing it out of the way so he could knead my breast.

      “Oh, god,” I hissed when he gave my nipple a wicked twist. The sensation shot straight to my core. “Don’t stop,” I begged. “Not this time.”

      He stopped kissing me to speak in my ear. “Say yes and I won’t.”

      With my eyes closed, I nodded. “Yes.”

      His grin spread across my cheek right before his cock slammed home.

      That was all it took. I cried out, writhing on the table as my orgasm pulsed around his cock.

      “Fuck, Thea,” he groaned into my neck, staying rooted as I squeezed him tight.

      The stars behind my eyes had barely cleared when his arms wrapped around my back and his hips began thrusting. With every one of his strokes, the table beneath me rocked and squeaked.

      I don’t know if I had the longest orgasm of my life or if he triggered one after another, but by the time Logan shot his own release, I was completely limp in his arms.

      “I’m dead,” I panted into his neck.

      He held me upright, breathing heavy into my hair. “It just gets better.”

      I hummed my agreement. He’d been fucking me senseless all week and it was the best time I’d had in years. Maybe ever. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other, always sneaking touches and kisses when Charlie wasn’t looking. And after she was asleep, all bets were off.

      He kissed my shoulder, then leaned back, holding me steady as I climbed off the table. When I nodded that I had my balance, he let me go to collect my bottoms, which were strewn on the ground. His knuckles brushed my skin as he carefully slid on my panties and shorts. Then he righted my bra and tank top, using a gentle touch that sent tingles down my spine.

      “You don’t play fair, Mr. Kendrick.”

      He tucked himself back into his jeans and zipped them up. “I’m a lawyer, baby. Fair is up for interpretation.” He stepped close, wrapping me in his arms. “But I’m glad my tactics worked.”

      I couldn’t say I was excited about going to New York. My nerves were too high. But I was happy that we wouldn’t have to say good-bye tomorrow and could prolong it for another week.

      I snuggled into his chest. “I assume you’ve already made travel plans for me and Charlie.”

      “I may have.” He chuckled. “Just in case.”

      “Right.” I rolled my eyes. “Just in case.” He’d probably started planning the trip before he’d even asked me on Monday. “Do I need to do anything?”

      “No. Just pack a bag for you and Charlie. My assistant will have everything ready by the time we get there.”

      I nodded, patting his back and letting him go. “I think we need to clarify a few things before we go.”

      I’d been dreading this conversation, but before we left Montana, Logan and I needed to be on the same page, starting with a label for our relationship. The last thing I wanted was to show up in the city and be bombarded by his family, not sure exactly where we stood.

      “What’s there to clarify?” Logan stepped back and assumed his normal leaning spot. I’d never be able to look at that cabinet again without picturing him there.

      “Well, for one, what exactly are we going to be doing?”

      He shrugged. “Whatever you like. I’ll need to work during the day but you and Charlie can explore. And then at night, we’ll all be together.”

      “Okay.” I might be able to conjure some excitement to beat out the nerves if I focused on planning fun activities for me and Charlie. “What about your family? You said you wanted them to meet Charlie.”

      “I do.”

      “And what about me? How do you want me to play this?”

      “Play this?” His eyebrows came together. “What are you talking about?”

      “This.” I waved my hand between us, then blurted, “Am I going just as Charlie’s mom? Or as your Montana piece? I don’t know how you expect me to act when we’re there.”

      The confusion on his face disappeared as his entire frame locked. “What did you just say?”

      “I sa—”

      Before I could finish, he pushed off the cabinet, crossing the tiny space between us in a flash to press three fingers against my lips. “That was rhetorical.”

      Ohh-kay. I held his angry eyes, not moving an inch.

      He removed his fingers from my mouth, only to hold one up in front of my nose. “Don’t you ever call yourself a ‘piece’ again. Understood?”

      I nodded.

      He huffed as he dropped his hand and spun around, raking it through his hair. “Is this why you’ve been stalling all week? Because you’re worried about how I’m going to treat you when we get to the city?”

      “Maybe?”

      He glowered at me.

      “I’ve never done this before and I’m nervous,” I confessed. “You coming here is one thing. We’re on my turf with my friends and family. But me going there is entirely different. I’m not sure how to act when we’re together and I don’t want to do anything that will embarrass you.”

      There, I’d said it. Now he knew at least one of the reasons why I was so hesitant to go to New York.

      “Baby.” His voice was gentle as he laid his hands on my shoulders. “You could never embarrass me.”

      I scoffed, but before I could give him one of a hundred examples of exactly how—use the wrong fork at dinner, say the wrong thing to his mother, wear the wrong dress to meet his sisters—he stroked his thumb across my lips.

      “You couldn’t. And you’re coming with me as more than just Charlie’s mother. Since you haven’t figured it out yet, I’ll just be blunt.”

      “Blunt is good.”

      He grinned. “We’re in a relationship, Thea. Man. Woman. Boyfriend. Girlfriend. Call it whatever you want. But when I introduce you to my family, it will be with your hand in mine. And it’s time we stopped hiding it from Charlie.”

      He dropped a hand from my shoulder to trail it down my arm to my hand.

      The minute our fingers were laced together, a lump formed at the back of my throat. The same one I got whenever he kissed Charlie’s hair and called her peanut. The same one I got whenever he tucked me into his side at night before falling asleep.

      Logan and his simple gestures spoke more than a thousand words.

      “I don’t expect you to act like anything but yourself. The woman I’m completely falling for.”

      That was really, really nice to hear. “I’m falling for you too.”

      “I know.” Logan smiled, then pressed his lips against mine in a sweet kiss.

      I’d fallen for him the moment he’d come back to Lark Cove for Charlie’s birthday. Or maybe it was all those years ago when he’d swept me off my feet in a hotel bar. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t foolish enough to think our relationship would last forever.

      I was foolish enough to let him have my heart until he realized what I’d known all along.

      One day, he’d understand that Thea Landry didn’t fit into the Kendrick world. One day, I’d have to let him go.

      And if the hollow pit in my stomach was any indication, that day would likely come in New York City.
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      The next night, I was sitting at the bar drawing in my sketch pad. I’d been here all day, throwing myself into work as a distraction from the nerves. I’d been an anxious mess ever since agreeing to go with Logan to New York. Pouring drinks, wiping down tables and making pizza had given me a nice outlet for my unease.

      That was until I’d found a sweet note after the dinner rush.

      Someone had written SLUT on a cocktail napkin and left it for me on the bar along with a three-cent tip.

      I didn’t know who’d left it because we’d had a busy Saturday. My guess was the woman who’d been in earlier and hadn’t liked it when I’d told her under no circumstances would I call Jackson down so he could “entertain” her.

      Seriously. What did he see in those bitches? How was I the slut in this scenario?

      The napkin note had pissed me off and taken away my calm. So I’d resorted to drawing to make me feel better. I’d been at it for an hour and was finally beginning to relax again.

      “Hey.”

      I looked up as Jackson came through the back door of the bar. “Hi. What are you doing here?”

      He shrugged. “I was bored at home. Thought I’d come in and keep you company.”

      “Want a beer?” I set down my pencil on my sketch pad and picked up a pint glass.

      “Nah.” He shook his head. “I’ll just have a Coke.”

      I gave him a sideways glance. Jackson Page never turned down beer on Saturday nights. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’m good. Just don’t feel like drinking.”

      I left it at that and filled his glass with ice and soda. Then I set it on a napkin and leaned against the counter where I’d been drawing.

      “Been busy?” he asked.

      “Not bad. There was a good dinner rush tonight. Those guys in the corner booth have been here for a few hours. Wayne and Ronny were in earlier, but they both called it a night and left.”

      It was almost midnight, so things were winding down, but my day here had gone fast. I loved Saturdays for that reason. If I couldn’t be at home with Charlie, then at least I wasn’t bored at work.

      And in just two hours, I could go home and crawl into bed with Logan.

      “Where’s Daddy Dearest tonight?” Jackson muttered.

      “Hey.” I frowned. How long was it going to take for Jackson to lay off Logan? “Don’t be like that.”

      He winced. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. And he’s at my house with Charlie.”

      They’d come in with Hazel earlier for pizza. Hazel had offered to let Logan stay and take Charlie home for bed like she usually did when I was working. But Logan had declined, saying he’d go back with them too.

      Mostly because Charlie had begged him to help her pack for our vacation.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with covering the bar all next week?” I asked.

      “Like I told you yesterday when you asked me that same question ten times, yes. I can handle the bar all week.”

      “I know you can handle it. I just feel bad dumping it all on you short notice.”

      After I’d agreed to the trip last night, I’d left Logan at home and walked down to the bar to talk with Jackson. He’d grumbled about me moving too fast with Logan but had promised to take care of everything until we came back.

      “It’s fine, Thea. Consider it my penance for the whole kissing thing.”

      I grimaced. “Don’t ever do that again. That was disgusting.”

      “Disgusting? My kisses aren’t disgusting.”

      “Don’t pout,” I scolded. “I’m sure all the women who throw themselves at you think you’re a great kisser. But since I’m the closest thing you have to a sister, I can say it was disgusting.”

      “Yeah.” His face soured. “It was kind of gross.”

      I smiled. “Why don’t you sit down? I’m going to go check on that table and then we can talk.”

      He nodded, grabbing his Coke and a tray of peanuts before rounding the bar.

      I made quick work of refilling my customers’ drinks before pulling up the stool next to Jackson. We sat quietly for a few minutes, each taking turns at cracking and eating peanuts until I asked the question that had been on my mind for weeks.

      “Do you want to tell me what’s been bothering you?” I already knew the answer. Ever since Logan had shown up last month, Jackson had been off. My normally playful and supportive best friend had turned into a moody brat.

      “Nothing. I don’t know.” He scratched the scruff on his cheek. “These last few years have been the best, you know? No drama like we had as kids. We’ve got a good gig here at the bar. Finally don’t feel like I’m scraping pennies together. I guess I’m just pissed that things are changing. This guy . . . he’s a game changer.”

      “Is that really so awful? Logan’s not a bad guy, and Charlie adores him. She deserves a father, Jackson.”

      “I know.” He sighed. “It’s just . . .”

      The pieces clicked before he could finish, and I wanted to smack myself on the forehead. Before Logan showed up, Charlie did have a father figure.

      Jackson.

      This had nothing to do with me and my relationship with Logan. Jackson was hurting because he felt like he was losing Charlie.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think of how you’d be feeling about all this. But you’ll always be her uncle Jackson. She loves you so much.”

      Jackson hung his head. “But I can’t spoil her like he can. I don’t have that kind of money.”

      “It’s not a competition, and it’s not about the things you buy her. She needs love from you both.”

      He sipped his soda, contemplating my words. “She’ll forget me if you don’t come back.”

      “What? We’re coming back. This is just a vacation.”

      “You might decide to stay.”

      I shook my head. “No, I won’t. I’ve already told Logan I won’t be moving back to New York.”

      The only way I’d live in the city was if Logan forced me into a custody situation. But now that I knew him better, I couldn’t imagine him doing that to me.

      “This is just a vacation,” I repeated.

      “Hope so.” He stood from his stool and went behind the bar for a refill. “While you’re there, go get a Giovanni’s meatball sub for me. Damn, I miss those things.”

      Giovanni’s had been three blocks away from my orphanage and right around the corner from Jackson’s foster home. I smiled, thinking of all the times the two of us would share one of those foot-long sandwiches. It was rare. We couldn’t afford them often. But whenever one of us had a couple extra bucks, we’d splurge. Even when we’d both moved out of Brooklyn, he and I would take trips back for a meatball sub.

      Jackson hadn’t lived in my orphanage, but he’d met Hazel at a grocery store in our neighborhood where he’d been trying to shoplift a candy bar. She’d caught him before the store owner could and dragged him back to the orphanage. She’d fed him a decent meal and shoved a bag of peas on his black eye—a recent gift from his foster father.

      I’d walked into the kitchen that day and the rest was history. Jackson and I became closer than most siblings, while Hazel acted like a mother to us both, making sure we were fed and that our homework was always done.

      Still, we were dirt-poor, and since Hazel wasn’t our legal guardian, there was a limit to what she could do. Bad things still happened to us both. Those meatball subs were most often shared when one of us was at our lowest.

      And as much as I’d like to have one again, it wouldn’t be the same without Jackson. After he’d moved to Lark Cove, I hadn’t gone to Giovanni’s again.

      “I doubt we’ll be spending much time in Brooklyn.” I shivered at the idea of going back to that neighborhood. Besides, Logan was Upper East Side through and through.

      “Probably not. I wouldn’t go back either.” Jackson took the soda gun and filled his glass, then he turned and grabbed my sketch pad. He set it on the bar, flipping through the pages. “You’ve almost got this one full.”

      “When I get back, you’d better have a new one waiting for me.”

      He chuckled. “Done.”

      When I’d first moved to Lark Cove, I’d complained to Jackson about how boring it was at night when the bar was slow. He’d bought me a sketch pad and told me to quit bitching. Since then, I’d filled a ton of sketch pads with my drawings of random bar patrons. Every time I ran out of pages, I’d come in to work to find a new one on my desk in the office.

      “Who were you drawing tonight?” he asked, reaching the end of the book.

      “You’ll see.”

      He turned to the last page, where I’d drawn Willa’s profile.

      She’d been in earlier for dinner. I hadn’t seen her since she’d watched Jackson kiss me and I could tell she’d been nervous. But after I’d explained to her that there was nothing there and Logan had come in with Charlie, she’d seemed relieved.

      Willa had looked beautiful tonight. She’d sat in one of the booths by the front windows and the evening sunbeams had made her long, wavy hair shine like strands of gold. So, I’d picked her as my model. Mostly the drawing concentrated on her hair but I’d also made sure to highlight her high cheekbones and shy smile.

      “She’s hot.” Jackson looked up from the book and scanned the bar like he expected her to still be here. “I’m sorry I missed her. Who is this?”

      My jaw dropped. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. Who is this?” He looked back to the page. “Was she just passing through or do you think she’ll be back?”

      “Do I think she’ll be back?” My voice rose as I stood from my stool and rounded the bar. “Give me that.” I swiped the sketch pad away from him, making sure we were talking about the same drawing.

      It was. So I shoved the page in his face. “That is Willa, you dipshit.”

      “No fucking way.” He yanked the pad from my hands. “She doesn’t look like this.”

      “Yes fucking way she does.”

      He bent closer to the paper, studying it before looking back to me. “She does?”

      “Oh my god.” I tossed up my hands and walked away, going to check on the guys in the corner booth. They were ready to leave, so I rang up their tab and cleared some glasses, waving good night before going back to Jackson. He was still staring at Willa’s picture. “Do you see it yet? Or am I really that bad of an artist?”

      “Huh?” He jerked up, forcing his eyes away from the sketch. “I, uh, gotta go,” he muttered, still in a daze as he hugged me good-bye and walked out with my sketch pad.

      I smiled as the back door banged closed.

      He finally got a clue.

      Jackson might not like change, but I had a feeling that by the time I got back from New York, he would have made a few changes of his own.

      I just hoped Willa made him work for it a bit.
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      “You okay, peanut?” I knelt down in front of Charlie.

      She nodded, her eyes fixed on the plane fifty feet away. Her hand was clutching Thea’s, who wore the same nervous expression as our daughter.

      I ran my fingers over her hair, then stood. “Are you okay?” I asked Thea.

      She tore her eyes from the plane. “We’ve never been on a plane before. Are they supposed to be this tiny?”

      Tiny? This was one of the larger Gulfstream models available and by far the most expensive. It was a good thing my mother wasn’t here for that comment. She would have gasped, then demanded I buy something bigger when we traded up every fall.

      “It will be fine,” I assured them both. “This plane is as safe as they come, my pilots are the best there is, and this is a hundred times better than flying commercial.”

      I hadn’t been on a commercial plane in over ten years, but I was sure my statement was true. We had no lines, no baggage limitations, and comfortable and spacious seating, plus I’d made sure the jet had been filled with Charlie’s favorite snacks.

      “Mr. Kendrick?” One of the attendants approached, gesturing to the stairs. “You’re all set, sir.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded, then took Charlie’s free hand and led them to the plane.

      “Whoa.” Charlie’s whisper echoed through the cabin the second we stepped inside. Her eyes widened as she took in the cream interior.

      My mother’s decorator was responsible for the interior of our plane. My sister Aubrey had asked to decorate it one year and we’d ended up with minimalist modern. Lillian Kendrick did not approve of minimalist, so from then on out, our jets had all been decorated like this one. Everything was rich, buttery leather and dark, gleaming mahogany. And the carpet was so plush, it felt like walking on a cloud.

      I’d never felt uncomfortable in this plane before. Not once. Mom’s taste was extravagant compared to my own, but it was what I knew. It reminded me of my parents’ estate—my childhood home. It reminded me of Granny’s mansion, just three plots down from Mom and Dad’s.

      But at this very moment, as I took in Thea’s expression, I was nervous to take a seat.

      Thea was far from impressed. The worry she’d worn outside was now closer to panic, and it had nothing to do with getting in the air.

      This was her first step into my life and she was terrified. Her feet were stuck by the door. She glanced over her shoulder, longing to retreat down the stairs.

      Fuck. Was she going to run? I’d never dated a woman who hadn’t either had money of her own or had at least spent time surrounded by extreme wealth. Was this too much for Thea?

      I’d been so glad when she’d finally agreed to this trip. But maybe I’d rushed it. Maybe I’d pushed too hard for her to come along. Maybe I should have given it more time.

      It was too late now.

      “Sir.” The captain emerged from the cockpit. “We’re all set.”

      “Thanks, Mitch.”

      He nodded and smiled at Charlie. “Hello, miss.”

      She gave him a shy smile.

      He bent, waving her close. “Would you like to sit in my seat for a minute? See what it feels like to be a pilot?”

      Her face whipped to Thea, silently asking, Can I?

      Thea nodded and reluctantly let go of her hand.

      “Come on.” I took Thea’s elbow, practically dragging her to a seat. Then I sat across the aisle so Charlie could sit by one of us. “Was this a mistake?” I asked quietly. “This trip?”

      “No,” she lied. Her eyes, filled with doubt, betrayed her.

      “Thea, I—” Before I could tell her I’d cancel this whole thing if she was scared, Charlie came rushing out of the cockpit, her nerves erased by a moment in the captain’s chair.

      “Can I sit by you?” Charlie asked me.

      “Of course.” I helped her get buckled into the seat, then nodded at our attendant that we were set.

      Five minutes of taxiing later, the captain announced we were next up on the runway.

      The minute he punched the engine, forcing our backs deep into the seats, Thea’s hand shot out across the aisle. Her eyes were closed tight and her other hand was gripping the armrest with white knuckles.

      I took her hand and let her squeeze my fingers tight. “I’ve got you.”

      Somehow, I’d make this okay. With time, she’d get used to this kind of lifestyle, because really, there wasn’t another option. I wasn’t letting her go.

      This lifestyle—my lifestyle—was hers now too.

      We just needed to get to the city and everything would be all right.
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      “Whoa.”

      Charlie’s word of the day. It had started on the plane and continued through every part of our journey. When we’d flown over the city, she’d been glued to the window, whispering whoa. When we’d landed and walked to my town car, whoa. And now, standing just inside the door to my penthouse.

      “Come on in and make yourself at home.” I turned to the doorman. “We’ve got the bags from here. Thank you.”

      He nodded, setting down our luggage in the foyer. “Have a good evening, sir.”

      When the door closed behind him, I picked up Charlie’s tiny suitcase and carried it farther down the hall. “How about we do the full tour and then order in some dinner?”

      “That sounds nice,” Thea said, following behind with Charlie. “Logan, this place is . . .”

      “Whoa?”

      She smiled. “Exactly. Nice place, gorgeous.”

      “Thanks.” I grinned. She didn’t call me gorgeous often, but damn I liked it when she did. “I’ve only been here for about three months,” I told them as I walked into the living room. “So I’m still getting used to the place myself.”

      “Three months?” Thea’s frame perked up. She’d done the math and knew this place wasn’t the one I’d shared with Emmeline.

      “You both will be my first overnight guests.”

      That got me a full-blown smile. I’d never brought a woman here for sex. It wasn’t like I’d done it consciously, it just hadn’t happened. The only woman I’d fucked since Emmeline was Alice and she’d never been invited over. I mentally patted myself on the back for my foresight.

      The only woman who had a claim on my bed was Thea.

      “Whoa.” Charlie’s head tipped back to the ceiling, taking it all in as she spun around. She nearly crashed into a couch as she came into the living room.

      The main room was situated in the corner of the penthouse with floor-to-ceiling windows lining both exterior walls. Beyond the glass was a garden terrace that overlooked Central Park and the towering Manhattan skyscrapers in the distance.

      The windows had sold me on this place. The black iron between the rectangles was thick to give them an industrial feel. On the top row, the architect had kept them as squares but added some circular iron accents to break up the grid. Wood panels had been placed strategically throughout the living room to warm up the space. And in the center was a two-story, concrete fireplace. Next to the windows, it was my favorite part of the penthouse.

      “This is a beautiful place.” Thea ran her hands over the back of a leather couch. “But not what I was expecting.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “I guess I figured it would be modern and,” she shrugged, “I don’t know. I guess I thought it would be like the places you always see in fancy magazines where everything is white. The kind of place where no one can actually live for fear of spilling something. But that fireplace is beautiful. And the wood accents are done so well. It’s amazing.”

      “Thanks.” I took her hand and pulled her past the fireplace and into the kitchen.

      Behind the fireplace, the ceilings were lower, making room for the upstairs bedrooms. But it was still open and airy in the back part of the penthouse. The windows let in a lot of early evening light so the room was glowing.

      “Would you like anything to drink?” I set Charlie’s suitcase down and opened the fridge. There wasn’t much inside. My cleaning service had cleared it out last week. But my assistant had filled it with some necessities, like bottled water, soda, juice for Charlie and Thea’s favorite beer.

      “I can see you do a lot of cooking,” Thea teased, standing beside me and taking out a bottle of water.

      “Me and cooking don’t mix.” Not that I’d ever really tried. “Delivery is the safer choice.” I grinned and grabbed my own water. After a long drink, I called to Charlie, who was pressed up against a window, looking outside. “Hey, peanut. Want to see your room?”

      She spun around and her jaw dropped. “I have my own room?”

      “You sure do. It might not be exactly how you want it, but while you’re here this week, you can get it all set up just right.” I winked at Thea. “In case you decide to extend your vacation.”

      The second the words were out of my mouth I wanted them back. Damn it.

      Thea’s guard went right back up. She gave me a smile—the fake one—and walked out of the room, looking to the right, then left.

      “Down the hall,” I told her as I set down my water and picked up Charlie’s suitcase.

      As she disappeared toward the bedrooms, the doubts I’d had on the plane returned. Maybe I shouldn’t have pushed her to come out here so soon. Maybe we should have waited until the fall.

      Still, having her and Charlie in this house was incredible. Today was the first time it had felt like home.

      I spent long nights at the firm, especially when I’d just been starting out. But that habit had continued and there were still times when I’d catch a few hours of sleep on my office couch and shower in the partners’ lounge.

      There just hadn’t been any reason to come home.

      “Which one is my room?” Charlie asked as she jogged after Thea.

      “Third door on the left.”

      I walked down the hall after them, passing a bathroom and my office. Mostly, I did foundation work from home when I didn’t feel like going downtown.

      There were five bedrooms in this penthouse, three upstairs and two down. I’d decided to give Charlie the biggest room downstairs because it had the fewest windows. For what I’d asked my assistant to arrange, I’d needed it to be as dark as possible.

      “Whoa.”

      I chuckled as I caught up to Charlie and Thea. They were standing in the doorway, both wide-eyed as they took in the room.

      I hadn’t had the chance to see the room since I’d ordered it done the day after I’d asked Thea to come back with me, but my assistant had sent pictures.

      And tomorrow, I was giving him a raise.

      “It’s like a fort,” Charlie whispered, carefully stepping inside. “The best fort ever.”

      “Logan, this is . . .” Thea swallowed hard. “This is wonderful. Thank you for doing this for her.”

      I stepped closer, bending to brush a kiss on her cheek. “It was my pleasure. I want you both to feel comfortable here. For whenever you want to come and visit.”

      Her frame relaxed as I threw in that last part.

      As much as I wanted them to stay for good, I’d pushed enough today. If I alienated her this week, I might never get her back.

      I didn’t know why Thea was so resistant to being here, but there was something she wasn’t telling me. As we’d flown into the city, she’d had the same look on her face as she had the night I’d found her old Polaroids.

      “Mommy, look at the trees.”

      “I saw them! They’re so cool.”

      The walls had been painted a dark tan, with birch trees in a lighter shade stenciled on top. Charlie’s four bedposts were all made to look like branches too, their limbs extending to the ceiling, then coming together in the middle to form a canopy.

      Because the room was so dark, there was a string of golden lights that ran above the crown molding, giving the space a soft glow.

      The bedding was a soft cream, the floors a deep brown wood. All the room needed were a few of Charlie’s touches, like her artwork or some books on the shelves.

      I set down Charlie’s suitcase by the wooden dresser and wandered around the room. “My assistant Sean is going to come over tomorrow while I’m at work. He’ll take you shopping for anything that’s missing or you want to change.”

      “Logan—”

      I held up a hand, stopping Thea’s protest. “I want this room to be just right for her. Please.”

      She closed her mouth and nodded.

      “Besides that, I’d like you to get to know Sean. He spends a few days a week here working and I think you guys will hit it off. And if you ever need anything from me but can’t track me down, he can take care of it.”

      My phone buzzed with a text in my pocket, so I pulled it out. “Speak of the devil. Sean wants to know what we’d like for dinner.”

      Charlie climbed up on her bed, jumping once, then landing on her back. The comforter billowed at the sides as she giggled. “Snacks!”

      Thea and I shared a look, then she smiled and jumped on the bed with Charlie.

      The two of them laughing together gave me hope.

      My plan was going to work. After a few days, Thea would relax and feel comfortable here. She’d feel at home.

      Then I could ask her to stay.
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      “She’s out.” I walked up behind Thea, wrapping my arms around her shoulders.

      She relaxed, leaning into my embrace, and brought her hands to my forearms. “Thanks for tucking her in. Though, I’m getting jealous that she doesn’t want my bedtime stories anymore.”

      “Tough. I’m stealing bedtime.” I kissed the back of her hair, inhaling the soothing lavender scent.

      We’d spent the evening lounging in the living room. Charlie had taken over my remote for the television and found some Lego movie for us to watch. Sean had come over hefting bags of every snack available and my favorite Chinese.

      After we’d done introductions, he’d excused himself and we’d enjoyed a quiet dinner. Charlie had eaten her snacks, plus some required chicken tenders, and Thea and I had decimated the takeout.

      If the rest of the week went like the last three hours, I had no doubt that I could convince her to move.

      “Is this your family?” She reached out and touched a picture frame. We were standing in front of a bookshelf in the living room. Mostly it held books from law school, but there were a few pictures too.

      “Yes. That was for Mom’s holiday card last year.”

      “I feel bad.” She sighed. “All the time we’ve spent together and I haven’t once asked about your family.”

      I often had to remind myself that we’d only been a couple for a week even though it felt like much longer. Thea had been hiding deep in my heart for years.

      “Don’t feel bad. We’ve got time to learn all about one another.”

      “Do we?” she whispered. “Do we have time?”

      She tried to step away, but I held her tight. “There’s no clock on this, Thea. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “But I am.”

      I closed my eyes, forcing my mouth to stay shut. I wanted to tell her she was staying. To declare this was her home now. But I knew exactly how that would end.

      With me sleeping on the couch.

      “Let’s not worry about geography tonight.”

      She relaxed again, then pointed to the picture. “Those are your parents?”

      “Thomas and Lillian. And those are my sisters, Aubrey and Sofia. That’s Aubrey, next to me. She’s four years younger than me. And that’s Sofia, next to my dad. She’s six years younger. You’ll meet them all this weekend.”

      The plan was to let Thea and Charlie explore the city during the week while I worked. I’d chosen to delay the introduction with my family so Charlie could do fun things in the city and Thea could settle into the penthouse. I wanted them both to feel at home here without the pressure of strangers invading. Then over the weekend, we’d take a trip to my parents’ place outside of the city.

      “Charlie and Aubrey look a lot alike.” Thea nodded to another picture of Aubrey on the shelf.

      “They sure do.”

      While I’d simply trusted Thea to tell me the truth about Charlie’s paternity, my parents wouldn’t do the same. They’d been emailing and calling regularly to pressure me into a test. I’d continually refused because once they saw Aubrey and Charlie in the same room, they’d realize what I’d known all along.

      Charlie was a Kendrick.

      “Tell me about them.”

      I let Thea go, taking her hand and pulling her over to a couch. “What do you want to know?”

      She settled into my side. “Anything. Everything. What do they do?”

      “Well, my dad is in charge of everything, really. He runs the business and all of the family affairs. He says he’s going to retire, but we all know he’s too attached to the business to step away.”

      “What is your family’s business?”

      “Investments mostly. At the turn of the century, my great-great-grandfather made a name for himself by investing in businesses throughout the city. Flower shops. Restaurants. Real estate developments. Steel factories. Shipping companies. Businesses of all sizes. You name it and he had his hand in it. He was a real go-getter.”

      He’d built himself up from nothing, and his hard work had built the foundation for the Kendrick fortune.

      “By the time he died, he’d amassed a huge wealth for the time. It all went to my great grandfather, who doubled it. And then to my grandfather, who doubled it again. And my dad has nearly tripled it from there.”

      Billions of dollars, all because the original Logan Kendrick had made his first investment in a small bakery on Fifty-Seventh Street.

      “But you didn’t go into the family business?”

      “No.” I tucked Thea closer to my side. “It had always been the family plan for me to take over, but I went to college and never found a real passion for my business classes. I took one pre-law class and knew it was the right fit. So I broke the family chain. The eldest son of the eldest son went to law school instead of to work for the company.”

      Since then, I’d been working my ass off, trying to prove to my family, and myself, that I hadn’t made a mistake. I was still business savvy. You had to be in corporate law. I just hoped that my success at the firm would show I was still worthy of the Kendrick legacy even though I hadn’t gone directly into business with my father.

      “I am still involved,” I told Thea. “Just because I don’t work side by side with dad every day doesn’t mean there isn’t a ton for me to do with the family’s ventures. I spend a lot of time with the foundation, and I’m starting to take over some of dad’s responsibilities with our family.”

      There was always a cousin in need of an internship or job referral. At times, Dad or I would step in to settle a squabble between my aunts or uncles. And as of a week ago, Dad had asked me to take over managing trust fund disbursements.

      “Was your dad disappointed that you didn’t go to work with him?” she asked.

      “At first.” I sighed. “But not long after I started working at the firm, Aubrey graduated college and went to work with Dad. It helped smooth things over. He named her his successor a few years ago.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      “Honestly? No. It was a relief. I’m not as passionate about being an entrepreneur as I am about representing them. The legal aspect of business fascinates me. I love bringing two parties to a table, figuring out what they really need from each other and finding a way to give it to them. But the rest isn’t as exciting. And Aubrey just fits. It’s in her blood and comes so naturally for her. I do the things she doesn’t love as much, like run the foundation.”

      Maybe it was because Granny had started it as her pet project, but the foundation and its mission had always called to me more than anything else in the Kendrick empire.

      “And Sofia? Does she work too?”

      I snorted. “Sofia is living her best life as a socialite. She hasn’t worked a day in her life and can spend money with the best of them. My mother is good at spending money too, but she lucked out and fell in love with my father, who adores her. Sofia, on the other hand, plays games like an adolescent and has managed to land herself two ex-husbands.”

      Sofia’s husbands had been scum, leeching off her money while fucking other women behind her back. It was unfortunate because I think she really had loved them both. I’d hoped that, after her second divorce, she would take the time to reflect on her life and the men she’d chosen.

      I’d tried to convince her to stay single for a while and wait for someone nice to come along. She’d laughed at me and rumor had it she was already seeing another money-grubbing loser. This one was a professional poker player who wasn’t all that good at poker.

      “See this gray hair, right here?” I pointed to my temple. “That’s from Sofia.”

      Thea giggled. “You don’t have any gray hair.”

      “But someday I will, and it’s going to be her fault.”

      We’d all hoped that Sofia would find an interest in one of the Kendrick businesses. But so far, she’d yet to make much of herself but a brat. And my parents did her no favors by spoiling her rotten.

      “Thanks.” Thea snuggled closer. “It’s nice to hear about them all so I’m prepared for when we meet.”

      “You have nothing to worry about.”

      It was a half-truth. Aubrey would embrace Thea and Charlie immediately. My parents would likely be hesitant but polite. They’d come around when they realized Thea wasn’t after the family fortune.

      Sofia was the risk. Either she’d want to play dress-up with Charlie, or she’d throw a tantrum to make sure she stayed the center of attention.

      I didn’t know how she’d play this, but one thing was for certain. If she made this a bad experience for Thea, I’d take her financial freedom away with a snap of my fingers. Because while Dad and Aubrey were in control of the working capital, I had the power over the legacy money.

      I had the power over Sofia’s trust fund.

      Dad was making the announcement next week, so with the exception of Mom and Granny, none of the family knew that, as of a week ago, I was in charge of trust fund withdrawals for the Kendrick lineage.

      We had a fairly simple trust fund setup considering the size of our fortune. If you were a direct descendant of my great-great-grandfather, you were entitled to a percentage of his legacy. Once you turned thirty, the money was yours to do with as you pleased.

      But until then, withdrawals required approval from Dad. Now me. It was a safeguard to ensure the younger adults didn’t take hundreds of thousands of dollars to spend on hookers and blow.

      After all, that would tarnish the family image.

      I’d planned to follow Dad’s precedents, approving all withdrawals unless there was cause for alarm. I wanted to stay out of each individual’s financial business. But if Sofia hurt Thea or Charlie in any way, I’d make an exception.

      She might be in our family, but she’d learn the hard way not to mess with mine.
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      “I wish you didn’t have to go to work.”

      Nice, Thea. That sounded just as clingy and pathetic out loud as it had in my head.

      I also didn’t give a shit.

      What I really wanted to do today was curl up with Logan on a couch, watch movies and let Charlie have a quiet day with her parents. One thing I’d learned over the past four days was that New York City was just like I’d remembered: loud, chaotic and expensive.

      Logan’s apartment was a haven and had quickly become my favorite place in New York.

      Everything else was for the pigeons.

      “Sorry, baby.” Logan’s arms pulled me closer, his front to my back. “I wish I didn’t have to go either and we could just spend the day in bed. But I can’t.”

      “I know,” I muttered, closing my eyes to draw out these last few moments together in his bed.

      Logan’s bed was massive, nearly as large as my entire room at the cottage. It sat opposite a wall of windows that overlooked the city. It was still dark outside—I’d learned this week that Logan went to work before dawn—but the sun’s glow was beginning to light the sky and slowly filter into his bedroom.

      Just like the rest of his penthouse, this room was magnificent. His thick gray quilt was heavy, and with his warm body pressed against mine, I was in a cocoon of luxury.

      “I love your bed.”

      “I love you,” he whispered into my hair. My eyes popped open just as he added three more words. “In my bed.”

      I relaxed, hoping he hadn’t felt me flinch.

      But he had.

      Without hiding his disappointment, he kissed my head, let me go and rolled out of bed. As he walked to the bathroom, the muscles of his back and shoulders were bunched. His hands were in fists.

      Goddamn it. I hadn’t meant to hurt him with my knee-jerk reaction.

      We were there? We’d been together for such a short time. Were we at I love you?

      He’d told me last week that he was falling for me. I’d fallen for him too. And as much as I wanted to hear those three little words in his deep voice, I wasn’t ready.

      I love you meant making decisions about the future. It meant changing names and talking babies.

      I love you meant me and Charlie would need to move.

      After Logan had talked to me the other night about his decision to go to law school, I had a better understanding of why he worked so hard.

      He loved it.

      His drive to succeed was stronger than I’d ever seen. And in a way, I think he was still trying to prove himself to his family. He was showing them that even though he hadn’t gone the route everyone had expected, he was still worthy of taking over as head of the family.

      Logan thrived on challenges and responsibilities. Achievement fueled him. But I knew after four days that I couldn’t compete with it all. He needed his career, one he wouldn’t find in Montana.

      The shower in the bathroom turned on and I sat up, knowing I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep. I went to Logan’s closet and pulled out some clothes from my suitcase. Dressed, I headed downstairs and peeked in Charlie’s room to see she was still zonked out. Then I went to the kitchen for coffee.

      The first morning I’d been here, I’d offered to make Logan breakfast, but then Sean had arrived with a breakfast sandwich in hand and whisked Logan away to the firm. Monday was their early morning catch-up meeting.

      The morning after that, I hadn’t offered breakfast, but I’d made him coffee. He took two sips before Piper, his assistant from the foundation, showed up with a special latte and his favorite bagel. Tuesday was their meeting day because Logan filled every moment, even those commuting to and from the office, with work.

      Yesterday, Wednesday, I’d woken up alone in bed. I’d come downstairs to find Logan emerging from the penthouse gym. He’d come out shirtless with his muscles bulging and glistening with sweat. I’d almost pounced on him until Yuri, his personal trainer, had followed behind carrying a protein shake.

      Now it was Thursday and I had no idea who would be his first appointment of the day.

      Probably another assistant.

      Not long after I sat down at the extended island in the kitchen, coffee cup in hand, Logan came down the hall, fixing a cufflink.

      God, he was sexy. The suits he wore to work every morning were drool-worthy. Every angle and every line were perfect. Today’s was a solid black three-piece with a crisp white shirt under a fitted vest. His golden tie matched his pocket scarf.

      And here I was in five-dollar gray leggings and an oversized peach sweatshirt I’d bought when I’d been pregnant.

      “Want some coffee?” I asked.

      “Don’t get up. I’ve got it.”

      I soaked him in as he poured a cup. “No personal assistants this morning?”

      He looked over his shoulder and grinned. “Thursdays I normally go into work early and meet with my assistant there. But I’m going to be late today because someone hit the snooze button three times.”

      I smiled. When his alarm had gone off, I’d climbed on top of him, taking advantage of his morning erection and hitting snooze until we’d both come together and collapsed in a sweaty heap. “That was a good twenty-seven minutes.”

      He set down his coffee and came around the bar, spinning my chair so he could stand between my legs. “Guaranteed the best meeting I’ll have all day.”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist, hugging him tight and breathing in his cologne. He seemed to have shrugged off his disappointment from earlier, which was a relief. I didn’t want our last couple of days together to be strained. Who knew when he’d have time to come back to Montana for a visit, and I’d need a long break before considering another trip to the city.

      At least a year. Maybe two.

      “I was thinking we could go out to dinner tonight.” He toyed with the ends of my ponytail. “I’d like to take you and Charlie to my favorite restaurant.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “You’ll want a cocktail dress. Maybe while you’re out shopping for your gown today, you can pick up something for you and Charlie to wear tonight.”

      I forced my shoulders to remain relaxed so he wouldn’t feel my cringe. “Sure.”

      Logan had invited me to a gala tomorrow night for his family’s foundation, so today I was charged with finding a ball gown. I could handle buying a nice dress. But to get one for Charlie? He had no idea the challenge he’d presented.

      “I’d better get to work.”

      “See you tonight.” I let him go, tipping up my chin for a quick kiss.

      His shoes clicked on the marble as he walked to the door. When it shut behind him, I took my coffee out to the terrace and sank into a wide chaise lounge.

      Besides his bedroom, this terrace had become my favorite place in Logan’s penthouse. His gardener had planters and pots everywhere. Green leaves and bright flowers spilled over the edges of stone and concrete. It was as close to my cottage porch as I could get, minus Hazel and her cigarette smoke, which I missed more and more every morning.

      I sipped my cup, watching as the sun rose higher. There were people who loved the city skyline, but this place had nothing on the lake view from my backyard.

      And today, we’d be thrust out of the penthouse and into the madness, for shopping of all things.

      All I wanted to do today was hang out with Charlie and show her parts of the city she might actually enjoy, like Central Park. Because so far, she was unimpressed with New York. And while I had my reasons for not liking the city, I did want Charlie to enjoy it here, for Logan’s sake.

      But nothing about this trip had gone well.

      The first day, Logan’s assistant Sean had taken us shopping for her room. We’d gone to a large department store to find some toys and books, but it had been a zoo and she’d been completely overwhelmed. After an hour of wandering through the store, bumping shoulders and squeezing through tight spaces, she’d only chosen one stuffed lion to bring home.

      When Sean had offered to take us shopping somewhere else, she’d refused, saying her room didn’t need anything else.

      The next day, I’d taken her to the Empire State Building, where the warp-speed elevator ride had scared her. Then yesterday, we’d gone to Rockefeller Center and Times Square. It had been an improvement, but she’d still been out of her element with the crowds and bustle.

      It hadn’t helped that she’d spent so little time with Logan. He left before she woke up each morning and returned in time for a late dinner and to tuck her in. We’d both gotten a firsthand look at just how hectic his schedule was here.

      Shopping for dresses today, something she refused to wear at home, meant I’d get to ruin another day of her not-so-fun vacation.
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      “Mommy, are we done yet?” Charlie grumbled. She was sitting in the corner of a dressing room, kicking the wall.

      This was the final stop on our shopping day from hell. After two stores to find cocktail dresses for me—one for dinner tonight, and another for dinner with Logan’s parents—we’d gone shopping for Charlie. Three tantrums in three consecutive dressing rooms had left my patience threadbare. But the shopping fun hadn’t stopped there. Now we were in a fancy boutique trying to find a ball gown for tomorrow night’s gala.

      “Don’t kick the wall,” I hissed, trying to zip up the back of my gown.

      “Can I help you in there?” the saleswoman called from the other side of the curtain.

      I sighed and dropped my hands, then held the bodice of the gown to my chest. “Could you help me zip this?”

      The gold curtain whipped open and in she came with a seamstress in tow. She gave the zipper a quick tug, cinching the dress tight around my ribs.

      “This is just lovely.” She took a step back, scanning me up and down. “You have to choose this one. It’s da-vine.”

      She’d said that about the last five gowns, all of which I’d hated. But since I hated this dress slightly less than the others and I was desperate to be done with our shopping marathon, this would have to do.

      I gave her a tight smile and nodded. “Yes, let’s get this one.”

      The saleswoman snapped her fingers, causing a flurry of activity outside the dressing room. An hour later, after the gown’s hem had been pinned and the saleswoman had been given instructions on where to deliver the dress, shoes, jewelry and lingerie, Charlie and I escaped the boutique, finally done with shopping.

      Logan’s credit card had been swiped more today than I’d swiped mine in a month.

      “Are we done shopping yet?” Charlie whined as she slid into the back of Logan’s town car.

      “Yes.” I breathed with relief, fastening my seatbelt, then hers. “Should we do something fun? Do you want to go to the park? We could take a walk around and feed some ducks.”

      She shook her head. “No, thanks.”

      Well, shit. My daughter had never turned down outside time.

      “I know.” I clapped my hands together, spouting the first thing that popped into my head. “How about we do something special for Uncle Jackson?”

      That got her interest. “Like what?”

      “Did you know he used to live here? Just like I did when I was a kid?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, there was this place where we used to get these meatball subs. They are his favorite sandwich ever. What if we went and got some meatballs to put in the fridge and then take home to him?”

      “Yeah! And some for Gran too.”

      “You got it. We’ll get a ton and we’ll make a special dinner when we get home.”

      She smiled and leaned into my side. I wasn’t sure if it was the mention of Jackson or Hazel or just going home, but it was the first happy smile I’d seen from her all day.

      As the driver pulled away from the curb, my stomach clenched. Going back to Brooklyn was going to hurt, but for Charlie, I’d do it anyway.

      We were going to Giovanni’s.
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      “Is this it, ma’am?” the driver asked over his shoulder.

      Was this it?

      I studied the restaurant, taking in the weathered sign and faded red awning over the front door. Giovanni’s was worn and so much smaller than I remembered. Had there always been bars on the windows? From the car, I could make out the same booths Jackson and I had shared once upon a time. Had there always just been the three? I couldn’t remember a time when we’d come to Giovanni’s and there hadn’t been a line at the counter, but today, it was dead.

      “We’ll just be a minute,” I told the driver, taking Charlie’s hand as we unbuckled and climbed out of the backseat.

      She clutched me tight as we pushed open the front door, ringing the familiar bell. The sound at least hadn’t changed, or the smell of garlic and tomatoes.

      “What can I getcha?” The waitress behind the counter didn’t look up from her magazine to greet us.

      “Um, I was wondering if I could get an order of meatballs, the ones you make in your subs, to go?”

      “Lemme check.” She rolled her eyes and set down the magazine. “Yo, Ruthie!”

      “She sounds funny,” Charlie whispered as the girl disappeared into the kitchen.

      “It’s just her accent, honey. Some people in the city have different accents.”

      Though, neither Jackson nor I had ever picked up a Brooklyn accent. He’d been born in Pennsylvania and had learned to talk there before being brought to New York. And since the nannies at the orphanage had all come from out of state, usually missionaries from some Midwest churches volunteering in the city for a year, I’d never picked up the accent myself.

      “Are you the lady who wants meat—” A woman came out from the back but stopped before reaching the counter. “Thea?”

      My mouth fell open. “Ruth?”

      We stared at each other for a long moment, until the shock on her face morphed into a smug, bitchy grin. “Well, well, well. Back in the neighborhood. I always knew you’d be back.”

      Her voice was like nails on a chalkboard and I tugged Charlie closer to my side. “I’m just in town visiting. I was hoping to pick up some meatballs for Jackson and take them home as a gift.”

      “Knew you two would end up together.” She eyed me up and down before nodding to Charlie. “That his kid?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “We’re not together. Same as always, we’re just friends.”

      “Uh-huh.” She sneered, looking past us to the car outside. “Nice ride.”

      “Thanks. Listen, I think we’ll just go.” There was no way I was ordering food from Giovanni’s now, not when I knew Ruth would spit in it.

      “But Mommy—”

      “Not now, Charlie.” I shooed her toward the door.

      I twisted the knob when Ruth’s shrill voice stopped me short of our hasty exit. “Just like last time, eh? Runnin’ off without a good-bye? This time gettin’ in a fancy car. Think you’re still too good for this neighborhood, Thea? Think you’re still betta than me? Cuz you’re not. You’re still just stupid trash.”

      I guess she was still bitter about how our friendship had ended.

      Ruth had been my age and a classmate in school. She’d been my best friend, or so I’d thought. In reality, Ruth had used me for years. When she wanted my desk in English to sit by a cute boy, I gave it to her even though I’d sat down first. When she needed twenty dollars our sophomore year to buy a new backpack, I lent her the money even though I’d been saving it for winter shoes—she never paid me back.

      But Ruth had been the friend I’d have given anything for. My meager things had been hers for the taking. And she’d taken and taken and taken. I’d let her, until the day I found her fucking my boyfriend in the supply closet of the bar where we both worked.

      I let loose my temper on my asshole boyfriend. He was drunk and pretending not to realize his mistake. But Ruth knew exactly what she’d been doing. After he zipped up his pants and stumbled out of the bar, she told me it wasn’t her fault, but mine. I hadn’t been keeping him satisfied, so he’d strayed.

      That had been the final straw.

      In that moment, I realized just how toxic and selfish Ruth was and finally listened to Jackson and Hazel’s advice. Cutting her out had been a long time coming. Without a word to Ruth, I quit my job and moved out of Brooklyn. I found a hole-in-the-wall apartment in Manhattan a couple blocks away from Jackson and started tending bar at the hotel where I eventually met Logan.

      Where Charlie had started.

      And because of the little girl clinging to my hand, wondering what was happening, I wasn’t going to let this bitch talk to me like that for another second.

      I turned from the door, standing tall. “I have never been and will never be trash. And I’m not too good for this neighborhood, Ruth. But I am too good for you. Have a nice life.”

      Her face turned a splotchy shade of fuchsia, but I ignored her and held my chin high as I led Charlie outside and to the car. When the door closed behind us, I didn’t spare another glance at Giovanni’s.

      I didn’t want to remember it like I’d seen it today.

      “Anywhere else, ma’am?” the driver asked as I helped get Charlie buckled.

      “Yes, would you please go down this block and take a right? I’ll tell you where to stop.” I was talking fast from the adrenaline in my veins, but he caught it all and pulled away from the curb.

      “Where are we going now?” Charlie asked.

      “You’ll see.” I gave her a smile and bent to kiss her forehead. It only took a minute to get where I wanted to go, and I told the driver to pull over.

      “See that building?” I asked Charlie, pointing through the side window.

      She craned her neck to see and nodded. “Yeah.”

      “That’s where I grew up. That was where I lived.”

      “You lived there with Gran?”

      I nodded. “That’s right. This is where I met Gran.”

      The orphanage, much like Giovanni’s, wasn’t the expansive and towering building I remembered from my youth. It actually wasn’t much bigger than Lark Cove School. It had been abandoned, all of the windows dark and boarded up. The doors were locked shut with a chain.

      But it had once been home and I wanted Charlie to know where I’d come from.

      I’d spent many lonely days and nights in that building. I’d had countless nights wishing for someone to love me, endless days hoping someone would want me to be a part of their family.

      That’s all I’d ever wished for.

      A family. Unconditional love.

      It hadn’t happened right away, but Charlie was all of those wishes come true.

      Maybe Hazel had been right. Maybe coming back here would help me put to rest the memories from the past.

      Because I knew now, I wouldn’t be back here again.

      My phone dinged with a new email and I took it out of my purse.

      

      From: anonymous743

      Subject: You’re nothing but a cheap whore.

      

      Anonymous743 had been emailing me all week. One per day, ever since the first. I knew now they weren’t spam. Even after I’d blocked the account, they still kept coming. The email gods didn’t care that some unknown person was harassing me.

      But like I’d done with each of the previous, I deleted it and told myself they’d stop. I’d probably just pissed off a customer traveling through Lark Cove. A couple weeks ago, there’d been a group of drunk assholes in the bar who had bitched constantly about my food, drinks and service. One of them was probably having a real laugh right now.

      I looked up from my phone, staring back at the orphanage.

      The joke was on Anonymous743, because if I could sit here in front of the place where I’d mostly known loneliness and not crumble, then a stupid email wasn’t going to break me.

      “Okay,” I told the driver. “We can go.”

      As he drove us back to Manhattan, I replayed the afternoon. In a way, seeing Ruth at Giovanni’s had been a blessing. It had pissed me off enough to go to the orphanage. And there, I’d remembered why I left New York in the first place.

      To build my own life. To live by my choices. To be with the only family I’d ever known.

      Logan and I had been living in a dream these past couple of weeks, but it was time to wake up and face reality. The snooze button had been pushed long enough.

      When we left here on Monday, I was letting him go. I was breaking this off before we spent months or years struggling through a long-distance relationship that could only end in pain for us both.
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      Standing in the lobby of my favorite restaurant, I nearly fell over when Thea and Charlie came through the door.

      Thea was wearing a fitted black cocktail dress with cutouts around the collar showcasing her flawless skin. Her hair was pulled up in a twist accentuating the long line of her neck. Add to that her makeup, jewelry and hot-as-hell heels, I was glad I had on a jacket to help conceal the bulge behind my slacks.

      She was always beautiful whether she was in the jeans and tank tops she wore to the bar or the ratty peach sweatshirt she’d been wearing this morning. Thea always made my heart beat faster. But I loved seeing her dressed up, wearing the finest. She deserved the best there was.

      “Hi,” she breathed. “Sorry we’re late.”

      “It’s fine. You look beautiful.”

      I bent to kiss her blushing cheek, lingering for a moment to smell her perfume. Then I forced my eyes off of Thea to greet my daughter.

      “Hi, peanut.” I crouched down. “You look beautiful tonight too.”

      She glared at me and plucked at the skirt of her dress. Charlie was wearing a gray lace dress with half sleeves. Her toes wiggled in her ballet flats. And somehow Thea had tamed her hair into a sleek ponytail with waves of curls running down her back.

      But it wasn’t the clothes that made her look so different tonight. It was her missing smile.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she muttered, studying the floor. Then she brought her hand up and yanked at the collar of her dress as hard as she could.

      “Charlie, that’s enough,” Thea scolded, swatting her hand away from the fabric. “Knock it off. Right now.”

      It was the first time I’d ever heard Thea address our daughter with a firm tone. Charlie was such a good kid, she didn’t need much reprimanding. Even when you were trying to corral her into the bathtub, she didn’t require stern warnings.

      Charlie turned up her chin and scowled at Thea, another thing I didn’t like. What the fuck had happened today?

      Before I could ask, the hostess called us over. “Mr. Kendrick? Your table is ready, sir.”

      I stood and took Thea by the elbow, escorting her through the restaurant toward my table in the back corner. David’s Table only took reservations, and at times, they were booked three or four months in advance. But whenever I walked through the door, they found a way to clear a table.

      I pulled out Thea’s chair, then did the same for Charlie. Once they were seated, I took the seat with my back to the wall.

      When the hostess went to unfold napkins, I held up a hand to stop her. “Thank you.”

      “Enjoy your meal, sir.” She gave me a slight bow, then backed away.

      Thea searched the table. “Menus?”

      “It’s chef’s choice, but I’ve never been disappointed.” I opened my mouth to ask what was going on with Charlie but our waiter appeared and launched into his greeting.

      Had it always taken this long to hear the gauntlet of wine selections? I wanted him to disappear so I could talk to Thea, but he kept droning on and on. Finally, after he finished detailing the reds, I was able to order a bottle of wine.

      “Charlie, what do you want to drink?” I asked.

      She didn’t answer, so Thea ordered for her. “She’ll have a chocolate milk.”

      The waiter looked at her like she’d just blurted a string of expletives. “We don’t have chocolate milk.”

      “Then find some,” I snapped, shooting him a glare that meant he was dismissed.

      Thea closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      Charlie kicked the leg of the table.

      “Okay, what’s going on?”

      Thea shook her head. “It’s just been a long day and we’re hungry.”

      There was more behind their attitudes, but I didn’t press. “I’m sorry I was running late and couldn’t meet you at home.”

      I’d had a client meeting go long at the firm and then a junior associate stopped into my office for some advice on a contract he was drafting. By the time I’d shut everything down, I’d been forced to send a car to pick them up instead of doing it myself. Normally, the long hours didn’t bother me. It was a thrill to always be in demand and the go-to guy. But tonight, all I’d wanted to do was leave and have people figure shit out on their own.

      “It’s fine.” Thea waved it off and took a drink of her sparkling water.

      “Did you have fun shopping today?” My mother and sisters loved shopping about as much as they loved talking about what they’d bought. I figured it was a safe topic until I got a nasty look from my daughter and Thea rolled her eyes.

      Shit. This was not how I’d envisioned dinner going. The waiter brought our wine and a glass of chocolate milk for Charlie, setting them down without a word. Silverware clinked on plates and voices murmured around us, but my corner of the restaurant was silent.

      I was guessing that Charlie’s mood was because of the dress. She kept tugging at the collar.

      Thea was clearly off because of Charlie’s attitude, but there was something more too. It wasn’t just an angry-mom mood. Her shoulders were hunched, and worry lines marred her forehead. She seemed sullen and withdrawn.

      Was it because I’d slipped this morning? I love you had never come as naturally as when I’d blurted it to Thea. But when she’d flinched so hard the bed had rocked, I’d hastily added, “in my bed.” At first, I’d been pissed off by the rebuff.

      Rejection wasn’t something I handled well, which was ironic considering I’d tried to propose to Emmeline twice. Yet neither of my failed attempts to marry her had ended our relationship. Really, they hadn’t done anything. We’d just carried on like nothing had changed because a deep-seated part of me had actually been relieved.

      Thea’s reaction to an I love you had hurt.

      But as I’d showered and taken a minute to step back, I’d realized it wasn’t because she didn’t have those same feelings.

      She was scared.

      To make this work—to say the I love yous—meant a lot of changes were coming.

      Except whether she was ready or not, change was coming. She could try to avoid it for the rest of the week, but I wasn’t letting her go.

      On Saturday, while we were at my parents’ estate, I was asking her to move. I was telling her how much I loved her and how much I wanted her and Charlie in my everyday life. Then I’d give her the ring I’d picked out this morning at Harry Winston.

      We sat quietly until the waiter delivered our first course.

      “What is this?” Thea asked him as he set down the plate in front of her first.

      “Poached shrimp, melon and frisée salad.” He moved to set down Charlie’s, but Thea grabbed it first.

      “What?” I asked.

      “She’s allergic to shellfish.” She pushed the dish back at the waiter. “I’m sorry, she can’t eat that. Do you have french fries?”

      The waiter’s eyes bulged, but before he said anything, he remembered his place and looked to me. “I’ll discuss it with the chef.”

      He served my salad and rushed away from the table while I made a mental note to discuss Charlie’s diet. How did I not know my daughter was allergic to shellfish? It was another reminder of how much I still had to learn about my child and how much easier that would be if we lived in the same state.

      “I’m hungry, Mommy.”

      Thea gave her a sympathetic smile. “I know, honey. Here.” She picked up Charlie’s chocolate milk. “Drink more of your milk.”

      “It tastes funny.”

      “Let me see.” Thea took a small sip and frowned. “It’s just because they used real cocoa.” She forced a smile, trying to make it seem exciting. “It’s fancy. Try a little more. I bet you’ll like it.”

      Charlie’s shoulders fell as she shook her head. “No, thanks.”

      The silence resumed.

      I looked across the table to Thea, who mouthed, Sorry.

      It’s fine, I mouthed back.

      It didn’t take the waiter long to come back to the table with a small plate of fries.

      Charlie raised her chin, hopeful at first, but when she saw they were covered in garlic, parsley and parmesan, her eyes filled with tears.

      “Just try one,” Thea urged. “Let’s all try one.”

      Thea and I both took a fry off Charlie’s plate, eating them quickly. They were marginal at best; french fries weren’t the chef’s specialty.

      “Okay.” Thea chased her bite down with a sip of wine. “Let’s just wait until the next course. I’m sure you’ll really like it.”

      “You know what?” I whipped the napkin off my lap and set it on my salad. “Let’s just go.”

      “No, Logan.” Thea held out her hand. “It will be fine.”

      I stood and pulled back Charlie’s chair. “We can do better than eating here, can’t we?”

      “Yeah,” she slid off the chair. “This place is yucky.”

      At that exact moment, the waiter returned. His gasp echoed through the room.

      Thea coughed, trying to cover up her laugh as she stood and set her napkin on the table. “She’s only six. Too young to appreciate gourmet.”

      When the waiter’s shocked look turned sour, it was my turn to hold back a laugh.

      “Please send my regards to David.” I took my wallet out of my jacket, dropping three hundred-dollar bills on the table. “The food and wine can go on my tab. That is for your trouble.” Then with Charlie’s hand in mine, I walked us out of the restaurant.

      When we hit the sidewalk, Thea started laughing. It began as a small giggle but turned into a belly laugh. A smile spread across my face when Charlie joined in too, and after a moment, the three of us were howling.

      “What are we doing for dinner?” I asked as my laughter died down. “Because I obviously can’t be trusted to choose.”

      Thea looked up and down the street, searching for options. “Um . . . let’s see.”

      “How about McDonald’s?” Charlie asked.

      “I’ve never eaten at McDonald’s.”

      “What?” Thea’s head whipped around to me. “You’ve never eaten at McDonald’s?”

      I smiled. There’s my Thea. Repeating what she thought were ridiculous statements as loud questions.

      “I’ve never been to McDonald’s.”

      “Oh my god.” She looked to Charlie. “We’re definitely doing McDonald’s.”

      “Yesssss,” Charlie hissed, doing a fist bump.

      I chuckled and took out my phone, calling us a car. Fifteen minutes later, I was standing in front of a neon menu the size of New Jersey. “I have no idea what to get.”

      “I’ll order for you.” She stepped up to the counter and ordered Charlie a Happy Meal—with the boy’s toy—herself two cheeseburgers with fries, and me a double-something-pounder-with-cheese.

      I reached for my wallet, thinking I was going to need Yuri to step up our workout in the morning, but before I could get my credit card, Thea pulled some cash from her purse.

      “No, I’ll pay.”

      “I’ve got it.” She ignored me and handed the cash to the clerk. “I didn’t protest when you gave me a temporary credit card for the dress shopping because designer gowns aren’t in my budget. But McDonald’s is something I can afford.”

      It had actually surprised me when she’d taken my credit card so willingly. I’d braced for an argument that would rival some of the most intense purchase negotiations at the firm. But Thea had agreed immediately and tucked the card into her pocket with nothing other than a thank-you and a kiss.

      “Besides,” she smiled at the clerk and took her receipt, “your platinum would probably break the credit card readers here.”

      I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure everywhere takes my platinum.”

      I didn’t correct her that it was actually our platinum. Nothing about the card in her purse was temporary since I’d had Sean add her name to my account.

      “So how is it that you’ve never been to a McDonald’s?” she asked as we went to the fountain machine to fill our soda cups while Charlie trailed behind, drinking her real chocolate milk.

      “I don’t know. I’ve always had a chef.”

      “Even in college? You never wanted to try a Big Mac?”

      I shrugged. “It’s not like I haven’t heard of McDonald’s before. I just never had the urge to eat here.” I patted my flat stomach. “And this doesn’t happen by eating fast food.”

      “Well this,” she laughed, mimicking my gesture on her own incredible curves, “loves McDonald’s. I guess we’ll just have to think of a few things you can do to burn some extra calories tonight.”

      “What are calories?” Charlie asked. Her smile was back, something I hadn’t seen enough of this week.

      “Calories are yummy,” Thea answered with a laugh.

      I smiled. Damn, I’d missed these two this week. Work had been brutal at the firm. Every night, I’d left a pile of papers on my desk so I could rush home before Charlie went to bed. What I really needed was a weekend spent in the office to catch up with both client demands and my overdue tasks at the foundation.

      But it would all have to wait. I felt awful for not being able to spend more time with Thea and Charlie during their first week in New York. I just hoped that after a month of them living here, I’d be caught up at work and could dedicate the time to them that they deserved.

      Having them waiting for me each night had forced me to come to a realization.

      It was time to reprioritize.

      A teenager called our number over the loudspeaker and I went up to get our food. When I set Charlie’s Happy Meal box in front of her, she tore into it, wasting no time before inhaling her food. Thea did the same and I followed suit.

      “Well?” Thea asked before shoving three fries in her mouth.

      “It’s good. Not as good as David’s Table, but the next time I want to take you there, we’ll just go the two of us.”

      The smile on her face fell as she chewed.

      All right. Forget that idea.

      I’d taken many women to that restaurant over the years and each one had been thoroughly impressed by the food and atmosphere. But Thea wasn’t like any woman I’d ever met, and if she wanted fast food over gourmet, then we’d come here on our date nights.

      Charlie belched and slapped a hand over her mouth, then giggled. “Excuse me.”

      “Feeling better, peanut?”

      She nodded. “My tummy was hungry.”

      “Now that we’re back to normal,” Thea set down her burger and gave Charlie a stern look, “I think you need to apologize to your dad. You weren’t very nice when we were at his favorite restaurant.”

      Charlie’s shoulders fell as she twirled a french fry in her ketchup. “Sorry, Daddy.”

      “It’s o—” Wait, what? Did she just call me Daddy?

      My eyes snapped to Thea, whose mouth was hanging open. Never had a word sounded so good. I’d always hoped that one day Charlie would want to call me Dad and she’d love me as much as I loved her. But I’d been prepared to wait years to get us to that place.

      “I, um . . .” I paused to recover, then placed my hand on her knee. “It’s okay. You don’t have to apologize. I should have thought about it more before taking you there for dinner.”

      She peeked up from underneath her lashes.

      “I like it when you call me Daddy, but you don’t have to. Would you rather call me Logan?”

      Say no, Charlie. Please, don’t take it back.

      She shook her head. “I want to call you Daddy.”

      Relief and pure happiness surged. I fought the urge to yank her out of that chair and crush her to my chest by eating another fry.

      Oh, fuck it.

      I flew out of my chair, sending it sliding backward a few feet. Then I scooped Charlie off her bench and hugged her close.

      She didn’t hesitate to wrap her arms around my neck.

      Over her shoulder, Thea swiped her eyes dry.

      “I love you, Charlie,” I said into her ear.

      I’d known I loved her the moment she pulled me into her fort. Or maybe the first day I’d seen her beautiful brown eyes as she’d taken a frog from my hands. I could barely remember my life before Charlie, and it was just weeks ago.

      “I love you too,” she whispered back.

      I smiled. That was one of the Landry girls down, now I just had one to go.

      “Are you all done eating?”

      She nodded against my suit.

      “Let’s get you home.”

      Her legs around my waist cinched tight, so I wouldn’t put her down. “Okay, Daddy.”
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      One night later, I’d jumped from one end of the dining spectrum to the other. Logan and I were at the fundraising gala, sitting in the middle of the nicest room I’d ever seen. It was as far from McDonald’s as you could get.

      There were no fluorescent lights here. The ballroom was lit with crystal chandeliers hanging from gold-trimmed ceilings. The gleaming floors, not littered with fallen fries, were made from Italian marble. And the tables were covered in silk linens. I wouldn’t dare drop a blob of ketchup off my hand-painted plate.

      “Would you like more champagne?” Logan asked, leaning over to speak in my ear.

      “Yes, please.” Champagne made me loose-lipped, so I normally avoided it, but since I didn’t have much to say tonight, that wouldn’t be a problem.

      He signaled to a waiter, who brought over a tray of champagne in crystal flutes. With my new glass in place, Logan kissed my cheek, then turned to continue his conversation with the man sitting on his other side.

      We were seated at an elegant round table with a tall floral arrangement in the center. The china had delicate floral patterns and was adorned with real gold. And there were enough utensils in front of me to make one of my bird’s nests, maybe two.

      I sipped my champagne, listening to the murmur of conversation.

      We’d arrived a few hours ago, and I’d maybe said three sentences in all that time. Nice to meet you when I’d been introduced to a slew of people whose names I’d immediately forgotten. Thank you when I was complimented on my gown. Yes, please when I’d been offered a glass of champagne.

      All through the cocktail hour, I’d forced a pleasant smile. My cheeks hurt by the time we sat down at our table and not in a good way, like when I’d been laughing for too long. After the dinner service started, I did my best to keep up with the conversation, but after thirty minutes of listening to name dropping and vacation plans to foreign countries I’d never see, I zoned out.

      Logan hadn’t noticed. He was currently in a deep discussion with three men on our side of the table. For an hour, they’d been discussing some change to a stock market regulation and how it would impact the foundation’s investment strategy.

      So here I was, silently drinking champagne and waiting for the next round of food to be delivered in hopes it would curb the major buzz I was working.

      In this room full of people, smiling and laughing, I was alone.

      It had been years since I’d felt this empty hole in my chest. The last time I’d been this lonely had been after Jackson had moved to Montana. But I knew this feeling well. It was the same one I’d had nearly every night of my childhood when I’d climbed into my tiny cot without anyone to tuck me in or wish me sweet dreams. The same feeling I’d had when another child in the orphanage would get adopted into a family and leave me behind.

      By the time I’d turned seventeen, I’d been the only kid left in that home. Why I hadn’t been sent to a foster home was still a mystery, but somehow, the orphanage had stayed open. It had just been me and the director living there, though I rarely saw her emerge from her apartment in the basement.

      Hazel would come in for a few hours to make me meals. She’d spend time with me after school, helping me with homework, but eventually, she’d have to go home. Jackson could only stay until dark. So after they’d leave, it would just be me roaming the halls without anything to do but read. The director could afford electricity for the entire building but not a television to keep me entertained.

      I’d finally escaped the loneliness in Lark Cove.

      “You hate this, don’t you?”

      “Huh?” I turned to Nolan Fennessy, who was sitting on my other side. “Oh, no. Not at all,” I lied. “I’m, uh . . . just taking it all in.” I didn’t want to confess to Logan’s coworker that I’d rather be a hundred other places than in this ballroom.

      He saw through my lie and grinned. “My wife hates coming to these too. She told me last year she’d approve of me finding a stand-in woman just so she could stay home in her yoga pants.”

      I smiled, the first real smile of the night. “I think your wife and I could be best friends.”

      “She accompanies me every once in a while, but normally I come with Logan. You stole my date.”

      “Sorry.” I laughed. “You can have him back for the next one.”

      “Not sticking around?”

      “No, I’m leaving after the weekend.” I chased down a pang of guilt with another sip of champagne.

      Leaving was the right thing to do, for all of us. Trying to fit square pegs into round holes never worked. But ever since I’d come to that realization yesterday, I’d had a miserable ache in my heart.

      The ache twisted and tugged every time I tried to sort through my feelings. When it came time to end this, Logan would demand an explanation. For the life of me, I couldn’t think of one that he wouldn’t shred to pieces.

      How did I tell him that I loved him, but I wouldn’t uproot my life and fit it into his?

      It didn’t make sense in my head.

      But it did in my heart.

      I knew Logan couldn’t give up everything here to move to Montana. I wouldn’t ask him to. So for us to be together, I had to give.

      It was tempting. All I had to do was change my address, but the idea of moving here made me sick. Yet so did the thought of leaving Logan.

      “Where’s Charlie tonight?” Nolan asked. “You didn’t leave her with his family, did you?”

      “Uh . . . no.” I gave him a sideways glance. “She’s at the penthouse with Piper. But now I’m even more nervous about meeting his parents. Thanks for that.”

      Nolan chuckled. “That’s not what I meant. They’re great people. But I’m sure Charlie will have a much better night with Piper. She loves kids and has been chomping at the bit to spend time with Logan’s daughter. Charlie will have much more fun with Piper than she would at the Kendrick estate. It’s, shall we say, stuffy.”

      Stuffy. As in rich. As in don’t touch the valuables. I made a mental note to talk to Charlie in private before we went to the estate tomorrow. I didn’t want her playing with anything that I couldn’t afford to replace if broken.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, if I could please have your attention.” The emcee took the stage in the middle of the dance floor and began his spiel.

      Logan had told me the fundraiser was for an organization dedicated to improving the quality of life for people below the poverty line. After ten minutes of the speaker’s pitch, I’d had enough and it had just started.

      On and on he droned, talking about how the poor people in the city, or “the unfortunate,” desperately needed the donations from “New York’s finest.” The irony of my entire situation ruined my appetite. I didn’t touch a bit of the salmon sashimi with olive lemon-mustard emulsion. When he began speaking about how there were people in the city going without phones or internet service, the “essentials,” I nearly choked on my mango parfait.

      “Puke,” I muttered.

      “What was that?” Logan asked, leaning in closer.

      “Sorry.” Damn you, champagne. “I meant to say that in my head.”

      Nolan must have heard me too because he chuckled. “You don’t approve of the message?”

      I scoffed. “You know what ‘the unfortunate’ need? Essentials. Real essentials. Enough food so they can eat three times a day, every day. They need enough quarters to go to the laundry mat every week. They need tampons, for Christ’s sake. What they don’t need are some rich people sitting in a ballroom feeling sorry for them because they don’t have internet or cable TV.”

      I ended my rant on a huff, then looked up from the spoon I’d been clutching in my fist. All eyes around the table were on me.

      “Thea.” Logan put his hand on my knee.

      Goddamn it. I knew this would happen. I knew I’d embarrass him. I didn’t belong here and I had no clue how to act or what to say.

      The sting of tears pricked my eyes, but I couldn’t cry in front of these people.

      “Excuse me,” I whispered, setting down my spoon.

      Before Logan could protest, I was out of my chair, walking as quickly as I could in my uncomfortable heels to the back of the ballroom. I slipped out the door, breathing a sigh of relief when the hallway was empty.

      “Don’t cry.” I looked up at the ceiling and took a long breath. Then another. When the sting in my nose eased, I clicked down the hall toward the restroom.

      I opened the door and hurried through the sitting room to the actual restroom. Then I picked the middle mirror and checked my face.

      Despite the sick feeling in my stomach, at least I looked pretty.

      Whoever my parents were, I owed them one bit of thanks. They’d given me thick hair and flawless skin. I didn’t have to wear much makeup, usually just eyeliner and mascara. And my hair had a natural sheen most women couldn’t pay for.

      Logan had offered to bring in a stylist for me tonight, but I’d opted to get ready myself. Charlie had sat on the counter in his bathroom, watching as I’d carefully applied eyeshadow, blush and lipstick. Then I’d straightened my hair into shining panels that hung down my back.

      And though I’d been in such a rush to pick this dress yesterday, it was gorgeous. The top had a simple, sleeveless cut with a crew neckline. It was covered with fine lace, giving it an elegant touch. Only the front had a strip of lace missing, running from the collar down my cleavage to right above my waist, making it sexy and a little badass.

      The full-length skirt flowed when I walked and had a long slit up the front. There were even hidden pockets for my lip gloss. It was made by some designer who made gowns for actresses going to award shows. This poor dress wouldn’t get much use, stuffed in the back of my closet in Lark Cove.

      I didn’t belong in this fancy dress or elegant bathroom. I might not be the right woman for Logan, but I was here for tonight. I was his for tonight.

      And I owed him an apology.

      I reapplied some lip gloss and fixed a misplaced strand of hair, then left the restroom. I opened the door to the hallway but stopped short.

      Logan was standing on the opposite wall, as handsome as ever in his tuxedo. This man could make bowties sexy.

      “Hi,” I sighed. “I’m sorry for embarrassing you.”

      He pushed off the wall, meeting me in the middle of the hallway. He came right into my space and wrapped me in his arms. “Baby, I’ve told you this before. You could never embarrass me.”

      “Were you not there? Everyone at your table was looking at me funny.”

      “They were looking at you because you said what we were all thinking. This gala is the biggest hypocritical joke we’ve all been to in years.”

      “No fucking way.” My voice echoed in the hall. “Sorry,” I winced. “Too many champagnes mean too many f-bombs.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, fucking way. Just ask Nolan. These people aren’t getting a dime from the Kendrick Foundation until they can prove it’s being used for the right things.”

      “Like tampons,” I blurted.

      He laughed again and nodded. “Like tampons.”

      “Thank you.” I fell back into his chest, holding him close. God, I am going to miss him. Every single day. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “Then stay.”

      “I can’t.”

      He pulled me off his chest, framing my face with both hands. “Why?”

      My eyes filled with tears. Why? I wasn’t ready for that question yet. I hadn’t figured out my answer. So I gave him the one I gave to Charlie when I didn’t want to explain myself. “Just because.”

      His eyebrows came together as he held my face, studying my eyes. Then the creases in his forehead went away. Gone. Poof. The worry was replaced with Logan’s signature look of confidence and determination. The same look he’d given me in my workshop when he’d asked me to come to New York and I’d said no.

      “We’ll talk about it again this weekend.”

      “Okay.” My answer would still be the same, but maybe I’d at least have an explanation figured out by then.

      “Come on.” He let go of my face and held out a hand. “The speaker is done and I want to dance with the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      I wasn’t going to miss him every single day, I’d miss him every single minute.

      Hand in hand, we went back to the ballroom, where a live band had set up next to the dance floor.

      I followed behind Logan as he weaved through the tables, nodding and saying hello as he passed clusters of people mingling. We’d almost made it to the dance floor when the ignorant speaker stepped in our path.

      “Logan, so good to see you. Did you enjoy the presentation?”

      “To be frank? No. I implore you to do some research before wasting my time or money for a table again.” Without another word, Logan pushed past the speaker and led me to the dance floor.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see the speaker rooted to his spot, staring stunned at Logan’s back. When I looked forward, I smiled. “Thanks for that.”

      Logan spun and swung me into his arms. “My pleasure.”

      We slowly swayed to the music for a few moments, settling into the mix of other couples dancing.

      “Do you want to talk about why you have such a passion for tampons?”

      I shook my head. “Let’s just say I know exactly what it’s like to be one of the unfortunate. Can we leave it at that?”

      “Thea—”

      “Please.” I leaned back to meet his gaze. “Please, Logan. I don’t want to talk about it tonight.”

      “Then when?” he asked.

      “Later.” Much, much later.

      He spun me in a circle, pulling me close to whisper in my ear. “I hate that I don’t know everything about you. I hate that I don’t know who your parents were or how you grew up. I hate that I don’t understand the relationship you have with Jackson. I hate that you don’t trust me enough to share.”

      “Oh, Logan.” I deflated into his chest. “It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s just the one topic I can’t talk about tonight in this fancy room. I’m doing my best to keep it all together and pretend I belong in this ballroom with you. If we drudge up all the garbage, I’ll never be able to pretend.”

      He stopped dancing. “You don’t have to pretend. You do belong.”

      I gave him a sad smile, not wanting to argue. “I trust you. But let’s leave my parents and childhood off the table.”

      “Okay,” he agreed, moving to the music again. “Then how about Jackson? Why are you two so close?”

      “We met in high school. His foster home was close to the place where I grew up. Neither of us had many friends or people we could rely on and I guess that just bonded us together. Since we didn’t have a real family, we made one up ourselves. He’s like a brother.”

      “Has it ever been more?”

      I smiled against his tuxedo jacket. “Never. That kiss you saw was the first time he’s ever kissed me anywhere other than the cheek. He loves me but not in a romantic way.”

      Logan’s frame relaxed and he twirled us around. Had I known that my relationship with Jackson had caused him worry, I would have explained it all in more detail weeks ago, like he had with his ex, Emmeline.

      “What about you?” I asked. “Should I be worried about seeing any of your exes here tonight?”

      “After Emmeline, I saw a woman briefly but that ended months ago. I had a girlfriend in college who is now happily married to a good friend. But that’s it. You’re all caught up.”

      I rested my cheek against his chest. “Good. And since I went on the mother of all dry spells between our escapades, you’re all caught up too.”

      “What?” He stopped moving. “Say that again.”

      “Say what again?”

      “That part about a dry spell between our escapades.”

      “Oh.” I blushed. This fancy ballroom probably wasn’t the place to announce to Logan that I hadn’t slept with anyone but him in the last six-something years. Goddamn you, champagne. “Well, there was you. Then I had Charlie and was kind of busy being a mom. Then there was you again.”

      “Damn it.” His face softened and he lifted a hand to cup my cheek. “I wish I had come back to that hotel sooner.”

      I stood on my toes, brushing my lips to his without a reply.

      A part of me wished that too, but the other was glad for how things had turned out. As much as I hated that he’d missed those years with Charlie, I couldn’t regret leaving for Montana.

      The band started a new song, this one faster than the one we’d been swaying to a moment ago, and a wave of panic hit me. I’d never danced like this before. The only dancing I’d done was at clubs or in my living room with Charlie. My high school hadn’t organized formal dances because so few of the students could afford to rent tuxes or buy dresses.

      “I don’t know how to dance to this,” I whispered.

      “But I do.” Logan pulled me closer. “Hold on to me and I’ll take it from there. Don’t let me go, Thea.”

      The passion in his voice and the intensity of his gaze nearly broke me.

      Because his plea had nothing to do with dancing.
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      Thea was shutting me out again. The glass dividing us from the driver in the limo might as well have been between our seats.

      She’d been acting off since last night. I was sure that something had happened yesterday, but I hadn’t had a chance to ask because I’d been so distracted by Charlie calling me Daddy. But whatever it was, something had spooked Thea. The gala hadn’t helped. She was more guarded now than she’d been in weeks.

      But I wasn’t letting her run away.

      We rode back to the penthouse in silence, but my thumb never stopped caressing her knuckles. As we rode the elevator upstairs, I kept her firmly tucked into my side with my arm around her shoulders, not letting her go until we crossed the threshold of the penthouse.

      “How was it?” Piper asked, getting up from the couch where she’d been reading.

      “Nice,” Thea said at the same time I muttered, “Ridiculous.”

      Thea looked up at me and grinned before turning back to Piper. “Okay. It was bad.”

      Piper shot me a smug look. “I knew it would be. The speaker is a douche. I told you not to go.”

      I sighed. “And I should have listened.”

      “He never listens to me, Thea.” Piper shoved an iPad in her backpack. “You’d think he would have learned by now since we’ve worked together for five years. But he still thinks he’s in charge.”

      I chuckled. “Now you’re starting to sound like Nolan. Don’t make me fire you.”

      “Ha! You wouldn’t make it two days.”

      She was right about that. Piper handled everything for me at the foundation, and I’d be lost without her. She made it possible for me to be a lawyer and a philanthropist without completely burning myself out. And I made sure to pay her enough so she’d never be tempted to leave for a higher wage. Hell, she made more than all but two of the vice presidents, not that they’d ever know.

      She might jest, but Piper was as down-to-earth as they got. She reminded me a bit of Thea that way. Piper and her husband were struggling at the moment, probably the reason she’d been so eager to watch Charlie tonight. She used every excuse these days not to go home. So if she needed evenings away to hang with my daughter, we’d let her babysit whenever she wanted.

      “Charlie was a dream tonight,” Piper told Thea as she shouldered her backpack, then whipped her chestnut hair into a topknot. “I love her so much. Come back soon so I can watch her again. I’ll make sure this guy,” she jerked a thumb my way, “plans something much better than a pretentious gala for you two.”

      “I, um . . .” Thea looked to her shoes, finding her fake smile. “Thank you. I’m so glad she was good and really appreciate you watching her.”

      Piper came over and hugged Thea, then gave me a mock salute. “Have a good weekend, boss.”

      Boss. “Jesus. Do you and Nolan sit around and practice filling ‘boss’ with as much sarcasm as possible?”

      She shrugged. “You’ll never know.”

      I grinned. That was a yes. “I had the doorman call you a car. It should be waiting.”

      “Thanks, Logan. Bye, Thea.” She waved and walked down the hall, letting herself out.

      As the door closed, Thea’s shoulders fell and she kicked off her shoes. “I’m just going to go check on Charlie.”

      I put a hand on the small of her back while the other loosened my bowtie. “I’ll come too.”

      “I like Piper,” Thea whispered as we ambled down the hall. “Nolan too.”

      “They’re the best. Because of them, I can stay involved at the foundation.”

      Thea cracked open Charlie’s door, peeking inside. Our daughter was sprawled out in her bed with her head and feet turned sideways from the pillows.

      “Wild,” I whispered. “Even in her sleep.”

      “She’s always slept like that.” Thea smiled as she carefully closed the door. “When she was three, she got in this bad habit of coming into my room at night. She’d stick her feet in my ribs, then completely pass out.”

      “I wish I could have seen that.”

      “Me too.”

      I kissed Thea on the forehead, then took her hand and led her to the stairs.

      I wanted to know all about the years I’d missed with Charlie, and the years Thea had spent in the city. She’d surprised me at the gala tonight when she’d gotten so upset by that speaker. She’d spoken with so much passion, it had to have come from experience. How was I going to learn more about her if she wouldn’t tell me? At this point, I was left to guess.

      The life she’d lived hadn’t been filled with luxury, that was obvious. But now I suspected it hadn’t held much love either.

      She’d never want for either again.

      We reached the top of the stairs and I pulled her into my arms. “You look beautiful tonight.”

      “Thank you.” She tugged at the lapels of my jacket. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      I kissed her nose, grazing my lips across her cheekbone to whisper in her ear. “I love this dress, but I think it would look nicer on the floor.”

      Her breath hitched. “Yeah?”

      I nuzzled into her hair, drawing in a long breath. Then I latched my mouth onto her throat, giving the skin underneath her ear a hard suck. “Yeah.”

      There was a lot we needed to talk about. We had issues to hammer out and a future to plan. But right now, I didn’t want to think about any of it. All I wanted was for Thea to know how much I loved her.

      If I couldn’t say it, I’d show her instead.

      Without letting her go, I backed us into my room, dragging down the zipper on the back of her dress. With it free, I slipped it off her shoulders and let the front fall loose. The moment her perfect tits were free and under my palms, my cock was rock hard.

      “What do you want?” I asked, kissing up and down her neck.

      “You. Naked.” Her hands gripped my lapels again, this time yanking them over my shoulders. Her needy breaths blew against my throat. Her fingers fumbled with a button on my shirt, but I trapped her hands.

      “No, Thea.” I held her gaze, letting her hands rest on my thundering heart. “What do you want?”

      She stared at me for a long moment, letting the meaning of my words echo in the room. When they sunk in—when she realized I wasn’t talking about sex—a tear pooled in the corner of her eye. “The impossible.”

      Nothing was impossible.

      Not for her.

      Not anymore.

      I swiped the tear with my thumb, then took her mouth, swallowing a cry that was part pain, part lust. Another tear fell, hitting my cheek, and I tore away from her mouth to kiss it away.

      “Don’t cry, baby,” I whispered. “It’s all going to be okay.”

      Once I got her and Charlie moved here for good and we were all officially Kendricks, there would be no more tears. She wouldn’t have to dread the good-byes, because we’d never be apart again. Tomorrow, after we got through dinner with my parents, we’d talk and put all her fears to rest.

      She nodded and sniffled, gripping my shirt by the collar. Then her sad eyes came to mine. “Make love to me, Logan. That’s what I want. Give me something to remember.”

      She’d just slammed the door to her heart right in my face.

      Why was she so quick to push me away? What about being here was so awful that she kept reminding me that she was leaving? Why wouldn’t she talk to me?

      I ran my hands up her bare back, tangling my fingers in her soft hair. I gripped it in my fist, tugging a bit so her head fell back. And then I slammed my mouth down on hers, pouring all of my frustration with this remarkable, bright and infuriating woman into our kiss.

      Thea met my ferocity full force, pulling so hard on my shirt that a couple of buttons popped off. Her tongue dove into my mouth, dueling with mine as her fingers pulled to free my shirt from my slacks.

      I stepped forward, pushing her farther into the room. With every step toward the bed, her dress slid farther down her body until it was pooled at our feet. She stepped out of it, kicking it aside, as I toed off my shoes. Never once did I break contact with her mouth or let go of her hair.

      The control I had over her body was just an illusion. We both knew exactly who was in charge tonight.

      Beneath my open shirt, her fingertips skimmed up my abs. When they reached my pecs, she dug her nails in at the same time she slid her tongue from my mouth and nipped my bottom lip.

      “Fuck,” I hissed, breaking free from her lips. “You drive me crazy.” Physically. Emotionally. She was the only person in the world who could wind me up this tight.

      She smiled against my mouth. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “This.” One minute she was standing, the next I’d gripped her by the hips and tossed her on the bed.

      She smiled as she bounced, her hair swaying behind her as she scooted toward the headboard.

      “Get those panties off,” I ordered as I stripped off my shirt. “Now.”

      She toyed with the hem, teasing me for a minute. But when I reached for the button on my pants and paused, daring her on, she wiggled them free and kicked them to the floor.

      Seeing her wet pussy nearly dropped me to the floor. I swallowed hard, sucking in some air through my nostrils as I tried to get my dick under control.

      Then I set the beast loose, shoving my pants and boxer briefs down to my ankles. When I stood, Thea’s eyes were locked on my straining erection. Her tongue darted out to lick her bottom lip.

      Fuck. I stepped up to the bed and shot out an arm, grabbing her by the ankle. With a fast tug, I pulled her toward me as I knelt on the mattress, using my other knee to spread her legs wide. Then with my fist around my pulsing cock, I lined up at her entrance and thrust home.

      Thea’s back arched off the bed as she cried out, her moans echoing up to the rafters. I stayed rooted, my eyes squeezed shut tight so I wouldn’t come. My hands dug into the blankets by Thea’s face as I fought to get control of my body.

      “Logan. Condom.”

      “One sec.” I nodded, still not opening my eyes. Being bare inside Thea, having nothing between us, was so goddamn amazing, I couldn’t give it up just yet.

      She was the only woman who had ever had me raw. Not even Emmeline could claim that. It had only ever been Thea. Tonight, and the one time in the shower when we’d made Charlie. How the hell had I forgotten about this? I should have demanded Thea get on birth control two weeks ago.

      “Birth control is priority one.” I opened my eyes and slid out of her tight heat.

      She whimpered at the loss, breathing hard as I reached for the nightstand to get a condom. I hated rolling it on, but I knew we weren’t—she wasn’t—ready for another kid yet. Maybe I could change her mind this weekend once we’d gotten everything else worked out.

      Because having another baby and being there from day one this time was about the only thing I really wanted in my life, other than to make Thea and Charlie happy.

      They were all that mattered.

      I came back to the bed, this time joining with Thea slowly, inch by inch. I rocked my hips into hers, building her up until her legs were trembling around me. The entire time, I worshiped her skin, dropping soft kisses across her neck and chest.

      “I’m—” Her gasp was followed by an explosion. Her inner walls squeezed me so hard, the control I’d been trying to maintain vanished.

      The tightening in my spine and balls was like a vise, forcing me to let go and come as she moaned into my neck. I was breathing so hard as I recovered I didn’t hear her moans turn to soft cries at first. Not until I felt a tear on my shoulder.

      I leaned back, pushing the hair off her face. She turned her head into the blankets, trying to hide, but I tipped her chin toward me so she had to look at me. “Baby, what is it? These tears are killing me.”

      “Sorry. It’s nothing.” She shook her head and sniffled, bringing up a hand to wipe her face. “I’m just emotional and I had too much champagne.”

      “Come here.” I wrapped one arm around her, holding her to my chest, as the other jerked down the blankets. Then I pulled out and lifted her farther into the bed. “Be right back.”

      I went to the bathroom and dealt with the condom, hurrying back to Thea’s side. With her back to my chest, I inhaled the lavender in her hair as I held her close. “It’s going to be okay.”

      She nodded, sniffling again. “I know.”

      Did she? Because there wasn’t a hint of confidence in her voice.

      She tried to roll away to her pillow, but my arms banded tighter. I never thought I’d miss her tiny bed at the cottage, but this week had proved me wrong. When we’d been in her bed, there had been no choice except for us to sleep cuddled together. But with the space of my massive king, we’d both drift in our sleep.

      Not tonight. Tonight, I didn’t want her going anywhere.

      The way she snuggled backward, relaxing in my arms, I thought she wanted that too.

      Except when I woke up the next morning, Thea was gone.

      I shot up in a panic, searching the bathroom and closet for her. Then I went downstairs, hoping she’d just gotten up early for coffee and breakfast. But when I didn’t find her there, I searched every other room.

      I finally found her, asleep in Charlie’s bed. Charlie’s feet were digging into her ribs and tears had dried on Thea’s cheeks.
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      “Daddy?”

      “Yeah, peanut?” I looked at Charlie in the rearview mirror, smiling just like I did every time she called me Daddy.

      “Are you going to come to my first day of school?”

      “I, uh . . .”

      My shoulders sagged. How the hell did I answer this question? I hoped she’d be going to school here, and in that case, I’d be taking her to school with Thea. I’d already had Sean make arrangements to get her enrolled at a small, private school a few blocks from the penthouse.

      But with the way Thea had acted last night and this morning, I wasn’t as confident she’d say yes to my proposal as I had been a few days ago. Which meant there was a slim chance Charlie would have to start school in Lark Cove, then transfer once Thea and I worked everything out.

      With school starting in two weeks, I couldn’t swing another trip to Lark Cove right now. One of my newest clients was restructuring their business over the next month and I had to be in town to participate in the discussions.

      Would I be able to take Charlie to school? Only if Thea said yes to moving and marrying me.

      “Are you?” Charlie asked again.

      “Honey,” Thea turned in her seat, “we are going home on Monday. Remember? Logan has to stay here for work. But he’ll come and visit us as soon as he can. Mommy and Gran will take you to your first day of school, just like we did last year.”

      “Oh.” Charlie’s disappointment darkened the car.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her. “I’d be there if I could.”

      Charlie nodded, then turned to look out her window.

      I focused back on the road with a frown.

      We were driving to my parents’ estate on Long Island. It had taken us an hour to get out of the city, but once we’d hit the Nassau County line, traffic had thinned. My white Land Rover, which spent most of its time in the garage at the penthouse, was free to zoom over the highway on our way to Oyster Bay.

      I reached across the console, taking Thea’s hand in mine. She laced our fingers together but didn’t look over. Her sunglasses remained pointed out her own side window.

      “Mommy, we didn’t get Uncle Jackson his meatballs.”

      “It’s okay,” Thea said to the glass. “We’ve got those other presents we bought for him and Gran.”

      “Meatballs?”

      Thea sighed. “When we were kids, Jackson and I used to get these meatball sandwiches from a place in our neighborhood. I went to get some the other day but it didn’t work out.”

      “Were they closed?”

      Thea shook her head without further explanation.

      “The lady was mean to Mommy.”

      My hand tightened over Thea’s. “What lady?”

      She shook her head. “Just someone I used to know. We used to be friends but had a falling out. I ran into her at Giovanni’s.”

      Giovanni’s. I made a mental note to check it out next week.

      “Can we stop for a sec?” Thea pointed to a gas station ahead. “I’d like a water and to use the restroom.”

      “Sure.” I let go of her hand, slowing to pull into the parking lot.

      Thea pulled up her purse from between her feet and dug through it for her wallet. Before she got it out, I had my money clip out and a hundred between my fingers. “Here.”

      “Thanks.” She took the money, giving me a small smile. “Would you guys like anything?”

      “Snacks!” Charlie and I said in unison, making us all laugh.

      “Okay. Water and snacks. Be right back.”

      She opened the door, setting her purse on the seat as she went inside. It fell open after she closed the door, spilling her phone on the leather.

      The screen was lit with a new email. I dismissed it, but then did a double take when I made out the word cunt.

      I grabbed the phone.

      

      From: anonymous743

      Subject: You’re nothing but a filthy cunt.

      

      What the fuck? Red coated my vision and I gripped the phone tight, stopping myself before I cracked the damn thing. Who would send that kind of email to Thea? Was it the first? Or had this been going on for a while?

      Alice’s face popped into my mind instantly. I could definitely see her doing something like this. Her maturity level was right on par with Sofia’s and it wouldn’t surprise me at all if Alice was behind this disgusting message.

      I set down Thea’s phone and pulled out my own, sending Sean a text.

      

      Me: Someone is sending Thea threatening emails. Find out who. Yesterday.

      

      He didn’t make me wait. He never did.

      

      Sean: On it.

      

      When it came to my assistants, I hired the best there was. Just like Piper, there was no one as good as Sean. He managed almost every aspect of my personal life including purchases, travel and even my security protocols. As a former hacker who’d once lived in his mother’s basement, he was now comfortable on the Upper West Side. Sean would have this asshole’s information to me tonight.

      A few years ago, a creep had been stalking Emmeline. Sean had tracked him down and arranged for him to get the message that she was completely off-limits. I’d been angry back then, pissed someone would want to stalk Emmeline. But having someone threaten Thea sent me into a blind rage. If not for Charlie in the back, I would have pounded my fists into the steering wheel.

      I was still seething by the time Thea came back to the car. She came in with a smile, but it vanished after one look at my face.

      “What?”

      I tossed over her phone. All the color in her face drained away before she even opened it up.

      “How long has that been going on?”

      She looked at her lap. “A couple weeks. It’s no big deal.”

      “He called you a c—” I stopped myself before I could cuss in front of Charlie. I took a calming breath, lowering my voice. “This is not okay. We’re going to talk about this later.”

      “Fine.” She nodded, her eyes turned down.

      I backed out of the parking lot and pulled back onto the highway. As much as I wanted answers this instant, I had to wait. Before we talked about those emails and before I got to the bottom of why she was acting so strangely this week, we had to get through the afternoon and evening with my parents.
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      Shit. Shit. Fucking shit.

      The last thing I wanted was for Logan to know about those emails.

      We had so many more important things to worry about than some asshole who wanted to send me messages. I was sure that in a few more days, they’d stop. And if they didn’t, I’d tell Jackson. If he thought there was cause to worry, then I’d go to the sheriff. After all, it wasn’t the first time a patron had called me names. I doubted it would be the last. There was always some drunk who thought cussing at a bartender was acceptable.

      I dismissed the email so I could put on my game face. We needed to be all smiles and laughs today for Logan’s family.

      God, this is hard. Knowing good-bye was right around the corner was miserable. I dreaded it but wanted to get it over with all at the same time.

      After Logan had fallen asleep last night, I’d fought hard not to cry again, but I’d lost the battle. So I’d escaped to Charlie’s room, where I could cry into her pillow without worrying she’d wake up.

      Logan hadn’t been happy when he’d found me there this morning, but he hadn’t been angry, just worried. He kept looking at me, checking on me and touching me. I’d give him small smiles, hoping to reassure him that I was fine.

      We both knew I wasn’t.

      On top of it all, I was nervous for Charlie. She was meeting new grandparents today, and when I’d explained to her over breakfast we’d be spending the weekend with Logan’s parents, she’d immediately gone quiet.

      She’d barely muttered anything as we’d packed our things and said good-bye to the penthouse. The three of us were staying at the Kendrick estate this weekend, then Monday morning, Charlie and I were flying home.

      “How much longer?” Charlie asked from her seat.

      “Just right down this road,” Logan said into the mirror. He smiled at her, then over at me, taking my hand in his.

      At this point, every touch was torture. I craved them, but they stung. Still, I didn’t let go of his fingers, forcing Logan to drive with one hand.

      He turned off the highway and down a road that wound past gate after gate. People didn’t get to just “pop in” around here. You made an appointment. You probably had to get a background check before they gave you a gate code to enter a property. Every home we passed got bigger and bigger until we reached the end of the road.

      “Whoa.” I was stealing Charlie’s word as Logan turned down a private drive. “Is this it?”

      “This is it.” Logan nodded, letting go of my hand to roll down the window as he approached the gate. An oval plaque engraved with KENDRICK was in the center of the iron bars.

      I looked over my shoulder to a wide-eyed Charlie. Her mouth fell open as we pulled through the gate and slowly made our way up an incline to the mansion.

      The grounds were enormous. Green grass and manicured shrubs sprawled on both sides of the drive leading to the estate. The cobblestone courtyard had enough room to fit at least ten cars, maybe more, even with the fountain in the center.

      “Is this where you grew up?” I asked Logan.

      “It sure is. We spent a lot of time in the city too, but this is where we lived most of the time and where I went to school.”

      I couldn’t imagine being a child in this place. Like everything else about our lives, it was the polar opposite of the orphanage.

      The gray stone exterior spoke to the home’s age, but it had been meticulously well kept. The many windows were large and sparkling in the afternoon sun. Their rich, cream trim matched the ornately carved scallops along the roofline.

      Logan parked and shut off the car. “Ready?”

      No. I nodded anyway, unbuckling my seatbelt as he went to the backseat to help Charlie out. He took her hand, leading the way to the front door.

      I smoothed down the front of my jeans, wishing I’d worn the dress I’d brought for dinner. Logan was in jeans too, but his were a dark wash. Mine were cuffed in a loose boyfriend cut. My white tennis shoes were new but totally inappropriate for a home that screamed high heels only. I straightened at the hem of my black cardigan, making sure it covered my white tee and that my bra wasn’t showing through.

      Charlie and I were wearing the same style today, except she had on her cap. I quickly swiped it off her head, earning a glare as I smoothed down her hair. “No hats inside.”

      That had never been a rule before.

      As Logan approached the front wooden door, it opened for him. The butler bowed—an actual bow—and waved us inside. “Mr. Kendrick.”

      “Hello, Phil. How are you today?” Logan asked as we passed over the threshold.

      “Very well, sir. Thank you. You are all set up in the guesthouse this weekend.”

      “Thank you.” Logan grinned down at Charlie, swinging her hand a bit. “Phil, I’d like you to meet my daughter, Charlie. And this is my girlfriend, Thea.”

      “Please to meet you, miss. Ma’am.” Phil smiled at us both, bowing again. “If that will be all, sir, I’ll take care of unpacking your belongings. Your parents have requested everyone meet in the east parlor for cocktails at five.”

      “Excellent. Thanks.” Logan nodded and off Phil went, snapping his fingers as he walked out the door. From nowhere, two other butlers appeared, each wearing khaki pants and a white button-up shirt that matched Phil’s.

      I followed Logan and Charlie farther inside, taking in the estate with its tall ceilings, gleaming wood and marble floors. Everything was pristine, from the crystal chandelier to the gold-framed artwork, likely worth millions. It was the most elaborate home I’d ever seen.

      “Would you like a quick tour?” Logan’s voice echoed in the foyer.

      Quick? Not likely. We could get lost in here. “Sure. That would be nice, wouldn’t it, Charlie?”

      She nodded, her eyes scanning all over as she tried to take it all in.

      We spent the next hour walking through the house where it seemed there were two of everything, formal and informal. Dining room. Sitting room. Parlors. Guest rooms. Bathrooms. Ten minutes into the tour and I was completely turned around. And the entire time, we didn’t see a single person.

      Finally, after winding our way back to the main floor, Logan led us outside to a back patio. Right in its center was an enormous pool complete with a diving board, attached hot tub and mosaic mermaid tiled into the bottom.

      “Mommy!” Charlie ran to the edge of the pool. “Can we go swimming?”

      “Maybe tomorrow. We have to get ready for dinner tonight.”

      “Oh.” She frowned, probably remembering that dinner meant another torturous dress. She shuffled back to Logan’s side just as a woman rushed out of the pool house, waving.

      “Logan!” Her dark hair was tied up in a bun, much like mine, and I was relieved to see she was wearing frayed denim shorts and a tank top. Without an introduction, I knew this was Logan’s sister.

      Just like I’d seen in the family picture at the penthouse, the resemblance between Charlie and Aubrey was even more uncanny in person. They had the same hair. The same nose. Even the same tilt of their upper lip.

      “Hi, Aubrey.” Logan smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “Good to see you. Meet Charlie and Thea.”

      Aubrey smiled at me first, then bent in front of Charlie and held out her hand. “Hi, Charlie. I’m your auntie Aubrey. Your dad has told me so much about you.”

      Logan nudged Charlie and she returned Aubrey’s shake hesitantly before hiding behind his leg.

      “We’ll get to know each other one of these days soon.” Aubrey winked at her, then stood again. This time she came right into my space for a tight hug. “Welcome. I’m so glad you’re both here.”

      “Um, me too.” I hugged her back, unsure what else to do. I’d been prepared for a thorough inspection, so her friendly gestures were taking me off guard. If all of Logan’s family was like this, I had nothing to fear for the weekend.

      “Well, I hate to say hello and run.” Aubrey glanced at her delicate gold watch. “But if I’m going to be ready for cocktail hour, I’d better get going. I need to change and return a couple of phone calls.”

      “We should probably do the same.” Logan kissed his sister’s cheek once more before she disappeared inside the house. “Come on.”

      He took Charlie and I each by a hand to lead us through a garden trail. At the edge of the garden, the path opened up to a huge lawn that stretched to a guesthouse set in a grove of trees at the edge of the estate.

      “Is that where we’re staying?” Charlie asked, wiggling free of his grip to run on the grass.

      “Yeah.” He let go of my hand and put his arm around my shoulder. “That is our spot for the weekend.”

      I leaned in close, tucking my hand into the back pocket of his jeans. “This place is incredible.”

      “It’s over the top but that’s Mom.”

      It was over the top but still beautiful. The guesthouse ahead matched the main house, but it was much smaller and less ostentatious. It even had a porch swing by the front door. The house resembled something you might see in the wealthier neighborhoods of Lark Cove.

      We walked along a paved path toward the guesthouse as Charlie ran ahead in the grass. She was making a beeline for the trees.

      “Charlie!” I shouted. “Don’t get too dirty!”

      “I won’t!” she called back over her shoulder.

      “She totally will.”

      Logan chuckled. “We’ve got time to clean her up.” He led me to the porch and toward the swing. “Come sit with me. We can let Charlie play for a little while.”

      “Okay.” I sank into the wooden seat by his side, letting him gently rock us back and forth. It was cooler today, so I leaned in close.

      “We need to talk.”

      I smiled. “You’re supposed to say that and then hand me a tequila shot. Remember?”

      “Sorry. I’m out of tequila at the moment.” He sighed. “Why didn’t you tell me about the emails? Or Giovanni’s?”

      I shrugged. “Neither is that big of a deal. I’m used to taking shit from people and letting it roll off.”

      “No, not anymore. You don’t take shit from anyone.”

      “I work at a bar, gorgeous.” I patted his stomach with my free hand. “It’s going to happen.”

      “Those emails are serious, Thea. We need to find out who is sending them. I won’t allow you to go back there if you’re in danger. You’ll have to stay here.”

      “Hold on.” I sat up straight, my temper rising. Those emails were not going to be his excuse to make me stay in New York. “Let’s not make this a bigger deal than it is, okay? So some asshole calls me a name or two. So some bitch thinks it’s funny to write whore on a napkin at the bar. It’s happened before, it will happen again. But just like always, it will blow over. I’m not in danger in Lark Cove. It’s my home, and I am going back.”

      His jaw clenched. “What. Napkin?”

      Shit. I hadn’t meant to let that slip in there. “It’s nothing. Totally unrelated.”

      At least, I hoped it was. There wasn’t someone in Lark Cove who could be doing all this, was there? I dismissed it immediately. I knew Lark Cove. I knew the people. This was not coming from someone local.

      “Sticking your head in the sand—”

      “Is not what I’m doing. If it keeps up, I’ll talk to the sheriff. Okay? But I’m sure they’ll stop and I don’t want to fight. Just let it go.” I stood off the porch swing, not wanting to deal with an overprotective Logan. “I’m going to go get ready for dinner.” But before I could retreat inside, he grabbed my hand.

      “If anything ever happened to you or Charlie, I’d be destroyed.”

      My anger evaporated. I stepped between his legs and put my hands on his face. “It’s just been one note from someone immature enough to think a nasty napkin was funny and a couple of mean emails to the bar’s account. I’m sure it’s just a guy I kicked out or something, and this is his way of getting revenge. Logan, nothing is going to happen to us.”

      He covered one of my hands with his, turning it to kiss my palm. “You don’t have any idea what you mean to me, do you?”

      Maybe I don’t.

      But I knew how much I loved him. It was enough to know that if we forced this—if I laid down an ultimatum for him to move or vice versa—we’d both end up miserable.

      “I better get ready.” I tried to pull my hand away, but he kept it pinned, holding my gaze for a few heartbeats, until finally letting me go.

      “I’ll bring Charlie in soon,” he said.

      I nodded, turning before he could see my quivering chin.

      With blurry eyes, I wandered through the guesthouse until I found the bedroom where Phil had brought our luggage. Alone and safe from being overheard, I collapsed on the bed, ruining the perfectly smoothed cream quilt. I dropped my head into my hands and let my shoulders fall.

      Was I making a mistake? No. Down to my bones, I knew going home was the right decision. Because unlike fairy tales, there was more to real happiness than just being with someone you loved.

      Loving yourself was just as important. So was finding a place where your soul was at peace.

      I let myself be sad for a few minutes, giving in to a few tears that ruined the makeup I’d applied this morning. Then I pushed off the bed and dragged my suitcase into the adjoining bathroom to get ready for dinner with Logan’s parents.

      I’d just finished zipping up my dress when Logan knocked on the door. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure.” I flipped the lock and opened it for him.

      “I just—” He stopped short, letting his eyes rake up and down my body. Then he stepped closer, resting his hands on my hips. “You’re beautiful.”

      “Thanks.” I ducked my head, having no confidence that I’d bought the right dress.

      It was a simple green shift, nicer than anything I owned at home. And while I appreciated Logan’s compliment, his family might not be as quick to approve.

      “You look nice too,” I said, touching a button on his shirt.

      He’d pulled on black slacks and an ivory button-up. His newly polished wingtips matched his camel belt.

      I hated this. Hated. I hadn’t hurt him yet, but I hated that it was coming. This handsome, charming and generous man deserved so much more than the heartache I’d leave him with come Monday.

      “Where’s Charlie?” I asked, swallowing down the urge to cry again.

      “I told her to get dressed, but she’ll probably need some help.”

      “Okay.” I stood on my toes for a soft brush of our lips just as Charlie’s frustrated scream carried down the hallway.

      I stepped past Logan, rushing to her room two doors down. “Hey. What’s the matter?”

      “I don’t want to wear this dress.” She balled up the light blue dress we’d bought and threw it on the floor. “Why can’t I wear my jeans?”

      “Sorry, honey.” I went to her side, picking up the dress. “We’re all going to dress up for dinner tonight.”

      “Don’t you like dresses, peanut?” Logan asked, leaning against her bedroom’s doorframe.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “No.”

      “Oh.” He came further into the room and sat on her bed. “I didn’t know that. Don’t girls usually like dresses?”

      When she glared at him, I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Not this girl.” I took Charlie’s chin. “But you can make it through one more dinner in a dress.”

      She turned her glare on me but stripped off her T-shirt.

      I slipped the dress over her head after she tugged off her jeans. Then I went to her suitcase and found her ballet flats. “Put these on and then let’s comb your hair.”

      Twenty minutes later, her hair was tamed under a thin headband and we were all back at the mansion.

      We followed Logan down a series of hallways until we reached a parlor filled with people.

      Elegant people.

      Aubrey was in the back corner. Her red dress was floor-length and nearly as fancy as the one I’d worn to the gala. Next to her was an older man who I guessed was Logan’s father. He was wearing a suit jacket and tie, drinking what was probably Macallan.

      “Logan, dear. You’re finally here.” A woman stood from a wingback chair in the corner, crossing the room in a teal lace dress and a champagne flute in her hand. Her brown hair was pulled back into a fancy twist, revealing strings of aqua jewels dangling from each ear. She kissed Logan on each cheek, then turned to me, her smile cooling as she looked me up and down.

      What I wouldn’t give to hide behind Logan.

      But I couldn’t because my daughter had already taken up that spot.

      “Thea, this is my mother, Lillian.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I smiled. “You have a beautiful home.”

      “It is.” She nodded, then peered around Logan to get a glimpse of Charlie.

      “Please come and say hello.” I touched her shoulder, but she didn’t budge. Come on, kid. Not tonight.

      “She’s just shy.” Logan laughed it off and stepped to the side, forcing Charlie into the open. Then he dropped to a knee at her side. “Charlie, this is my mom, Lillian.”

      Charlie’s brown eyes tipped up slightly to take in her grandmother.

      “Hello, Charlotte.” Lillian didn’t spare Charlie more than a glance before looking over her shoulder to her husband as he approached.

      Charlie cringed at her full name, but with Lillian backing away a few steps, I didn’t correct her.

      “Hello, son.” Logan’s father held out his hand as Logan stood. “Thea. Welcome. I’m Thomas.”

      “Thank you for having us.” I shook his hand as he gave me the same cautious inspection as his wife.

      “This must be Charlotte?” He gave her a small smile.

      “It’s Charlie,” Logan and I corrected at the same time.

      “Right. Well, come on in.” Thomas gestured for us all to join him at the small bar at the back of the room.

      “Hi, again.” Aubrey appeared at my side, giving me a reassuring smile, then winking at Charlie.

      With the hand not holding Logan’s, Charlie actually waved back.

      We followed Thomas to the back of the room where two other women were standing by the bar. One I recognized as Sofia from Logan’s family photo. She was wearing a strapless navy gown, just as formal as Aubrey’s, and much like her sister, she was beautiful. She didn’t look as much like Charlie, especially with all the makeup and her long hair dyed black, but the family resemblance was still there.

      I had no clue who the other guest was, but Logan knew her. His jaw ticked and he shot Sofia an angry glare as we reached the bar.

      “Sofia, what do you think you’re doing?” he snapped.

      “What do you mean? I’m just standing here talking to Alice. We’re allowed to bring friends here, aren’t we?”

      Alice pushed away from the bar at the mention of her name, strutting right up to Logan in a pink minidress and six-inch sequined heels. “Hey, stranger.”

      The way she purred made me want to vomit. I had no idea who she was, but by the sultry gleam in her eye, she was quite familiar with Logan. Could this be the woman he’d seen briefly after Emmeline? It had to be. Clearly, Alice hadn’t gotten the message that they were over.

      “Alice,” he clipped. “Meet Thea, my girlfriend. And my daughter, Charlie.” He gave Alice a tight smile before pushing past her to the bar.

      “What can I get for you?” Thomas asked, taking up post behind the bar.

      “She should make the drinks,” Alice snickered, returning to her place next to Sofia. “She’s the bartender.”

      Ohh-kay. I’d never heard my occupation said with such condemnation.

      As she and Sofia giggled like eighth graders, I looked up at Logan.

      “Alice,” he warned.

      “What?” She pretended to be clueless. “Isn’t she a bartender? That’s what Sofia said. I was just thinking if she knows how to make good drinks, we should let her.”

      “Don’t—”

      “No, it’s fine.” I cut Logan off and gave both Alice and Sofia a sugar-sweet smile. “What do you like?”

      Logan tried to grab my hand, but he was too slow. I made my way around the bar and stood at Thomas’s side.

      “A cosmopolitan.” Alice smirked. “You know what that is, right?”

      “Of course.” I was going to make this bitch the best cosmo she’d ever had in her life.

      “Thea, put that glass down.”

      I shot Logan a shut-up look and went about making the cocktail. “Aubrey? Sofia? Would you like one?”

      “Sure. That’s so sweet of you.” Aubrey came behind the bar, making her allegiance clear. “Dad does his best, but he’s never mastered the cosmo. Sorry, Dad.”

      Thomas chuckled. “I’m better at making Logan drinks than I ever was you girls.”

      It took me no time to fill three martini glasses, then pour a Macallan for Logan. As I handed him a tumbler, I smiled at his mother. “Mrs. Kendrick? More champagne?”

      “No.” She raised her champagne flute to her lips, finishing the glass.

      I looked down at Charlie and smiled. She knew something was wrong, but it was too big for her to comprehend. “Want a Jackson Special?”

      “Yeah.” She grinned and left Logan’s side to come behind the bar.

      I picked her up to sit on the edge as I made her the mocktail her Uncle Jackson had invented when she was four. It was basically a Shirley Temple but he’d splash in some orange juice and double the cherries.

      “Both hands. Be extra careful not to spill.” I set her down and handed her the glass.

      The cream carpets wouldn’t recover from a Jackson Special, at least not without a lot of trouble. Since I knew Lillian didn’t do the cleaning, I didn’t want to cause any hassle for their staff.

      “I’ll make yours.” Logan came behind the bar, setting down his tumbler and practically knocking me out of the way.

      Meanwhile, Alice and Sofia had retreated back a few feet to whisper to one another, probably about me.

      “What would you like?” Logan asked.

      “Vodka and soda with a twist, please.”

      After all, vodka was for the particularly bad nights.
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      The cocktail hour was the longest hour of my life.

      As Charlie and I huddled together, sipping our drinks, conversation with the Kendricks carried on as if we weren’t here. I flip-flopped between listening to the business conversations between Aubrey, Logan and Thomas, then to Alice and Sofia gossiping about their friends. Meanwhile, Lillian stood quietly, watching me with a careful eye.

      Charlie had traded Logan’s legs for mine, leaning against me as she kept her eyes on the floor. I hated that she was so uncomfortable, and I was pissed that her grandparents hadn’t tried at all to get to know her. It made my own misery even more difficult to bear.

      “Am I late?” The conversation stopped as an elderly woman waltzed into the parlor, then answered her own question. “Of course not. Granny is never late. You’re all early.”

      She crossed the room wearing cream slacks and a matching sweater. She was dripping in gold and diamonds, but the fact that she wasn’t in an evening gown made me feel much more comfortable about my own attire.

      She paid no attention to anyone other than Charlie as she came our way with a warm smile. Her eyes flickered to me briefly but went right back to my daughter as she bent at the waist and held out a hand.

      “You must be my most special great-granddaughter, Charlie. My name is Joan, but everyone calls me Granny.”

      Charlie looked past her to Logan, who gave her a smile and nod. With a hesitant step, she moved closer to Joan to return the handshake.

      “Now.” Joan stood up, not letting go of Charlie’s hand as she walked toward the door. “You’re going to want to sit with me at dinner. The cook knows to skip the vegetables on my plate, give me twice the potatoes and three times the dessert. I requested his special french fries tonight so we can pig out.”

      When Charlie giggled, I let out a huge sigh.

      Joan had the same presence as Logan and his father did. They shared an air of confidence and command. But Joan’s was warmer. And she still hadn’t acknowledged anyone else in her family because she was so focused on my daughter.

      Logan chuckled as he came to my side, placing his hand on the small of my back as we left the parlor. “Watch out. Granny might try and kidnap her.”

      “I don’t think Charlie would mind.”

      Ahead of us, Granny was hunched to the side, listening as Charlie told her about something, most likely her fort.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Logan’s parents behind us. Lillian and Thomas were both watching me. Behind them, Aubrey was rolling her eyes at Alice and Sofia, who were still giggling.

      “I’m sorry,” Logan whispered as we walked. “I had no idea Alice would be here.”

      “Ex-girlfriend?”

      “She was never my girlfriend, just a mistake from months ago. But we dated and she’s become friends with Sofia. I’m sorry.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. Let’s just get through dinner.” Then we could escape back to the guesthouse and hide.

      We all entered the dining room and took our seats. Charlie and Joan were talking about soccer. Thomas was engrossed with his phone, occasionally asking Aubrey if she’d seen this or that email. And the rest of us sat quietly and ate the first course, a simple salad.

      “So Thea,” Aubrey said from her seat across the table as the main course was served. “Logan says you’re a professional artist.”

      I shook my head and swallowed my own fry. “No. It’s just a hobby.”

      “She’s incredible.” Logan leaned past me to look at Joan. “I’ll send you some pictures of her work. I think you’d like some things for your collection.”

      “Pass those on to me too.” Aubrey smiled at me. “What style of art do you do? Impressionism? Contemporary? Realism?”

      “Um, modern, I guess?” I had no clue how to classify my art. Was trash a style?

      “Modern!” Aubrey cheered. “Oh, I love modern. Tell me about your process.”

      I shoved a bite in my mouth, chewing to buy myself some time. Aubrey meant well, but her questions made me feel even more like an imposter. She probably thought I was some kind of starving artist, forced to work at a bar until my art career bloomed. In reality, I loved my job at the bar and had no desire to become a full-time artist.

      “Mommy, can I have some ketchup?”

      “Sure, honey.” I scrambled for the glass bottle, hoping it would be a segue into a conversation as far away from my garbage art as possible.

      Luckily, by the time I plopped a blob onto Charlie’s plate, Thomas had stolen Aubrey’s attention again to discuss something about work.

      “Logan, have you given any thought to enrolling Charlotte at Rotherchild Academy?” Lillian asked from the foot of the table.

      “It’s Charlie,” Logan and I both corrected in unison. “And no, Mom. I haven’t thought about Rothchild. She’s not going to school all the way out here.”

      “Then what about Fairlane?” Lillian asked. “It’s closer to the penthouse if you’ll be staying in the city.”

      “We’ll see,” he said. “Let’s talk about it later.”

      I gaped at Logan. Had he actually considered putting Charlie in some New York academy after I’d specifically told him I wanted her to go to school in Montana?

      “Charlie goes to school in Lark Cove,” I announced. “She won’t be going to any academy.”

      Logan ran a hand through his hair and turned in his seat. “That’s not what I meant.”

      I threw his words right back in his face. “Let’s talk about it later.”

      “Charlotte is a lovely name.” Lillian forked a piece of roast tenderloin, cutting it into a delicate bite. “Don’t you think, Sofia?”

      “Lovely,” Sofia agreed. “Much more fitting for the family than Charlie.”

      Lillian nodded. “I’d really love to call her Charlotte. Would that be all right?”

      I looked down at Charlie to see her frown.

      Obviously, I loved the name Charlotte. I’d picked it out because it had sounded classy, like something Logan’s daughter would be named. It was a name I would have picked for myself. So I’d been upset the day Charlie had come home from camp and declared she was no longer Charlotte.

      But my frustration hadn’t lasted long. Hazel had told me about a boy who’d come to the camp. His name was Ray, he had muscular dystrophy, and my little girl had bonded with him instantly. Ray was confined to a wheelchair and since he couldn’t get down and play in the dirt, Charlie had brought the dirt to him. She’d found him sticks and rocks and pinecones. From what Hazel had said, that boy had had an incredible camp experience simply because of my daughter.

      Ray had nicknamed her Charlie.

      So if that name was special to her, then she could go by it whenever she wanted. And I’d be happy to enforce it with Logan’s mother.

      “I’m sorry, Lillian. No. Charlie prefers her nickname and she’s old enough to make that decision.”

      Lillian’s eyes went wide, surprised that I’d deny her. She opened her mouth to protest, but before she could, Logan intervened. “Enough, Mom. It’s Charlie. End of discussion.”

      “Shall we change the subject?” Joan offered. “Thea, remind me what you do in Montana.”

      “I manage a local bar and restaurant.”

      God, just saying it out loud sounded pathetic. How was it that in one dinner, these people had taken away something I’d always been proud of?

      Well, forget that. I wasn’t going to be ashamed that I made a living serving drinks. The waiters coming in and out of the dining room tonight had nothing to be ashamed of and neither did I.

      “The bar has been in my family for years.”

      “Your family?” Thomas asked, tuning into the conversation. “What family?”

      My head whipped to his end of the table. His expression was knotted in confusion—Thomas knew I didn’t have family. Because he’d looked into me. He probably knew more about my heritage than I did.

      Did Logan? Had he had one of his assistants dig into my past too? He’d been so patient and understanding, letting me dodge the subject of my childhood. But maybe that was because he’d already learned everything there was to know.

      I couldn’t confront him about it now, not with his father’s question hanging in the air.

      What family?

      “My family.” Hazel and Jackson might not share my DNA, but they were my family.

      “So you run a bar.” Alice polished off her third glass of wine. The waiters had been refilling it constantly. “No wonder you jumped all over the chance to trap Logan.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Alice,” Logan shot across the table, “one more word and I’ll have you escorted out.”

      Sofia shushed her, scooting her water glass closer, but even Logan’s threat didn’t stop her loose tongue.

      “Oh, Logan. Don’t you see this is all just a trick? She’s obviously a gold digger. Are you sure this kid is even yours? I mean, look at her.” She flung out a hand, nearly knocking over her water as she snickered. “The least you could do is cut her hair if you wanted to pass her off as his kid. She’s like a wild little animal.”

      Bitch.

      Charlie’s entire body flinched and I instantly took her hand.

      The waves of anger coming off Logan crashed into my shoulder. “Get her out of my sight.”

      From nowhere, Phil the butler appeared along with one of his helpers. It took them all of twenty seconds to hoist drunk Alice out of her seat and away from the dining room. Her protests echoed down the hall for a moment until they stopped with the sound of a slammed door.

      “What were you thinking, inviting her here?” Logan snapped at Sofia. “Why would you do that?”

      “I just wanted to have a friend over.” Sofia huffed. “This is my house too.”

      “Your taste in friends is worse than it is in husbands.”

      Sofia gasped. “Alice had a point. How do you know she’s not just out for our money?”

      The look on Sofia’s face was full of regret as the words filled the room, but it was too late. She’d said them and Logan was not going to be forgiving.

      I almost felt bad for her.

      The glare Logan sent his sister gave me chills. “Say one more word and I’ll revoke your ability to withdraw from your trust fund. Maybe if you went with a little less from now on, you’d be more respectful of the people in this room.”

      “What?” Sofia screamed, shooting up from her chair, teetering to the side from her own cosmo buzz. “You can’t do that! Dad is in charge of the trust funds.”

      “Not anymore.”

      She held his gaze, her face paling when he didn’t falter. She spun to Thomas. “Daddy?”

      Thomas frowned, but before he could intervene, Aubrey spoke up. “Is this true?” she asked, looking just as stunned as Sofia.

      Thomas nodded, his serious demeanor not cracking a bit. “Logan will be taking over some of the family responsibilities. Overseeing the trust funds is part of that. Until your funds are released, he’ll be approving your withdrawals.”

      Or not approving their withdrawals.

      “But I don’t get my money for another three years!” Sofia shrieked, now looking to her mother for help. “Mom?”

      Lillian’s mouth was slightly open. “Logan, you can’t be serious.”

      He didn’t respond to his mom. He just kept glaring at Sofia.

      “Why are we just learning about this?” Aubrey asked Thomas. “I work with you every day, but you couldn’t bother telling me that my brother is now in charge of my personal finances?”

      “Don’t be dramatic, Aubrey.” Thomas waved her off. “We transferred it over just last week. Besides, you haven’t taken a disbursement in years. We all know you’re living off your salary. Or are you saying that I’m not paying you enough?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Then what is the point?” he fired back. “This was a decision that I made, and I don’t require your approval. Don’t forget your place.”

      “My place? I thought I was your daughter and colleague but apparently I’m just another employee.” Aubrey shot out of her chair and started yelling at her father about all the work she put into their company. Meanwhile, Sofia ran to Lillian’s side, sobbing as she cursed at Logan.

      The room was chaos. Even the waitstaff had disappeared.

      This was no place for my daughter.

      I kept Charlie’s hand and stood from my chair. Logan grabbed for me, but I slid free. With a nod to Joan as she mouthed, Sorry, I took my daughter straight out of the room.

      We wasted no time escaping the dining room or the house. I opened the first door that led to the patio, breathing in the freedom of the night air.

      I swung Charlie’s hand at my side as we walked down the pathway to the guesthouse. “That wasn’t much fun, was it?”

      “No.” She scuffled her feet. “They didn’t like me.”

      When I heard her sniffle, I stopped and bent in front of her, catching a tear with my thumb, holding back tears of my own.

      “I love you, Charlie. Just the way you are. Who cares what those mean people think?”

      She sniffled, wiping her nose with the back of her free hand. “Do I have to cut my hair?”

      I pulled out her headband, setting her brown strands free. There was nothing wrong with her hair. It was thick and soft and hung long down her back. Millions of little girls would love to have her hair.

      “Of course not.”

      “Good,” she whispered. “Can we go home now, Mommy?”

      “Pretty soon. We’re almost done with this place.” I stood back up and kicked off my nude heels. “Let’s forget about dinner and have fun. Take off your shoes.”

      “Why?” she asked as she kicked them off.

      “Because we’re going to have a race. Guess what I saw in the freezer earlier when I was poking around?”

      She handed me her shoes. “What?”

      “Ice cream. The first person back to the house gets to pick the flavor.”

      Without a moment’s hesitation, she shot off the path, running as fast as she could through the grass. I laughed and did the same. She was giggling as she ran, looking over her shoulder to make sure I wasn’t too close.

      Her precious smile lit up her face.

      Logan had asked me what I wanted last night. It was simple: a happy child.

      I loved that Charlie was wild. I loved that she ran free. New York and Logan’s family might kill her untamed spirit. I couldn’t risk her suffocating here.

      So I was taking her home.
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      Sitting at the dining room table, I’d never been so disappointed in my family. This dinner seemed more like a nightmare than reality. I’d wanted to follow Thea and Charlie out the door, but there were things to be dealt with here first.

      Sofia had finally calmed down after her outburst. She was sitting back in her chair, sniffling like a toddler in timeout. Aubrey was fuming in her seat, throwing glares at Dad. Clearly, things at Kendrick Enterprises were not going as smoothly as I’d thought given Aubrey’s overreaction. I’d have to discuss it with her later, but for now, I needed to right things for Thea and Charlie.

      “What is wrong with you?” I asked the room. “How could you treat them that way? That is my child and the woman I’m going to marry.”

      “Marry?” Mom asked. “You can’t be serious. You hardly know her, Logan. She’s—”

      “She’s what?” I cut her off. “Kind. Talented. Loving. Beautiful. Are those not desirable traits these days?”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Mom sighed. “She’s . . . she’s come out of nowhere. How can we be sure she isn’t trying to manipulate you?”

      Granny scoffed. “Please, Lillian. Thea isn’t trying to manipulate anyone. You’re just being paranoid.”

      “I’m just looking out for my son,” Mom told her. “And I have a right to be paranoid. Let’s be honest here. My children don’t have the best taste in romantic partners.”

      We all looked at Sofia, who sank deeper into her seat.

      “This entire thing is suspicious,” Mom said. “You went to Montana for a business meeting and found a long-lost child. Then she refused to give you a paternity test—”

      “No, I refused.”

      “Because she’s convinced you that the girl is yours. You’ve obviously fallen in love with them both, but Logan, that’s the problem. Love has made you blind. How do we know that this all isn’t a trap if she won’t give you proof that Charlotte is your child?”

      “Charlie.” I fisted my hands on the table, trying to keep my cool. “Her name is Charlie. And she is, without a doubt, my child. I won’t hear another thing about it. Understand? Do not mention the words ‘paternity test’ to me ever again.”

      “But—”

      “Logan,” Dad stopped Mom’s rebuttal, “your mother has a point.”

      “Does she?” I clipped. “Because to me, it seems like Thea and Charlie had to pay the price tonight for Sofia’s poor choice in husbands.”

      “We’re just—”

      “Looking out for me?” I finished Dad’s sentence. “I don’t need you to look out for me. What I do need is for you to be supportive of the choices I make, right or wrong. I need you to embrace my daughter and welcome her into this family, because whether or not you want to accept it, she is a part of this family. Thea will be too.”

      I stood from the table. “Now if you’ll excuse me. I need to go find my daughter. She deserves an explanation for dinner, though I’m not quite sure how to explain to a six-year-old that her grandparents don’t like her because they think her mother’s a gold digger.”

      “Logan, I . . .” Mom’s shoulders drooped.

      Her actions stemmed from love. I knew that. But it didn’t change the fact that she’d crossed the line tonight.

      “Charlie’s not a pawn in some manipulative game, Mom. She’s a little girl. My little girl. And she’s your granddaughter. Maybe tomorrow you could try not to be so cold and indifferent?”

      Her face paled as she nodded.

      “Good night.” I tossed my napkin on my unfinished meal, then I turned for the door and marched down the hall. I only made it a few feet before Dad called my name.

      “Logan, we need to talk.”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Just give me five minutes before you run off. Please.”

      I sighed and turned, following him down a few doors to his office. As much as I wanted to get the hell out of this house, I needed to get this over with and hear whatever he had to say.

      We entered the office and Dad went straight for his mahogany desk. This was the one room in the house that Mom wasn’t allowed to redecorate every few years, so it was the same as it had been when I was a kid.

      There were dark bookshelves on every wall. A liquor cart sat in the corner. His desk rested on a Persian rug in the middle of the room. A leather couch faced a gas fireplace. The smell of his last Cuban cigar lingered in the air. Every time I walked into his office, it brought back memories of me doing my homework on the couch while he worked every evening.

      Dad had always worked, and until tonight, I hadn’t thought anything of it. As kids, if we’d wanted to spend time with him, it was in this room.

      Was that how Charlie had felt this last week? I’d brought her and Thea here for a vacation but had basically abandoned them in favor of work. Did they feel like second place to my job?

      Shit. Was I becoming my father? I loved the man. I admired him. But he wasn’t the type of dad to coach soccer games, read bedtime stories or play in forts. If I wanted all of that with Charlie, things had to change.

      I had to cut back at work.

      “I need to check on Thea and Charlie,” I told him.

      “This won’t take long.” He slid a file folder to the edge of his desk, then ran a hand through his hair. It was a habit I’d also picked up from him long ago. Granny had always told me that when I did it, I looked just like Dad. “Read that.”

      I picked it up, opening it to a large photo of Thea working at the bar. What the hell? “Where did you get this?”

      “I hired an investigator to look into Thea.”

      “You’re kidding me.” The corner of the cover’s folder crumpled in my fist. “Why? Isn’t it enough that I trust her?”

      “Logan, be reasonable. Your mother wasn’t entirely wrong earlier. You don’t know this woman.”

      “But you do?” I held up the file. “I’m not looking at this.” I tossed the folder on the desk. I trusted Thea to tell me about her past when she was ready.

      “Then I’ll tell you what it says.” I turned to leave, but his words stopped me. “She was dumped as a newborn. Did you know that? She was found in a Dumpster in Harlem, strung out on heroin. According to the notes in her hospital records, she went weeks without a name because they didn’t think she was going to live. I guess one of the nurses finally named her.”

      My dinner almost came up, but I swallowed it down and let Dad continue. I should walk away. I should leave this for Thea to explain. But I couldn’t move my feet.

      “She grew up in an orphanage in Brooklyn. From what the investigator could tell, that place should never have been left open. But it looks like the director had some sort of connection with the city to keep her funding. From what he could dig up, he thinks most of the money she got went into her own pocket.”

      Dad came around the desk, swiping up the folder as he approached. He rifled through it and held out a picture.

      I took it from his hands, finding Thea immediately in a group of ten young children. She was the smallest, probably close to Charlie’s age, and standing on the concrete steps of an old brick building. Her pants were three inches too short. Her shirt was too small. And damn she was thin. So thin it made me want to scream.

      A large woman, the director most likely, was standing off to the side. Her smile was wide while the kids were all forcing it.

      Thea had learned that fake smile much too young.

      “The director kept about ten kids on average in that orphanage. I’m guessing that was done strategically. Enough kids to keep the place open, not so many to take away from her own profits. She let some turnover happen, just so she could say she was trying to get kids adopted. Not too much though. The investigator found out that three different families tried to adopt Thea when she was a baby. Each time their applications were denied.”

      The temptation was too much and I yanked the file from Dad’s hands. He stood by watching as I thumbed through grainy pictures, school records and notes from the investigator.

      As the pictures progressed, there were fewer and fewer children in them. Except for Thea’s face, consistent in them all. “Was she by herself?”

      Dad nodded. “We’re not sure, but I suspect the director made some sort of arrangement to keep the orphanage open until all the kids turned eighteen. They probably didn’t want to uproot the kids who’d lived there all their lives. Thea was the youngest, so it closed down after she graduated. She lived there alone for about a year.”

      I stared at the last picture in front of the orphanage. Only Thea, the director and Hazel were pictured on the steps. “Was Hazel in on it?”

      “The cook? No.”

      My shoulders sagged. I wouldn’t have been able to tell Thea if Hazel had betrayed her. I wouldn’t have had the guts to take Charlie’s gran away from her.

      “You’re sure?”

      He nodded. “We suspect she was the one to file a few of the anonymous complaints about the director.”

      Anonymous. Hazel had probably been too nervous about losing her job and access to the kids to file with her name on them.

      “When the complaints didn’t go anywhere, she started using her personal funds to supplement the food budget. Hazel’s parents wired her money for years. The money stopped the day Thea turned eighteen and left the orphanage.”

      I went back to the file, thumbing through the rest. There wasn’t much. Just a picture of a seedy apartment complex where Thea had moved after the orphanage. Another of the outside of the hotel where we’d met. All landmarks that gave me a glimpse into the life she’d led before.

      She was too good for it all.

      I handed Dad back the file before I could rip it in half. “You had your investigator go deep.”

      “He always does. Hell, I doubt Thea even knows some of the things in his report. She’s probably never seen her hospital records.”

      She probably didn’t know how close she’d been to death. Hazel had been right the first day I’d met her. Thea had been fighting her whole life.

      “What do you want me to do with all this, Dad? It doesn’t change anything.” I looked him in the eye. “I love her.”

      “I know.” He nodded. “I admire Thea for making something of her life. Over half the other kids in this picture are strung out on drugs, in jail or dead. But before you decide to marry her, ask yourself if that’s right for her. It seems to me she worked hard to get away from her old life. Will she be happy coming back here for yours?”

      “She could be.” I could make her happy here.

      “Maybe. But if not, what then? You two get divorced and she takes Charlie back to Montana. Where does that leave you?”

      In the same place I was now—two thousand miles away from my daughter. “I could leave New York.”

      It wasn’t the first time the idea had crossed my mind, but it was the first time I’d said it out loud. The words tasted bitter and my stomach churned.

      “Not an option,” Dad declared. “You can’t abandon your responsibilities to this family. Before too long, I’m handing everything over to you and Aubrey.”

      I’d always known his position at the head of the Kendrick family would one day be mine. And though Aubrey might run the business side of things, we all knew I was the one who’d fill Dad’s shoes as leader.

      I’d be the one to solve problems or family disputes. I’d oversee the foundation. I’d ensure all of the Kendricks got their fair share. Aubrey would manage the business. I’d get everything else.

      Dad was right. Leaving New York wasn’t an option. I couldn’t just quit my job at the firm; partners were owners too. Plus, I couldn’t shirk my responsibilities with the family.

      “Is this all? I need to get back to Thea and Charlie.” The urge to convince Thea to move was stronger than ever. When Dad nodded, I started for the door.

      “Oh, and Logan?” he called, causing me to pause and glance back. “I’m sorry about tonight. Your mother and I will do better tomorrow.”

      “I’d appreciate that.” I turned again but stopped as Sofia hurried into the office.

      “Logan?” Her eyes were puffy from crying. Her shoulders were hunched forward and her eyes downtrodden. It was the innocent, “poor me” look she’d perfected by thirteen. “Did you really mean it when you said you’d take away my money?”

      No. But I was still pissed she’d brought Alice up here just to cause drama, so I wasn’t going to tell her that tonight. “You went too far.”

      She sniffled. “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you? You and your friend condemned Thea because of her profession. Ironic, considering you’ve never had one. Maybe if you actually had to get a job, you’d appreciate the money you were born into.”

      Something I’d make sure Charlie knew was a privilege, not a right. My daughter would value the trust fund I’d set up for her weeks ago. Though, I doubted I’d be the one to teach her that lesson. Thea would do a better job than I ever could. After all, she actually knew what it was like to go without.

      “You’re serious?” Sofia’s jaw dropped. “You’d really cut me off?”

      I shrugged. “I guess that depends on you. Grow up, Sofia.”

      With that parting shot, I left her standing with her mouth agape in the office and darted down the hall. I opened the back door to the patio, finally escaping the house, but was stopped short when I spotted Granny sitting on a rocking bench by the pool.

      “I figured you’d be long gone by now to escape the drama.”

      She smiled and patted the seat next to her. “I’ll be off soon enough.”

      Granny lived just down the road in a house slightly smaller than ours. As kids, Aubrey, Sofia and I had spent our time alternating between her pool and our own each summer.

      “So, dinner was interesting.”

      She laughed. “It always is.”

      “I’m not sure what to do here, Granny.”

      “What do I always tell you when you’re stuck?”

      “To sally forth.”

      Except pushing harder didn’t feel right. Not this time. It would be like forcing together two puzzle pieces that had never been meant to fit.

      “I can’t lose them. I refuse to lose them.”

      There had to be a way to have it all. Somehow, I had to find a way to keep my job and uphold my family responsibilities while having Thea and Charlie by my side.

      Granny patted my knee without another word of advice, then stood. “Come and visit me tomorrow. Bring my little Charlie and Thea along too.”

      “I will.” I stood too to kiss her cheek and say good night.

      After she disappeared inside, I jogged down to the guesthouse. According to the wall clock in the entryway, it was still early, only eight, but all the lights were off except one over the stove in the kitchen. I went straight down the hall toward the bedrooms, hoping Charlie wasn’t already asleep.

      I grinned at the light glowing from underneath her door. I reached for the knob but stopped when I heard Charlie and Thea giggling. I leaned in closer, savoring the sound.

      “What else should we do when we get home?” Thea asked.

      “Let’s go fishing with Uncle Jackson.”

      “Oooh. Good idea. It’s my turn to catch the biggest fish.”

      Charlie laughed. “Nuh-uh. You caught the biggest one last time. It’s my turn.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” Thea was smiling. I heard it in her voice. “Well, then I guess it can be your turn. What else?”

      “Hmmm, I don’t know.”

      “How about we do something special with Gran? I bet she’s missed us almost as much as we’ve missed her.”

      “Yeah!” Charlie cheered. “We should go to our special waterfall.”

      “Definitely. We’ll pack a picnic and make it a whole afternoon. Then we can tell Gran all about our trip.”

      Charlie giggled. “I’m going to tell her it always smells like poop.”

      Ironic that my daughter would think New York smelled bad when I’d told Nolan the same thing about Montana.

      When she stopped laughing, the bed moved and Charlie yawned. “I can’t wait to go home.”

      “You and me both, my love,” Thea whispered. “You and me both.”

      The pain in my chest was staggering. I backed away from the door, leaning against the wall and sinking down to sit on the carpet. This dread was achingly familiar. It was the same one I’d felt when Emmeline had decided to move, except this time, it was a hundred times worse.

      The woman I loved—the love of my life—was leaving me for Montana. She was taking my daughter with her, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it.

      All along, I’d believed that we could make this work. I’d believed that I could convince them to move. But as I listened to Thea and Charlie talk about going home, my beliefs slipped into the night.

      Because I knew, deep down, the right thing to do was to let them go where they would be happiest.
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      I closed the door to Charlie’s room and almost screamed when I saw Logan sitting outside it. My hand flew to my pounding heart. “Oh my god, you scared me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      He shook his head, staring at the floor. “Just listening. Is she asleep?”

      “Yeah. She’s exhausted. It’s been a long week.” I held out a hand to help him up.

      He took it, standing quickly and yanking me into his arms. We stood there for a few minutes, clinging to the other in the dark hallway. Finally, he broke away and took my hand, leading me to our bedroom. Logan flipped on the light, then ran a hand through his hair as he sat on the end of the bed.

      I crossed the room and plopped next to him, our hunched shoulders touching.

      “I’m sorry, baby. I never would have brought you here if I’d thought they’d act like that. I just can’t believe . . .” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault.” He might not have expected them to act so suspicious, but I hadn’t been entirely surprised. Disappointed, yes. But not all that surprised.

      Logan took one of my hands, his long fingers easily wrapping over my palm. Then he turned it over, studying my knuckles. I felt his next words before they came out. “Don’t leave.”

      “I have to,” I whispered.

      “Why?”

      I turned to meet his pleading gaze. “I need to go home. This life . . .” I stood from the bed, swinging an arm to indicate the expensive room. “This life isn’t for me.”

      “It could be.”

      I took a deep breath, willing myself not to cry. If even a single tear fell, I’d never be able to finish. And Logan deserved an explanation.

      It was time for the conversation I’d been dreading for days.

      “Your dad looked into me, didn’t he?”

      He nodded. “I didn’t know, but he told me tonight. There are some things he found. Things you should know.”

      “Did he find my mother?”

      He shook his head. “No. It’s about the orphanage and the director. She—”

      “Don’t tell me.” I cut him off. “I don’t want to know.” I’d said good-bye to that chapter of my life earlier this week at the orphanage.

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “I might ask you one day, but not now.”

      “All right.”

      “It’s probably easier that way.” I was glad I didn’t have to explain it all. “Now you know that I come from nothing. All I have from my childhood were those photos you found and some old tattered baby booties that a nurse made me while I was detoxing in the hospital.”

      “I don’t care where you came from.”

      “I know. But can you understand how big of a change this is? You have so much.”

      “And you can too.” He stopped me. “You can have anything your heart desires.”

      “It’s not about the things, Logan.” I started pacing. “Or money. It’s about our lifestyle.”

      “And I’m telling you that we can have any lifestyle you want. If you don’t want to live in the penthouse, we’ll move. If you want to live where there’s more space, we can buy a home out here, and I’ll commute to work. Whatever you want, we can have it here.”

      “But that’s just it. I don’t want here.” I pointed to the floor. “I don’t want to live in New York.”

      His forehead furrowed. “Why?”

      “Because I hate it here.” My hands came to my heart as the truth came out. “Everything about New York just makes me feel like less. It makes me small. It reminds me of how powerless I was back then. No matter how hard I worked, I just couldn’t get ahead.”

      No matter how nice or polite or happy I appeared, no one would ever give me a home. Every young couple who came into the orphanage left without a backward glance. Yet each time someone came in, I’d been foolish enough to hope that they’d pick me.

      Years of shattered hopes had finally crushed my spirit. If Hazel hadn’t come along, I doubted I’d have even a shred of it left.

      Logan reached for me but I kept pacing. “It doesn’t have to be like that ever again, Thea. You don’t ever have to work. You can do your artwork here. We’ll get your pieces into a gallery. You don’t have to mix a drink ever again or pour another beer.”

      “No.” The burn in my throat was choking me, but I swallowed it down. “It’s not about my job. And I don’t want to be in galleries. I don’t want art to be my job. I do it for me, and that’s it. It’s about living a life I created. One that I’m proud of.”

      “And you couldn’t be proud to live with me here?” The pain in his voice gutted me.

      “I’m always proud to be with you.” I walked to the bed and put my hands on his face, making him look me in the eye so he knew how true that was. “Always. But this isn’t about you. It’s about me.”

      I let him go and sat back down by his side, this time taking his hand in both of mine.

      “I have three thousand, seventy-four dollars and fifty-one cents in my checking account.” I’d memorized the number this morning, just like I did every day. “Every penny came from mixing drinks and pouring beer. Running the Lark Cove Bar isn’t just my job. It’s my passion.”

      His eyebrows came together. “Your passion?”

      “My passion.” I nodded. “When I left the city, I had nothing. Not in the literal sense, though I didn’t have much, but I had nothing in here.” I placed his hand on my heart. “No confidence. No strength. I was so lonely and broken and tired. The only thing keeping me going was Charlie. Knowing that she was growing inside of me and needed me to keep pushing.”

      His face softened and he placed his free hand on top of mine.

      “She saved me, in so many ways. She gave me this ambition and this drive to give her everything in my power. She made me fearless. Because of her, I built us a life that I’m proud of and it all started at the bar.”

      When I’d gotten to Montana, I think Hazel had taken one look at me and known I needed a project. I’d always been a hard worker, at school or at whatever job I’d been in. But I’d had no ownership in them. Hazel had handed over the keys to the bar and led me to the office. She’d stood in the doorway, pointed to a desk buried in papers and said fix it.

      Three days after that, I’d come home to find her cleaning out the garden shed so I could have it for my art. She’d given me a proper place to create instead of the orphanage’s kitchen table where she’d watched me draw so many years before.

      I leaned into Logan, who was waiting patiently for me to continue. “That place means a lot to me. I’ve taken it from barely paying expenses to making money for me, Jackson and Hazel. I didn’t have a fancy education. Charlie learned things in kindergarten last year that I didn’t learn until third or fourth grade. But I worked my ass off, researching and experimenting and running that business. I’m proud of what it’s become.”

      “You should be.” He kissed my forehead, his praise making it even harder not to cry. “If you want to run a business here, we can make that happen. I’ll buy—”

      “No, Logan.” I stopped him. “Not here. I know I’m not doing a good job of explaining it, but I feel different here. Like the past is weighing me down. All those self-doubts and insecurities have come back.”

      “It won’t always be like that. Give it time,” he pleaded.

      “Maybe. Maybe this all seems silly and after a year or two here, it wouldn’t be like that anymore. But it’s more than just bad memories. If we left, I’d have to say good-bye to Hazel and Jackson, and I honestly don’t think I can. They’re my family. I worked . . .” I choked back more tears. “I worked so hard to find a family, Logan. I don’t want to give them up.”

      I didn’t want to be thousands of miles away if Hazel’s health started to fail or if Jackson finally found love.

      “I’m worried that if I stay and I’m unhappy, I’ll start to resent you.” I held tighter to his hand. “And so would Charlie.”

      He hung his head. “She’s miserable, isn’t she?”

      “She loves you. I think she’d put herself through all the dresses and uncomfortable shoes in the world if you asked her to. But . . .”

      “But I won’t,” he whispered.

      And that was why I loved him completely. His love for our daughter. He’d known Charlie for weeks and already put her happiness first.

      I’d do the same. If I truly thought she’d be happier here than in Montana, we’d stay. I’d sacrifice my home and job and family so she could be with her dad. But I knew deep in my soul that my girl needed open space and big skies.

      “She’s all that matters.”

      He brought a hand up to my cheek. “Not all.”

      A tear fell onto his thumb. “I wish—”

      “I know.” His eyes were still full of pain, but there was understanding too. “Me too.”

      Logan blew out a deep breath and stood from the bed. “I don’t know what to do.”

      I shrugged. “There’s nothing to do. We move forward. We make Charlie’s life as happy as it can be.”

      “And what about us?”

      I looked at my lap and let a few more tears fall onto my dress. “I think it would be better to end it now. Before it gets even harder.”

      “Even harder?” He scoffed. “Thea, I am in love with you. I have a ring in my suitcase that I’d hoped to give you tonight. How could it get any harder?”

      My shoulders began to shake. “I love you too.”

      “Just not enough to stay.”

      My entire body flinched. The pain burned hot for a moment until anger took its place. “You could move. Why are we the ones who have to make the huge life change?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t. My career is in New York. My family too. You’re not the only one who’s proud of what they’ve accomplished and doesn’t want to give it up.”

      “Okay. Then we’re back to where we were.” I swiped my eyes dry. “The impossible.”

      He stopped pacing, his balled fists relaxing. “I don’t want to fight.”

      “Me neither.”

      I didn’t want us to end on bad terms. We had years ahead of us as Charlie’s parents, and they’d be easier if we could end this amicably. We had to find a way to move past the pain and just focus on raising a happy child.

      Logan crossed the room to take my hands and pull me to my feet. Then he wrapped me in his arms, breathing in my hair. “I don’t want to let you go. Being with you. Having Charlie. It’s the happiest I’ve ever been. But my family. My career. I can’t—”

      “It’s okay.” I relaxed into his chest. “I understand.”

      And I did. I didn’t blame him for needing to stay. But we’d hit a dead end on our conversation and there wasn’t anything more to say.

      I leaned back, standing on my tiptoes to press my lips against his.

      He returned my kiss without hesitation, taking charge like he always did.

      I melted into him completely, telling him through my touches how desperate I was for things to be different.

      We stripped each other bare and fell into a tangled mess of limbs under the bed sheets. Neither of us wanted to break away to turn off the lights. Logan made love to me with his weight bearing down hard, like he wanted to keep me pinned to this place. He moved over me with a ferocity I’d never seen before. The despair in his eyes never really gone, just masked by heat.

      And through it all, I held him tight, whispering the three words I’d never say to another man, memorizing the way he said them in return. I love you didn’t scare me now.

      It was just . . . the perfect end.
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      “Hello.”

      I looked up from my lounge chair as Thomas and Lillian came out to the patio. “Hi.”

      Charlie and Logan were swimming in the pool, enjoying the cool water on a hot afternoon. The overcast skies and cool breeze from yesterday had disappeared, so this morning, Logan and I had decided to let Charlie just play. We wanted to give her a fun last day with her dad because he wasn’t sure when he’d be able to get to Montana next.

      So we’d camped out by the pool this afternoon to soak up the sun.

      “May we join you?” Thomas asked.

      “Of course.” I sat up and swiped Charlie’s clothes off the chair next to me. Then I did a quick check to make sure my bikini top hadn’t slipped down.

      Lillian sat in the lounge chair next to me, while Thomas pulled up a regular seat from a table under an umbrella behind us.

      I looked down the pool for some rescue, but Logan was too busy watching Charlie to notice his parents had come out. Instead, he was treading water while she stood at the end of the diving board, psyching herself up to jump.

      “We owe you an apology,” Thomas said, his eyes fixed on my daughter. “Our behavior last night was intolerable. On behalf of the entire family, I’d like to assure you it won’t happen again.”

      I blinked a couple of times, glad they couldn’t see my shocked eyes behind my sunglasses. “I, um, thank you?” When my ears registered that it had come out as a question, I cleared my throat and tried again. “Thank you.”

      “We’d like to get to know Charlo—” Lillian caught herself, swallowing. “Charlie.”

      “I’m sure she’d like that.” It was a lie, but if these people were trying, then so could I.

      There’d come a time when Charlie would come out here to visit Logan without me. Any bond she made with her grandparents while I was here would make those future trips easier.

      “Have you all eaten lunch?” Lillian asked.

      I nodded. “We went down to visit Joan this morning and she invited us to stay.”

      After a few hours with Logan’s granny, I loved her even more than I had last night. Joan had showered Charlie with affection, constantly hugging or kissing her cheek.

      “Well, if Mom got to enjoy your company at lunch, we get dinner,” Thomas declared. “Is there something you and Charlie would prefer? Our chef can make just about anything. Or we can get takeout.”

      “We’re pretty easy to please. Charlie loves your typical kid food. Macaroni and cheese. Pizza. Corn dogs.”

      “Corn dogs!” Thomas clapped once. “I haven’t had a corn dog in ages. Let’s have him make those and more of those fries. She seemed to like them last night.”

      I smiled, glad he’d noticed. “She’ll love it.”

      “Look,” Lillian gasped, sitting up straighter in her chair.

      My eyes tracked hers to where Charlie was plugging her nose and Logan counted to three. She screwed her eyes shut and pushed off the board, splashing water all over her dad as she disappeared under the water.

      Logan was right there as she came up for air, holding her to his side while she wiped the water from her smiling face.

      The patio broke out in cheers as we all stood to clap for Charlie. She looked at us, then ducked her head into Logan’s neck at the sight of Thomas and Lillian.

      Logan just glared, swimming for the edge of the pool. He hoisted Charlie out first, then himself. The water glistened as it slid down his sculpted chest and abs in steady streams. A shiver rolled down my shoulders and I shut my eyes, committing that image to memory. It was one I’d use to keep me company on the lonely nights. I’d probably draw it in a sketchbook as soon as I got home.

      With Charlie trailing behind him, Logan strode down the pool to our chairs. He swiped a towel off another lounger, handing it to Charlie, before getting one for himself.

      “Mom. Dad.” He nodded to his parents, then looked at me from underneath his towel, giving me the Are you okay? look.

      I smiled. All good.

      “We were just deciding on dinner plans,” Thomas said. “Charlie, do you like corn dogs? I was hoping we could have them for dinner. Is that okay with you?”

      She nodded, sliding closer to Logan’s leg.

      “Hi, guys!” Aubrey came out onto the patio, her face split into a wide smile aimed at my daughter. “Charlie, want to swim with me?”

      Logan looked down, giving her a grin. “Aunt Aubrey is scared of the diving board.”

      Aubrey rolled her eyes. “I’m not scared. I just don’t like water going up my nose.”

      “You should plug your nose.” Charlie pinched her nostrils together. “This is how my daddy taught me.”

      “Hmm.” Aubrey tapped her chin, pretending like she’d never heard of the idea before. “Maybe you could show me?”

      Charlie smiled, tossing her towel on the deck and wasting no time scurrying her little butt back to the diving board.

      Aubrey smiled and followed close behind just as Logan’s phone rang on a table.

      “I’ll be right there,” he called to their backs, then took the call.

      Thomas stood from his seat. “I haven’t been swimming in ages. I think I’ll change and join them.”

      “And I’d better let the kitchen know our dinner choice.” Lillian gave me a genuine smile as she stood and followed Thomas into the house.

      I let out a deep breath, relieved at how painless that had been. With Sofia having left for the city already, it might actually be an enjoyable Sunday afternoon. And I couldn’t help but feel excited for Charlie that she might actually get to know her extended family.

      Her shyness was gone with Aubrey—and the diving board—as she catapulted herself into the water. One by one, Charlie would warm to these people and pull them into her circle. If they were anything like Logan, which I suspected they were even with last night’s events, she’d have more than just me and Hazel and Jackson in her family.

      “That was Sean.” Logan sat by my feet, blocking my view of Charlie and Aubrey. “He tried to track down the owner of that email account but is having trouble, which is just pissing him off. Sean thinks the guy is a hacker too and is blocking him.”

      I frowned. “This is not a big deal, Logan. Let it go. It’s just some guy being a jerk. The emails will stop.”

      “I’m not willing to take that chance.”

      We went into one of our stare-downs, but I finally gave in. Even behind my sunglasses, he was winning. “Fine. If you want to waste Sean’s time, that’s your choice. But I don’t want to talk about it. Not today.”

      Today, I just wanted him to be close. To have this last day together before everything changed tomorrow.

      “Okay. Not today.” The tension in his face disappeared and he scooted closer. His hand skirted up my knee to my thigh and he leaned down, giving me a gentle kiss.

      I relaxed into him, leaning my forehead on his shoulder.

      We held one another without another word until he wrapped his arms tight around my hips.

      “Logan, that’s too ti—”

      I couldn’t get the words out. One second I was sitting, the next Logan had scooped me off the chair and was hurling us both toward the pool. I screamed as we crashed into the water, laughing as I came up for air.

      “You’ll pay for that.” I splashed Logan’s smug grin.

      “Oh, yeah? What are you going to do about it?”

      I smiled, just as Aubrey and Charlie came up from behind him and dunked his head in the water.

      And that was how we spent our last day.

      Playing with our daughter. Getting to know his family. Eating corn dogs. And saying good-bye with every gentle touch and chaste kiss.

      We spent the day savoring every moment. A calm understanding had cleared the worry between us and given us the liberty to just . . . be.

      As heartbreaking as it would be to say good-bye tomorrow, we both knew it was the right decision. The fairy tale was over. The glass slipper was coming off. Charlie and I needed to go home.

      Where we belonged.
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      The day I drove Thea and Charlie to the airport was the worst day of my life, without question. We rode in solemn silence back to the city. Charlie’s sad eyes often found mine in the rearview mirror. Thea held tight to my hand as I drove, keeping us connected for just a bit longer.

      The entire time, I contemplated my options. I wanted to tell Thea I’d find a way for us to be together, but I couldn’t make that kind of promise, not if I couldn’t keep it.

      So when we pulled up to the hangar, I took a long breath and prepared for an awful good-bye.

      I got out first, waving to the pilots and crew as they approached from the base of the jet’s stairs. They came over and took the luggage, then backed away as Charlie and Thea climbed out of the SUV.

      “We’re ready anytime, sir.” The pilot smiled to Thea. “Just come on up when you’re ready and we’ll be off.”

      “Thank you.” She nodded at him, then let go of Charlie’s hand, motioning her to my side.

      I dropped to a knee, tipping up Charlie’s chin with my finger. “I’ll see you soon, peanut.”

      “Okay, Daddy,” she told her feet.

      My heart broke as the tears welled in her eyes. I yanked her forward, pulling her to my chest and hugged her tight. “I love you,” I whispered into her hair.

      “I love you too.” Her small frame shook as she cried into my shoulder.

      I breathed through the crushing ache in my chest, getting my emotions under control. But when I looked up to see Thea swiping tears off her cheeks, a whole new wave of pain hit my center.

      The idea floating in my head had to work. It has to. Seeing these two in tears was more than I could bear.

      I stood, picking Charlie up off the ground, and took Thea’s hand, tugging her into my side. The three of us held tight to our small huddle. None of us were in a hurry to break apart, but when I saw one of the crew checking their watch, I knew my time was up.

      “Call me when you get home.”

      Thea nodded, sniffling as she stood back. “We will.” Thea rubbed our daughter’s back and I set her down. “Okay, Charlie. Time to go.”

      They linked hands and took a step away.

      “Wait.” I stepped forward, taking Thea’s face in my hands. “I love you.”

      Her eyes filled with new tears. “I love you too.”

      Thea’s explanation for leaving hadn’t been easy to hear. I’d lain awake with her draped over my side for two nights now, replaying her words. And after all those hours of sorting it out and putting myself in her place, I came to a conclusion.

      She loved me.

      But she also needed to love herself.

      If New York made her feel like less, then I wouldn’t ask her to stay. If she needed to be with her family, I had to let her go.

      She loved me enough to be honest. I loved her enough to want her to have it all.

      I pressed my lips to hers in a hard kiss. “I promise to see you soon,” I whispered against her lips.

      She nodded. “You know where we’ll be.”

      At home.

      I let her go, watching as she led Charlie to the plane. My daughter looked over her shoulder, giving me a tiny wave as she climbed the stairs. Thea never looked back.

      She still didn’t believe in promises.

      But she would.
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      It took me two weeks to unravel my life.

      Two weeks, and I was no longer a partner at Stone, Richards and Abergel. I was no longer the Kendrick prince, preparing to be king. And soon, I’d no longer be the chairman of the foundation’s board of directors.

      “How did brunch go?” Nolan asked, leaning back in his chair as I came into his office.

      I collapsed in a leather club chair across from his desk, loosening the knot in my tie. “About as well as I expected. Dad thinks I’m fucking up my life and Mom can’t fathom why Thea doesn’t just move here.”

      “They’ll come around. Give them a couple more grandkids. Buy them a lake house in Lark Cove. Once they spend some time there, they’ll understand. Besides, it’s not like you can’t manage the Kendrick fortune from Montana.”

      I shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      My parents thought abandoning the career I’d worked so hard to build was reckless. They’d been disappointed in my decision to move, especially Dad.

      He wasn’t concerned about me managing logistics for the family from Lark Cove. He knew location didn’t matter when it came to handling finances, taking phone calls and returning emails. Dad was convinced that I’d never be seen as a leader if I was living thousands of miles away. He had a point.

      So I’d handed over my crown.

      Aubrey could take his place because I wasn’t changing my mind. Two weeks without Thea and Charlie and I was coming out of my skin.

      “Any word from the firm?” Nolan asked.

      “No. I don’t expect to hear from them again.”

      The day I’d dropped off Thea and Charlie at the airport, I’d called for an impromptu meeting with the senior partners at the firm. I’d gotten lucky that it had been on a Monday and none of them had been out golfing. Though I’m pretty sure all three of them had wanted to take a club to my head after the first five minutes of the meeting.

      “Are they still pissed?”

      I shrugged. “I think they’re chagrinned that I outsmarted them. But they got the better end of the deal, so they’ll get over it as soon as they cash a few Kendrick checks.”

      Nolan grinned. “Remind me to have you review any and all contracts before I sign them.”

      “You got it.”

      When I’d bought into the firm as a partner, I’d signed their standard partnership contract. It was fairly boilerplate, outlining the responsibilities of the partnership and the consequences if expectations weren’t met. It also included a nepotism clause, stating that no partner could be in a relationship with other employees. Immediate family members were allowed to work at the firm, but not in the chain of command with the related partner.

      All standard.

      Including the clause where a partner’s spouse and family members were not allowed to be clients of the firm.

      That had been my loophole.

      When I’d been offered a partnership, Kendrick Enterprises had been with another firm across town and it was well known that Dad was loyal to them. Since there was no shot at winning the Kendrick business, the senior partners had taken the next best thing: me. I’d become their star, bringing in clients they wouldn’t have earned without my last name.

      So my proposal to Stone, Richards and Abergel was simple: they buy me out of my partnership and I bring them the Kendricks. Aubrey had been more than willing to shuck their existing firm, which was full of lawyers who continually double-checked her directives with my father. It was in her authority to change firms, and after I’d asked her to consider it, she’d agreed immediately.

      I was letting her deal with Dad’s reaction to the change.

      The senior partners had put on a good show, hemming and hawing for at least five minutes before agreeing. They’d even held back their excitement until after I’d left the conference room.

      I’d spent two weeks on the phone and in meetings, notifying clients and getting the other partners up to speed on my former portfolio. Finally, yesterday, I’d packed up my office and handed in my keys.

      “What do you have left to do?” Nolan asked.

      “Not much. Sean has my personal belongings all packed up and ready for shipment to Lark Cove. Most everything else is staying since I’m keeping the penthouse. Now all I have left to do is step down as chair and I’m free.”

      “I think this is a mistake.” Nolan frowned. “You can do this job from Montana.”

      I chuckled. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were going to miss me.”

      “You’re trained. If you leave, I’ll have to break in someone new.”

      “I’ll miss you too.”

      “Listen, I’ve been thinking about this and I have an idea. Let me bring Piper in so we can pitch it.” He picked up the phone, dialing her extension. Not thirty seconds later, she waltzed into the office and took the chair at my side.

      She looked me up and down. “You look like hell.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, knowing she was just saying it out of concern. The circles under my eyes were darker than any I’d sported during law school, but I hadn’t slept much in two weeks. Without Thea in my bed, I’d been restless.

      “Okay, so we’ve got an idea.” Nolan leaned his forearms on his desk, nodding to Piper.

      “I’ve been playing with the org chart and job descriptions.” She handed me a piece of paper, showing me the current structure of the foundation.

      The circle at the top was me, the chairman of the board. Below that, a row of the other board members. Beneath them was Nolan, followed by a row of vice presidents. Next to each bubble was a brief description of job responsibilities.

      It was the same as it had been for decades.

      “Now look at this.” She handed me a new sheet.

      The structure of the circles was the same except one vice president bubble had been removed and its job duties placed with me. With this new structure, I’d be taking over the team responsible for sorting through donation proposals.

      My eyes snapped to Nolan and his smug grin. “What about Mike?” He was the current vice president in the role they were proposing to eliminate and had worked with us for a decade.

      “He wants to retire. He talked about waiting a year, but I already spoke with him and he’s on board with leaving early. We’ll cut him a check and he’ll move to Florida a year earlier than expected.”

      “But what about everything else? The events. The trips. I can’t be here to split them with you.”

      “I’ve got them covered. With you weeding through proposals, it will take less time for me to review them. Mike does a great job, but I still spend a lot of time going through everything, mostly so I can get you up to speed. I won’t have to do that anymore. We can either ask other board members to become more active, or we can cut down on some of the events. Worst-case scenario, I go to them all.”

      I sighed. “That’s going to cut into your time with your family. I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “Not necessarily. If I’m hitting more events at night, then I’m going to cut back at the office. Spend more time at home in the mornings. I can take Tyler to school, hang with Kayla until lunch, then come in for the afternoons and attend the functions when they happen in the evenings. All of that’s possible if you take over Mike’s job.”

      “Kayla would be okay with that?”

      He nodded. “She’s one hundred percent on board.”

      God, this would be amazing. More than quitting my career, one that I’d poured thousands of hours into building, I hated losing my place at the foundation.

      It was my passion. It was my connection to my family. And more so, I could do this job and be home every night for dinner. I’d never miss a soccer practice or game. I’d have the chance to make up for the time I’d already lost with Charlie.

      The last two weeks had taught me a lot. My eighty-hour workweeks were over. I was trading up for Thea and Charlie.

      But if I could keep this tie to the foundation, to my family’s legacy, then maybe I could have my cake and eat it too.

      “I love it,” I told Nolan and Piper. “But I just don’t see the board approving the change.”

      The chairman of the board had always been a Kendrick, picked purposefully to be the face of the family. Before me, it was my uncle. When he’d been ready to retire, I’d taken over. I didn’t see how the board would want it any other way.

      “It’s worth asking,” Piper said. “If they say no, then you can step down like you’d planned.”

      “True.” My original plan had been to move and settle in to Lark Cove. When I got bored, I’d find a low-stress job. If this didn’t work out, I could always fall back on Plan A.

      But damn, I wanted Plan B.

      “The meeting with the board doesn’t start until ten.” Nolan checked the clock on the wall. “We’ve got thirty minutes. Let’s prep to pitch this, instead of the list of recommended chair candidates we came up with last week.”

      I grinned at them both. “It’s worth a shot.”

      Two hours later, the three of us were back in Nolan’s office, celebrating.

      The board had agreed to try this new structure temporarily and see if it worked. They weren’t crazy about the CEO not being in the office from nine to five, or the chairman living in Montana, but we’d somehow managed to convince them that there were more benefits than costs on this one.

      “I knew they’d go for it!” Piper hadn’t stopped smiling since the board meeting had adjourned. “And I bet it will be less than two months and they’ll vote to make this permanent.”

      I chuckled. “You realize this means you’re going to have to deal with me a lot more frequently now.”

      “I’ll adjust.” She winked. “Besides, this means I get to take regular ‘work trips’ to Montana. Didn’t you say you bought a boat?”

      Nolan laughed. “We’re just pawns, Logan. Little pieces on her chessboard.”

      Piper gave us both a diabolical smile.

      “What’s Thea going to think about all this?” Nolan asked.

      I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. “I haven’t told her anything yet.”

      “What!” Piper shrieked as she punched me in the arm. “You haven’t told her what you’re doing? Oh my god, why not? What is wrong with you?”

      “Ouch.” I rubbed my bicep. “I didn’t want to get her hopes up if something came up. There was no guarantee the firm would let me out of my partnership. And I wasn’t going to make her a promise that I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I could keep. She’s had enough people let her down. I won’t be one of them.”

      “Oh.” Piper relaxed. “Well, everything is all set here. What are you waiting for?”

      I grinned and checked my watch. “My flight.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Hi,” I answered Sean’s call as I beeped the locks on the rental car waiting for me outside the airport.

      “Did you make it?”

      “Yeah. I just got in.” The six-hour flight from New York to Kalispell had put me back in Montana right before dark, thanks to the favorable time change and tailwind. I’d landed with just enough time to call Charlie and say goodnight, then talk to Thea while the plane had taxied off the runway.

      “Good.” Except he didn’t sound good. “I’ve got some news.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as I opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat, tossing my bag in the back. “Did you find him?”

      Sean had been trying to track down Thea’s email harasser for two weeks without luck. And since the emails to Thea had stopped, it had made his hunt that much harder. But I’d told him to keep digging, no matter the cost. So after hitting one dead end after another, Sean had called in one of his underground hacker friends to help.

      “We found him. Does the name Ronny Berkowitz ring any bells?”

      Ronny Berkowitz. I replayed it a few times as I turned on the ignition. “No.”

      “He’s a local, but from what we can tell, he lies low. He works from his house, building cyber security systems.”

      Which explained why Sean had such a hard time tracing his identity. “What else?”

      “He’s originally from Dallas but moved to Lark Cove about five years ago. Ronny’s not someone you want around Thea, Logan.”

      “Fuck.” I shoved the SUV into drive and floored it out of the parking lot. “Why?”

      “He was arrested about seven years ago for stalking a bartender in Texas. Things got fairly intense. He ended up breaking into her house and scaring her pretty bad. Luckily, her boyfriend got home early before Ronny could hurt her.”

      My jaw clenched as I swerved around a semi-trailer to get on the highway. Its horn blared as I zoomed past, gunning the engine faster.

      “I’ve got a picture of that bartender. Her name is Angela Peters. And she looks a lot like Thea.”

      “Call the cops. Now. Send them everything you’ve found, plus the emails you pulled from Thea’s account.”

      “I already did. The sheriff is fully briefed.”

      “Call them back. I’ll be at Thea’s in thirty minutes, maybe less if I hurry. Until I get there, I want someone outside her house.”

      “Will do. What else?”

      “Ruin him,” I growled.

      “Same drill as last time?”

      The last time being when I’d discovered Emmeline had a stalker. Sean had arranged for someone to scare him off. This time around, a few punches to the face weren’t good enough. I wanted Ronny Berkowitz destroyed.

      “No. I want him broke. Zero out his bank account. Max his credit cards. Have his car impounded. Get him fired from his job. Expose him as a stalker to the local media. Whatever you can think of. I want Lark Cove to be the last place on earth this guy wants to stay. Can you do that?”

      Sean chuckled. “And then some. Now that I’m into his network, I can bring it all down.”

      “Do it.” I hung up the phone and immediately dialed Thea.

      When she didn’t answer, I tried her again. And again.

      “Answer the phone, Thea.”

      She didn’t. By my fourth attempt, I was doing twice the speed limit down the highway.

      Because my gut was screaming that we’d found Ronny too late.
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      With my phone resting on my lap, I stared across the yard toward the lake. The water was glassy tonight, much like my eyes.

      Logan had called, but I’d ignored it. After the ringing stopped, I put it on mute.

      We’d already spoken once tonight, and as of now, I was going to start cutting down on phone calls. I lived to hear his voice, but after each one, I felt miserable. It hurt too much.

      He’d been busy these last two weeks, per his usual schedule. Maybe he was using work to hide from the pain of our split. Maybe he just wanted to return to his regular routine. Either way, he always seemed to be in the middle of something when we talked. But, to his credit, once he answered, we had his full attention. In the two weeks since we’d left, he hadn’t missed a single call to wish Charlie sweet dreams.

      Tonight, though, he’d sounded different. Still just as busy, but almost in a hurry to end our call. A quick hello. A faster good-bye.

      Would this become the new normal?

      I’d worked hard the last two weeks, catching up at the bar. Charlie had gone right back to days with Hazel at the camp, and for the most part, I was glad for the routine. Except for nights like this, when I wasn’t working. Free time was my new enemy.

      I was an emotional wreck when left alone with my thoughts, which was probably why I hadn’t set foot in my workshop. I knew once I got in there and pictured Logan in his spot by the cabinet, I’d completely lose it, something I had yet to do.

      One of these nights I’d go in there and have an ugly cry. Until then, I was toughing out the blurry tears and stinging nose.

      Footsteps sounded behind me in the kitchen and I blinked fast to clear my vision. I didn’t want Hazel to know I’d been on the verge of crying. So as the screen door creaked, I forced a smile when she stepped onto the porch.

      “Figured I’d find you here.”

      I nodded. “I thought I’d better enjoy the evening before it gets too cold.”

      As soon as the snow fell, Hazel and I traded our porch visits for living room campouts. Each winter, we’d pick a new show to binge after Charlie was asleep. Though Hazel would still brave the cold to smoke.

      She slid a cigarette from its box and pulled out a lighter from her jeans pocket. After a heavy drag, she took her spot on the railing, blowing the smoke as far away from me as she could. “I think Charlie’s more nervous about first grade than she was kindergarten.”

      I sighed. “I think you’re right.” Charlie was struggling because one of her friends from kindergarten had moved away and because Logan wasn’t here.

      As expected, Charlie had been withdrawn these past two weeks. She was definitely happy to be home, but she missed her dad.

      Just like me, she was torn.

      “How are you doing?” Hazel asked.

      “I’m good,” I lied. “Glad we’re going to be getting into the fall routine.”

      She laughed. “Try again.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t buy that,” I muttered. “I guess I just wish things could be different.”

      “But they aren’t.”

      My gaze went back to the lake. “No. They aren’t.”

      On the plane, I’d wondered if I’d feel the same sense of home—of peace—when I got back to Lark Cove. There’d been a niggling feeling that I’d built up Lark Cove as a sanctuary when it really wasn’t and that without Logan in our lives, it would feel different. By the time the captain had announced we were landing, I’d all but convinced myself that Montana wasn’t everything it had been before.

      But the moment I’d stepped off the plane, breathing in the clean mountain air, the worries of the last week had vanished. A deep contentment had settled the anxieties from the city.

      It just felt like . . . home.

      Charlie’s smile the moment we’d pulled up to the cottage had been impossible to ignore. She’d been so happy to be back in her safe place that I knew we’d made the right decision.

      So now I was holding out hope that with time, the ache in my heart would lessen.

      “I know I’ve told you this already, but it’s worth repeating,” Hazel said. “I’m proud of you for going. It couldn’t have been easy to go back, but I think it’s good you faced the past.”

      “Thanks.” It hadn’t been easy, but it had been a chance for me to confront those old demons. The wounds from my childhood cut deep, but they’d healed more in the past two weeks than they had in years.

      “Why don’t you go to your workshop and paint or something? It’s better than you sitting out here, dwelling on the things that cannot be.”

      I shrugged. “I’m just not feeling it. But you’re right. I shouldn’t just sit here. Maybe I’ll go for a quick walk.”

      Hazel frowned. “It’s almost dark.”

      “I’ve still got thirty minutes or so. I’ll be back soon but call if you need me.”

      I stood from my seat and turned my phone off mute. Logan had called again, but I cleared the notification, willing myself to stay strong and not call him back until tomorrow. Then I tucked my phone into my jeans pocket.

      “Okay.” She didn’t press too hard for me to stay, likely knowing that some movement would clear my head. “See you in a bit.”

      I hurried down the stairs and around the side of the house, setting a fast pace on the sidewalk. I didn’t follow my normal route past the bar and through town. Instead, I turned down a small dirt road that wound along the lake.

      It took a while for my mind to quiet, but by the time I reached a small bend in the road, I’d found the calm I’d been seeking all evening. From there, I let my flip-flops lead the way as I watched the sun lower on the horizon. Its lingering rays cast an amber glow over the lake’s surface.

      As the light began to disappear behind a mountain range, I turned around to go home but stopped as I recognized my surroundings.

      I’d walked right to the house that Logan had bought in Lark Cove.

      The gleaming windows reflected pastel pink and sherbet orange from the sunset. The lawn was a deeper green under the fading sky. And the cedar shakes were so warm and inviting, I found myself crossing the grass to take a closer look.

      I was jealous that Charlie had gotten a full tour. When he’d been here, Logan had driven us by it again, showing us the lot. But since the purchase hadn’t gone through yet, he hadn’t had a key to take me inside. As I peeked inside the windows, I wished I’d taken him up on his offer to call the realtor.

      There wasn’t much I could see from outside, so I gave up my snooping and walked over to the driveway, testing the side entrance of the garage, just in case. I smiled when the door opened.

      I didn’t hesitate to go inside and flick on the lights. The two empty garage bays were the cleanest I’d ever seen. The concrete floors weren’t marred with a drop of oil. Fresh paint hit my nostrils and I pulled in a deep breath. Since this property had been built about six years ago, Logan must have arranged for a crew to come in and paint. One of them had probably forgotten to lock the door.

      I crossed the room, walking toward a row of cabinets at the back. The sound of my footsteps echoed in the bright space, bouncing off one white wall to the other, while the fluorescent lights hummed over my head.

      I knew I was invading Logan’s space, but I couldn’t resist opening up a couple drawers and cabinets. As I opened the last drawer, a man’s voice echoed in the garage.

      “Hello, Thea.”

      I screamed, spinning around so fast that I slammed my hip into the corner of the counter. My heart was in my throat as I tried to regain my breath. “Oh my god,” I heaved. “Ronny? You scared me to death.”

      “Sorry about that.” He reached behind him and pulled the door closed. When he turned the deadbolt, every muscle in my body tensed.

      Nothing about this situation was right. Nothing about Ronny was right. Whoever this was, it wasn’t the sweetheart who came into the bar almost every weeknight and occasionally on Sundays to keep me company. This wasn’t the quiet, polite and shy Ronny I knew.

      His movements were aggressive, stiff and hard. His normally slouched shoulders were pulled back like he was preparing for a fight. And his jaw was clenched and angry.

      Every hair on my body stood on end, affirming with their prickles what my gut was screaming. This is not right.

      Ronny’s gaze ran up and down my body, hovering too long on my chest. His eyes were narrowed with a predatory stare. He was the cat. I was the stupid mouse who’d gone for a walk in her safe, small, trust-everyone town.

      “I, um . . .” I swallowed the fear clogging my throat. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for you.” He said it like I should have known it already. Like the next word out of his mouth was going to be duh.

      I needed to get the hell out of here, but Ronny held his position by the door.

      Stay calm, Thea. Don’t panic.

      “Well, I’d better get going.” I plastered on a wide smile as I shuffled down the cabinets. “Hazel’s probably wondering where I went.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.” Ronny shook his head. “Not until we talk.”

      With Ronny standing by the door, I didn’t have any choice but to go past him to get out. The buttons for the garage doors were right next to the light switches too, so I couldn’t escape through one of the bays.

      Relying on years of dealing with creeps and jerks at the bar, I dropped my shoulders away from my ears, hoping he’d take it as a sign I was relaxing. “Sure. I’d love to talk. But would you mind if we went outside? The paint fumes are getting to me.”

      He frowned. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

      “Of course not! You’re the best, Ronny. My favorite customer.” I was laying it on thick, but I didn’t care. I had no idea what Ronny’s intentions were, but I was sure they were nothing wholesome or friendly. And I had a little girl waiting for me at home. She needed her mother to stay in one piece.

      “You have—”

      My phone rang in my pocket. I reached for it but stopped when Ronny took three fast steps my way.

      “Don’t,” he barked. He held me captive with his angry glare until the phone finally stopped ringing. “You aren’t going to ignore me this time. Now that you’re back, we’re going to have a long overdue discussion.”

      Ignore him? When had I ignored him? “Ronny, I don’t understand. What’s going on?”

      My phone rang again, stopping him before he could explain. His nostrils flared as his face turned red.

      I went for my pocket again. “Let me just put it on silent.”

      “I said don’t touch it!” His roar filled every inch of the garage.

      I flinched hard, nodding as I whispered, “Okay.”

      Ronny’s entire body was shaking with fury. His hands were balled by his sides. The red from his face seeped across his fair skin, coating his neck, staining his ears and tingeing his arms. He had light-brown hair buzzed short, and even his scalp was turning crimson.

      What was happening? Who was this man? Because he sure as shit wasn’t the regular at my bar who I’d known for years.

      My body was shaking from head to toe and I sucked in a hitched breath. Then I balled my own fists, fighting the panic away. “Ronny,” I said quietly, “I don’t know what I did to make you so upset, but I’m sorry. Let’s talk about this. We’re friends, right?”

      His face was still red, but his hands relaxed. “Friends? We’re more than friends. We’re meant to be together. I knew it when I saw that drawing you did of me last year. I knew you thought about me as much as I thought about you.”

      My head spun as I thought about all the drawings I’d done of Ronny. There had to be at least twenty in all of my notebooks. Not because he had a particularly interesting face or anything, but because he was just . . . there. I’d drawn all of the regulars that many times because some nights, they’d been the only ones around.

      “I’m so sorry,” I lied, scrambling for anything to say to calm Ronny down. “I didn’t mean to lead you on. I draw everyone. It’s just a hobby. I didn’t know you had feel—”

      My phone rang again, cutting off my apology.

      “Give me that phone!” Ronny exploded, storming across the garage in a flash.

      I backed up, trying to get away, but he trapped me against the cabinet. He grabbed my arms, his fingers digging into my biceps, as my phone kept ringing.

      “After all the nights we spent together.” He shook me as he spoke, the jolts accentuating his words. “After all the hours I kept you company so you wouldn’t be alone. After everything we had, how could you turn your back on me just because he showed up? Were you thinking of me when you fucked him at the motel? Or in your shed? How could you do that to us? How could you leave me for him? You really are just a filthy cunt.”

      Bile rose in my throat as I recalled the last threatening email I’d gotten, the one that had set Logan off.

      Ronny was Anonymous743.

      He’d been watching me. He’d been watching me with Logan.

      He was off his fucking rocker.

      Ronny wasn’t much taller than me, maybe an inch or two, but he was stocky. He outweighed me by at least fifty pounds. The grasp he had on my arms was so tight, there was no way I could wiggle free. My only shot was to get him to let me go long enough to make a dash for the door.

      I relaxed, completely, letting my shoulders go limp. The move caught him off guard just enough that he stopped shaking me. And the moment he did, I shoved my knee right between his legs.

      The second I made contact with his balls, Ronny doubled over, his hands going slack. I wasted no time dashing around him and going for the door. That was lucky. So goddamn lucky. Elation swelled until panic set back in.

      Ronny recovered more quickly than I thought and his boots thudded on the cement behind me. I had twenty feet on him, maybe less, but I kept running. My palms slammed into the door and my fingers scrambled for the lock. Open, dammit. Open!

      The deadbolt flipped easily and I gave the knob a hard turn. I yanked the door open and flew through but kept my grip on the knob. Once I was clear, I whipped the door closed, watching over my shoulder as it slammed shut. Then I made a break for it, turning for the road just in time to collide with a solid chest.

      I screamed as two arms wrapped me tight.

      “Thea!” Logan pulled me closer, holding me so I wouldn’t fall.

      I blinked, looking up at a familiar chin. “Logan?”

      “Thank god.” He breathed in my hair. “Are you okay?”

      I shook my head, trying to spin back around to the garage. “It’s Ronny. He’s in there. He’s crazy, Logan! He’s been—”

      “You can’t run from me, you fucking bitch! I want to talk!” The garage door flew open and Ronny rushed around the corner. He skidded to a stop on the driveway when he saw Logan.

      Logan moved faster than I’d ever seen a human move. He let me go, took two long strides toward Ronny and started throwing punches. His arms were like snakes, striking Ronny’s face, then recoiling only to strike again. It didn’t take more than two seconds for Ronny to drop to the ground in a bloody heap.

      I swayed on my feet, unable to process what was happening, when two sheriff’s deputies flew past me. They went right to Logan, ready to drag him off Ronny, but Logan was already backing away.

      “We got him, Sheriff,” one of the officers said into his radio while the other fished out a set of handcuffs.

      Logan’s breath was coming hard as he turned and came back to me. His hands ran up and down my torso in a frenzy. “Are you hurt? Did he touch you?”

      “No.” I shook my head as my eyes took him all in.

      He was wearing a suit, sans the jacket. His tie had come askew underneath his vest and his sleeves were rolled up his forearms.

      He was gorgeous.

      He was here.

      If this was a dream—if I’d fallen asleep on the porch—I didn’t want to wake up. Crazy Ronny and all, I’d take this dream every night.

      Logan finished his inspection, and when he was convinced I was fine, he wrapped me in his arms. Then he held my head to his heart. My ear was pressed right against its frantic rhythm.

      Behind him, I could hear handcuffs being clicked around Ronny’s wrist.

      “He came after me,” I whispered. “He was watching us. He sent the emails.”

      “I know. Sean tracked him down this afternoon.” His arms banded tighter. “Thank god, you’re okay.”

      The adrenaline was fading and my muscles were shaking. The sides of my arms throbbed where Ronny had grabbed me. The strength in my legs was seeping into the concrete. So I clung to Logan, letting him hold me up. “You’re here?”

      “I’m here.” He kissed my hair. “And I’m not going anywhere.”
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      Seated at the kitchen table with Hazel and Thea, I sipped my coffee in silence. Hazel was staring blindly at her own coffee, letting everything Thea had just told her about last night sink in.

      I’d never forget the feeling of helplessness I’d had last night. First on the drive to Lark Cove, when I hadn’t been able to get ahold of Thea. Then getting here to find out she was gone.

      By the time I had arrived in Lark Cove, the sheriff was already at the house to warn Thea. Except Thea was on a walk. Hazel panicked and tried to get ahold of her numerous times, but every call went unanswered. When she called Jackson at the bar and no one had seen Thea, I immediately called Sean.

      Within two minutes, he triangulated her cell to my house. It was a miracle that I found her in time and that nothing had happened to her. I wasn’t letting myself even consider the unthinkable.

      After I knocked that psychopath Ronny unconscious, Thea and I spent the rest of the night at the sheriff’s department. We stopped by briefly to assure Hazel that Thea was okay, then went into the station right afterward to deliver our statements.

      Even with everything Sean had already sent the officers—emails, prior records, photographs found on Ronny’s computer—it took hours before we could leave.

      So when Thea and I got back to the cottage, we collapsed into bed for a few quick hours of sleep until we woke up to explain to Hazel what had happened, then take Charlie to her first day of school.

      “Daddy?”

      I spun around. Charlie was standing in the doorway wearing her pajamas.

      I smiled and set down my coffee mug. “Hi, peanut.”

      She blinked, then flew across the room, launching herself into my lap. Then she wrapped her arms around my neck, hugging me with all her might.

      “I missed you.” I ran a hand up and down her back. I wanted so badly to tell her that I’d never be far again, but since Thea and I hadn’t talked about it yet, I kept my mouth shut and just held my girl.

      “Good morning, honey.” Thea stood from her chair and came to kiss Charlie’s hair.

      There were tears in her eyes, a mix of emotion and exhaustion. She’d tossed and turned against my side last night, until I’d held her so tight, using my arms and a leg to trap hers down, that she’d finally fallen asleep for a couple of hours.

      But even with dark circles under her eyes, she was heart-stopping.

      After she’d hugged me enough, Charlie leaned back and smiled. “Can you take me to school?”

      I nodded. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      I wouldn’t miss any of her first days of school again. Hell, if she wanted me with her for her first day of senior year, I’d walk her to class.

      “Okay.” Thea sniffled. “We’d better get ready.”

      The morning turned into a blur of activity as we had breakfast and got Charlie ready for school. Then, dressed in her new jeans, new shoes and new shirt, Charlie walked to her first day of first grade, accompanied by Hazel, Thea and me.

      She kept ahold of my hand until we took her into her classroom and she put her backpack in her cubby. She’d been anxious on the walk, tugging on her hair and chewing her lip. But when two of her kindergarten friends and soccer teammates rushed up to her, all the nervous butterflies flew away. My peanut gave us a huge smile and wave, then disappeared into the classroom to pick her desk.

      “Is it always that hard?” I asked Thea and Hazel as we headed back to the cottage.

      I hadn’t expected a first-day-of-school drop-off to be so difficult. Charlie had been ready to let go, but I hadn’t.

      “Yes,” Hazel and Thea answered together.

      I took Thea’s hand, lacing her fingers with mine. Then I brought it up to my lips for a kiss. “I’m glad I made it.”

      “Me too.”

      “So what else happened last night?” Hazel asked as we turned down their road. “When will we know what’s going to happen with Ronny?”

      Thea took a deep breath before summarizing our discussion with the sheriff last night. “They’re going to charge him with assault and criminal stalking. I’ve put in for a restraining order, just in case Ronny gets out of jail, but the sheriff thought the district judge would work quickly on this one. It’s likely Ronny won’t get bail and he’ll be sent straight to sentencing. We’ve got a meeting with the county attorney’s office at two to discuss it all.”

      With this being Ronny’s second stalking offense, the chances of him getting jail time were high. Prison was going to be hard on a sick bastard like Ronny Berkowitz. My money would make sure of it. And when, or if, he was released, he’d be coming home to a life in ashes.

      Sean had been up all night, digging into Ronny’s system. I doubted we’d ever know for sure, but it appeared that his obsession with Thea had all stemmed from his obsession with Angela, the bartender in Texas.

      Because of their physical and occupational similarities, Ronny had latched onto Thea. He’d actually known Angela as a kid. They’d gone to elementary and middle school together. From early on, he’d formed an attachment to her, one that had turned sour when Angela hadn’t returned his affections and began dating someone else instead. The same emails that Ronny had sent Thea, Sean had found to Angela. He was still emailing her, even after years of living in Lark Cove.

      He’d just added Thea to his routine too.

      None of us were sure why he’d come to Montana after he’d been arrested for stalking Angela in Texas. As far as we knew, he had no personal connection here. Sean’s theory was that Ronny had come up here for a vacation after being let out of jail in Dallas and had stumbled across Thea at the bar. Since he couldn’t have Angela, he’d settled here instead.

      If not for me showing up, he might have gone on as a quiet, unsuspecting citizen. He might have just admired Thea from afar, never progressing to the extreme.

      “I hope they put him away for a good long while,” Hazel said, stopping as we reached the sidewalk leading up to the front door. She stepped closer to Thea, placing her hands on her shoulders. “No more late-night walks.”

      Thea nodded. “Never again.”

      “And no more scaring me to death. My heart can’t take it.”

      “Neither can mine.”

      Hazel pulled Thea in for a tight hug, then kissed her cheek. “I’m going to take a nap.”

      As Hazel went inside, I tugged Thea’s hand. “Come on.”

      I led her around the house and across the lawn, straight to the dock. We walked down the worn planks and stood at the end, looking out across the water. The morning air was crisp and fresh. It was the next best smell besides Thea’s hair. The sky was a cloudless blue, bright with the early sun.

      “It’s beautiful this morning.” Thea yawned. “But I’m going to need a nap too.”

      “Same here.”

      “I’m glad you’re here.” Thea leaned into my side. “How long are you staying?”

      “For a while.”

      I grinned and patted my jeans pocket. Inside was the ring I’d stashed there this morning.

      Proposing today hadn’t been on my agenda. Thea and I were both exhausted, physically and emotionally. I had a lot I needed to explain. I’d only grabbed the ring so Thea wouldn’t find it accidentally. But I couldn’t stop my hand from slipping into my pocket just to touch the delicate band.

      Should I? Should I ask her?

      Marry me. The words were right there, practically leaping from my lips. I wanted to start building our life together today, and when I told her I was moving, I didn’t want her to have a shred of doubt that I’d ever leave her again.

      I should wait.

      Fuck it. I wasn’t waiting any longer.

      I dug out the ring and spun Thea away from the lake to face me.

      “Thea Landry.” I took her hand, then dropped to one knee. She deserved a proposal on one knee.

      “Oh my god,” she gasped as panic flashed across her face. She probably thought I was here to beg her to move back to the city. “Logan, what are you—”

      “Let me go first,” I said. “When I asked you what you wanted, you said the impossible. But I don’t believe anything is impossible, not for you. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you never have an impossible again. Including living our life together in Lark Cove.”

      Her eyebrow quirked. “Really?”

      “I love you. I want you to be my wife and for us to be a family. Marry me?”

      She nodded, a tear sliding down one cheek. “Yes.”

      Yes. Fireworks exploded in my chest as I slid on her ring. As soon as it was nestled against her knuckle, she dropped to her knees, nearly tackling me in a kiss.

      I smiled against her lips, stroking them gently with my tongue. When she opened for me, I slid inside slowly, savoring her taste and the feel of her in my arms. It didn’t take long for the spark to ignite and the two of us to get lost in a kiss I’d never forget.

      We poured everything into that moment. Love. Passion. Hope. Excitement for the unknown we’d face together.

      When we finally broke apart, I looked up to the sky and said a silent thank you to the angel who’d led me into her hotel bar all those years ago. The same angel who’d brought me to Montana and back to Thea’s side.

      “I can’t believe it,” Thea whispered, studying her ring. I’d gotten the best solitaire in Manhattan and set it in a diamond-studded gold band. From here on out, Thea would live a life full of sparkles. “I just . . . I can’t believe it.”

      “This is real, baby. Me and you and Charlie. It’s as real as it gets. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Her forehead furrowed as she met my eyes. “Are you sure? What about your job? And your family? I can’t ask you to give it all up.”

      “You didn’t. I made this decision because it’s the right one. I’d never be happy without you or Charlie, so if this is your home, then it’s my home too.”

      “What about the firm?”

      I shrugged. “I quit.”

      “You quit?” Her jaw dropped. “How can you quit? You love your job.”

      “Yes, I did. I loved working hard. I loved the challenge. At the time, I needed that in my life. Now, I don’t. I don’t want a job that keeps me from you at night. Or makes me miss breakfast and bedtime with Charlie. Being a lawyer isn’t at the top of my priorities anymore.”

      My first priority was watching her and Charlie shine.

      I’d finally realized what mattered.

      The dock planks were digging into my knees, so I shifted Thea, moving us so we were seated and looking out across the water.

      “So what are you going to do?” she asked.

      “I’m sure I won’t be bored. Nolan and I are juggling some responsibilities around at the foundation so I can play a more active role. I’m going to spend some quality time on my new boat. And I’m taking over coaching for Charlie’s soccer team.”

      She laughed. “Are you now?”

      “Next year, we’re going all the way.” I put my arm around Thea’s shoulder, tucking her close. “I’ll be able to do ninety percent of my work from home here, but there will be times I’ll have to go back to the city for family things and such. Foundation meetings I can’t miss. But it won’t be often.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Maybe one day, you’ll want to come with me. I understand it might take time, but I’d love the chance to show you the part of the city I love. We can make our own memories there, good ones to overshadow the bad. If it takes ten years, then I’ll wait. If it never happens, then that’s okay too.”

      She thought about it for a moment. “I think I’d like that. One day. What does your family think about all this?”

      “They’ll come around.” And if they didn’t, then it wasn’t my problem. If I had to give up the Kendrick family responsibilities to ensure that my Kendrick family was happy, then I’d do it every day of the week and twice on Sunday.

      “You’re sure?”

      I kissed her hair. “I’m sure.”

      We sat there for a while, watching as a flock of birds flew over the water. Across the bay, a woman was walking her dog. A few houses down, someone was mowing their lawn.

      My phone rang in my pocket and I shifted my weight to dig it out. “Sorry. It’s Granny.”

      “You should take it. I don’t mind.” She leaned away, but I pulled her right back in as I answered the call and put it on speaker.

      Other than Charlie, I couldn’t think of anyone else I wanted to tell about our engagement.

      “Hi,” I answered.

      “Hello, Grandson. What are you up to today?”

      “Not much.” I grinned. “I was actually going to call you today to tell you that I figured it out.”

      “Figured what out?”

      “The secret to life.”

      Granny’s laughter rang through the speaker. “I take it you’re in Montana?”

      “I am.” Right where I belonged.

      “Well, it’s about time. Hello, Thea.”

      Thea giggled. “Hi, Joan. How are you?”

      “Much better now. I’ll let you two go, but please have Charlie call me tonight. I’d like to hear about her first day of school. And Logan?”

      “Yes?”

      “You have two weeks to get your house set up for guests.” With that, she hung up the phone.

      “I guess we have some work to do,” Thea muttered. “We can’t have police tape by the garage when Granny shows up.”

      “Hey.” I took her chin, turning it so I could see her eyes. “If you don’t want that house, we’ll find another one.” I’d never force her to live there, not after what had happened last night.

      “No.” She shook her head. “I think it will be fine. It’s such a pretty home and in the best spot. It will probably take me hours to clean, but I don’t want to let it go just yet. Maybe we could go over later and you could give me the full tour. See how that goes and then move forward from there.”

      “All right.”

      I let the cleaning comment go for now. She’d never clean or cook or wash clothes another day in her life unless she wanted to. But we’d work into that after the dust from last night’s drama had settled.

      The two of us went back to watching the lake, both yawning from time to time but neither making a move to leave. A fish jumped not far off and I made a mental note to take the boat out tomorrow. Maybe Thea could come with me and we could break it in properly. I wanted to talk her into forgetting the condoms from here on out. Call me a barbarian but getting her pregnant was the next item on my to-do list.

      I just hoped she was as eager as I was to expand our family. Because this time, I wasn’t going to miss a thing. I’d be here for the pregnancy test, the doctor’s appointments and the midnight feedings. Every moment for the rest of my life, I’d spend with Thea.

      “Logan?”

      “Hmm?”

      She looked up at me. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “It’s hard to believe this is really happening.”

      I smiled. “Believe it. Always believe.”

    

  







            EPILOGUE

          

          

      

    

    






THEA

        

      

    

    
      Three years later . . .

      “What are you doing here?” Jackson snapped as he walked into the bar and spotted me mixing a drink.

      “What am I doing here?” I poured a shot of vodka into my shaker. “Working. Obviously.”

      “You’re not supposed to be here.” He turned his glare to Logan. “Why is she here?”

      Logan chuckled and held up his hands. “I tried to get her to go home, but she threw a beer bottle at me.”

      I winced. I hadn’t been able to help myself with all of Logan’s nagging to take a break. One minute the beer bottle was in my hand and the next it was flying across the room. Pregnancy had stolen my sanity.

      Lucky for me, Logan had fast hands and caught it before it broke.

      “Sorry, gorgeous.”

      He walked up behind me, putting his arms around my enormous belly and kissed my neck. “It’s okay, baby. I know you’re miserable.”

      “I am.” Tears flooded my eyes, something that happened every five seconds. “I just want her to come out.”

      “She will. We just have to give her a little more time.”

      Easy for him to say. He wasn’t nine months and five days pregnant. I hadn’t slept in days and I was on the verge of a complete meltdown. Exhausted and uncomfortable, my temper flashed on and off faster than a strobe light. If I wasn’t crying, then I was snapping at people.

      The doctors said nothing was wrong with the baby, she just wasn’t ready yet. Take it easy. Enjoy this quiet time. Be patient.

      Fuck patience. I’d spent the last two days in bed trying to relax without luck. I’d finally gotten so fed up that I’d come to the bar in hopes that work would distract me from my swollen feet, aching back and raging heartburn.

      “What are you doing here?” Logan asked Jackson as he took a stool. “It’s our weekend at the bar.”

      He shrugged. “I just thought I’d come and keep you company for a while. I didn’t know she’d be here. Go home, Thea. Or for fuck’s sake, at least sit down.”

      My hands shot across the bar, stretching for Jackson’s neck. But Logan held me back before I could strangle my best friend.

      “Why are you tormenting my wife?” Logan asked.

      Jackson just grinned. “Maybe if I get her fired up a bit, that kid will pop out and she’ll turn back into Nice Thea. We can’t afford to keep scaring customers away just because they ask for a lemon wedge in their water.”

      “It wasn’t just a lemon wedge!” I shouted. “She already had ten! Ten lemons in one glass of water. Who does that? And I didn’t scare her away. I just reminded her that we served lemonade.”

      Logan’s chest shook against my back as he laughed. “Baby, you told her the only way she was getting another lemon was if she found a lemon tree and plucked one herself.”

      “We don’t need customers like her,” I muttered.

      The woman had come in with a couple of friends about a month ago. Every time I’d waddle over, she’d need just one more thing. Lemon wedge after lemon wedge, followed by a glass of ice, a cocktail napkin and two more straws. The final lemon wedge had pushed me over the top.

      “So where’s Charlie and Collin?” Jackson asked.

      “With Hazel.” Logan let me go to get Jackson a beer. “They’re spending the evening with her and then having a sleepover at the cottage tonight.”

      Hazel loved the weekends when Logan and I were at the bar. It was an arrangement we’d made with Jackson not long after Logan had moved to Lark Cove.

      It had taken us less than a month to get pregnant with our son, Collin. I think we conceived him one lazy afternoon out on the boat. When we found out I was pregnant, Logan and I agreed it was time to cut back at the bar.

      With Jackson’s agreement, we hired our first employee.

      Dakota had been new to Lark Cove at the time, so he’d been more than willing to take some of my evening and weekend shifts. Our weekend rotation just worked out naturally from there. Dakota had one weekend. Jackson another. Logan and I the next.

      He was always my weekend partner.

      Not once in the last three years had Logan suggested I give up my job at the bar. It wasn’t like we needed the income. But he’d embraced the Lark Cove Bar as part of our family. On our weekends, we worked here together. If I had a new idea, I ran it by him before anyone else. He’d even helped me establish a partnership so Jackson and I could buy Hazel out and fund her retirement.

      My husband was so damn smart it amazed me.

      In the last three years, he’d grown the Kendrick Foundation considerably, especially their influence on the West Coast. It gave Logan an outlet to channel his brilliance and ambition. It gave him a passion.

      Everything we did was for our own happiness.

      “Guess what?” Logan handed Jackson his beer. “I got a call from that indoor soccer league up in Kalispell this morning. They agreed to let us add a Lark Cove team if we can get enough players.”

      “Yes!” Jackson pumped his fist. “We’ll get enough. I’ll start making calls.”

      The two of them had thrown themselves into Charlie’s soccer life, something she loved almost as much as them. Any of the old animosity between Logan and Jackson had vanished the night Ronny came after me. They’d both gone over-the-top protective for a few months and come out as friends.

      They co-coached Charlie’s soccer team each summer, and now they’d coach the winter league, even if that meant shuttling kids up to Kalispell once a week for indoor games. I wouldn’t be surprised if Logan had an indoor field built here, just so they could host.

      Logan didn’t flaunt his money, but when it came to the kids or me, he didn’t skimp. He took me on a vacation twice a year because he wanted to show me the world. And slowly, he was making New York a place I didn’t mind visiting.

      We still had the penthouse, but we mostly spent time in New York with Joan and his parents. Thomas and Lillian had come around to Logan living in Montana, and they’d even bought a place a couple of miles away for their vacations in Lark Cove. Aubrey was an incredible aunt to the kids, even though she lived so far away. But she called every week and was always sending over gifts.

      Sofia eventually came around too, just in time to attend the small wedding we’d had in the backyard of our house. I doubted we’d ever be best friends, but I was glad to see that she’d been working hard lately to rid herself of the toxic people in her life, including Alice.

      “Hey, Thea.” Wayne, my one and only regular these days, sidled up to the bar.

      “Hi, Wayne.” I smiled at him and went to the tap for his favorite beer. It had hit Wayne hard to learn about Ronny’s stalking. The two had been friends, or at least he’d thought so. Now Wayne sat by himself when he came in each night and I made it a point to spend more time chatting with him.

      That was after Logan had instructed Sean to do a full background check on every person he and Jackson had deemed a “regular.”

      It had taken me a while to get over the garage incident with Ronny. But eventually, I let it go. Logan had originally intended for the garage to become my art studio, but it was too big and, well, clean. So we used it for the cars and he’d had my old shed moved over from the cottage.

      “Are you sure you should be working, Thea?” Wayne asked as I set down his beer.

      I shrugged. “I can’t stay at home anymore. I’m going crazy.”

      “Want me to go buy you some castor oil? My sister says it was the only way she could get her kids out.”

      I gagged. “No, thanks. I tried that with Charlie when she was late and it was awful.”

      “How about some spicy food? I’ll split a jalapeno pizza with you.”

      “Let me throw some sausage on there and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      He smiled. “You’re on.”

      I turned to go to the kitchen, but Logan was right there. “I’ll make your pizza. Why don’t you sit for just a minute?” When I frowned, he just grinned. “Please, baby? Just sit for a few minutes. For me.”

      “Okay.” I sighed. My feet were getting tired. I gave him a quick kiss and shuffled around the bar, taking the stool between Jackson and Wayne.

      The three of us chatted for a while until the pizza came out. I didn’t have much room for food, with the baby taking up so much space, but I managed to eat two pieces. I was picking at the crust of the third when the front door flew open.

      Charlie ran through first with a huge smile on her face. Collin was right on her tail, doing his best to keep up.

      “Hey!” I slid off my stool and stood just in time to catch Charlie at my side. Collin collided with my legs next. “What are you guys doing here?”

      “We went to check on you at home but you weren’t there,” Charlie said. “Gran thought you’d be here with Daddy for dinner.”

      Hazel came through the door with a scowl on her face. “You’re supposed to be resting.”

      “So I’ve been told,” I muttered.

      “Who do I hear?” Logan came out from the back, where he’d been putting in another pizza. The instant Collin spotted him, he abandoned my leg.

      “Daddy!” Collin giggled as Logan scooped him up and tossed him into the air.

      My heart melted at the sight of them together. Charlie looked more and more like Logan every day while Collin was the two-year-old version of me. But he and his dad shared a special bond. They were inseparable.

      Logan had vowed not to miss a moment of Collin’s life, and he hadn’t. The same was true with Charlie. Every step of the way, he was the most engaged and loving father I ever could have hoped for. And I knew he’d be the same with our baby girl.

      I stroked my belly, hoping that spicy pizza would do the trick. Then I sat back down and spent the rest of the evening talking with my husband while he bartended and my kids ate some pizza before going to the cottage with their Gran.

      Jackson left to go home not long after dinner, and by eleven o’clock, it was just me and Logan in the bar.

      We were sitting in a back-corner booth. Both of us were crammed in on one side because this spot had the best view out the front windows. From here, you could see outside and across the highway where the lake peeked out between a grove of trees. Tonight, the moonlight was dancing on the rippled water.

      “I’m so tired.” I leaned deeper into Logan’s side and yawned.

      “I know you are, baby. I wish there was something I could do.”

      I smiled. “Just love me. Even when I’m acting crazy and hoarding lemon wedges.”

      He chuckled. “I love you no matter what.” With his arm around me, he hugged me closer. “We need to get you home. Let’s close up early.”

      “Good idea.”

      But neither of us made a move to leave. Instead, we sat together enjoying the peaceful moment until my first contraction squeezed. Then the second. During the third, Logan was racing down the highway toward the hospital in Kalispell.

      And by nine the next morning, Logan and I were cuddled together in a hospital bed with Charlie, Collin and our baby girl, Camila Hazel Kendrick.

      My family.

      Finding them had been so worth the wait.
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      Winslow

      “Could I get another . . .”

      The bartender didn’t slow as he passed by.

      “Drink,” I muttered, slumping forward.

      Pops had told me that this bar was where the locals hung out. Not only was it within walking distance of my new house in case I decided not to drive, but I was a local now. As of today, I lived in Quincy, Montana.

      I’d told the bartender as much when I’d asked for his wine list. He’d raised one bushy white eyebrow above his narrowed gaze, and I’d abandoned my thirst for a glass of cabernet, ordering a vodka tonic instead. It had zapped every ounce of my willpower not to request a lemon twist.

      The ice cubes in my glass clinked together as I swirled around my pink plastic straw. The bartender ignored that sound too.

      Main Street had two bars—tourist traps this time of year, according to Pops. But I regretted not choosing one of those to celebrate my first night in Quincy. Given his attitude, the bartender, who must have thought I was a lost tourist, regretted my decision too.

      Willie’s was a dive bar and not exactly my scene.

      The bartenders downtown probably acknowledged their customers, and the prices were listed on a menu, not delivered using three fingers on one wrinkled hand.

      He looked about as old as this dark, dingy building. Like most small-town Montana bars, the walls were teeming with beer signs and neon lights. Shelves stacked with liquor bottles lined the mirrored wall across from my seat. The room was cluttered with tables, every chair empty. 

      Willie’s was all but deserted this Sunday night at nine o’clock.

      The locals must know of a better place to unwind.

      The only other patron was a man sitting at the farthest end of the bar, in the last stool down the line. He’d come in ten minutes after I’d arrived and chosen the seat as far from me as possible. He and the bartender were nearly carbon copies of one another, with the same white hair and scraggly beards. 

      Twins? They looked old enough to have established this bar. Maybe one of them was Willie himself.

      The bartender caught me staring.

      I smiled and rattled the ice in my glass.

      His mouth pursed in a thin line but he made me another drink. And like with the first, he delivered it without a word, holding up the same three fingers.

      I twisted to reach into my purse, fishing out another five because clearly starting a tab was out of the question. But before I could pull the bill from my wallet, a deep, rugged voice caressed the room.

      “Hey, Willie.”

      “Griffin.” The bartender nodded.

      So he was Willie. And he could speak. 

      “Usual?” Willie asked.

      “Yep.” The man with the incredible voice, Griffin, pulled out the stool two down from mine. 

      As his tall, broad body eased into the seat, a whiff of his scent carried my way. Leather and wind and spice filled my nose, chasing away the musty air from the bar. It was heady and alluring.

      He was the type of man who turned a woman’s head.

      One glimpse at his profile and the cocktail in front of me was unnecessary. Instead, I drank this man in head to toe. 

      The sleeves of his black T-shirt stretched around his honed biceps and molded to the planes of his shoulders as he leaned his elbows on the bar. His brown hair was finger-combed and curled at the nape of his neck. His tan forearms were dusted with the same dark hair and a vein ran over the corded muscle beneath.

      Even seated, I could tell his legs were long, his thighs thick like the evergreen tree trunks from the forests outside of town. Frayed hems of his faded jeans brushed against his black cowboy boots. And as he shifted in his seat, I caught the glimmer of a silver and gold belt buckle at his waist.

      If his voice, his scent and that chiseled jaw hadn’t been enough to make my mouth go dry, that buckle would have done it. 

      One of my mom’s favorite movies had been Legends of the Fall. She’d let me watch it at sixteen and we’d cried together. Whenever I missed her, I’d put it on. The DVD was scratched and the clasp on the case was broken because I’d watched that movie countless times simply because it had been hers.

      She’d always swooned over Brad Pitt as a sexy cowboy.

      If she could see Griffin, she’d be drooling too. Though he was missing the hat and the horse, this guy was every cowboy fantasy come to life.

      Lifting my glass to my mouth, I sipped the cold drink and tore my gaze from the handsome stranger. The vodka burned my throat and the alcohol rushed to my head. Ol’ Willie mixed his cocktails strong. 

      I was unabashedly staring. It was rude and obvious. Yet when I set the glass down, my gaze immediately returned to Griffin.

      His piercing blue eyes were waiting.

      My breath hitched.

      Willie set down a tumbler full of ice and caramel liquid in front of Griffin, then, without giving him the fingers to pay, walked away.

      Griffin took a single swallow of his drink, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Then his attention was on me once more.

      The intensity of his gaze was as intoxicating as my cocktail. 

      He stared without hesitation. He stared with bold desire. His gaze raked down my black tank top to the ripped jeans I’d put on this morning before checking out of my hotel in Bozeman.

      I’d spent four and a half hours driving to Quincy with a U-Haul trailer hitched to my Dodge Durango. When I’d arrived, I’d immediately jumped into unloading, only breaking to meet Pops for dinner.

      I was a mess after a day of hauling boxes. My hair was in a ponytail and whatever makeup I’d put on this morning had likely worn off. Yet the appreciation in Griffin’s gaze sent a wave of desire rushing to my core.

      “Hi,” I blurted. Smooth, Winn.

      His eyes twinkled like two perfect sapphires set behind long, sooty lashes. “Hi.”

      “I’m Winn.” I held out a hand over the space between us.

      “Griffin.” The moment his warm, calloused palm grazed mine, tingles cascaded across my skin like fireworks. A shiver rolled down my spine.

      Holy hell. There was enough electricity between us to power the jukebox in the corner.

      I focused on my drink, gulping more than sipping. The ice did nothing to cool me down. When was the last time I’d been this attracted to a man? Years. It had been years. Even then, it paled in comparison to five minutes beside Griffin.

      “Where are you from?” he asked. Like Willie, he must have assumed I was a tourist too.

      “Bozeman.” 

      He nodded. “I went to college at Montana State.”

      “Go Bobcats.” I lifted my drink in a salute.

      Griffin returned the gesture, then put the rim of his glass to his full lower lip. 

      I was staring again, unashamed. Maybe it was the angular cheekbones that set his face apart. Maybe it was the straight nose with a slight bump at the bridge. Or his dark, bold browbone. He was no ordinary, handsome man. Griffin was drop-dead gorgeous. 

      And if he was at Willie’s . . . a local.

      Local meant off-limits. Damn.

      I swallowed my disappointment with another gulp of vodka.

      The scrape of stool legs rang through the room as he moved to take the seat beside mine. His arms returned to the bar, his drink between them as he leaned forward. He sat so close, his body so large, that the heat from his skin seeped into mine.

      “Winn. I like that name.”

      “Thanks.” My full name was Winslow but very few people ever called me anything other than Winn or Winnie.

      Willie walked by and narrowed his eyes at the sliver of space between Griffin and me. Then he joined his doppelganger.

      “Are they related?” I asked, dropping my voice.

      “Willie Senior is on our side of the bar. His son is mixing drinks.”

      “Father and son. Huh. I thought twins. Does Willie Senior have the same glowing personality as Willie Junior?”

      “It’s worse.” Griffin chuckled. “Every time I come through town, he gets crankier.”

      Wait. Did that mean . . . “You don’t live in town?”

      “No.” He shook his head, picking up his drink.

      I did the same, hiding my smile in the glass. So he wasn’t a local. Which meant flirting was harmless. Bless you, Quincy.

      A hundred personal questions raced through my mind, but I dismissed them all. Skyler used to criticize me for going into interrogation mode within ten minutes of meeting someone new. One of many critiques. He’d used his profession as a life coach as an excuse to tell me anything and everything I’d been doing wrong in our relationship. In life.

      Meanwhile, he’d betrayed me, so I wasn’t listening to Skyler’s voice anymore.

      But I still wasn’t going to bombard this man with questions. He didn’t live here, and I’d save my questions for the people who did: my constituents.

      Griffin looked to the far end of the room and the empty shuffleboard table. “Want to play a game?”

      “Um . . . sure? I’ve never played before.”

      “It’s easy.” He slid off his stool, moving with a grace that men his size didn’t normally possess.

      I followed, eyes glued to the best ass I had ever seen. And he didn’t live here. An imaginary choir perched in the bar’s dusty rafters gave a collective yeehaw.

      Griffin went to one end of the table while I walked to the other. “Okay, Winn. Loser buys the next round of drinks.”

      Good thing I had cash. “Okay.”

      Griffin spent the next ten minutes explaining the rules and demonstrating how to slide the pucks down the sand-dusted surface toward the point lines. Then we played, game after game. After one more round, we both stopped drinking, but neither of us made a move to leave.

      I won some games. I lost most. And when Willie finally announced that he was closing at one, the two of us walked outside to the darkened parking lot.

      A dusty black truck was parked beside my Durango.

      “That was fun.”

      “It was.” I smiled up at Griffin, my cheeks pinching. I hadn’t had this much fun openly flirting with a man in, well . . . ever. I slowed my steps because the last place I wanted to go was home alone.

      He must have had the same idea because his boots stopped on the pavement. He inched closer.

      Winslow Covington didn’t have one-night stands. I’d been too busy wasting years on the wrong man. Griffin wasn’t the right man either, but I’d learned in my time as a cop that sometimes it wasn’t about choosing right from wrong. It was choosing the right wrongs.

      Griffin. Tonight, I chose Griffin.

      So I closed the distance between us and stood on my toes, letting my hands snake up his hard, flat stomach. 

      He was tall, standing two or three inches over six feet. At five nine, it was refreshing to be around a man who towered over me. I lifted a hand to his neck, pulling him down until his mouth hovered over mine.

      “Is that your truck?”

      ***

      “Shit.” I cursed at the clock, then flew into action, flinging the covers off my naked body and racing for the bathroom.

      Late was not how I wanted to start the first day of my new job. 

      I flipped on the shower, my head pounding as I stepped under the cold spray and let out a yelp. There was no time to wait for hot water, so I shampooed my hair and put in some conditioner while I scrubbed Griffin’s scent off my skin. I’d mourn the loss of it later. 

      There was an ache between my legs that I’d think about later too. Last night had been . . . 

      Mind blowing. Toe curling. The best night I’d ever had with a man. Griffin knew exactly how to use that powerful body of his and I’d been the lucky recipient of three—or had it been four?—orgasms.

      I shuddered and realized the water was hot. “Damn it.” 

      Shoving thoughts of Griffin out of my head, I hurried out of the shower, frantically swiping on makeup and willing the blow dryer to work faster. Without time to curl or straighten my hair, I twisted it into a tight bun at the nape of my neck, then dashed to the bedroom to get dressed.

      The mattress rested on the floor, the sheets and blankets rumpled and strewn everywhere. Thankfully, before I’d headed to the bar last night, I’d searched for bedding in the boxes and laid it out. When I’d finally gotten home after hours spent in the back of Griffin’s truck, I’d practically face-planted into my pillows and forgotten to set my alarm.

      I refused to regret Griffin. Kicking off my new life in Quincy with a hot and wild night seemed a little bit like fate.

      Serendipity.

      Maybe on his next trip through town, we’d bump into each other. But if not, well . . . I didn’t have time for the distraction of a man.

      Especially not today.

      “Oh, God. Please don’t let me be late.” I rifled through a suitcase, finding a pair of dark-wash jeans. 

      Pops had told me specifically not to show up at the station looking fancy. 

      The jeans were slightly wrinkled but there was no time to find whatever box had stolen my iron. Besides, an iron meant fancy. The simple white tee I found next was also wrinkled, so I dug for my favorite black blazer to hide the worst offenders. Then I hopped into my favorite black boots with the chunky heels before jogging for the door, swiping up my purse from where I’d dumped it on the living room floor.

      The sun was shining. The air was clean. The sky was blue. And I had no time to appreciate a minute of my first Quincy, Montana, morning as I ran to the Durango parked in my driveway.

      I slid behind the wheel, started the engine and cursed again at the clock on the dash. Eight-oh-two. “I’m late.”

      Thankfully, Quincy wasn’t Bozeman and the drive from one side of town to the police station on the other took exactly six minutes. I pulled into the lot and parked next to a familiar blue Bronco and let myself take a single deep breath.

      I can do this job.

      Then I got out of my car and walked to the station’s front door, hoping with every step I looked okay. 

      One disdaining look from the officer stationed behind a glass partition at the front desk and I knew I’d gotten it wrong. Shit. 

      His gray hair was cut short, high and tight in a military style. He looked me up and down, the wrinkles on his face deepening with a scowl. That glare likely had nothing to do with my outfit.

      And everything to do with my last name.

      “Good morning.” I plastered on a bright smile, crossing the small lobby to his workspace. “I’m Winslow Covington.”

      “The new chief. I know,” he muttered.

      My smile didn’t falter.

      I’d win them over. Eventually. That’s what I’d told Pops last night when he’d had me over for dinner after I’d returned the U-Haul. I’d win them all over, one by one.

      Most people were bound to think that the only reason I’d gotten the job as the Quincy chief of police was because my grandfather was the mayor. Yes, he would be my boss. But there wasn’t a nepotism clause for city employees. Probably because in a town this size, everyone was likely related in some manner. If you added too many restrictions, no one would be able to get a job.

      Besides, Pops hadn’t hired me. He could have, but instead, he’d put together a search committee so that there’d be more than one voice in the decision. Walter Covington was the fairest, most honorable man I’d ever known. 

      And granddaughter or not, what mattered was my performance. He’d take the cues from the community, and though my grandfather loved me completely, he wouldn’t hesitate to fire me if I screwed this up.

      He’d told me as much the day he’d hired me. He’d reminded me again last night.

      “The mayor is waiting in your office,” the officer said, pushing the button to buzz me into the door beside his cubicle. 

      “It was nice to meet you”—I glanced at the silver nameplate on his black uniform—“Officer Smith.”

      His response was to ignore me completely, turning his attention to his computer screen. I’d have to win him over another day. Or maybe he’d be open to an early retirement.

      I pushed through the door that led into the heart of the station. I’d been here twice, both times during the interview process. But it was different now as I walked through the bullpen no longer a guest. This was my bullpen. The officers looking up from their desks were under my charge.

      My stomach clenched. 

      Staying up all night having sex with a stranger probably hadn’t been the smartest way to prepare for my first day.

      “Winnie.” Pops came out of what would be my office, his hand extended. He seemed taller today, probably because he was dressed in nice jeans and a starched shirt instead of the ratty T-shirt, baggy jeans and suspenders I’d seen him in yesterday. 

      Pops was fit for his seventy-one years and though his hair was a thick silver, his six-three frame was as strong as an ox. He was in better shape than most men my age, let alone his.

      I shook his hand, glad that he hadn’t tried to hug me. “Morning. Sorry I’m late.”

      “I just got here myself.” He leaned in closer and dropped his voice. “You doing okay?”

      “Nervous,” I whispered.

      He gave me a small smile. “You’ll do great.”

      I could do this job.

      I was thirty years old. Two decades below the median age of a person in this position. Four decades younger than my predecessor had been when he’d retired.

      The former chief of police had worked in Quincy for his entire career, moving up the ranks and acting as chief for as long as I’d been alive. But that was why Pops had wanted me in this position. He said Quincy needed fresh eyes and younger blood. The town was growing, and with it, their problems. The old ways weren’t cutting it.

      The department needed to embrace technology and new processes. When the former chief had announced his retirement, Pops had encouraged me to toss my name into the hat. By some miracle, the hiring committee had chosen me.

      Yes, I was young, but I met the minimum qualifications. I’d worked for ten years with the Bozeman Police Department. During that time, I’d earned my bachelor’s degree and a position as detective within their department. My record was impeccable, and I’d never left a case unclosed.

      Maybe my welcome would have been warmer if I were a man, but that had never scared me and it certainly wasn’t going to today.

      I can do this job.

      I would do this job.

      “Let me introduce you to Janice.” He nodded for me to follow him into my office, where we spent the morning with Janice, my new assistant.

      She’d worked for the former chief for fifteen years, and the longer she spoke, the more I fell in love with her. Janice had spiky gray hair and the cutest pair of red-framed glasses I’d ever seen. She knew the ins and outs of the station, the schedules and the shortcomings. 

      As we ended our initial meeting, I made a mental note to bring her flowers because without Janice, I’d likely fall flat on my face. We toured the station, meeting the officers not out on patrol. 

      Officer Smith, who was rarely sent into the field because he preferred the desk, had been one of the candidates for chief, and Janice told me that he’d been a grumpy asshole since the day he’d been rejected. 

      Every officer besides him had been polite and professional, though reserved. No doubt they weren’t sure what to make of me, but today I’d won Janice over—or maybe she’d won me. I was calling it a victory.

      “You’ll meet most of the department this afternoon at shift change,” she told me when we retreated back to the safety of my office.

      “I was planning on staying late one evening this week to meet the night shift too.”

      This wasn’t a large station, because Quincy wasn’t a large town, but in total, I had fifteen officers, four dispatchers, two administrators and a Janice.

      “Tomorrow, the county sheriff is coming in to meet you,” Janice said, reading from the notebook she’d had with her all morning. “Ten o’clock. His staff is twice the size of ours but he has more ground to cover. For the most part, their team stays out of our way, but he’s always willing to step in if you need help.”

      “Good to know.” I wouldn’t mind having a resource to bounce ideas off of either.

      “How’s your head?” Pops asked.

      I put my hands by my ears and made the sound of an exploding bomb.

      He laughed. “You’ll catch on.”

      “Yes, you will,” Janice said.

      “Thank you for everything,” I told her. “I’m really looking forward to working with you.”

      She sat a little straighter. “Likewise.”

      “Okay, Winnie.” Pops slapped his hands on his knees. “Let’s go grab some lunch. Then I’ve got to get to my own office, and I’ll let you come back here and settle in.”

      “I’ll be here when you get back.” Janice squeezed my arm as we shuffled out of my office.

      Pops simply nodded, maintaining his distance. Tonight, when I wasn’t Chief Covington and he wasn’t Mayor Covington, I’d head to his house and get one of his bear hugs.

      “How about we eat at The Eloise?” he suggested as we made our way outside.

      “The hotel?”

      He nodded. “It would be good for you to spend some time there. Get to know the Edens.”

      The Edens. Quincy’s founding family. 

      Pops had promised that the fastest way to earn favor with the community was to win over the Edens. One of their relatives from generations past had founded the town and the family had been the community’s cornerstone ever since.

      “They own the hotel, remember?” he asked.

      “I remember. I just didn’t realize there was a restaurant in the hotel these days.” Probably because I hadn’t spent much time in Quincy lately.

      The six trips I’d taken here to participate in the interview process had been my first trips to Quincy in years. Five, to be exact. 

      But when Skyler and I had fallen to pieces and Pops had pitched the job as chief, I’d decided it was time for a change. And Quincy, well . . . Quincy had always held a special place in my heart.

      “The Edens started the hotel’s restaurant about four years ago,” Pops said. “It’s the best place in town, in my opinion.”

      “Then let’s eat.” I unlocked my car. “Meet you there.”

      I followed his Bronco from the station to Main Street, taking in the plethora of out-of-state cars parked downtown. Tourist season was in full swing and nearly every space was full. 

      Pops parked two blocks away from Main on a side street, and side by side, we strolled to The Eloise Inn.

      The town’s iconic hotel was the tallest building in Quincy, standing proudly against the mountain backdrop in the distance. I’d always wanted to spend a night at The Eloise. Maybe one day I’d book myself a room, just for fun. 

      The lobby smelled of lemons and rosemary. The front desk was an island in the grand, open space, and a young woman with a sweet face stood behind the counter, checking in a guest. When she spotted Pops, she tossed him a wink.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “Eloise Eden. She took over as manager this past winter.”

      Pops waved at her, then walked past the front desk toward an open doorway. The clatter of forks on plates and the dull murmur of conversation greeted me as we entered the hotel’s restaurant.

      The dining room was spacious and the ceilings as tall as those in the lobby. It was the perfect place for entertaining. Almost a ballroom but filled with tables of varying sizes, it also worked well as a restaurant.

      “They just put in those windows.” Pops pointed at the far wall where black-paned windows cut into a red-brick wall. “Last time I talked to Harrison, he said this fall they’ll be remodeling this whole space.”

      Harrison Eden. The family’s patriarch. He’d been on the hiring committee, and I liked to believe I’d made a good impression. According to Pops, if I hadn’t, there was no way I’d have gotten my job.

      A hostess greeted us with a wide smile and led us to a square table in the center of the room. 

      “Which of the Edens runs the restaurant?” I asked as we browsed the menu card.

      “Knox. He’s Harrison and Anne’s second oldest son. Eloise is their youngest daughter.”

      Harrison and Anne, the parents. Knox, a son. Eloise, a daughter. There were likely many more Edens to meet.

      Down Main, the Eden name was splashed on numerous storefronts, including the coffee shop I wished I’d had time to stop by this morning. Last night’s antics were catching up to me, and I hid a yawn with my menu.

      “They’re good people,” Pops said. “You’ve met Harrison. Anne’s a sweetheart. Their opinion carries a lot of weight around here. So does Griffin’s.”

      Griffin. Did he say Griffin?

      My stomach dropped.

      No. This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a mistake. There had to be another Griffin, one who didn’t live in Quincy. I’d specifically asked him last night if he lived in town and he’d said no. Hadn’t he?

      “Hey, Covie.” 

      So busy having my mental freak-out that I’d slept with not only a local man, but one I needed to see me as a professional and not a backseat hookup, I didn’t notice the two men standing beside our table until it was too late.

      Harrison Eden smiled.

      Griffin, who was just as handsome as he had been last night, did not.

      Had he known who I was last night? Had that been some sort of test or trick? Doubtful. He looked as surprised to see me as I was to see him.

      “Hey, Harrison.” Pops stood to shake his hand, then waved at me. “You remember my granddaughter, Winslow.”

      “Of course.” Harrison took my hand as I stood, shaking it with a firm grip. “Welcome. We’re glad to have you as our new chief of police.”

      “Thank you.” My voice was surprisingly steady considering my heart was attempting to dive out of my chest and hide under the table. “I’m glad to be here.”

      “Would you like to join us?” Pops offered, nodding to the empty chairs at our table.

      “No,” Griffin said at the same time his father said, “We’d love to.”

      Neither Pops nor Harrison seemed to notice the tension rolling off Griffin’s body as they took their chairs, leaving Griffin and me to introduce ourselves.

      I swallowed hard, then extended a hand. “Hello.”

      That sharp jaw I’d traced with my tongue last night clenched so tight that I heard the crack of his molars. He glared at my hand before capturing it in his large palm. “Griffin.”

      Griffin Eden.

      My one-night stand.

      So much for serendipity.
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      The shop sits on a busy street in the cool downtown neighborhood of Portland, Maine. Larsen and Sons Tattoo Parlor is written on the window in elegant script. Inside, music plays, two guys lounge on a green velvet chaise flicking through books. It’s all very clean and neat and awesome looking. And there’s a sound like an electric drill in the air.

      The girl behind the counter stops, mouth gaping when she sees me. She’s pretty and petite with a shaved head.

      “Hi,” I say, attempting a smile. “Can I speak to—”

      “Are you fucking kidding me,” a deep voice booms.

      I meet the eyes of a tall man covered in tattoos. Shortish, light brown hair, lean but muscular. He wears jeans and designer sneakers, a T-shirt advertising some band. For sure, he’d be handsome if he wasn’t scowling at me. Actually, strike that. He’s handsome period, irrespective of his glare. His angular jaw is covered in stubble and it frames perfect lips. Straight nose, high cheekbones. Unlike me, this man is a work of art.

      “No, not happening,” he says, striding over. His large hand wraps around my upper arm, grip firm though not cruel. “You don’t get to come back.”

      “Don’t touch me.” My words are ignored as he marches me back toward the door. Panic bubbles up inside and I slap his chest hard. “Hey, buddy. Do. Not. Touch. Me.”

      At that, he blinks, a little startled. “Buddy?”

      I don’t know what he was expecting, but he lets go. It takes me a full minute to get my breathing back under control. Dammit. Meanwhile, everyone is watching. The girl behind the counter and the two guys waiting on the chaise. The woman with brown skin and big beautiful hair holding a tattoo gun and the older woman she’s working on. We have quite the audience assembled. The man screaming about being back in black over the sound system is the only noise.

      “You need to leave,” he says, voice quieter this time, though no less harsh.

      “I have a few questions I need to ask you first.”

      “No.”

      “Did you do this?” I ask, pulling up the sleeve on my T-shirt to display my shoulder. It’s a beautiful piece. A cluster of violets with olive-green stems and leaves. It’s almost like a scientific drawing, but missing the root structure.

      His gaze narrows. “Of course I did it.”

      “I was your client. Okay.” That’s now a definite. Good. Definites give my world structure and help things make sense. Unknowns just piss me off. “Did I not pay you or something?”

      “’the hell are you talking about?”

      “You’re angry.”

      And it’s obvious the moment he sees my brow. The hostility and confusion in his eyes changes to surprise.

      I immediately smooth down my bangs, trying to hide. Stupid to get self-conscious, but I can’t help it.

      He gently brushes my hand aside, parting my hair to see. An intimate gesture that sets me on edge. As hands-on as tattooing must be, the way he’s touching me and getting in my space is . . . more. I try to step back, but there’s nowhere to go. Besides, he’s not actually hurting me, just making me nervous. And as much as I abhor being crowded, some part of me doesn’t mind him touching me.

      Weird. Maybe I need sex or something. Maybe he’s my type. I don’t know.

      Deep lines are embedded in his forehead as he studies me. This is exactly the reason I cut my hair in the first place. The scar starts an inch into my hairline, ending below my right eyebrow. It’s wide and jagged, dark pink.

      That’s enough. I put a hand to his chest, pushing him back. Happily, he goes. A small step, at least.

      “So you know me?” I ask, trying to clarify things. “Like, as more than a customer.”

      The man just stares. I don’t know what his expression means. A mix of unhappy and perplexed, maybe? He really is quite handsome. A new song starts, this time it’s a woman singing.

      “Well?”

      Finally, he speaks. “What the fuck happened to you?”

      

      
        
        A week earlier . . .

      

      

      

      “Are you ready?”

      I stop kicking my feet and hop down off the hospital bed. “Yeah.”

      “Good. The car’s waiting in the drop-off zone and we’ll go straight home. Everything’s organized,” says my sister, a confident smile on her face. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m not worried,” I lie.

      “Did you want to see the photos of my house again?”

      “No. It’s fine.”

      My sister’s name is Frances (not Fran or Frannie), and she’s a police officer who lives in North Deering. She blames herself for what happened. It probably comes with the job.

      At thirty, Frances is five years older than me. We have the same strawberry-blond hair and blue eyes, small breasts and child-birthing hips. Her words, not mine, and I told her it was a shitty descriptor. But given my current condition, there’s something to be said for relying on others’ descriptions.

      Anyway, my sister and I look alike. I’ve seen this in various photos and in the mirror, so it’s a definite.

      “Hey, Clem.” Nurse Mike sticks his head around the doorway. “Everything’s sorted; you’re good to go. Any last-minute questions or anything?”

      I shake my head.

      “Call Doctor Patel’s office if you have any problems, okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Keep in touch, kid. Let me know how things go.”

      “Okay.”

      Mike disappears.

      “Did you want to bring the flowers?” asks my sister.

      I shake my head. This is it. Time to go. Frances just stands by the door, waiting.

      My first memory is of waking up in this hospital, but really, I was born late at night on an inner-city street. A couple found me unconscious and bleeding on the sidewalk. No identification. Handbag and wallet missing. And the weapon, a blood-splattered empty bottle of scotch, lay abandoned nearby. Walter, half of the pair who found me, gets teary every time he describes that night. But Jack, his partner, did two tours in ’Nam and has seen far worse. They’re the first ones who brought me flowers. Not that I got many. My friends are few.

      Previous me had, apparently, gone out to dinner alone. Her last meal consisted of cheese and spinach ravioli in a pumpkin sauce with a bottle of Peroni. (Detective Chen said it’s a yeasty Italian beer that goes well with pasta. It sounds nice. I might try it sometime.) From there, security cameras have her withdrawing a hundred and fifty dollars before walking off into the night. There were no cameras on the quiet side street where she’d parked the car. No one around apart from the attacker.

      That’s how Clementine Johns died.

      Out in the hallway, there’s a mix of patients, visitors, and medical staff. Same as always for midmorning. I wipe my sweaty palms on the sides of my pants. It’s nice to be wearing actual clothes. Black sandals, blue jeans, and a white T-shirt. Nothing too exciting; nothing that would make me stand out. I want to blend in, watch and learn. Because if we’re the sum of our experiences, then I’m nothing and no one.

      Frances watches me out of the corner of her eye, but doesn’t say anything. Something she does a lot. I’d say her silence makes me paranoid, but I’m already paranoid.

      “Sure you’re all right?” she asks while we wait for the elevator.

      “Yes.”

      The elevator arrives and we step inside. When it starts to move, my nervous stomach swoops and drops. Through the crowded lobby we go, then out into the sunshine. Blue summer sky, a couple of green trees, and lots of gray concrete. Nearby traffic, people, and lots of movement. A light breeze ruffles my hair.

      The lights on a nearby white sedan flash once and Frances opens the trunk for me to deposit my small suitcase. Anxiety turns into excitement, and I can’t keep the smile off my face. I’ve seen them on TV, but I’ve never actually been in a car since that night.

      

      
        
        Now . . .

      

      

      

      “Amnesia,” he mutters for about the hundredth time. Usually, ‘fuck’, ‘shit’, or some blasphemy follows that statement. This time, however, there’s nothing. Maybe he’s finally getting used to the idea.

      I sit on the opposite side of the booth, inspecting the cocktail menu. It’s as gross and sticky as the table.

      “Can I get you guys something else?” asks the waiter with a practiced smile.

      “I’ll have a piña colada.”

      “You hate coconut,” Ed Larsen informs me, slumped back in his seat.

      “Oh.”

      “Try a margarita.”

      “What he said,” I tell the waiter, who presumably thinks we have some kinky dom-sub thing going on.

      Ed orders another lite beer, watching me the entire time. I don’t know if his blatant examination is better or worse than my sister’s furtive looks. He’d suggested going back to his place to talk. I declined. I don’t know the guy, and it didn’t feel safe. So instead we came here. The bar is dark and mostly empty, given it’s the middle of the afternoon, but at least it’s public.

      “How old are you?” I ask.

      In response, he pulls his wallet out of his back pocket and passes me his driver’s license.

      “Thank you.” Information is good. More definites. “You’re seven years older than me.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How serious were we? Did we stay together for long?”

      He licks his lips, turns away. “Don’t you have someone else you can ask about all this? Your sister?”

      I just look at him.

      He frowns, but then sighs. “We saw each other for about half a year before moving in together. That lasted eight months.”

      “Pretty serious.”

      “If you say so.” His face isn’t happy. But I need to know.

      “Did I cheat on you?”

      Now the frown comes with a glare.

      Despite his don’t-fuck-with-me vibes, it’s hard not to smile. The man is blessed in the DNA department. He’s so pretty. Masculine pretty. I’m not used to being attracted to people, and he’s giving me a heart-beating-harder, tingles-in-the-pants kind of sensation, which is a lot new and a little overwhelming. Makes me want to giggle and flip my hair at him like some vapid idiot.

      But I don’t. “It’s just that I’m getting some distinct vibes that somehow I’m the bad guy in all this.”

      “No, you didn’t cheat on me,” he growls. “And I didn’t cheat on you either, no matter what you might have thought.”

      My brows jump. “Huh. So that’s why we broke up?”

      “This is fucked. Actually, it was fucked the first time.” He turns away and finishes the last of his beer. “Jesus.”

      I just keep quiet, waiting.

      “You have no memories, no feelings about me whatsoever?”

      “No, nothing.”

      A muscle jumps in his jaw, his hands sitting fisted on the table.

      “It’s called traumatic retrograde amnesia,” I say, trying to explain. “What they call my ‘episodic memory’ is gone—all my memories of events and people and history. Personal facts. But I can still make a cup of coffee, read a book, or drive a car. Stuff like that. Things that were done repetitively, you know? Not that I’m allowed to drive at the moment. My car’s sitting outside my sister’s house gathering dust. They said to give it some time before I got behind the wheel again, make sure I’m okay. Also, apparently the part of my brain in charge of inhibitions and social restrictors, et cetera, is a bit messed up, so I don’t always react right, or at least not necessarily how you’d expect me to behave based on previous me.”

      “Previous you?”

      I shrug. “It’s as good a label for her as any.”

      “She’s you. You’re her.”

      “Maybe. But she’s still a complete stranger to me.”

      “Christ,” he mutters.

      This is awkward. “I’m upsetting you. I’m sorry. But there are things I need to know, and I’m hoping you can help me out with some of them.”

      Our drinks arrive, the glass of the margarita lined with salt and smelling of lemon. I take a sip and smile. “I like it.”

      He reaches grimly for his beer, the ink on his forearm shifting with the muscle beneath. His tattoos cover a variety of topics. A bottle marked “poison” with skull and crossbones set amongst roses. An anatomical heart. A tattoo gun (very meta). A lighthouse with waves crashing below. I wonder if it’s the Portland Headlight, the famous one at Cape Elizabeth. There was something on TV about it the other day. His tattoos are hypnotic in a way. As if, combined, they tell a story, if only you could understand.

      Ed pushes his beer aside. “So, because you don’t remember, I should just forget all the shit you pulled and help you? Because that was all the ‘previous you’ and not the girl sitting in front of me?”

      “That’s your decision to make, of course.”

      “Thanks, Clem.” His voice is bitter, full of a kind of controlled rage. “That’s real fucking big of you.”

      I flinch, unused to people swearing at me. Not that he hasn’t been swearing in my general vicinity since the moment we met, but for some reason, this time it has an effect on me. Can’t help but wonder how angry does he get, exactly? The man is taller than me, his shoulders broader than mine. And I’ve already had a small taste of the strength he holds in his hands.

      “Shit.” He sighs at my reaction. “Clem, don’t . . . don’t do that. I would never hurt you.”

      Unsure of what to say, I down more of my drink.

      “You don’t know me; I get it,” he says, voice softer, gentler. “Look at me, Clementine.”

      When I do, his eyes are full of remorse and he’s sad now. Not angry.

      “I would never hurt you, I swear it. You’re safe with me.”

      “Okay.” Slowly, I nod. “It’s a stupid name, don’t you think?”

      “Yours? I don’t know. I always liked it.”

      I almost smile.

      “You’re staying with your sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “How’s that going?”

      “It’s all right.”

      The side of his mouth lifts briefly. “You and Frances were always fighting about something.”

      “Actually, that makes sense.” I laugh. “Did she approve of you?”

      “You’d have to ask her that.”

      “Oh, I have lots of questions for her.”

      This time, when he looks at me, it’s more of a thoughtful kind of thing. Like he’s processing. I’ve given him a lot of information, and I know it takes a while to sort things out in your head. So I drink my margarita and watch the woman behind the bar, the two men sitting on stools, chatting. Even though their hygiene standards are lacking, I like the place. It’s relaxed.

      Maybe it’s my kind of place.

      “I don’t seem to have many friends,” I say, a question popping into my head. “Was I always like that, a bit of a loner?”

      He shakes his head. “You had friends. But apparently you cut them all off when you left me.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” he says, shoulders dropping slightly. “Maybe you wanted a fresh start. Maybe you just didn’t want to talk about the breakup and shit. Maybe you just wanted to be left alone.”

      Huh.

      “Give me your phone; I’ll put my details in.” He holds out a hand. “You would have deleted me from your contacts.”

      “Oh, I don’t have one. My bag and everything was taken in the attack.”

      His brows rise. “You’re walking around without a cell? Clem, that’s not safe.”

      “Pretty sure having a phone didn’t make much of a difference last time.”

      “Finish up your drink.” He tips his chin at the glass. “I’ll give you a lift back to Frances’s place. We’ll stop by a shop on the way and get you some things.”

      It’s an interesting idea. And he seems like a nice man, one who used to care about me. But from what little he said about the breakup, it sounds as if it was a special level of hell. Despite his assurances, he might very well have cheated on me. Crushed my heart. Torn apart my life. Shit like that.

      After all, what would a cheater say?

      “You should have a can of mace on you too, given they haven’t caught the bastard who did this to you. One of those keyring ones.” He pulls some money out of his wallet, setting it on the table. Then he stops. “What?”

      “Just thinking.”

      “Yeah?” He cocks his head, a lock of brown hair falling over one of his eyes. “What about?”

      “Lots of things,” I say. “You’re being very helpful all of a sudden. It makes me suspicious. I mean, why would you even want to be friends with me, given our past?”

      “I have no interest in being your friend.”

      “Oh?”

      “Trust me, that’s definitely not going to happen.” He settles back, watching me with a faint smile. Holy crap, his smile . . . it’s just a bit mean yet still wholly affecting.

      I squirm in my seat. “I see.”

      “No, you don’t,” he says. “Clem, you fucked me up. You fucked us up. And I’m not going to forgive you for that whether you remember doing it or not. But nobody deserves to be assaulted and have their mind messed with. So I’ll answer your questions, make sure you’ve got a cell and something to protect yourself with. Then you’re on your own.”

      “You’re only helping me today?”

      “No, that’s why I’m giving you my number. Like I said, you think of a question you need answered, you can text me and I’ll answer it for you if I can.”

      “I can text you with any questions.” If he wants to define any future interactions, I can work with that. “But that’s all.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Okay. That makes sense.” I nod. “Ah, thanks. Thank you.”

      “One or the other is fine. You don’t need to say both.”

      I smile, nervous again for some reason. “Yeah, I just . . . never mind.”

      “Whenever you’re ready,” he says, sliding out of the booth. Which means he wants to go now. I don’t know why people don’t just say what they mean.

      I finish off the margarita, then wipe the salt off my lips. When I catch Ed watching, he turns away with a sharp sort of motion. Odd. For a big man, his movements have been mostly fluid, almost graceful. Guess he really wants to get rid of me. Can’t say I blame him.
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      “Hey, how was your day?” Frances flops down onto the other end of the couch with a bottle of water in her hand. “You got a phone?”

      “Yeah. I was careful when I went out,” I say, heading off the next inevitable question before it can be asked.

      “Good.”

      My sister would probably be happiest if I’d hide at home for the rest of my life, staying safe and sound. Bubble-wrapping me isn’t out of the question. But it’s never going to happen. I need my freedom, the space to figure out my life for myself.

      She picks up the TV remote and starts flicking through the channels. Some drama about people on a spaceship, the evening news, a woman singing about a dude named Heathcliff, and a tennis match. Finally, she settles on a wildlife documentary.

      “Poor gazelle,” she mumbles, taking a sip of water. “What did you want to do for dinner?”

      “Pizza.”

      “Again?” she asks with a smile.

      I’m working my way through the local pizza place’s menu, figuring out my favorite. It’s taken a week, but I’ve got it narrowed down to either the pumpkin, spinach, and feta, or the tomato, basil, and mozzarella. For some reason, the vegetarian options appeal to me more. Sometimes I get a bit fixated on things. Happily, pizza has been one of those things.

      “I met Ed today,” I say.

      Her whole body tenses. “You did?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about him?”

      “Because he broke your heart.” She sets down the water bottle, turning sideways to face me. “Clem, you were a mess, absolutely miserable, crying all the time. It was almost worse than right after Mom died. With everything that’s happened, the last thing you need is him back in your life. The one silver lining of this whole disaster has been that you’ve been able to stop tearing yourself up about it.”

      “He says he didn’t cheat on me.”

      She sighs. “I honestly have no idea about that. In the month leading up to the attack, you refused to talk about him or what went down between you two. So basically, I was just following your wishes.”

      “Hmm.”

      “You were crazy about the man. Can’t imagine you’d have left him without a damn good reason.”

      Was Ed the type to cheat? Thing is, he didn’t appear to be lying, and watching people is kind of my thing these days. The things they try to hide. The things they’re not saying. What comes out of people’s mouths versus what they do is often way off. With Ed though, I hadn’t gotten that feeling. In fact, I’m not even sure he cares enough about what I think of him these days to lie. Not like the man would have too much trouble finding someone to take previous me’s place, if that’s what he’s after.

      “How did you find out about him?” she asks, voice low.

      “What? Oh. I went down the street for coffee and someone in line there recognized his work. Apparently his style is quite distinctive.” I nod in the direction of my tattoo. “So I went to his shop. He was not happy to see me. But we talked, and he answered some questions. Doubt I’ll see him ever again.”

      “I actually used to like the guy,” she says. “Always seemed like a straight shooter, but I guess I read him wrong. Still, I would have taken you to see him if I knew you wanted to go.”

      “I’m a big girl, Frances. I can get a cab.”

      She rests her head back against the couch, staring at the ceiling. “He wasn’t involved in what happened to you. I checked him out. Photos of him at a tattoo convention in Chicago were all over social media.”

      “Why would you even think he was involved?”

      “Just being careful.”

      “Another woman was attacked and robbed in the same area as me the week before. The police officer who interviewed me at the hospital said there’s a good chance the attacks are linked.” The words come faster and faster, until they start to run into each other. “It was random. Not directed at me personally.”

      “Don’t get worked up. Like I said, just being careful.” She shrugs. “It’s part of the job description. As a cop. As your sister. No harm in that.”

      “Was he ever . . .” I swallow. “Was he violent with me? Or anyone?”

      “Tattoo parlors are not the most peaceful places in the world, in my experience.” She frowns. “But no, violence was not one of Ed’s faults.”

      “From what I’ve seen on daytime TV, people screw around on each other all the time. It’s not that uncommon and it rarely leads to trying to kill the other person.”

      Frances squeezes her eyes shut for a moment. “I realize your knowledge is limited, but trust me when I tell you that life is not accurately reflected by daytime TV. And I’ve seen enough victims of domestic violence to be wary of situations involving a recent breakup. Though, as I said, he never gave me those kind of vibes.”

      She has a point. Two, actually.

      The pained look on her face is familiar. Same goes for her favorite wide-eyed and mouth slightly open expression. That one is used for shock or surprise. My sister is a pretty dominant-personality type. And I’m guessing previous me was quieter, less prone to speaking her thoughts regardless of consequences. Doctor Patel warned me it could be a problem.

      On the screen, a crocodile drags a zebra into the water. Lots of thrashing and blood. At least it’s not pointless violence, since the crocodile needs to eat. I like to think whoever assaulted me was desperate, starving, and alone. Out of their mind on drugs, maybe. It’s still no excuse for the ferocity of the attack, but it helps a little. I can’t spend the rest of my life in hiding, afraid of everything, and hating on civilization.

      “He bought me a small can of mace,” I say.

      “How romantic.” My sister grabs a pillow, stuffing it behind her head. “Actually, that’s a pretty good idea, now that you’re going out again. Same with getting you a phone. Things have just been so hectic, I hadn’t gotten around to it yet.”

      “You’ve done enough already. I need to figure out how to look after myself.”

      She doesn’t speak for a moment. “Did he pay for the cell too?”

      “No, I did.”

      “Hmm.” She sighs. “You would have had to find out about him eventually. Your name is still on the mortgage for the condo you two shared. He owes you half the down payment back.”

      “Really? He didn’t mention anything about that to me.”

      “It can be hard for people to remember that you don’t remember.”

      “True.”

      She says nothing for a moment. “So far as I know, he was in the process of getting the paperwork sorted to take your name off the deed, and I think you were giving him time to pay you back the money. But you’d have to ask him what the actual agreement was. It’s what you sank your half of Mom’s life insurance into.”

      “So, I’m a homeowner . . . sort of. Not that I’d be welcome there.” I stare at the TV, letting all of the new information settle inside my head. “I’ve never had anyone look at me with such animosity before. He really doesn’t like me.”

      “And how do you feel about that?”

      It always makes me smile when she tries to play therapist. Like I haven’t spent a good chunk of my second life around the real thing. “I feel very little regarding him, Frances. Why would I? The guy’s a stranger. And before you ask, no, nothing looked familiar.”

      She just nods.

      “You should have told me about him.”

      “I would have gotten around to it eventually.”

      No apology is offered for her lie of omission. For not telling me about Ed. This is why I need new sources of information. My sister can’t be allowed to pick and choose what I know. To try to dictate who I was, or the person I might become.

      Whatever her reasons for keeping things from me, it can’t be allowed. We’re family, but sometimes I’m not exactly sure we’re friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Clem: Hey. Question: How would you describe my personality?

      Ed: Used to be a bit of a worrier. Uptight sometimes. Detail-orientated.

      Clem: Sounds awful.

      Ed: Maybe I’m not the right person to ask.

      Ed: Once upon a time it seemed cute.

      Ed: No idea what you are now.

      Clem: Me either.

      Clem: What did I used to do with my time?

      Ed: Read, watch TV, we’d go out most weekends or have friends over.

      

      Detail-orientated made sense. Previous me worked at a bank. Given my current situation, the chances of me going through retraining and returning are slim. Doctor Patel warned me the first two years would be the worst. Brain injuries are tricky. “Possible cognitive and behavioral issues. A long list of side effects.” So I need to figure out what to do with my life. I have some savings, but they’ll run out eventually. After the breakup with Ed, I’d temporarily moved in with Frances. And despite how good she’s been about letting me stay here, I get the feeling she likes her space.

      Ed thought previous me was cute. I’m almost jealous of my former self. Which makes no sense at all.

      The cell goes into sleep mode. My sister lives about twenty minutes from the city, out in the suburbs. Sometimes, the quiet gets to me. But right now, it’s peaceful.

      

      Clem: Where did we live?

      Ed: Condo near the shop.

      Ed: I’m still there. The memories suck, but it’s convenient.

      Clem: Frances said we bought the place together.

      Ed: Yeah. You gave me six months to pay you back your share of the down payment. That changed? I’d rather not sell the place if I can avoid it.

      Clem: Let’s stick to the original agreement.

      Ed: Good.

      Clem: What was my favorite color?

      Ed: Shouldn’t you make your own mind up about this sort of thing?

      Ed: Go outside. Look at some flowers. Find a rainbow. Take a position.

      Clem: Was just wondering. Will go out later when this headache is gone.

      Ed: You have a headache? Is that normal? Headaches?

      Clem: It’s not a big deal.

      Ed: Violet was your favorite color. Hence your tattoo.

      

      This makes sense too. There’s a fair amount of the color in the wardrobe she left behind. It’s not a definite for me yet, however. Maybe I’ll pick another color. I don’t know.

      

      Clem: What about food?

      Ed: Italian.

      Ed: Try Vito’s in Old Port.

      

      This information makes me feel a bit better about previous me’s last meal. It still sucked what happened to her. But she truly had eaten what she enjoyed. And if the attack hadn’t occurred, I would never have come into existence. Complicated situation. Let’s be honest. Any and all possible wrong ways of dealing with amnesia? That’ll most likely be where I’m at.

      

      Clem: What’s your favorite food?

      Ed: You don’t need to know about me. Anything else?

      Clem: No. Thank you.

      

      So much for making conversation. It’s not as if I even care what he eats. Not really. I’d just been trying to picture our life together. Us out at a restaurant, a happy couple talking and laughing. Him sitting across a table from me without the anger and distance in his eyes.

      What I’d most like to ask is if he loved me, if we were in love. But if he won’t even tell me his favorite food, chances are emotional statuses are a real no-go area. He might even get mad and block me. It’s too much of a risk.

      I slide my cell onto the bedside table, close my eyes, and try to nap.

      I don’t know where the pornographic dream about Ed comes from. But it’s very pleasant. The one of being lost in the dark with warm sticky blood in my hair, far less so.
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      It’s been three days since I’d texted Ed.

      Meanwhile, I’ve done a thorough inspection of belongings. Clothes-wise in the bedroom closet, we have the uniforms from the bank and a mix of summer and winter stuff in mostly light, happy colors with some floral prints. Some of it is okay, but a lot of it just doesn’t feel like me. There are a couple of pairs of sensible heels, some wedges, sandals, a couple pairs of ankle and knee-high boots, and sneakers.

      In the garage, there are eight boxes. One is full of old assorted paperwork and family photos I’ve already seen. When I was in the hospital, Frances brought them in to see if I might recognize anything. I never did. The other seven are full of books. Lots of books. Apparently Ed was right about the reading.

      I bring the most worn and beloved-looking of them upstairs. Anne of Green Gables by L. M. Montgomery, Beauty by Robin McKinley, The Stand by Stephen King, and Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen. A reasonably eclectic mix judging by the blurbs.

      I finally regained access to my email and other digital things. Nothing interesting in any of the emails or text messages. And any mention of or photos taken during the period of dating Ed are gone. Whatever happened, previous me sure seemed determined to erase all trace of the man and anything related to him.

      There aren’t many people in her contacts list. No close family to speak of and few friends. The exceptions being a co-worker at the bank, a nice-sounding woman from high school, and a guy she used to share an apartment with (platonically, so far as I can tell). There are no others. According to her phone log and text messages, she hadn’t contacted any of these people in months. She was a bit of a shit friend, and I kind of resent the fact she hasn’t bequeathed me a few more sources of information about my past life.

      Though maybe I’m being too hard on her, given the breakup, et cetera. Three friends/acquaintances isn’t a bad amount. Enough that you could catch a movie sometime or grab a cup of coffee with someone if you wanted.

      It’s not like the new me is rushing to bond with anyone.

      Speaking of coffee, I’m waiting in line at the local café. A small, popular place with yellow walls and bright aluminum furniture. It’s about fifteen minutes’ walk from Frances’s place and I go there every morning. This way, the exercise box gets ticked while I receive my recommended daily dose of caffeine and exposure to people in the outside world. My sister would rather I wait until she’s home to go out. But I’m not big on having my hand held. I mean, it’s just not feasible. You can’t live your life that—

      The only warning I get is an odd taste in my mouth, then my left arm suddenly stiffens. Everything goes black.
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      I hear Ed before I see him. The heavy thud of his footsteps and raised voice demanding, “Where is she?”

      “Sir, just—”

      The curtain around my bed is thrown back and the man himself appears. Eyes wild and a sheen of sweat on his skin. He looks like he ran all the whole way here. Of course, sweaty and worked-up look good on him. The man has presence. Meanwhile, I probably look like hell.

      “I didn’t know they called you,” I say.

      “Your face . . . holy shit. What the hell happened?”

      “I had a small seizure. It’s fine. They happen sometimes after a brain injury.”

      “A seizure?”

      “You’re good to go.” Doctor Patel calmly rises to his feet. Luckily, he was here visiting another patient. Even Nurse Mike stopped by to see me earlier. It’s just like old times. “See you at our next appointment, Clementine. Don’t forget.”

      “Good one.” I attempt a smile. It’s kind of our inside joke, not that it’s particularly funny. But I’ve found I have a certain appreciation for gallows humor these days. Meanwhile, I feel like utter shit in all the ways.

      Ed sits on the side of my hospital bed, staring down at me. Then he takes my chin in hand, gently turning it this way and that to inspect the damage. It’s weird, being touched by him. How he feels he has certain rights to my body. I can’t deny I’m pleased to see him, but this is not okay. Apart from a couple of awkward hugs from Frances, the only physical contact I’ve ever had is from disinterested medical staff going about their business.

      “Ed.” I push his hand away, slowly sitting up. “Don’t.”

      “Sorry. Can I help? Are you all right? Should you be moving?”

      “I’m fine, really.”

      “Clem, half of your face is black and blue,” he says, disbelief heavy in his voice. “Not my definition of fine.”

      “It could have been worse. At least I didn’t hit the damaged side when I blacked out and fell.”

      “What, so you’re Jessica Jones now and nothing can touch you?”

      I start to frown, then stop. It hurts. “I don’t know who that is.”

      He hangs his head, rubbing at the back of his neck. Pretty sure it means I’m pissing him off. They shouldn’t have dragged him all the way over here. God knows what he was busy doing. He’s wearing jeans and sneakers, a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled back. A pair of black sunglasses sit on top of his head. Maybe he was at work. Maybe he was prepping for a lunch date. I don’t know if that would bother me or not. Not that I have any claim on him. But best not to think about it just the same.

      At least I feel too crappy for any of the worrisome pants-tingling thing this time.

      “Why didn’t they call Frances?” I ask.

      “They did. She couldn’t leave work, so she called me,” he not so patiently explains. “Guess she didn’t have any other options. Plus, I was also probably closest. The doctor said you could go?”

      “Yes. If you want to get out of the way?”

      He stands and I swing my legs over the side of the bed. Everything mostly feels okay. All of my parts in working order.

      “Do you need any meds?” he asks, hand hovering by my elbow just in case.

      “Just Tylenol, which we have at home.”

      “Okay.” A heavy sigh. “All right. You better come to my place.”

      “What? No.” The bottom of my T-shirt had ridden up a little and I tug it back down. “She shouldn’t have called you. Sorry about that. But I’m all good, and I’ll be fine getting back on my own.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “You get a concussion when you hit your head?”

      “A mild one.” I shrug. “At least nobody tried to kill me this time. I’ll catch a cab back and rest up, put another ice pack on.”

      “Doctor told you not to be on your own, didn’t he? That’s why Frances called me in here,” he says, leaning closer. “But instead of being reasonable, you’ve got to be a pain in the ass about it.”

      “Ed, why are you being like this? You don’t want me in your life.”

      “You know what I want even less? To have to talk you into letting me look after you for an afternoon, as if it’s something I want and you’d be doing me this great favor,” he says, jaw clenched. “Honestly, it’s like nails scratching down the chalkboard of my soul.”

      “Well, that’s dramatic. Here’s your chance to walk away. Take it.”

      “Not going to happen. Not when you look like you’ve been running around Nakatomi Plaza fighting Hans.”

      “Again, no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He just blinked. “It’s one of your favorite movies.”

      “Just assume all cultural references mean nothing to me.”

      “Really? Huh,” he says, taking a step back. Thank God. “You get to watch Die Hard again for the first time. I’m almost jealous of you.”

      For a moment, neither of us talks.

      “So, Clem, you want to stand here and fight some more?”

      “No.”

      “Good. You can lie on the couch with your ice pack at my place. If you feel like it, I’ll put on a movie for you to watch.”

      “Shouldn’t you be at work?”

      “Shop’s closed on Monday. Stop looking for excuses.”

      Damn. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “If there was literally any other option presenting itself, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation.”

      I sigh, feeling a bit guilty that I was so bereft of friends and he was all I had. “All right. Lead on. And sorry.”

      We don’t talk in the car, letting the silence grow nice and long and awkward instead. As previously texted, Ed lives in a big old red/brown brick building in the same cool urban neighborhood as the tattoo parlor. Five blocks away from his work at the most. The condo is on the ground floor.

      “This is where we lived?” I ask, following him down the white hallway.

      “Yes.”

      “I appreciate you doing this.”

      “Oh, I can tell. You’re positively overflowing with appreciation.”

      And I deserve that. “I don’t want to be indebted to someone who hates me.”

      “That why you stopped sending questions?”

      “One of the reasons.”

      “Yeah? What are the others?” He puts his key in the lock and from within comes barking and the sound of nails scratching. Whatever is on the other side of the door seriously wants out. “Shit, stand back a sec.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice. Cautiously, Ed opens the door, just enough to stick a hand through and grab the collar of the dog. The dog, on the other hand, wriggles and struggles and fights to get free.

      “Gordon,” he says. “Yes, it’s Clem. But that’s enough. Calm down.”

      The dog does not calm down. If anything, at the sight of me, his enthusiasm goes up a notch. Gordon is a silver Staffordshire terrier with pale blue eyes and a white stripe down his chest. Step by step, Ed hustles him back into the house. And all the while, his tail whips back and forth in unrestrained joy.

      “Close the door behind you,” he instructs me. Then, to Gordon, he says, “Come on, boy. Sit. I know you’re excited, but you got to sit.”

      Gordon whines softly, keeping his gaze on me all the while.

      “Clem, come over here and let him sniff your hand.”

      I do as told, carefully extending my fingers to within range of his nose. But Gordon inches forward, licking my palm and as much of my arm as he can reach. His whole body shakes with happiness and I swear he smiles. I rub beneath his chin, coming closer.

      “I’ll let him go in a minute,” says Ed, patting him on the back. “Just want to make sure he doesn’t get carried away and you get knocked over again.”

      And while his words seem polite, his voice sounds strained, bitter even. Maybe he thinks Gordon is giving me a welcome I don’t deserve. It might be true, but with the day I’ve had, the dog’s sheer happiness is welcome.

      I go down on one knee, all the better to scratch behind his ears. But Gordon decides to go one better and roll onto his back, asking for belly rubs instead. No one has ever been this happy to see me. Frances was relieved when I woke up from the induced coma. However, this is something entirely different.

      All of the stress of the day catches up with me. Waking up on the hard-tiled café floor with people surrounding me. The pain and fear. I’m grinning at the dog, but my throat tightens and a tear falls down my cheek. “What a good boy, yes you are, and so handsome too.”

      “In the place for less than a minute and you’re already babying him again.”

      “I like dogs,” I say with wonder.

      “You haven’t pet any others?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      It must sound weird, but for a moment the hostility is gone from his face, and Ed just smiles. The curve of his lips there and gone in an instant. No surprise that he too is a very handsome boy. My stomach does some weird swooping thing in response to his nearness. Maybe it’s just muscle memory, the way I react to him. It’s not real, just leftovers from another life. Not that knowing it helps me or the situation any.

      “Are you all right?” he asks.

      With the back of my hand, I wipe away the inconvenient tears while doing my best to ignore my reaction to him entirely. Talk about overload. “Yes. Just . . . not a great day. It’s better now though.”

      I rise and Gordon rolls back onto his feet, content to rub himself against my legs and sniff my shoes. Beneath my fingers, his short fur feels like velvet, his still-wriggling body warm and solid. The devotion in his eyes is stunning. I think I’m in love. When Ed gives him a stern warning, he doesn’t jump, taking the opportunity to learn farther into me. And he’s strong. I have to brace myself, so I don’t stumble back a step.

      “You should get that shirt off,” says Ed.

      “Why?”

      “There’s some blood from when your cheek split.” He points at the front. “It needs to go in the wash. I’ll grab you something of mine to put on.”

      I ease it up off over my bruised face, holding it out.

      Mouth a tight line, he turns away, ripping the item of clothing out of my hand. “Clem, I didn’t mean . . .”

      “What? You told me to give it to you.”

      “Do me a favor and keep your clothes on in front of me, okay?”

      I scrunch up my face. Which hurts on both sides now, courtesy of this morning’s injury. “Ow. It’s nothing you apparently haven’t seen many times before.”

      “Yeah, and I don’t need to see it again. Ever.”

      Huh. I give myself a quick look over. My breasts might be on the smaller side, but they look quite nice in the pale-green lace bra. It’s pretty. Previous me was into pretty. And while my stomach is far from flat, everything seems reasonably in proportion.

      “Fuck’s sake, would you stop that,” he growls. “There’s nothing wrong with your body.”

      “No, I didn’t think there was. So it’s a problem with you, not me. Okay.”

      “No, it’s not a problem with me. Or you. It’s a problem with us.” He glares at me, his amber-colored eyes growing darker. They’re very expressive. How the light in them tells of his mood, reflecting some of his thoughts. Right now, he’s angry. Again.

      People in general fascinate me. Yet Ed takes it to a whole new level. I don’t know if it’s the knowledge that we have history or just his hotness. Truth is, I could watch him for hours. No, days. With the bonus that attempting to read him distracts me from feeling how every bit of me from the neck up is hurting.

      “Were you always this moody?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      In lieu of responding, he walks off into the back hallway, shaking his head. I do my best not to stare at his ass, despite it seeming to be particularly spectacular. Tight. A nice handful, but not too much. It’s a definite, I approve of his ass.

      Meanwhile, Gordon looks between us before deciding to stick with me. Good dog.

      The place has high ceilings and an open living area. Living room followed by a kitchen and dining area. It looks recently renovated. White rectangular tiles in the kitchen with black grout between. White cupboards, a shiny black counter, and aluminum appliances and pendant lights.

      He doesn’t have a lot of furniture, but what he has is nice. Two dark gray sofas, chunky wooden coffee table, and matching dining table and chairs. Paintings and drawings hang on the walls. All done by the same artist, which is undoubtedly him. No tattoo designs, maybe he keeps those at the shop. Instead, these are portraits and landscapes or cityscapes. A picture of the front of his shop with people wandering by on the sidewalk. Gordon sitting outside on the grass rendered in exquisite detail. The man is talented.

      Next in the house comes a small hallway with rooms opening off to each side. A similarly renovated bathroom, an office, art studio, or small spare-bedroom type space, and the main bedroom. I reach the doorway of the last just in time to have a T-shirt flung at me.

      “Thanks.”

      A grunt. “Lie down; I’ll get the icepack.”

      His bed is huge with dark blue sheets and comforter. Through the open closet door, I can see half of the space is still unoccupied. Like a line has been drawn down the middle. We only lived together for a bit over half a year, but I guess previous me just moved out what was actually a short time ago. It’d be better if he’d shifted his stuff and taken up all of the space. Because if he’s still processing (a Doctor Patel word) the breakup, then I really shouldn’t be here. This isn’t even remotely fair to him. Then again, it’s not like I’m having the best time either.

      I pull the T-shirt over my head and take a seat. Gordon stands by the side of the bed, resting his chin on the mattress. Guess he’s not allowed on. After a moment, he sinks to the floor with a heavy sigh and closes his eyes.

      Ed enters with a bag of frozen vegetables in one hand, a glass of water and Tylenol bottle in the other. The water and painkillers he sets on the small bedside table, while the mix of peas, corn, and beans is gently applied to the side of my face. After this, he sits down at the bottom of the bed, well away from me. I think we both appreciate the space.

      “Thanks,” I say, lying back.

      He gives a nod.

      My fingers twist and turn in the hem of his black T-shirt. “I like the darker colors, but all I seem to own is light, happy shit. Why is that?”

      “It’s what you liked at the time.”

      On the wall is a framed drawing of a woman’s back, the line of her spine, the flare of her hips, and curve of her ass done in simple lines.

      “Who’s that?” I ask, nodding at the picture.

      “Just a girl.”

      “Wasn’t I jealous, having a picture of another woman hanging in your bedroom?”

      He turns away, brows raised. “If you were, you never said anything. Then again, getting you to say what you were thinking used to be fucking impossible. Now it all just comes out.”

      “I don’t mean to upset you.”

      “I know. There’s no filter, huh?”

      “Pretty much. Or at least, it’s at a reduced working capacity. Sorry about taking my top off before.” I stare at the ceiling with the eye that isn’t covered in frozen goods. “I heard a story about a woman who was a mediator, really good at dealing with people, getting them to find common ground. She had a bad car crash. Total personality change. She just became this nasty person who said horrible things all the time. Couldn’t help herself. Isn’t that sad?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I mean, forgetting your life is bad enough. But not being able to rebuild . . .”

      He sets his ankle on the opposite knee, getting comfortable. “You were going to tell me the other reasons why you stopped texting me questions.”

      “No, I wasn’t. But since you’re asking, why not.” I half smile. “The information I get from Frances doesn’t feel totally reliable. I feel like it’s influenced by her personal beliefs and biases.”

      “Like her not telling you about me?”

      “Exactly,” I say. “We were almost constantly together for the last year or so and she never even mentioned your name. She says she was protecting me and would have told me eventually.”

      He thinks it over. “Are you worried about my biases?”

      I shuffle around a little, getting comfortable. Trying not to think about how this is the bed where our bodies used to meet in all the ways. Or at least I assume so. “Who I am, the person I become, that’s on me. But I don’t need anyone messing around with what’s left of my head. You said you’re still angry at me. I mean, you obviously are, and that has to affect how you see things, what you tell me.”

      “I guess so, yeah.” He nods. “But it’s not new.”

      “What’s not new?”

      “You being suspicious of me. It might even be said that it turned out to be something of a defining feature of our relationship.”

      I wonder if maybe I am a suspicious person. Suspicious of him. Of Frances. Of everyone. There was a moment when I was walking to the café the other day when I could have sworn someone was following me. But it was nothing. “Is this something we can talk about?”

      “Why don’t you just start from scratch?” he asks. “I don’t think anyone can completely keep their own feelings and experiences out of what they tell you. People just don’t work that way. But do you really need all of the history to start moving forward?”

      “I don’t know.”

      On the floor, Gordon farts, and we both wrinkle our noses. Dog farts are gross. Another definite.

      “If you want, I’ll still answer your questions,” says Ed.

      “But only some questions . . .”

      He frowns, taking his time to respond. “I don’t hate you, all right? It just hasn’t been that long, and some of the stuff you’re asking about is still a little raw.”

      “Understandable.”

      Outside, a bird calls and a car drives past. Life goes on for billions of people regardless of what’s happening here and now for me. It’s a lot to get my head around. Especially with the lingering headache.

      The ceiling in Ed’s bedroom is as high as the one out in the living area. I like the feeling of space, the scent of him on the sheets. Laundry detergent, a trace of cologne, and him. For some reason, it’s comforting.

      “Who do you think I am?” I ask, still holding the thawing bag to my face. My fingers have long since gone numb from the cold. “How would you describe me?”

      “You’re Clementine Johns. Twenty-five years old. Work in a bank. You’re kind, nervous sometimes, tend to overthink shit and worry about people’s opinions. Meaning you don’t always let others know what’s on your mind.” He sets his foot back on the floor, leaning his elbows on his thighs. “You’re good with figures and you like reading, Italian food, and hanging out with friends. Not that you had a lot.”

      “Why is that, exactly?”

      “The thing was, you dropped out of college to look after your mother for two years when she was sick. Watching her die in so much pain . . . well, it’d be hard on anyone,” he explains. “Anyway, you leaving college to take care of your mom meant you lost touch with most of your initial college friends. Then you didn’t necessarily have a lot in common with the younger college kids when you went back, or even people your own age. Or that’s how you explained it to me. I think in the year or two after your mom died you were pretty reserved. Doesn’t make it easy to meet people. After we started seeing each other, you grew close to some of my friends, but after the breakup . . .”

      “Right.” This makes more sense now, the lack of people in my life.

      “Ah, what else?” He makes a small humming sound. A thinking noise. “Things have to be tidy; you were always picking stuff up and making sure the dishes were done. Guess you’re kind of restless like that. Let’s see, you snore after you’ve had a few drinks and even though you like violets, you’re useless at keeping the plant alive. Absolutely hopeless. Every time you’d bring another one home, I’d honestly just feel bad for the poor thing.”

      “Ha,” I said, closing my eyes against the glare of daylight. “Some of that sounds like me, but not all of it.”

      “So you’re saltier now and you like different things. People change.”

      “Guess so,” I say. “Can I ask something about you?”

      His lips thinned.

      “Not about us,” I assure him. “Just about you.”

      “All right.”

      “When did you start drawing?”

      “Can’t remember a time when I wasn’t,” he says with a smile. It takes him from attractive to rocketing into outer space. It’s just as well I’m lying down or I might actually go weak in the knees. The man is heavenly. “I always had pencils and paper. Didn’t matter, I’d put my art on anything. Eventually, Mom and Dad gave up on trying to stop me from drawing on walls, just restricted me to the ones in my bedroom. Once a year I’d repaint and start all over again.”

      “Your parents sound nice.”

      “They are.” His smile fades and he stands. “They liked you a lot. You should rest.”

      And he’s gone.
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      “. . . after what you did, you’re probably the last person she needs anything to do with.”

      Slowly, I sit up, woken by the noise.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” says Ed, voice low and angry. “And it doesn’t matter. She can make her own decisions.”

      “She’s not herself.”

      “So who’s going to make all the decisions for her? You, Frances?” Even from a distance, Ed’s sarcasm is palpable.

      “I’m grateful you could help out today, but surely you can see that staying in contact would be emotionally confusing for her.”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Whatever happened between you two, whoever was at fault . . . it doesn’t even matter anymore. Right now, she’s vulnerable. I have to protect her.”

      Gordon stands in the hallway, watching the showdown in the front room. When he sees I’m awake, he starts wagging his tail. It’s gray outside now, dusk leading into night. The streetlights are on. I must have slept for hours. Long enough for the pain meds to wear off because my face and brain are not happy. Other parts of my body are lodging similar complaints. Carefully, I climb off the bed and gather my cell and the meds off the bedside table before wandering out into the living room.

      “She just doesn’t know what’s best for her.” That’s my sister, and she sounds all worked up. Not so surprising.

      “She’s awake,” I say, shielding my eyes from the light.

      “God, Clem, are you okay? You look like hell.”

      “Thanks.”

      At this, Frances makes a noise in the back of her throat. “You know what I mean.”

      “I’m fine. Doctor Patel isn’t overly worried.” It’s only a little lie, but it’ll save me much hovering and sibling concern in the long term. “Seizures are apparently not unheard of after an injury like this and it was only a small one. Once I rest up for a few days I’ll be as good as new.”

      She doesn’t look convinced.

      “Everything okay at work?” I ask.

      “Same old, same old.”

      Frances either can’t or won’t talk about her job. At least, nothing specific. Maybe she thinks talking about violence will give me flashbacks or something. Or maybe at the end of her shifts, she’d rather just forget all about it.

      I wander toward the kitchen, bottle of painkillers in hand. Before I can start opening cupboards, Ed is there, grabbing a glass and filling it with water. Guess I should have asked first. Though I’m pretty sure he doesn’t care. He doesn’t seem the type to worry too much over niceties.

      “Thank you.” I down the two pills and then finish off the water, my throat as dry as something seriously lacking in moisture. I don’t know. My brain isn’t working well enough for similes. “He came to my rescue today.”

      Frances makes a pained face. “I know. I’m sorry I couldn’t get away.”

      “It was fine,” says Ed. “Take the Tylenol with you, just in case.”

      Nails click against the hardwood floor, Gordon pacing back and forth over by the front door.

      “He’s past due for his walk.” Ed gives me a grim smile. “How you feeling?”

      “I’ll live. We’ll get out of your way. Thanks again.”

      “Sure.”

      Frances continues to say nothing. Might be for the best.

      A leash is attached to Gordon’s collar and his excitement levels soar. It’s the whole-body-wriggling thing again. When there’s too much anticipation for it to be expressed via tail wagging alone, the delight spreads. I crouch down, giving him a hug and receiving a doggy kiss in return. Ed just watches. Frances, meanwhile, is already gone.

      “Thank you again,” I say, and he nods.

      When we drive away, they’re walking in the opposite direction. I resist the temptation to turn and watch. Twilight in this neighborhood is nice. Cafés, restaurants, and bars are open for business, a good amount of people filling the sidewalks. There’s a studied air of casual cool to the whole scene. I bet it’s not cheap to live here.

      “Is that his shirt?” she asks.

      “Mine had blood on it. You really need to give him a break.”

      Her lips press tight together.

      “We’re not getting back together. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      Car lights cast shadows on her face. “I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

      “I know.”

      Her scowl deepens and she sighs.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t tell you, but . . . I was married a few years ago.” Her gaze stays fixed to the road. “He cheated on me, so I guess it’s a hot-button topic.”

      “Shit. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not something I like to talk about. My own stupid fault really, I knew better than to marry a cop,” she says. “The job can mess with you, leave its mark on you in different ways.”

      “Well, I’m glad you told me. What an asshole.”

      “You know, you didn’t used to swear so much.”

      I snort. “No? I wore pastels and spoke nicely, huh?”

      At this, she laughs.

      “I enjoy swearing. I find the words to be eloquent and expressive.”

      “Great. Whatever makes you happy.” She smiles, but it soon fades. “But you were never a doormat. Don’t think that. You just used to be more polite about how you told people to go fuck themselves. And I am glad he was there for you today, that he’s being helpful. Just be careful. There are different degrees of assholishness, and Ed might not be as bad as some. But, Clem, you were gaga about him. You wouldn’t have left unless you were a hundred percent certain that he’d screwed you over.”

      “Understood.”

      For a moment, she’s silent. “Guess I’m mad at myself for thinking he was a good guy. My radar is usually better than that.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Like I said, it was great that he could help out in an emergency,” she says. “But hopefully that won’t happen again. Pizza and TV?”

      “You read my mind.”

      We turn onto the highway, heading toward the suburbs. Bit by bit, the painkillers kick in, easing the tension inside my head. The aching in my face. It might not have been the best of days. I definitely wouldn’t recommend having a seizure as a good time. But with Frances getting a little more real with me, talking some more to Ed . . . things were achieved. I feel like I might be getting somewhere. Not that I have any real idea where that somewhere might be.

      As for staying away from the man, I just don’t see that happening. There are bound to be questions about me only he can answer. And after all, it’s not as if he can hurt me when I have no real feelings for him. A little lust doesn’t mean anything.
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      Swelling from the bruises alters the shape of my face. I study it in the bathroom mirror, taking in all of the differences. The scar looks to be about the same, a heavy red line cutting across my forehead. Best hidden away beneath my bangs. Most people have a lifetime of seeing their own reflection. Of knowing what they look like and making peace with themselves. Not me. If not for the way the pain of my bruises matched up with the marks on my reflection, I could be staring into the face of a stranger. Mostly, I think I’m about average looking. I’m okay.

      I pick up the scissors and start hacking into my ponytail. Warmer weather is coming and I hate the feeling of all the hair sitting heavy against the back of my neck. Giving myself bangs wasn’t so hard, but this is trickier. No way will I be able to get it straight. I settle instead for cutting out some layers. An edgy look, maybe. Or maybe it will just look like I stuck my head in a blender. Oh well.

      It’s cathartic, changing my appearance.

      One of the things I admire about Ed is how at ease he seems with himself. How comfortable he seems in his own skin. Then again, I like a lot of things about the man. His scent and his voice and his strong, solid presence. And why wouldn’t I? I’d fallen for him once already. Frances has a point about me needing to be careful. Given everything, the last thing my mess of a life requires would be a love interest. I have to sort things out on my own.

      Time to put down the scissors before I make things worse. Actually, the result isn’t that bad. Similar to a short, sort-of-fucked-up bob. It certainly feels better. I grab a garbage bag and broom and clean up the bathroom. First job done.

      Next, with more bags in tow, I start cleaning out my closet. Gone are the pastels. Blue jeans are fine, along with a couple of pairs of black slacks and shorts. But the happy-happy joy-joy colors have to go. A therapist would probably say something along the lines of me feeling the need to reinvent my wardrobe in an attempt to distinguish myself from my former identity. To control my outside appearance since I can’t control the inside of my head. At least, that’s what the internet tells me. And it’s right on both counts. Clear as can be, I draw a line between now and then. Me and her.

      Out go the floral dresses and pretty vintage-style tops with shiny buttons. Gone are the baby pink, violet, and soft sunshine yellow. One thing I have learned in the last few weeks of life, I can only do what I feel to be right. And asserting my own identity, starting over from scratch, feels good.

      “What are you doing?” asks Frances, appearing at the bedroom door. Her gaze takes in my new hairdo, but nothing is said. Same goes for Ed’s T-shirt, which I’m still wearing for some reason. I haven’t even washed it because that would get rid of his smell.

      “Get off work early?”

      “I don’t like leaving you on your own.”

      I frown. “You’ve already had to use up some of your vacation time because of me.”

      “Not a big deal,” she says. “Want to answer the first question?”

      “I’m having a clean out.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.” Arms crossed, she leans against the doorframe. “Why don’t I put it all in storage for now? In case you change your mind . . .”

      I just shrug.

      “You’re not throwing out the books, are you?” Her voice sounds vaguely horrified. The colored clothes lay in a heap beside the boxes from the basement. “They were your favorites.”

      “No. Not without reading them, at least.”

      “Good.” Her shoulders slump in relief. Can’t blame her for being worried. From a distance, self-destruction and reinvention probably look a lot alike. “Clem, how’s your head?”

      “Still there. A little sore, but nothing too bad.”

      “Did you take the pain meds?”

      “Yeah, earlier.” And it’s not a lie. I’m a few hours overdue for the latest dose of Tylenol, but she doesn’t need to know. The idea of popping pills all the time doesn’t sit well with me. Life is full of so many crutches. Props to hold us up and help define who we are. Shit to lean on to get us through the day. My attempt at growth, or at least understanding, has me stripping all of the detritus away in a bid to get to the heart of matters. To gain some understanding of myself. It might not be possible, but I’m going to try.

      “Since you’re here, feel like going on a shopping trip?” I ask.

      A line appears between her brows for a moment. Then she smiles. “After a purge like that, you’re probably going to need it.”

      I smile back at her.

      “Are you sure you’re up to going out?”

      “Absolutely.”
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      Ed: How you doing?

      Clem: Fine. It’s Friday night. Shouldn’t you be busy with friends?

      Ed: I’m out. Just waiting on someone. Thought I’d check on you. No more seizures? Falls?

      Clem: Someone—not plural? Are you on a date?

      Clem: Sorry. None of my business. Thank you for checking on me. Bruising is pretty spectacular but head is otherwise intact.

      Clem: Would I be able to visit Gordon sometime? Take him for a walk, maybe?

      Ed: He’d like that. Sunday afternoon? Say around five?

      Clem: See you then.
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      “I didn’t bring your shirt,” I say, climbing out of the Uber outside his building. And it’s not a lie. If I’d said I’d forgotten to bring his shirt, then my immortal soul would be in trouble.

      “Another time.”

      “Sorry.” Okay. Maybe that one’s a lie.

      Ed stands on the sidewalk, one hand stuffed in his jeans pocket and the other holding Gordon’s leash. At the sight of me, the dog just kind of vibrates with excitement. I’m happy to see him too. Ed’s in his usual T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. All of it looks good. Too good. Because it’s like my hands have some phantom itch. The urge to touch his skin, trace my fingers over the muscles in his arms, the line of his jaw. My body’s attraction to him is distracting, to say the least.

      Meanwhile, I’m trying out one of my new navy V-neck distressed T-shirts, boyfriend jeans, and sandals. Simpler and less girly than my previous style. I place my copy of Pride and Prejudice in the cotton sack I found in Frances’s kitchen cupboard. It contains my bank card, thirty dollars in bills, my cell, mace spray, and lip balm. All of the basics.

      Now for the important stuff. I go down on one knee, giving Gordon lots of scratches and pats. “Hello, beautiful boy. How are you? Did you have a good week?”

      “He can’t actually speak,” says Ed.

      “Ha-ha.”

      “You cut your hair.”

      I shove my hand through the shorter threads self-consciously. “Yes, I did it myself. What do you think?”

      “Very punk rock.”

      “Is that code for crap?”

      “No. It’s just different.”

      “I can live with that.”

      The dour expression seems embedded on his face. Gaze slightly pained and/or uncomfortable, forehead a little lined. Still handsome as fuck. Being around him would be easier if my heart didn’t beat faster at the sight of him. Perhaps my body really does still remember the feel of his hands, what it was like to have his mouth on me.

      Being someone’s ex is strange, all of the history such a title involves. It’s hard to be the villain of the story when I don’t even remember why I left him and apparently broke both our hearts. If he did mess around on me, his behavior now makes no sense. At least, not to me.

      “Not sure green and yellow really suit you, though,” he says, inspecting my face.

      “Me neither. I’ll be glad when the bruising fades and the weird looks stop. Pretty sure the Uber driver wanted to stage an intervention, bless her.”

      “Here you go.” He hands me the leash, nodding in a northwesterly direction. “Park is a couple of blocks that way. Do you know where you’re going?”

      “No. Guess I’ll figure it out.”

      “Are you even supposed to be wandering around on your own?”

      I frown. “Now you sound like Frances.”

      “That’s just harsh.” He almost smiles. It’s a close thing. “Mind some company?”

      “It’s fine, but don’t feel that you have to. I’m not a child.”

      “Aware of that.” He slips sunglasses over his eyes and starts walking. “Still worried about being indebted to me?”

      “Mostly I think I’m waiting for you to decide I’m too much trouble and you’re better off dropping back out of my life.”

      He lifts his chin, saying nothing for a moment. “This about me not responding when you gave me shit for going on a date?”

      “It’s about everything, really.” So he was on a date after all. Not sure how I feel about that. Nothing good, I don’t think. On the other hand, the man might have been on a date, but he’d been thinking about me. How interesting. “And I wasn’t giving you shit. I was just . . .”

      “You were just, what?”

      I sigh. “Honestly, it’s hard to think of an answer that won’t piss you off.”

      His lips roll in, pressed together as if he’s holding in laughter. With the sunglasses on, I can’t see his eyes to confirm this, however.

      “Why were you texting me when you were out with someone else anyway?” I ask. “Shouldn’t I be the last person you’d be thinking about under the circumstances?”

      The man just grunts. Any mirth is now long gone.

      “Not that I was surprised you were out with someone. I mean, you’re very attractive. Like, jaw-droppingly so. I’ve never even remotely seen anyone as . . .” I just shrug. There are no sufficient words to describe his innate hotness. His raw masculine appeal. Where is a thesaurus when you need one?

      “Clem,” he grits out.

      “Yes?”

      Apparently complimenting him is a bad idea, since he’s turned his face away. His body once again radiates pissed off. The seemingly go-to setting when I’m around.

      Shit. “Oh, okay. I’m going to stop talking now.”

      “Good idea,” he says.

      All right, so maybe I shouldn’t have pressed the question. Or mentioned anyone’s attractiveness. In a rare display of wisdom, I keep my mouth shut and give Gordon some pats. At least he’s still happy I’m here.

      We move aside for a couple pushing a stroller, the baby fast asleep. The two women don’t look much older than me. I can’t imagine having a child yet. One with Ed’s smile and my eyes, maybe. God, what am I doing? The situation is complicated enough without imaginary infants intruding.

      “Did you ever get around to choosing a favorite color?” he asks eventually.

      “Undecided. I mean, I like blue in general. But royal blue is a hard no.”

      He snorts. “Yeah. You were the same about purple. Violet was fine, but the hate was strong for burgundy and maroon.”

      Gordon doesn’t tug on the leash. Instead, he trots alongside me, sniffing trees and fences, pausing occasionally to mark his territory. The sun hangs low, the world lit a brilliant gold. I watch the ground, keeping my eyes diverted from the glare. My sunglasses must have been taken in the robbery. Next shopping trip, I’ll have to replace them.

      “Still,” he says. “You have it narrowed down to blue. Good work.”

      “Are you patronizing me?”

      “Never.”

      I’m not sure about that. “Why is it whenever you talk about me, I always sound so high maintenance?”

      “Because you are, Clem. Trust me, I’ve dated enough women to know the difference.” His brows draw in all thoughtful like. “You’re not a take-it-easy, whatever-comes-is-fine kind of girl. Not saying you don’t know how to relax, but that’s not your normal setting. You’re a little high strung, which requires some extra care, might as well embrace the fact.”

      “Hmm. I think your bias is showing.”

      This time, he actually does smile. So dreamy. Full-blown tingles in the pants area.

      I turn away. It’s safer not to look. “Have you ever been friends with an ex before? And yes, I know we’re not friends, that you’re just being kind, et cetera.”

      “I don’t know what the hell we are,” he says, sounding weary. “But yes, I’ve been friends with exes before. Kind of depends on the breakup, though.”

      I nod, turning over his words in my mind.

      “When it’s a drift apart or you’re just not right for each other, then it’s no big deal to maybe keep in touch. But when it’s Godzilla leveling Tokyo, like we were . . . not a whole lot left to build anything on. Sure as hell no trust in either direction.”

      While I don’t get the reference, the general meaning is loud and clear. “Right. Though you did come and help me at the hospital.”

      “Don’t read too much into that,” he says. “Frances only called me because she had no other options, and I was hardly going to leave you there on your own for hours on end. No matter what shit went down between us.”

      “It was still kind of you, and I wasn’t particularly nice to you at the time. Sorry about that.”

      I’m pretty sure behind the sunglasses he’s giving me side eyes. “Whatever.”

      We walk a block in silence, Gordon doing his happy doggy thing. The quiet between Ed and me is strangely peaceful as opposed to awkward. An occasional car zips past and a few people are out and about enjoying their weekend. One man is in his small front garden, planting some daisies. That he does this wearing white long johns is a little different.

      “I’ve never actually seen him dressed,” whispers Ed once we’re a suitable distance past. “Only ever wearing those thermals.”

      “Have to admire his dedication to comfort.”

      “True.”

      “Interesting neighborhood,” I say.

      “You picked it.”

      “I did?”

      Ed nods. “I was sharing an apartment with friends on the other side of the city and your rental was up. Figured we might as well move in together.”

      “I figured or you figured?”

      “We both figured. It was mutual.”

      “Okay.”

      “You thought with my hours it would be better if we were close to the shop. We looked around for a while, lucked out and found this place.”

      “It’s a nice place.”

      “It is.” His hands flex and tense at his sides before he realizes what he’s doing and stops. I’ve strayed into forbidden territory yet again.

      Times such as these, I always wonder what he’s thinking, what he’s remembering that’s set him on edge. Probably he’s dwelling on the good old days. Back before he did or didn’t cheat on me. But even I know better than to ask what’s on his mind. This is exactly why I avoid contacting him. Why I didn’t text him after Monday’s hospital brouhaha. Because occasional communication with him feels safest. He’s less likely to turn his back on me if I don’t push. Though I really want to push.

      As if sensing my curiosity about things best left unsaid, he speeds up, his long legs stretching, leaving me behind.

      “Frances and I did some girl bonding this week,” I say as he turns the corner and we cross the road to enter the large green expanse of the park. I think our pace borders on power walking. At any rate, Gordon seems content to follow and I do my best to keep up. “We’re getting along better. I feel like progress has been made.”

      “Good.”

      “Did you have a busy week at work?”

      “Yeah.”

      All right. So everything is horribly awkward again. But I can fix this. “Resting and staying in was annoying. But it gave me a chance to start rereading the books.”

      A nod.

      “Got a fair way into The Stand by Stephen King. It’s awesome.”

      A grunt.

      Okay, I can’t fix this. The man is in unhappy land and I’m lost at sea. Instead, I give up on Ed for the moment and focus on the dog. This involves me crouching down to deliver belly rubs followed by a brief discussion on the merits of various things for peeing on. Chain link fence was a bit of a bitch, but wooden picket appeared to be quite satisfying. In the park, he’s mostly moved on to trees. Gordon seizes the opportunity to overwhelm me with doggy kisses, knocking me on my ass in his exuberance.

      “Jesus.” Ed grabs me under the arms, lifting me back onto my feet with ease. “Are you hurt?”

      “No, I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “Be careful. He’s stronger than he looks.”

      “Meh. He’s a lover, not a fighter.” I wipe dog spit off my chin. “Too much tongue, Gordy. You got to take it easy on the ladies. Ease them into things.”

      “Clem, I’m serious. You need to be more careful.” He pushes his sunglasses up on top of his head, worried eyes looking me over. My ass is given a quick light brushing, his capable hands running over my body with obvious familiarity. I’m being manhandled—and I like it. It’s as if he hit my ON switch and boom. My skin becomes hypersensitive, my breathing is faster, and the want for more is real. More contact. More him.

      Feeling this much, however, is a little scary. Cold and clinical are safer. I just can’t seem to reach that state of mind.

      “Enough bruises on you already,” he carries on, unaware of my ongoing lust/fear.

      “Don’t treat me like I’m made of glass.”

      “Then don’t take stupid risks.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I ask, voice rising in volume. “I can’t pet a dog. I can’t leave the house. I can’t do a fucking thing without it being a risk. But the bad thing already happened, Ed, and guess what? I survived. I could have died, but I didn’t. And I am not going to live the rest of my life in fear. So back the hell up. Stop touching me.”

      Mouth slightly open, he just watches me, his hands retreating back to his sides.

      It takes me a good minute to calm down and get a handle on things. I didn’t exactly mean to rant. In all honesty, I’m not sure where it all came from. Frances irritates me now and then with her caution and things not said, but generally I handle it okay. At least, I don’t verbally abuse her in public. Thankfully, the party in my pants has calmed down.

      “You okay now?” he asks, sounding subdued.

      “Yes.”

      He moves the sunglasses back into place, covering his eyes. “All right, then.”

      Gordon looks between us before taking a step or two onward. A bee crosses his path and he of course sniffs at it with interest.

      “Gordy, irritate the bee and you’re going to get stung,” I say, leading him onward, away from temptation. “Not a good life choice.”

      “I think there’s something in that for all of us.”

      Though I’m pretty sure he’s teasing, I don’t dare speak.

      “You were enjoying yourself and I overreacted,” he says, a late-afternoon breeze ruffling his hair. He’s like something out of an ad, too perfect, too pretty, too much in general. “I’m sorry, Clem. Shouldn’t have touched you without your permission either. When we’re together like this, sometimes I forget.”

      I snort. “You forget? Try being me.”

      At this, he laughs, shaking his head. “How can you make jokes about it?”

      “Dark humor has its place. God knows, being depressed all the damn time would just be boring.”

      “Fair enough.” The corner of his lips creeps up. “Wow. You sure told me. You know, you wouldn’t have done that before. Or at least, not until you’d stewed on it for about three days, making us both miserable in the process.”

      “And again, I sound awful.”

      “Nah. Neither of us were all that great at saying what we meant.”

      “You have flaws?”

      “Shocking, isn’t it?” He walks alongside me, taking smaller steps so I no longer get left behind. It’s a start.

      “Next you’ll be saying you used to hog all the covers and always wanted to be on top.”

      His head snaps around to face me, the tension palpable.

      Shit. “Sorry. Shouldn’t have gone there. The doctors say my frontal lobe will eventually start working properly again. But then again, my filter can’t be trusted.”

      He sighs. “This is getting us nowhere. How about we both stop saying sorry to each other all the damn time?”

      “I don’t know. Given the situation, is that even possible?”

      A thick shoulder lifts. “Never know until we try.”

      “All right. I’m not sorry.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not sorry either. So there.”

      I smile. “You know, I’m really not. There are so many questions about sex and more personal stuff I’m dying to ask you. I mean, I’m twenty-five years old and I don’t even know my favorite sex position.”

      “Don’t do it,” he answers, shaking his head. “Shit. Seriously, Clem?”

      “Sorry.”
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      When we get back to the building, two people are sitting on the front steps waiting. The female tattoo artist from the shop is holding hands with a man. Even in a simple yellow dress, she’s beautiful enough to give me a severe case of the dowdies. My hand immediately reaches up to adjust my hair so my scar is covered. I hate getting all self-conscious.

      “Are you kidding me?” is all the woman says, getting to her feet.

      Ed stiffens at my side while Gordon wags his tail, happy to have more visitors.

      “Beautiful. Relax.” The man still sitting on the steps tugs on the woman’s hand.

      “Relax?” she responds.

      “Come on,” says Ed, ushering me forward with a hand to my lower back. We go in ahead of the couple on the stairs, keys jangling as Ed unlocks the front door and then the door to his condo. “Calm down, Tessa. I told you the situation.”

      Off his leash, Gordon trots over to his water bowl on the floor at the end of the kitchen counter. The living room seemed big before, but Tessa’s anger fills it up fast.

      “I just . . . how could you, Ed?” she says, pacing.

      “Babe, have a heart,” the man she came with says, collapsing onto one of the sofas with a nod in my direction. “You really don’t remember anything, huh?”

      “No, nothing,” I answer, lingering near the door.

      Tessa mutters something along the lines of, “Have a heart, my ass.”

      “Clem, this is Nevin and Tessa. Friends of mine.” Ed’s in the kitchen, pulling beers out of the fridge. “Take a seat, it’s fine.”

      If he says so. I perch on the edge of the unoccupied couch, grateful when I get passed a cold bottle. Not only am I in need of a drink, but it gives my hands something to do. Because this whole scene is beyond uncomfortable.

      Eventually, Tessa sits down, her arms and legs crossed. I ignore her glare to the best of my ability. Gordon comes over and sits on my feet. Bless him for his loyalty. Dogs really are a girl’s best friend.

      “So what happened?” asks Nevin, watching me with interest. He’s a good-looking man, lean and muscular with brown skin. Indian descent, perhaps. “How’d you get amnesia?”

      Ed groans. “Man, she doesn’t want to talk about it. Stop and think. You’re complete strangers to her and you want her to just open up about bad shit like that?”

      Tessa harrumphs.

      “What did I do to you?” I ask. Not hostile, just curious.

      The woman doesn’t hesitate. “You broke Ed’s heart and then you tried to drag Nevin and me into your shit storm, and I am not interested in forgiving you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      There’s not really anything else I can say. Curiosity makes me want more details about how on earth I entangled the two of them in my and Ed’s implosion. But given Tessa’s hostility, asking for more information would not be constructive. So I set my beer aside, ease my feet out from beneath Gordon’s butt, and give Ed a smile. “Thanks for letting me visit.”

      He just nods, rising to his feet. “I’ll wait outside with you.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      No point arguing. I give Nevin and Tessa a strained smile. Tessa ignores me, but Nevin lifts his hand in a friendly enough wave. Someone should really write a guide for what to say in these situations. Etiquette for reconnecting with an ex after suffering amnesia. That would be quite useful.

      Gordon whines unhappily when Ed tells him to stay inside. After giving the dog a pat and a hug goodbye, I get the hell out of there. Outside on the street, I can at least breathe easy. Ed stands beside me in silence as I pull out my cell and request an Uber. Everything between us is now cold and distant. I hate it. In all honesty, I’d rather be bewildered by desire than left bereft like this.

      So I’m not emotionally empty when it comes to him. Now I know.

      “Sorry for making things awkward with your friends,” I say.

      “Thought we weren’t going to say sorry anymore.” Arms crossed, he stares off into the distance. “You and Tessa used to be close.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. That’s why she’s so mad at you. Mostly.”

      I don’t know what to say.

      In this part of the city, at this hour of the day, it only takes three minutes for my ride to arrive. I climb into the backseat, still searching for words. Something to take the edge off what happened. I should thank him, I should . . .

      “Take care,” says Ed, shutting the car door.

      And we’re done.
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      “Amnesia chick?”

      The barista grins, handing over my drink with this new nickname scrawled on the side. What a fucking comedian. I guess having a seizure on the café floor has made me mildly famous. Whatever. At least the coffee is good here; they don’t burn the beans.

      “Thanks.” I meet his grin with a small smile. Nothing to do but take the nickname in relative good grace. I take the cup over to the side to pour in some sugar. Let’s face facts: I need all of the sweetening up I can get.

      It’s been over a week since I last spoke to Ed. I try not to think about him. Try not to remember the way he looks and the sound of his voice. Definitely try not to dwell on everything he’s ever said to me. Though given the silence, I’d say he’s far better at ignoring my existence than I am his.

      Also, the bank broke up with me this morning. No more job. The good news is, the small amount of holiday pay I’m owed, combined with severance, means there’s more money in my account.

      So mostly my life has consisted of me attempting to be useful and keeping myself occupied. I clean my sister’s small ranch-style house, cook most of our meals, read books, go for walks, and attend doctors’ appointments. Everyone (the good doctor and Frances) says to take things slow. To let myself heal. But I feel like I’m stagnating and it sucks. No past and no future.

      Apart from the occasional headache, I suffer from acute anxiety. Just because I can’t remember the attack, apparently doesn’t mean I’m not dealing with the trauma. It’s a bitch because you can never quite tell what will set it off. The crowd in the coffee shop, for instance, is not great. People bumping into me, all of the noise . . . the sooner I get back outside, the easier I’m breathing.

      “Clem?” a woman asks with a wary smile. She’s smallish, has very short hair, and is vaguely familiar. “Clementine?”

      “Yes.”

      “I, um . . . this is weird. I don’t know what to say.”

      “Why don’t you start by telling me who you are,” I say, taking a sip of scalding-hot coffee.

      “Right.” Her smile widens. “You won’t remember, of course, but we used to be friends. Good friends.”

      I just wait.

      “My name’s Shannon.”

      “You’re from Ed’s shop, right?”

      “Exactly. I’m the receptionist, assistant, whatever’s needed really.” She bops on her feet with excessive energy. “I didn’t get to say hi when you came in the other week. I mean, none of us even knew this had happened to you. It was such a shock.”

      “So you and I were friends back when I was with Ed?”

      She nods. “Yeah. When the breakup happened . . . well, it was messy. You just kind of needed time out from everyone attached to him. I understood completely.”

      “Right, okay. Ed had mentioned something like that happened, but it’s good to know for certain.”

      “Yeah. When I heard what happened to you, and I just wanted to reach out and see that you were all right.”

      “That’s nice of you.” I tip my head. “Do you live in the area? I haven’t seen you here before.”

      “No. I was driving to your sister’s place and happened to see you heading in here, so I just . . .”

      I nod.

      Her smile finally waivers. “Should we grab a table? Have you got time to sit down for a minute? I’d really like to know how you’re doing . . .”

      “Sure. Outside would be good.”

      I lead the way, finding one at the end situated against the shop window. There are a couple of men in work clothes. Probably belonging to the French Town Electrical van parked nearby. Some women in athleisure wear. Several of them look askance at Shannon’s shaved head and tattooed limbs. Ah, life in the suburbs.

      “So I met you through Ed?” I ask, carefully prying off the lid to my coffee and blowing on the liquid to try to cool it down.

      “That’s right.”

      I just wait. When the amnesia first struck, and I was around people I was meant to know but didn’t, I’d often stay silent because I had no idea what to say. But it turns out keeping your mouth shut is actually a good technique for getting information out of people. If you wait for people to fill the silence, they usually do. They just can’t help themselves.

      “It was sad, I mean . . . you and he tried so hard to make it work, but there were just some fundamental differences, you know?”

      “Not really. Why don’t you tell me?”

      “God.” She giggles and rolls her eyes. Like my lack of memory makes her uncomfortable. “Whatever you want to know.”

      “You and I were that close?”

      One of her shoulders rises. “Well, yeah.”

      Previous me’s life continues to make little sense to me. The way she disappeared on people who supposedly mattered to her. But I’ll take all the information I can get.

      A bird pecks at the remains of a muffin on a nearby table. The sounds of chatter from patrons and the noise from an occasional passing car fill the air. Shannon rests her elbows on the table, leaning in. There’s a certain wide-eyed innocence to her. I don’t trust it, but then again, I’m paranoid. Or maybe I’m just having a shitty day and am jealous that she gets to spend quality time in Ed’s presence while I’ve been exiled.

      “I’d like to hear your take on it all,” I say, settling into the chair. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.”

      And the girl opens her mouth and talks for over an hour, while I listen.

      Seems there are two types of people in this situation. People who probably do know you better than you know yourself yet manage not to rub it in. And people who think they know you and have plenty of opinions about you and are more than happy to shove it all in your face. Shannon belongs to the latter.
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      Operation Get a Life starts with me enrolling in a self-defense course in the city. Something I’d been wanting to do ever since the police informed me of how I’d wound up in the hospital. Not even Frances can object to me leaving the house for the sole purpose of better learning how to defend myself. Though she does try. With her on night shift, I continue to Uber around. Suits me fine. I can’t take part in all the physical aspects of the classes, but I sit and watch, soaking it all in.

      The instructor, Gavin, a fit-looking Korean-American guy, tells us to look at any odd thing we hear or see when we’re out and about. To let anyone following us know they’ve been spotted. To let them know that we’re not an easy target through confident body language. He also talks about things in our handbags, such as keys or a ballpoint pen, that could be used as a weapon. Step three is to remove yourself from the area as swiftly as possible. During the next lesson, we’ll move on to the three key attack areas: eyes, throat, and groin. Gavin doesn’t mess around.

      He spends a fair bit of time making sure I’m following everything. Maybe he’s just a good teacher, making the new student feel welcome. Or maybe it’s more than that. The bruises on my face haven’t gone away yet. And sharp enough eyes might even make out the scar on my forehead, not completely hidden beneath my bangs. Easy for Gavin to conclude that my interest in self-defense is not an idle one.

      After class, I walk from the West End where class is held down to Old Port. It’s only about eight o’clock and there are plenty of streetlights and people around. But I can’t stop looking behind me, my small can of mace held tightly in my hand. Being out and about is good.

      Fuck being always afraid. I won’t do it. I can’t live that way. The mace goes back in the bag, and I swing my arms as I walk. I stop thinking about eyes-throat-groin, and force my attention to the surroundings.

      Pavement turns into cobblestones and there’s a more touristy feel to the shops in Old Port. Lots of beautiful, over-a-century-old brick buildings. I’m almost tempted by a waterfront lobster place, but continue on, looking for Vito’s—the Italian restaurant Ed recommended I try.

      And I’m glad I did. It smells amazing and has heavy wooden tables and dark red napkins, silver cutlery glinting in the low light. There are plenty of shadowy nooks and atmosphere aplenty, despite the crowd.

      Just when I think I’m going to get turned away, the maître d’ smiles, obviously recognizing me on sight, and leads me to the only available table.

      I feel comfortable here. Maybe it’s the warm welcome. Or maybe some part of me deep down recognizes this place. Unlike the froufrou clothing, Vito’s still fits. Though I should probably dress up more next time. Black yoga pants and a T-shirt is a bit slummy.

      “Clem?” asks a familiar deep voice.

      I raise my eyes from the menu to find Ed staring down at me. He looks good. But then, he always does. More dressed up than normal in gray slacks and a white button-down shirt with his hair slicked back. God, he’s so handsome and smooth looking, like a movie star out of an old black and white movie. Just behind him is a woman with wavy shoulder-length dark hair. She’s beautiful too. Of course she is. They make a great looking couple, dammit.

      Meanwhile, the maître d’ stands nearby, visibly flustered. “I’m so sorry. I just assumed . . .”

      “Shit,” I say, realization dawning. “This is your table.”

      Ed clears his throat. “Yeah.”

      “Awkward. Okay.” I slide out of the chair, grabbing my usual bag with money, cell, and book inside. God. The brunette is dressed in a sexy off-the-shoulder number and I look like crap. “What a coincidence, huh? Enjoy your meal.”

      And I’m out of there, pronto. Not even the cooler air outside can take the heat out of my face. It’s just as well that I’m wearing sneakers and not heels. Otherwise, there would be no chance of moving fast on the cobblestone streets. The usual ache/awkwardness caused by the thought of Ed escalates into an agonizing kind of pain. I think I’m having a heart attack. Or maybe my heart just hurts. Which makes no sense at all because he’s not mine. Not in any way, shape, or form. The man doesn’t even like me. And I definitely don’t enjoy the riot of feelings he inspires.

      “Clem, wait!” Ed runs after me, his expression tense. “Are you all right?”

      “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      He just looks at me.

      “That was unfortunate, them thinking we were still together and meeting for dinner. I mean, what were the chances of me turning up here tonight?” I babble, staring at his shoes. Much easier than meeting his face.

      “Random,” he says.

      “It’s just that you told me to try this restaurant and I was in the area, so . . .”

      “Yeah? What were you doing?”

      “Taking a self-defense class.”

      “Good. That’s good.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. Only it feels defensive, best to just let them hang at my sides. He’s freshly shaved, the strong line of his jaw dramatic in the low lighting. All of the planes and angles of his face are so perfect. Also, he smells incredibly good. Probably some expensive cologne or just his general coolness leaking from his pores. I don’t know. But at such a close distance, I can almost believe the emotion in his eyes is something other than annoyance or pity.

      “Anyway,” I say, taking a deep breath. “You should get back. I guess I’ll try the place another time. Make my own reservation next time.”

      “It was always your favorite.”

      That stops me. “You’re taking your date to my favorite restaurant?”

      “I happen to like the place too.” Lines crease his brow. “What, we need to divvy up the town now?”

      “No, just . . . my favorite? Really? Isn’t it weird, going somewhere we made memories?” I raise the corner of my lips in distaste. “Obviously not, or you wouldn’t be here with her and this wouldn’t have just happened. Never mind.”

      Now the lines have spread to beside his beautiful eyes.

      “Though maybe that’s the point, you want to overwrite everything we did together. Make newer and better memories.”

      “You know, maybe I do.”

      “Fantastic. Awesome. Best of luck with that.” My voice rises in volume. “I hope she’s everything for you that I never could be. A paragon of female worthiness. A lady on the streets, a wildcat between the sheets, and all that shit.”

      A couple passes by, darting looks at us. Fair enough.

      “And I’m yelling at you on street corners now like a deranged person. Great.”

      “Please continue, Clem,” he bites out. “I for one am enjoying the hell out of all this honesty for once.”

      “Oh, fuck off back to your date, Ed.”

      His shoulders rise on an exceptionally heavy sigh and honest to God, I feel exactly the same way. Apparently this city isn’t big enough for both my ex and me. Not tonight, at least. I might have forgotten the initial breakup. But we were sure making up for the loss of those memories now. And I barely even know the guy. It shouldn’t have mattered where he went, let alone with whom. It shouldn’t hurt. Empty was so much safer.

      “I don’t want to yell at you. I don’t want to be this person. Give my love to Gordon,” I say, sounding much calmer than I feel. “Hope you have a nice night.”

      “Clem . . .”

      I don’t stop walking and I don’t turn back.
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      Frances laughs so hard when I tell her about the showdown with Ed that she nearly falls off the kitchen chair. “It’s like you’re an evil twin of your former self or something.”

      “So glad my trauma amuses you.”

      “Oh come on, you’re not really upset about this, are you?”

      I finish making our sandwiches, putting a bit of extra oomph into the knife work. Bright early afternoon sun shines in through the window, a lawnmower roars in the distance.

      “God, you are.” She frowns. “I warned you not to get too close to him. It was bound to be confusing, given your history.”

      “I didn’t get too close to him.”

      “Don’t lie to me. You sat up crying last night after you got home, didn’t you?”

      “No.”

      She just waits.

      “Maybe. A little.” I place our lunch on the table, pulling out a chair and taking a seat. “But I was dealing with the death of Matthew Cuthbert as well. It was very sad.”

      “Who is Matthew Cuthbert?”

      “Anne of Green Gables.”

      “One of your fictional friends. Right. Sorry for your loss.” My sister takes a bite and chews, talking all the while, because we’re classy like that. “You always put Ed on a pedestal and thought you weren’t good enough for him. Which is absolute bullshit. I don’t like that he’s hurting you again.”

      “He’s not doing it on purpose. At least, I don’t think he’s doing it on purpose.” I turn it over inside my head. “No. Mostly he’s not doing it on purpose. It’s pretty much just me and the remnants of my messed-up mind.”

      “How is he even upsetting you if you don’t remember him?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I grew new feelings for him . . . sort of.”

      She chews on, raising her eyebrows to display her disbelief.

      “We probably won’t even see each other again, so this discussion isn’t required.”

      “Pretty sure that’s what you said last time.”

      “Guess Shannon was right. There were fundamental problems in my and Ed’s relationship.”

      “The chick from the tattoo parlor?”

      “Yeah.” I rip the crust off one of the pieces of bread and tear it into little pieces. Heartache deserves chocolate cake. Not Swiss, turkey, and lettuce on rye. “She’s the receptionist. Apparently we were close.”

      “Makes me feel like a crappy sister for not knowing all your friends from back then.” A trace of a scowl hardens her eyes. “Thought you said she gave you bad vibes.”

      I raise a shoulder. “Everyone gives me bad vibes. My head is a catastrophe. I can’t even trust myself, so how can I trust anyone else?”

      “Huh.”

      “Don’t you think that was a dick move on his part, though? Taking a woman to my favorite restaurant?”

      Frances just shrugs. “They do have really good cannoli. Met you there for your birthday last year. Much as I don’t like to defend Ed, once you’ve found a place like that, it’s tough to give it up.”

      I scowl. Desserts shouldn’t come before sibling loyalty. Not when matters of the heart are at stake.

      “What are you doing with your day, apart from hating on Ed Larsen?” she asks.

      “I’m not hating on him. I’m just openly expressing disappointment in his life choices.”

      “Got it.”

      “Why do I have to deal with the fallout from a relationship I don’t even remember being a part of?”

      “Just plain dumb luck, I guess.”

      “It’s not fair. And I don’t want to be attracted to him either. It’s inconvenient.”

      Frances laughs. “No time for romance in your planner?”

      “Hardly. What do I even have to plan? When to clean the toilet next? My life sucks.”

      “Things will get better,” she says. “Give it time. You’re recovering from a serious injury.”

      “I know.” I sigh all the sighs. “Maybe he’s not inconvenient so much as he is extremely confusing.”

      She nods. “I can see that. You are, after all, a born-again virgin.”

      “True.”

      “You’re also quite bitchy and whiny today. Did you want to get out and do something this afternoon or not? I’m feeling you could use the distraction.”

      “Don’t you have stuff to do?” I pick up the sandwich, give it a long hard look, and put it back down. My stomach just isn’t interested. It’s probably evening out the pack of Oreos I comfort ate last night. “Shouldn’t you be out spending time with your friends or maybe getting laid? One of us should have something resembling a fully functioning existence. I feel like me and my problems chew up all of your time.”

      As usual, Frances remains nonplussed by my outburst. “This again? Clem, when Mom was sick, you just dropped everything to look after her.”

      “Huh.”

      My sister stretches her neck, first to one side, then the other. “I was adjusting to a new job and dealing with a marriage that was falling apart at a startling rate. You didn’t bitch about having to be the person to put your life on hold and move back home to look after Mom. You just did it. I always admired you for that.”

      “Okay.”

      “Basically, what I’m saying is, let me be here for you now.”

      “All right. Though it feels weird inheriting all this baggage, both the good stuff I did and the bad.” I shrug. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” She flashes me a brief smile. “What’s the next step in figuring out the contents of your head/getting a life type plans?”

      I push my plate away, brushing off my hands. “We should get a dog. If we had a dog, he or she could eat this sandwich.”

      “We’re not getting a dog. Focus, please.”

      “Fine.” I sigh. “Some of the books have a stamp on the inside cover from a secondhand bookstore. I’d like to check the place out.”

      “Still seeing if anything is familiar?” she asks. “Makes sense. And let me guess, this place is downtown.”

      I just smile. Or maybe it’s a wince.
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      Braun’s Books is a couple of blocks away from Ed’s shop. In a city of over sixty-thousand people, however, surely I can go a day without running into him. Surely. Frances drives us in. It’s another sister-outing type thing, which is nice.

      Behind the counter is a woman with long white and gray hair tied back into a braid. At the sight of me, her whole face lights up. “Well, about time! Where on earth have you been? I was getting worried about you.”

      Apparently we have the sort of relationship where hugging is required. Before I know what’s going on, she’s out from behind the counter and squeezing me tight. I stand there mildly stunned while Frances watches in amusement.

      “Got a couple of things put aside for you,” the woman says, rushing back to her counter. “Including a beaten-up but original copy of The Flower and The Flame. Awesome, right? I knew you wouldn’t care if it had a little wear and tear. You’re lucky I didn’t decide to keep it for myself. New Alyssa Cole came in last week too and I knew you’d be all over that.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be delighted with them,” says Frances, barely holding back a grin. “But she doesn’t know who you are.”

      The woman raises her brows. “What?”

      She holds out her hand for shaking. “I’m Frances, her sister. Clem was attacked a month back and sustained some damage to her frontal lobe. She has amnesia.”

      “No.”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      I lift my bangs to flash the scar at her. It makes for great evidence.

      Immediately, the woman’s jaw drops. “Holy cow.”

      “That’s part of why we’re here,” explains Frances. “Revisiting places to see if anything’s familiar to her. Figuring out parts of her life. You know.”

      “Goodness . . . I don’t know what to say.” She huffs out a breath, her shoulders slumping. She seems so gutted by my misfortune. So genuine. “Honey, I’m sorry that happened to you. I’m Iris, by the way. You’ve been coming here for years, ever since you started working in the bank on Spring Street. You’re one of my best customers and, well, I like to think we’re friends too.”

      I lift my hand in greeting. “Hi, Iris. Nice to meet you.”

      “Did they catch the son of a bitch who did this to you?”

      “Not yet,” says Frances, her voice hardening. “But we will.”

      “Good. We need coffee, that’s what we need.” Iris gets busy with a collection of mugs and the coffeepot sitting on a side table. “Take a seat, girls. Get comfortable. Sounds like we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

      “Can I help?” I ask.

      “No. Sit.”

      I do as told and so does Frances.

      The bookstore has a large arched front window, the walls lined with shelving. In the middle of the space is a big table covered in haphazard stacks of books. A comfy-looking red sofa, a couple of wingback chairs, and an ottoman. Over against the right-hand wall is a high old-fashioned counter. Lord knows how long this place has been here. The air of permanence, the scent of paper and ink is real. It’s a great shop.

      “I had good taste in hangout places,” I say, looking around.

      Frances laughs. “Oh you’re owning this one, are you?”

      “What?”

      “Please,” Frances says, her legs crossed, foot bopping. “You’ve been constantly down on the first twenty-five years of your life. Apart from Ed, maybe. You seem okay with having been there and done that.”

      “Well, he’s a very pretty man,” I say. “Besides, you try having a lifetime’s worth of choices dumped on you with little to no explanation available as to why you did the things you did. I feel sorry for me.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      I smile. Either my sister’s dry sense of humor is rubbing off on me or the halfhearted bitching at each other feels a lot like actual affection these days. I don’t know. But I like it.

      “We were in the middle of planning a monthly romance book club,” says Iris, arriving back and setting a tray down on the coffee table. “That’s why I was so surprised when you up and disappeared on me.”

      “Romance?” I ask, sitting up straighter. “I didn’t realize I read that too. I’ve got a lot to catch up on.”

      “I’ll make you a list, honey.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And where’s that big strong man of yours? He’s a fine specimen.” Iris winks at me.

      “We broke up. Before the thing happened.”

      “What a pity. He was always so patient when you brought him in, following you around and carrying your books for you.”

      It’s a pretty picture. Ed being my bookstore beck-and-call boy. The muscles in his arms flexing as he carries around my stacks of reading material. Sounds like a perfect boyfriend. A part of me misses him. A big part of me. Or maybe it’s just the idea of him, since it’s hard to miss something you have no actual happy memories of. Hard to tell which exactly. And what with him dating other people, it’s not like my opinion of him or our previous relationship is going to matter anytime soon.

      “Oh, get that look off your face,” chides Frances.

      “What?”

      “The sad-girl thing doesn’t suit you.”

      Iris watches us with interest. “She misses him. Sometimes our hearts are wiser than our heads.”

      My sister scoffs. “Don’t get her started on him. There’s a whole world of angst and bewilderment better left alone.”

      “True enough,” I say.

      Frances sighs. “I agree he did always seem to treat her well. Right up until he didn’t. But either way, it’s over, time to move on.”

      “Still not totally convinced he cheated,” I admit.

      “Nine out of ten men will be assholes given the opportunity.”

      “You’re making that up.” I frown. “That can’t be scientifically proven.”

      “Experience dictates . . .”

      “You’re a police officer,” I object. “Your experience is bound to be skewed. After all, you’re always having to deal with the asshole contingent of the world. That’s basically your job description.”

      “No,” Frances says. “My job allows me to properly see the asshole contingent of the world that everyone else would prefer doesn’t exist. That’s my job description.”

      “I think I better make you a list of required reading as well, Frances,” says Iris.

      “I’m not into romance, neither the genre nor the state of being.”

      “Have you ever read one?”

      “Well, no, but I’ve tried a few real-life romances and I have to say—”

      “Of course you have to find the right one. The story that speaks to you.” Iris sips her coffee, somehow appearing both serene and stern. It’s quite a trick. “At the heart, romance is about hope, and that’s what keeps us going, dear. The eternal quest to improve ourselves, our lives, our world.” Suddenly, she snaps her fingers in front of her face. “Ah, I have it. Just the one.”

      Now Frances looks vaguely worried. “It’s fine, really. Don’t trouble yourself.”

      In a flash, the coffee is back on the little table and Iris is off to the bookshelves, moving like a woman on a mission. “No trouble at all. Romance isn’t all kissing and bedroom action, you know. Though there’s often some of that too. Don’t be a mindless slave to misogynistic prejudices. That’s never a good look. Think for yourself, form your own opinions. These are stories about women standing up for themselves and what they believe in. Women working to be whole and demanding what they deserve. Here we go!”

      I’m pretty sure Frances would climb under the chair if there was a chance she’d fit.

      In a moment, Iris is striding back and handing Frances her prize. “I get the feeling you’ve suffered some hurts, but it wouldn’t do to grow bitter and closed-minded. I think you deserve better than that, don’t you?”

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to try just one.” Frances closes her mouth, her brow furrowed as she takes the book. I peek at the title: Sweet Dreams by Kristen Ashley.

      “Excellent.” Iris’s smile is beatific. She sits back down, picks up her coffee, and turns her attention to me. “Now, what are we going to do about you, Clementine?”

      “Me? I’ll read the books you tell me to.” After her impassioned spiel to my sister, I wouldn’t dare do otherwise. “Promise.”

      “I meant about your situation, but I’m delighted to hear that you continue to love reading.”

      “Oh, there’s not much we can do on that score. The bank let me go since I can’t remember what my job is and that’s not going to change anytime soon,” I report. “And I’m supposed to be taking it easy, though I’ve been doing that for weeks, and it’s boring as all hell. It just means I have more time to spend alone, fixating on everything I don’t know and getting stressed out.”

      “You’re lost.” Iris sighs. “I don’t like seeing you like this.”

      “She’ll figure things out eventually,” says Frances. “There’s no rush.”

      I set my mug back on the tray. “I need something to do with myself before I drive what’s left of my mind insane. Maybe I should volunteer somewhere.”

      Iris tips her head. “Well, I could certainly do with some help here. I can’t afford to pay much, but you’d be very welcome and the work wouldn’t be overly cumbersome. No need to take on more than you’re ready for.”

      “Really? That would be great!”

      “You’re supposed to be resting,” says my sister, face tight. Definitely not pleased with the plan at all. “Doctors don’t give out orders just for shits and giggles. It freaks me out enough that you wander the streets on your own, going out for coffee.”

      “Come on, Frances. I need to start rebuilding. Look around you. This is as soft a start in as safe an environment as I’m going to get.”

      “I’d be able to keep an eye on her if she was here, make sure she’s not overdoing things. Surely that’s better than her being on her own?” Iris sounds so calm and reasonable, making it hard to disagree. “Why, there’s even the sofa if she needs to rest. She wouldn’t be in anybody’s way.”

      Frances looks between the older woman and me, her mouth little more than a thin worried line. “I don’t know; it’s so soon.”

      “This is an awesome opportunity, and I’ll be fine.” I meet her scowl with one of my own. She won’t win this fight. She has to know that. I needed my own space, my own life. And I want to do this.

      “It’s not like I can stop you,” she mutters. “I guess.”

      That’s about as good as it’s going to get.

      Iris and I grin. Look out world, I am gainfully employed.
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      Noise startles me awake. The glowing green digits of the alarm clock indicate it’s around three in the morning. The crash of glass breaking. A thump and groan followed by metallic screeching. It’s all jarringly loud in the dark. I almost fall off the mattress, frantically searching for my cell on the bedside table.

      Close by, a dog starts barking. A man yells from somewhere across the street. Frances isn’t due home for another hour or two so I’m on my own. My head’s so fuzzy from sleep, it doesn’t occur to me to be scared. Not yet.

      I stumble out into the quiet of the house, pulling back the curtains on one of the front living room windows.

      Huh. Everything outside seems to be as it should be. With the exception of the dude across the road standing on his front porch in his robe. So I’m not the only person who heard something. At least that means it wasn’t just a dream.

      But wait . . . my older-model hatchback sits parked at the curb, moonlight reflecting off the sharp edges of shattered windows.

      “What the hell?”

      I put down my cell and grab my sister’s baseball bat (definitely intended more for home security than sports) out of the hallway closet. I shove my feet into some sneakers, flick on the outside light, and unlock the front door. Two days ago, I had my second self-defense lesson. Gavin probably didn’t have a baseball bat in mind when he was giving us the eyes-throat-groin talk, but a dark part of my mind kind of liked where the combination might lead. My grip on the bat strong, I stride out into the night.

      The man from across the street is checking out my car with a heavy scowl on his face. His bathrobe is white and he has fluffy slippers on. They’re quite fetching.

      “Did you see anything?” he asks, eyeing my baseball bat a little warily.

      I just shake my head.

      “Me neither. Thought I heard an engine start up down the street, but . . .” He mutters on under his breath. “Jesus, they did a hell of a job, and they were fast too. Is this yours?”

      I nod. Though it looks more wreck than actual vehicle now. A piece of postapocalyptic art, maybe. Just as well I wasn’t relying on it to get anywhere anytime soon. Shadows darken the indents in the door and hood. Lines of silver show where the paint’s been cracked or removed. The windshield is a shattered ruin. It’s almost pretty, the way the light traces the web of broken glass.

      “Kids, probably,” he says. “Your sister’s a cop, right?”

      “Yeah, she’s at work. I’ll go call her now.”

      He nods, crosses his arms, and settles in to wait with me. Nice of him. “Sorry about your car.”

      I just keep staring at the car in disbelief. Who could have done this? One thing is for certain. My vehicle is well and truly fucked. “Yeah, me too.”
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      Once daybreak and business hours arrive, I make a detailed (not that I have any actual details) report for the police, then start in on the insurance side of things. Frances talked me through what to say and what to expect at the police station. The insurance company keeps me on the phone answering questions for roughly three and a half years. At the end of the interrogation, I’m told an assessor will be out in a day or two to decide if it’s even worth fixing. Given the vehicle’s age and the damage, it’s apparently unlikely. The inside is full of glass. But my new friend from across the road, Martin, and I managed to get a tarp tied over it to protect the interior from inclement weather.

      “There’ve been some small acts of vandalism at the school, and a car parked on the street a few blocks over got rammed a month or two back by joyriders,” says Frances. “Unlikely either of those events have anything to do with this, though.”

      “So I either have shit luck or I’m being targeted. Those are the two options here.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions. This could very well be about my job. Someone who had a bad experience with the police and decided to take it out on a vehicle parked out front of an officer’s house.” She sighs. “It happens, unfortunately.”

      “Maybe. Who knows?”

      “I am sorry this happened, Clem.”

      “Me too,” I say. “But I mean . . . let’s face facts. It was most likely just a random malicious attack by some local troubled youths out to relieve their boredom at odd hours of the morning. Or people who really hate hatchbacks, I don’t know. Maybe they had bad sex in one once. Pulled a hamstring or something trying to get a leg over.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      I sigh. “No, it’s not. Making jokes is apparently my new coping mechanism.”

      My sister ravages her thumbnail cuticle for a while, a glass of orange juice sitting forgotten in front of her. She’s probably wondering what would have happened if they’d taken the crowbar to one of the house windows. What might have occurred if Martin across the street hadn’t likely scared them off by getting out there so quickly.

      “Frances, it’s not your fault I was here on my own. You were at work. You’re allowed to work. Indeed, money-wise, you kind of have to.” I yawn, beyond tired. “I do not need to be constantly watched. So please stop being anxious. You’re making me anxious, and this is just a whole new circle of hell I’m not up to dealing with on limited sleep.”

      My sister takes a deep breath and sets her hands in her lap. “I take it you’re still determined to work in the bookshop?”

      “Yes. I told Iris I wouldn’t be in today given all this. But tomorrow . . .”

      “Okay. I’ll give you a lift in the morning.”

      “Okay?” I repeat, a little startled.

      She just shrugs.

      “I’m just used to you fighting me on things. Not that supporting my choices isn’t nice.”

      “You’re a grown adult. There’s only so much I can do with my work hours the way they are at present.” She sits back, crossing her legs. “Life goes on, et cetera and so on. Right?”

      “Yes, right.”

      “Still aiming to go in five days a week?”

      “Seems best. Iris says she can only pay me for three, but God knows I need the experience, and it’s not like I’ve got anything else going on.”

      She nods, gaze thoughtful. “Okay. All right, then.”

      It’s nice, not fighting with my sister about my welfare. I have to admit, however, I’m surprised. If anything, I’d have thought the incident with my car would have made her double down on the security side of things. But no.

      Great. I smile, she smiles, we all smile. Maybe this day isn’t so completely shit after all.
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      New releases take up the front half of the shop. Secondhand books and a range of literary themed items and locally made handcrafted giftware—such as T-shirts, coffee mugs, and sea glass pendants—inhabit the other half. Of course, there’s also the counter area off to the side and a staff bathroom and storage area out back. To say Iris is happy to have me there would be an understatement. I think she gets lonely. How you could feel isolated with people coming and going, I’m not sure, but everyone’s different. I find the semi-constant stream of customers a little overwhelming. It’s a good opportunity to work on my next-to-nonexistent conversation skills.

      I asked Iris why she wants someone working in her shop who only remembers ever actually finishing a couple of books. She said because I was trustworthy and still loved books, just needed to catch up on my reading.

      All day, the pile of books sitting at the end of the counter waiting for me has been growing. I’m only borrowing them. Guess it’s a staff-bonus type thing. Otherwise, I’d be further in debt as opposed to actually moving forward financially. Which, let’s face facts, I’m still barely achieving. But at least I’m not bored.

      The door jingles and I quickly straighten up from the fluffing and strategic placing of cushions on the couch. Because having your ass in the air when someone walks in is such a good look. And oh shit. “Ed, what are you doing here?”

      “She means hello and welcome,” singsongs Iris.

      The man stands just inside the doorway, face tense. Although, I’m not sure I’ve ever even seen his face un-tense. And it’s probably not something likely to happen around me anytime soon. Sneakers, jeans, and a faded black T-shirt. Of course, he makes vaguely disheveled look good. Damn good. He licks his lips and my mind blanks; my heart stutters. I just stand there like an idiot.

      Having a crush on my ex-boyfriend is problematic.

      “We need to talk,” he mutters, gaze fixed on me.

      “What have I done now?”

      “Clem . . .” His lips morph into a slightly lesser scowly type look. Rueful, I guess you could describe it. He nods at the couch, wandering over to take one of the wingbacks for himself. Not like I wanted to sit next to him anyway.

      After getting the nod from Iris, I sit. Curious as per the usual. “So?”

      “I called your sister just to check on you and she told me.”

      “What about?”

      “’Bout what happened to your car, and how you’re alone a lot with her doing shift work,” he says.

      “None of that concerns you.”

      “She’s worried about you.”

      I shrug. “She’s a worrier. It’ll pass.”

      “Yeah, but I think she’s got a point. There’s every chance the target was your sister. From a distance, you two look a lot alike. But while Frances is armed and trained to handle this sort of thing, you’re not. Plus, you’re already recovering from head trauma. You being there on your own so much isn’t good.” He sits forward, elbows resting near his knees. “We had a talk and . . . you’re going to move back into the condo. Just for a while.”

      “What?” I gasp. “Move in with you?”

      He nods somberly. “With me, yes.”

      “And you two just decided this? How? Why?”

      “Hear me out . . . legally, it’s half your house anyway.”

      I shake my head. “No, Ed. Just so much no.”

      “My hours are eleven to six, so you won’t be on your own so much. Just in case someone is messing with you,” he says, face lined. “You’ll be safer.”

      “Thank you so much for making decisions about my life for me. But us living together is just an all-round fantastically bad idea.”

      “Closer to your work here too, so the commute is easier. And I know you like the area.”

      “You do not want me living with you.” My mind is officially blown. The man is already on the verge of outright hating me. This could tip him over the edge. I can’t afford it. “I cannot believe . . . I mean, what on earth makes you think you’re in any way responsible for my personal safety?”

      “Calm down.”

      “I don’t want to calm down!”

      Iris clears her throat in a rather distinct manner over at the counter.

      “Sorry, I’ll calm down.” I turn back to Ed and hiss, “No. Absolutely not.”

      “I’ll clear out the spare room. You’ll have your own space. It won’t be so bad.”

      “Who are you trying to convince, me or you?”

      “Look, I don’t want you getting hurt again,” he says, eyes serious. “This shit happening now with your car, I’ve got to admit, Clem. I’m a little freaked.”

      “It could be nothing.”

      “Or it could be something. We don’t know.”

      I’m pretty sure I’m wearing his trademark scowl times a hundred.

      “It’s still your place too, that’s the fact of the matter.” He swallows, turns away. “We’ll just be roommates for a while. It doesn’t have to be a big deal.”

      “Great. Do I get to spend time with your new girlfriend too?”

      He just gives me a dry look. “Want to turn the sarcasm down a little? I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

      “Making decisions behind my back is not the answer.”

      He lifts one shoulder. “Look, I know it’s not going to be easy. But it just feels like the best choice to me. I don’t want anything happening to you, okay?”

      “Ed, nothing’s going to happen to me. Probably. Frances shouldn’t have agreed to this.” I pull my cell out of my back pocket and bring up her number. It rings approximately twice before the call is cut off. I growl in frustration. “She’s not answering. Why am I not surprised?”

      A moment later, a text arrives.

      

      Frances: Consider yourself evicted.

      Clem: What the hell is going on?

      Frances: I hate to say it but the man made sense. You’re on your own too much. It’s not safe. Not if there is some cop-hater out there who knows my address. This is for your own good.

      Frances: Besides, you’re already moved in. You’re welcome.

      

      “I’m already moved in?” I ask, bewildered.

      “She dropped off your stuff earlier,” he says. “I had a break, stopped by home to let her in. Your things are all waiting. We’ve just got to get the second bedroom sorted.”

      “Fuck.” I slump back in the chair, cell lying forgotten in my lap. “You two are treating me like a child.”

      He sighs. “We care about you. And think about it. If there is something going on, it dates at least back to the first attack when you lost your memory. And maybe it dates further back, when we were together and . . .”

      “And when my safety would have been your business.”

      “My responsibility, yes.”

      “So this is some misguided macho thing.”

      His lips press together hard. When he speaks, it’s clear he’s making an effort to be calm and reasonable. “You would feel the same way if something happened to me when we were together. Exactly the same. We both looked out for each other; it’s what couples do. So I owe you some help in making this right.”

      “Ed, this is not a good idea.”

      “Look,” he says, shifting tactics, “you’re working in town now and don’t need to be commuting when you should be taking it easy, recuperating and everything. Plus, there’s no need to be spending that money on rides. This will be better. You’ll also be close to where you have your self-defense classes too, right? There’re a lot of reasons why this is a good idea.”

      I am not convinced. “Not for you, there isn’t.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” he says. “And on the bright side, you’ll get to spend more time with Gordon.”

      “He’s a good dog.”

      “It won’t be so bad.” Ed frowns. “It’s only until things calm down and we know you’re safe.”

      My head falls against the back of the couch and I stare at the ceiling. “But I really don’t like the idea of putting you out like this.”

      “Eh. No big deal.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      He doesn’t bother to respond.

      While some of his arguments may have substance, it still isn’t right, this dumping of me upon his fine self in a domestic setting. Same goes for the bizarre collusion between him and my sister. Guess the attack on my car scared her worse than she let on. It seems so random, though, bashing in a windshield and dinging up some doors. So petty and stupid. Surely it doesn’t mean anything?

      “Maybe just for a few days while things calm down,” I say, thinking it all through. “But I don’t need you accompanying me everywhere and playing bodyguard. That’s unnecessary.”

      “Okay,” he says, all easygoing like.

      “And you’ll tell me if it gets to be too much. If I’m doing something wrong or that you don’t like.”

      A nod.

      “Or if I’m just generally irritating you and you need your space or whatever.”

      Another nod.

      “I promise not to yell at you again.”

      “That would be nice.”

      “All right.” I take a breath. “Don’t you have some ground rules for me?”

      “Why don’t we just work it out as we go along?”

      And I’m back to staring at him again. Maybe I’m just irritated by how much, deep down in the mire of my subconscious and soul, I actually want to be close to this man. To be in his house and part of his everyday life. When it all goes wrong and is taken away from me—an inevitability, given our history and how easily I tend to piss him off . . . well, it’s going to suck.

      “She’s finished for the day,” calls out Iris, looking much too pleased by this turn of events. “You can take her home.”

      Home. I’m not sure where the hell that is anymore, if I ever even had a clue to begin with.
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      Ed moves his easel and art supplies into a corner of the now somewhat crowded den. A surprisingly comfortable futon mattress thingy lies unrolled on the floor of the spare bedroom. My suitcase sits nearby, along with the stack of books Iris sent me home with. I didn’t let Ed carry them, either. Scattering my few things around is about as much commitment as I dare make to this new living situation.

      At least there is one creature in the universe genuinely pleased with the new arrangement. Gordon is ecstatic, following me around constantly. Even going to the toilet without him is a challenge. It’s not that I don’t love him, but peeing in private is kind of a thing for me, apparently. When we sit down to eat dinner, he sits on the floor beside my chair, watching me with eager eyes.

      “Don’t feed him from the table,” says Ed without looking up from his bowl of beef panang with jasmine rice. I have a green papaya salad with shrimp and vermicelli noodles. He ordered. It seemed easiest.

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “Sure you were.”

      “Stop pretending you can read my mind.”

      The side of his mouth inches up. “I’m not reading your mind, Clem. I just know you, and as soon as he starts begging and making those eyes at you, you can’t help yourself.”

      “Did you want some?” I nod at my bowl.

      “There’s cilantro in it. Stuff tastes fucking horrible.”

      “Huh. So I don’t eat coconut and you don’t eat cilantro.”

      A grunt from Ed.

      “Learn something new every day.”

      Gordon whines ever so softly, his gaze shifting cautiously from my food to his owner. Not the most subtle of pups.

      “Bad dog,” mutters Ed.

      “That’s emotional abuse.” I turn to him. “I’ll be your witness, Gordy. I saw it all.”

      This time Ed snorts. At this rate, who exactly is the bigger animal could be debatable.

      “So, what do you normally do at night?”

      He takes a swig of beer, shoulders just about up around his ears. Like he’s trying to make himself disappear in plain sight. Like my presence requires him to be permanently bracing for something. “I don’t know . . . watch TV, do some work, hit the gym.”

      

      Note: he refrains from mentioning restaurants and possible amorous female companionship of the brunette variety. It’s a considerate, polite omission.

      

      The following silence is broken only by Gordon’s continued near-silent yet heartbreaking pleas. If Ed wasn’t sitting right there just waiting for me to fuck up, I would totally feed the dog from the table. He was right about that much. Not that I would ever admit it out loud.

      Maybe I should ask if we can put on some music. Anything would be better than this. On the walk home, the lack of communication didn’t seem so explicit and all-consuming. There were other people passing by, traffic on the street, and myriad things to make up for our lack of noise. But now, not so much.

      “You know, I might finish eating in my room.” I start to rise, gathering up the bowl, utensils, and beer. “Do a bit more unpacking. Get organized for tomorrow.”

      “Clem, sit.” He sighs. “You don’t have to hide in your room.”

      My butt hovers above the chair, undecided. “Are you sure you haven’t had enough awkward for one evening? Because I kind of have. It’s been a long day and—”

      “Please.”

      I sit.

      “Sorry. It’s just weird having you here.”

      “Hmm.” No shit. I down some beer, searching for something non-offensive and noninvasive to say, and of course come up empty. “Shannon from your work came to see me the other week.”

      He raises a brow. “She did? Guess you two used to get along okay.”

      “Apparently we were real close.”

      “Don’t know if I’d go that far. But I might be wrong.” His elbows rest on the table, making it hard not to ogle his shoulders. It’s sad how I objectify this man. Sad for me, at least, since my chances of ever touching him are nil to none. I tear my gaze away from him. Much safer to stick to my food.

      “Anyway, she had a lot to say about everything. Especially when it came to us. Not that there is an us now. I didn’t mean—”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as what she was saying? Umm, well, apparently we were fundamentally flawed. This appeared to be based on you thinking I was a delicate creature in need of much careful handling on account of my mother’s long illness and death and all.” I frown. “That’s come up in a couple of conversations. I mean, it had to have been a big thing in my life, right?”

      “Yeah,” is all he says.

      “Who are you when all of your formative moments are gone?”

      He finishes chewing what’s in his mouth, washes it down with beer. “Like I’ve said before, you’re still you, just different. Guess she has a point, losing your mom . . . you’d been sad for a long time. Watching someone you love fade away couldn’t help but mess with your head. And since I knew that, I guess I did try to be careful with you. Maybe to the point of being too careful. Too cautious, not open enough.”

      “Mm.”

      “What else did she have to say?”

      “Sure you want to hear it?”

      “I’m asking, aren’t I?” He loads up his mouth again with food, but his gaze remains on me, waiting. Only the kitchen lights behind him and a lamp in the den are on. And in this low light, his eyes are darker. Mysterious, even.

      “She said I tried,” I continue. “But I never really fit into your world and that’s what made me insecure. She made me sound like some pretty pathetic, clueless kid from the suburbs who got out of her depth, actually. I mean, she phrased it nicely, but still.”

      His brow creases. All of this is dangerous ground. “That’s bullshit. You fit in with me and my family and friends just fine. I never expected you to change for me. Was surprised when you said you wanted the tattoo, actually.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. You liked ink on me, but it wasn’t really your thing. Until you decided it was. Anyway, Shannon’s way off,” he says. “My life isn’t edgy or some such bullshit. I go to work, come home and walk my dog, do laundry on the weekends. It’s a long way from anarchy and mayhem.”

      “But do you separate the colors when you’re washing? Because if you don’t . . . whoa. That’s really flouting the rules right there.”

      “Is it now?”

      “Oh yeah. Chaos, pandemonium, total bad-boy territory. Chicks go wild for that sort of thing.”

      His gaze is amused.

      It warms me. “Believe me or not.”

      “I think not.”

      “Tell me something formative about you,” I say. Then rush to soften the demand for information before the inevitable wariness enters his eyes. “Roomie. Ed. Friend.”

      “That what we are, huh?” He sighs. The question seems to be hypothetical, so I keep my mouth shut. Maybe he’s not sure what label to slap on us either. “Okay. Let me think.”

      I eat. Harder to blurt out silly random crap with a full mouth. Or messier at the very least.

      “I didn’t have my growth spurt till senior year. I was always one of the shortest in class up until then,” he says. “Never got picked for sports or anything. Some of the other kids gave me so much shit for it. Then, suddenly, I shot up like a foot within six months or so. I guess that counts as formative. It didn’t make any difference to my friends, but some people really started treating me differently.”

      “Girls?”

      “Yeah, some of them were girls.” Out comes a hint of a smirk. “It was like all of a sudden I existed for a reason other than for piling crap on.”

      “Did you score?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell.”

      I smile. Maybe not, but I bet he kisses well. The tingles are back.

      “It was a good lesson in not falling for people’s false perceptions of you, you know?”

      “Do you mean just because you were pretty all of a sudden didn’t mean who you were as a person changed?” I ask.

      He licks his lips, eyes a little wary now. Or assessing, maybe. I don’t know.

      “What? You’re a pretty man; you must know you are. How is that a big deal? Am I not supposed to say that?”

      “It’s considered bad form to hit on your ex.”

      “I’m not hitting on you; I’m stating a fact. Oh my God, Ed.” I scoff. “Also, I know full and well that using exes for back-up sex is a thing, so don’t try that with me.”

      He stands so suddenly his chair screeches back against the floor. “For your information, I don’t fuck around with my exes. Ever.”

      Bowl and empty beer bottle in hand, he stomps over to the kitchen. His movements stiff, brutal. The man is mad.

      “I hit a nerve,” I say, realization weighing me down the same as dread.

      “No shit.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

      The stiff line of his back is like an insurmountable wall as he rinses off his bowl and cutlery in the sink. And for a couple of minutes, I’d actually been doing okay there.

      Conversation apparently over, I finish up at the table and wait in line to wash up. Gordon follows behind hopefully. If anything, my nearness seems to make Ed seize up even more.

      No way, no how, can we live together like this. I feel as if, when it comes to him, I’m surrounded by emotional landmines. Never knowing when my dumb ass is going to stumble across another one and yet again blow things to hell. For all the talking she did, Shannon didn’t exactly go into specifics about the breakup. She mostly just dwelled on how ill-suited Ed and I were and how inevitable the implosion of our relationship had been. Or at least, I think that’s all she said. My mind wandered a time or ten. Being talked at is the worst.

      God, coming here was such a bad idea. “That’s what our breakup was about, huh?” I ask. “Me thinking you’d cheated on me with an ex?”

      Movements brisk, he shuts off the tap and wipes his hands on a tea towel. Basically confirming my query. Much as I might hate it, part of me revels in the newly acquired information. Another piece of the puzzle no one had previously deigned to mention. Then he’s gone, heading for his bedroom. “Sweet dreams, Clem.”

      And the door is shut, locking me out.

      “I don’t think he meant that,” I say, picking out the remaining shrimp for Gordon. Since we’re no longer at the table, there’s no breaking the rules. “Not really. What do you think, beautiful boy?”

      Given the way his tail is beating against the hardwood floor, Gordon agrees.

      “Oh, you’re the best puppy. It’s nice to have you on my side.”

      He laps up the treats right out of the palm of my hand. Little grunting noises of delight spilling out of him the entire time. I choose not to see this as bribery. More of a waste-not, want-not situation.

      “Want to sleep on my bed with me?” I ask, patting his head. “I bet that’s breaking the rules too and I don’t even care.”

      Turns out, neither does Gordon. I finish up in the kitchen and turn out the lights. Brush my teeth, put on my pajamas, and get comfortable on the futon. Fortunately, Gordon is a very good dog and doesn’t hog more than his half. It’s nice not to be alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      As a peace offering, I make Ed a thermos of hot coffee and leave it sitting on the kitchen counter. Since I don’t know how he takes his coffee, I don’t put in any milk or sugar. No idea what time he gets out of bed, either. Perhaps he’s in there, listening to my footsteps, waiting for me to leave. Though he might also be fast asleep, completely unconcerned with me and not planning on waking up for hours yet. Gordon, meanwhile, is curled up on his designated dog bed over by the couch being absolutely no help. He’s already been outside for a short walk so he could pee on the local flora and is now ready for a nap. With around twenty hours of beauty sleep a day, no wonder he looks so good.

      I should probably leave Ed a note explaining not only the lack of dairy and any sweetening additions to the brew, but also what time I made it. It would be a nice touch.

      Problem is, I don’t seem to own a pen. The guy who robbed me really took everything that made me who I was. Memory. Phone. Handbag.

      My cool new library-card-style cotton tote (got it from work) doesn’t contain much. Money, cell, lip balm, and a book. The book is a fantasy this time, Uprooted by Naomi Novik.

      But yeah . . . about that pen.

      None in the kitchen drawers or lurking around the table and mostly tidy countertop. His art supplies include a case of pencils, though they look both special and expensive. I doubt he wants me using them to write silly notes.

      The only place left I can think of is the desk in the spare room. Nothing on the top apart from a couple of folders filled with bills and receipts. A slither of guilt warns me against going through his shit, but my intentions are pure. I’m not reading up on his financials or anything. His privacy is mostly being maintained. I just want to leave him a note, and it is my temporary room, and he did tell me to make myself at home.

      Time’s a-wasting, and I’m due at work. My kingdom for a pen.

      In the top drawer are scissors, tape, some Post-its, an eraser, and—gasp, oh yes, at long last—a couple of pens. One looks crusty and about ten years dead. I test the second against the palm of my hand and bingo. We’re good to go.

      Only, wait . . . an old, slightly worn, small blue velvet box sits near the back of the drawer. Half hidden from sight.

      Without thought, I lift it out, carefully cracking the lid.

      “Holy shit,” I mutter.

      Because there, sitting on a bed of white satin, is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Jewelry-wise, at least. It’s white gold with a round diamond and decorative metal lacework. Antique, obviously. An engagement ring, equally as obvious. It’s sweet and pretty and all of the things I’m not.

      “Give me that.” Ed snatches the jewelry box out of my hand, his jaw set. He’s only wearing loose sleep pants—and holy shit, his chest. So much skin and ink. Half-naked Ed is wildly distracting. Lots of unhappy on his face, however. “The fuck were you doing going through my things?”

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t spying or anything; I was just looking for a pen,” I say, holding up my graffitied hand. “See?”

      “What the hell . . . to draw on yourself?”

      “To leave you a note to go with the coffee I made you.”

      He just shakes his head, the box gripped tight in his fist. “Just stay out of my things.”

      “O-of course. Sorry. Again.”

      The man about-faces, heading straight toward the bathroom. I wisely do not say another word as he slams the door shut.

      After this, I go to work. Kind of, sort of wondering if the locks will be changed by the time I return. It might be for the best.
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      “If sorting it out in bed isn’t an option, then filling his stomach is always your next best bet.”

      I wince. “I don’t know. It was making him coffee that got me into this mess.”

      “No, it was sticking your nose where it had no business being that got you into this mess,” says Iris, sounding far surer and wiser than I.

      “But—”

      “You were just looking for a pen. Yes.” She clucks her tongue. “And when you found the pen, did you stop looking? No, you did not. Now go over to the recipe section and get busy.”

      “I feel judged.”

      “I don’t know,” says Frances, sipping coffee on the couch. “Seems like she kind of has a point there.”

      I just flip her the bird.

      “Real mature, Clem.”

      “What if I buy him something?” I ask.

      “Why don’t you try making something with your own two hands?” asks my sister. Two against one isn’t fair. “Invest some time and effort into your apology.”

      With a heavy sigh, I sit on the floor in front of the cookbooks. “Who do you think the ring was for, anyway? I mean, I doubt it was for me, right?”

      After a minute or so of silence, I finally look up to find them both gazing at me with wonder. Maybe a little horror too.

      Iris just blinks. “Honey, you cannot possibly be that stupid. Tell me you’re not.”

      “Maybe they hit her harder than we realized,” says Frances.

      Give me strength. These two are theoretically meant to be on my side, but some days it really doesn’t feel like it. Though I guess their version of the truth is better than having people try to feed me bullshit. Still . . . “I know we probably haven’t been broken up long enough for him to be proposing to the brunette I saw him with at the restaurant. But the ring could have been meant for someone he dated before me.”

      Frances shakes her head. “No. He actually asked me if I thought you’d like an antique ring or if you’d prefer a new one. Wanted to be sure you got what you wanted.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “Must have been about three months ago. Guess he was just waiting for the right moment to pop the question,” she says. “And then everything kind of imploded.”

      “He wanted to marry me?” My shoulders slump. This was one piece of my history I could have done without ever learning. “Marriage . . . holy shit. That’s big. Huge. I didn’t realize we were anywhere near that stage. I mean, I knew we were serious and everything, but . . . I feel like the biggest asshole alive.”

      “Now you’re just being dramatic,” chides Iris.

      “You shouldn’t have agreed with his idea about me moving in, Frances.”

      “Please.” My sister groans. “You know you were desperate to spend more time with the man. I pretty much did you a favor.”

      I admit to nothing. The thought of Ed and me planning a long-term future together, possibly involving white picket fences and two-point-five children, has blown my mind. Till death do us part and all that. There are no words. No wonder I broke his heart, thinking he’d cheated on me. Everything considered, the man couldn’t have been more serious about our relationship if he’d tried.

      “But your safety had to come first anyway. On the off chance you’re being targeted, changing your location and making sure you’re not alone more of the time is best.”

      I disagree, but keep my mouth shut. Instead, I pull out a book.

      Ed’s opinion matters to me. He matters to me. So it’s time to take charge. Even if that means groveling.
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      It’s a bit after six o’clock when Ed walks in the door, keys jangling in his hand. Gordon walks over to greet him for a pat, his tail wagging double time. The table is set, the scent of roast chicken and vegetables in the air. Along with a fainter hint of lemon cleanser. I’ve been busy.

      This would be easier if my heart didn’t get overexcited at the sight of him. If I didn’t want his approval and affection. But you can’t demand shit from people. You can only give of yourself and hope for it to be reciprocated.

      Ed stops cold, head cocked. “What’s going on?”

      “I, uh . . . we need to talk. Can we talk?”

      “We’re already talking.” His gorgeous face is like stone. All strong angles and no nonsense. “What’s up, Clem? You made dinner?”

      “Yeah, I got off work early.”

      “Obviously.” His gaze moves around the room. “See you did some tidying up too.”

      I just nod. He can witness the glory of his now shining toilet and bathroom tiles later. Every possible inch of his pad has been scrubbed, wiped, swept, mopped, or dusted. And no drawers or cupboards were looked into. I’ve learned my lesson. The goal here is to undo what harm I’ve done, unintentional and otherwise. If I haven’t quite accomplished that, at least I tried.

      “And you packed your bags.”

      I stare down at the suitcase at my feet. “This wasn’t a good idea, me being here. It was generous of you to open your home to me, but this place should be your sanctuary and that doesn’t work with me here.”

      He says nothing.

      “My ride will be along soon.” I attempt a smile. It’s doesn’t really happen. “I’m going to go stay at this old B&B I found in the West End. Reasonably close to work, good security, there’s always someone at the front desk, and they gave me a great deal since I booked in for a couple of weeks. Since my payout from the bank came in, I can afford it for a while.”

      His gaze narrows. “You’ve already organized all this?”

      “Yes.”

      His fingers slowly curl in on themselves, gripping the keys tight. Gordon whines softly, picking up on the weird vibe in the room. Poor puppy.

      “I’ve never lived on my own. Not so that I remember, anyway. I’m kind of looking forward to it. Dinner’s in the oven when you’re ready.”

      He looks toward the kitchen and frowns. “How much cleaning did you do, exactly?”

      “Quite a lot. Iris let me off work early.” I just shrug. “This is my way of apologizing and saying thank you.”

      “I have a bad feeling I’m being an overly sensitive asshole.”

      I laugh. “I have a bad feeling I’ve been an asshole in general, so . . .”

      At this, he laughs too, and maybe things aren’t so bad. I made the right decision for both of us, I think. No, I know it. How the hell am I ever going to figure out who I am if I’m always being protected and monitored? There hasn’t been another seizure. No crazy person followed me home. Not that Ed’s place is home. But I’ll be fine.

      “Let me help you with the bags,” he says.

      “Thanks.”

      He takes the suitcase and box of books, leaving me with nothing to do except open the door. Gordon does not want to stay inside. The dog yips at me once in protest. Earlier, we had hugs and many pats. I even took some photos of him with my cell.

      “You told Frances about this?” asks Ed.

      “Not yet.”

      He raises his eyebrows in response.

      “Clementine,” a voice crawls down the dimly lit common hallway, coming from the front door. If I’d been on my own, it would have freaked me right out. A dude grins at me, gaze creeping over me in a way I do not like. “You’re back? Or you’re leaving again already? Damn. That was quick.”

      “Tim,” Ed says, muscling past the man.

      “Good to see you.” Tim holds out his arms, coming toward me. And he’s a nice-enough looking guy, but he’s also a complete stranger.

      Given how I feel about being touched in general, no fucking way am I letting him get close. So instead, I hold my hand out in the universal sign for stop and his arms flop back to his sides. The look on his face changes to surprise with a hint of resentment. But I don’t want to tell my story to this random person. Something about him just feels off. Probably the creeper-gaze thing. Like talking to my tits is okay.

      “Leave her alone, man,” says Ed.

      “What?” Tim sort of half-laughs. Like he knows he’s being called out on something yet isn’t willing to admit to it. “Thought we were friends.”

      “We’re in a rush,” Ed continues. “Come on, Clem.”

      He shrugs. “Fine. Just being neighborly.”

      Sidestepping the man, I follow Ed out. And the look he gives Tim back over his shoulder isn’t happy.

      Soon we’re standing out on the curb, the night closing in. The air is crisp, a little cooler than it was a few weeks ago. Already I feel lighter, better. Not only about getting out of sight of Tim the creeper, but about knowing that giving Ed his space is the right thing to do.

      “Who was that guy?” I ask.

      “Rents one of the other condos on our floor. Always was a bit overly friendly toward you. Ignore him. Are you sure about this?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You know you’re breaking Gordon’s heart.” Ed hands my suitcase and then the box of books over to the driver to be put into the trunk.

      “I’ll miss him.”

      “You can still come visit.”

      “Maybe in a few months. Once things are more settled and I know what I’m doing.”

      “Okay. Be careful and don’t lose my number.”

      “I won’t,” I say, weirdly gratified.

      He opens the back door of the vehicle for me without comment. Gallant to the bitter end. The world doesn’t deserve Ed Larsen. Or maybe it’s just me who doesn’t, because my mouth betrays me one last time. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think you cheated on me. I don’t know how I reached that conclusion back then, how it happened exactly. But—”

      “Thank you,” he says, cutting me off. His eyes seem darker, more serious than ever. “I mean it, Clem. That was good to hear.”

      I nod, pleased that I got something right at last.

      He closes the door, taking a step back. Ed and I don’t say goodbye. But then, we’ve done this dance before, after his friend Tessa ripped into me the first time I visited. It felt final that time too, if I recall correctly. Though, this go-around, I know for certain that an era of my new life is over, the one where he was lingering on the fringes. It couldn’t have ever worked. An ex that you dumped on suspicion of cheating. Total amnesia wiping out all memory of a person. Either of those things is capable of destroying a relationship. Add them together, and you get a perfect storm of don’t-even-go-there.

      From now on, if I want friends, I’m going to have to make them. If I want a man in my life, then I’m going to have to date. Eventually. There’s no rush.

      Before the car can pull away from the curb, Ed shouts out, “Wait!”

      I turn toward him, confused.

      He opens my door, mouth set and forehead furrowed. “Stay.”

      “What?”

      “I’m asking you to stay.”

      I just blink. “Why?”

      In the front seat, the driver turns around, giving us both tired looks.

      “We just need a minute,” says Ed, his jawline tense. “Because you’re different now. I mean, you’re still a pain in the ass, don’t get me wrong. But you’re a different kind of pain in the ass . . . one I think, given everything, I can deal with a bit better.”

      “I don’t know . . .”

      He swallows hard, gaze conflicted. “Look, what it comes down to is, if anything happened to you, I’d never forgive myself, okay? So I want you to stay.”

      “Make your mind up, people,” growls the driver, shaking his head.

      “I’m going to screw up again, Ed. It’s a given.”

      He nods. “I know.”

      My mouth opens, but nothing comes out.

      “You’re a fucking mess, and honestly I don’t know that I’m much better. But you going off on your own isn’t the answer,” he says, holding his hand out to me. “C’mon.”

      I still hesitate.

      “Please, Clem.”

      Me and my bags are back on the sidewalk in no time with the driver happily disappearing into the night care of a twenty-dollar tip. I give Ed a worried look and he gives me one in return.

      “Thank you,” I say. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      He just nods. “Yeah. Me too.”
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      Life with Ed goes like this . . . I stumble out into the hallway the next morning to find him brushing his teeth. Only wearing a pair of soft navy sleep pants. Oral hygiene has never been so erotic. It’s a lot to deal with first thing. My hormones don’t quite know how to take it. And I don’t mean to stare at his nipples, pecs, and all of the glory that is his chest region, but it happens. Oh boy does it happen.

      “Um, hey,” I say. “Hi.”

      Gordy wanders out of the room right after me. At the sight of Ed, his tail happily yet sleepily wags back and forth.

      “Are you letting him crash on the futon with you?” Ed asks amid much white froth. “Clem?”

      “No.”

      “Liar.”

      To avoid incriminating myself, I stay silent. It’s possible that he’s right. Eventually, I say, “I’m going to take this very good dog outside so he can do his business.”

      The half-naked man shakes his head at me before walking back into the bathroom. I go fetch Gordy’s leash and a doggy poop bag to get the job done. We didn’t talk much after my aborted attempt to leave last night. Both of us were on edge. Wary and cautious and other emotions like that. Instead, we ate dinner and watched Die Hard while sitting at opposite ends of the sofa. Awesome movie. Previous me had good taste in films. And men.

      “You’re off early,” I say once I’m back inside and Gordy is wolfing down dog biscuits.

      Ed is sadly now fully dressed in gray jeans, a white tee, and sneakers. “I’m walking you to work. If you hurry, we can go by the waterfront. It’s a little out of the way, but you used to love it down there.”

      “That sounds great, but you don’t have to.”

      “I’ll take you to work and pick you up again. The book shop opens at ten and closes at six thirty, right?”

      “Right, but—”

      “It’s fine, Clem.” He shoves at me one of the two cups of coffee he’d been making. “Here, drink this, then go get ready.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” I turn toward the hallway, then stop. “Is this what we used to be like in the morning? You making coffee and us sorting out our day?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.” He doesn’t look up from the counter. “Sometimes I work late. So walking you to work at the bank was a way of fitting in more time together during the week.”

      “Right.”

      “You always took fucking forever in the bathroom.”

      “Guess I had more hair back then.”

      “Yeah. If I didn’t get up first and get sorted, you’d be pissed at me for showering and fogging up the mirror while you were trying to do stuff.”

      “Sounds like a heinous crime to me. I don’t know how you live with yourself.”

      The man almost smiles.

      “Now tell me something good about when we were together.”

      “Hmm.” He tosses the teaspoon into the sink. “I got to wake up to your face every morning. I used to like that.”

      I cup the warm mug in my hands, not sure what to say.

      “Sometimes on your lunch break you’d go over to The Holy Donut,” he says. “Pick up a box to bring into the parlor. Everyone loved you those days.”

      My stomach does some weird upside-down type thing. It’s the sound of his voice, deep and a little rough. Kind of distant, but not in a bad way. As if these memories are good ones for a change. Positive memories that include previous me not being high-maintenance or hellish or something similar. Amazing.

      Even so, I feel conflicted about the ease with which he stirs all these emotions and desires within me. I try and keep reminding myself it has all gone south before. True, maybe he didn’t cheat, but there must have been something wrong between us if it was possible for me to believe that he had. Or maybe I wanted out and the cheating accusation was just what I used to escape. Or maybe Ed was getting cold feet about proposing and my accusation was a good excuse to let me go. Either way, there’s a nagging feeling in the back of my brain that I’ve been down this path before and it didn’t end well for either of us.

      And I wonder if he’s thinking it too.

      “Better get ready or we’ll run out of time,” he says, lifting the coffee to his lips. A clear indication he’s done with this dialogue.

      I swallow. “Right. Sure.”

      We walk along the waterfront down Commercial Street to get to work. It’s a little longer, but the view is spectacular. The restaurants, hotels, and gift shops. The wharves, boats, and water. I enjoy being in the city and I love the smell of the ocean. Where Frances lives is nice, but it’s not like this. Here there’s a rush, a vitality, and loads of character. About what you’d expect for an old seaport with plenty of history.

      Conversation goes back to being stilted following my question, but for once I don’t mind. It’s like we’re making actual progress on moving past him not liking me. Maybe. It would be foolish to get carried away. There’s a moment when he leaves me at the shop and pauses sort of leaning into me for a second. Like perhaps he was going to kiss me goodbye. Probably a leftover response from our coupledom days. I wouldn’t have said no to a kiss, even something chaste and friendly-like on the cheek. It probably would have made things awkward for him, however.

      So no kissing accidental or otherwise is best.

      Frances comes in to visit. Interestingly enough, this occasion has less of a supervisory feel and more of a sisterly affection vibe for once. It’s nice. We have lunch at an amazing oyster place on the waterfront. Iris even closes up the shop to come with us. Apparently she does this occasionally when cabin fever starts to settle in and she needs to get away from the books for an hour or two. With a few drinks in her, my boss tells the most amazing stories about her various ex-husbands. Despite having one die, one cheat, and one come out of the closet, she remains a hopeful romantic at heart. Currently, she’s seeing the owner of a gelato shop a block over. He’s a dapper Sicilian gent who’s apparently killer in the sack—a detail I didn’t need to know.

      A little after six, Ed arrives to take me home. My insides sort of swoop at the sight of him. The want to not inconvenience him wars constantly within me against the need to be around him. If he knew, he’d be even quieter, more guarded. And he’s being pretty damn silent as it is. I can barely get a word out of him. We pick up some more takeout, tacos this time. Turns out, I fucking love tacos. Then back at the condo, I watch another movie while he works. A pity. Because despite the whole clear division of areas on the couch and required physical space between us the night before, I enjoyed experiencing the movie with him. But tonight, not even Gordy’s interested in hanging out with me. Maybe I smell funny or something.

      “Oh my God.” I sigh when it’s over, relaxing back on the couch with my stress cushion still clutched tight against my chest. “I loved that movie so much.”

      “Yeah?” Ed sits at the table, drawing on a computer tablet. “It used to be another one of your favorites.”

      “It was a really great love story.”

      “Clem, you do know the movie’s called Terminator? It’s about a killer robot.”

      “I don’t care. I mean, it’s not a romance because strictly speaking it doesn’t have a happy ending, but the love story in it is superb.”

      “Those are the rules, huh?”

      “Those are the rules.”

      “The second one’s pretty good too. I kind of envy you being able to watch them all over again for the first time.”

      I smile grimly. “Gotta be some perks to my situation.”

      “After the second one, though, the quality drops off. At least, that was what you always insisted. I asked you once what you had against movies made this century.”

      “Yeah?”

      He nods. “You said these ones from the eighties were all your mother’s favorites. That you used to watch them with her.”

      “Oh.”

      “Mind if I ask, have you been to see her grave?”

      “No, I don’t mind. But no,” I say. “I suggested it to Frances once, but she shot the idea down pretty quickly. I think it’s weird for her, still mourning Mom when I don’t even remember.”

      He nods.

      “Did you want to watch it with me? The second movie, I mean . . . if you feel like it.” Hope is such a bitch. “No big deal if you don’t. I was just thinking, it’s only nine and—”

      His jaw firms. “Pretty busy right now.”

      “Right. Sure.”

      Silence.

      “What are you working on?”

      “Just a piece for a client.”

      I wait, but no further information is forthcoming.

      Gordon sleeps on in the corner on his bed. The very picture of doggy contentment. When someone hammers on the door, however, he bounds instantly to his feet. His ears start twitching, nose sniffing.

      Ed frowns.

      “Were you expecting someone?” I ask.

      “No.”

      When he opens the door, all hell breaks loose. Or at least it sounds that way. A deep voice shouts out greetings followed by much manly hugging and slapping of backs. Gordy shuffles elatedly around the newcomer’s feet, tail wagging like mad. I just wait on the couch.

      “’the hell are you doing here?” asks Ed, not unhappily.

      The new guy is about as tall as Ed with dark hair. Lots of ink. He has a motorbike helmet in one hand and a six-pack of beer in the other. “Heard you and Clem broke up. Figured you’d need cheering up.”

      “That happened a while back.”

      A shrug from the stranger. “Well, I’ve been busy on the West Coast. Hadn’t talked to Mom for a while so I only just heard. How are you doing? Never did like that girl, too fucking high-strung.”

      “Man—”

      “I’m telling you, you can do much better.”

      “Really? ’Cause I seem to remember you trying to come on to her a time or two.”

      “I’d had a few drinks. I was just being friendly!”

      Ed grabs the back of his neck. “Right.”

      “I mean, at least you didn’t marry her and then have everything go to hell. Imagine if you two had kids. It would have been a damn mess,” he says. “Better to get out now when things aren’t so complicated. Or is she being a bitch about this place?”

      Ed just turns and looks at me. His face is drawn, expression distinctly pained.

      Then the man also turns, taking me in with surprise. “Ah, shit. Hey, Clem. Good to see you.”

      I lift a hand in greeting. “Hi.”

      “Sorry about calling you a bitch. And high-strung. And the other stuff.”

      “No worries,” I say with a somewhat forced smile.

      “Clem, this is my little brother, Leif.” Ed takes the helmet off of him, placing it on the table. Next he gets busy with the beer. “Leif, Clem sustained a head injury a short while back resulting in amnesia. She doesn’t know you. She barely knows me. So go easy, okay? And probably stop speaking shit about her—that might be nice.”

      “You’re messing with me, right?” asks Leif, accepting a beer and taking a seat opposite me. The resemblance between them is obvious now. They’re both tall and built along the same lean but hard lines. The same high cheekbones and beautiful eyes. Masculine pretty. But sized so that you wouldn’t want to mess with them if you had half a brain. The internet said Larsen was a Danish name. Maybe they have Viking blood in them.

      “No, he’s not fucking with you,” I say.

      Leif turns back to his brother. “Jesus, Ed, you haven’t told Mom?”

      “I’ll tell her when I’m ready. Things have been complicated enough.”

      Leif exhales hard. “Okay. So was it a car accident or what?”

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” Ed intervenes, handing me a beer as well.

      “It’s fine,” I say. “Someone tried to kill me. Well . . . they were robbing me, you know? Hit me over the head and took my bag.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      Ed settles once again at the opposite end of the couch. It’s like I have cooties. Or ex-girlfriend germs. “Clem’s staying here for a while. It’s closer to her work and stuff.”

      “No problem.” Leif takes a swig of beer while scratching Gordy behind the ears. “I’ll sleep on the sofa.”

      “That your way of asking if you can stay?” asks Ed with a faint smile.

      Leif grins. “You bastard. I haven’t seen you in almost half a year and you don’t want to spend time with me? Your own brother? Hell, I came back to the East Coast just for you.”

      “No you didn’t,” says Ed, his smile broader now. Cue the tingles. So attractive. “Tell the truth, asshole.”

      Now Leif grimaces, making a show out of holding out on the answer. “I may have slept with someone I perhaps shouldn’t have slept with. Several times, in fact. It happens.”

      “Told you, don’t fuck where you work.”

      “Oh that’s rich coming from you.” His brother laughs. “Besides, I was only a guest artist there. It was never meant to be permanent. You got room for me at the parlor or not?”

      “Of course I do. Did you tell your old clients you were coming back to town?”

      “I put something on Instagram.”

      “Good.”

      “You’re a tattoo artist as well?” I ask. “And what do you mean, that’s rich coming from Ed?”

      Leif studies me, gaze curious. Or maybe just a little stunned.

      “Yeah, Clem, he tattoos as well,” says Ed. “We both apprenticed with my uncle. He used to own the parlor.”

      “Christ, this is weird,” mumbles Leif, studying me.

      “Shut up, you idiot. Don’t make her feel uncomfortable.”

      “Sorry, sorry. It’s just . . . amnesia. Shit.”

      “You already said that.” I drink my beer. As much as I’d like to press the point about the other question, Ed is relaxed and happy. He’s even sitting on the same item of furniture as me again. Questions can wait. I’m so hungry for his words, for his attention. Not that it stops my brain from turning things over. “Hold up. It says and sons on the shop window.”

      “Uncle Karl thought it sounded better than and nephews,” says Ed. “I used to hang around so much he told me to pick up a broom or get out. That’s pretty much how I started. Then Leif got interested too and he had both of us annoying the hell out of him every chance we got.”

      Leif gets up, heading into the kitchen. “Good times. Whiskey?”

      “Above the fridge.”

      “In case I forget to mention it later, I was always your favorite Larsen, Clementine. You absolutely adored me, okay?”

      After the whole high-strung bitch thing it’s just not so believable. “Got it, Leif. Thanks for the information.”

      “Not that it was ever awkward or anything. Nothing like that. Entirely platonic. For you, I was basically an unattainable object of adoration.”

      “I can see why you had to flee the West Coast,” said Ed, shaking his head but grinning all the same. “You’ve been here less than ten minutes and we’re already realizing how good we had it before you showed up.”

      “What do you both specialize in?” I might have flipped through a few books on tattooing at the shop. What can I say? Everything about the man makes me curious. And if having his brother here gets him talking, then Leif can have the futon and whatever the hell else he wants. “Traditional or realism or water color or—”

      “I do neotraditional,” answers Ed. “Like the piece on your shoulder.”

      “Same as what’s on your arms?”

      “Some of it is.” He displays the blue rose on the back of his right hand. “On my back there’s a more traditional Japanese piece and there’s some fine line work on my side that Leif did. That’s what he does. But I’ve got a few different styles on me.”

      “Did you do any of them yourself?”

      Leif laughs, carrying over three glasses with a couple of fingers’ worth of liquor in each.

      “Yeah.” Ed takes his glass of whiskey, smiling again. “On my thigh, when I was starting out.”

      “What did you do?”

      “An anchor and a Celtic knot and some other stuff. My legs are a bit of a mess. Leif’s are the same.”

      Leif nodded. “It’s not all our doing. We both let a couple of apprentices practice on us over the years. So yeah, the legs get to be a bit of a dog’s breakfast.”

      “Is your uncle still alive?”

      “No. He passed away a while back. Cancer, the same as your mom,” Ed says. “Only his was lung cancer from smoking a pack of cigarettes a day his whole damn life. The man was lucky to last as long as he did.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.”

      “To Uncle Karl.” Leif raises his glass and Ed and I do likewise. We all drink.

      “So.” Leif settles back into his chair once again. “You two aren’t together, but you’re living together? How does that work? Because from what I heard from Mom, the breakup was like Death Star levels of . . .” He mimes something exploding with his hands, throwing in some rather disturbing and violent noises as accompaniment.

      “Death Star?” I ask.

      “Sci-fi movie. We’ll watch it sometime,” says Ed.

      “And I’m not talking the original version either,” Leif continues. “No sir. The digitally remastered one, where you can feel the explosion’s shock wave through your whole body.”

      His exuberance only makes me frown harder. “I think I get the picture.”

      “It’s just while I get Clem her down payment back and have the deed changed and everything,” said Ed, returning to his brother’s question.

      Leif’s brows pull together. “Thought Mom said you had that sorted?”

      The expression on Ed’s face . . .

      “Jesus,” says Leif, looking to Ed’s face, and mine, and back again. “Brother, my apologies. But I cannot even begin to keep up with what you are and aren’t telling our parents or your ex-girlfriend these days.”

      “It’s done?” I ask, setting my glass down on the coffee table.

      After swearing under his breath, Ed shoots his brother another foul look. Leif swallows down his whiskey and looks elsewhere. Anywhere that’s not me or Ed.

      “Well?” I ask.

      He relents. “The money’s in the bank as of a few days ago; I just have to transfer it over to your account. I’ll do it tomorrow. Paperwork’s not ready yet, though. I was waiting on that, but I guess it doesn’t matter.”

      “No, we should do it the right way. Wait on the paperwork and everything.”

      “So fucking complicated,” mutters Leif. “Remind me to never have a serious girlfriend.”

      “Thing is, Clem, I didn’t want you using it as an excuse to leave,” Ed says, gaze troubled. “I know this is awkward, but you’re still safer here with me.”

      I frown.

      “We’re getting on okay, aren’t we? Basically?”

      I don’t know what to say. The truth doesn’t seem wise. And yay me for not blurting it out for once.

      “Wait, she’s in danger?” asks Leif.

      “We don’t know, and I don’t want to risk it.” Ed downs his drink in one go before rising to go get the bottle. “It’s not a big deal. The reasons for you staying here haven’t changed.”

      Leif sits up straight. “What the hell’s going on?”

      “Someone trashed my car,” I say. “Took a tire iron to it or something. We don’t know who or why. It may be about Frances being a cop and have nothing to do with me being assaulted at all. But your brother has kindly been babysitting me just in case there’s a big bad dude out to get me.” I look him over and realize something. “You know, you’re not going to fit on the sofa; you’re too tall.”

      “I’m six foot two and I’m the runt of the family.” Leif smiles, but it’s a distracted and small thing. “I’ll be okay—don’t worry about me. I’m more worried about you, right now.”

      “I can take the sofa. You have the futon in the spare room.”

      Ed tops up everyone’s drinks before sitting back down. “You’re not sleeping on the sofa. You heard him: he’ll be fine. And you’re staying here for as long as it takes to make sure you’re safe and okay.”

      “We don’t even know if there is a problem.”

      “We don’t know that there’s not. Didn’t we just have this argument?”

      “That was like twenty-four hours ago,” I say. “It’s clearly time for us to revisit the topic.”

      He downs half his drink. “No, we’re good.”

      “We’re not. You’re not. You’ve been avoiding me since you walked me to work this morning. You know you have.” Okay, so my gift of blurting has obviously returned.

      Leif’s gaze jumps back and forth between us while Gordy whines slightly.

      “That’s crazy.” Ed scoffs. “How could I possibly be avoiding you while walking you to work and picking you up again? We’ve been in the same room for the last few hours!”

      “Mentally and emotionally you are avoiding me. Not that I blame you.” I hold up a hand. “I do not blame you. But ever since you made me coffee this morning and I asked you a question about us and you answered it honestly and openly, which I really appreciated, by the way. But, well, ever since then, things have been a little weird again.”

      Ed looks at me.

      “Not that we’re in a relationship. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Ed just looks at me some more. He’s really not happy.

      “It’s just that I thought we were going to be friends. If you’ve changed your mind about that, then I guess I’d like to know,” I say. “Promise I won’t get upset or anything.”

      Nothing from Ed.

      “I’ve annoyed you again. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. He’ll get over it,” says Leif. “In the meantime, I’ll be your friend.”

      “Leif,” growls Ed.

      His brother, however, does not take the warning. “Why don’t I share the futon with you, Clem? You’ll be extra safe and we can be as friendly as you like. I like the short hair, by the way. Very cool and edgy.”

      My hand goes to my fringe, checking it’s still in place hiding the scar. “Ed said it was punk rock.”

      “Totally.”

      Meanwhile, Ed’s lips disappear into a fine pissed-off line, then he gulps down the rest of his whiskey.

      “Lucky I’m back,” his brother continues. “Since you two are broken up and not getting along particularly well, why don’t I start taking Clem to work and picking her up on the bike?”

      “A motorcycle?” I ask with interest. “I’ve never been on one of those. Well, not that I remember, anyway.”

      “It’s great. You’ll love it.” He frowns. “Wait a minute. Would you have forgotten ever having sex as well? Hell, you must be like an emotional virgin. All I can say is that it’s a good thing for you I have a particular specialty—”

      “You are not putting a woman recovering from a recent head injury on the back of your bike, dickhead.” Ed’s still growling. “It’s not safe. And stop flirting with her.”

      “Shouldn’t that be her choice?” asks Leif. “The bike and the flirting?”

      I sigh. “He probably has a point about the bike and I’m not actually interested in you that way. Thanks, though.”

      Ed just looks to heaven. No help, however, appears to be forthcoming.

      “C’mon, what about at least sharing the futon?” Leif winks at me, not the least bit put off. “Seriously, if you’ve sat on that couch for more than an hour you know it’s impossible to sleep on. You don’t mind, do you, Clem?”

      “Whatever’s easiest,” I answer honestly. But it’s apparently the wrong answer because Ed’s jaw starts doing the tensing thing times about a thousand. Much more pressure and his teeth are going to break. My bad, again. “I’ll take the sofa.”

      “Enough of this,” says Ed. “You’re sleeping with me and I’m still taking you to work.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I’ll keep taking you to work.”

      “Um. Can we please revisit the first bit again, please?”

      “We can share my room. That’ll be easiest.” Ed fills up his glass once more. I’m not sure if it’s me or his brother driving him to drink. Both, maybe?

      “I guess the mattress is really big,” I say, tone most dubious. Me and Ed in the same bed. I pick up my glass and down the lot, letting it burn my throat out. Whoa. Tears of whiskey joy leak down my cheeks. Alcoholic courage come to me. Fill me with your faux bravery.

      “Take it easy,” says Ed. “Just sip it.”

      I nod. “Okay. Good idea.”

      He refills both his glass and mine. His brother, however, he very much ignores. “You said I wasn’t talking to you, so what do you want to talk about?”

      “Oh, no, I’m fine for now. Thanks. I kind of just used up all of my words for the time being. You two should catch up, though, you haven’t seen each other in a while.”

      Meanwhile, Leif is hiding a smile behind his own glass of liquor. “Fuck this is bizarre. She’s so different to how she used to be.”

      “She’s right here.” I wave. “Why do people do that, talk about you as if you’re not there? It’s so rude.”

      “I figure you’re about fifty-three percent different,” says Ed with a softer smile.

      “Really?”

      “Yep. I did the math. You only react the way I expect you to about half of the time, so . . .”

      “Huh.” I don’t say anything else, instead pondering the ramifications of his statement. It could possibly mean I’m still horrible, but best not to take it that way. All in all, I think I’m okay with who I am so far. Most of the time.

      “She’s a shitload more fun than she used to be,” continues Leif.

      “So glad I can entertain you,” I say. “Is there just the two of you or do you have other siblings?”

      “We’ve also got an older brother, Niels. He’s the strong silent type.”

      My gaze moves tellingly to Ed.

      “Nah,” says Leif. “Eddy’s actually pretty happy and easygoing most of the time. But I’m guessing the breakup kind of messed with his whole joie de vivre. I mean, you and he were—”

      “You’re right, Clem,” interrupts Ed. “It is rude when people talk about you as if you’re not in the room.”

      “Sorry,” I say.

      Leif just laughs.

      They start talking shop then. Discussing mutual tattooing acquaintances Leif saw during his time over in the Pacific Northwest. I slowly sip my whiskey and pat Gordy when he comes over to say hi before retiring once more to his doggy bed. Such a good dog.

      Leif’s comment about Instagram has me thinking. If previous me had social media accounts, she must have deleted them after the breakup. I’ve done multiple searches and checked with Frances just to be sure. Time to fix that. It’d be nice to dip my toe into something. To have some sort of digital record of my life. Playing with my phone, I settle on Instagram. Of course, I’ll have no followers, but never mind. This would be for me, not other people. Putting a photo in a public place makes my existence more real than just carrying them around on my cell. And more permanent. Phones can be stolen. Memories can be lost. But once it’s out there and online, it’ll take more than just a random mugging to lose it all.

      Sitting on the couch, with Ed and Leif’s banter in the background forming a comforting white noise, it takes me barely five minutes to set up the account. And just like that I have a digital footprint. It makes me strangely relaxed. Like I’ve just taken out insurance somehow.

      Safety wise, my account is locked, but still probably best not to use my real name. So instead I go for @amnesia_chick. Might as well own it . . . in secret. I start with a picture of my Adidas Originals blue suede sneakers. I may or may not have bought them because they’re similar to the ones Ed wears, only his are green. But the shoes give a hint of my aesthetic or style or whatever the hell you want to call it while also suggesting that I’m perhaps going places. Not sure where yet, but never mind. It’s a nice message.

      There. I have a social media presence now. Nothing can stop me.

      Eventually, I guess the lull of conversation sends me to sleep. The soothing sound of Ed’s voice. I wake up the next morning alone in his bed. Oh, God, Ed carried me to bed. Iris would say this is an act of high romance and I’m not sure I disagree. If I wasn’t already lying down, I might even swoon. Though I doubt Ed would see it as any sort of romantic thing. Never mind. His sheets and pillows smell wonderful. And I try not to dwell overly long on the part where he must have slept next to me all night of his own free will or I’d never actually get up. Just lie there dreaming all day.

      For the first time, I take a little longer getting ready, trying out some basics. A bit of concealer, mascara, and a tinted lip gloss. The shade is called Dolce Vida. No particular reason for the extra effort. It just seems like if previous me used to be immaculate in her morning routine, then it won’t hurt me to give it a try and see how I like it. After all, I don’t need to do the exact opposite of everything she did. I don’t need to strip myself back to the bare bones. That would just be silly. While I suspect she and I have some basic differences, we can have the occasional thing in common as well. Same name, vagina, attraction to Ed . . . it’s not a big deal. Despite not understanding why she made certain decisions, it’s not like I hate her or anything.

      And the makeup looks good.
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      “You’re mooning again,” says Iris, handing me a cloth. “Dust while you dream.”

      “I’m neither mooning nor dreaming.”

      She snorts. “Oh, honey. If daydreams had frequent flier miles you’d be halfway around the world by now from all of your ruminating over a certain someone.”

      “No idea what you’re talking about.” I get busy cleaning. “I’m focusing solely on my job.”

      “Are you now?”

      “Did you know there’s a coffee-table book dedicated solely to genital piercings here?”

      “Of course I’m aware of it,” she says. “Don’t think I don’t know you’re trying to change the subject, either. But there’s nothing wrong with a Prince Albert proudly displayed. As long as it’s not in public, of course.”

      “Huh.”

      She smirks. “You’re very judgmental for one so young.”

      “I’m not judgmental. Just a little surprised.”

      “Why shouldn’t I stock books on sex and the human body? Both are beautiful natural things worth celebrating.”

      Not knowing what to say, I dust my heart out.

      “Good Lord, are you embarrassed by intimacy and the naked form?” She clucks her tongue. “Clementine, for shame.”

      “What do you want from me?” Leif’s words the other night may have been said in jest, but the truth was a serious reality lay behind them. “Care of the assault, I may have well have regrown my hymen. I have nil practical experience and I’ve never even seen someone in the flesh totally naked apart from myself. It is on my to-do list, though.”

      “You know, I never thought of it that way.”

      “It’s the truth. While I know that I’ve definitely done it, I don’t actually remember doing it, so . . .”

      “Maybe you should ask Ed to help you with that.” There’s an evil sparkle in her eye. “See, you’re frowning. I say his name and you frown, every time.”

      “Pretty sure he’d be too busy schtupping the brunette from the restaurant to be worrying about my sexual needs regardless of where I’m sleeping.”

      “Hmm.”

      “And I look after myself. I masturbate.”

      A young guy who just walked in the door stops and blinks.

      “Welcome to Braun Books,” I say with a smile. “Let me know if there’s anything I can help you with.”

      He blinks again, still staring.

      “To do with books.”

      With a jerky nod, he heads back to the secondhand section. I’m rocking this work and socializing thing. Just ask me.

      “Well, I should hope you’re able to see to your own needs,” says Iris, picking up the conversation. “Did you watch porn to learn how?”

      “Masturbation doesn’t really fall under episodic memory. Its more things like personal facts and details of events that were wiped out. Muscle memory works just fine.”

      “Ah. Well, if you need a little help or are just after some variety, there’s a wonderful selection of vibrators and other toys at Delilah’s just a short walk from here.”

      “Sounds interesting. I might check it out sometime. Thanks.”

      “Personally, I’ve found a Lelo Lily to be a wonderful investment,” she continues. “But you have to take the time to find a personal massager that works for you.”

      The guy in the secondhand section obviously has issues with sex or at least discussions regarding same, because he all but flees the premises. Whatever. It’s around about five o’clock. Time for the after-work crowd to hopefully be lured in for some literature. The woman who struts in, however, is very familiar and probably not a customer. And there’s no other word for how she moves. I couldn’t pull off such confidence if I tried.

      “We need to talk,” she announces.

      “Hi, Tessa.”

      Iris just looks between me and the beautiful black woman with intricate tattoos swirling up her arms. Tessa wears ripped jeans and studded boots. A chunky knit top that falls off one shoulder. Runway models wished they had it so good. In my ballet flats, jeans, and Where the Wild Things Are tee (got it from the shop), I do not compare. Oh well. At least I made some effort this morning, or I’d be feeling even further out of my league. And while I’ve seen an instance in a movie where that tone of voice was being used affectionately and jokingly between people, this is not one of those times. Not even a little. But Iris is beaming so I guess she figures it is. I don’t even think Tessa noticed her standing there at first.

      “Iris, this is Tessa, a friend of Ed’s,” I say. “Tessa, my boss, Iris.”

      Tessa nods. “Ma’am.”

      “Hello!” Iris smiles before turning back to me. “Clementine, why don’t you grab your bag and go have a drink with your friend? Try out that new little wine bar along the way!”

      “Oh, we are not friends,” says Tessa.

      “We’re really not,” I agree. “Are you sure you don’t want a hand closing up?”

      “No, no. Antonio will be here soon to help me. You go.” Iris flaps her hands at me. “See you tomorrow, dear.”

      I ditch my cloth and wash my hands, grab my bag and head back out to face the woman waiting. The very angry woman. No idea what it is she wants to discuss. After the last time we crossed paths at Ed’s when she ripped me a new one, I’d have thought talking to me would be the last thing of interest. She and I were friends, once. But those days are clearly gone.

      “Ready?” I ask, gesturing toward the door.

      “Follow me,” she orders.

      Out into the street we go. Tessa cuts through the sidewalk traffic with style and grace while I try to keep up. A block and a half along, she abruptly turns and disappears down a narrow stairway. The wine bar is in the basement of a building, all low lighting and atmosphere. Behind the bar is a wall full of dark gleaming bottles. People occupy maybe half of the tables. Guess it’s still a little early for the night crowd.

      Tessa sits at a small table and gestures to a waiter. “Two of the house cabernet, thanks.”

      “I drink red wine?”

      “You do now.” Hands joined resting on the table, she just stares at me. “We have a problem, Clem.”

      I wait.

      Eventually, she continues, with one word: “Ed.”

      “What about him? Is he okay?”

      “He would be if you’d stay the hell out of his life,” she says. “I get that you don’t remember anything, so let me explain this clearly. Ed is more than my boss, he’s my friend. We’ve known each other a long time and I am not going to stand by and watch while you mess with his head again. You are not good for him. So you need to get away from him.”

      “I tried to move out. He asked me to stay.”

      “Try harder.”

      I raised my brows. “Okay. Can we visit the part where I’m not convinced it’s even any of your business?”

      “I should just let you hurt him again?”

      “What have I done now?”

      “You told him you no longer think he cheated on you.”

      “He told you about that?”

      “Eventually,” she says. “Leif let it slip that you were staying with him and then it all came out. Clem, did you think for one moment how that might affect him? About what it would mean to him, you saying that?”

      “Yeah, I thought he’d be relieved. A weight off his shoulders.”

      She glares back at me.

      “So what? I should just move to Alaska? Would that suit you?”

      “I was going to suggest somewhere a little farther, at least the Yukon. But Alaska might be okay.”

      Our drinks arrive and thank fuck for that. My throat is parched, my hackles riled, and my head even more confused than before. I down half of the glass in one gulp, the heavy tasting-room temperature aged grape juice going down a treat. Much better than whiskey. Tessa apparently feels much the same since she also throws back a good portion of her wine. Next I text Ed to tell him something’s come up so I’ll find my own way home today and not to worry.

      “Look,” I say, diving straight back in, “It’s great that he has friends who care so much about him. But this is still none of your business.”

      Her lips are an unforgiving line. “You didn’t see him after the breakup. You wrecked him.”

      “Yeah, well, apparently I wrecked me too.”

      “I’m not joking. I’ve never seen him like that before and I do not wish to ever again.”

      My shoulders tense. Maybe it’s the thought of Ed hurting. Or maybe it’s the hate I’m facing. Either way, perfect excuse to drink more wine. “Why do you think I offered to move out of his place? I could see it wasn’t working. That he wasn’t happy.”

      “And I’m supposed to thank you for behaving like a half-decent human for two seconds?”

      “How about just acknowledging that he’s an adult who can make his own choices?”

      She casts the ceiling a pained glance before drinking more wine, all while signaling to the waiter for another round. “Grown-ass men are idiots. How have you not discovered this yet?”

      I laugh.

      “Seriously?”

      “Look, Tessa, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry for the trouble I caused you,” I say. “And I have no intention of hurting Ed. I’m not . . . that’s not something I want to see happen ever again.”

      She scoffs, sitting back and crossing her arms.

      “I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “You’re not going to get out of his life,” she says, her words jagged and sharp.

      “Let me check I’m following you on this.” My voice matches her harsh tone perfectly. “Previously, you hated me because I broke up with Ed, believing that he’d cheated on me. Now you’re pissed off with me for staying with him and believing that he didn’t. You’ll excuse me for not upending my world on the basis of your current mood. It’s not your choice to make.”

      She shakes her head. “Give me strength. Anytime now he’ll be back to chasing after your ass. He can’t help himself when it comes to you. You’re like an itch under his skin.”

      I’ve never been compared to a rash before, yet it doesn’t sound like a wholly bad thing. “Really?”

      “Stop smiling. This is not good.”

      “Sorry.”

      “God, look at you, acting all cute and dumb. Do you really believe this works on me?” she asks, head cocked. “Or is this honestly who you think you are now?”

      I finish off my wine. “I’m still figuring out who I am. But whatever I decide, you hate me and think I’m full of shit. Message received loud and clear. In the future, though, if you want to rant at me, can you stay the hell away from my job? Text me, I’ll meet you somewhere. I don’t mind.”

      “You don’t mind?” she repeats, disbelieving.

      “Whatever. It’s not like I have much of a social life.” I shrug, turning to scope out the bar. “Why are they taking so long with our drinks?”

      Tessa sips the last of her wine, assessing me over the rim of her glass. “Interesting.”

      “How so?”

      “I’d have expected you to be storming off all butt hurt by now. There’s a reason why he always treated you like a precious doll.”

      “Why should I storm off?” I ask. “No offense, but I don’t know you. Your opinion doesn’t really mean a hell of a lot to me. Ed says you and I used to be close, though those days are clearly over.”

      “Damn right they are. Any trust I had in you is long gone and you destroyed it.”

      “That time at Ed’s place, you said I tried to drag you into the break-up. I am sorry that happened.”

      “Save it.”

      “All right,” I say. “You really think Ed still wants me?”

      “Men just follow wherever their dicks lead them and his is like a compass needle when it comes to you.”

      Hope flares up inside me despite my best efforts. I think I’d like to be his true north. But no, that’s a bad idea. Our history is beyond complicated. On the other hand, however, I’d dearly love the chance to crawl all over him naked. I mean, we must have done it hundreds of times. Maybe more. Afternoon sex. Drunk sex. Sunday morning sex. Angry sex. Lazy sex. Shower sex. Post argument make-up sex. And who knows what else? It seemed beyond unfair that I could have such a history and not enjoy the memories of it.

      “What did you do to your hair?” asks Tessa, before nodding to the waiter who is placing full glasses in front of us.

      “I cut it myself. I like it shorter.” We each pick up our new drinks. I hold mine out. “So here’s to not being friends.”

      “I can drink to that.”

      It’s strange, but Tessa’s animosity is actually kind of comforting. At least I know what she’s thinking. She straight up tells me. Other people can be so hard to read. Tessa asks me about what it was like waking up at the hospital with no idea who I was. How I wound up working at the bookstore. What it’s like to have no memories, no real history. I ask her about how we met (through Ed) and about her life in general. After some initial hesitation, she actually starts to open up. The wary gaze never goes away, but she talks to me about her life and her past. Maybe it’s the wine. Or maybe it’s just a leftover from our once upon a time friendship. I don’t know. She tells me how she and Nevin also met through Ed. Nevin was a client of his, though she soon stole him and kept him. Nevin is a teacher who used to be in the army. Guess his experiences there scarred him some since he suffers from insomnia and often goes jogging at night to wear himself out. Explains why he’s so buff, I guess. They’ve been talking about maybe having a child sometime soon and Nevin has volunteered to stay up with the baby when necessary. At least his insomnia will be serving a purpose. Also, they’ve been together for four years.

      In the end, we sit there through one bottle of wine and then I order another because why not? I’ve never actually been drunk before and we’re just two not-friends spending quality time together.

      As foretold, Ed does indeed eventually appear. Though I prefer to believe it comes from concern more so than just chasing after my ass, as Tessa described. His displeased face is back in play. “Ladies.”

      “See,” says Leif, stealing a couple of chairs from a neighboring table. “You completely overreacted. No one’s even bleeding or wounded yet.”

      “You didn’t say you were going to visit Clem.” Ed gazes at Tessa. Oh dear, he’s seriously not happy. Even I get served some of his cranky glare. “Iris had to tell me where I could find you two.”

      “Am I supposed to need your permission?” snaps Tessa.

      “Wait,” I say. “Am I supposed to need your permission?”

      At this, Tessa laughs.

      “Ed?” I cock my head.

      “Of course not,” he says. “I was just worried about you.”

      Tessa throws some money on the table. Then she slings her designer handbag over her shoulder before rising to her feet. “What did I tell you? Just like a compass.”

      “Not going to stay for a catch-up?” asks Leif, signally the waiter for more glasses.

      “Another time. Nevin and I have dinner plans.” She smacks a kiss on his cheek before heading for the door. Ed, she ignores completely. Guess she’s still annoyed about him not telling her I was staying at his condo. Or something.

      The bar is busier now as people get off work and go for a drink. Music plays and people talk. It’s a nice place. I’ll have to remember to tell Iris. The alcohol is a happy warm buzz inside of me. I feel good. I look at Ed while swirling the wine in my glass all contemplative like. Another woman in the bar was doing it earlier and I thought it looked cool. “Her concern for you is intense. Like, seriously extreme.”

      Leif’s forehead furrows in confusion. “Doesn’t Clem know you two used to date?”

      “She does now,” grits out Ed, taking my glass from me and downing the wine.

      Huh. “You and Tessa?”

      “Yes.”

      I don’t like the thought of them together. Of course, I don’t like the thought of Ed being with anyone. I even get a little jealous over previous me. But Ed and all of the beauty that is Tessa. Ouch. They’d look so good together. Though she’s with Nevin now so it’s all in the past. But how distant is that past?

      And just like that, the pieces start to click into place. Only they’re pointed and sharp, each cutting into each other’s space all too perfectly.

      “Who did I think you were cheating with?” I ask.

      Ed turns away.

      The waiter deposits two fresh glasses on the table with a smile.

      “Fuck.” Leif helps himself to a glass of wine. “She doesn’t know anything? You didn’t tell her?”

      “He doesn’t like to talk about it,” I say.

      Ed’s hand on the table curls into a fist. “Can you blame me?”

      “I thought you were cheating on me with Tessa, didn’t I?”

      He just looks at me. Then he looks right through me.

      But it all makes sense. “That’s why you reacted the way you did when I joked that time about using an ex for sex. And when Leif said last night that you were being rich about telling him not to fuck where he worked.”

      “Yes,” snarls Ed.

      Leif rubs his hands over his face. “You should have told her. Shit.”

      “Why does Tessa hate me?” I asked, although I probably knew the answer.

      Ed’s nostril’s flare. “Because you didn’t stop at just breaking my heart. You called Nevin and told him she was cheating on him with me. Nevin absolutely lost it and the two of them had this massive fight. She loves him and she was your best friend and you did your utmost to try and break them up too.”

      “Right. Of course, if I thought you were—”

      “I wasn’t,” says Ed, his voice low and harsh. “But you wouldn’t listen. You were absolutely convinced you were right and nothing I said mattered. I was about to ask you to marry me and you thought I would do that to you, disrespect you and hurt you that way. I loved you more than I’ve ever loved anyone and yet you believed I’d fucking betrayed you.”

      “Like I said. Death star explosion.” Leif’s voice is offhand, but its light tone sounds forced. Like he’s trying to keep a lid on the whole thing. He half-fills one of the glasses, pushing it across the table to me. “Drink, Clem. You’ve gone all pale. Go on.”

      I do as instructed, though I’m not sure alcohol is the answer. However, something has to help the strange empty feeling. You’d think an answer, actual knowledge, would fill the vacant spaces inside. But it doesn’t. This time the definite hurts more than it helps. “Why did I think that? Where did I even get that idea?”

      Ed’s eyes are a little frightening. The anger. “I don’t know. You wouldn’t say. You were crying, but you were cold. Like I was dead to you. I tried to get you to talk to me, but you just . . .”

      I nod.

      Without another word he’s on his feet and racing toward the door. Leif grabs my arm as if to halt me. Just in case I’d had a mind to follow. And say what exactly? Then he pats the back of my hand, giving me a sad smile.

      “Let him go,” says Leif.

      “I didn’t mean to upset him like that.”

      “I know. Anyway, he should have told you by now. That was stupid of him. Sooner or later, it was going to come out, and it’s not like it isn’t your history too.”

      “Yeah.”

      “For the record, there’s no way he did it,” says Leif, looking me dead in the eye. “I mean, he’s always the one lecturing me: ‘Don’t screw married women,’ ‘Don’t screw clients or work colleagues,’ ‘Are you sure they’re both over twenty-one?’ No way he’d risk getting knocked off his high horse.”

      He’s trying to make me laugh, and I muster up the best smile I can.

      “He would never have done it, Clem. You might not have known him for that long with your head and all. But my brother is one of the best people around and he was crazy about you.”

      “I know; I do. I just wished I understood why I . . . anyway. Sounds like I hurt a lot of people.” I put another twenty on the table beside Tessa’s. That should cover the wine. “You should go after him, Leif. He’s upset. He shouldn’t be on his own.”

      “I’ll find him once you’re safe and sound at home. Don’t worry.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He slips an arm around my shoulders. It feels brotherly. Affectionate. “Oh my darling, Clementine. He’ll be fine. And there’s nowhere in this town that idiot can hide that I can’t find him.”

      “Maybe I should call Frances and go back to her place?”

      “No, don’t do that. Once he’s calmed down he’ll probably want to talk to you, check you’re okay and everything.”

      “Probably? Great.” I sigh. “Though talking about this isn’t really his thing.”

      Slowly, we climb the stairs back up to the street level. “You have to remember, for him this all happened a pretty short time ago. He loved you a lot.”

      “I know. I found the ring.”

      Leif groans. “Yeah. Shit.”

      “What a mess.” Then a thought occurs to me. “Did he ever want to marry Tessa?”

      “Come here.” Leif turns me to face him, then carefully wipes away my tears. Obviously it was just raining on my face or something. You can’t be upset about something you don’t even remember happening. He tuts. “Stop crying. Goodness gracious. Your face has gone all blotchy and pink. Is that really how you want to look?”

      “No.”

      “He and Tessa were together for years, but they were a lot younger. Late teens, early twenties. Just kids, really. It wasn’t serious in the same way it was between you two, you know?”

      “I think it’s safe to say I do not know shit.”

      Leif smiles. “No? Well, know that shit will sort itself out. It always does in the end.”

      “If you say so.”

      We head back to the condo. I don’t tell him that’s exactly what I’m afraid of . . . the end. But I’ve a feeling it’s just gotten a lot closer.
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      I’m not exactly certain what wakes me, but it’s late. One in the morning, at least. Gordy’s been asleep for ages and I must have finally drifted off a while back too, despite the emotional turmoil. Ed is sitting in front of me on the coffee table, his head in his hands. The lighting is low and his hair is a mess, as if he’s been shoving his fingers through it all agitated like for hours.

      “Hey,” I say. “Are you all right?”

      With a sigh, he raises his gaze to me. “Clem, why are you sleeping on the couch?”

      “Thought you might want your space.” I sit up, pushing back the blanket. “Where did you go?”

      “Just walked around for a while.” He pauses. “Is that my shirt?”

      “Yes.”

      His brows rise. “You’re wearing my shirt?”

      I’m too tired to be embarrassed. “It smells good. It’s comforting.”

      “Okay.” He exhales and holds out a hand. “Come to bed.”

      “Are you sure? You don’t have to do this just to be kind, you know?”

      He twitches his fingers impatiently and I take them, letting him lead me into the hallway. The door to the spare room is shut so Leif must have already crashed. A bedside lamp is on in Ed’s room. A good thing. Not sure I could handle the brighter glare of the overhead light right now. He closes the door, slips off his sneakers and socks before taking off his shirt. Undoes his jeans and slides them down his legs. Holy shit, the hard planes of his chest and the sight of his black boxer briefs. All of a sudden, I’m wide awake. His strong thighs, his knees, even the light hairs on his legs are sexy. I turn my back on the ridiculously unintendedly hot striptease before I spontaneously orgasm or something. So I now know Ed dresses to the left. There you go.

      I climb onto my side of the bed and get comfortable. Maybe tomorrow I should just hide out in a closet. Take a mental health day and disappear from the world for a while. It might be best. Having all of the details about our breakup come out has been emotionally exhausting. Perhaps I should ask Ed if he wants to hide out with me. It’s been hellish for him too.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asks, lying down on his side of the bed.

      “Hiding out in a closet for a while. Taking a mini-break from life tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Well, you’d be very welcome. We’d just have to find a closet big enough for both of us.”

      “Hmm.”

      I roll over to face him. “I’m not going to say I’m sorry again because I’ve said that so many times and past a certain point it doesn’t really work, does it?”

      “Still think I didn’t cheat on you?”

      “I know you didn’t. It’s just not you.” So many feelings. It’s a lot to deal with. I turn onto my back, staring at the ceiling and around the walls. “Wonder if we’ll ever know what the hell was going on in my head back then?”

      He makes a noise in his throat.

      “Hey, is that Tessa?” I ask, pointing at the charcoal drawing of a woman’s lower back. The curve of hips and rounds of her ass cheeks. Probably not the wisest question, but whatever.

      “Of course not. It’s you.”

      “Oh.”

      “Like I’d hang up a naked picture of another woman in our bedroom,” he says, shaking his head. “Haven’t been able to bring myself to take it down yet. First week after you left, I just drank. I was a fucking mess. Couldn’t believe it, you know? You’d always been a little insecure, but I thought we had it under control. I thought you knew how I felt . . .”

      “Then you started dating other women a week or two later,” I add helpfully.

      He cuts me a look. Not angry. Surprised maybe.

      “All right. So maybe I’m a little upset about your swift timeline for that particular decision. And I’m not even going to bring up the whole issue regarding taking someone to my favorite restaurant, because . . . well, just because.”

      “Clem, you left me,” he says. “Whatever version of yourself you’re currently operating as, you were the one that did the leaving. The dumping. So you don’t get to be upset about that.”

      “Fine. Whatever.”

      Weirdly enough, he smiles. Like he enjoys me being jealous or something. Though Lord only knows what the man actually thinks. “Then Tessa and Nevin kicked my ass and reminded me that I had a business to run, regardless of where you were at. So I pulled my shit together and . . . yeah. The dating was like the drinking. Me trying to distract myself from being fucking miserable twenty-four seven.”

      “Frances said I was a mess too.”

      He nods.

      I go back to staring at the ceiling. It’s safer than ogling him. “Today was a big day. A lot happened and there is much to digest.”

      Silence.

      “What are you thinking about now?” he asks, face open and unguarded for about the first time in forever. The man’s even more beautiful this way. “Clem?”

      “Lots of things. Beauty. Heartbreak. Loss. And sex, of course. I mean, we’re lying in bed together so it’s a bit hard not to be thinking about that on some level. It’s that whole physical awareness thing, you know?”

      He’s quiet for a moment, then he says, “We fucked a lot in this room. We fucked in pretty much every room.”

      Wow. “Really?”

      “Didn’t think I could out-truth you, did you?” The corner of his lip curls upwards. “Well, I can.”

      “What? It’s a competition now?”

      “Leif was right; I should have just told you everything. Only talking about that stuff—it’s not easy. It’s like making it real all over again. But I think we’re both due a whole heaping lot of honesty, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yes, Ed, I would. Absolutely.”

      “Go on then, ask me your questions. I know you’ve got some. You’ve always got some.”

      “How many am I going to be allowed to ask?”

      He considers this for a moment. “Not sure. Hit me with your worst one first and let’s go from there.”

      “All right.” If the man wants to push at the boundaries of complete disclosure, then I’m more than happy to oblige. “Is your dick pierced? Because there was this book today about genital piercings and Iris was going on about the majesty of a Prince Albert proudly displayed or something. I can’t remember her exact wording. But it got me wondering.”

      “No.” He laughs. “I’m obviously okay with needles in most places. Just not down there.”

      “I don’t blame you. Must hurt like hell.”

      He shakes his head, grinning.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. What else have you got?”

      “Um, how many times have you been in love?”

      His expression clears. “A couple. You kind of fall in and out of love, but to find something more lasting . . . that’s different. Special.”

      “Iris said marriage was finding someone whose shit you could tolerate long-term. Someone you could imagine wanting to see and talk to every day for the rest of your life.”

      “She’s not wrong.”

      “And you honestly thought you could do that with me? I mean, it just seems like from what you’ve said . . .”

      He rolls onto his side, studying me. “Clem, you weren’t as bad as I’ve been making it sound. I probably haven’t been as positive about how you used to be as I could have. When everything goes to hell you tend to focus on the worst. Guess it’s a method of self-preservation. A way to convince yourself you’re better off without the other person in your life.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “But lots of people liked you. Don’t think you were a bad person or something. After all, everyone has their faults.” He takes a moment, like he’s thinking things over. Choosing his words with care. “I guess you were less sure of yourself before. Now if you’re thrown by something, you kind of just barrel on regardless most of the time. Things don’t seem to worry you as much.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “Not saying you don’t get worried about things, but they don’t weigh you down in the same way.”

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      He shrugs. “It’s just you. And you used to be hopeless at admitting when you’d gotten something wrong. Stubborn as all hell. Forget about getting an apology out of you. Now you can’t seem to stop apologizing.”

      “Wait. How does being a neurotic wreck fit with being a stubborn jerk?”

      “I never said you were a neurotic wreck. Just that you tended to worry over things.”

      “And then never admit I was wrong.”

      “Basically.”

      Holy hell. “I must have been amazing in the sack.”

      Ed bursts out laughing.

      “Quick, tell me something terrible about you. I need it.”

      “I was a shit boyfriend,” he says, quieting once again. “Because something was obviously going on with you and had been for a while and I completely fucking missed it. Maybe if I hadn’t been so busy with work, if I’d taken more time for us, things wouldn’t have gone the way they did. We might have still been together. And you wouldn’t have been out alone that night and you wouldn’t have gotten hurt.”

      I don’t know what to say.

      “Who knows?”

      “You can’t take all of that on yourself.”

      He says nothing.

      “Can I make a comment without it being weird?”

      “Considering the dick piercing question, I’m not actually sure it’s possible for things to get any weirder.”

      I smile a little. “Right. Well, I just wanted to say this is nice, us talking.”

      “Yes, it is.” He exhales. “Did Tessa give you a hard time?”

      “It was fine. I handled it. She cares about you.”

      “We’ve been friends a long time. You two used to get along,” he says. “It’d be nice if you could get back to something like that. Having your old friends back might be helpful.”

      I wince ever so slightly. Tessa is more likely to throttle me than want to swap pedicures anytime soon. But I’ll let the man dream.

      “I’ve started making some new friends. The other day, the guy from the café across the road from the bookstore asked me if I wanted to go to a movie sometime.”

      His gaze narrows. “What’d you say?”

      “Told him I’d think about it. But I’m not sure that would be a good idea for me just yet. Unless he meant as just a friendship thing. That could be okay.”

      “Always good to have friends,” he says.

      “I agree. But actual relationships seem complicated and I’m confused enough the bulk of the time. As well as everything else, I lost about a decade’s worth of knowledge about how dating works.”

      “Yeah, I guess you did. How’s your reading going?”

      “Good, I, ah . . . this one I’m into now is Ice Blue by Anne Stuart. Iris said it’s a romantic suspense classic. Not to be missed.”

      “You’ll have to let me know how that goes.”

      It doesn’t escape me how our conversation has been steered toward safer subjects. Which is fine. We’re talking like friends. Or people with a complicated past who might become friends. It’s nice. Yet his hand lies on the mattress, close to me, though in all the ways that matter, still out of reach. His fingers are bigger than mine, his hand larger. My jealousy at previous me reaches an all-time high. She could have just touched him whenever she wanted. The memories she must have had. Lucky bitch.

      “What are you thinking about now?” he asks, voice quiet. The night is so still. The whole world contained in this one room.

      “You really care what I think about that much?”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t, but I do.”

      It feels both sweet and sour, this statement. Both painful and pleasing.

      “I like how I ask and you tell me. No guessing. No wondering if I’m missing something again,” he says. “You just let me know where you’re at. It’s good. Very good.”

      “Honestly, I think you short circuit my brain.”

      “The feeling’s entirely mutual.”

      My gaze jumps from his fingers to his face. “Really?”

      His small smile seems almost uncomfortable. A little grieved, perhaps. “Why do you think you’re here in my apartment? In my bed wearing my shirt?”

      “Well, I kind of just took the shirt without asking. As for the rest, because you were worried about my safety and then Leif annoyed you by flirting with me?” I suggest. “Though nothing would have happened if we’d shared the futon. Things are complicated enough and while he seems like a nice guy, there’s nothing there.”

      “No?” He licks his top lip and everything low inside me squeezes tight. An enjoyable sensation. And not a particularly new one when it comes to him. The man is beautiful, inside and out. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “Mm.”

      “But you’re back in my life for a reason, Clem. Because on one level or another, I want you here. It’d be stupid of me to pretend otherwise.” The warmth in his voice is dizzying. The closeness of him intoxicating. Perhaps my reaction to him is part Pavlovian. A response from previous me and the no doubt disgusting carnal things she did with him. Just that easily, I’m horribly jealous of her all over again. Or maybe when it came to Ed the feelings never stopped.

      “You’re staring at my mouth,” he says.

      I put my fingers up to my own lips. “I’ve never been kissed. Did you know that?”

      “No, I didn’t.” His gaze drops to my lips. “Tell me more.”

      “Well, what worries me is, what do you do with the nose?”

      He blinks. “With the what?”

      “The nose. How do you decide who goes which way so no one’s nose gets broken?”

      “If you’re going in so hard that someone’s liable to break something, you’re probably doing it wrong. Especially given your medical condition. No one should require a crash helmet to kiss.”

      “And what about the breathing? Do you hold your breath or mouth breathe through it or what?”

      “I can see you’ve given this a lot of thought,” he says. “You are aware that you kind of babble now when you’re nervous?”

      “Yeah, I know. And then there’s the whole tongue or no tongue thing to consider.”

      “Okay, Clem. Now you’ve definitely given this too much thought. If there isn’t at least a little spontaneity to the act, you’re pretty much ruining the whole thing. Have you discussed your kissing theories with anyone else?”

      I think it over. “No.”

      “Good. I don’t want you going out with that other guy from the café, either.”

      “Well, what about the woman at my restaurant?”

      “It’s not your restaurant; it’s our restaurant, and I’m not seeing her anymore,” he says. “Honestly, I don’t have a clue what this thing is between us or if it has a future. Or just a past. But my suggestion is that we spend some more time together and see how things go.”

      I take a deep breath. “You’ve thought this through.”

      “Tonight, when I was walking around. Wondering why I was so angry. Wondering why I’d been so reluctant to tell you anything about what happened. The truth is, my feelings for you are all fucked up. I can’t make sense of them . . . not yet. But I realized, if I’d come home and you weren’t here, I would have gone looking for you. Okay?”

      “Uh, okay.”

      “Good.” He rises up on one elbow, shifting across the bed until he’s lying beside me. Right flush up against my body. Him against me. “Now for the kissing.”

      I can hardly wait.

      Hands cup my face and his mouth is pressing against mine. There’s no time to worry about noses or breathing or any of that nonsense. So he was right about that. My mind is elsewhere, on much more important things. His tongue slides against the seam of my lips and I open my mouth on a gasp. It feels nice. All of it, everything he’s doing. It’s hot and wet and perfect. Him biting me. The way he rubs his tongue against mine. He kisses me hard and deep, thumbs stroking the sides of my face. Our bodies are pressed against one another and his hands slide into my hair. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said the man owned me. And I owned him. We fit together so well.

      He doesn’t stop until my lips are swollen and my head is spinning. The pad of his thumb slides over my bottom lip. I can feel the warmth of his breath on my face. Don’t even get me started on the heat coming off of him. The way he’s lying half on top of me, pressing me down into the mattress.

      “What do you think?” he asks, voice about a dozen times deeper and rougher than normal. His hands are tangled in my hair. The knowledge that this man wants me has my toes curling.

      “About kissing or spending time together?”

      “Both.”

      “Your eyes are so pretty.” I smile. He’s dazzling, really. But maybe I’ve said enough for one evening.

      He smiles back. “Kissing, yes or no?”

      “Ah, yeah. Nice.”

      “Nice?” he asks, sneering ever so slightly.

      “You don’t like nice?”

      “It’s your first kiss. I wanted to do a little better than nice.”

      “It was very pleasant. I think I’d like to do it again sometime. If you’re amenable, of course.”

      “You’re killing me.” He laughs. “What about the spending time together part?”

      “Well, Ed, I would be delighted to hang out with you.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      My heart is still beating so hard. It must be his nearness, the heat in his eyes. And something has definitely happened in his pants. I can feel it pressing against my lower stomach. Perhaps if I ask nicely, he’ll let me see.

      “We’ll just take it slow,” he says. “No need to rush anything. Let’s see what happens.”

      “We’re not going to—”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Oh, okay.” I don’t bother to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

      He kisses my forehead and reaches out to turn off the bedside lamp, before returning to his far distant remote side of the mattress. So it’s not really all that far, it just feels like it. My lips still tingle along with everything else. It was a pretty nice kiss.

      “Night, Clem.”

      “Night.”

      I’d thought maybe we might cuddle or something, but perhaps guys with boners don’t want to cuddle. They either want sex or space. I would have been fine with sex. Though taking it slow does make sense. Now it’s some stupid hour of the morning and I’m wide awake overthinking our relationship. If it’s even a relationship yet. I don’t know.

      “Stop thinking,” he says. “Go to sleep, baby.”

      Baby. He called me baby. No one’s ever called new me something like that before. An affectionate pet name or whatever. Talk about an extreme case of feeling warm and fuzzy. Remarkably enough, after a little while, I do in fact sleep.
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      The next morning goes well. Even despite the bed being empty again when I wake up. Leif informs me Ed’s taken Gordon for a run. So I get showered and dressed for work. Along with a little makeup, I attempt to style my choppy hair today. I’ll never be Tessa levels of glamour. But I can rock my own thing. The need to hide and watch as opposed to partaking of life isn’t as overwhelming as it used to be when I first left the hospital. Maybe I’m getting braver or surer of myself in some way. I don’t know.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” Ed says as I approach him in the kitchen upon his return.

      “Well, I was wondering if you were going to kiss me again. But then I was thinking that you looked especially handsome all covered in sweat and you smell really good. Before that, I think I was just enjoying the smell of the coffee and trying to remember what books I need to take back to the shop. That’s pretty much it.”

      “Okay.”

      My lips still tingle along with everything else. Or maybe they started tingling again at the sight of him. Gordon leans his butt against my leg, does some scratching, stuff like that. The love life and verbal repartee of myself and his owner means nothing to the very good boy.

      “See, not everything passing through my head is worth hearing about,” I say, as he hands me a cup of coffee.

      “I wouldn’t say that. First bit in particular was pretty interesting.”

      “So what’s on your mind?”

      “Apart from kissing you?”

      “I wouldn’t want to distract you from that.” I smile, taking a sip. “Though on the other hand, it was my thought first and not yours, leading me to believe that you mustn’t want to kiss me all that badly. To be honest, that’s kind of disappointing, Ed.”

      A sound of amusement from Leif over on the couch. “I knew you two would get back together.”

      “Did you really?” I ask with a grin.

      In response, he blows me a kiss.

      “Stop flirting with her, dammit,” says Ed. “And we’re taking it slow.”

      Leif sadly shakes his head. “You always did have middle child complex.”

      “He’s perfectly fine the way he is, and we are taking it slow. That’s true,” I dutifully back Ed up because togetherness or whatever it is we’re doing.

      “Whatever you say,” answers Leif. “Why was Gordon whining at my bedroom door all last night?”

      I don’t even blink. “Because he missed you while you were gone.”

      “Clem was letting him sleep on the futon with her,” says Ed. “Despite me asking her not to.”

      “Ah.” Leif nods.

      My outrage is mostly feigned. “You have no proof.”

      “I don’t need proof, baby. I know you when it comes to that dog.”

      “Thank you for the coffee.”

      “Nice change of subject, and no fair about the kiss.”

      “How so?”

      “In my defense, I had plans.”

      “Such as?”

      “Getting you caffeinated, for starters,” he says.

      “A noble quest, of which I fully approve.”

      “Then having a shower so I don’t drip sweat all over you.”

      I frown slightly. “I said I don’t mind that.”

      “Ah, but you used to. Now I know that you don’t.” Bless him, the man doesn’t hesitate. First pressing his warm lips to my cheek, my jaw, even my chin. The salty, musky scent of sweat and man is a wonderful high.

      “Ed, that’s not my mouth. Do you need a map?”

      “You’re so impatient,” he mumbles, bussing my cheek with his nose. The feel of his breath on my face, of him being right there . . . holy shit. Privacy matters not in the least. His lips trail down my neck, tongue sliding against my skin. It’s like lights turning on inside of me. A hypersensitivity only he inspires. Teeth press into the lobe of my ear, teasing. Then he sucks on a particularly amazing section of skin between my neck and shoulder. Sweet baby Jesus. My mind blanks entirely, head falling to the side. Little shocks of electricity zap up my spine.

      “That doesn’t look slow,” comments Leif from the couch.

      Ed nibbles on my jawline before placing gentle kisses either side of my mouth. The man is a goddamn tease. “As much as it pains me to admit, he’s right.”

      My eyes open slowly, reluctantly. “I’m beginning to think slow is highly overrated.”

      “Yeah. I’m pretty sure slow is going to kill me.” He takes a breath, pulls back to look me in the eye. “But, Clem, I still think it’s the only way to do this.”

      I don’t like it, but he’s probably right. Also, he’s the one who remembers us hitting the wall and having to deal with heartbreak et cetera. However, it sucks to be the one who gets to stand by, hoping he doesn’t change his mind and pull the rug out from underneath my feet. I suppose I should want to go slow as well. My rational mind knows perfectly well how badly we struck disaster before. Which should be a warning for what looms ahead. But without the actual memories of the breakdown, with all its pain and misery, I just can’t feel it on an emotional level. My heart and body just want to rush forward into his arms and into his bed. Really into his bed, I mean, not just me perched on the opposite side throughout the night, like we’ve been doing.

      What’s that saying about people who can’t remember the past being doomed to repeat it?

      “I’m getting in the shower, then we’ll see about getting you to work,” he says. “Later, baby.”

      “That’s the third time you’ve called me baby.”

      “It won’t be the last,” he says with such certainty it warms not only my heart but everywhere.

      “Did you used to call me that?”

      “Yeah, I did. Is that a problem?”

      “No.” I shake my head. Maybe a moment came in our breakdown when any talk of ‘baby’ was no longer possible, but if the term of endearment relates to good memories for him then it’s fine. “Not at all.”

      “Good to know.” And he’s gone, padding down the hallway toward the bathroom.

      “You’re the worst for interrupting and being sensible,” I inform Leif, who doesn’t even have the good grace to appear upset at the news.

      “Sensible, shmensible,” he says. “That was just good old-fashioned cock-blocking. It’s pretty much the only enjoyable part of being a sibling.”

      He raises his cup of coffee to me in toast. I salute him back with my own cup. It doesn’t seem worth holding a grudge over. Besides, he probably is right. Dammit. If only my heart would stop racing from all the overexcitement.
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      We hold hands on the walk to work. The sun is shining and I’m happy. Actually, I’m jam-packed full of joy, all of my worrying pushed aside for the moment. It’s a warning sign in and of itself. Little in my new life up until now has been what you’d call easy. And the familiar old feeling of paranoia comes roaring back when I see Iris in a frenzy trying to clean the shop’s front window, a rag and bottle of glass cleaner in hand. She’s scowling heavily. Not her usual expression of contentment at all.

      “That’s my job,” I say.

      “Guess you’re getting let off washing windows today.”

      A man who could only be Iris’s beau Antonio comes out with a scraper type tool and holy shit. Now I see what the problem is. The glass has been covered in black. Not just the window but some of the pavement below. It’s like they threw a whole can of paint at the shop front. A big can. It’s one hell of a mess.

      “What the fuck?” I gasp.

      “What the fuck indeed,” says Iris, giving me a dour smile. “Vandals these days. You know, at least when they spray their tag on something I can pretend its art. This, however . . .”

      “What can we do to help?” asks Ed.

      “Oh, nothing. It’ll be fine.” Iris sighs. “But thank you. A neighboring shop owner saw it and called me first thing this morning, so the police have already been by. Unfortunately, whoever did it was wearing a hoodie and had face coverage, so the security camera didn’t get much. It appeared they might have been planning on doing more damage; there were a couple of attempts to kick the door in. Ridiculous, really, they just would have set off the alarm. Though I suppose they could have done some damage in the meantime. But thankfully it seems they got interrupted by late-night revelers or such. Clementine, are you all right, dear?”

      Not really. Everything inside of me feels heavy with dread. “This is because of me.”

      “Well, it would seem someone disagreed with your display of gardening books. I did think at the time it was a little edgy.” She smiles, but the attempt at humor feels strained.

      “No. It really is about me, and not because of Frances being a cop at all. It’s about who I am. Or who I was.”

      She pauses. “We don’t know that.”

      “Hey, calm down. It’s just paint.” Ed’s hand slides around behind my neck, rubbing at the suddenly rock-hard muscles. “Iris is right, baby. We don’t know anything for sure.”

      “First the attack, then my car, and now this? Really?”

      “Clem—”

      “How many coincidences do you need?”

      He grimaces.

      Fair enough. My voice sounds shrill to my own ears. I take a deep breath and let it out slow. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to yell. But it’s a message, Ed, and it means that me being here is probably not safe. We don’t know what they might do next. What if they come back? What if they get violent again and someone gets hurt?”

      The expression on Iris’s face is somewhere between concern and dismay. So I’m not being completely crazy. Some of this is making sense. That’s even more concerning.

      Ed, however, is shaking his head. “You need to calm down.”

      “No, I’m serious. What if next time you get hurt? I’d never forgive myself.” I take a step back, putting myself out of reach. It’s better for everyone. If whatever this is spills over onto the people I care about I’ll never forgive myself. “This . . . this isn’t good.”

      “Don’t you dare,” he says, grabbing my arms. His grip is strong. “I agree; this is a worry. I get why you’re freaking out. But don’t you dare use it as an excuse to disappear on me again.”

      “But maybe it would be best if I left for just a—”

      “No.”

      One of us is probably being unreasonable. With fear making my heart pound and mind race, I’m not sure which of us it is, however.

      “Do you hear me?” he asks, leaning in close. “Absolutely fucking not. We’ll deal with this together, okay?”

      I don’t know what to say or do.

      “Nod your head, Clem.”

      After a moment, I do as I’m told. “Fine.”

      “Now breathe,” he orders, arms coming around me, pulling me in against his hard body. The scent and heat of him all helps. For me, he’s a living and breathing sanctuary and being wrapped up in him this way is heaven. It’s a bit scary to need him this much. No, I only want him. Lots. But if he left, if he changed his mind, I’d manage. I just really fucking hope he doesn’t. “Just breathe. It’ll be okay.”

      “Why don’t you take her home, Ed?” suggests Iris.

      “Thank you, Iris. But I’m fine now and I’d rather stay and help.” The worst thought occurred to me. “Unless you’d rather me not be here?”

      “Of course not.” She clicks her tongue in disapproval. “In that case, stop hanging off your lovely man and get to work.”

      “I’ll cancel my appointments for today, stay here with you,” says Ed.

      I look up. “No, don’t do that.”

      Some people make those appointments months in advance. Ed’s tattooing talents are in high demand. Plus, I’m already complicating his home life. I’d rather not screw with his work life too.

      “I’m not leaving you like this,” he says.

      “I’m okay. Really, Ed, it’s broad daylight. Everything that’s happened so far has all been at night.”

      Doubt fills his gaze.

      “You’re right; it’s just paint. Whatever it does or doesn’t mean, they’ve probably done all they’re going to do for now. I’ll be fine.”

      “Promise me you won’t go off on your own.”

      “I promise I’ll be safety conscious, yes.” Up on tippy-toes, I give him a kiss. “Go to work. I’ll be okay. If it is the same person, at least they seem to be sort of de-escalating. Perhaps next time they’ll just send me a sternly worded letter.”

      “Glad you’ve still got your sense of humor, but I’m not ready to laugh about this yet.”

      Iris, however, is good to go. “A sonnet expressing their displeasure, perhaps?”

      “Maybe a cutting limerick?”

      She grins with glee. “How about an abrasive haiku?”

      “A bad fortune cookie?”

      “All right.” Ed shakes his head. “If you need me, call me. You’ve got your cell?”

      “Yes, and I will.”

      “I’ll be back at six. On the dot. You better let Frances know about this as well or she’ll lose her shit.”

      “True.”

      “And you’re definitely not going off wandering on your own.” His gaze is so serious. “I’ve got your word on that, right, Clem?”

      “You make me sound like some out of control toddler,” I half-joke. “What’s wrong, don’t you trust me?”

      It’s the sudden lack of expression on his face that clues me in. The careful blankness with which I’m now being regarded.

      Beside us, Iris is suddenly occupied with the window.

      “Hey,” I say, attempting a smile. “You can trust me. If I say I’ll do something, I’ll do it.”

      He does not look convinced, though he’s doing his best to hide it. “Sure. If you’re okay here, I better get moving.”

      “See you tonight.”

      With a final kiss to my forehead and one final murmured “just be careful, baby” he’s gone. So that didn’t go so well. Guess the word trust should be shelved from all further conversation.

      Iris shoves a paint scraper and a bottle of turpentine at me and I get busy cleaning up the mess. The paint is already half-dried. Iris and Antonio have washed away most of the still-moist stickiness, so we are now left with the hardened underside. After a while, Antonio has to go open the gelato shop and Iris is occupied with customers inside the bookstore, so I’m on my own. It’s hard work. Of course it is. If you’re going to vandalize a shop window by splashing paint on it, you’re not going to use any nice water-based acrylic. No, sir. You’re going to use some nasty oil-based enamel that only comes off with paint stripper, elbow grease, and what seems like an infinite amount of turpentine.

      I pop in my earbuds and put on some music while, inch by inch, I reclaim Iris’s shop windows from the vandal’s work. Because fuck them. Whoever they might be and for whatever reason they might be doing this. I’m not running or going into hiding. Sure, flight might have been my first response. No way, however, will I give them the satisfaction. I’m building a life here. One hopefully including Ed. And that’s worth fighting for. Though I should probably start hitting up the relationship section of the shop once we’ve got the glass sorted. Oh God, the drama of having a love life. I’m not sure my heart can take it. Organizing an existence with other people in it, especially a romantic interest, is so much harder than just hanging out with Frances and ordering pizza. Those were the days.

      Also, if whoever is doing this is trying to scare me into doing some stupid, then taking off on my own probably definitely falls under that category, now that I stop and think about it. Ed was right. Of course Ed was right. He’s a smart guy. Truth is, the man is worth any amount of emotional mayhem and occasional commotion.

      Soon my life is consumed by the shop window, the awful smell of enamel paint, and the fine sounds of my playlist. It’s the main song list that previous me made. I’ve listened to it a few times now and it’s good. Just like her favorite movies, some of her music is from the eighties too. I guess that’s what Mom grew up listening to. Songs like “When Doves Cry” by Prince, “Bizarre Love Triangle” by New Order, and “Love is a Battlefield” by Pat Benatar top the list. Maybe I’ll never know my mother in the way that I used to. Actually, it’s a definite, given she’s dead. But I can still get a feeling for her through the photos and stories, the movies and songs. We don’t have to be total strangers. Next the music moves onto more recent decades with songs like “The Scientist” by Cold Play, “Dancing on My Own” by Robyn, “Do I Wanna Know” by Arctic Monkeys, “Wasted on Each Other” by James Bay, and “River” by Bishop Briggs. A brief wrap-up of the last twenty or so years. But mostly, whether recent or ancient, it’s all pretty new to me.

      I wonder if I used to like dancing or if I’d ever learned to play an instrument. It would be cool to just sit down at a piano and know what to do. Though Frances probably would have mentioned something if I was a secret virtuoso. Every kid usually has a couple of hobbies, however. I’ll have to ask. There had been a photo of me in a middle school play portraying a tree. But what with me not being particularly graceful, I doubt ballet or something cool like that would have been high on my list of after-school activities. Some sports, maybe? Gordy likes the way I throw a ball. Though even with the doggy slobber, he’s still a way better catch than me.

      At any rate, slowly but surely the worst of my worry is pushed back as the music and contemplating the past takes over. But it always lingers just a little. Fear of so many things, both the known and unknown, casting a shadow over my world. Maybe I’ll never know what it’s like to live without the anxiety. Maybe there’ll always be things to be unsure of. Then again, maybe that’s just a part of life.

      Finally, the work is done. My arms ache, and the skin on my hands is splotched an ugly white and red, but I have erased the stain on Iris’s life that had been put there because of me.

      I make my way inside. It’s time to attend to the real business of the morning. “I want to see the video, please.”

      Iris’s lips tighten, but I can tell she’s been expecting this request. “I told you everything that was in it. You can’t see anything more.”

      “I know. But I have to see it anyway.” My voice stays quiet and calm, not giving her any reason to deny me. “Is it here, or did the police take it?”

      “It’s still here.” She sighs. “The police just copied it onto a flash drive.”

      Soon enough, I’m sitting in the back room, fast-forwarding through grainy black-and-white footage to get to 1:46 a.m. And then there it is: a figure walking past the entrance. All you can really see is the hoodie, with the hood up covering everything, and what looks like jeans or sneakers. For all my squinting into the screen, it’s hard to make out much else. The figure looks kind of slim and tall, but with the weird camera angle, looking downwards at them, it’s hard to tell with any certainty. So that’s just great. I’ve narrowed down my list of suspects to everyone in the world with two arms and two legs. Good thing it was my sister who went into the police force and not me.

      The figure has the can of paint already out, held by the handle. It’s heavy, obviously. A big 20-liter one—but I knew that even without seeing the video, courtesy of having to bust my ass cleaning it all up.

      Our friendly neighborhood vandal does a pretty good job of splashing the paint onto the window. Maybe this isn’t their first rodeo. Then it goes up to the front door and tries to kick it in twice. No luck there. One hand disappears inside the big jacket, as if reaching for something, but then the head jerks hard left, as if the figure heard something. And then it’s gone, picking up the empty paint can and slipping away into the night.

      Iris told me I wouldn’t be able to see anything more, and she was right. I rewind the tape and slo-mo through the moment where the figure hears the sound, and the hoodie twists as the head turns. I try and convince myself there’s something visible there, perhaps a flash of chin or nose. But it’s really just a couple of pale pixels in a sea of fuzzy gray.

      But that doesn’t stop me watching and rewatching the figure. Rewind. Play. Slo-mo.

      My heart thumps in my chest as I stare into the footage. Maybe the figure is unrecognizable. But that doesn’t seem to matter. Because for the first time I am actually seeing them, the person who’s out to ruin me. It’s not just some crazy paranoia or a figment of my imagination. I feel sure of it. It’s a real human being out to get me and I’m watching them right now. A crazy cocktail of fear and anger swirls in my stomach.

      Rewind. Play. Slo-mo.
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      “She’s still here? What not a surprise.” Tessa is sitting on the front steps to Ed’s condo when we return that evening. Her boyfriend, Nevin, is rubbing her shoulders. The boy needs to work harder, however, because she still looks stressed as fuck. If she isn’t, I sure as hell am.

      “Clem,” says Shannon, the receptionist from the parlor, leaning on the stair rail beside them. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” I raise a hand in greeting.

      “You’re early,” says Ed, calm as can be. Obviously he was expecting them and didn’t warn me. I try to keep a blank face. Try.

      “Damn.” Nevin laughs. “She’s just as happy to see us as we are to see her. This was a great idea, Ed. Seriously, man, good work.”

      “It’s pizza night. This is what we always do.” Ed frowns ever so slightly. “Clem, it’s not a problem they’re here, is it?”

      “No. Absolutely not. All good.”

      Tessa laughs. “Oh, your fake smile is awful. You might want to work on that.”

      “It is fine. I just wasn’t expecting . . .” The words trail off and I shut my mouth. Mostly, I feel tired.

      “Tessa, give her a break,” says Ed. “She’s had a shit day, okay?”

      Immediately, Tessa groans. “All right, all right. I heard about the paint thing at your work. Did you get it cleaned up okay?”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “Thanks.”

      Ed frowns. “Leif should be home.”

      “No answer when we buzzed.” Nevin gets to his feet and holds out his hand. Ed throws the keys to him. Then the visitors head inside, giving Ed and I a moment alone.

      “Sorry I didn’t warn you,” he says. “They’re normally over once a week for dinner and drinks. I thought it might be a welcome distraction from everything that’s been going on.”

      “It’s okay. Really. Just a surprise. But is me being here okay?”

      “Absolutely. You sure?”

      “Yes. I mean, it’s great that you have such close friends.”

      “They’re your friends too.”

      I give him the look of much disbelief.

      “All right, so there’s some tension between you and Tessa right now. You’ll work it out. Just give it a chance, okay?” His hand kneads the back of my neck, turning me into agreeable mush. No wonder Nevin had been doing it to Tessa. What a superpower. Such magical strong fingers put to great use. Lord only knows the sort of things Ed could make me agree to when he’s touching me this way. His lips brush over my jawline all warm and perfect like. “You with me, Clem? And then later, when they’re gone . . .”

      “Yes?”

      Oh, his laugh is so low, faintly evil, and full of erotic promise. My blood surges hot at the sound.

      And the potential for further kissing later on is more than sufficient to get me inside. As we walk down the apartment building hallway, a door opens up farther down. Our neighbor, Tim, sticks his head out, see’s it’s us, and then shuts the door. Though I could have sworn some leering/naked imagining was going on when his gaze swept over me. So gross. The man is a creeper. That’s a definite.

      Inside the condo, Gordon greets us with much sniffing, butt wiggling, and wagging of his tail. From one of the comfy chairs, Leif just smiles, his hair still wet from the shower. No wonder he didn’t hear our guests buzz.

      Honestly, I was a bit relieved when I realized Leif had just been in the shower. It shouldn’t have meant anything, him not answering the door. But courtesy of this morning’s shenanigans, my paranoia was on a hair trigger, and crazy scenarios shot through my mind the moment anything was out of place.

      Shannon sits on the big couch with Tessa and Nevin sprawled out beside her. In Tessa’s hands is her cell, thumbs busy on the screen. “I put in the days of yore regular order multiplied by two since Leif and Shannon are here. It shouldn’t be long. I’m starving.”

      “What’s the days of yore regular?” I ask.

      “She means the pizza order from back when you used to live here last time. One mushroom and bacon, and one chicken and basil.” In the kitchen, Ed takes the caps off four bottles of beer. Once they’re handed out, he grabs a seat, drawing me onto his lap. I think it’s a statement. It feels like a statement, one meant not only for his guests but to me also, the girl perched awkwardly on his knee. And sure enough, Tessa raises a brow at the move. Shannon just gives me a limp sort of smile, gaze shifting between me and Ed. Given how damning she was regarding mine and Ed’s previous attempt at coupledom, this must be bizarre for her. Perhaps she’s worried how much of her vaguely hostile and blathering point of view I’ve shared with her employer regarding his personal life. People have probably been fired for less. But like I even have the energy to stir such pointless shit.

      “Look at you, being all protective,” says Tessa. “I’ll behave if she does.”

      “Everyone’s going to behave.” Nevin clicks his fingers and Gordon runs over to him for some behind-the-ear scratches. “Even you, hey, boy? Police have anything more to say about what happened at your work, Clem?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Vandals, disenchanted youth, whatever . . .”

      “Assholes,” mutters Leif.

      Shannon nods her head. “It’s horrible.”

      “At least they didn’t break the glass or damage any stock,” says Nevin.

      Tessa’s nails tap against her leg. “Still, bad luck is certainly following her around lately.”

      “Indeed it is and this is my point, beautiful. Clem is already hurting.” Just for a moment, Nevin’s gaze on me seems to go cold, dark, and cruel. It’s a little scary. But then suddenly he smiles and turns back to Tessa. As if it never even happened. “No reason for you not to forgive her.”

      “I already have Ed on at me at work,” she says. “I don’t need you lecturing me too.”

      “Okay. Just saying . . .”

      “She and I will work it out when and if I’m ever ready.”

      “Whatever you say, beautiful.”

      Shannon stares at Ed, lips shut tight. Around her boss, she apparently keeps her opinions to herself. A far cry from the time she tracked me down at the café near Frances’s place for a chat. Her top is cut low, showcasing a large tattooed chest piece of roses and ribbon. It flows above her breasts, along with dipping farther down out of sight.

      “That’s lovely,” I say. “Did Tessa do that piece for you?”

      Her smile remains hesitant. “Ah, no. Ed did it.”

      “Does that worry you, Ed regularly seeing other women’s bodies?” asks Tessa. Not malicious exactly, just curious.

      Behind me, I can feel Ed go still, listening with interest.

      I shrug. “Kind of part of the job isn’t it?”

      “Interesting,” says Tessa. “Because it used to bother you quite a bit.”

      Shannon says nothing. Lots of it.

      “We also get to see lots of hairy asses and other bits,” says Leif. “It is just part of the job, Clem. You’re right. The thrill gets old real fast.”

      I must have responded to the question appropriately since Tessa moves on to other things and Ed’s body sort of eases beneath me once more. And this is all beyond awkward, being put on trial in front of people I barely know. Most of the time, I can live with what’s happened. With what I do and don’t know and who I was before. But tonight, this is all a bit too much.

      Via an arm around my waist, Ed pulls me back against his body. His hard chest to my back. My ass against his groin. Whoa. Guess this is how we used to sit back in our couple days. Lounging all over each other, treating the other’s body like beloved and extremely hot furniture. But given it’s been less than twenty-four hours ago since he kissed me for the first time this go-around, then that trust thing this morning, it seems kind of awkward for some reason. Or maybe it’s just about being surrounded by people from my messy past. All of the differing emotions regarding and reactions toward me. I’m not sure my social skills are up to it. Hell, my ability to handle life in general is dubious right now.

      “This okay?” he asks, voice low.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Relax, then. You’re stiff as a board.”

      I ease back against him, trying to get comfortable. The span of his hand sits across my stomach in a possessive and thrilling manner. And if anything, he smells even better today than his shirt did last night. You can’t beat the real thing for authenticity. It’s some sort of sandalwood-type cologne and him. I’m not entirely sure we’d have been all over one another again so soon if Tessa hadn’t been giving me the stink eye. Ed’s protective instincts are nice. Comforting. Suddenly sharing the evening with her and her obviously still angry at me despite his whole easygoing guy-shtick boyfriend feels like the best thing possible. Then there’s Leif, who is always good company.

      This is fine. This should be fine.

      Leif, Tessa, Shannon, and Ed start talking about work things while Nevin and I drink our beers. At first, I try to ignore the throbbing inside my skull. But it’s no good.

      “Hey, I . . .” I start to say, wriggling off his lap.

      “You okay?” asks Ed.

      “Headache. I might take some Tylenol and lie down for a bit. I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure? You don’t need to see your doctor or something?”

      Now Leif is all worried too. “What’s up, Clem?”

      “All of a sudden, you really don’t look so good,” says Tessa, expression genuinely concerned. “What’s going on?”

      “Just a headache. Really, I’m okay. It happens sometimes.” I squeeze Ed’s shoulder and give him a smile. “Save me some pizza?”

      “Absolutely. I’ll come check on you in a bit.”

      I nod and lift my hand in farewell. Even Gordy lifts his head off Nevin’s lap, following my path with sad eyes. He’s a good dog, but his canine extrasensory perception is probably telling him there’s pizza coming. I’d stay put if I were him too. In the bedroom, I shut the door and turn on the little lamp. Take two of the pills sitting on the bedside table. Next I shuck off my shoes, jeans, extract my bra, and climb into bed.

      Conversation from the next room is only a distant, low noise. And in the almost quiet, things are better. Guess I just needed some space to give myself a chance to catch up with everything. Some alone time to process things. There’s so much to think about, despite the pain in my head. It takes me a fair while to fall asleep.
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      I wake up alone in the dark hours later. The condo is quiet, all traces of chatter gone. But I open the bedroom door silently, listening to be sure before heading on out in my tee and underwear. Ed is sitting at the table working. He’s got a pair of those soft blue sleep pants on, slung low on slim hips. No shirt. All that beautiful inked flesh on display. I almost start to drool. And I am apparently feeling much better. It’s not just the lust he inspires, it’s him. He makes me happy. He makes me feel wonderful things. From all of the heat of desire and warmth of affection through to the way he fills the empty places inside of me and feeding my curiosity with thoughts and words and experiences. I can’t lose this, and the bitch of it is, it could happen. Not just through mistakes we might make, but care of the asshole out there who has it in for me. Maybe I’m losing it, imagining some ticking clock, counting down the hours of my existence. The time I have left until I’m ended again. Only this time for good.

      “Hey,” he says softly when he sees me coming toward him. “How are you feeling?”

      “Good. What time is it?”

      “Just after ten.”

      “Everyone’s gone?” I slip my hand over his thick shoulder.

      “Tessa and Nevin went home and Leif and Shannon headed out for a drink. I came in earlier to check on you, but you were out.” He shifts his chair back, guiding me with a hand to the hip to stand between his legs. We’re alone in the quiet gentle of the night, just me and him. This is quite possibly another favorite life moment happening right here right now. He slides my hair back from my forehead, urging me to lean over so he can kiss my scar. It agitates me a little, the effort to not stop him. To not instantly cover the wound back up with my fringe. But if this is going to work, I can’t hide from him. “You feel like going back to sleep now or you want to talk for a while?”

      “I feel like staring at you because you’re so pretty.”

      “But you still respect me for my mind, right?” He smiles, my hands linked around his neck while his sit on my hips.

      “Oh, totally. For sure. I don’t only objectify you.”

      “I don’t believe you at all,” he murmurs.

      Maybe it’s the way my hand is already sliding over his hot skin, down his collarbones and over his chest. Or perhaps it’s the lust in my eyes. But I don’t really blame him for doubting. His face is all sharp lines like some film star out of an old black-and-white film. But with tatts and ’tude to bring him into the moment. To make him mine. God, I hope he’s mine. It’s fair to say my confidence regarding a lot of things has taken a hit today.

      “What’s on your mind, Clem?”

      “I’m worried,” I say, baring my soul. It’s necessary. This all feels so tenuous between us. As if it could be snatched away at any moment. “I’m scared you want the life back that we used to have and I can’t give that to you. I’m not the same person anymore and things have happened . . .”

      His hand slips beneath my T-shirt, fingers tracing circles into my back. “It’s different now. I know.”

      “Tessa and Nevin might never forgive me and they’re obviously a big part of your life, Ed.”

      “They’ll get over it eventually. Give it a chance.”

      I’m not convinced.

      “Hey, come here.” He pulls me in closer, resting the side of his face against the front of my shirt, against my breasts. Maybe he’s listening for my heart the same way I like to listen to his. The palms of his hands slide down the back of my bare thighs, up and down. Having more access to him is heady stuff. Being allowed so close. I stroke his neck, rest my cheek against the top of his head. “You had a crappy day and it was bad timing having everyone over. That’s on me. I’m sorry, baby.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Kiss me,” he orders, lifting his face to mine.

      And his mouth against mine is poetry. His kiss sublime. The heat and taste of him are perfect. Pretty sure he could kiss me into submission. Hands grip my ass cheeks, fingers digging into my flesh just a little. Then he slides his fingers over my hips, tracing the waistband of my panties before heading north. Ed knows my body, knows what he’s doing. With his tongue in my mouth and his hands beneath my shirt, teasing and touching me so close to below my breasts but not quite. My stomach flips. What’s going on lower down is even more appreciative of his efforts.

      It’s a definite. No matter how clever my fingers, they can’t make me feel like this. Ed has it all over masturbation, bless him.

      Our lips press hard against each other, getting as close as possible. And I want more. Much more. I want everything. I break contact for a moment, lifting my shirt off over my head and throwing it far, far away. Clothing has no place in this moment. For a second, it almost occurs to me to be a little shy, standing there in nothing but my panties. But forget that. I climb onto his lap, straddling his legs. Skin on skin, my chest against his.

      “Shit . . .” His voice is low and rough. The heat in his eyes intensifies by about a thousand, his gaze shifting between my face and my now bare breasts. It’s like there’s a war going on inside of him. Want versus what’s safe, what makes sense given everything that’s happened. I know which side I hope will win. He, however, remains conflicted. “Maybe you should put your shirt back on.”

      “Why? This is still sort of slow,” lies my lying tongue.

      “It’s really not, baby.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’m actually kind of done with slow.” One hand slides around the back of his strong neck, the other grasping hold of his bicep. His skin is warm and smooth to the touch. And I plan to do a whole lot of touching.

      “You weren’t feeling so great earlier. Shouldn’t we take it easy?”

      “But I’m feeling amazing now.”

      Even his scowl is sexy. “You know I had plans for this. Taking you out on a date, going to our favorite restaurant, doing it all the right way.”

      “Aw, that’s sweet.”

      “You like the sound of that? We don’t have to rush.”

      “But nothing about this feels wrong and we can still go on dates. In fact, I’d like that a lot.”

      His gaze on me narrows. “Clem . . .”

      “Woo me later. Fuck me now.”

      The noise in his throat is vaguely tortured with a hint of pissed off. But his mouth comes back to mine, our tongues rubbing against one another, teeth clashing just a little. Then his hot mouth travels down to my jawline and on to my neck. So damn good. I shove my hands through his hair, holding him to me. No way is he getting away now. If everything between us goes to shit sometime soon, at least I’ll have this memory.

      “You always get your way,” he growls. A thrilling sound.

      “Not even remotely.”

      “No?” His fingers expertly toy with my nipple, making me gasp and writhe on him. “Pretty damn sure you do.”

      His growing hard-on is caught between us, tenting the sleep pants. Ed turned on is a thing of wonder. I’ve never been so excited, all five senses hitting overload. My breath hitches, heart pounding.

      “Tell me, is this is a curiosity thing? You getting your answers again?” His teeth gently threaten my neck, his grip on my breast tightening to a sweet edge of pain. It would seem the man is part animal when it comes to sex. How awesome.

      “It’s a you thing and you know it,” I say, panting slightly.

      “Just as well.”

      In one swift motion he clears the table of drawing pad and pen. Then, with one hand on my ass and the other on my back, he surges up, placing me on the surface. Holy wow, the slightly feral look in his eyes as he stares down at me. I feel more alive than I ever have. Every inch of me bright with sensation. Though our underwear is an annoyance. An ache has started up between my legs, everything low inside of me feeling swollen and tight. Needy. He grinds his dick against me and I see stars. The long hard length of him pressing against the soaked gusset of my panties.

      “Sure you don’t want to calm things down? If you change your mind, we can stop anytime you want.” Oh God, the hunger in his eyes. He doesn’t want to stop any more than I do. So instead of answering, I wrap my legs around him. Actions speaking louder than words and all that.

      His fingers thread through my hair, tugging just a little as he kisses me. The nerves in my scalp fire up along with the rest of my body. Being like this with Ed is pure sensation. Each kiss is deeper, wetter than the one before. Our need for each other building.

      “How far do you want to take this, hmm?” he asks, before shifting lower, mouth covering a nipple, his tongue lashing over it, and yes. So good. When his teeth press in just so my back bows off the table. He bites my breast, my neck, my lower lip. Just enough each time to give me the sweet edge of his sting. “Answer me.”

      “Like I said, all the way,” I say, voice breathy. “I want to know what we’re like together.”

      “Is that so?”

      His hand slips into my pants, fingers ever so gently stroking me there, building me up and up. Making me even wetter. Little wonder he’s an expert at this too. A thick finger eases inside of me, pumping slowly. Then he adds a second, stretching me. He curves his fingers, rubbing at some sweet point inside of me, making me moan. Everything low in me coils tighter and tighter. If he just keeps doing exactly that for a while, I’ll come for sure. Instead, he draws his fingers out and I almost cry at the loss. Undignified yet true.

      “Are you listening to me, Clem?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Then he lightly slaps my sex and fuck. My eyes and mouth pop wide open. His smile is all satisfaction and sharp teeth. “Look at me, baby.”

      I have nothing. I can barely catch my breath. The truth is, Ed’s a little mean when it comes to sex and I love it. Hell. I’m pretty sure I love him. Or maybe I’m just wildly aroused beyond belief and my brain is melting. Hard to tell. It’s all so overwhelming. Much more than I expected it to be.

      “Okay.” Sadly, he pulls his hand out of my underwear and licks them clean before lifting me up into his arms. “We’ll do it your way for now. But the first time we fuck isn’t going to be on a table. And tomorrow, we’re having a long talk about you and your lack of patience.”

      I cling to him as he heads down the hallway and into his bedroom. The door shut and locked behind us.

      “In the future, we make important decisions together beforehand and we discuss them fully clothed, not half naked. Understood?”

      “Yes, Ed.”

      He mumbles something, sounding vaguely disgruntled. Doubtful of my easy compliance, no doubt. But whatever. I’m deposited on the bed then divested of my underwear in no time at all.

      The man does not mess around.

      Next, standing beside the big bed, he pushes down his sleep pants, stepping out of them, one hand stroking his hard cock as it points straight at the ceiling. Maybe it’s the angle I’m viewing it on, from kind of below. Or perhaps it’s just the faintly threatening size of him and how small and exposed I’m suddenly feeling. How emotionally out there all of this feels. But a flash of panic, of feeling like prey, triggers my fight or flight. And I’m rolling over and scrambling across the mattress. Which lasts exactly until my hands reach the edge and then I freeze because what the hell am I even doing anyway? Where is it I think I’m going and why exactly—such a barrage of questions inside my mind. Which is also about when Ed grabs hold of my ankle.

      “What’s going on?” he asks, sounding somewhat justifiably bewildered. “Come back here a minute.”

      And I have nothing. So my brain really has melted. There you go. Slowly but surely, he gently drags me back across the sheets. I startled and tried to make a run for it. Not exactly my proudest moment.

      “Hey, talk to me.” He kneels on the bed beside me, rolling me over with his hands. “Clem, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Totally humiliated, but fine.” He gently pries my hands off my flushed face. “Hi.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. I just had a moment, a small freak out or something. But I’m all good now. Can we pretend it didn’t happen?” I reached up for him, because hiding in his arms sounds like the best idea ever. His body is so big and comforting. A walking, talking security blanket just for me. Carefully, he rearranges us until my head is back up on one of the pillows. Arms and legs wrapped around him and face hidden in his neck, I basically just cling to him like a monkey the entire time.

      “You took one look at my dick and bolted,” he murmurs. “I’m not really sure what to do with that.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Nothing to apologize for. I probably shouldn’t have grabbed you and pulled you back like that, you just scared me.”

      “It’s okay. I’d already put the escape attempt on hold,” I say. “How big are you anyway?”

      “What?” he asks, his tone one of complete confusion. He’s lying on top of me, taking some of his weight on his elbows. This is a good position, much more soothing than him and his mammoth hard-on towering over me. But it’s also quite stirring, us being plastered together with nothing between us. “We’re talking about my size now? You want actual measurements?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Well, too bad, I can’t give them to you,” he says, sounding more amused now. “Last thing I’m interested in doing when I’m turned on is pulling out a ruler.”

      “Fine.” I exhale hard. “I just . . . I freaked out for a moment. Not exactly sure why. But obviously the mechanics of your penis fitting into my vagina have been thoroughly explored on numerous occasions and the very small panic attack was totally unwarranted and thoroughly embarrassing. Not that I’m sure it was about that exactly, I just felt . . .”

      He waits me out.

      “Unsafe for a second, I guess. I’m not even sure why, exactly.”

      Now he just looks at me. “That’s it, Clem. I knew we were rushing. We’re calling this off till further notice.”

      “No.” My hold on him tightens to strangler vine proportions. Whatever my subconscious concerns, I will not cheat myself out of this moment. “Absolutely not.”

      “Baby . . .” He sighs. “I know that you’re worried about how we’re going to work out. Not just in bed, but with putting our lives back together again and being a couple and everything. But rushing into this isn’t the answer.”

      “Please, just listen.” I take a deep breath and I let it out slow. Not easing back on my hold on him one iota. I can’t afford to. “This is all new to me. Every single part of this life is new, and yes, some of it is a little scary sometimes. I get surprised by my own reactions to things sometimes. But that doesn’t mean I want to stop or go backwards.”

      A little line appears between his brows.

      “So if you want to stop or step back for your own reasons . . . then okay. But if you’re stopping because I flipped out for a second, then don’t. I’m going to weird out occasionally. Please be okay with that.”

      He says nothing.

      “Stay with me, Ed.”

      “I don’t know . . .”

      “I do.” I kiss him lightly on the lips, once, twice, three times. Because kissing him is my favorite thing. “You’re the best thing in my life.”

      “Are you sure you’re not just doing this to make me happy?” he asks.

      And I give his question all due consideration. “No. I’m doing this because I want to make us both happy. But I guess I should be asking you, what would make you happy?”

      His smile is slow but beautiful. “Just being with you doing whatever. I’m not that complicated.”

      How previous me ever left him is beyond me. I honestly feel a little bad for the girl. No wonder she was apparently so heartbroken. To lose Ed in all his wondrousness would be a terrible thing.

      “Stay with me,” I repeat.

      “I’ll stay with you whether you want to have sex right now or not. You know that right?”

      “I know.” The butterflies in my stomach swoop en masse. “But thanks for saying so. Do you have a condom?”

      He hesitates.

      “Yes, Ed. Yes again and again.”

      And the man is still not moving.

      “Would you like me to write it down?”

      “I am apparently still shit at saying no to you,” he grumbles. “You get me with those beautiful eyes, and it’s all over.”

      Fair enough. For him, it has to be a losing battle. Because I’m more than willing and he’s still hard against me. The pressure of his body, the sound and scent and everything of him means I’m wet and aching. Though it’s nicely aided by some slight hip wiggling. The sensation of sliding his hard length through my labia is mighty stimulating. He reaches out, hand rustling about, grabbing something from the bedside drawer.

      Excellent.

      Before he can attempt anything else, I kiss him deep and hard. Giving it my all. Getting us back to the good place. Hands clutching and hearts pounding. Where every touch is a thrill. We’re tongues, teeth, and lips. Everything taken back to our basics. Skin sliding against skin, fingers endlessly exploring. I’m still a bundle of nerves, but I love it. He rolls us over, so I’m on top. Then he stops to tear open the wrapper, to roll the condom down the length of his cock. I, of course, watch with interest.

      “You be on top,” he says, voice deep and raw once again. “That way if you freak out or anything again, you’re in control.”

      “Okay.”

      “Now I’m putting this on, but that doesn’t mean we have to use it.” He reaches back, gripping the wooden bars of the bedhead. “I’m just going to lie here. You’re in charge. Promise.”

      “Right. Sounds good. Where should I start?”

      “Why don’t you kiss me, Clem?” He raises his chin, bringing my attention back to his kiss-swollen damp lips. “You could ride my face if you wanted.”

      A tantalizing idea. But I’m kind of stuck on the idea of my vagina and his penis getting together sometime soon. So I go for option one and kiss him instead. It’s wet and messy and hot as hell. I never want it to end.

      “You’re so fucking pretty, baby,” he tells me between kisses. “We can do whatever you want to do. Just take your time.”

      Guess he’s forgotten about not only my lack of patience but general fascination for everything Ed. Because I go immediately for his cock, lining it up with my entrance and pushing back slowly. Very slowly. The way his gaze fixes on me, his pupils dilating . . . the man is hypnotic. Sweat beads on both of our skins. The musculature in his arms flexes, fingers tightening on the headboard as he groans. “Christ, I’ve missed you.”

      Maybe he’s talking a little to her, to the previous version of me. But for once I don’t mind. Truth be told, I’d kind of wondered how a girl like her managed to get a guy like him. Not just to get him but to have him. To own him. What had Tessa said about us? That I was like an itch under his skin. Maybe the answer is that old-me and Ed really had it going on once the bedroom doors were closed. And maybe I was about to find out.

      Besides, it didn’t make much sense to be jealous of her. After all, I get to be here now and she doesn’t, the poor bitch. I get to have the wide blunt head of his cock pushing into me, his body beneath me. Deeper I take him in, feeling him moving slow but sure inside of me. Every muscle in his body tenses and, honestly, getting to sit astride him this way is divine. I am a fucking goddess in all the ways. And I don’t stop until the whole length of his dick is in me completely. Eyelids closed, I just feel. The awareness of him so thick and solid inside of me . . . it’s incredible.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      I nod.

      With my hands on his chest, I start to move, taking my time. The slow glide of him out of me lights up some very special nerves. But then the harder push back onto him is kind of awesome too. Leisurely, I build up the pace, letting my body guide me. What position and speed feels best. We’re well beyond tingles now. My whole body is electric, the charge building and building. And the expression on Ed’s face, the exacting set of his mouth and the endless depths of his eyes. His rib cage rises and falls, nostrils flaring slightly as he struggles with the need to stay still. I’m guessing he doesn’t usually lie passive in bed. Pretty sure he’s the type to take charge and give orders. But it works for me. We’re reaching for that high together. And when it hits . . . my insides lock onto him in both agony and bliss. It’s so good it hurts. Every bit of me tenses before every atom’s exploding.

      Ed’s hips buck beneath me, shoving his cock into me again and again. Then he makes this sound somewhere between a grunt and a growl. Something cracks loudly. Wood breaking, maybe? But I’m too high to care. My body goes liquid, collapsed across his chest. We’re just two people smeared together with sweat and other bodily fluids. Meanwhile, my mind just keeps floating, reluctant to return.

      “Hey,” he eventually whispers, arms still raised above his head as promised. His heart beats strong and sure beneath my ear. “Clem, you okay? What are you thinking?”

      “You broke the headboard.” I rise slowly, still catching my breath, and I smile. “Cool. Let’s do it again.”
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      So it turns out Ed and I like to fuck. A lot. Whatever the issues in our relationship—past or present—sex is not one of them. I wake up with his hand between my legs, stroking me. He’s lying behind me, his hard-on pressed against my ass.

      “No wonder my dream was so good,” I mumble.

      “What were you dreaming about?” His teeth pinch at the sensitive skin of my neck, before he sucks and licks the sting away. I writhe against him. “Tell me, Clem.”

      “You.”

      “Good answer.”

      My leg is drawn back over his, opening me up for his attentions. Awesome way to wake up. I could quite happily do this every morning for the rest of my life.

      “Is this okay?” he asks, nibbling on my jawline. “Tell me if you’re too sore or anything.”

      “No, it’s okay. Maybe just go easy.”

      “I can be gentle, baby.”

      He grabs another condom out of the drawer, pulling back slightly to get it on. Then he’s moving me back into position, his dick prodding at me slightly before pushing inside. Fuck yes. My hands fist in the pillow. I can’t get enough of him. Never want to get enough of him. And he’s so damn good at it. Little wonder the thought of him doing this with anyone else drove previous me crazy.

      I groan. “We should both quit our jobs and just do this all day.”

      His low laughter is glorious, making me shiver. That and the way he’s ever slowly thrusting his wondrous cock into me. One big hand covers my breast, thumb brushing over my peaked nipple. While all the while his hot mouth devours me. My lips might never be the same. We can’t seem to stop kissing. Then he licks my neck before biting lightly at my earlobe. On and on it goes, our lovemaking. It’s too sweet and fine to be fucking. When his hand dips down to find my clit and circle it maddeningly, I know there’s not long to go. He starts thrusting a little harder, the broken headboard squeaking. And inside of me, everything is on edge. Coiled tight enough to break. So that when he finally deigns to get direct with my clit, strumming it with his fingers, I can’t help but come hard and fast. The wave of pure pleasure goes on and on. All encompassing. With him buried inside of me, hands gripping me tight as he comes too. It’s all I’ll ever need.

      Good sex makes it easy to forget about the bad stuff. The complicated things. When your body’s singing, flooded with happy hormones, it’s almost impossible to care about anything else. A good place to be.
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      “Nice hickey, Clem.” Leif grins at me across the table.

      “Damn. I thought I covered it.” I take another bite of toast with butter and blueberry jam. “Maybe I’ll wear a scarf.”

      “I say be proud, girl.”

      “Thanks, Leif.”

      “Let me see.” Ed lifts the edge of my tee, inspecting the work of his teeth. “Shit.”

      “Hmm?”

      “If that’s you two going slow, I don’t want to see fast,” says Leif, rising to go put his coffee mug in the sink. “In fact, I don’t want to see anything to do with you guys at all. The new girl at the parlor, however, is pretty cute.”

      “I heard you went out for a drink with Shannon.” I smile, momentarily distracted from Ed’s unfortunate reaction to the love bite.

      “Yeah, we had a good time,” says Leif. “Not as good a time as you two, but then we can’t all go so slow.”

      “Ha-ha.”

      “I’m hitting the shower.” Leif disappears down the hallway, humming to himself. He seems in a most excellent mood. Guess they really did have a nice date or whatever it was.

      Meanwhile, Ed’s still staring at the mark on my neck. It’s beginning to worry me. It’s a decent size bruise and all, but still. His dismay is concerning.

      “Hey,” I say. “What’s wrong?”

      He shakes his head slightly. “I’ve never been that rough with you before . . . leaving marks.”

      “Really?” My brows rise high. “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing, it’s just when we first started fooling around here on the table you seemed pretty aggressive, I guess. A little edgy and dominant, sort of. Not in a bad way or anything. I liked it a lot.”

      On a scale of one to ten, it’s a solid nine and a half of a frown on Ed’s face.

      Gordy finishes wolfing down biscuits to come rest his head on my knee. I’m not sure if it’s me or the toast he’s casting longing looks at. Though despite him being a very good dog, it’s probably not me.

      “After everything you’ve been through, getting hurt and everything . . .” Ed hangs his head, the frown ramping all the way up to eleven. “I should have been gentler with you. Fuck.”

      “You didn’t hurt me, Ed. As I said, I liked it.”

      “But that’s not how we are. I don’t get physical with you like that in bed. Not in a way that leaves bruises.”

      “Were. That’s not how we were, you mean.”

      He pushes back from the table, expression tense.

      “Maybe I’m not the only one who’s been changed by everything that happened. We’ve both probably got some things to work through, right?” I ask. “I mean, it just makes sense. But so long as we’re working through them together, does it really matter?”

      “Clem, I hurt you.” He gestures at my neck, the movement sharp, agitated. “Are you not getting that?”

      Now I’m frowning too. “No, you didn’t.”

      “Yes, I did. The evidence is right there on your skin.”

      “No, I’ve been hurt before. I know what that feels like, believe me. This is not it.”

      Poor Gordy whines at the tension in our voices, leaning against my leg. I give him a pat. He doesn’t like it when we fight. As for Ed, he just shakes his head, grabbing at the back of his neck. The usual stress pose.

      So telling him about the blue thumb-sized bruises on my thighs probably won’t help. A pity—I thought they were pretty. And I’m a little surprised by his reaction. I honestly am. “Have you never left a mark on a woman before? Never had, you know, rough sex?”

      “Years ago, maybe. But . . .” He swears under his breath, getting up from the table. “I’m a big guy. I can’t afford to get carried away.”

      “You were holding out on me?” I ask, aghast.

      “I was not holding out on you.”

      “Oh my God.”

      His voice is flat and unamused. “Clem, we did not have any problems in bed.”

      “Then it’s something new in our relationship. Okay.”

      “No. Not okay. Nothing that leaves you black and blue is okay.”

      I swallow, thinking it through. “When you talk about this the way you are it makes me feel like I have no say in our sex life. I was more than consenting, both last night and this morning.”

      Lines furrow his brow.

      “I wonder if with our emotional dynamic being a little different now, that kind of affects how we relate physically as well. Because expressing your feelings regarding our breakup and everything we’ve been through with hot sex that I am fully consenting of is more than okay.” I’ll have to check with Google later. Google knows things.

      Meanwhile, still nothing from Ed.

      “After all, we can’t expect things to automatically be all nice and neat just because we’re spending time together,” I say. “It’s probably really healthy for us to be working through things like this in bed when you think about it.”

      His gaze is distant, shut down. Like he’s already made up his mind and fuck what I think. So maybe it’s time to take this to the next level.

      “I liked it when you bit me.”

      “Clem . . .”

      “And I liked it when you slapped my pussy.”

      Hands on hips, he scowls. “We’re not talking about this anymore. I mean it.”

      “Being on top the first time was really good. But it was also hot as hell when you held me down the second time and just kind of made me take it, you know?” I shiver again at the thought, smiling not so shyly. “I came so hard I swear I saw stars. Then this morning, waking up with your hand between my legs . . .”

      A strangling noise comes from the hallway, followed by his brother saying, “Please make her stop.”

      “This is a private discussion,” I snap. “Go away, Leif.”

      Some muttering, then the door to the bathroom shuts. Serves him right for eavesdropping. Meanwhile, Ed is still standing there, jaw rigid, worry coming off of him in waves. I’m done with being reasonable.

      “Does it bother you that I’m not that pretty girl wearing floral prints who wants to have polite sex anymore?” I ask. “Because if that’s going to be an ongoing problem, we should probably talk about it now.”

      His gaze cuts to me. “Clem. We did not have polite sex.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Very,” the word is ground out in such a way that it might never recover. Finally, he tips his chin. “You’re driving me crazy on purpose, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.” I rise from the chair, walking over to him and slipping my arms around his waist. “Ed, I won’t tolerate you thinking you’re some kind of bully or that I’m a delicate little flower. That isn’t fair to either of us, is it? Last night was special to me and I won’t allow it to be turned into something wrong or shameful because in retrospect you’re maybe a little uncomfortable with some elements.”

      “We didn’t used to have polite sex,” he grumbles because masculine pride clearly takes precedence over working on our relationship. Next his shoulders slump, hands sliding down my back, holding me to him. The worst of the fight is over.

      “Whatever you say. But if we both like things a little different now, is that really such a problem? I don’t want you second-guessing every thought and holding back. I like us the way we are now.”

      He wraps me up in his arms, holding on tight. Ever so gently, he kisses the mark on my neck. “You’ll tell me if you ever want me to stop or if you need things to calm down?”

      “Absolutely.”

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      “You had a fight about how rough you like sex?”

      I shrug. “Well, yeah. Basically.”

      “Kinky,” says Frances, the whites of her eyes on display. It’s late in the afternoon and she’s sitting on the couch in Braun’s Books eating some of the gelato Antonio brought around earlier. Ed was right about me hating coconut. The whole taste and texture of it is just gross. Hazelnut gelato, however, is awesome. You learn something new every day. Frances took me to my doctor’s appointment earlier. Despite the fact I could have easily gone on my own and all she did was sit in the waiting room. Pretty sure her and Ed are still texting behind my back, swapping babysitting duties so that I’m never alone. Still, it’s nice to get some sibling time.

      “Really, you think so?” I ask.

      “It’s not like you used to confide in me about your bedroom activities previously so I guess I can’t cast judgment.”

      “Though Ed’s reaction is telling, I guess.”

      My sister just nods.

      “Nothing wrong with a little slap and tickle so long as it’s consensual,” says Iris. She always knows what to say.

      “Exactly. Ed would never hurt me. The whole idea is ridiculous, and it pisses me off that he thinks I’m so fragile.”

      “Hmm. Maybe hold off on installing the sex swing until your doctor gives the okay for the really hardcore stuff, though.” Frances licks her little spoon. “Who do you think he used to have the wild monkey sex with?”

      “The doctor said I was fine and no idea.” I re-shelve another book. Customers abandon stock all over the shop. Returning things to their proper places is a daily job. “So long as the only person Ed’s biting and banging these days is me, does it matter?”

      “You’re not even curious?”

      “Sure. I want to know everything about him. But I don’t dwell on it or anything,” I say. “That would be incredibly stupid considering my jealousy is what did us in last time.”

      Iris smiles. “Sounds very sensible of you, Clementine. We all have a history, but it’s the here and now that’s important.”

      Detective Chen called earlier to talk to me about the paint on the shop front. He agreed that this incident along with my car getting trashed was concerning. But apart from advising me to be security conscious and not go places alone, there’s little they can say. As for my car, the insurance assessor has agreed to it being written off. To fix the damage to the body, paintwork, and windows would be more than the worth of the vehicle. Now we’re just waiting for the paperwork and then eventually for the money to come through. Everything takes time.

      “It’s quiet, this evening,” says Iris. “I should have told you not to worry about coming back after your appointment. Why don’t you finish up early and go do more dreadful things with that lovely man of yours?”

      It hasn’t escaped my notice that Iris always refers to Ed as lovely. Pretty sure my boss has a crush on my boyfriend. Can’t say I blame her.

      “He’ll still be at the parlor,” I say.

      Frances raises her head, the gelato all gone. “I can drop you off there on my way home if you like?”

      “Sure. Why not?” I head behind the counter to grab my bag. “I’ve never really seen him in his work environment, doing his thing. Well, apart from that one time when I first showed up and he wanted to throw me out.”

      “A few weeks ago, you mean?”

      “It’s been longer than that.” Just.

      When I arrive at the parlor, Tessa is finishing up with a client, smiling and shaking hands. Not sure I’ve ever seen her actually happy before, since whenever I see her she is always in the presence of a major source of personal angst. Namely, me. Of course, her warm smile makes her even more beautiful than normal. Today, the green velvet chaise lounge is empty. Makes sense given they’re getting close to finishing time. An old grandfather clock stands in the corner keeping time. Very vintage cool. Various drawings and pictures of tattoos hang framed on the otherwise pristine gray walls.

      Tessa’s smile dims slightly at the sight of me before she kind of reinforces it. It obviously doesn’t come easy, but at least she’s trying. “Clem. Hey, he’s out back.”

      “Thanks.”

      Leif is bent over one of the massage-table-type things they use, working on a woman’s calf muscle. She’s looking a bit green and has her eyes firmly averted, attention riveted on the posters on the far wall. Blood wells to the surface of her newly inked skin, and Leif wipes it away with an expert hand as he works. It’s easy to forget how much blood and pain must lie beneath the beauty and art in a place like this. Leif winks at me as I walk past. The sound of the tattoo gun is loud, but the music is louder. At the back of the shop, there’s a hallway with a bathroom on one side and an office/work space on the other. Here’s where I find Ed, seated at a table in front of a laptop. Shannon stands beside him, leaning in close, pointing at the screen. Any closer and her boobs will be touching him. In all honesty, I don’t see how standing quite so close is necessary.

      Annoyance shoots through me. Sad but true. And the feeling is every bit as dirty and unwanted as expected. But perhaps I’m being unreasonable, seeing things that aren’t there. After all, there’s my history to consider. Maybe this is how it started last time, innocuous interactions that I built up in my head and blew out of all proportion.

      I school my face into a pleasant smile. “Ed?”

      Immediately, Shannon takes a step back. Maybe she’d deliberately gotten too close. Though it might also be care of my previous reputation as a jealous bitch. The woman is, after all, possibly dating Leif. I’m pretty sure I’m overreacting and it’s not pretty.

      “Baby, hey. I didn’t know you were coming in.” He lights up at the sight of me. Fuck the green-eyed monster. This man is mine. I’m like ninety-nine percent sure of it. Nine-eight-point-five at worst. Still pretty good odds. The usual fluttery feeling in my belly and warmth in my loins kicks in at the sight of him. “Did Frances drop you over?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How’d it go at the doctor’s?”

      “All good,” I say, moving to stand beside him. His arm slides around my waist, drawing me closer. “Hi, Shannon.”

      “Hey.” Her smile is instantaneous. “We can talk about this later, Ed.”

      “Right,” he says, his gaze never leaving my face. “Is that all I get about the doctor’s, that it was all good?”

      “My recovery is going as well as can be expected. If there was anything important to tell you, I would.” I lean down, kissing him briefly on the mouth. “Promise.”

      “Okay. Give me some more of that,” he says, nodding at my mouth.

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      My mouth covers his, kissing him lightly, teasingly even. But he doesn’t tolerate it for long. Before I know it, I’m in his lap with his hands in my hair. His mouth devours me in the best way possible. The man kisses me stupid. Honest, my brain is long gone. I’m all hormones, my fingers fisted in his T-shirt.

      “Oh good God, at work?” A voice fills the room.

      Ed clears his throat. “Tessa.”

      “I’m heading off. Behave, children.”

      “Have a good night.”

      “Bye,” I say. Then, once I’m sure she’s gone, I whisper, “She almost sounded not completely in hate with me. It’s a miracle!”

      Ed just smiles. “Told you she’d come around.”

      “I thought I might get to see you doing some ink.”

      “Had a cancellation so I was just looking over some bookwork.”

      “Ah. By the way, I was wondering . . .”

      “Hmm?”

      “Would you be willing to do another tattoo for me sometime?” I ask, slipping my arms around his neck.

      “Of course. I can do it whenever you want. What are you thinking?”

      “You know how there’s the dogwood tree outside the condo? Maybe a branch of that with some flowers.”

      His gaze turns thoughtful. “Are you sure about that? Tattoos are awful permanent.”

      “I know.”

      “Okay, I just want you to be certain. Not all of our time there has been good, you know.”

      Hard not to wonder if the unspoken thought there is that we may not last. But it’s not like I’m asking him to tattoo his name on my forehead. I do have some limits.

      “I know. It’ll always be an important part of my life, though,” I say. “Besides, I think the flowers are pretty.”

      “Where do you want it?”

      “Below the violets?”

      “Sounds good.” He nods. “Pity you’ve got your self-defense class tonight or I could get started on it for you now.”

      “I could miss a class.”

      His brows rise. “You’re serious about this?”

      “Very. If you don’t mind. I mean, you’ve been here all day. If you’re not in the mood . . .”

      “Working on you is not a chore, Clem.” Suddenly enthused about the idea, he pats me on the butt, easing me off his lap. “Let me get something down on paper and you can see what you think.”

      It doesn’t take him long and I love watching him work. The man is an extraordinarily talented artist. Something I already knew, but seeing him in action is still mind-blowing. His final drawing is perfect. Exactly what I had in mind.

      “You’re absolutely sure about this?” he asks, arms crossed over his chest.

      “I’m sure.”

      A nod. “All right. Shirt off and lie down on the table.”

      “Why do I need to take my shirt off? It’s short-sleeved.” I ease it up over my head regardless, handing it to him so he can hang it over the back of the chair.

      “It’ll be in the way.”

      This doesn’t entirely make sense since the violets cover my shoulder and this will be going lower on my upper arm, but whatever. He’s the expert and we’re in a private room out back of the parlor so it’s not like me and my bra will be on view. Though lucky I wore a nice black lace number as opposed to plain old cotton. Because making a good impression is always important.

      I climb onto the table, getting comfortable, and trying not to wonder how painful it might be, or whether I’ll turn the same pallid shade of green as the girl getting her calf done. Next, the drawing is traced and turned into a sticker which he carefully places against my skin after shaving any hairs from the area and applying lotion. He’s wearing gloves now. Once I okay the position, he pulls over a little stool on wheels and sets up the tattoo gun. This involves a rubber band and him selecting inks to go into little caps since I’m leaving him in charge of colors.

      “What’s going on?” asks Leif, arriving in as the gun starts up. “Nice bra.”

      “Clem’s getting another tattoo and you keep your damn eyes off her.” Ed is the picture of concentration.

      “I’ll have you know that once a client is in the chair, I am the very picture of professionalism,” Leif objects, his voice haughty. “Is that lace edging?”

      Ed’s frown deepens. “Ready, baby?”

      I nod.

      The first touch of the needle is a bit of a shock and it does hurt a little. It’s like a sort of cutting feeling as he does the outline. But the area soon numbs, and I relax.

      “Okay?” he asks.

      “Yes. Are you finished for the day, Leif?”

      “Yeah, Shannon and I are heading out for dinner.”

      “Is this a first date sort of thing? How exciting.”

      He just winks. “We’ll close up as we head out. Have fun, you two.”

      A grunt of acknowledgment from my beloved. His lips are set in a distinctly pissy line. “He shouldn’t have been looking at your chest.”

      “You’re the one who made me take my shirt off for no reason.”

      Now a small smile appears. He’s so devious in his own sweet way. “That was for me. Not for him.”

      “Well lock the door next time.”

      “I will.”

      “Can’t believe you lied to me.”

      “What?” He raises a brow. “I said it would be in the way, and it would be in the way. Of my view.”

      My eyes narrow.

      “Well, you lied to me about letting Gordon sleep on the futon.”

      I just smile.

      The added benefit of getting another piece of art from Ed on my skin is getting to watch him uninterrupted. Since the tattoo is roughly the span of my hand, it does take a couple of hours. He works seamlessly, interspersing the tattoo gun with a wipe of a paper cloth and some more of the ointment to apparently keep the skin moist and slow the flow of any blood.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asks me at some stage.

      “Um, how did we meet? You never told me that story.”

      He swallows, thinking it over. “Once upon a time, a very charming prince did the banking once a week. And this very charming prince, well he had a thing for one of the women who worked there. There was just something about her . . .”

      “I like this story.”

      “Me too,” he says.

      “So what did the very charming prince do?”

      “Ah, well . . . the prince didn’t want to come off as some asshole harassing her in her workplace. So he took his time chatting to her, getting to know her a little more each visit. Of course, he had to start doing the banking more often for security reasons, you know?”

      “Sounds legit.”

      “That’s right,” he says. “And actually, before the prince could find his balls and figure out a way to ask her on a date that wasn’t sleazy, he saw her out one night. She was with her friends at a bar not too far from her work. Some going-away party for someone.”

      “Huh.”

      “So the prince just happened to bump into her and they got to talking. A funny thing happened, the prince forgot all about his friends and the girl forgot all about her workmates—”

      “Why do you get to be the prince and I’m only the girl?”

      “Sorry. The princess forgot all about hanging out with her friends and they talked for hours and hours.”

      “What about?”

      “Everything and anything. We just talked. It was like we were in our own little world, just the two of us together. And by the time it occurred to us to check on our respective friends, they’d all disappeared. I mean, they’d texted us. But we were obviously very into each other and they hadn’t wanted to interrupt. It wasn’t like we’d been worrying about checking our phones, what with us being so caught up in talking to each other.” When he meets my eyes, his gaze is tender. This is obviously a happy memory. “It was late, really late. So we swapped numbers and I asked you about having dinner with me a couple of nights later and you said yes. Then I walked you to your car.”

      “Did we kiss?”

      “No, we didn’t kiss until the end of our first date.”

      “When did we start having sex?”

      “Second date. I made you dinner at my place. Told my roommate to get the hell out and not come back until as late as humanly possible.” Now his smile turns vaguely wicked. It’s a thrilling thing to see. “My poor baby. You couldn’t keep your hands off me any longer. And there was no way I was keeping mine to myself.”

      “Sounds sensible. A princess can’t be expected to perform superhuman feats of restraint all the time.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Can I ask another question?”

      He nods. “Go for it.”

      “What’s it like to love someone?”

      His gaze meets mine for a moment before returning to his work. “That must be strange for you, not having feelings for anyone.”

      “Some have developed. I’m not completely unemotional . . . these days at least.”

      “But at first when you woke up in the hospital, not knowing anyone.”

      “Yeah. I didn’t even recognize my own sister,” I say. “Think I initially probably trusted the doctors and nurses more. I just saw them more often. Or maybe their roles in my life made more sense. I don’t know.”

      “So you want to know what love feels like,” he repeats, little lines appearing between his brows. “Of course, there’s the love you have for your family and friends. It’s pretty different to what you can feel for your significant other. I’m guessing the latter is what you’re interested in?”

      “Yes.” And it’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him if I fall under this heading. But I don’t. Go self-restraint.

      He’s silent for a long time, the sound of the tattoo gun the only noise. “For me, it’s more than just thinking about the person all the time, wanting to get into their pants.”

      “I’d hope so.”

      “But don’t kid yourself, that’s part of it as well.”

      I just smile.

      “It’s wanting to know what they’re thinking, how they’re feeling. Just keeping an eye on them and checking they’re okay. Because if they’re not okay, you want to fix it. Make life smoother for them. Put a smile on their face.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “The first stage is like, whenever you see them or hear their voice or hell . . . even just when someone says their name, it kind of causes this response in you. This automatic physical, mental, and emotional response. It makes you happy. It’s exhilarating,” he explains. Though I’m already familiar with stage one. Not that this is necessarily the right time to enlighten him as to this fact. “Then that grows into something more. Like, putting them and their needs first most of the time just starts to come naturally. You make what changes are necessary to fit your lives together because it’s the right thing for both of you. Early on, their little quirks, idiosyncrasies, and shit like that are kind of cute and amusing.”

      “Let me guess, that doesn’t last?”

      The edge of his mouth moves upwards. “No, it doesn’t. But you accept most of these things as being a part of them.”

      “Nobody’s perfect.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You keep using the word most,” I say. “Most of the time. Most of these things.”

      “If you’re going to meld two lives together, there’s got to be some willingness to change on both sides. You both have to want it equally. A big part of making it work is your willingness to compromise. Some things just are deal breakers. But mostly you accept and respect the person for who they are and they accept you.”

      I nod.

      “What love means is probably pretty different for everyone, though. I feel like I only gave you a mechanical rundown. But there’s all of the emotion behind it too.”

      “And you loved me.” Just the thought of it staggers me. So maybe Frances is right about me putting him on a pedestal. Though I don’t think I’m blind to the idea of him having flaws. We all have flaws. It’s like he said about being willing to overlook certain things and work on others. Becoming a real live functioning couple sounds as difficult as I’d suspected. And despite us quasi-dating or whatever we’re doing, there’s every chance that at the end of the day Ed doesn’t want to take such a mammoth risk on me again.

      Who could blame him?

      Then again, there might have very well been aspects of his behavior that fed my inner demons. All of previous me’s insecurities and shit. He’s open to talking to me about pretty much everything now. But he wasn’t always. A habit that might go back much further than I know. He’s already admitted to working too much, to not paying attention. Caution would be wise on both sides. It doesn’t stop me from wanting to bleed my heart out all over him, however. Lately, when it comes to him, I always feel like I’m leaking emotions. Perhaps this tattoo will be as long-term as we get this time around.

      “Yes, I loved you. Very much,” he says matter-of-factly. “And before you ask, I don’t know what I feel for you now, Clem. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      He turns off the tattoo gun, sitting back on the stool. “Right. We’re done. What do you think?”

      I smile. “I love it.”
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      So it turns out that the internet can provide you with an absolute wealth of tips regarding the giving of blow jobs. One of the top suggestions is to just ask the guy what he wants and or likes. This, however, doesn’t suit what I have in mind because it’s the next morning and Ed is fast asleep and I kind of want it to be a surprise. We, of course, had sex the night before. Because he’s gorgeous and hot and wants to fuck me, so ongoing inner emotional turmoil or no, why wouldn’t we?

      This is my point. Life is short.

      Oh, and I’m pretty sure he held back using the excuse of watching out for my newly inked arm. Like I wouldn’t see through that excuse. The jerk.

      It’s a good thing we slept nude and he’s on his back. Otherwise, access could have been a real problem. I crouch beside his magnificently slumbering form admiring the ink, the art spread across his skin. My own freshly tattooed arm is a little tender, but no big deal. And it’s tempting to take a picture of him, though it seems distinctly wrong and stalkerish without previously given permission. I’ll just have to commit him to memory and hope this time it sticks.

      I stroke him at first, working the morning wood into something more solid. The trail of light hair leading down from his belly button is nothing short of a delight. I kiss his chest, sliding my free hand over his pecs, up his shoulders, and then down his arm. When I reach his hand, his fingers mesh with mine for a moment.

      “Clem.” His voice is thick from sleep. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Mm. I don’t believe you.”

      As the bulk of the internet articles advised, I start by getting his cockhead damp, care of my tongue. While I guess it’s vaguely kind of like licking an ice cream, as advised. It’s also kind of definitely a dick so I don’t really get the correlation, but whatever. He smells and tastes of musk and sweat. It’s unique, though not unpleasant. His pubic hairs are crisp and his balls are soft in my hand. Because all of the tip lists said some ball rolling action is recommended. Given the happy rumbling sound Ed’s making, they were right. I hold his dick firmly with one hand while massaging his balls with the other. Occasionally slipping a finger back to rub his perineum, which is the bit immediately behind the balls. Apparently, this is quite important and experience enhancing for the dude.

      Got it.

      In all honesty, sucking cock isn’t anywhere near as complicated as some of those websites made it out to be. Pretty sure men in general are just happy when the right person pays attention to their dick. Fair enough. Ed playing with my pussy is a thing of wonder. When I take half his length deep into my mouth, firm my lips around his width, and drag my mouth back up him, he groans. Then, when I have his cockhead in my mouth, interspersing lashing him with my tongue and sucking, he fists my hair, holding it tight.

      Ha. So much for his treat Clementine like a delicate little doll bullshit. It only lasts as long as he thinks he’s in charge. Now I know for certain.

      His cock swells and I can only fit so much of him in my mouth. But all good. I lick him and suck him and stroke him with my hand. It’s not exactly science so much as common sense. He reacts and I give him more of whatever made him happy. When the noises he makes get louder, his stomach muscles tensing. Just when I think he’s probably about to come, however, things abruptly change. I find myself suddenly on my back with Ed crouched over me. He pumps his cock vigorously until warm come spills over my bare stomach. His hot face is buried in my neck, teeth sunk into my skin again as he comes and comes.

      At least he’s bit me on the other side this time. Both sides of my neck will match. His broad shoulders heave, the quiet of the room full of his panting. I totally nailed this. Honestly, I’d high-five myself if I thought I could get away with it without him noticing.

      “Baby.” He sighs all happy like. “Hell of a wake-up.”

      “Alarm clocks are so passé.”

      “I’d take your mouth any morning.” He raises his head, fixing his lips to mine. There’s no light and easy. We kiss slow but deep. Morning breath be damned. And meanwhile, he’s spreading his seed over my body as if I’m a canvas or something. Pretty sure he even doodled a smiley face in it all.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, looking down with a smile.

      “Just marking what’s mine.”

      “I see.”

      His gaze turns somewhat wry. “I bit you again.”

      “I know, and after all of your oh so gentle lovemaking last night.” I sigh. “You’re going to have to stop fighting it, Ed. Besides, I like you a little out of control.”

      He shakes his head. “Just like I said, you always get your way.”

      “But when we both win in the end, is that really such a bad thing?” I smile. “I match now. Got a love bite on both sides of my neck.”

      And yet his smile is fleeting. “Are you sure I didn’t hurt your head or anything when I pushed you onto your back just now?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Okay, okay,” he groans. “I’ll try not to worry so much.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” he murmurs. “That was a great blow job.”

      “You’re welcome. Though I kind of got carried away and forgot to do a few things. For instance, apparently outlining the cockhead with the tip of your tongue works well.”

      “You can save that for next time,” he assures me with a grin. “Sounds like you’ve been doing some research.”

      “Oh, I have. Question, do you not like me swallowing?”

      He lifts one shoulder. “Do what you like. I just felt like covering you in my come and went with it.”

      “Huh. Okay.”

      With a final kiss, he picks up a T-shirt off the floor (the one he stripped off last night when we were in a hurry to get naked) and wipes off my belly. I stretch and groan some when I get to my feet. Ed, meanwhile, strips the top sheet off the bed and proceeds to wrap me up in it.

      “I kind of need my arms,” I say.

      “It’s just to get you to the shower without my brother seeing anything interesting.”

      “You do realize he only pretends to flirt with me because it annoys you.”

      A grunt as he heads for the door au naturel.

      The man’s swaddled me so well I can barely walk, but I shuffle down the hallway with him close behind. From the kitchen comes the sound of feminine giggles. I raise my brows and once the bathroom door is shut behind us say, “I think Shannon had a sleepover with Leif.”

      Another grunt. Blow jobs or not, Ed’s no more of a morning person than I am.

      “And you’re walking around bare-ass naked,” I say. “Hope she didn’t see anything.”

      He gets the water going, testing the temperature with his hand. “Shannon’s not interested in seeing my ass.”

      “I don’t know. It’s a very attractive ass.”

      “You’re funny.” Glad he thinks so. I drop the sheet and follow him into the small space. “Turn around. I’ll wash your hair.”

      “Thanks.”

      Few things compare to him rubbing shampoo into my scalp. Ed and his magical fingers. “Clem, you’re not really worried, are you?”

      “Worried?”

      “About Shannon.” There’s a slight thread of tension running through his voice. And who can blame him, given the catastrophe my last bout of jealousy triggered? So I take my time, considering the question with all due seriousness. “No. If you were actually interested in her you’d tell me, we’d break up, then you’d make your move. And if she was interested in you, despite apparently banging your brother, I’d kick her ass with my newfound self-defense skills.”

      “Pretty sure self-defense doesn’t mean kicking people’s asses.”

      “Hmph. The best form of defense is attack.”

      “But your faith in me is humbling. Tip your head back.”

      I wipe some suds out of my eye. “Are you mocking me?”

      “Absolutely not.” He so was.

      “I just mean . . . if you were into someone else you’d tell me, right?”

      “Yes, baby. I’d tell you. But I’m not, okay?”

      “Okay. Understood.” Next comes the conditioner and more scalp massage. So damn good. Maybe I should grow my hair back. With longer hair it would take him longer to wash it and the whole experience could be drawn out further. A fine idea.

      “You’re not jealous, then?” he asks, the tension still lingering in his voice ever so faintly.

      “I’d prefer I was the only one to see the glory that is your bare ass. If that’s jealousy, then I guess I am a little. But when you think about it, it’s no better or worse than you mummifying me with a sheet on the off chance Leif might see some skin.”

      He carefully rinses out the conditioner and we’re sadly done. I pump some of the body wash into my hand and get good and clean while he does the same. There’s something fascinating about watching the way his hand moves over his body, the way he handles his goods. So matter-of-fact about the way he washes himself, while here I am ready to write his dick bad poetry. Though to be fair, he does have a really great dick.

      “You have a point,” he finally concedes.

      “I think a certain amount of jealousy is probably par for the course for the human condition.”

      “Agreed.”

      We finish up and turn off the water. He towels himself dry with the same efficiency while I dawdle. The thought of going out there and socializing with Shannon doesn’t fill me with glee. It’s just kind of weird to have her here this morning. Or any morning. Given her overabundance and very open (to me at least) opinions regarding previous me and Ed, I’d rather keep the woman at arm’s length.

      Obviously I’m not moving fast enough for him, because he wraps a towel around me, carefully tucking the end in above my breasts. Then he kisses my shoulder and leaves. At least he’s wearing a towel around his waist this time. We have actual butt coverage. Sad but necessary.

      I put some styling product in my hair and blow dry it. It’s too short to do my makeup first. I learned this by trial and error. Once my scar is covered by my bangs, I apply some concealer, mascara, do my eyebrows, and add a little lip balm. Done. The girl in the mirror looks okay. Despite her matching hickeys, one fading but the other fresh. I’m half-disposed to keep them in clear view. Because Ed did that. Because I made Ed do that. But in the end, I decide that decorum requires the hiding of rough sex. A little concealer goes on either side of my neck.

      And I’m delaying. Anxiety has soured my stomach. The question is, do I feel this way because it’s Shannon or because someone new is in my personal space effectively? It feels mostly like the latter with a bit of the former thrown in for fun. Though I didn’t freak out when Leif turned up, so . . .

      Ugh to this. I ever so bravely speed walk back to the bedroom and quickly get dressed. There’s conversation and laughter coming from the dining table. The chink of cutlery against china. When I get out there, my eyes no doubt go a little wild. She’s made a stack of pancakes, scrambled eggs, and bacon. There’s also sliced strawberries, banana, and blueberries. I’m pretty sure half of this stuff wasn’t in the fridge. God knows what time she got up and went to the shops to get it all. Normally we just down a coffee, maybe eat a granola bar, and call it good. But oh no. Shannon has pulled out all the stops. The table is even set all pretty like with a blue-and-white-check tablecloth and matching napkins. I had no idea Ed even owned a tablecloth and napkins.

      “Grab a seat, baby,” he says, pouring me a cup of coffee as I sit. The way he looks after me makes me melt despite the morning’s weirdness. It’s far more important.

      Gordy’s tail beats against my legs. He’s counting on me to get him some of the bacon. Not that he doesn’t love me, but bacon.

      Leif looks as happy as a king. A well-fucked and well-fed king.

      “Morning, Clem,” says Shannon, sitting on his lap. Her smile is so wide and doubtless genuine. I feel like a bit of a bitch.

      “Morning.” I attempt a smile. “You made all this? Wow.”

      “She’s spoiling me.” Leif grins, kissing her on the cheek.

      “She sure is.”

      Despite shoveling pancake into his mouth, Ed doesn’t seem so happy. “Just make sure nothing spills over into the workplace. I don’t want shit getting weird with you two seeing each other.”

      “Nothing’s going to get weird. My disciplined professionalism will be more than enough to quell Shannon’s inevitable lustful advances.” Shannon rolls her eyes as Leif shakes his head at Ed. “And you’re worse than an old woman.”

      “That’s sexist,” I say, sliding a pancake and some berries onto a plate. Sort of healthy. Of course, drowning the whole thing in about a gallon of maple syrup makes it less so. Whatever.

      “All right. He’s worse than an old man, then.”

      “And ageist.”

      “I’m not going to win here, am I?”

      “No.”

      Gordy rests his head on my knee, giving me the saddest of sad eyes. I can’t blame him: the smell of bacon is pretty tempting and there’s a heap even with Leif and Ed downing food like the end is nigh.

      “Don’t do it, Clem. You’re teaching him bad habits,” says Ed. “Go to your bed, Gordon. Go on. You know better than to beg for food.”

      With a heavy doggy sigh, Gordy goes. Oh, the cruelty. His life is a veil of tears. You can tell by the way he flops onto the giant comfy cushion and cuddles up to his stuffed toy friend, the slightly gnawed on squirrel. No dog has ever been treated worse. It’s obvious. I send him a silent promise to sneak him some bacon later.

      Shannon climbs off Leif’s lap, picking up the half-empty coffeepot. “Let me make you some fresh, Ed. This has been sitting for a while.”

      “It’s fine,” he says.

      “Oh, it’s no worry.”

      Once I swallow what’s in my mouth, I say, “You’re a great cook.”

      “Isn’t she?” Leif is all aglow.

      Ah, young love/lust. I wonder if that’s what I look like when I’m ogling Ed. All happy and silly and high on life. Probably. It’s a nice way to be.

      “You know, Clem, I wouldn’t complain if you wanted to start making me breakfast like this every morning,” says Ed with a sly sort of grin.

      Leif just snorts while Shannon laughs.

      I nod, choosing my words with care. “Here’s the thing. I have a limited amount of energy in the a.m. to expend. So ask yourself, blow job or breakfast? What do you want more?”

      At this, Leif cracks up laughing too. I didn’t think it was that funny, but whatever. Two spots of pink appear high on Shannon’s cheeks. Guess mentioning oral sex over the breakfast table is a no-no.

      Ed, however, considers the question. “I get to choose every morning?”

      “No. Somedays I might not feel like doing either.”

      He leans over, giving me a maple syrup flavored kiss. Yummy. As responses go, it’s rather great. No words are needed. It’s enthralling, all of his different types of smiles. Often the variations are quite subtle and reflected more in his eyes than his mouth. This time, it’s the one that says I’m something to be cherished. A less observant or not so Ed-centric person might mistake this expression for amusement, but it’s not. It’s more.

      Inside my chest is the now familiar sensation of warmth and overabundance. As if the amount of emotion he inspires inside of me is a dam bound to burst eventually. Every time a moment such as this takes place, I’m pushed closer to the edge. What will come out of my mouth the day this happens is a little frightening. Actually, it’s terrifying. What it might mean and how he might react. But I can admit to myself that I’m no longer a stranger to falling in love or being in love or however you want to put it. He is my love. I know this now. Just as he explained last night, I want our lives entwined forever and ever and there’s little I wouldn’t do to make him happy. Frances is sort of right about me not knowing him that long. Though maybe loving him is an automatic thing for me, for this body. The not fucking it up, however, will probably take more effort.

      “Seconds, Ed?” asks Shannon. “Or can I clear your plate?”

      “It was great, but I’m good. You cooked; let me clean up.”

      Leif scoffs. “I was just about to offer to do the dishes. You’re trying to make me look bad in front of the ladies.”

      “It doesn’t take much.”

      His brother flips him the bird.

      When you think about it, probably best not to declare my adoration for Ed, and all the rest, at the breakfast table in front of an audience. So instead, I finish up and take my plate over to the dishwasher where he’s loading.

      “Everything okay?” he asks, studying my face.

      Care of practicing taking selfies for my Instagram account the other day, my carefree happy smile is at the top of its game. “Yes.”

      Ed, however, pauses. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Just work and stuff,” I lie.

      “Okay. We’ll head off in a few, yeah?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Shannon is holding out a fresh cup of coffee when I turn around. “Here you go, Clem.”

      “Thanks.” More caffeine is always appreciated. “And thanks again for breakfast.”

      “Not a problem.” Her teeth are so white. “Are you sure you’re okay, you look a little . . . I don’t know, off? How’s your head and everything? Do they think you’ll be back to normal soon?”

      Normal is long gone. But I don’t want to tell her that. “Um, no. I’m fine and my head’s healing as best it can. But the chances I’ll get my memory back aren’t great.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault.” I look elsewhere and chug down some coffee. Coffee makes everything better.

      “Yeah, but . . . not knowing who you are and losing your past like that.”

      “I survived.”

      “Clem’s not usually big on talking about it.” Ed’s hand rubs at my shoulder, giving it a quick squeeze. “Good to go?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      I add my empty coffee cup to the dishwasher and give Shannon a smile before following him into the bedroom to grab my bag. Time to get the day started and getting back into routine is good. The glance he gives me over his shoulder is questioning. Good that he knows I’m not one to open up about the messy insides of my skull to most people. It’s confronting all of the medical stuff. While it’s important, and I can see why others always inquire about it, dwelling on it doesn’t feel like moving forward. I’d rather move forward. Ed grabs his wallet and sunglasses.

      “Sure there’s not something on your mind?” he asks, wrapping me up in his arms. “You seem a bit distracted.”

      “Do you prefer previous me or new me?”

      “I like you both for different reasons, if that makes sense.” He rests his forehead against mine. Quite possibly my favorite move of his. “I’ll have a word with Shannon, make sure she doesn’t question you again. People need to understand that you don’t remember them the way they remember you. Relationships are different now. They need to respect your boundaries.”

      “It really is fine. I’m not that delicate.”

      “I know, but I have a vested interest in keeping you happy.”

      “Do you?”

      “Absolutely,” he says, a playful glint in his eye. “When you’re in a good mood I get wake-up blow jobs.”

      “That’s true.”

      “And I get your smile. The real one where your eyes get kind of lit up and it just . . . damn. Let’s say I like it a lot.”

      “You’re my favorite person in the whole wide world, did you know that?”

      “Am I now?”

      “Yes.” I take a deep breath and I want to say something. I need to say something. “Ed, I don’t want this to end.”

      Something flashes across his face, an expression there and gone so fast I can’t read it. Doubt, maybe? Or hesitancy? But then it’s nothing but a memory, and he says, “I know, baby. Me neither.”

      I exhale. There’s reason to hope. “Okay, then. Good.”
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      My day goes well until Detective Chen walks into the shop. There’s nothing wrong with the man. He’s been great. Honestly, however, apart from our phone call the other day, I’d done my best to shelve him. Willfully blanked his existence out of my life. It seemed easier. He brings back memories of those first scary days, waking up in the hospital and being so profoundly lost. And he’s a walking reminder that someone, somewhere, might be out to get me.

      But his being here also means something might have happened regarding my assault and robbery. Perhaps I should be elated, but I’m not. My stomach sinks through the floor.

      “Miss Johns.” He nods, slipping off his sunglasses. “Your sister mentioned you were working here. Hope you don’t mind me stopping by.”

      I nod and hold onto myself. “No, of course not.”

      Fortunately, Iris is out having lunch with Antonio. Introducing the detective in charge of figuring out who tried to kill me would be a bit awkward. Despite the vandalism incident, the shop is a happy safe place for me. Maybe that’s compartmentalizing my life in some unhealthy way. But I’d like to keep it that way just the same.

      “There’s been a development in the case,” he says. “A man has pleaded guilty to the first attack in the area near where you were assaulted.”

      “Oh.” I blink. “Only the first attack?”

      “That’s right.”

      “But . . . how does that make sense?”

      He clears his throat softly. “We have reason to believe that the attack on yourself was committed by someone else. Who, exactly, we don’t know yet.”

      “A copycat?”

      “Perhaps, yes. Although it is also possible that they are entirely unrelated.”

      At first, I don’t know what to think. But then, I realize I was wrong. It makes perfect sense. “Shit.”

      “The investigation is ongoing. Someone may still come forward with information relating to your case.” He really needs to practice his selfie face, because his smile isn’t soothing at all. “I just wanted to let you know.”

      “So I was right: it is personal. The attack, then my car, and the window here . . .”

      “Without any solid evidence it would be unwise to jump to conclusions. We don’t know anything for certain yet.”

      And I give a look that can only be interpreted as “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Your work colleagues and friends at the time were questioned.”

      “Few as they were.”

      “If you can think of anyone else we might want to have a word with, please feel free to contact me.” His gaze is so sincere. Though Frances was so over all of that at the time. Tracking Ed on social media and God knows who else. “But, Miss Johns, it would be best to remain vigilant about your security. Don’t go places alone if it can be avoided, okay?”

      I nod.

      “Hopefully we’ll get a break in the case soon. I’ll let you get back to your work.”

      “Thank you, Detective.” He’s half-turned away when my voice calls him back. “Actually. There is this one guy, maybe he’s just a creeper, but . . . his name is Tim and he lives in our building. It’s probably nothing . . .”

      “I’ll look into him.”

      “Thank you.” I try to smile. It doesn’t quite work.
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      Hope’s a funny thing. To a large degree, it depends upon your ability to shove the shit aside and focus on the happy. To tell yourself everything is going to be okay. To play make-believe. I try my hardest, but underneath, anxiety rules the day. It’s not so easy, knowing someone wants to kill you and has already tried once. The ferocity of hate involved in smashing a bottle against someone’s skull must be huge.

      And it’s stupid because I basically knew this before. How the attack wasn’t random. After the detective’s visit, however, it’s harder to ignore the evidence and slap on a happy face. Over the next couple of days, I start finding that loud noises make me jumpy. Getting my mind to still so I can sleep is next to impossible. Despite spending our one mutual day off a week having a sleep-in before wandering around the Portland Museum of Art (very cool) and hitting up The Holy Donut, my inner peace is trashed. After almost a week of this behavior, Ed sends me back to the doctor. Now I have pills. Some to help me sleep and others to keep me chill. There was also a big lecture about trying various non-narcotic calming techniques or risk being sent to a shrink. Because spending more time with doctors and sitting around in waiting rooms would be awesome. Not.

      I take my pills, try to act serene, and fill my Instagram account with happy things. Pictures of book covers, videos of Gordon doing his doggy smile and wagging his tail, and the golden hairs atop of Ed’s toes. God knows why his big ass feet amuse me so, but they do. My account now has two followers, Ed and Leif. They insisted, though, that my account stays locked against all others. It makes me a little self-conscious to know the Larsen brothers are watching, but whatever. I also don’t miss another self-defense class because survival instinct. Ed suggests we try yoga sometime, learn some meditation. While the thought of watching him bend, stretch, and breathe is a good one, I kind of like us having a few nights free for TV and sex. You know, spending quality time together.

      Despite the doctor’s orders for tranquility, the movie watching stays true to the favorites of previous me. The Lost Boys and Robocop are my new favorites. Ed tries to calm things down a little with When Harry Met Sally and Beaches, but both left me in tears. Happy ever after tears for the first film and my heart has been torn out, stomped on, set aflame, and reduced to ash for the second. I swear, my eyes are still red the next morning. Though a good cry is kind of cathartic. Cleansing, almost. Ed, however, just yawned and generally looked pained. Leif fled the condo to go meet Shannon. So yeah, the movies stay mostly violent.

      If I was occasionally chafing at the level of protection provided by Ed and Frances before, it’s nothing compared to life post Detective Chen’s update. I’m not even allowed to step foot out the shop door. Ed texts every hour or two to check I’m still both breathing and where he left me. Iris refuses to leave me alone. I can’t even cross the street to get coffee in case my hater has decided to take up vehicular manslaughter or something. Imagine how messy that would be. So unless Frances is hovering/visiting, we have to wait until my friend from the café has time to make a delivery, something Iris totally talked the poor boy into. Every day he not so subtly asks how things with me and Ed are going. Just on the off chance we’ve broken up overnight and I’m now free to go on that date with him. The day after Beaches, my bloodshot eyes gave him such hope. Disappointing him daily just so I can get my caffeine fix seems harsh. But such is life.

      “Hey,” says a familiar voice late Saturday afternoon. “Get your bag.”

      I get off my knees, having finished helping my tiny customer and her mom find books about elephants. (I tried selling her on my personal favorite, Curious George, but she was adamant in her choice of animal so Babar it was.) “Tessa. What are you doing here?”

      Behind the counter, Iris is beaming. “Your friend is here to take you out. Isn’t that lovely?”

      It would be rude to say no. Honest, but rude.

      “We’re getting your hair fixed and buying you something decent to wear.” The expression on her face leaves no doubt as to her opinion regarding today’s jeans and T-shirt combo. It’s a Jane Eyre quote tee this time. My new favorite book. To be fair, though, the top pick changes at least weekly.

      “Do I have any say in this?” I ask, curious. And yes, a little pissy.

      Tessa sighs. “Don’t be difficult. Ed and Leif need to get some stuff done and I’m pretty much only here as a favor to them. But let’s face facts, your hair does need fixing. It was kind of cute, but now it’s grown out a bit and it’s not working at all.”

      “It has looked better,” says Iris, tipping her head this way and that. “That’s true.”

      My hand goes to my head in protest, but I don’t bother to refute them. Beyond a certain point, not even some styling product can fix things.

      “I promised I’d be nice.” Tessa crosses her arms. “Who knows, this might even wind up being fun.”

      “All right.”

      And I didn’t even bother checking with Iris because this has all obviously been planned behind my back. I’m almost used to my life being organized by other people. It’s crazy. The tension of living this way, of waiting for the next attack, is doing what remains of my head in. But I prefer to avoid the weird emotional distance the pills provide unless it’s absolutely necessary.

      Out on the street, Tessa doesn’t stride ahead. This time, she sticks to my side, keeping an eye on our surroundings. Like something could happen at any moment. She’s been well coached by the love of my life. Maybe I should be more appreciative of all the care they’re taking. It means I’m loved or at least wanted. People care about me. But the burden of it, the lack of freedom involved, gets me down.

      Still, I try to relax. No way anyone would dare attack me when I’m out with Tessa. She wears her elegance like a superpower.

      The salon is only a few blocks away. My stylist is a gorgeous Latino lady named Margarita. Like Ed, she has magical fingers. My crappy mood and reservations last about two seconds beneath the scalp massage she delivers during the shampooing and conditioning process. The woman can do with me what she will. I am mush.

      In the fancy black chair positioned in front of the mirror, she pats my shoulders. Her eyes go to my fringe. “Clementine, can I just fix this? Will you trust me to do that?”

      “I need to be able to cover the scar.”

      “Not a problem.”

      “Then yes. Please.”

      “Thank God for that.” Tessa sighs, slumped in the chair next to me. She makes even that position appear somehow glamorous and elegant. Today she’s in a green floral halter neck dress. Silk, maybe. Even with my concerns regarding patterns, I can see its beauty. Chunky wooden bangles jangle on her arm. Guess she either didn’t work today or got changed before she came and got me. The tattoo parlor seems to be more of a jeans atmosphere.

      Funny how people’s tastes change. How Ed went from dating her to me. Though I guess I used to be more like Tessa. More put together.

      “What?” she asks, having caught me watching.

      “Nothing. Just thinking.”

      For a moment she says nothing. “Ed says you need information, that you like asking questions . . . so ask.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure. Go for it.”

      Margarita works on my hair without further comment. The click of her scissors and upbeat background music filling the air.

      Huh.

      “What now?” she says, meeting my eyes on the mirror with less patience this time.

      “Nothing. I guess I just expected another lecture about staying away from Ed.”

      “Would it do any good?”

      “No.”

      “Well then, I won’t bother. Ask away . . .”

      “Thank you. Did we used to do things like this together?”

      “More like we’d have salon days, go get manicures and things. It was fun.” Her smile is faint, but there. “We’d do a little shopping and have lunch somewhere nice in the city, have a few beers and talk smack about the boys. Sometimes all four of us would go see bands or just have a meal out. Often others from work would come too, guest artists passing through and so on. Ed used to be big on his team building, back when he had more time.”

      “Before getting caught up in my mess.”

      “As I understand it, you’re in no way responsible for this current situation. Don’t take on shit that isn’t yours, Clem. That doesn’t help anyone.”

      “Hmm...... Will you tell me a bit more about your background?”

      “Like what?” she asks.

      “Anything really . . . I’m just curious,” I say as Margarita moves my head this way and that, still cutting.

      Legs crossed, Tessa relaxes back in the chair. It turns out she’s an only child and her parents are both lawyers. She rebelled by studying art and then moving into tattooing. While initially shocked, her folks are now fully supportive of what she does. Though they wouldn’t mind if she wanted to get a degree in accounting or something just to be safe. She doesn’t go anywhere near her romantic history with Ed and I don’t ask.

      “What do you think?” asks Margarita finally, hands sitting lightly on my shoulders.

      I don’t think I look too different, just neater. More stylish, somehow. With my hair shaped this way, my jaw doesn’t look as heavy. As requested, my bangs have been left growing longer, sweeping across one side of my face to cover the scar before being tucked behind an ear. Or they will when my hair grows a bit more.

      “It’s still like a choppy layered crop only done right this time.” Tessa nods. “I like it. Maybe in future, let Margarita cut your hair. Now for the makeup.”

      “We’re doing makeup?” I ask.

      “Girl, Ed gave me his card. We’re doing everything.”

      It’s a little disconcerting watching myself get another makeover. After all of the hacking at my hair and dumping of my wardrobe, I don’t want to go back. Though I still mostly look like me, but with good hair. The multitalented Margarita does my makeup as well, which is good because I don’t have to get used to someone new touching me. When I ask her to keep it reasonably simple and natural looking, Tessa snorts. But I get my way. So at the end of all the highlighting and application of various pencils, powers, and lotions, I look like me with good hair, cheekbones, a healthy glow, slightly bigger eyes, and pink lips.

      “You’re really good,” I say to Margarita.

      Tessa nods, pulling out a credit card. “Rest assured, your boyfriend’s going to give her a great tip.”

      It’s evening out on the street, the lights flickering on all around us. I stretch my neck, working out the kinks from holding so still. “Thank you. That was actually kind of fun.”

      “Oh,” purrs Tessa with a crafty grin. “We’re not finished yet.”

      I feel fear.
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      “We’re having dinner?”

      Tessa waves a hand in the direction of the restaurant. “Go on in.”

      I look between her and Vito’s Italian. My favorite place, apparently. “The last time I was here I accidentally crashed Ed’s date with this woman. It was really awkward.”

      “I heard. But you’re invited this time.”

      “Are you coming too?” I ask, not against the idea. It’s actually been a nice afternoon.

      “Yes. Go on; you look good.”

      My hands smooth down the front of my jumpsuit. Except it’s like a fancy jumpsuit. Black crepe, sleeveless with a high neckline. It’s simple, but nice. Elegant, I think. Tessa tried to talk me into a pair of strappy high heels, however, I’m in black flats. I feel good. I like how I look.

      “Thank you for taking me to the salon and hanging out with me,” I say.

      “Clem, you’re delaying. Are we entering the restaurant sometime tonight or not?”

      “Okay. Yes. We’re going in.” I stride forward with the kind of bravery only a new outfit and a professional makeup artist and hair stylist can give you.

      Vito’s is every bit as beautiful as the last time. Heavy white tablecloths and dark red napkins. Candles flickering on the tables. And half the restaurant is filled with all of the people I know. Or just about. My sister Frances, Iris and Antonio, Leif and Shannon, Nevin. Even Walter and Jack who found me that night and Nurse Mike from my hospital stay are here. All of the important people from my short life are standing before me. It’s unbelievable.

      “Hey, baby,” says Ed, dressed in a shit hot black suit. “You look beautiful.”

      “You organized this?”

      He smiles and kisses me on the forehead. “Good to see you and Tessa managed not to kill each other.”

      “Ed, this is amazing.”

      “Frances helped. Doctor Patel is away at a conference and Detective Chen had to work. No way was I inviting the little shit from the café who keeps asking you out. But otherwise, I think we got pretty much everyone.”

      “This is amazing. But why?”

      He just tips his chin. “Why not?”

      Why not, indeed. We both know life is short. It doesn’t need to be said. My eyes fill with tears and I blink them back furiously. The emotion teeming inside my chest is huge. Overwhelming.

      “Hey, are you all right?”

      “Yes,” I say, managing a watery smile. “I love you.”

      There’s the inevitable pause. His careful blank face. “Thank you, Clem. Why don’t you go say hi to your friends?”

      I just nod and do as he says. There’s a goodly amount of hugs, pats on the back, and some kissing of cheeks involved in greeting all of the assembled. Ed’s lack of a reaction to my declaration doesn’t matter. I mean, it does. But it’s okay. Everything’s good.

      If I’d stopped and thought about it for half a second, it was always going to be this way. The important thing is, we’re together and there’s always the possibility of a future. He might come around. It’s what I tell myself through all of the smiling and the first two glasses of wine. (Just as well I hadn’t taken any of my chill pills.) Alcohol takes the edge off my angst and we have a great night. Everything is fine.
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      As soon our bedroom door clicks closed, I kick off my shoes and undo the tie and zip on my jumpsuit. There’s been a hesitancy to him since we left the restaurant. A troubled look in his eye. Like his mind’s been busy all night concocting a speech, figuring out exactly what to say regarding my disturbing confession. Doubtless he has all sorts of sensible reasons for not saying it back or for wanting me to leave the L word out of things for now. But I don’t want to hear it. Not yet.

      “Clem . . .” He turns to me, a hand running agitatedly through his hair. His eyes widen slightly at the sight of me shrugging out of my clothes, stripping off my underwear. Or maybe it’s the aggressiveness with which I’m doing it. While he might be conflicted, I know exactly what I want.

      “No talking,” I say.

      “But—”

      “No.”

      I grab the lapels of his suit jacket and go up on tiptoes, slamming my mouth against his. Surprise is on my side. Hands clutch at my waist, his lips opening to me. For all of tonight’s emotional upheaval, it’s pretty fucking hot, him wearing a slick black suit and me being naked. Only I’m not acting exposed or vulnerable. It doesn’t take Ed long to get with the program. To take control. We war with tongue and teeth, greedy for each other as always. He backs me into the door, breathing heavy. Then he drops to his knees.

      “Ed?”

      “You said no talking.” He nips at the soft skin of my belly in warning. A hand lifts one of my thighs over his shoulder, opening me to him. I grab hold of his hair for balance sake. His warm breath is right there.

      My insides tighten in a most stimulating manner. Rivers have gushed less than my pussy.

      His free hand kneads one of my ass cheeks, angling me just so. And the tip of his nose brushes against my mound as he plants soft kisses. “Surely you know when someone wants to go down on you.”

      Excitement takes over and my mind is empty. I really have nothing to say. The long flat of his tongue drags through me, up toward my clit. Just that easy, my legs start trembling. In the low lighting of his bedroom, his gaze is so dark and hungry. The man can eat me alive. I’d be totally fine with that. Next, he sucks at the lips of my labia, making my blood surge. He teases my clit with flicks of the tip of his tongue. I’m a wet writhing mess in no time, grinding my pussy against his face. And the sound he’s making. The sucking noises and groans of appreciation as if he doesn’t just like how I taste and how wanton I’m acting. He fucking loves it. When he concentrates on my clit, sucking on it, and even nibbling gently, I explode. My legs go weak, my whole body shaking. If he wasn’t holding me up, I’d have hit the ground. Somewhere out in the universe, my mind flies free. It’s a heavenly experience getting head from Ed.

      Before my insides have stopped quaking he’s up and on his feet, pulling a condom out of the wallet in his back pocket. I’m only vaguely aware of what’s going on. Still trying to catch my breath. But he lifts me in his arms, pinning me against the wall. It’s just natural for my legs and arms to go around him. Then he lines up the thick head of his cock and surges into me, sure and deep. I gasp at the sensation, clinging onto him for dear life, as he proceeds to pound into me. Guess we’re both yet again working out some feelings. And what better way than through rough sex?

      My spine feels like it’s stuck to the wall, one of his hands on my ass and the other cupping the back of my head. Protecting me. A good thing one of us still has the capacity for thought. My skull has definitely already taken enough damage in this life. Again and again he drives the hard length of his dick into me. And we’re more than a storm—we’re a cyclone or a hurricane. Something wild, a bit scary, and out of control. But I trust him. How could I not? I love him.

      Impossible to come again so soon. Yet he angles my hips and starts hitting the magic place inside of me. Harry Potter has nothing on this shit. Soon enough, my insides clutch at him, trying to hold him deep. A sweet shock travels through me, illuminating me from within. It honestly wouldn’t surprise me if I glowed in the dark just then. What he does to me is staggering, the way his body works with mine. How good he makes me feel and how high he sends me flying. His flushed face presses into my neck, his hips surging and hands clutching me tight. Like they couldn’t pry us apart. Eventually his body quiets, still buried in mine. The silence feels heavy, a weight I probably can’t lift and lack the energy to even try.

      Pretty sure sweat has glued me to the wall. Ed’s suit will definitely need dry cleaning. All he did to achieve access was lower his zip. Men have it so easy.

      “You okay?” he asks, voice rough.

      “Yes.”

      Slowly, carefully, he lowers me to the floor. My legs are still trembling. Those poor innocent muscles. Forget the tender state of my vagina. Every atom in me feels shaken. We certainly don’t tend to go easy on each other when it comes to sex. Especially on nights like this. Nights where it’s easier to express things between us in a physical way as opposed to opening up about our emotions. Though of course that was my choice.

      “Can we just sleep?” I ask, suddenly tired beyond my years.

      He cups my face, gently kissing me on the lips. He tastes of me. “Sure, baby. But we’re going to have to talk about it eventually. You know that, right?”

      “I know. Tomorrow.”

      “All right,” he agrees. “Tomorrow.”

      And I lie there. Then I lie there some more because my brain will not shut down. Pretty sure Ed isn’t sleeping either, so this is working out just great. Seems orgasms can’t fix shit. Not even temporarily. Also, I know deep down that I’m doing the wrong thing, cutting off all lines of communication between us. Even temporarily, it’s wrong. It’s what did us in last time. Uncomfortable and awkward or whatever, we need to talk it out.

      “I’m scared,” I say quietly.

      His arms slide around me, his body pressing tight against mine. I’m cocooned in Ed. “What about, baby?”

      “That I said the wrong thing. Or that I said the right thing too early. That maybe I shouldn’t have said anything at all.” I sigh. The heaviness of my heart and weight of my soul feel all too real tonight.

      “I don’t know about that,” he says. “Our inability to effectively communicate with each other was what did us in last time. I think if you’re feeling something you need to tell me about it so we can deal with things together. You just . . . you surprised me, is all.”

      “Well, what are you feeling?”

      He exhales. “I’m scared too, you know. This has all happened fast, us getting back together. And I wouldn’t change it for the world, but I do worry . . .”

      “Hmm.”

      His arms tighten around me. “It’s more than that, though, Clem. I’m fucking terrified about this idiot being out there gunning for you. What if I can’t stop him? You don’t want me treating you like glass and following you around all the time. But the thought that he could get to you when I’m not there . . . I can’t lose you again. I won’t.”

      “Yeah, it frightens me too. But we can’t just stop living.”

      Lips brush against my shoulder, pressing a soft kiss.

      “I just feel jittery all the damn time,” I say. “On edge. It’s driving me nuts.”

      “I’m so sorry, baby.”

      “It’s not your fault. You’re the one good thing that’s come out of all of this.”

      “Sorry I wasn’t ready to tell you I love you back yet.” His voice is low and telling. Like he too has all these feelings going on that he doesn’t know what to do with. Like there’s a burden in his heart, the same as mine. Perhaps I shouldn’t wish emotional turmoil on him, but it’s good not to feel alone.

      “Love is complicated. Well, whatever this is, is complicated.”

      “That it is,” he whispers. “But I’m here, Clem. I’m not going anywhere, okay?”

      “Okay.” I relax against him, shutting my eyes to sleep. Honestly, it feels like a weight has lifted. Tonight, lying in Ed’s arms, I don’t think I’ll need a pill. Maybe talking things out isn’t so bad after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re a hard person to catch alone,” the voice comes from out of the darkness.

      It’s some stupid hour of the morning. Two or so. And I’m standing out front of the apartment building beside the dogwood tree because Gordy needed to pee. Also, I did too, but I did my business in the bathroom as per human tradition.

      I startle at the sound of the voice, keys already held in my fist with the ends pointing out between my fingers just in case. Eyes-throat-groin. Eyes-throat-groin. I almost blurt the words out, so strongly has Gavin welded them into my brain. “Who’s there?”

      A shadowy figure wanders up the footpath toward me. Better lighting in this area would be really fucking helpful right about now.

      “Clementine,” the voice drawls. Male.

      I say nothing.

      Finally, he’s close enough for me to make out his face. It’s Tim, the friendly neighborhood creeper. Great. His hands are in his pockets, a sly sort of smile on his face as he stands closer than necessary. “Out with the dog, huh?”

      “Gordon. Yes.”

      Gordy raises his head and wags his tail once, before going back to sniffing along the fence line.

      “Haven’t had a chance to talk to you in ages. You’re always with your boyfriend.”

      “Ed. Yes.”

      “Guy acts like he’s your bodyguard or something.” Tim chuckles. “Like you need protecting.”

      I can’t step back on account of the tree so I step to the side, putting some distance between us. Tim steps toward me, getting back in my personal space. All the little hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, my shoulders tensing.

      “Am I making you nervous?” he asks, still smiling.

      “I don’t know. Does my dog make you nervous?” I bump Gordy’s butt with my knee, wishing he’d mount some kind of protective display. Growl even. But his tail just wags a little and he snuffles more deeply at the fence. Worst. Dog. Ever. “You’re out late.”

      He just shrugs. Probably been out peeking through bedroom windows. Or riding public transport, standing too close to women so he can sniff their hair or something. Whiskey taints his breath. So not only is he gross in general, he’s probably drunk too. My luck just can’t get any better. And my fight or flight instinct is screaming at me to get away. Meanwhile, with me in only a small pair of sleep shorts and a tank top, the guy is eyeing my chest. Full on fucking ogling the outline of my breasts beneath the thin fabric. It’s so gross, the way he’s staring. I feel dirty, exposed, and I’m not doing a damn thing, but walking my dog. It’s all him, this disgusting horrible person. Amazing what he can achieve by doing so little. Just a few looks and a couple of words really. Shit.

      “Gordy,” I say, voice trembling. Dammit. “Time to go in.”

      Unfortunately, whatever has caught his canine fascination is far more interesting than me. The good boy does not come. Should have put the leash on him after all. Ed would give me such a lecture for yet again not maintaining strict doggy protocol.

      “Clem, c’mon,” protests Tim. “I only just got here. Surely you can spare me a minute.”

      “Good night.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You’re acting like I owe you my time or attention or something. I don’t. Goodbye.”

      He grabs at my elbow and I yank it back, dislodging his hold. “Hey—”

      “Do not touch me!”

      “Jesus.” The face he makes, like I’m the one being unreasonable. He staggers a few steps away. Give me strength, the hurt expression he casts over his shoulder. “Fine. I was just trying to be friendly. There’s no need to be such a cunt.”

      I stand there, blinking. My heart going approximately a zillion miles an hour. Even my hands are shaking as Tim makes his way up the stairs, dicks around drunkenly with his keys for a minute, before finally managing to get the door open. And all the while, I’m trying to remember my self-defense training. Trying to call up what Gavin would tell me to do at moments like this. But my brains are scrambled from the fear. My mind is a useless blank. Then Tim’s gone, disappeared inside.

      Oh thank fuck. Holy shit. I take a deep breath and let it out slow. Everything’s okay.

      “Gordy. Not cool, buddy. You need to come when I call you.”

      Gordon hangs his head.

      “Come here.” I hold out my hand until he’s pressing his head against it, angling for an ear rub. If he wasn’t so gorgeous I’d be seriously irritated. But how can anyone stay cranky in the face of such doggy perfection. “Are you finally finished screwing around out there? Does everything within a ten-mile radius now carry your scent, hmm?”

      His butt wiggles, tail whipping back and forth. I crouch down to give him a cuddle. One of us needs the comfort. Let’s not say who. “We need to keep a baseball bat by the door like Frances has, don’t we? Or I should have brought my mace out with me. That would have been the smart thing to do.”

      Gordy gives me a nice sloppy kiss on the cheek.

      “I love you too. Yes, I do.”

      In fact, I’m so busy focusing on the puppy love and catching my breath, I don’t even hear the door reopen. Miss the light tread coming down the front steps.

      “Hey, Clem.”

      I fall back on my ass, I’m so startled. “Shannon. Hey.”

      “You all right?”

      “Yeah.” I shake my head, trying to clear it. “Just got paid a visit by our neighbor, who was particularly rapey tonight.”

      “What?” Her brows rise. She wanders closer, hands behind her, tucked into her back jeans pocket or something. At least she had the sense to get dressed to come out here.

      “Ugh. It’s nothing. But if you ever meet a guy named Tim, avoid him.”

      “Will do.”

      “What are you doing awake?” I ask, continuing to give Gordy pats.

      “I could ask you the same thing. Leif is out, but . . . I don’t know . . . just couldn’t sleep.” She smiles. “Did you have a good time tonight? That was really great of Ed getting everyone together. Even Tessa seemed to be in a good mood.”

      “It was wonderful of him, and Tessa’s not so bad. She’s more bark than bite.”

      “Hmm.” Shannon does not look convinced. “Well, I think it’s very brave of you, not freaking out your boyfriend working with his ex in such close quarters. Not sure I’d be as understanding if it was Leif.”

      I pause.

      “Can’t be easy when the woman looks like a Victoria’s Secret model. No one would blame you for having your doubts. Especially since her and Nevin seem to be having some issues lately.” She tucks her hair behind an ear. “I shouldn’t be saying anything, but—”

      “No. I trust Ed.”

      For a moment, she just watches me, face blank. “You told me, last time.”

      “What?”

      “About Ed and Tessa. How you knew. What you’d found.”

      What I’d found. With those three little words, my heart stops. And suddenly, everything feels wrong somehow. Me. Shannon. Gordy. The silent street. The laughably weak streetlight. Terribly, unutterably wrong. And the strangest certainty comes over me that Shannon didn’t just wander out here on a whim. She pulled on those jeans, and laced up those boots, and came out here deliberately. To tell me this.

      I rise to my feet, dusting off my behind, taking a step back. Trying to act calm and casual. “I told you?”

      “I didn’t want to say anything, seeing you seem so happy. But I figured you had a right to know.”

      “No.”

      “What?” She seems surprised at the firmness in my voice. Maybe I surprised myself.

      “No, I don’t want to know.”

      “How can you not want to know?” She frowns, her face shrouded in shadow. “You found Tessa’s—”

      “Because I trust him,” I snap, refusing to hear her words. To fall into the trap of jealousy. “And because I’m not going to repeat the worst mistake of my life all over again. No way. No fucking way.”

      For a moment she studies my face. Then she nods slowly. “Okay. If that’s your final decision.”

      “It is.” Relief floods through me, and for a moment I’m glad that Shannon came out to speak to me at this ridiculous hour. Glad? Hell, I’m almost elated. Because I feel like I finally got the opportunity to put that past disaster to bed. To rise above it. “We, ah, we should get back inside. Ed will be wondering where I got to.”

      There’s the sound of Gordon growling and that’s it. She moves so fast. There’s only pain. So much exquisite terrible pain. I gasp, grabbing hold of her arm for balance more than anything. Unable to withdraw the knife from my gut, she shoves me back instead. Now Gordon is snarling. Shannon kicks out at him, again and again. I guess one of her kicks land because he whines and retreats.

      “Fucking mutt,” she hisses, putting her hand to her foot. I guess Gordy got a bite in. What a good dog.

      “You.”

      “Of course it’s me.” She rolls her eyes, actually looking to heaven. It’s kind of insulting. Her pretty mouth is skewed in an ugly manner. “You’re so fucking stupid. You could never deserve him.”

      It’s about Ed. Of course it’s about Ed. Jesus fucking Christ, my love life.

      So I lie on the ground, just trying to breathe, to stay alive. All of my torso is warm and wet, blood soaking into my pajamas. My hands cover the knife’s handle, too scared to move. Actually, I feel cold. Distinctly chilled. Maybe I’m going into shock. That would make sense. Wonder how much blood you have to lose before you pass out?

      If Gordy was pissed before, now he’s full on rampaging. Loud barking fills the air, echoing off the apartment buildings, reverberating down the street. The very good dog is outraged and in a frenzy.

      Standing over me, Shannon glares at him. It’s like she’s a complete stranger with the manic light in her eyes and twisted expression. Above her the branches of the dogwood stretch out, covered in pretty blossoms. Then there’s the dark night sky, the stars, and the moon. A car glides by, but we’re in the shadows. Hidden in plain sight. In fact, there’s a whole city, a whole universe all around us going about its business. And I have the worst feeling I’m going to die here.

      “Give me that,” she says, reaching for the knife.

      “Don’t you fucking touch my dog.”

      “Shut up, you useless bitch.”

      “No.”

      For all my bravado, there’s only so much you can do with a knife sticking out of your belly. I kick at her, slap at her hands. All of the movement jostles the blade and pain shoots through me. Then her foot connects with my side again and again. Something cracks. A rib, maybe. Pretty sure she put on steel cap boots for the occasion. The woman plans ahead. The knife is ripped out with all the delicacy it was first inserted. So none. All the while, Gordy growls and barks.

      I roll away from her, as best I can, not sure if her next move will be to finish off me or the dog. My hands cover the wound, blood seeping up and over my fingers. God, there’s so much of it. And all the while, darkness edges in, taking my vision, my body, everything. No repeat this time. No second chances.

      “Gordy,” I say, voice weak. “Go. Run.”

      Then Gordy makes a noise I’d never hoped to hear. A whimpered sort of howl. But past this, there’s suddenly yelling. Voices. I can’t tell who. Someone is screaming. An enraged, demented, inhuman sort of sound.

      Hands cover my own and he says, “Baby. Stay with me.”

      If this is the last thing, I ever hear, I’m stupidly okay with it. Love. It makes fools of us all.

      

      
        
        Three days later . . .

      

      

      

      I wake up slowly, the white ceiling swimming into focus. It’s the smell, however, that clues me in as to where I am. The sharp, chemical, clinical smell and beeping of machines. Blergh. Back in the fucking hospital. Again. From top to toe, my body feels floaty, distant. Apart from the stretch and pull of the bandages and stitches on my stomach when I move. Not so great.

      Then I remember. “Gordy!”

      Shuffling noises off to the side as Ed bolts upright in his chair. Guess he too had been sleeping. Soon enough, he’s leaning over me, brushing back my hair. “Hey, hey. Baby, it’s okay. Calm down, everything’s fine. Gordy’s at home safe and well. He’s just got a couple of stitches in his face, remember? I told you.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah, you’ve woken up a couple of times before, but you were pretty groggy then too.” His smile is small and tired, but the relief in his eyes is real. “It’s okay. You lost a lot of blood and they’ve got you on the good stuff so you don’t feel any pain.”

      “Oh.” God, my voice sounds so weak and pathetic. “I hate hospitals.”

      “I know. Here, have some water. Just sip it, not too much.” He holds a cup of water with a bent straw up to my lips. My throat is grossly dry and scratchy. Meanwhile, Ed’s clothes are rumpled, dark shadows linger beneath his eyes, and he’s heading into beginner’s beard territory. He looks worn out, like he’s been sleeping here for days. “But the doctor said you’re recovering really well. And look at all the flowers you got.”

      The man speaks the truth. Every available surface is covered in blooms. I must have a lot of friends these days, people who care about me. What a fuzzy nice warm feeling.

      “Got to say, though, every time you wake up, you say Gordy’s name first,” he mutters. “Pretty sure you’re just keeping me around because of my dog. You’re not doing my confidence any good here, Clem.”

      I snort. Shit. It kind of hurts. “Don’t make me laugh.”

      “Sorry.” His gaze lightens. “Frances will be back later; she’s just handling some work stuff. Leif and Tessa and Iris have all been in, though they’re still limiting your visitors at the moment. Can you believe they tried to get me to leave the first day? I told them straight out that wasn’t happening.”

      “Thank you. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      He just smiles.

      “They got Shannon?” It’s all coming back now. The blood, the sheer fucking craziness. “I can’t believe she stabbed me. What a psycho bitch.”

      His eyes go wide. “They got her all right. Well, Leif did.”

      “Leif?”

      “My brother saved the day.” Ed smiles. “When we got out the apartment doors, I went straight to you, didn’t have eyes for anything else. But Leif saw someone running off onto the street. Well, limping quickly, ’cause Gordy got her good, even through her jeans. She made it about a hundred feet before he crash-tackled her to the ground. Fortunately, she’d already tossed the knife away into some bushes. So he was able to hold on to her until the cops showed up, with just a bunch of face-scratching to show for it.”

      “Wow.” I couldn’t get my head around it. All of it. “So Shannon’s in jail? Arrested? Charged?”

      “Aggravated assault, attempted murder, all sorts of things. Detective Chen said they’re still settling on the exact list. But she isn’t going to be seeing the outside of a cell for a very long time.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m sorry, baby. Never even fucking suspected it could have been someone that close to us.”

      “Not your fault. It never occurred to me either. What’s the damage to me?”

      “One broken rib and one fractured from her kicking you, internal injuries from the stab wound which they operated on, and a cut on your hand from fighting off the knife.”

      “No wonder I feel vaguely all over like shit.”

      “You want me to call a nurse?”

      “No, just stay with me.” I shake my head ever so slightly. My poor body. Maybe never moving again would be best. It’s weird; my head feels heavy and insubstantial at the same time. Like I might sleep for a hundred years. And as much as I like looking at Ed, my eyelids drift closed. “Is that okay?”

      “I’m not going anywhere. I love you, baby,” he says, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll be here when you wake up again.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Three weeks later . . .

      

      

      

      “Oh, I don’t believe this shit.”

      “What?” he asks.

      “What sort of monster would put Caraval in the adult fantasy section? It should be shelved in YA. It’s clearly a coming of age story.” I pass the book back to be added to the pile he’s already carrying. And I’m holding it there for just about forever before he grabs it. “Ed, keep up.”

      “How about you slow down?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Seriously, Clem—”

      “Just because some books have grit and sexy times people think they can’t be YA. It’s ridiculous. Such an old-fashioned, out-of-date point of view.”

      A heavy sigh from Iris over behind the counter.

      “Thought you were happy to have me back,” I say.

      “Clementine, my darling, I was delighted until I realized how cranky convalescing has made you.”

      “Rest and recovery apparently doesn’t come easy to some people.” Ed follows along behind me, balancing a tower of books. “We’re very grateful you let her return.”

      Iris snorts. “That’s because she’s been driving you crazy.”

      “That’s true,” the traitor answers in his beautiful deep voice.

      Whatever.

      Iris finishes tidying up the till, bundling up a bunch of twenty-dollar bills. “I suppose I’d be bored silly having to lie around all the time and do nothing.”

      “It’s not like I didn’t read the books you brought over. I read the whole The Others Series by Anne Bishop, and all the rest. But that much recuperating would drive anyone insane.”

      “Some clearly more than others.”

      “And I don’t blame you for the state of the shop, Iris.”

      “What a relief,” she says drily.

      “It’s whoever you let in here while I was away that needs a good kicking. No respect for our shelving system. And I’m not even going to mention what they did to the coffee mug display. How the whole lot hasn’t fallen down yet and smashed is beyond me.” I shuffle along carefully with a hand to my side. Sometimes I’m a bit sore, but no big deal. Broken ribs and stab wounds just take a while to heal. “The Secret Garden in gardening? Are you kidding me?”

      Iris sniffs. “Antonio was just trying to help.”

      “The man should stick to gelato.”

      “Ed, please,” she says. “Can’t you give her a pill or something and make her go to sleep for a while?”

      My boyfriend takes his turn at sighing.

      “You know, you could go to the tattoo parlor,” I say. “I’m perfectly fine here.”

      He stares down at me, nonplussed. Sadly, even this looks good on him. The sharp angles of his face and stern set of his mouth. “Within five minutes of me leaving you’d be doing something stupid like trying to climb a ladder.”

      “I like to think I’m past the jumping counters and tackling people stage of life,” adds Iris. “Even if it’s for their own good.”

      I open my mouth, but Ed gets there first. “Baby, don’t tell me you wouldn’t do it. I’ve seen you checking out those high shelves. If you need something from up there, I’ll be getting it down.”

      “I’m a bit past climbing high ladders as well,” says Iris.

      Like she doesn’t just want to check out his ass and gawk at the muscles in his arms as he reaches for stuff. The woman doesn’t fool me at all. She’s about as demure and frail as me. Which is not. Well, mostly. “You might as well put the books down on the couch, Ed. I’m going to need to sort them. By the way, I find it very hurtful that you don’t trust me.”

      “I trust you just fine, but I also know you.” He sets the books down, then puts his hands on my shoulders, rubbing gently. “And I love you, which is why I’m sticking to your ass until I know you’re okay. Now, you’ve got another hour before I’m taking you home to rest. Okay?”

      It isn’t the first time he’s said it . . . about loving me, not about only letting me work for a couple of hours a day. We actually fought quite heatedly regarding this matter. But it’s still highly thrilling to hear his regular outpourings of affection. Turns out that watching someone almost die is wonderful for making people push past their concerns and confess their true feelings. Though I don’t recommend stabbing yourself just to try and level up your relationship. For one, it hurts. And secondly, the medical bills are a bitch. The ones from the vet for treating the cut to Gordy’s head weren’t much better. Such a heroically good boy, helping to stop psycho Shannon. He’d even been allowed to hang out on the bed with me during the day once I got out of the hospital. Nurse Mike and Doctor Patel were less than delighted to have me back in with new injuries. But apparently such is life.

      While Shannon didn’t have time during the attack to pour out the intricacies of her plan to me, she had shared them in depth with Detective Chen. How she’d oh so cunningly fed me a torrent of lies regarding Ed and Tessa spending alone time together in the back room and after hours. Right up to her secreting a thong in a little used top pocket of his jacket. Of course, she’d told me she’d seen Tessa slip it in there herself while Ed had the coat on. Guess previous me packed her bags and left rather than confronting him with the evidence. Highly doubtful I’d have listened to anything he had to say in his defense at that point, anyway. Shannon completely messed with my head, and this was even before the bludgeoning with a bottle. It’s amazing how insecurities can tear us apart.

      Apparently Ed wasn’t getting over the breakup and responding to her attempts at seduction as well as Shannon had hoped, and that’s when she lost it and attacked me the first time. Just to make sure I was out of his life for good. Turns out she has a history of fixating and stalking we knew nothing about. Leif feels awful, for inviting her into our home, for sleeping with her. But I think she would have devised a means to be there one way or another.

      She’d been hoping to blame my death in the front yard on my mysterious unknown attacker, obviously. What with the dark and lonely street, and Ed and Leif being fast asleep inside, it might have worked. But Gordy’s barking put an end to that, bringing the brothers Larsen to the rescue. Hard not to believe DNA evidence or something wouldn’t have given her away. But then, Shannon obviously has some issues with reality. Apparently after my untimely demise, Ed having seen what wonderful girlfriend material she made, care of her display with Leif, would have somehow fallen into her arms during his grief. Can’t really imagine Ed taking up with his brother’s ex, but whatever.

      Gordy and his mighty bark saved the day. Or the night, rather. Leaving me with another scar and another chance to get things right. A chance that I am not going to mess up. Love and life sure can be scary. But not living your best life, not loving as hard as you can . . . what a terrible waste that would be. And the man standing in front of me is the best of everything.

      “What are you thinking?” he asks, gaze warm, loving.

      I could soak it in forever. In fact, I think I will. “I have a question, but I’m not sure if you’ll like it.”

      “When has that ever stopped you before?”

      “Good point.”

      “Go on, Clem. Ask me anyway.”

      “All right then,” I say, taking a breath. “Would you marry me?”

      Over at the counter, Iris gasps.

      But Ed opens his mouth and out comes nothing. Lots of lots of it. The hands on my shoulders falling perfectly still. Oh, fuck me. This isn’t working. There is none of the expected or at least hoped for explosion of love, delight, or any other positive response sort of indicator crossing his face.

      “You don’t have to, of course. I mean . . . it was just a thought.”

      He licks his lips. “It was just a thought. So you didn’t really mean it? Asking someone to marry you is a pretty serious business. You can’t fool around with that sort of thing.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Well, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying, or asking rather, would you marry me?” I explain, lungs tight and awful. More emotion than trauma. Or maybe a bit of both. “But then you didn’t say anything and I got scared so it all kind of went sideways.”

      He just studies me.

      “Maybe we should talk about the weather or something a bit safer than . . . you know . . . weddings.”

      Slowly but surely a smile spreads across his face. “Yes.”

      Shit. “You want to talk about the weather?”

      “No.” He laughs. “Clementine, I would like to marry you.”

      “You would?” I exhale, suddenly about a hundred times better than I had been a moment before. This is right. In fact, it’s quite possible the rightest thing I’ve ever done, apart from searching him out in the first place. “Good. That’s good. Phew. I love you, you know?”

      “I know. I love you too, baby.”

      Perhaps not the most romantic of proposals, but given the state of my poor stomach, getting down on one knee just wasn’t an option. And it worked okay in the end. Then Ed’s mouth covers mine and it hardly even matters that Iris is sobbing loudly in the corner. Ed and I are getting married. This life is great.

      

      
        
        Three months later . . .

      

      

      

      “I’m not so sure about this.” Hands out to either side, I stand oh so fucking precariously in the stiletto heels. While they do look amazing with my sharp white pantsuit, balance is definitely eluding me. Big time. And my peony bouquet is no help at all.

      On the plus side, my French nail polish looks awesome with the antique engagement ring Ed slid on my finger a few months back. Not landing on my ass in the cobblestone street, however, would be good. We’ll obviously be getting no help from the driver since the car just took off. Never mind. It’s just me and my unofficial bridesmaids. Since we decided on keeping things simple, there’s no big wedding procession or anything. But Tessa and Frances have been at my side through all of the recuperating and planning. I’m lucky. This is a fact.

      “I told you to practice walking in them,” says Tessa. Pregnancy hasn’t mellowed her much despite all of the glowing. But we’ve been having a huge amount of fun shopping for baby gear and maternity wear. “One of these days you’re going to actually listen to what I say.”

      Frances just sighs. “Knew you’d regret the choice of footwear.”

      “But they look so fabulous,” I groan. “Maybe I’ll just take them off.”

      “No, wait. Knowing your luck, you’ll step on a piece of glass or something. Just hold on a minute, I can fix this.” Tessa strides across the cobble stones in her fancy wedges with nary any difficulty at all. At the restaurant door, she signals to someone inside. A moment later, Nevin comes out, followed by Ed, Leif, and Niels. All of them looking mighty damn fine in black suits. Like seriously, so much eye candy. If I wasn’t head over heels in love with one of them, I wouldn’t know where to look first.

      Leif wolf whistles. Such a flirt. I carefully wave my bouquet in his direction. There’s been kind of a cloud hanging over the man ever since the attack. Guess having your choice in bed partner turn out to be so disastrous would be hard to take. Not that I ever blamed him about Shannon. But I think he still blames himself.

      Niels just nods. He’s every bit as big, silent, and intimidating as his little brother made him out to be.

      “Go rescue your bride, Ed,” Tessa slips into Nevin’s arms, being wary of her bump. They make such a great couple, and they’re going to be awesome parents.

      “He’s not supposed to see you before the wedding!” Frances laughs, holding my hand, helping me stay upright. My big sister is the best. Also, we drank champagne in the car. We even had a glass each for Tessa since she’s otherwise indisposed. These are the sort of hardcore sacrifices friends and family make for one another.

      “You know, Mom would be appalled,” Frances continues. “No froufrou wedding dress, Vito’s cannoli instead of a cake, and now this. You were her one hope for a big wedding since I just took to off to Vegas for a weekend.”

      “Oh, well.” I give her fingers an affectionate squeeze. “I’m wearing white at least.”

      Ed lopes over with his long-ass stride. “What’s wrong?”

      “My pretty shoes are impossible to walk in.”

      “Those are some sexy heels.” His smile is slow and wide and everything I want in this world. With no effort, he lifts me up into his arms. Inside of me is all of the swoon in all of the world, solely for this man. “You look beautiful.”

      “So do you.”

      “What’s on your mind, Clem?” he asks, lowering his voice, making it just between me and him. “Everyone’s waiting inside. Are we doing this or what?”

      “Rest assured, there’s no way in hell I’m letting you get away from me this time.”

      He grins and the light in his eyes . . . oh my. “C’mon then, baby. Let’s get married.”
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      In a fair and just world, he’d have looked like shit. The years would have ground him down to all but a shell of his former glory. Of course, this hadn’t happened. My luck just wasn’t that good.

      “You made it,” he said, walking barefoot down his front steps.

      “Don’t sound so surprised. You taught me how to drive.”

      Pale blue eyes gazed at me flatly. No visible gray in his dark hair. Not yet, anyway.

      “Hi, Pete,” I said.

      Nothing.

      “I come in peace.”

      More of the same.

      I climbed out of my car, muscles protesting the movement. My sundress was a crumpled ruin. What had looked hopeful, happy, and bright in the wee hours of the morning didn’t hold up so well under the late-afternoon light. A twelve-hour drive from Sydney to South East Queensland’s north coast will do that to you. I pushed my sunglasses on top of my head, ready to face my inevitable doom. A light breeze smelled of lush foliage and flowers. And the heat and humidity beat down on me, even with the sun sinking over the hills. I’d forgotten what it was like being in the subtropics during summer. Should have worn more deodorant. Should have faked a communicable disease and stayed home.

      “What’s it been,” he asked, “seven years?”

      “About that.”

      “Thought you were bringing a boyfriend with you.”

      I paused. Dad must have given him that idea. God knows where Dad, however, had gotten it from. “No. No . . . he’s ah, busy.”

      He looked me over; I guess we were both curious. Last time we’d been in the same room was for my eighteenth birthday party. My hair had been short and my skirt even shorter. What a spectacularly awful night that was. As if he too, remembered, he suddenly frowned, his high forehead filling with lines. Victory! The man definitely had more wrinkles. Unfortunately, they kind of suited him. Enhanced him, even. Bastard.

      “Better come inside,” he said.

      “If you’re still pissed at me, then why am I staying here?”

      “I am not ‘pissed at you.’” His tone was light and just a bit haughty. A sure sign he was pissed. “I just was expecting your boyfriend too, that’s all.”

      I crossed my arms.

      “Look,” he said, “you’re staying here because we’re both doing a favor to your dad. I know you haven’t met her yet, but Shanti’s a nice woman. She’s good for him. They make a great couple and I want their wedding to be hassle free.”

      “I didn’t come to cause trouble.”

      “But with you, from what I recall, it just seems to magically happen.” Hands on slim hips, he gave me a grim smile. “It’s just a few days, kid. Apparently, your old room is filled with bomboniere, whatever the fuck that is. So you’re staying here with me.”

      I’d heard worse ideas in my life, but not many. Also they usually involved the risk of possible loss of limb, death, or incarceration. I’d tried to talk Dad into alternatives, but he’d stood firm, dammit. “That’s kind of you, but not necessary. I’ll go get a room at a hotel, this isn’t—”

      “They’re probably booked,” he said. “It’s peak season so even if you could find somewhere, you’d pay through the roof. Anything nearby is going to already be busy with other wedding guests. Look, your dad wants you close so he can spend some time with you.”

      I said nothing.

      “It’s only five days,” he repeated in the tone of voice he usually reserved for those dancing on his last damn nerve. “Let’s just get through it.”

      Great. Awesome.

      With a nod, I headed for the back of my car. All the better to hide and take a second to pull myself together.

      “Did you bring much stuff?” he asked, following.

      “No. I’ve got it.”

      Except, of course, I didn’t. As the hatch opened, he was there, reaching for my suitcase. Muscles flexed in his arms, slightly straining the sleeves of his white T-shirt. The man had always been strong, solid. Unfortunately, he hadn’t shrunk any either. I was around average height, but he still had at least half a head on me. Just perfect for looking down and putting me in my place.

      “Lock up your car.” He headed for the house, tugging my wheeled suitcase behind him. “We might be in the country, but things still happen.”

      “Yeah, I know to lock up my car,” I whisper bitched.

      “I heard that.”

      “I don’t give a shit.”

      He laughed grimly. “Oh, kid, this is going to be fun.”

      Out of options, I followed. Up the stone steps and into the house. Pete had never been much of a gardener, but someone had done a wonderful job with the grounds. Not that I was willing to say as much. We were apparently at war, and I couldn’t even blame him since it was all my fault. God, I hated the old familiar feeling of guilt. Life would be so much easier if I could hate him, push some of the blame his way. But the truth was, he hadn’t done a damn thing wrong. Not back then. Not even really now.

      My pity party almost distracted me from the house.

      “You did it,” I breathed, wonder pushing the no-compliment rule straight out of my head. “It’s beautiful.”

      He stopped, blinked. “Yeah.”

      “Last time I was here you were still living in the shed,” I said. “It was just dirt with some pipes and things sticking out of the ground. Now it’s finished.”

      “Parts of it are still a work in progress.”

      I spun in a slow circle, taking everything in, from the polished wood floors to the gray quartz kitchen located off to one side. A television about the size of a football field hung on one wall, with plush-looking navy couches gathered nearby. A large dining table was made out of a solid slab of wood, the natural edges still rough enough to be decorative. I’d already seen the beginning of that work of art, so I knew he’d made it himself. And the rounded center beam was huge, standing in the middle of the room, holding up the pitched ceiling.

      “What is that, two stories high?” I asked, staring up.

      “Two and a half.”

      “Wow. You really did it.”

      At that, he almost smiled. Almost.

      Hallways ran off opposite sides of the great room and there was a wide verandah running the whole length of the building out back. There’d be a barbeque, another dining table and lots of chairs to laze in, and stairs leading down to the pool. I knew it without looking. Just like I knew there’d be the main bedroom with a bathroom and an office off to the right. Two guest bedrooms, a reading nook, and another bathroom off to the left. A long time ago, I’d helped him design this place. We’d worked on it together, a dream house.

      “It’s perfect,” I said quietly.

      For a moment, his gaze narrowed. But then his lips returned to their former flat, unhappy state. “Glad you like it. You’re in here.”

      I followed his back into the left wing. The house was amazing. Sadly, my gaze slipped from his wide shoulders, down the length of his spine, to find his gorgeous ass had also lost none of its impact. So unfair. But Pete in jeans always had been a sight to behold. God, his loose-limbed stride. A careless sort of confidence had always just seemed to ooze from the man.

      Not that I was looking. Looking was bad.

      “This okay?” he asked, throwing open a door.

      “Fine. Thanks.”

      He tapped the top of my luggage. “Where do you want this?”

      “I’ll handle it.”

      A nod. “Your dad and Shanti will be over for dinner in a couple of hours.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “No, it’s all taken care of.” He scratched at his stubble. “Right. Make yourself at home. I’m going to get some work done. Be in the office if you need anything.”

      I nodded too. Nods were so great. Much better than words.

      He stood in the hallway, staring at me for a moment. Not saying anything along the lines of how it was good to see me again. Because that would be a lie.

      “Okay, Adele,” he finally said, using my name, which was never a good sign. Honestly, I think I actually preferred “kid.” Then, thank you baby Jesus, he left.

      Carefully, I closed the bedroom door, slumping against it because excessive drama. I’d known coming back was going to be a certain level of hell, but not one quite this deep.

      One hundred and twenty hours and counting.

      

      “You looked?” Hazel hissed into my ear. “I can’t believe you looked.”

      I lay mostly dead on the bed, my cell jammed against my ear. “I didn’t mean to—it just happened.”

      “Rule number one was don’t look.”

      “Yeah . . .”

      She sighed. “Okay, it’s done now. We just have to move past it. But out of interest, how was the view?”

      “Better than ever.”

      “Bastard. How did you look?”

      “Sweaty and crumpled.”

      “I told you to fly.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I groaned. “But then he would have insisted on picking me up from the airport, and being in a contained space for the car ride to his home would not have worked. I would have just wound up having to throw myself out of a moving vehicle, and I don’t think that usually ends well.”

      Nothing from her.

      “He still hates me.”

      “He doesn’t hate you.”

      “No, he really does.” I stared at the ceiling. “What’s going on there?”

      “Hmm? Everything’s fine.”

      “What is that weirdness in your voice?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t ‘what’ me. What is it?”

      My best friend groaned. “I’m not sure you need this news right now, given everything already going on.”

      “Just tell me.”

      Some swearing. “Okay. But this is not my choice. Maddie and I went to dinner last night.”

      “Lovely. Where?”

      “The Bombay Diner and it was lovely, but that’s not the point,” she said. “Listen, Deacon was at the restaurant with another woman and they were very much together. Heading into serious get-a-room territory.”

      I exhaled. “Oh, I see. Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Well, it’s not completely unexpected. We had a bit of an argument last week. I don’t remember what it was about, but it seemed important at the time.”

      Silence.

      “What?”

      “One of these days, you’re actually going to care about one of the people you date.”

      “I care.”

      “Beyond the normal non-sociopathic ‘I hope he doesn’t get hit by a car and killed in the street on his way home,’” said Hazel. “Think a more advanced level of caring than that.”

      “Well, it’s fortunate I didn’t, seeing as he’s cheating on me.”

      “I knew you’d say that.”

      I didn’t bother answering.

      “Did it ever occur to you that he started seeing someone else because you don’t care?” she asked.

      “You think I wasn’t meeting his emotional needs?”

      “That’s one of my theories about your dating issues.”

      “See, this is why I have a therapist for a best friend,” I said. “You have all the answers.”

      She laughed. “Only I don’t get paid to listen to you.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Luckily, you’re normally pretty boring. So I don’t mind this bit of drama.”

      “That is fortunate,” I said. “Thing is, Deacon and I had only been out like four or five times. We hadn’t even had sex yet. Can I really be expected to emotionally prop up men after such a small amount of dates?”

      Hazel snorted. “You’re willfully misunderstanding me. I give up.”

      “Good. How’s Maddie?”

      “She’s fine. We’re going to her parent’s place for dinner soon,” she said. “Are you going to survive where you are?”

      “No. I’ll probably just die in a really sad and pathetic manner, slowly becoming a smell in the hallway that he eventually can’t ignore. Or not. I haven’t decided.” More sighing from me. “God, I feel so wound up, like there’s something heavy sitting on my chest. Maybe I should just have a mild panic attack and get it over and done with. Tick that box, you know?”

      “Panic attacks are nothing to make jokes about,” she chided. “Now go have a drink and calm down. Make peace with your situation . . . if you can’t make peace with him.”

      “He won’t make peace with me.”

      “Show him what a glorious, mature person you are these days.”

      “I’m a glorious, mature person?”

      “Sure you are. Or at least you can pretend. Your acting skills are quite good. I believe in you.” Hazel made kissing noises. “I have to go. Will you live?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” I smiled. “Thanks for the pep talk. And the information. I promise to be a mess of tears next time a guy’s cheating on me. Cross my heart. Have a nice night.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it. ’Bye.”

      I tossed my phone aside, surrendering to despair. Or just the oppressive heat and general tiredness. That’s when the giant-ass spider ran up the wall directly above my head, long legs skittering as it navigated the edge of the ceiling.

      “Jesus!” I scrambled off the bed, heart pounding. “Not cool.”

      Footsteps came running from the other end of the house, and Pete dashed into the room. “What’s wrong?”

      I just pointed at the wall.

      His brows rose. “It’s just a huntsman.”

      A huff of breath left his body, and with it all sense of urgency. Given my shriek, he’d probably been expecting a snake. While mostly the local populations were just harmless green tree snakes, occasionally an eastern brown would appear. Those things were aggressive and deadly poisonous.

      “It’s the size of my hand,” I complained, trying not to sound defensive. “Ew.”

      “Ew? Seriously?” Yet again, he came dangerously close to smiling. Though this time it was more of a mockery-type thing. “You used to deal with these all the time.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t anymore. My spider-catching skills have lapsed,” I said. “On the plus side, I’ve mastered Sydney’s public transport system. Talk about intimidating.”

      He just looked at me.

      “Can you please get it out of here?”

      “Open the verandah door.” With a heavy sigh, he disappeared back out into the hallway, reappearing shortly with a big plastic container and a piece of cardboard.

      I stood by the open doorway, watching as he crept up on the ugly, hairy eight-legged monster. Realistically, I knew I’d probably scared it worse than it had me. Huntsmen weren’t even very poisonous, their sting not much worse than a mosquito’s. But creepy-crawlies really weren’t my thing. Not anymore, at least.

      Pete stepped up onto the bed, his bare feet spread wide apart as he positioned himself for the capture. The clear plastic container closed down on the creepy thing, as Pete tried for the slow and steady approach. At the last moment, its spider sense kicked in, and it leapt into a mad dash for freedom. I bit back a squeal of fright, but Pete’s reflexes were up to the task. The container knocked against the bedroom wall, all eight legs and any other bits and pieces of the beast safely inside. I tried to avoid any feeling of grudging admiration. It took a fair bit of skill to nab a big, fast-moving one that smoothly.

      Pete carefully slid the piece of cardboard between the wall and the container. Lots of spider jumping and scurrying ensued inside the plastic box. Continuing my display of extreme bravery, I stood back out of the way as he carried the thing outside and then took off the cardboard covering. He flicked the container so Mr. Spider went flying off into the garden, to live wild and free. Much better than copping a load of bug spray in the face.

      “Happy?” he asked.

      “Delirious. Thank you.”

      A grunt.

      “Remember the first time you taught me to do that? I didn’t get it right and the poor thing lost a leg under the edge of the container. Half of me was petrified, and the other half in tears.” To be fair, huntsmen’s legs were strangely brittle, and you had to be pretty agile to make sure they didn’t lose a leg or two in the process.

      Another grunt.

      Great. Was this how it was going to be for my entire stay?

      “Not that I don’t adore the whole grouchy thing you’ve got going,” I said. “But out of curiosity, should we just possibly talk about the issue and get it all out there? Deal with it, maybe?”

      He frowned. “Hell, no.”

      “So we’re never going to discuss it?”

      “Got it in one.”

      I took a deep breath and gave him a thumbs-up. “Okay. Great. Good talk, Pete. Thanks again for getting rid of the spider.”

      Another disgruntled look and he was gone, wandering back inside. Off to hide out in his office, no doubt.

      Skittering spiders and taciturn men. What the hell had I gotten myself into?
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      “What’s wrong?” I ask. Or try to ask. Only my throat is sore and dry, so my voice barely rises above a whisper. Not even swallowing seems to help. “Mom?”

      She wipes away the tears in a rush. “Sweetheart.”

      Everything in the strange white room seems hazy and insubstantial. I blink repeatedly, trying to clear my view. There’s a vase of fading pink roses sitting on a small side table and I’m hooked up to a drip along with an array of machines. My body is one long, dull, horrible ache. What the hell happened?

      “You were in an accident,” says Dad, answering the question I hadn’t yet asked. He rises from a chair in the corner of the room. “Do you remember?”

      Before I can answer, Mom’s there with her tremulous smile. “You’ve woken up before, but never for long. You keep going back to sleep.”

      None of this makes sense. “What . . .”

      “The doctor told us that we have to ask you how you’re feeling and what you can remember,” she says.

      “W-wait,” I stutter. “Where’s Ryan?”

      They share a worried glance.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “What do you remember?” Mom perches on the edge of the bed. “How do you feel?”

      “Can you move your fingers and toes?” asks Dad.

      “I feel confused and frustrated.” I stop to swallow again. Still not helping. “But yes, my fingers and toes are fine.”

      Mom rushes to fetch a plastic cup full of water with a straw sticking out for me. I try to take it slow, try to just sip it, but it tastes so good. 

      “I don’t remember an accident,” I admit once I’m finished.

      “Another car hit you and you lost control.”

      They both wait for me to react. For recognition to strike. But I’ve got nothing. “When?”

      “Let’s wait for the doctor,” says Mom, wringing her hands.

      “Just tell me. Please.”

      “It’s the fourteenth of February.” Dad straightens his tie in a rare show of nerves. “That’s the date today.”

      I frown. “No. No, that can’t be.”

      Mom nods, adamant.

      “What?” I ask, incredulous.

      “Seven Months. Yes,” says Dad. 

      “It’s a long time to be in a coma. No one thought you’d wake up.” Mom balls up a Kleenex in her hands. “The doctors said . . . it doesn’t matter what they said now. You’re a medical miracle. I knew you’d be okay. My daughter’s a fighter.”

      Holy shit.

      While none of this makes sense, it’s all too real to be a joke. Not that my parents have much of a sense of humor. But there’s nothing false in my mother’s pained eyes. The last thing I can remember was it being July and we were at home planning a barbeque. Only a summer storm hit on my way to the store, the first rain in over a month. Then nothing. 

      Seven months of my life just gone. Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s. Summer, autumn, and winter. A whole half a year. It can’t be. It isn’t possible. 

      My brain won’t cooperate and even attempting to lift my hand is a strain. It doesn’t look any different, but I’m so damn weak and locked up. And where’s my engagement ring, my wedding band? Guess they took them off me for security reasons, but still. I don’t like it.

      “Where’s Ryan?” I ask again.

      Dad flinches. 

      Mom turns away. 

      “Where is my husband?” This time my voice is trembling. There was no one else in the car with me. Ryan stayed home to sweep the deck and clean the grill. To get everything ready. I don’t remember anyone being in the passenger seat. But then I don’t remember an accident either, just some vague shadowy dreams. This is hell.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” says Mom, eyes glossy with unshed tears.

      “He isn’t . . .” I can’t say the word dead. I don’t want to even think it. “What happened?”

      “He’s on his way.” Dad slips his cell phone back into his pants pocket, all while avoiding my eyes. “Just try and stay calm, Anna. Getting all upset about the situation won’t help anything.”

      Despite my father’s words, my breath comes faster. A full-on panic attack all of about two seconds away. Not easy to do from a prone position, but I’m giving it my best damn shot. “What the hell is going on?”

      

      
        
        CHAPTER ONE

      

        

      
        THREE MONTHS LATER . . .

      

      

      

      Leif Larsen lives in a big old brown brick building with a sprawling dogwood out front in a cool urban neighborhood. No one answers when I press the buzzer. But according to the details on the scrap of paper the nurse gave me, I’ve got the right place. 

      What to do? 

      The rational response would be to give up and go home. Because hiding out in my childhood bedroom has worked out great so far (and this would be sarcasm). It’s been months since I left the house for anything other than a medical appointment. Weeks since I’ve heard from any friends. Right on cue, my cell buzzes inside my tan Coach purse. I don’t bother to look. Mom requests proof of life every hour on the hour. Not even dinner at the country club can distract her, apparently. Her parental concern for me is well past claustrophobic.

      My hand clenches the iron railing against a gust of unseasonably warm evening wind. It’s been a while since I stopped using a mobility aid, but things can still feel tricky. The whole damn world does, if I’m being honest. So many things I took for granted have now been turned upside down. 

      This is the problem with living the supposed dream. With having an airtight plan for your life. Meet Prince Charming and marry him. Find the perfect job. Only problem is, if something goes wrong, when reality smacks you upside the head and sends you reeling, then there’s no system for putting the pieces back together. There’s no Plan B because it never occurred to you that you’d need one. A lack of imagination on my part, perhaps.

      A motorcycle pulls up to the curb and it’s like everything happens in slow motion. Something about this long, lean man just makes time want to stand still. A denim-clad leg is swung over the back of the iron beast. A helmet is removed and shoulder-length hair tumbles free. High cheekbones and perfect lips are framed by stubble and all I can do is stare.

      I don’t know if I’m intimidated or turned on or what.

      “Can I help y . . .” he begins. There’s the faintest spark of recognition in his eyes.

      I continue to stand there frozen.

      “Fuck me,” he mutters, stalking closer. His gaze slides over me from top to toe, lingering on the small scars on my left cheek from the glass. There’s no attempt made to hide his curiosity. “It’s really you.”

      Nichelle the nurse described him as being a nice young man. Nothing more. Certainly nothing that would prepare me for this. And I dispute “nice.” Ripped denim, battered leather, and a Harley-Davidson motorbike are not nice.

      “Never seen you conscious before,” he says, getting even closer.

      I just blink.

      From beneath the collar and cuffs of his leather jacket emerge colorful tattoos. Lots of them. Blue waves and black letters. Red flames and white flowers. The man is a walking, talking piece of art. My parents would be horrified. Ryan too, for that matter. Not that any of their opinions matter. I need to forge my own path. Go my own way.

      “How did you find me?” he asks with a faint frown.

      “Oh. Ah.” I smooth down the front of my pale blue midi-length linen summer dress. My dark hair is slicked back in a low ponytail and my makeup is simple but perfect. It’s nice having some things I can control. “One of the nurses from the ICU told me about you and I wanted to come say thank you. But maybe an apology would be more in order?”

      For a moment he pauses, then he asks, “Do you want to come in?”

      Good question. The fact is, I don’t know. Nor do I know how to do this. Something made obvious when my mouth opens, but nothing comes out. So much nothing for such a length of time that it’s beyond embarrassing. Dammit. Whatever it is I came here looking for, it wasn’t this. Him. Whatever.

      “We’ve never properly met, have we?” He holds out his big hand. “Hi, I’m Leif.”

      “Anna.” 

      While I’m tentative, he shows no such reserve. Strong, warm fingers enfold my own stiff and cold ones. There’s no attempt at a dominating handshake or groping. He gives my hand a squeeze, just the one gentle squeeze, before setting me free. 

      “I’d say it’s nice to meet you, but that would be weird.” He grins conspiratorially and oh my God. Everything low in my stomach wakes up and takes notice. Shame on my lady parts, but the chemical pull of the man is ridiculous. It takes me a minute to remember that I’m a married woman. Mostly. Well, somewhat anyway. I certainly have no business smiling at him like I am. My life is messed up enough without adding a crush. Perhaps it’s in reaction to me, I don’t know, but the mirth disappears and his gaze becomes serious. A little bleak even. “I still have nightmares about that day, you know?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault.”

      “I shouldn’t have come.”

      “Don’t, Anna. Don’t look like that. I didn’t tell you to hurt you or make you uncomfortable. I was just . . . sharing.” His expression changes again, a more subdued smile taking the place of the brief hint of trauma. Then he suddenly winks at me all flirty like. I don’t know how to react. I can barely keep up. The man is a whirlwind. “Want to come in and have a beer with me?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “I just . . . I don’t want to remind you of things you’d rather—”

      “I want you to come inside. I wouldn’t have asked otherwise.”

      A drink with a pretty wild man that I have a strange sort of history with or a swift return to safety and boredom? I don’t overthink it. I don’t even hesitate. “Then yes, Leif. I’d love to.”
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      What started as an adventure, soon became hell. Piper Johnson’s thrilled to spend time in Timor-Leste with her best friend, a Peace Corps volunteer…until civil unrest erupts throughout the countryside, including an attack at the orphanage the women were visiting. With the aid of a SEAL team sent to extract the government employee, Piper flees with the only other known survivors—three young orphan girls. Piper wasn’t able to save her friend, but she’ll be damned if she leaves the girls to the mercy of child traffickers in the country’s impoverished capital. However, taking them with her to the States requires something drastic, something crazy…something she can’t do alone.

      

      What started as a mission, soon becomes fate. Since nearly dying on a previous op, Beckett “Ace” Morgan has no time for regrets. Life is far too short. So when he learns the brave, beautiful, selfless woman he’s rescued has a better chance of getting three orphans out of the country if she’s married, he doesn’t hesitate. Ace marries her then and there, instantly gaining the family he’s always wanted. With time, he knows his respect for Piper can grow into love, and meanwhile, he’s saved both her and their new daughters from a fast-spreading rebel incursion.

      

      Protecting his girls on foreign soil turns out to be the easy part of the team’s mission. Protecting them from a threat waiting at home may be the biggest fight of Ace’s life.

      

      ** Securing Piper is the 3rd book in the SEAL of Protection: Legacy Series. Each book is a stand-alone, with no cliffhanger endings.

      
        
        To sign up for Susan’s Newsletter go to: http://www.stokeraces.com/contact-1.html
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      Piper Johnson was going to die.

      She had no doubt about that.

      When her friend Kalee had talked her into coming to visit her in Timor-Leste, a small island nation between Indonesia and Australia, she’d been excited about the adventure. At thirty-two, she’d spent way too much of her life sequestered in the various apartments she’d rented, stuck in her own head as she created her well-known cartoons.

      Now, all she felt was terror. She was crouched in a crawlspace under the kitchen floor of the orphanage for girls that she and Kalee had been visiting three days ago, with three orphans who were looking to her to save them. But the truth of the matter was, Piper had no idea what to do. None.

      When they’d heard the shouts and gunshots from outside the kitchen, Kalee had pushed Piper and the three little girls into the crawlspace and said she was going to go outside and grab more children before returning.

      She hadn’t come back.

      They’d known rebels in the area had been organizing and causing issues for the security forces. Kalee’s fellow Peace Corps volunteers had sent out a message to be cautious, and she’d been checking in every other day with her boss down in Dili. But neither Kalee nor Piper had been too concerned. Piper, because Kalee had assured her the rebels had been dissatisfied with the current government for a while and nothing had happened thus far. Kalee, because she’d lived in the country for six months and had gotten used to the grumblings and warnings of uprising.

      The rebels had finally decided to act on their rebellion while Kalee and Piper had been visiting an orphanage, a few miles from Kalee’s house and regular assignment for the Peace Corps.

      While they’d been hiding under the floor, Piper had heard enough scary sounds to turn her off horror movies for the rest of her life. Yelling, gunshots, crying. She’d wanted to go out and help her friend, but knew that would be signing her own death warrant.

      She was fairly sure Kalee was dead. She had to be. Why else hadn’t she returned? Tears formed in her eyes, yet again, but Piper refused to let them fall. She didn’t have time to grieve for her friend at the moment.

      Four-year-old Rani was hungry. As were they all. Piper had gotten desperate enough a day and a half ago to sneak out of their hiding place and find some food, but it had literally scared her so badly she wasn’t ready to do it again. The kitchen pantry had been ransacked by the rebels, and the blood everywhere she looked had been terrifying. She’d managed to find a few cans of fruit and some stale bread, and they’d been making their stash last as long as possible.

      But soon she’d have to make a decision. Try to get back to Kalee’s house, get her stuff, and find a way to get off the mountain and to the airport, or stay put until someone from the Timor-Leste Defense Force came to rescue them. Neither option appealed.

      Besides the fact she figured it would be extremely dangerous to just wander around in the mountains, she had no idea which way to go. She’d always been a bit directionally challenged, and while she could probably get back to Kalee’s house, which wasn’t too far from the orphanage—if there weren’t rebels waiting to kill everyone they came into contact with—she was still about a three-hour car ride from the capital city of Dili. Finding a way to get from here to there by herself, safely, was extremely daunting.

      And then there was Rani, Sinta, and Kemala. Piper had already begun to bond with the three little girls throughout the harrowing days during which they’d been hiding. They were completely vulnerable and would be killed or captured by the rebels if she left them, so that wasn’t happening. But having three young children, who were probably traumatized by what had occurred, would make the trip from the orphanage to the capital even more difficult.

      “Piper eat?” Sinta asked in broken English.

      The people in the area generally spoke Portuguese, a throwback to when they were a colony of that country. But Tetum was also spoken quite widely. Indonesian and English were spoken here and there. Kalee had been visiting the orphanage regularly since being stationed in the country by the Peace Corps, and had spent some time teaching the children English. They weren’t fluent, and they understood more than they could speak, but they’d picked up enough words to be able to communicate.

      “I’m not hungry,” Piper told the seven-year-old. That wasn’t exactly true, but she wanted to save the little food they had for the girls.

      Kemala, the oldest of the girls, was thirteen going on about twenty-four. She had what Piper would call “old eyes.” She’d seen and heard way too much in her short years, and most of the time Piper had no idea if the girl even liked her. Tolerated, yes. Liked? The jury was still out on that.

      Sinta was at the age where she was still a little girl, but rapidly maturing because of her circumstances. She was also the worrier of the group. She worried if they had enough to eat. If they were going to die. About the friends she hadn’t seen since they’d had to hide. About Kalee.

      The youngest of the girls, Rani, was still young enough to be easily entertained. Piper had passed the time with her by playing tic-tac-toe in the dirt. She was as sick of the game as she could be, but it kept Rani occupied and happy, so she’d play it as much as the little girl wanted. Rani didn’t talk at all. Piper hadn’t heard her say one word since she’d met her. She watched everything, was very observant, but no words passed her lips.

      Piper wasn’t sure anyone would consider her mother material. She was too introverted. She didn’t have a lot of friends and was perfectly happy not leaving her apartment for days on end. But she loved kids. She just hadn’t really thought she’d have a family of her own.

      First, though, she’d want to be married…and that seemed just as unlikely. She’d had little luck with men thus far. She’d tried meeting them the usual ways—online dating, chatting them up at the grocery store. She’d even gone so far as to let Kalee set her up a time or two. But she’d yet to meet anyone she’d even remotely consider spending the rest of her life with. The kind of decades-long marriage her grandparents shared.

      She’d grown up with her grandparents, since her dad had left her mom when she was still a baby, and her mother had been killed during a convenience store robbery when Piper was five. She’d gone to live with her elderly maternal grandparents and had a fairly normal though very staid upbringing.

      It was crazy how the smallest decisions in life could lead you down life-changing paths. Her mother had stopped to get gas though her tank was still half full, and ended up dead. Piper decided to pay a brief visit to Kalee and got herself mired in the middle of a rebel uprising.

      She handed Sinta the last piece of bread and watched as she immediately split it in thirds to share with Rani and Kemala. That was so like her, to want to take care of others.

      Piper felt as though she wasn’t taking care of the girls even half as well. They were still trapped, hungry, and dirty. What she really wanted was to climb out of the crawlspace under the kitchen, get them back to Kalee’s shack, and bathe them all. She and the girls were covered in dirt and sweat. Timor-Leste was a tropical country, and it was hot, even up in the mountains where the orphanage was located. Being in the shade basically underground kept the heat manageable, but it was still quite warm.

      Piper was wearing a pair of lightweight khaki pants and a short-sleeve shirt. She’d also put on her sneakers before coming to the orphanage, much to Kalee’s amusement. Her friend had taken to wearing flip-flops almost twenty-four seven. Even though her shoes made her feet hot, Piper was glad to have them, just in case she came across any of the multitude of creepy-crawly things Kalee liked to tease her about.

      Thinking about her friend made Piper want to cry—again—but she took a deep breath and controlled herself. She couldn’t cry now. Sinta would want to know what was wrong, Rani would get scared and start crying herself, and Kemala would look at her with a worried expression on her face.

      Forcing herself to focus on the children, Piper had to admit even though she wanted to take the girls and run, they weren’t exactly dressed to go tromping around the jungle. All three wore shorts and T-shirts. It seemed that was what most of the children at the orphanage wore. They also had thin flip-flops, which were currently sitting near the hole they’d entered to access the crawlspace.

      Despite being dirty, smelly, and in need of a hot shower, the children were absolutely beautiful. They had black hair and light brown skin and the most gorgeous brown eyes Piper had ever seen. She hadn’t thought about how much her blonde hair and blue eyes would make her stick out like a sore thumb in the Southeastern Asian country. Back home in Southern California, blondes were a dime a dozen, but out here, she and Kalee were quite the anomaly. Piper with her blonde hair, and Kalee with her auburn locks.

      Thoughts of her best friend snuck up on her yet again, and Piper turned her head so the girls wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes. She had to snap out of her melancholy. Decisions had to be made. They couldn’t stay here forever, and it was past time to figure out what to do next.

      It had been a while since they’d heard the rebels. It was hard to judge time while huddled in the dark, but she estimated it had to have been at least a day since they’d heard any sign of anyone else.

      Just as Piper decided they had to see if they could make their way off the mountain—what other choice did they have, really?—she heard the boards above her head creaking.

      It was the sound of someone—or several someones—walking through the first floor of the orphanage.

      She immediately turned to the girls and held a finger to her lips. All three nodded. Kemala moved silently so she was between Rani and Sinta and put her arms around them. They’d been through this before, and Piper knew none of the girls would make a sound. They were unnaturally quiet for children in the first place, but ever since they’d listened to the rebels attacking the orphanage, they hadn’t made any unnecessary noises whatsoever.

      Piper held her breath and placed herself between the hatch and the children. With any luck, whoever was up there would never know they were here. And if they did find them, she’d do everything possible to make sure they had all they could handle with her, so maybe they wouldn’t search the crawlspace and find the girls.

      Swallowing hard, and feeling completely vulnerable, Piper held her breath.

      What she heard made her both excited and scared at the same time.

      The voices above their head were speaking English. And if she wasn’t mistaken, they were American.
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      “What the fuck happened here?” Ace asked as he and his team entered the ramshackle building. There were several wooden huts on the orphanage property. They’d searched the others—the larger hut that had been filled with bunk beds, where the girls had obviously slept; a classroom of sorts; and a couple of other smaller storage buildings. The two-story structure they were entering at the moment was the only one they had left to search.

      They’d been pointed in the direction of the orphanage by some of the townspeople a few miles away. They’d first stopped at the house Kalee Solberg had been assigned by the Peace Corps, but it—and most of the other buildings in the small village—had been burned to the ground by rebels. There was no sign of Kalee or her friend.

      When they’d finally located one of Kalee’s students in the small village, the girl said that Kalee liked to visit the orphanage nearby. Since they had no other leads, the team had made their way to the building they were now standing in.

      It was almost eerie how quiet and still the place was. It should’ve been teeming with children, all laughing and playing, but instead there was nothing but the wind blowing through the trees.

      “Nothing good,” Rocco said quietly, in response to Ace’s question.

      “I’ve got blood over here,” Gumby said.

      “Here too,” Rex added.

      “Any sign of Kalee or Piper?” Bubba asked the group.

      “No. And worse, there’s no children here, either. We need to split up. Phantom, you, Rex, and Gumby head outside and scope things out,” Rocco said. “Carefully. After our trip up here, we know the rebels are all over this mountain. We’ve got about five minutes before we’re gonna have to split. I don’t like the vibe I’m getting.”

      “Will do,” Phantom answered. “And I agree with you. It feels as if the shit’s gonna hit the fan any second.”

      Ace had to agree. There was no reason to feel that way. The rebels had obviously already been through the orphanage. But they’d all been in enough combat situations to be able to sense when something seemed off. As they’d walked through the jungle to get to the orphanage, Ace had felt as if they were being watched. They hadn’t seen or heard anyone, but the hair on the back of his neck was standing up. It was obvious his teammates felt the same apprehension. The faster they found Kalee and got the hell out of there, the happier and safer they’d all be.

      Ace watched half the team head out the kitchen door, which was hanging on one hinge, then turned his attention back to the room. Gumby and Rex were right. There was blood everywhere and the kitchen was a wreck. He had no idea what had happened in this building, but it hadn’t been good.

      “Anyone find any sign of the kids who should be here?” Bubba asked. “I don’t know how many were being housed here, but it’s hard to believe that they’re all gone.”

      “I don’t think they just ran away,” Rocco answered with a grim tone. He was standing in the doorway of the kitchen looking into what Ace figured was a dining room. He turned around—and the look on his face made Ace’s stomach clench. “Three bodies in there,” he said with a tilt of his head.

      “Piper or Kalee?” Bubba asked.

      “No. They look like local women. They were shot.”

      The three men were silent for a long moment. It was one thing for the rebels to kill members of the Defense Force or anyone with weapons. But to shoot defenseless women was a whole ’nother level of evil altogether.

      In the silence, a tiny sound in the kitchen had Ace spinning around and pointing his weapon without thought.

      He stared in disbelief as a small section of the floor was slowly pushed upward.

      Glancing to his right and left, he saw Rocco and Bubba had their weapons trained on whoever was about to pop up from beneath the floor.

      The first thing they saw was a small hand pushing up a trapdoor at their feet—then a blonde head slowly peeked over the edge of the floor.

      The woman’s eyes were huge in her face and she looked absolutely terrified.

      “Don’t move!” Rocco ordered. “Show us your hands.”

      She placed her other hand on the door and rose until they could see her shoulders and upper body. Ace had no idea if the woman was standing or kneeling on the ground below her. But the fact that she’d been hiding in the space meant there could definitely be others. This could easily be an ambush, which was why Rocco was being extremely cautious.

      But Ace recognized the woman immediately—and he couldn’t help but feel oddly relieved.

      From the first moment he’d seen her picture in the file they’d been given, he’d been curious about this woman. The disheartening thing, of course, was the blonde he’d seen in the picture was nothing like the one in front of him right now. Yes, she essentially looked the same, apart from the dirty face and hair, but he could tell just by looking into her eyes that she was no longer the carefree woman she’d once been.

      Whatever had happened up here in Timor-Leste had changed her.

      “Piper Johnson?” he confirmed.

      Her brows shot up and she nodded vigorously. “You know who I am?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Is Kalee down there with you?” Ace asked.

      He hated the look of anguish that crossed her face, telling them what her answer was going to be before she said a word.

      “No. You haven’t found her?”

      “Not yet,” Rocco said. “Is anyone else down there with you?”

      “The last time I saw Kalee, she told me to hide while she went and got some of the kids. There were gunshots and everyone was screaming. I hid and waited and waited, but she never returned.” Piper’s voice broke.

      Ace didn’t miss that she hadn’t answered Rocco’s question. He figured the others hadn’t either, but he didn’t call her on it, just made a mental note to be very careful. At the moment, they could still see both her hands, and she looked way too relieved to see them to be faking it. But that didn’t mean someone else wasn’t down in the hole, forcing her to put them at ease enough to lower their weapons, so they could be ambushed.

      “We’re still looking for her,” Bubba said.

      “Good,” Piper breathed, voice shaky. “I’m sure she’s fine. She’s really smart and knows this place like the back of her hand. She’s probably got all the kids somewhere safe and is just lying low like I was.”

      Ace didn’t take his eyes from her as he nodded. He didn’t think that was the case. Not with the amount of blood they’d seen, not to mention the bodies of the women in the next room. But he recognized a person at the end of their rope when he saw one. He had a feeling that, deep down, Piper knew her friend’s fate, and was merely saying what she hoped was true.

      Her brow furrowed as she asked, “You guys are American, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Bubba said. “Navy SEALs.”

      “Wow,” Piper whispered. “What in the world are you doing here? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m extremely grateful, but I’m confused. Wait, you are here to rescue us, right? You’re not here just doing exercises or training, are you?”

      “How well do you know Kalee?” Rocco asked.

      “She’s been my best friend since we were in junior high,” Piper said.

      Ace shifted on his feet. He was feeling antsy. He felt like a sitting duck in the dilapidated building, and he definitely didn’t like the idea of just standing around shooting the shit. But one of the things they’d learned in training was when dealing with someone who was being rescued, the most important thing to do was establish trust. Once that was there, extraction would be five hundred percent smoother.

      “Then you know that Kalee’s father has some pretty influential connections,” Rocco told Piper.

      She nodded. “Yeah. I think he flies to Washington, DC, like once a month or something to have meetings with some politicians.”

      Ace wanted to snort. “Some politicians” was a bit of an understatement. Paul Solberg was a multimillionaire who was on a first-name basis with the President of the United States and regularly had lunch with the vice president and half dozen other influential congressmen and senators.

      “Right,” Rocco said with a nod. “The Peace Corps had already sounded the alarm when they hadn’t been able to get about a dozen of their volunteers back to Dili safely when the rebels began their attacks, but Kalee’s dad pulled out all the stops to get us here, and to get his daughter evacuated.”

      Piper didn’t say anything for a moment, then she nodded slowly. “That makes sense. Even after all the years that I’ve known Kalee, her dad still intimidates me. I can totally see him pulling strings to do what he can to get her out of here. Kalee means everything to him. After her mom died, when she was a freshman in high school, he got even more protective than he already was. She’s everything to him. He’d do anything to keep her safe. Spend any amount of money. She’s extremely lucky.”

      Ace didn’t like the wistful tone he heard in Piper’s voice, but he didn’t have time to figure it out. If she was jealous of her friend’s relationship with her father, that was her issue. His concern at the moment was getting her the hell off the mountain in one piece and on a plane back to the States.

      “Who’s down there with you?” he asked point-blank.

      To her credit, Piper didn’t try to lie to him or evade his question again. She met his gaze straight on. He could tell she was terrified, but she didn’t flinch from his hard tone. “Since you guys didn’t come here for me…are you going to help me get down the mountain to the capital?”

      “Do you seriously think we’d leave you here?” Ace asked incredulously.

      She shrugged. “I’d like to say no, but my grandparents don’t have the kind of money or connections Mr. Solberg has. And let’s just say I’ve gotten a crash course on human nature in the last few days.”

      “You’re coming with us,” Ace confirmed. The very idea of leaving her behind was abhorrent. And the fact that she thought there was a chance they’d do so was equally disturbing.

      “Enough,” Rocco said, though not harshly. “We can’t stand here chatting anymore.”

      As if to punctuate his words, the sound of gunfire sounded loud in the quiet of the still morning air.

      Piper flinched, and all three men froze in anticipation of the enemy bursting through the door at any second.

      “I’m not alone,” Piper said quietly—and Ace could easily hear the true fear she’d kept at bay while she’d been talking to them.

      “Who’s down there with you?” Bubba asked, voice pitched low. “A rebel? Are you being threatened?”

      “No, nothing like that,” Piper said. She slowly lowered her arms and turned her face back toward the dark space behind her. “Come on out. It’s okay, they’re friends,” she said softly, motioning with one hand to whoever was behind her.

      Ace watched in disbelief as Piper gathered not one, not two, but three little girls against her sides.

      She stared up at them with what looked like defiance. “I’m not leaving them.”

      “Fuck,” Rocco said under his breath.

      Their entire mission had been screwed from the start. From the lack of information, to the village Kalee had been living in being destroyed, then not being able to find her, and now having not two women to rescue—which was hard enough—but at least one woman and three kids…

      Fuck was right.

      Trusting his teammates to have his six, Ace swung his weapon around to his back and crouched, putting himself closer to eye level with Piper and the girls. “Hi,” he said softly.

      One of the girls trained her big brown eyes on him and said, “Hi.”

      “This’s Sinta,” Piper told him. “She’s seven. This is Rani, who’s four. And that’s Kemala. She’s thirteen.”

      “Hi, Rani, Sinta, Kemala. I’m Ace. My real name is Beckett, but no one calls me that, and it’s quite a mouthful. So you can call me Ace too. My friends are Rocco and Bubba. Those are also nicknames. We’re glad to meet you.”

      The girls just stared at him in response.

      “They aren’t fluent in English,” Piper said quietly. “They’re working on it. Rani doesn’t talk at all, to anyone.”

      “How much do they understand?” Ace asked.

      Piper shrugged. “I think more than I probably suspect.”

      Ace took a deep breath. Earning the trust of a terrified adult was one thing; trying to convince three orphan children that he had their best interests at heart when they couldn’t speak his language was next to impossible. But Piper was right. They weren’t going to leave the kids to fend for themselves. What the hell they were going to do with them, Ace had no idea, but he wasn’t going to abandon them. Not when he suspected the rebels wouldn’t have any problem killing children. And Kemala looked old enough that he refused to think about what the rebels would do to her if they got their hands on the girl.

      He looked into the eyes of each of the children as he spoke. “We’re going to get you out of here safely. But you have to be very quiet and do what we say, when we say it. Can you do that?”

      Sinta nodded. The other two just stared at him.

      Ace looked back to Piper. She had tears in her eyes and was biting her lip. He needed her to keep it together. He had a feeling if she lost it, the kids would too. “Come on,” he said, scooting closer. “Let’s get you out of there.”

      He leaned down and caught a whiff of body odor and excrement, but didn’t comment. He’d seen and experienced much worse.

      Piper turned to the kids. “Keep your eyes on me,” she said, pointing to her eyes, then to theirs, then back to her own. “Don’t look around. Do you understand?”

      Rani and Sinta nodded.

      Piper looked at Kemala. “It’s bad. I don’t want you to see.” Her voice was hoarse and full of emotion. Finally, the teenager nodded. “Thank you,” Piper added, then turned back to Ace. “Okay, we’re ready.”

      One by one, she handed the girls up to Ace until the three of them and Piper were standing in the kitchen huddled together once more. Something about the way she gathered them close struck a familiar chord in Ace. He had no idea what they’d been through in the last few days, but whatever it was had made her very protective of the children.

      He stayed crouched down in front of them. Reaching into one of the many pockets on his uniform, Ace brought out three pieces of candy. He always had Life Savers stashed on his person when he went on a mission. The guys gave him shit about it, but he was more relieved than he could say that he had them right now.

      He slowly unwrapped them as he spoke. “How would you guys like a piece of candy?”

      “I don’t think they know what candy is,” Piper said, her voice suspiciously wobbly.

      “Then it’s about time they do,” Ace said calmly, holding out the multicolored candies on his palm to the girls.

      As he suspected they might, all three looked up at Piper, as if asking if it was all right.

      She nodded at them, and Sinta was the first to reach out. She cautiously picked up the red one and sniffed it. Then her small tongue came out and licked the edge of the candy. Her eyes shot up to his in happy surprise at the sweet taste.

      Ace couldn’t help but chuckle at her reaction. He smiled. “Yeah, it’s good, isn’t it? Red is my favorite.”

      Sinta smiled back and popped the Life Saver into her mouth at the same time Rani and Kemala reached out and took the remaining two candies from his palm.

      “Sorry I don’t have another for you,” Ace said regretfully to Piper.

      “It’s fine. I’m not hungry,” she said.

      Ace doubted that was true, but didn’t call her on it.

      “Ace, we need to get out of here,” Bubba said quietly from behind him.

      He nodded but didn’t take his gaze from Piper’s. “I don’t think this is going to be a surprise, but getting out of here won’t be a walk in the park.”

      She pressed her lips together and nodded.

      “We knew you were visiting Kalee, and had planned on getting you out along with her. But the kids…that makes everything much more complicated—”

      “They’re good kids,” Piper interrupted. “They’ll be quiet and will do whatever you guys ask them to. I can’t leave them. I can’t!”

      Ace slowly stood and looked down at Piper. He was taller than her by only a few inches, but she still seemed so small and fragile. He knew that probably wasn’t the case, because if she was, she wouldn’t have lasted as long as she had in a cramped space under this kitchen. She had to have nerves of steel. And the fact that she didn’t want to leave the girls was another thing that impressed him. He’d seen mothers willingly abandon their children in their haste to escape a dangerous situation, but here was Piper, protecting kids she probably hadn’t even known until a few days ago.

      Ace thought back to when he, Rocco, and Gumby had been trapped in Bahrain on a recent op. They were sure they were going to die, and he’d told his fellow SEALs that his one regret in life was not having children. He’d always wanted them, and at the time, Ace had thought he’d never get that chance.

      If these were his children, he’d sure as hell be responding just like Piper.

      “We aren’t leaving them, or you, behind,” Ace said. “But you have to trust us.” He looked from one girl to the next, before looking back at Piper. “Whatever we ask you to do, you have to do it immediately. Without questions. Can you do that?”

      Piper nodded. “I knew we couldn’t stay down there much longer, but I had no idea how I was going to get to Dili. I don’t even know what direction it’s in. So you guys coming along is an answer to a prayer. We’ll do whatever you tell us, as soon as you tell us to do it.” She looked down at the three girls. “Right?”

      All three actually nodded.

      It was as good as Ace and the team were going to get. He nodded back. “Okay.”

      “But we’re going to find Kalee first, right?” Piper asked. “We can’t leave her.”

      Ace opened his mouth to speak, but Rex stuck his head in the door and said urgently, “Phantom found something.”

      Ace motioned to Piper. “Stay close to me. Don’t make a sound.”

      She nodded and turned to the children. “Come on. Sinta, hold on to Kemala. I’ll carry Rani.” She put a finger to her lips before picking up the smallest of the three girls. Rani put her little arms around Piper’s neck and rested her head on her shoulder.

      The sight of the little girl’s trust, and how protective Piper was toward not only her, but the other two girls as well, stirred Ace deeply. He had a feeling if something threatened the three orphans, Piper would do whatever it took to make sure they were safe. She wasn’t their mother, but she seemed to have formed a close bond with them.

      Pushing his thoughts aside, knowing their mission had just gotten more difficult with the addition of the children and he needed to concentrate on his surroundings, Ace nodded at the quartet and swung his weapon back around so it was at the ready. Rocco led the way out of the kitchen with Ace at his six, Piper and the kids after him, and Bubba taking up the rear.

      They walked out of the building toward where they could see Phantom and Gumby standing in the near distance. They were looking down at something, but Ace couldn’t make out what it was.

      As they got closer, the smell wafted their way, and Ace did his best to breathe through his mouth and not his nose.

      He knew that smell. Human decomp.

      He stopped and heard Piper halt right behind him.

      “Stay quiet,” he requested.

      She nodded, and when he looked at her, he knew she had no idea what the awful smell was.

      “I’ll stay here with them,” Gumby said quietly.

      Ace nodded. “I’ll be right back. Stay here with my friend. Okay?”

      Piper nodded immediately. He was proud of her for doing as she’d promised, and not questioning him. He had a feeling she wasn’t usually this compliant, but as she’d said, she and the kids were at their mercy. They wouldn’t make it to the capital by themselves.

      Ace and Rocco walked up to where the others were standing and stared down at a large hole in the ground. He almost lost it. The stench from the bodies was more intense here.

      But it was more the sight that greeted him that made his stomach lurch.

      Bodies. At least two dozen. They were piled on top of each other in the hole. Thrown there as if they were trash to be discarded. Flies were everywhere.

      And the worst of it was…most of the dead were children. Little girls who’d been shot.

      “Is that Kalee Solberg?” Rocco asked quietly.

      Phantom hadn’t said a word, and Ace saw that his jaw was flexing as if he was barely holding himself together.

      “Pretty sure, yeah,” Rex said just as quietly. “It’s kind of hard to tell, but the red hair matches and her skin’s lighter than that of the locals.”

      “We need to get her out of there,” Phantom said in the silence that followed Rex’s words. “We promised to bring her home.”

      All four of the other men nodded. It wouldn’t be pleasant, but their mission was to get Kalee out of the country, and even though she’d been killed in the raid against the orphanage, they still had a job to do.

      “How do we want to do this?” Rocco asked.

      Phantom opened his mouth to respond when a loud burst of gunfire echoed from the jungle around them.

      “Shit,” Rex swore at the same time Rocco flipped the safety off his weapon.

      “There’s no time,” Ace said. “We have to get out of here.”

      “We can’t leave her,” Phantom argued. “I’ll meet you guys back at the village.”

      They could hear shouts nearby. The rebels were way too fucking close for comfort.

      “We aren’t splitting up,” Rocco said, grabbing Phantom’s arm. “We need to go.”

      “She’s our mission. We can’t leave her!” Phantom repeated, pulling against his friend.

      “She’s gone, man,” Bubba said urgently. “We can’t get down the mountain with her body and get Piper and the kids out. We’ll come back and get her after the rebels are taken care of.”

      Phantom looked like he wanted to protest further. Like he wanted to jump into the hole and grab Kalee’s dead body right that second. But he was also a well-trained Navy SEAL. He knew when the odds were against them.

      He turned back to the hole and stared down at Kalee’s lifeless form once more. She was lying face down on top of the pile of small little bodies. Her feet were bare, and she wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      Ace didn’t want to think about what she’d gone through before being tossed into that hole.

      A muscle in Phantom’s jaw ticked, but just then, they heard the sound of men talking in the distance. They were going to have company soon. There wasn’t any more time to discuss whether or not they could get into the mass grave and get Kalee out to carry her home. The SEALs were trained to fight. But they had no idea how many men were headed their way, what kind of firepower they might have, and they had four innocent civilians to protect. They had to leave. Now.

      “We’re coming back for her,” Phantom declared to Rocco. “Promise me we’ll come back.”

      “We’ll come back for her,” Rocco swore.
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      Piper could feel Rani shaking in her arms, and she couldn’t blame her. She had no idea what the Navy SEALs had been looking at, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good. She wasn’t an idiot. She knew the fact that none of the other girls from the orphanage could be found was a bad sign. She’d seen the bodies in the dining room when she’d snuck out of the hole to grab what little food she could find. She didn’t think the rebels had invited everyone to a fucking tea party or anything, but she’d still held out hope most of the girls had disappeared into the jungle around them and been able to hide.

      “Can you run with her?” Ace asked urgently as he jogged back toward her and the girls.

      “Yes.” The truth was that Piper had no idea if she could, but if the alternative was to be caught by the rebels, she’d do whatever it took.

      He didn’t question her, simply nodded and turned to Sinta and Kemala. “I know you guys are only wearing flip-flops, but can you run?”

      Both girls nodded.

      “Good. If you get tired or your feet hurt, let me know and I’ll carry you. Okay?”

      Piper blinked. He’d carry them? Both of them? He had a pack on his back, was carrying a weapon, and who knew what else in all the pockets he had on his clothes. She had to have misunderstood.

      But she didn’t get a chance to ask. To question why he’d asked her about running.

      The sound of men talking reached her ears—from somewhere way too close.

      The next thing she knew, Ace was physically turning her and she felt his hand on her back, urging her forward.

      As they all turned to flee, Rani tightened her hold around Piper’s neck and her legs wrapped around her waist as if she were a little spider monkey. Piper ran harder than she’d ever run in her life. She knew she wasn’t exactly being quiet, but she couldn’t seem to control her loud breaths wheezing in and out as she ran. She had a feeling she sounded like an elephant crashing through the underbrush.

      But they’d gotten lucky. They’d disappeared from the clearing behind the orphanage just in time. The rebels hadn’t seen them. At least, she didn’t think they’d been seen. Gunfire had sounded behind them after they’d entered the dense foliage around the orphanage grounds, but it didn’t seem to be getting any closer. Which was a miracle, considering there were seven adults and three children running pell-mell through the jungle. She suspected it said more about the SEALs’ ability to blend in and lead them all, than anything she was doing.

      They ran for about five minutes straight, and Piper’s lungs felt as if they were going to burst.

      “Give her to me,” Ace ordered, holding out his arms.

      Suddenly reluctant to give up the small girl in her arms, Piper eyed the special forces operative. They’d stopped to rest only a moment ago, and she’d barely had time to take in a lungful of air before his demand.

      “I’m doing okay,” she countered.

      “You are,” Ace agreed immediately. “But now that the immediate danger is over, I can take her and you can save your strength.”

      He was right, Piper knew he was…but she still clutched Rani closer. The SEALs looked rough. They were dressed in camouflage pants and shirts and were covered in grime, much like she and the girls. Ace had a short beard that was trimmed fairly close to his face. His head was shaved on the sides, with a patch of longer hair on top. It should’ve looked silly; it was practically a mohawk. But on him, it looked badass. His dark eyes were piercing in their intensity as he held her gaze.

      Next to him, Piper felt completely inadequate. She wasn’t nearly as in shape as she should be. Hell, she spent most of her time sitting on her ass working on her cartoons in her apartment. She didn’t work out, didn’t like to work out. She tried to eat healthy, but her weakness was chocolate. Consequently, carrying Rani was hard, without question. The girl didn’t weigh all that much, was smaller than an American child of the same age would be, but Piper’s arms still shook with the strain of running through the jungle with her tiny charge.

      “Trust me,” Ace urged. “I’m not going to hurt her.”

      Of course he wasn’t. Piper reluctantly nodded. “Rani?” The little girl picked up her head and looked at Piper. “Our new friend, Ace, is going to carry you for a while. Is that okay?”

      Rani immediately nodded and turned to look at Ace. She took him in from head to toe, then held out her arms and leaned toward him as if he’d carried her every day of her life.

      The look on Ace’s face made Piper’s stomach dip. He looked surprised and awed by Rani’s immediate trust. He carefully took her from Piper and settled her small body against him.

      Rani looked so tiny in his arms. Ace was all muscle and strength, and he could totally crush the little girl if he fell while holding her. But Piper knew without a doubt that he would keep her safe.

      Ace looked Rani in the eyes and said, “I’ve got ya, little one.”

      He held her as if he was very familiar with children, and Piper suddenly wondered if he was married and had his own kids back home. If so, it made what he and the other SEALs did all the more amazing.

      “You’re good with her. Do you have your own?” Piper asked, putting her arm around Sinta, who had sidled up next to her while they’d been resting. Kemala stood a little ways from the group, as usual. Piper figured teenagers were the same the world over. At least she hoped that was all it was, and the girl wasn’t being standoffish because she hated her.

      Ace shook his head. “No. I’m not married or anything. I’ve always wanted kids, though.”

      She wondered at her odd sense of relief at his answer. It wasn’t as if he would ever consider dating her. He was just doing his job. She was nothing but a mission. As soon as they got to the capital and they arranged for her to get home, he and the rest of his teammates would disappear from her life forever.

      She ignored the unexpected feeling of disappointment that thought gave her.

      “We have to keep going,” Rocco said from nearby. “The rebels don’t seem to be on our trail, but the longer we stand here, the greater the chance one of the roving bands will run into us.”

      All emotion disappeared from Ace’s face, and he nodded then turned to Piper. “I’ll be right behind you. Just do your best to keep up. We’ll stop again soon so you and the girls can drink some water and have a snack. Okay?”

      The thought of eating made Piper want to hurl, but she nodded anyway. She had no idea when the last time she’d eaten had been…maybe she’d nibbled on a piece of bread yesterday. At least, she thought it’d been yesterday. She looked down at Sinta. “Ready?”

      The little girl nodded and they headed out. This time they were walking at a fast clip rather than jogging, which was much easier. Piper had no idea where they were going. Everything looked the same to her. One tree looked like all the rest.

      Concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, Piper trudged on. She vowed that not one word of complaint would cross her lips. She had to set a strong example for the girls. If they could do it, so could she. The last thing she wanted was to be the weak link. She had a feeling if push came to shove, Kemala and the other two girls could probably outrun her in a heartbeat.

      After what seemed like several hours but was probably half that, Rocco stopped. There had been three SEALs walking ahead of Piper and three walking behind her. The man the others called Phantom was bringing up the rear, which was fine with her, because he made her feel a little uneasy. Whatever had happened back at the orphanage had seriously pissed him off, and she hadn’t liked the intense look on his face before the gunshots had gotten too close.

      She was huffing and puffing, and trying to hide that fact when they stopped. No one else seemed to be having a problem breathing. Just her.

      Great, now she knew she was the weak link of the group. Not four-year-old Rani. Her.

      Looking around, she realized that they’d made it back to the small village Kalee lived in. She hadn’t recognized it at first—because it looked nothing like what Piper remembered. The small wooden shacks that had once lined the main street through town were black, smoldering shells now. No one was milling about, the smell of fresh bread baking was absent. All she could smell was the smoke rising from the burned-out houses everywhere she looked.

      “Holy crap,” Piper breathed. “Do you think Kalee came back here? She probably thought it’d be smart to grab our passports before heading down to the capital.”

      She didn’t like the look on any of the SEALs’ faces when they turned to her.

      “She didn’t make it,” Phantom said bluntly.

      Piper gasped.

      “Phantom,” Ace warned in a low, harsh tone.

      Phantom took a big breath, then he said in a softer tone, “I’m sorry for your loss. I thought you’d want to know, rather than have us keep it from you.”

      Piper looked from one man to the next and bit her lip to keep herself from crying. She suspected she now knew why Phantom had looked so angry back at the orphanage.

      And the fact of the matter was…she’d known Kalee was dead. At least subconsciously. She’d hoped her friend had run off to get help, but she knew deep down that Kalee wouldn’t have left her and the kids there, hiding in the crawlspace, if she could help it. She wouldn’t have gone back to her house without coming back for Piper first.

      “I appreciate you not keeping secrets from me. Did you find her body? Was she in that hole?” she asked quietly. “Was that what you were looking at before we left?”

      Rex and Bubba gathered the girls and led them a small distance away, doing their best to shelter them from the conversation.

      Piper knew all three girls kept their eyes on her, but she couldn’t do anything but stare at the remaining men in front of her.

      “Yeah.” Phantom answered her question without elaborating.

      Piper remembered the awful smell in the air when they’d exited the kitchen—and instantly gagged on the image that sprang to her mind. She turned and bent over to dry heave. There was nothing in her stomach to throw up, and all she could do was close her eyes and let her muscles spasm uncontrollably as her body did its best to purge her insides.

      “I’ve got her.” Piper heard before she felt someone at her back. One large hand rested on her hip and another covered her stomach, supporting her.

      “Easy, Piper.” Ace’s voice was low and comforting, but she couldn’t stop her thoughts from imagining what might’ve been done to Kalee. Her best friend. She’d missed her so much since she’d joined the Peace Corps, but all the adventurous stories Kalee shared in her emails had made it a little easier. She’d been loving her teaching job, loving the people of Timor-Leste.

      And now she’d been killed by those very same people.

      A thought struck her then. She straightened and turned toward Ace. “I got her killed, didn’t I?”

      Ace immediately shook his head. “No.”

      “I did,” she whispered. “She could’ve gotten in that crawlspace with me, but I let her run off to try to find more children.”

      “You said it yourself,” Ace replied, putting his hands on her shoulders. “She ran off.”

      “I could’ve insisted!” Piper cried.

      “Would she have listened?” Ace asked.

      She stared up at him without replying.

      “Seriously. Would she have listened to you? It sounds to me like she was well aware of what she was doing, and that there was no way you could’ve convinced her.”

      “Then I should’ve gone after her to help,” Piper said in a small voice.

      “And you’d have been in that pit right along with her,” Ace countered. “And where would those three girls be then? They probably wouldn’t have stayed in that crawlspace either, and they’d be dead right now too. If you want to blame anyone, blame the rebels. They’re the ones who did the shooting, and they’re the ones at fault. Not you. Understand?”

      Piper closed her eyes and saw Kalee as clear as day. Smiling when she met her at the airport in Dili. Laughing at something Piper had said while catching up in her small house in the village. Talking excitedly about the orphanage and how cute all the kids were. How proud she was of them for learning English. She was almost always smiling and laughing. Kalee had been one of the happiest people Piper had ever met. She’d kidded her about it, but as usual, Kalee had simply rolled her eyes and said she had nothing to be sad about, and everything to be thankful and happy for.

      The thought of someone as beautiful and…good…as Kalee, wiped off the face of the Earth, was abhorrent. And for what? A power play?

      Piper had never understood politics, and she certainly didn’t know anything about Timor-Leste and what had been going on in the country politically. Her only thoughts had been to have an amazing experience and seeing her best friend.

      Another thought struck her, and her eyes popped open. “What were you guys discussing?”

      “When?” Ace asked.

      “Right before we left the orphanage. Before the shooting started and we had to run.”

      Ace hesitated, and Piper answered her own question. “You were trying to figure out how to get her out of that hole and bring her home, weren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      She appreciated that Ace didn’t even try to lie to her.

      “But it was too dangerous,” Ace went on. “We might’ve been able to do it if we weren’t trying to evade the rebels.”

      “And if you didn’t have a woman and three kids to keep an eye on,” Piper said, knowing she was right.

      Once again, Ace nodded.

      “I feel horrible that we can’t bring her home to her dad. He’s going to be so devastated.” That was the understatement of the century. Mr. Solberg lived for his daughter. He was uber-protective, had made her promise to contact him every day when she flew off to Timor-Leste.

      Piper knew Kalee had felt suffocated by her dad, but she’d still loved him down to the marrow of her bones. It had been just the two of them for a very long time, since her mother had died, and their relationship was iron-tight.

      Her death was going to destroy him.

      “Look at me, Piper,” Ace said as he put his hand against the side of her neck. It was an intimate gesture, especially for someone she’d just met, but it was enormously comforting.

      Forgetting they were standing in the middle of a burned-out village in the jungle, in a country thousands of miles from her home, Piper got lost in Ace’s gaze. It was intense, and she was the only thing he was focusing on at the moment.

      “This. Is. Not. Your. Fault.”

      Licking her dry lips, Piper nodded.

      Ace stared at her for a heartbeat. “And we’re gonna bring Kalee home. Just not right this second.”

      She furrowed her brows in confusion. “How?”

      “A SEAL never leaves a man behind. Once we get you home safely, we’ll come back for Kalee. One thing we’ve learned is to always have a plan B, C, D, and E. And sometimes we have to go to plan F.”

      “This is one of those times, huh?” Piper replied, trying to shake off the depression she could feel herself sinking into her bones.

      The brief smile that bloomed on Ace’s lips was a great distraction. It was the first time she’d seen him smile, and it completely changed his countenance.

      “Exactly. Now, tell me you’re done blaming yourself,” he ordered.

      Piper pressed her lips together and stared up at him without answering.

      Ace sighed. His hand hadn’t left her neck, and Piper didn’t really want him to ever stop touching her, grounding her. The weight and warmth of his hand felt like it may be the only thing keeping her from falling into a million pieces.

      “At least tell me you feel a little less guilty after our talk.”

      Piper licked her lips again and gave him a small nod.

      “Good enough…for now.”

      Swallowing hard, Piper asked, “What’s the plan? Can I grab my passport and other stuff from her house before we go to the capital?”

      From the look on his face, Piper braced for more bad news.

      “The house is gone, Piper. Burned just like the rest of the huts around here.”

      “How will I get out of the country?” she whispered. “I don’t have anything. No passport, no identification.”

      “Leave that to us. We’ll get you out.”

      And Piper believed him. She had no idea how he and his teammates would make it happen, but they probably had a lot more connections than she did. “Okay.”

      Ace dropped his hand, and Piper immediately felt chilled. Which was insane, because it was extremely hot and humid.

      “But we have to talk about the girls.”

      She stiffened. She hadn’t even thought much beyond getting them out of the orphanage and making sure they were safe.

      Looking over Ace’s shoulder, Piper saw three pairs of eyes staring at her. Rani, Sinta, and Kemala were still standing with Rex and Bubba, but their attention was on her. She realized it was almost always on her. They’d spent three very intense days together in the crawlspace and they’d all bonded. Well…maybe she, Rani, and Sinta had bonded. Kemala, not so much. The teenager held adults at arm’s length, and Piper was never really sure what she was thinking.

      “What are your plans for them when we reach Dili?” Ace asked.

      Piper had no idea.

      Ace could obviously read the panic blooming on her face, because he slowly reached out and pulled her into his arms.

      Piper melted against him. She’d held herself together for three long days and having someone she could lean on, even if it was just for a moment, felt divine. His torso was hard, due to his armored vest, and her hands were trapped between them, resting against his chest. It felt just a little awkward to be held by a man she’d met hours ago, but she couldn’t bring herself to pull away. She was tired, so damn tired, and standing there in his arms, she didn’t have to be strong. Didn’t have to be confident and positive.

      She was shocked and distraught over the death of her friend. Had nothing but the clothes on her back. Had been highly stressed and on edge for three days living in that crawlspace, scared someone was going to find them and hurt them. Having Ace’s arms around her made her feel as if she wasn’t alone. As if she really might make it out of the situation in which she’d found herself.

      But Ace’s question made her think about Rani, Sinta, and Kemala’s future for the first time. What was she going to do about them? They’d been spared from being shot, unlike the other girls at the orphanage, but what now? They had no family, and she was dragging them down the mountain to the capital. What would happen to them there? Another orphanage? It wasn’t as if they could come back to the States with her…

      Could they?

      As soon as the thought crept into her brain, Piper tried to dismiss it—and couldn’t.

      Why couldn’t they come back to America with her? She’d been single a long time, but at thirty-two, she wasn’t getting any younger. She’d always wanted children, but had figured they probably weren’t in the cards for her. And she’d only known the three girls for less than a week.

      She couldn’t seriously be thinking about adopting them herself. It was crazy. Insane.

      And yet the idea wouldn’t leave her head.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Ace promised, interrupting her internal musings.

      Piper felt his words rumble up from his chest, and anxiety gripped her. What in the world was she thinking? She was a cartoonist. She spent her life sitting on her ass on her couch. She hated people-ing…even just going out into the big bad world to do errands.

      But here she was, holding on to a stranger as if he was the only thing standing between her and that big bad world—and contemplating bringing three children back to her small two-bedroom apartment.

      She couldn’t think about that right now. First she had to get off this mountain, where there could be groups of rebels just waiting to kill them. And the reality of the situation was that Ace really was the only thing standing between her most likely dying in the jungle and getting back home to that lonely little apartment. Well, him and the other five men on his team.

      Taking a deep breath, knowing she couldn’t break down right now, Piper pulled back a fraction. Ace immediately let go of her, and she couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed.

      Which was ridiculous. This wasn’t the time or place to develop a crush. Not to mention, it would be completely inappropriate. Despite that, Piper allowed herself the smallest bit of affection for the man who’d gone out of his way to reassure her. To offer comfort. It meant the world to her.

      Her eyes flicked over to Phantom, who was standing a little ways from the others. His arms were crossed over his chest and his legs were braced a foot or so apart. He looked unapproachable and angry.

      “I’m not sure Phantom likes me much,” Piper whispered. “He definitely blames me for Kalee’s death.”

      Ace didn’t look away from her. “He doesn’t. He’s frustrated and doesn’t exactly hide his emotions very well.”

      Piper wasn’t convinced, and she made a mental note to do whatever it took to stay on the man’s good side from here on out…maybe by avoiding him whenever possible.

      “Come on. We’re going to take a break. Refuel, figure out a plan.”

      “I thought you guys always had a plan B, C, D, and E,” Piper countered.

      She was rewarded with another smile from Ace. “Smartass,” he retorted. “If you have to know, we’re stopping so you and the little ones can rest and get something to eat and drink. I’m guessing you’re feeling pretty wrecked right now.”

      She was, but Piper didn’t want to admit it. “I’m sure the girls need a break.”

      Ace smiled again, and Piper put a hand on her stomach to try to ease the butterflies jumping around at the sight.

      The smile left Ace’s face when he frowned. “You feel sick again?”

      She dropped her hand. “No. I’m good.”

      “Don’t be a hero,” Ace warned. “If you feel sick, you need to tell one of us. Same goes for the kids. We have a long way to go to get back to Dili and if something’s wrong, we need to know.”

      “How’d you get up here, anyway? Can’t we just catch a ride from someone?” Piper asked.

      “We pulled in some favors and the Timor-Leste Defense Force dropped us off in a helicopter a few miles away. We’re on our own getting back down. And catching a ride is indeed one of the many plans we’ve got,” Ace told her. “But the problem is that we don’t know who to trust. The last thing we want is to hop into a vehicle that belongs to the rebels.”

      That made sense, but what it implied was too much for her to take in. “So we’re going to walk all the way to the capital?” she asked.

      Ace shrugged nonchalantly. “If that’s what it takes.”

      God save her from super soldiers. She’d never make it. But after she thought about it for a moment, Piper knew Ace was right. The last thing she wanted was to have survived the massacre at the orphanage, only to be killed because they’d hitchhiked with the wrong person. “Too bad Uber doesn’t operate out here, huh?” she asked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “It would be helpful,” Ace agreed with a twist of his lips. It wasn’t another full-on smile, but it was close. “Come on. Let’s get you and the others some water. We’ve got a few MREs in our packs. We’ll crack one of those open before we start back down the mountain.”

      Nodding, Piper was surprised when Ace reached out and grabbed her hand. They were both sweaty and dirty, but the second his fingers curled around hers, she felt a hundred times better.

      Nothing had changed. Kalee was still dead, they were stranded on the top of a mountain in a country that was anything but stable, and she was dragging three parentless children around with no real plan as to what to do with them. But none of it seemed insurmountable when Ace had ahold of her hand, lending silent support.

      Her life and the lives of the girls were in the hands of these men, and she vowed not to do anything that might put them in danger. Her feet might fall off and she might drop dead from exhaustion, but she’d be damned if she’d be a liability. The last thing she needed on her conscience was one of them getting hurt or killed because of something she did or didn’t do.

      Smiling at the three girls as Ace walked her toward them, Piper did her best to reassure them that they were safe. “We’re going to take a break now. Get something to eat and drink before we continue on. It’s okay. Our new friends will make sure nothing happens to us.”

      Rani smiled at her from Bubba’s arms.

      Sinta nodded and bit her lip in concern.

      And Kemala stood off to the side with a blank expression on her face that Piper was already more than used to.
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      Ace walked behind Piper and kept a watchful eye on her. He was carrying Rani again, and the little girl had fallen asleep almost as soon as they’d started out after getting something to eat. The three girls had been awestruck over the MRE, and how it magically heated the dehydrated noodles. Even Kemala had been drawn in by the smell of the food cooking.

      Piper tripped over a root and almost fell flat on her face, but she caught herself at the last second and made a joke about her clumsiness. Ace was relieved she was at least wearing sneakers and clothing appropriate for tromping through the jungle. He didn’t like that the girls were in T-shirts and flip-flops, but honestly, they seemed to be doing all right.

      The longer Ace observed Piper, the more impressed he was by her fortitude. She was obviously out of her element, but tried hard to pretend she wasn’t. He hadn’t heard one complaint come out of her mouth yet. And, most importantly, every time she was asked to do something by him or one of his teammates, she did it without question.

      She was also doing her best to entertain Sinta and Kemala, and make sure they were doing all right. Neither girl said much, but they definitely understood what was being said around them.

      Despite Rani’s weight against his chest being negligible, Ace had never been more aware of another person than he was that little girl. Small puffs of air hit his neck every time she breathed out, and he couldn’t believe she’d trusted him enough to actually fall asleep in his arms. It said a lot about what all four females had been through in the last few days.

      It had to have been hell hiding in that small space under the floor at the orphanage. Ace couldn’t imagine what had gone through their minds. The thought of leaving the three children to an uncertain fate in Dili was already beginning to bother him. He hadn’t had time to talk to Rocco and the others, but what else could they do but find another orphanage for the girls? It wasn’t as if they could take them back to the States. They had no identification. No papers. Nothing. He had no idea if there were electronic records somewhere on the children or not. He hadn’t seen any computers in the orphanage, but the rebels could’ve stolen them.

      He needed to talk to the others and figure out a plan. So far they didn’t have any cell service, but hopefully the closer they got to the capital city, the more reliable service would become and they could get in contact with Commander North. Rocco had a satellite phone, but they’d all agreed to use it only as a last resort, if the shit hit the fan and they needed immediate extraction. The battery on the stupid thing sucked, and so far, while their journey was uncomfortable, it wasn’t life threatening.

      Their commander was certainly keeping an eye on them with the satellite trackers they all wore, but that only told him they were alive and moving, not what their situation was. And Ace had no doubt that he’d want to know what was happening. At the very least, because he was a good man who had their best interests at heart.

      But also because Ace had a feeling Kalee’s father, Paul Solberg, was putting a lot of pressure on their commander to find out about his daughter.

      When Piper stumbled again, Ace sped up until he was walking right behind her. “Are you all right?” he asked quietly.

      “Yeah. I’m good. Just clumsy,” she told him.

      Ace couldn’t see her face, and with Rani in his arms, he couldn’t make Piper look at him. He turned his head and was about to gesture to Bubba that they needed to take a break, when he heard movement to his right.

      Ace swiftly readjusted Rani then reached out and grabbed Piper’s arm. But he needn’t have worried, because at the sound so near to them, Piper had frozen in her tracks.

      Without discussion, Bubba came up and took Rani from him. Ace didn’t want to let the little girl go, but he released her without complaint. It was obvious to the others that Piper had made a connection with Ace, and if anything happened, he was in charge of her.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Rex grab Sinta and Gumby went to Kemala. Within seconds, the men and girls had faded into the jungle. Their best bet was to lie low and let whoever was headed for them go right by. The six SEALs were as deadly, but the addition of the four females made things trickier. Besides, their mission was to extract Piper, not engage in battles with the locals.

      Ace saw Piper’s mouth open, as if she was about to ask what was going on, and he moved without thought, stepping behind her and using a hand to cover her mouth while simultaneously pulling her off her feet. She struggled for a heartbeat before going limp in his arms.

      Turning, Ace ran back the way they’d come for about twenty yards before taking a left off the animal trail they’d been following. The leaves of the trees immediately swallowed them up, and Ace pushed his way through the dense foliage looking for a place to hunker down.

      Seeing a huge fallen tree, Ace made his way toward it. It was easily thirty feet long and stood at least four feet from the ground. It had obviously fallen a long while ago because there were tall weeds growing all around it, which would further help hide them.

      After he reached the opposite side of the tree, Ace put Piper back on her feet and placed a finger over his lips. She nodded, and he gestured to the ground. Without hesitation, she went to her knees and looked up at him in confusion.

      Swearing under his breath when he heard the sounds of the men coming nearer, Ace quickly got down next to Piper and said in a toneless whisper, “Scrunch up against the tree as close as you can.”

      She nodded and lay on her side and sidled up to the tree. Ace lay down next to her and did his best to cover her body with his own. He turned her so they were chest to chest and tucked her head into the space between his shoulder and neck. Then he scooted them toward the tree even more, doing his best to burrow their bodies into the soft dirt under the trunk, while at the same time, using the weeds and vines to further camouflage them.

      Their hiding place wasn’t ideal. It was too close to the trail they’d been on, but Ace hadn’t had more time to find somewhere else to hide. He dug for a handful of dirt and brought it up to her head, slowly and quietly palming the dark soil into the blonde hair on her head. He’d already camouflaged his own light hair before they’d begun their trek through the forest toward the orphanage. Piper fit against him perfectly; at only a couple inches shorter than he was, his body still covered hers. But her hair would easily be seen if one of the men stepped around the tree trunk for any reason.

      Piper didn’t move in his arms, except to squirm imperceptibly closer. They were plastered together from their hips to chest, so tightly Ace imagined he could feel the beat of her heart against his chest, even through his body armor. She was breathing too fast and too hard.

      “Easy, Piper. They’re gonna walk right by us. Try to relax.”

      He felt her nod, but her body stayed tense against his own.

      Voices could be heard now. It was definitely a group of men, and they were speaking Tetum, the local dialect. Ace had no idea what they were saying, but their tone was easy and relaxed. It didn’t seem as if they’d run into any of the others…so far.

      Ace would do his best to kill as many as possible, if it came to that. But he preferred to stay undetected. It would make their journey off the mountain easier if there weren’t bands of rebels actively looking for them.

      He estimated there were at least a dozen men in the nearby group, and he tightened his hold on Piper as the rebels stopped on the trail close to where he’d entered the jungle to hide.

      There was laughter from the men—then Ace heard footsteps coming their way.

      He eased his body away from Piper’s enough to ease the K-BAR knife out of its sheath at his side. He held it tightly in his fist as he waited.

      Piper wasn’t even breathing now, her entire body as stiff as a board. He wished he could reassure her. Tell her not to worry, that he’d do whatever it took to keep her safe, but it was too dangerous to talk.

      The footsteps stopped on the other side and a little ways down from where they were hiding behind the huge tree, and Ace heard the man’s zipper go down. Then the distinct sound of a bladder being emptied on the other side of the log.

      A man yelled something from the trail, and the guy feet from their hiding space hollered back. Ace put the hand not holding the knife on the back of Piper’s head and used his thumb to stroke her hair gently. He hoped if he seemed unconcerned, she’d be able to relax a fraction.

      Her hands were between their bodies, flat against his chest, and he felt her fingers press against him as if to say she was hanging in there.

      Time seemed to stand still, and just when Ace was beginning to think the guy had the largest bladder known to mankind and he’d never finish pissing, he heard the sound of his zipper going back up.

      This was it. If the man decided to wander to the other side of the downed tree for some reason, they’d be seen—and shit would hit the fan.

      Ace couldn’t help but tense in preparation for jumping off the ground and taking care of the threat. But they just heard another shout from one of his buddies, then they heard the blessed sound of the peeing man leaving the area.

      Piper sighed once, a long exhale that made goose bumps rise up on his arms when her breath hit the skin of his neck. Neither moved an inch. They stayed locked together as they listened to the group of men make their way up the trail toward an unknown destination.

      Ace should’ve been thinking about his team. Where they were. What their next step would be.

      But all he could focus on was the intense feeling of relief…and how good Piper Johnson felt in his arms.

      Which was insane. They’d almost been peed on, for God’s sake. But he hadn’t felt this sense of…rightness…in a very long time, if ever.

      He realized in that moment that his protective feelings for the woman went beyond that of a soldier trying to keep someone safe. The thought of her getting hurt or killed made him feel physically ill. He admired her strength. The way she’d held herself together. How she’d taken charge of the three girls unselfishly.

      Of all the people he’d rescued throughout his career, he’d never felt this way toward anyone. Of course, it could be adrenaline from almost being caught, but somehow he didn’t think so.

      Piper moved her head away from his shoulder and looked up at him. She licked her lips and mouthed, Are they gone?

      Ace nodded, then lowered his head so his lips were right at her ear. “But we need to stay put for a bit longer, just in case.”

      She nodded against him and returned her head to his shoulder. He felt her hands curl around the vest he was wearing and hold on as if she’d float away if he wasn’t there for her to grasp onto. He lowered his head so he was once more speaking right in her ear, and using the same toneless whisper he’d used before, said, “You did good, Piper. You didn’t panic and did exactly what I asked.”

      She shivered in his arms in reply, and Ace immediately got concerned. The temperature had to be in the upper eighties at least, and was extremely humid. If she was cold, something was wrong. “Are you all right? You’re shivering.”

      “Nerves,” she whispered. “I’m okay.”

      He palmed her head and held her to him even tighter. “Yes, you are. You’re okay. Just breathe, Piper.”

      “I can’t do this,” she said after a minute.

      “You can,” Ace countered. “You are.”

      She shook her head. “I’m going to get everyone killed. I just know it. If I had coughed, or sneezed, that guy would’ve found us.”

      “But you didn’t, and he didn’t. And even if he did, I would’ve made sure he didn’t hurt you.”

      Her head dropped back once more, and she stared up at him for a long moment. “I don’t want to be the reason you have to take someone’s life.”

      “Any life I take won’t be because of you,” Ace told her adamantly. “It’ll be because the other person did something stupid, like try to hurt me or those under my protection.”

      She didn’t immediately reply. Then she said, “Kalee would be so much better at this than me. She loved to hike. Loved being outdoors. She was friendlier than me, more open. And kids always loved her. Even the teenagers.”

      Ace frowned and moved his hand until his thumb could caress the side of her face. “You’re doing amazingly well, Piper. And believe me, I don’t tell everyone we rescue that. You haven’t freaked out. Haven’t complained about your manicure being ruined—and yes, there was one woman who actually did that. And those girls can’t take their eyes off you. You’re everything to them.”

      “I think Kemala hates me,” Piper admitted.

      Ace shook his head. “I’m no teenage girl expert, but I think she’s just wary. More so than the younger ones. But she knows you’ve got her best interests at heart.”

      “Does she?” Piper asked, more to herself than to him. “We were forced into that crawlspace together by extenuating circumstances. Then they had to come with us in order to be safe. They have no idea where they’re going or what will happen to them. And neither do I. My only thought was to get them out of there, not what was going to happen to them next.”

      Ace didn’t really have a response to that. She was right. After a pause, he asked, “What is your heart telling you to do?”

      She stared up at him, and he saw tears form in her eyes and spill over, falling into the hair at her temples. “I want them to be safe. I want them to grow up knowing without a doubt that someone loves them unconditionally. I want them to marry the men they love, and not be forced into a marriage too young simply to make space in the orphanage for another kid. I want them to go to school and become whatever it is their hearts desire. But I don’t know if that’s possible for them—and it sucks. I feel as if I’m bringing them into the city and will be just one more person who’s let them down. Who’s abandoned them.”

      Ace knew they needed to get up and find the others. They needed to put as much distance as possible between themselves and this hotspot on the mountain, and get into the city where things were much more stable. But he couldn’t end this conversation, not yet. “So, again…what is your heart telling you to do?” he repeated.

      Piper moved until her head was once again resting on his shoulder and her face was against his neck. He felt, more than heard the words she spoke.

      “I want to keep them.”

      He knew that was what she was thinking. It showed in the way she looked at Rani. How she smiled at Sinta when she did something protective toward the other girls. And in the way she stressed about Kemala’s behavior.

      Ace had no idea if keeping them was possible. It would take a lot of strings being pulled, and he had to wonder if this was a kneejerk reaction because she was still freaked out about what had happened at the orphanage, and the news that she’d lost her best friend. Once they got to the capital and were truly safe, she might change her mind.

      He lay there with her for another few minutes, listening for sounds of the rebel group coming back or another that might make its way up the trail, but he heard nothing but birds singing in the trees over their heads and their own breathing.

      Easing back from Piper, Ace asked, “You ready to go find the others?”

      She took a deep breath and nodded.

      Smiling, Ace used his thumb to try to wipe away the evidence of her tears. All he ended up doing was smearing more dirt on her face, but at least the children wouldn’t be able to tell that she’d been crying. The guys would most likely know by her red eyes, but he wasn’t going to bring it up to her. She was self-conscious enough as it was.

      Scooting back out of the sort-of hole they’d made behind the tree, Ace stood and held out his hand. Piper took it, and as they started back toward the trail, neither let go. Holding her hand felt nice. Natural. Which was crazy, but Ace didn’t examine it. He thought briefly of how Rocco had felt toward Caite the moment he’d first met her, and how upset he’d been when they’d all thought they were going to die in that cellar in Bahrain. Despite their dire situation at the time, he’d actually been upset not by the possibility of death—but at the idea that Caite would think he’d stood her up.

      Ace had known even then that Caite was different. That she would change Rocco’s world. And she had.

      And Gumby had been the same way with Sidney. From the first moment he saw her brawling with that asshole dog fighter, and had stopped to help, he’d known.

      Ace had a similar feeling that Piper would become a vital part of his life.

      Being extra cautious, now that he knew the rebels also used this trail, Ace led the way back to where they’d last seen the others. There was no sign of them.

      “Where are they? Do you think the rebels found them?”

      “Don’t panic,” Ace told her. “They’re around. We’ll keep going and we’ll catch up with them at the next meet-up point if we have to.”

      “What meet-up point?” Piper asked.

      “We always decide on where we’re going to take our next break before we start out from the last one. I’ve got the coordinates, and we’ll just head there.”

      “I bet the girls are scared,” Piper said quietly.

      “They’re okay with the rest of the guys,” Ace replied, trying to soothe her.

      “I know. I just…it feels weird not to have them with me. I’ve only known them for a few days, but…” Her voice trailed off.

      “But you’ve been with them twenty-four seven the whole time,” Ace finished for her. “And it’s completely normal. You’ll see them soon. I’d say we’re about an hour from where we planned to meet up. But I bet we’ll run into them before then.”

      “Really? You’re not just saying that?”

      “Really. I’ll do my best not to lie to you, Piper. I know this is stressful, but just relax and try not to feel as if you’re holding us up or letting us down. You aren’t.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Good.” Ace continued down the trail, his left hand still in hers, leaving his right free to grab his weapon if necessary. “Now—tell me about yourself.”

      She chuckled softly. “Wow, talk about a loaded question. But I guess it’s not like we don’t have the time, right?”

      “Right.” Ace did want to know everything about the woman next to him, but he also wanted to keep her mind off where they were and what they were doing.

      He was also concerned because she hadn’t eaten nearly enough to satisfy him back at the village, but he wasn’t going to force her. She’d drank her share of the water, and he had to be content with that…for now.

      “Well, my dad left my mom when I was a baby, and when I was five, she was killed in a robbery at the gas station down the street from our house. My maternal grandparents raised me.”

      Ace looked at her in surprise. “Holy crap. I’m sorry.”

      Piper shrugged. “It’s okay. I don’t really remember my mom all that much. Apparently she was a good woman who was working two jobs to try to make enough to move out of the crappy neighborhood we lived in. My grandparents are also decent people, but they weren’t exactly expecting to have to raise their daughter’s child. I love them, but we aren’t super close. How about you? Are you close with your parents?”

      Ace felt bad for her, but it was obvious she wasn’t suffering from growing up with her grandparents. “I was, yes.”

      “Was?”

      “They died in a car accident about three years ago.”

      “Oh, shit, I’m so sorry,” Piper said. “I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

      “It’s okay. They were great. Completely in love, and they did their best to embarrass me with their public displays of affection whenever we went anywhere. They were heading home from a night out with friends and were hit head on by a drunk driver. I was told they were killed instantly, so I’m thankful for that at least.”

      “Well, that sucks,” Piper said. “Was the person who hit them charged?”

      “Yup. Vehicular manslaughter. He’d been driving on a suspended license because he’d been caught drinking and driving three times before that night.”

      “Asshole,” Piper exclaimed.

      Ace couldn’t help it. He chuckled.

      “I can’t believe you’re laughing,” she commented, but smiled as she said it.

      “I don’t have any siblings, which sucks, because I always wanted them. I was kinda lonely growing up, and when I was put on the team with the others, I saw what I’d been missing.”

      “So you and the other guys are close?”

      “Very. I’d do anything for them. Anything. Just as I know they’d do the same for me. They’ve got my back, and I have theirs. I’d love to see that same sense of loyalty in my children someday. I know not all siblings get along, but I can’t think of anything better than knowing there’s someone out there who’ll always have your back. Think about it…a brother or sister is someone you’ll know longer than any other person in your life.”

      Piper nodded. “I never really thought about it like that, but you’re right. And yeah, I always wished for a sibling too. Kalee was as close to me as a sister, and it hurts knowing we’ll never get to do the things we always talked about…being in each other’s weddings, raising our kids together…things like that.”

      Ace squeezed her hand in sympathy.

      They were both silent for a while as they walked, until Piper said, “I know wanting to adopt Rani, Sinta, and Kemala is crazy. Children weren’t even on my radar when I left for this trip. And I would never take them away from everything they’ve ever known, from their homeland, without their consent. Part of me feels like I should do what I can to find them a place to settle in Dili. This is their home.”

      “Their home was back at the orphanage. It’s gone. Everything they’ve known is gone,” Ace countered gently. “But I think you’re probably smart to wait on any decisions until we can make some inquiries in Dili. There must be orphanages there too, and who knows, maybe moving to the city will be the best thing for them.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I keep telling myself. It has to be safer there. I mean, the rebels are mostly up here in the mountains, right?”

      “Right,” Ace reassured her.

      “So…maybe this is all it was meant to be. Me keeping them safe until we can get to Dili. I’m sure there are more people who want to adopt in the city. And maybe even from overseas.”

      Ace wasn’t so sure about that part. From the little he’d seen on their way in, life was tough in the city. Poverty was rampant, and he wasn’t sure there were too many families going out of their way to adopt children. But he wasn’t going to say anything that would sway Piper’s mind one way or the other right now. She had to make the decision about the children without being pressured in any way.

      “So…” Piper said after she took a big breath. “Ace, huh? I’m sure there’s a story behind that.”

      Ace knew she was trying to change the subject to take her mind off the things that were worrying her, and he was all for that. “Yeah. Out of the guys on the team, I was the best at throwing knives.” He shrugged. “One day, we were goofing around and drunk off our asses and throwing knifes at a target, and I was startled by something just when I was throwing. My aim went wonky.”

      Piper’s eyes were huge in her face as she stared at him. “Oh my God. Did you hit anyone?”

      Ace chuckled. “Nope. But there were some guys playing cards nearby, and my knife bounced off the target and ricocheted toward their table, spearing the ace of spades that one guy was holding up, just about to put it down. Rocco, being a smartass, said, ‘Way to go, Ace.’ And there you have it.”

      The smile on Piper’s face was beautiful, and Ace much preferred it to her crying or being pushed to her breaking point. “Well, it fits you.”

      “Better than Beckett?” he joked.

      Piper tilted her head and actually seemed to be taking his question seriously. “Yeah. What’s your last name?”

      “Morgan.”

      “Ace Morgan. I like it.”

      He smiled at her. Then a sound behind them had him switching from laid-back man getting to know a woman to badass soldier in a heartbeat. He’d pushed Piper behind him and off the trail before she knew what was going on.

      He held his finger to his lips once more, and she nodded.

      They stood stock still as Ace tried to figure out who was coming up on them. Sixty seconds later, he relaxed and motioned for Piper to follow him back to the trail. She did so without question, which made him reach for her hand once more.

      Ace lifted his head and made a sound that was a cross between a whistle and the call of a bird, and within seconds, the sound was returned by whoever was coming down the trail. Moments later, Rex and Gumby appeared with Sinta and Rani.

      Gasping in surprise and relief, Piper hurried toward them.

      The two children threw their arms around Piper’s waist and they hugged each other tightly.

      “Everything okay?” Rex asked Ace as he approached.

      “Yeah. One of the rebels decided to take a piss two feet from where we were hiding, but he didn’t even see us. You guys?”

      “Good. Those kids are pretty damn amazing. It’s almost sad how quiet they can get though. It’s as if they’re used to hiding out and being absolutely silent,” Gumby said with a shake of his head.

      “Where are the others?” Ace asked.

      “Haven’t run across them yet. I’m sure they’re probably ahead of us though. They can move faster since Kemala’s older,” Rex said.

      “That’s what I thought too,” Ace agreed. “Figured we’d see them at the meeting point.”

      “For three people who were thrown into a stressful situation together only a few days ago, they sure are close,” Rex observed quietly as he watched the reunion between Piper and the girls.

      Ace nodded. “Yeah. But we know as well as anyone that extreme situations seem to bring people closer, rather than tear them apart.”

      Piper walked up to their group, holding hands with both little girls.

      “We should keep going,” Rex decided.

      Piper smiled. “Thank you for looking after them. I appreciate it.”

      “Of course,” Gumby said. “We’re going to get all of us off this mountain safe and sound. You can count on that.”

      Piper nodded. “Well, thank you again.”

      Rani dropped Piper’s hand and walked up to Ace and held up her arms.

      Pleasantly surprised by the little girl’s request, he shifted his weapon around so it rested against his back and leaned over to pick her up, nestling her in his arms.

      “She seems quite comfortable there,” Piper observed with a smile.

      “So she is,” Ace said. “You ready to go?” he asked Rani.

      The little girl nodded and ran her hand down his beard.

      “I don’t think she’s seen many men up close and personal. And none with a beard like yours,” Piper observed.

      In response, Ace leaned into Rani and shook his head back and forth, rubbing his beard against her neck and face.

      Rani giggled—and Ace stilled. The sound was soft and carefree…and he’d never heard anything more beautiful in his life. This child, who had been through the worst kind of hell, and who’d just met him that morning, not only trusted him to carry her, but giggled when he teased her.

      Sinta, obviously feeling left out, came over and plastered herself to his leg. She looked up at him while hugging his waist.

      He glanced up, and his eyes met Piper’s. He saw the same affection toward the girls he was feeling reflected in her gaze.

      Crazy as it seemed, Ace was falling fast—not only for the woman in front of him, but the girls too.

      Gumby reached down and lifted Sinta into his arms and rubbed his own beard against her neck, making her giggle as well. “Come on, let’s catch up to the others, huh?” he said.

      “Kemala,” Sinta said happily, then pointed down the trail.

      “Yeah, let’s go find Kemala,” Gumby agreed.

      Rex took point, Gumby following with his precious burden. Piper followed him closely and Ace took up the rear. As they walked down the trail, he couldn’t help but focus his stare on Piper as she hiked in front of him.

      What in the world was happening to him? What was it about Piper that struck such a chord?

      He had no idea, but he was going to go with the flow for now. Get to know her as they made their way to Dili. Maybe after a few days on the trail, with no showers and being hot and tired, he would come to his senses regarding his sudden and intense feelings for Piper Johnson.
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      After catching up with the others at the next checkpoint, just as Ace said they would, they’d walked another two hours. They didn’t have any more encounters with the rebels, but they did hear gunshots sporadically.

      While it seemed as if they were heading away from the worst of the skirmishes, the SEALs weren’t willing to trust that they were safe from the rebels.

      Piper was more than aware that if she’d tried to walk to Dili without the help of the SEALs, she wouldn’t have gotten very far. They were professionals who could not only read the land and know when they needed to go off trail to avoid running into anyone, they could quite easily tell how far away the gunshots were coming from.

      Rani, Sinta, and Kemala had been troopers as well, but when Rani or Sinta got tired, one of the men carried them. Piper couldn’t have done that, either. They were making good time, but she had no idea how much farther they had to go.

      After they’d stopped for another break, Rocco informed them that they’d be looking for a place to camp for the night.

      Piper wasn’t thrilled with the thought of spending the night out in the open in the jungle, but it wasn’t as if there was a nice fancy hotel right around the next tree they could check into.

      Gumby and Rocco had gone ahead of them after the break to scout out places they might safely spend the night and within an hour had returned and led them to what they’d determined was the perfect spot.

      Piper had held out hope they’d find a shack, a hut…even a darn teepee they could use so they’d at least be under shelter. But when she’d voiced her hopes, Ace had explained that they wouldn’t use any kind of structure, since it would be a beacon for anyone else who was out and about in the jungle as well. Including the rebels.

      It made sense, but that didn’t mean Piper had to like it.

      She was an indoor kind of girl. She liked her blankets. Had lots and lots of them, and she loved curling up under them on her couch. Riverton didn’t get all that cold, but she much preferred to have her apartment be a little cooler and to snuggle under a blanket, than to be too warm.

      The perfect place to spend the night turned out to be a heavily wooded section of the forest with many big, leafy trees with low-hanging branches. There were about a dozen fallen trees in the area, as well, and Ace explained they could all lie down next to the huge tree trunks, much as the two of them had done when they were hiding from the peeing rebel.

      Despite the practicality, Piper had imagined a nice clearing where they could make a fire and look up at the stars. It was stupid. she knew that. But she couldn’t help shuddering when she thought about the number of creepy-crawlies she’d soon be snuggling up with.

      “You all right?” Ace asked as he sidled closer to her.

      The other SEALs were moving around, getting sleeping pallets prepared and scoping out the area. Rex, Rocco, and Gumby had each taken one of the girls under their wings, and were keeping them busy and occupied.

      “Not really,” Piper responded honestly.

      “What can I do to make you all right?” Ace asked.

      “Call for Chinese take-out, find me a nice soft mattress, a feather pillow, and a long hot shower…and not in that order,” she joked.

      Without smiling, Ace said, “When we get to Dili, I’ll do my best to get you all of it.”

      Sighing, Piper offered a slight smile. “It’s okay. I know I’m lucky to be alive. This is just all so out of my comfort zone.”

      “For what it’s worth, I think you’ve been amazing.”

      “Thanks. But we both know that’s not true.”

      Ace put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. “You have. And I should know, since I’ve rescued more than my fair share of damsels in distress.”

      Piper stared at him thoughtfully. She was curious about the man in front of her, and she couldn’t deny it. Growing up and living in Riverton, she’d met her fair share of navy men, and had formed her own stereotypes about them, but she hadn’t really thought much about SEALs—and what it was they did—until they’d literally plucked her out of the middle of the jungle and saved her life.

      But Ace didn’t act like she’d thought a special forces soldier might. None of the men currently prowling around the jungle with her did…well, maybe except Phantom. He was surly and grumpy and she couldn’t read him at all. That was what she’d expected all the men to act like. But Gumby was currently playing a game of tag with Rani, Rex was patiently explaining to Sinta every little thing he was doing, and Rocco was showing Kemala how to use the water purifier he carried.

      None of the men had gotten impatient with any of them when they’d needed to take breaks or when they fell behind. They hadn’t freaked out when Rani fell and skinned her knees. All-in-all, Piper almost felt as if they were a group of friends on an adventure, rather than a bunch of strangers fleeing for their lives through a jungle in a foreign country.

      “How many people have you rescued?” Piper asked Ace. He was still standing in front of her, hands on her shoulders, waiting patiently for her to stop daydreaming and talk to him.

      Ace shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. But it’s been a lot. Some people—not just women, but men too—completely panic, and we’ve even had to knock a few of them out in order to extract them. Other people have literally been frozen with fear, and we had to carry them out of the danger zone. Some have been so out of shape that they physically couldn’t walk more than a hundred yards without stopping. And a few have been so concerned about their own well-being, they had absolutely no empathy for anyone else. We were even in a situation where one of us had been injured, and our target literally said if we didn’t hurry up and get him out of there, he’d sue us.”

      Piper gasped. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. So believe me, you’re doing great.”

      She swallowed hard, took a deep breath—and the words simply exploded out of her.

      “I’m scared to death. I’m sore as hell too. I’m not sure I’ll even be able to walk tomorrow. I’m not really a workout kind of girl, and this is definitely going above and beyond what I’m used to. I’m devastated about Kalee and the other girls who were killed, and I’m pissed that the rebels thought it was necessary to murder defenseless women and children. I can’t stop thinking about Mr. Solberg and how he’s going to react when he hears about his daughter. I’m worried about what will become of Rani, Sinta, and Kemala when we get to Dili. I don’t like that Phantom is obviously pissed because he couldn’t complete the mission you guys were sent here to do—namely, rescue Kalee. And I feel disgusting because I haven’t showered in days. I stink, I’m tired, and I’m thirsty. And the last thing I want to do is lie on the ground, in the dirt, and worry about bugs and possibly snakes crawling over me all night. I just want to be home.”

      Without comment, Ace moved his hands. One went to her nape, the other to her waist. He pulled her toward him and rested his forehead against hers.

      Piper wanted to cry, but she was too wrung out and dehydrated to produce even one tear. She grabbed ahold of Ace’s shirt at his waist and held on. Standing like this should’ve felt awkward, she’d just met the man, but after everything that had happened, holding on to him and being in his personal space like this simply felt comforting and right.

      “I’d be worried if you didn’t feel all of that,” Ace told her quietly after a few moments. “This entire situation is so far outside your comfort zone, it isn’t funny. You thought you were going on vacation to see your friend and the worst thing that might happen is that you’d get a few bug bites. But instead you found yourself in the middle of a rebel uprising. You’re being too hard on yourself. Despite everything you’re feeling, you hadn’t uttered a word of complaint. I’m going to get you home, Piper. To that fluffy bed and feather pillow you want so badly.”

      Piper closed her eyes and clutched at the man in front of her even harder.

      “The fact that you’re worried about the girls, Kalee’s dad, and Phantom is pretty darn remarkable. Most people in your situation would only be worried about themselves. I’d like to tell you to stop. To worry about yourself and no one else, but I have a feeling that wouldn’t do any good, would it?”

      She shook her head slowly.

      Ace stared into her eyes, and Piper had the fleeting thought that his brown gaze reminded her of the hot chocolate she sometimes liked to drink. Dark, but swirling with lighter browns as she added a bit of milk into the drink. His lips were full and framed by his beard, and she suddenly wanted him to rub it against her neck as he’d done to Rani.

      “I can’t do anything about you being sore or about the shower right this moment. But if it’s okay with you, I’ll be happy to sleep by your side tonight and do my best to keep the bugs away.”

      He smiled down at her and, surprisingly, Piper felt a little better. Hearing his praise had been nice. He might’ve been lying simply to keep her morale up, but she didn’t care. She needed to hear someone tell her she was doing well, because she didn’t feel as if she was.

      “I’d like that,” she said solemnly.

      Then she had the sudden, mad urge to go up on tiptoes and touch her lips to his.

      For a second, his eyes dropped to her mouth, and goose bumps broke out on her arms. She wanted this. Wanted his lips on hers. Wanted to feel his beard against her face.

      “Ace, where do you— Oh, sorry.”

      Piper knew she was blushing, but hoped her pink cheeks would be mistaken for sunburn. She took a step away from Ace and looked over at Bubba.

      “It’s okay. I was just telling Piper how well she’s done so far,” Ace said.

      Bubba immediately nodded. “He’s right. I’m happier than I can say that you didn’t freak and we didn’t have to knock you out and carry you down the mountain.”

      Piper looked over at Ace with a wry glance.

      “I wasn’t lying,” he told her with a small smile.

      Piper felt herself grinning. “I guess not.”

      “Anyway, I was asking where you wanted to bed down. I talked with Rocco, and he, Gumby, Rex, and Phantom are going to take the four corners of the area. We thought the girls could take the middle, where those two big tree trunks are.”

      Ace nodded. “Sounds good. I promised Piper I’d try to run interference with the local creepy-crawlies.”

      Bubba grinned. “Ah, not a bug lover?” he asked her.

      She shivered and said succinctly, “No.”

      Bubba’s grin faded and he stepped toward her. He didn’t stand quite as close to her as Ace had, but he definitely entered her personal space. “You’re doing great, Piper. I know Ace already told you that, but he wasn’t kidding. The best thing you could have done was keep yourself safe and alive. You and those girls. And you haven’t panicked. We’ve seen so many people who have died in situations much like yours, simply because they couldn’t keep themselves calm. So thank you. Thank you for letting us find you alive. All of us will do whatever it takes to keep you that way.”

      Then he nodded at both her and Ace, and turned to walk back toward the others.

      Piper glanced at Ace in confusion. “He was thanking me for being alive?”

      Ace nodded. “We’ve had our fair share of missions where we weren’t successful in getting the targets home alive.”

      “Like Kalee.”

      “Like Kalee,” Ace confirmed.

      “Is that the only reason Phantom’s so upset?” she asked.

      Ace shrugged. “I think so, yes. The thought of leaving someone behind, even if they aren’t alive, is abhorrent to us. Kalee’s not a SEAL, but she’s an American. And…” His voice trailed off.

      “And?” Piper asked, putting her hand on Ace’s sleeve.

      “And Phantom doesn’t like to fail. He’s extremely hard on himself, probably because his dad expected perfection from him when he was growing up.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I can imagine how frustrating it would be to not be able to do the job you were assigned.”

      Ace’s finger went under her chin, and he brought her eyes back up to his own. “Phantom doesn’t hate you, Piper. He’s just frustrated. He knows as well as the rest of us that it’s more important to get you and the girls to safety than to bring Kalee’s body back to the States.”

      “It’s not fair,” Piper said quietly.

      “It’s not,” Ace agreed.

      Licking her dry lips, Piper said, “We should probably help get things set up for the night.”

      “Nah, the guys have things under control.”

      Piper gave him a small smile. “Still. It’s not a good example to show the girls.”

      “True,” Ace agreed.

      Then he did something that completely flustered Piper. He ran a hand over her filthy, mussed hair and murmured, “Beautiful. Even covered in dirt, tired, and out of your element, you’re beautiful.” He dropped his hand slowly, and then turned to gesture to the group. “After you.”

      Knowing she was probably blushing again, Piper walked ahead of him toward the others.

      

      Two hours later, the sun had fallen below the horizon and the jungle around them was pitch dark. Piper and the girls had crawled into a space between two large tree trunks to try to get some sleep before they got started toward the capital again in the morning. The SEALs all huddled together nearby for about fifteen minutes or so, leaving Piper to talk to the girls.

      “Rani, are you okay?” she asked.

      The little girl nodded. She was curled up against Piper’s side and had her head resting on her shoulder.

      “Sinta?”

      “I’m okay,” the seven-year-old told her. She was on the other side of Rani, curled up in the dirt as if it was just another night for her. Piper didn’t like that the girls were way more comfortable sleeping out in the open jungle on the ground than she felt they should be.

      Turning her head, Piper said, “Kemala? Are you good?”

      A faint mumble was the only answer to her question.

      Sighing, Piper said, “I know this isn’t what you expected when you crawled under the floor with me. I’m sorry Kalee’s not here and it’s me instead. I’m doing my best to keep you all safe…and I know you’re upset with me for some reason. Talk to me, Kemala. I’ll do whatever I can to make you feel better.”

      In response, she felt the teenager turn over, giving Piper her back.

      Frustrated and depressed, she sighed again. “I don’t mind that you won’t talk to me. I’m still going to do whatever I can to make sure you’re safe,” she told Kemala.

      A small light came toward them, and Piper turned her attention to the men approaching.

      “It’s us,” Ace said softly. “Me and Bubba.”

      “Hi,” Piper said inanely.

      She knew it would be the two of them because after they’d eaten dinner—more MREs—Ace had informed her of the sleeping arrangements and how the men would be taking shifts, staying awake to make sure no one was able to sneak up on them in the middle of the night. It made her feel better knowing they wouldn’t be ambushed.

      He’d told her that he and Bubba would be sleeping near her and the girls, just as an extra layer of protection. It had hit her in that moment how the SEALs were truly putting their lives in danger to make sure they got to the capital safe and sound. It humbled and awed her. Piper wasn’t sure she was worth the effort they were putting into her rescue, but the little girls certainly were. They hadn’t had a chance to live yet, and nothing that had happened had been their fault. They were all caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      “Scoot over, Piper,” Ace said as he carefully stepped closer.

      She did as he asked, and moved herself and Rani to the right. Sinta scooted as well, until her back was up against the tree on one side of them. Kemala had turned over and was watching Ace closely.

      He sat next to Piper and immediately lay down. He reached over and effortlessly pulled Piper up and over his body, until she was lying full length on top of him. Then he held out an arm and gestured to Rani. “Come here, little one.” Rani immediately snuggled up against his side. Sinta curled up behind Rani again, one arm around the little girl, her hand touching Ace’s side.

      Then Ace turned to Kemala and put his other arm out. “You too, Kemala. I know you’re too old to need snuggles, but it’s been a long time since I’ve slept in the jungle, and I could use some reassurance.”

      Piper had no idea if Kemala understood all of what Ace had said, but surprisingly, she giggled slightly and moved closer to him.

      Piper pushed her chest up and off Ace, propping herself up on her hands, and whispered, “What are you doing?”

      “I promised to try to keep the creepies away from you,” Ace said matter-of-factly.

      She simply stared at him. She could only see the outline of his head, and not much else because of the darkness, but she was stunned. “I’m okay,” she told him.

      “I know you are. Now come down here and relax,” he ordered.

      Slowly, Piper lowered herself onto his chest and put her cheek over his heart. Ace as a makeshift bed wasn’t exactly comfortable, as the hard armor and the lumps and bumps from whatever he had in all the pockets on his uniform poked into her, but she’d choose to sleep on top of him any day of the week if it meant she wasn’t on the jungle floor.

      “Ace okay?” Sinta whispered.

      “I’m good,” Ace said immediately. “How are you?”

      “Good,” Sinta told him.

      “Kemala? Are you comfortable?” Ace asked.

      “Yes,” the teenager whispered back.

      “Rani?” he asked.

      A slight snore was the only response.

      Ace’s chuckle reverberated through Piper’s body, and she squeezed her eyes shut. At that second, she understood how lucky she was. She didn’t think she was lucky when she’d been trapped under the floor in the orphanage and scared out of her mind, but lying here on top of Ace, a fierce Navy SEAL willing to do whatever it took to get her home, hearing Rani snore, and knowing Sinta and Kemala were safe and healthy, she understood how wrong she’d been.

      She had no idea how much time had gone by, but when she heard all three girls breathing deeply, indicating that they’d fallen asleep, Piper whispered, “Ace?”

      “Yeah?” he answered immediately.

      “Thank you.”

      “Go to sleep, Piper,” he responded. “I’ll keep you safe. I’ll keep you all safe.”

      “I know you will.”

      Piper didn’t think she’d be able to sleep. Not with her muscles aching, her stomach cramping from the food she’d eaten that night after not having much for the last three days, and with the thought of the bugs that might still be able to get to her even though she was on top of Ace. But within minutes, the last three days of stress and only sleeping in fits and starts caught up with her, and she was out.
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      Ace didn’t sleep.

      Piper’s weight on his body was heavy, but not overly so, and the small puffs of warm air against his neck were comforting and reassuring.

      The feel of little Rani on his right and Sinta’s hand clutching the side of his shirt made him feel ten feet tall. Even Kemala’s body heat to his left made him feel less edgy. She wasn’t cuddled up against him, but she was close enough that he could feel her there. All of his girls were surrounding him. They were safe.

      His girls.

      The words echoed in his brain.

      What was he thinking? They weren’t his.

      His girls.

      When they reached Dili, it was likely Piper would have to leave Rani, Sinta, and Kemala at an orphanage, and he’d never see them again.

      His girls.

      After Piper got back to the States, she’d probably want to forget everything about her time in Timor-Leste, including him, and he couldn’t blame her.

      His girls.

      Yet, everything inside of him was screaming that the four precious humans surrounding him were his. His to protect. His to make happy. His to keep forever.

      It was insane. But Ace couldn’t deny he’d never felt this kind of connection with anyone else in his entire life. Once again, he thought back to when he was stuck in that dank cellar in Bahrain with Rocco and Gumby. They’d thought they were going to die. Had expected it. And the one thing he’d regretted was not taking the time to start a family.

      He just couldn’t get the thought out of his mind that this was meant to be. That these three orphaned girls needed someone like him to watch out for them. To make sure no boys took advantage of them. To teach them how to stick up for themselves and expect the best life had to offer instead of the worst.

      His girls.

      And then there was Piper. Her body against his felt good. Felt…inevitable. She shouldn’t have survived the rebels’ raid on the orphanage. The odds that she’d be exactly where she’d needed to be in order to hide undetected under the kitchen floor were astronomical.

      Sending a short prayer upward to Kalee, thanking her for having the foresight to hide his girls, Ace stared up at the few stars he could see twinkling between the canopy overhead.

      His girls.

      He shouldn’t be thinking of them that way. He was setting himself up for heartbreak.

      Ace felt Sinta stir against Rani, and she sleepily asked, “Ace?”

      “Shhhh, Sinta. I’m here,” Ace whispered.

      He felt her little hand grip his shirt tighter, and she simply said, “Okay.”

      His heart full to bursting, Ace couldn’t stop the words from leaving his lips if his life depended on it. “Sleep well, girls. You’re safe with me.”

      Piper’s hand moved after he spoke, reaching up to wrap around the side of his neck as she wiggled against him and did her best to make herself one with his chest.

      Closing his eyes, Ace sighed in contentment…and worry.

      His girls.

      But for how long?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day was much like the one before it. The group continued walking down the mountain toward Dili. The more distance they covered, the farther away the gunshots sounded, and the likelihood of running into rebels got slimmer and slimmer.

      As of now, the rebels were keeping to the small towns and villages in the mountains. Hoping to gather supporters as they went. Of course, “gather supporters” meant forcing men and boys to take up arms for the cause.

      The farther they traveled from the orphanage, the safer Ace felt. It didn’t mean they were out of danger, just that it was less likely. But he knew none of his team would let down their guard until they were safely on a plane headed for California.

      At the moment, all three of the girls were happily walking, even skipping as they made their way down the trail. Rocco felt confident that once they got to the small city at the base of the mountain, they’d be able to find a ride into Dili. It was a little disconcerting not to have talked to the commander yet, but they were used to making the best out of any given situation. They would most likely all have to squish into the back of a pickup truck or something, but even that small discomfort would be better than going all the way to the capital on foot.

      He was hopeful they only had one more day of walking, as Piper was limping pretty badly. Ace frowned as he watched her. She’d claimed she was just sore, and that was why she was limping, but he wasn’t so sure.

      He’d slept in spurts the night before, as he’d been trained. He’d been aware every time one of the other guys got up and moved around, checking out the area. Every time Kemala changed position next to him, he awoke. But it was the comfortable weight of the woman on his chest that had been his main focus. She’d felt good on top of him.

      She was also dirty, tired, and about as far out of her element as someone could get, yet other than during her momentary and private breakdown, when she’d blurted to him all her worries and discomforts, she’d gone out of her way to be as cooperative as possible.

      The girls had woken up early, and Ace had urged them to get up and go find Rocco for their breakfast. Once alone with Piper, he’d closed his eyes for a second, imagining they were back at his house, lazily sleeping in while their kids giggled and playfully argued in the other room.

      He’d run his hands over Piper’s back, soothed by the way she’d snuggled into him. She’d moved in the night, shifted upward, so her nose brushed against his neck. He could feel every warm breath against his skin…

      And a sudden urge to claim her had overtaken him, swift and urgent.

      He’d felt her stir, but she hadn’t moved. Didn’t rush to get off him. He’d prayed that maybe she felt the same connection he did.

      “Ace?” she’d whispered after she’d been awake for a short while.

      “Yeah, Piper?”

      “I don’t suppose any of you have coffee in your magical pockets, do you?”

      He’d chuckled. “’Fraid not.”

      She sighed. “Maybe this is a good time to give up caffeine for good. Considering it’s been almost a week since I’ve had it.”

      “When we get to Dili, I’ll find you a nice big cup of Joe, how about that?”

      “Sounds divine.”

      “How are you this morning?”

      “Good.”

      “No,” he’d semi-scolded. “Don’t tell me what you think I want to hear. I need honesty. We’ve got a good distance still to go, and I need to know how you’re holding up.”

      Piper had sighed. Once again, her warm breath made goose bumps rise on his arms under his shirt. “I don’t know. I don’t want to move from here. I’m sure I’m sore. I was sore yesterday, and the second day is always worse. But I can do this. The alternative is to sit here in the dirt, and that’s not acceptable.”

      “You want to get up and see how you feel?”

      “No.”

      He’d chuckled. That was it. Just no. “Come on. I’ll help you.” Ace sat up slowly, holding Piper to him until he was sitting and she was straddling his lap. They were eye to eye, and Ace would swear something intense had passed between them in that moment. But she’d quickly blinked and looked away.

      He helped her to her feet, catching her arm when she swayed.

      “Piper?”

      “Give me a second,” she begged.

      He did, and when she had herself under control, she took a few wobbly steps, then gave him a crooked smile. “I’m just sore. I’ll be okay once we get started.”

      They’d been walking for about three hours now, and Ace knew without a doubt Piper wasn’t okay. Whatever was going on with her wasn’t just sore muscles.

      He gestured to Rocco and lifted his chin toward Piper. He tapped his foot and Rocco nodded.

      It took another ten minutes to find a good place to take a break, and as soon as everyone was settled and nibbling on a few crackers from the MRE packets, Ace went over to Piper. He knelt in front of her and put his hand on her knee. “I’m going to check your feet.”

      Her eyes got big and, as he expected, she tried to pull them closer to her body. Ace palmed one of her calves and simply stared at her.

      Piper glanced around quickly. Ace didn’t know if she was looking for help from one of the girls or if she was embarrassed about something.

      “Piper? Talk to me. What’s really going on?”

      Her shoulders sagged, and she stared down at her fingers in her lap. “A team is only as good as its weakest member. And I don’t want that to be me. I want to get off this mountain, and right now, my only option to be able to do that is to keep walking. One foot in front of the other. I can do this.”

      Ace’s heart broke for her. “Of course you can,” he soothed. “But you don’t have to be in pain while you do it, either. Can I take a look at your feet?”

      She didn’t answer his question. “I should be fine. I’m wearing sneakers, and the girls are only in flip-flops.”

      “They’ve been wearing those kinds of shoes their entire life. Their feet are tough and used to this sort of exertion. I’m guessing yours aren’t.”

      She snorted. “Not hardly.”

      Ace grinned at her, then sobered. “Let me at least take a look. We’ve got a few Band-Aids and moleskin we can put on any blisters you might have. Trust me, a little TLC right now will go a long way and will make you feel a lot better.”

      She stared at him for a long moment before saying, “I hate feeling like the weakest link.”

      “We all have our weaknesses,” Ace replied, not rushing her. “It doesn’t make us better or worse than someone else.”

      “What’s yours?” she challenged, eyes narrowed.

      “Small spaces,” he told her without shame.

      Piper stared at him, gaping.

      “He’s not kidding,” Bubba said from behind him. “I’m not the best swimmer.”

      “And heights aren’t my thing,” Rex called out from a little ways away.

      “We all know what our weaknesses are, and we help each other get through them when needed,” Ace told her. “We’re humans, not machines. And it’s important that we understand that and work together. You’re right, a team is only as good as the weakest member, but, Piper, you aren’t weak. Not even close. Look at what’s happened to you in the last five days. I’d say you’re pretty damn strong. Now…can I please look at your feet?”

      Sinta wandered over to where they were sitting and leaned against Piper. She put her arms around her neck and asked, “Me hold your hand?”

      That did it. Piper took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes, please. I’d feel a lot better if you held my hand.”

      Rani, not wanting to be left out, ran over and stood on Piper’s other side and grabbed hold of her free hand.

      Looking around, Ace saw Kemala standing next to Bubba, watching quietly. She did that a lot. Simply listened and watched, taking everything in.

      “We’re making good time,” Rocco said from behind Ace as he began to unlace Piper’s shoe. “I was able to get through to the commander, and he says our best bet is to get to the nearest town and barter for a ride into the capital.”

      Ace didn’t look up from what he was doing. Everyone already knew the plan, and he knew his friend was just talking to try to take Piper’s mind off her feet.

      He tuned out Rocco’s commentary and concentrated on gently peeling Piper’s sock down her ankle and off.

      The sight of her bare foot made him want to swear and hit something, but he kept that reaction to himself. Her feet were pink and shriveled, as if she’d been soaking them in water for hours. There were a few blotchy white patches, and she had a couple of blisters to boot. It was no wonder she’d been limping.

      It was obvious at some point her socks had gotten wet. Probably when they’d crossed a small stream the day before. Because she wasn’t wearing combat boots, like he and his team, the water had soaked through her shoes and socks, and neither’d had time to dry. Ace hadn’t even thought about it, which was stupid. So stupid.

      They all knew how important it was to keep their feet dry, especially since they were walking so far.

      “Are you gonna have to cut ’em off?” Piper joked.

      Ace looked up. She was teasing, but it was obvious she was worried. Forcing himself to smile, he shook his head. “Nah, you’re okay. We just need to let them breathe for a bit and dry out. When’s the last time you took off your shoes and socks?”

      Piper shrugged. “I don’t know what day it is anymore, but I haven’t taken them off since the morning Kalee and I went to visit the orphanage.”

      Ace nodded. That’s what he assumed. He heard someone moving around behind him, but didn’t turn to look. He figured it was one of his teammates, digging in their pack to get what he needed to treat Piper’s feet. “It’s okay, Piper. This isn’t a big deal. Do they hurt?”

      She shrugged. “A little. They feel more heavy than anything else. And they’re tingling and a little itchy.”

      Ace knew those were typical symptoms of trench foot. Even though the jungle wasn’t cold, her feet hadn’t had a chance to dry in several days. And all the walking hadn’t done her any favors either. She had one particular blister on the back of her heel that looked pretty harsh.

      Phantom kneeled next to him and got to work opening a few sterile cleaning cloths and arranging some medical wipes and Band-Aids. He had two washcloths, which they would use to dry her feet as best they could. A clean, dry pair of socks was also in the pile of supplies.

      Piper didn’t say a word, just eyed Phantom with a worried expression.

      Ace knew Piper was a bit reluctant to be around his teammate, but while he knew his friend was a bit gruff, he would never do anything to hurt Piper on purpose. Even if he felt the mission was a failure because they hadn’t been able to rescue Kalee, as they’d been tasked, he was as invested in making sure Piper and the girls were as safe as the rest of them.

      Nodding at his friend, Ace shifted onto his ass and took Piper’s poor, abused right foot in his lap, then got to work drying it. Phantom did the same with her left.

      No one said anything for a few minutes, until Piper blurted, “If I’d known you guys gave such good foot massages, I’d have said something earlier.”

      Ace saw Phantom’s lips twitch but he didn’t look up from her foot.

      “And I wish I had some nail polish. I’d let you give me a pedicure and paint my toenails while you’re down there,” she continued to tease.

      Ace had a feeling she was using humor to cover her unease and worry, so he smiled up at her. “Next time,” he said breezily.

      “Ped-i-cure?” Sinta asked, her little forehead scrunched in confusion.

      The question was enough to distract Piper as she tried to explain the English word, and allow Ace and Phantom to take care of the worst of her blisters with a minimal amount of fuss.

      Ace wished they could take a long break and let her feet air out and rest, but they needed to keep going. If they were going to get out of the mountains as quickly as possible, they couldn’t take any extra breaks. He eased a dry sock over Piper’s bandaged foot as gently as he could, then worked her shoe back on. Phantom did the same thing with her other foot, and before long she was standing.

      “How do they feel?” Ace asked, kneeling in front of her once more.

      “Good,” Piper confirmed.

      “Don’t tell me what you think I want to hear,” Ace reminded her. “I need the truth. Take a few steps. Does anything rub in the wrong place? How do those blisters feel?”

      Piper took a deep breath and walked in a small circle around the rock she’d been sitting on. “They’re good. Promise,” she told Ace. Then she turned to Phantom. “Thanks,” she said quietly.

      “You’re welcome,” Phantom said with a short nod before he gathered up the trash from the bandages and headed over to his pack.

      “Come on, girls. Help me clean up this mess and we’ll get ready to go again,” Rocco called. Sinta and Rani ran toward him to help, leaving Piper and Ace alone.

      Ace stood and forced himself to remain still in front of her and not take her into his arms. She looked up at him and bit her lip. “Sorry for not telling you my feet hurt. I didn’t know they were that bad.”

      He took a deep breath. “I know you didn’t. Tonight, when we bed down, you’ll need to take off your shoes and socks and let your feet breathe.”

      She wrinkled her nose.

      He wanted to laugh, but didn’t. Instead, he caved in to his need to touch her and ran a hand down the side of her head. Even mussed and dirty, her hair still felt soft under his hand. “I know, but it’s the best thing you can do for them.”

      “Okay. But if some creepy-crawly bites off my toes, I’m blaming you.”

      Ace did chuckle at that. “Sounds fair. You’re doing a good job, Piper.”

      “I bet you say that to all the women you rescue,” she joked, glancing down at her feet.

      Putting a finger under her chin, Ace lifted her face until he could see her eyes once more. “I don’t. Yes, I’m encouraging, but I’m more likely to say things like ‘hang in there’ or ‘almost there’ to people who aren’t pulling their own weight. Any one of us could carry you if we had to, but it’s difficult and makes extraction much harder. We’re making good time. The fact that you haven’t complained makes it easier on everyone else. And you’re setting a great example for the kids. You’re doing amazingly well, Piper.”

      “Thanks,” she whispered. “This is probably where a lot of women would promise to go to the gym more when they get home, but to be honest, this whole adventure has turned me off working out forever, I think. I’d much rather sit my ass on a towel on the beach and watch everyone else running by than get up and be active myself.”

      Ace couldn’t stop smiling. He really liked how she could make fun of herself without fishing for compliments. “This time tomorrow, we’ll hopefully all be crowded into the back of some too-small pickup truck headed for the capital.”

      “Well, gosh, that sounds appealing,” she replied. “We’d better get going. There’s nothing better than sitting in the back of a pickup, speeding down a mountain in a foreign country, hoping like hell they don’t flip the thing.”

      Throwing caution to the wind, Ace pulled her into a hug. She immediately wrapped her arms around his torso, and he could feel her clinging to him tightly. “I’m going to get you home safe and sound,” Ace vowed.

      She took a deep breath against him and nodded.

      Then Ace felt little arms go around him from his left. Looking down, he saw Sinta staring back up at him. Her face was smeared with dirt and he could see some crumbs around her mouth, and he’d never seen anything as adorable in all his life.

      Until he looked to his right. Rani had copied Sinta, and she was holding on to his thigh. She was smiling up at him. Her hair was a rat’s nest on her head, but she was as cute as a button.

      “You guys ready to go?” he asked the girls.

      “Go!” Sinta said.

      Rani nodded.

      Ace looked up and saw Kemala standing about five feet away. He thought he saw a brief look of longing on her face before she turned her head to glance at his teammates, who were waiting patiently for him and Piper to be ready to go.

      Wishing he knew more about teenagers, about what was going through Kemala’s mind, he pulled away from Piper. “Let me know if your feet start hurting again, and we’ll stop and I’ll check them.”

      “I will.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “I swear,” she said.

      Nodding, Ace leaned down and picked up both Sinta and Rani, resting them in the crooks of his arms. He bounced them up and down for a moment, and both girls shrieked in laughter. He loved that sound. They hadn’t had a lot to laugh about lately, and knowing they trusted him to not drop them was a giddy feeling.

      Piper chuckled next to him—and Ace knew without a doubt this was what he wanted. A woman to stand at his side and a family. The woman might not be Piper, and the family might not be the precious girls in his arms…but oh, how he wanted them to be.
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      That night, when they stopped walking for the day, Rocco and the others thought it was safe enough for a small fire. They didn’t need it for the warmth, but the light and safety it provided made Piper feel as if she was merely on a camping trip with friends instead of fleeing armed rebels who’d already killed her best friend, and who would do the same to her if they caught up to them.

      Sinta and Rani were fast asleep on a small pallet Ace had made for them. Kemala was sitting on the opposite side of the fire, as far away from Piper as she could get, which hurt, but there was nothing Piper could do about the teenager’s attitude toward her at the moment.

      She’d taken off her shoes and borrowed socks, Ace had doctored up her feet once more, and they were all sitting around the fire talking about nothing in particular. She knew from what the guys had talked about as they were walking that Rocco and Gumby had serious girlfriends. Gumby was actually engaged.

      “How does your fiancée cope with you being gone on missions?” Piper asked him.

      He was sitting with his back against a log, and he looked over and smiled at her. “As well as she can. I won’t lie, it’s hard. On both of us. But she has Hannah and Caite, as well as our other SEAL friends’ wives.”

      “You have daughters?” she asked.

      Gumby looked confused for a second, then chuckled. “No, sorry. Hannah is our pit bull, and Caite is Rocco’s girlfriend.”

      Piper glanced at Rocco. “It’s nice that your girlfriend gets along with Gumby’s.”

      Instead of simply agreeing, Rocco focused on her with a look so serious, Piper couldn’t help but get nervous for some reason.

      “Caite and Sidney don’t just ‘get along.’ They’re tight. Very close. Dating or being married to a Navy SEAL isn’t a walk in the park. When we head off to missions, we can’t tell our loved ones where we’re going, what we’ll be doing, or when we’ll be back. It’s stressful as hell, and I have to admit, I have no idea why any woman would want to be involved with anything like that.”

      Ace growled at his friend from where he was sitting next to Piper, and she reacted without thinking, reaching out and putting her hand on his thigh. He immediately quieted at her touch. Piper didn’t look away from Rocco. She really wanted to understand. To hear what he was saying.

      “I’ll be the first to admit that military guys can be assholes,” Rocco went on. “It’s not hard to find a woman who’s looking for a little sex. Our job is nerve-racking, and way too many soldiers and sailors I know use sex as a stress reliever. Sex with women who aren’t their wives or girlfriends, I might add.”

      “But you don’t,” Piper said with confidence.

      He snorted. “No, I don’t. And neither would any of the men sitting around this fire with me. We’ve seen the worst of humanity. We’ve seen men literally push their wives and children into the line of fire to give them time to escape the enemy. We’ve seen women sell their children to strangers to get a few bucks in their pocket. I can’t imagine doing anything that would hurt my Caite. And that means mentally or physically. I’d rather die myself than cheat on her. She literally almost gave her life for mine, and I’d shoot myself in the head before doing anything that might make her doubt me, or my love for her.”

      Piper sighed. She wanted that kind of love. Yearned for it. But she’d never come close to feeling or experiencing it. Then something else Rocco said registered. “She almost gave her life for yours?”

      Rocco nodded. “Yeah. Gumby, Ace, and I were on a mission and had gotten ourselves into a sticky situation. It was likely we wouldn’t have made it out of it alive…and in waltzes Caite. When I stood her up for our date, she got worried and figured out where I was and came to rescue me.”

      Piper knew her eyes were huge in her face, but she couldn’t help it. She turned to stare at Ace. “Really?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Holy shit,” she breathed.

      “We all realized we had some regrets. Things that we hadn’t done yet. One of the things I most regretted was not having a dog,” Gumby said, no trace of embarrassment in his words. “I’d always wanted one but kept telling myself it wouldn’t be fair to leave it when I went on missions.”

      When he didn’t continue, Piper asked, “And you got one?”

      “Yeah. Hannah practically fell into my lap one day, so to speak. I was driving along, minding my own business, and I saw a woman in a knock-down drag-out fight with a guy. I stopped to kick his ass and realized they were fighting over a dog. A pit bull he’d abused badly.”

      “Is she okay now?”

      Gumby smiled. “Yeah, she’s awesome.”

      “And the woman?” Piper pressed.

      “She’s awesome too. We’re going to get married later this month.”

      “She’s okay with what you do then,” Piper replied.

      Gumby nodded and got serious. “As Rocco said, it’s not easy…on either of us. I miss her just as much as she misses me. I worry about her just as much as she worries about me.”

      “It’s not the same,” Piper protested. “I mean, you’re out here getting shot at and she’s not.”

      “But I have five men who I trust implicitly at my back. I know without a doubt that any one of them would do whatever it takes to make sure I get home to my Sidney. But Sidney could get hit by a car while I’m gone. Or have a heart attack. Or fall and not be able to call for help. Lots of things could happen to her back at home, and I’m not there for her. That’s what’s hard for us. We’re protective. Probably more so than other men because of what we’ve seen and done in our lives. So leaving her home is just as hard on us, as our leaving is on our women.”

      Piper thought about that for a moment. She could understand it. Her gaze went to Sinta and Rani, who were sleeping soundly next to each other. The thought of leaving them and going back to California was as painful as losing Kalee. What would become of these girls? Would someone take advantage of them? Would they be hurt? Would someone decide that selling their bodies was an easy way to make ends meet?

      There were so many things that could happen to the girls after she left, even after doing everything possible to keep them safe. The idea of simply walking away was repugnant.

      Doing her best to put those thoughts away—those were worries for tomorrow—Piper asked Rocco, “What was your regret? If you feel comfortable sharing.”

      “Not meeting Caite for our date,” Rocco said without hesitation. “We had just met, and I’d promised nothing would keep me away from going out with her, but there I was, stuck in that fucking cellar with no way out.”

      “Ask Ace what he most regretted,” Bubba suggested.

      Piper turned to look at the man next to her. His eyes were glued to hers, and he didn’t look the least upset with his friend for making him reveal some kind of secret. “What did you regret?” Piper asked.

      “Not having kids,” Ace said without hesitation.

      Piper took a deep breath…and couldn’t take her eyes off his.

      “I know a lot of men in our line of work don’t think much about children. But we’ve already talked about this a little bit. I’ve always wanted them. More than one. I want my kids to have siblings they can be close to for the rest of their lives. And when I thought I was going to die, that’s what I most regretted.”

      The air seemed to spark between them. Piper’s hand tightened on Ace’s leg, and she couldn’t look away from him. She could totally see Ace with babies. He’d be protective and gentle, while teaching them to be strong, that they could achieve whatever they put their minds to. Yeah, he’d make an amazing father.

      Gumby broke the intimate spell surrounding Piper and Ace with his question to Bubba. “What about you, man? If you were to die today, what would you regret?”

      Bubba didn’t even have to think about his answer. He immediately said, “Not fixing my relationship with my pop.”

      “He lives in Alaska, right?” Rex asked.

      “Yeah. In Juneau. You can’t drive there, there aren’t any roads in or out. You have to fly in or take a boat. I hated that town and got out as soon as I could. But he loves it, and after my mom died when I was little, he refused to leave because that’s where he said he felt closest to her. My twin brother, Malcom, still lives there too.”

      “You should call your dad when you get back,” Piper said. “Life is too short for regrets.”

      Bubba smiled at her. “Maybe I will.”

      “Good.”

      “What about you, Rex?” Rocco asked.

      “I don’t have too many regrets,” Rex said. “But I’m thinking maybe I shouldn’t just admire the nurse I’ve seen around base from afar anymore.”

      “Which one?” Ace asked.

      “Avery.”

      “The tall redhead with the freckles?” Gumby asked.

      “That’s her. I’ve seen her around the hospital on base. She’s cute.”

      “Cute?” Piper said with a little scrunch of her nose. “Here’s a tip—I’m not sure any woman wants to be called cute. Pretty, beautiful, strong, efficient, or any number of other adjectives. But ‘cute’ makes most of us feel as if we’re eight and wearing pigtails.”

      Rex chuckled. “Noted. Thanks.”

      “Phantom?” Bubba asked. “What about you? Any regrets?”

      “Yeah,” the mostly silent man said. “Not taking the extra thirty seconds it would’ve required to get Kalee out of that hole and bring her with us.”

      And with that bombshell, Phantom stood and stalked off into the dark jungle behind him.

      No one said a word after he left, as if they weren’t sure what to say. Piper stared down at her hands, now back in her lap, and bit her lip, doing her best not to cry. She’d tried to take Ace’s advice and not blame herself for Kalee’s death, but it was really hard, especially knowing Phantom probably blamed her and the girls for not being able to complete his mission.

      Surprisingly, Kemala was the one to break the silence. “I wish I no yell at my mother the day she die, and I was sent to home.”

      Everyone turned to stare at the teenager in shock, but it was Ace who acted. He quickly stood and walked to the other side of the fire and knelt down next to the girl. “Your mom was killed?”

      Kemala nodded. “Father was mad.”

      Piper could see a muscle in Ace’s jaw clenching even from where she sat. “He sent you to the orphanage?”

      She nodded again. “But I happy. He was mean. Mother was nice.”

      Ace reached out slowly and ran a hand over Kemala’s head. “I’m sorry, baby. That had to be hard.”

      She swallowed and nodded. “But you men do not hit.”

      Ace kept his hand on her head, and it seemed as if they were the only people in the world at that moment. “A good man never hits his children. Or his wife. Or any woman. You deserve better, Kemala. Always remember that. It’s better to be alone than to be with a man who hurts you.”

      “Marry is goal,” she whispered.

      Ace shook his head. “No, it’s not. You can live a good life without being married if that’s what you want. Do not let a man hit you. It’s not right. You are worth more than that.”

      Piper was crying now. It was the most she’d heard Kemala speak, and what she was saying was heartbreaking. But the way Ace was doing his best to make sure the girl valued herself was making her just as teary-eyed.

      Beckett Morgan was meant to be a father. He’d make a hell of a good one if his actions toward Kemala, Sinta, and Rani were any indication.

      “He’s right,” Rocco added. “Any man who uses his fists to get what he wants is bad.”

      Piper knew he was keeping his words simple for Kemala’s sake.

      Kemala turned her head, looked across the firelight at Piper and said, “Life in city is hard. Too many men. No choice for Kemala.” Her eyes were dead, there was no emotion there whatsoever.

      Piper’s tears fell faster, and the guilt felt as if it would smother her. She understood what Kemala was saying. Right before the shit hit the fan and the rebels attacked the orphanage, Kalee and the director of the orphanage were having a discussion about how lucky they were to be up in the mountains, because the girls in the cities didn’t have as many choices about their future. Since they had no families, they were basically given to any man who made a healthy “donation” to the overcrowded orphanages.

      It was wrong and sickening, and Piper had been glad that while life was hard up in the mountains, at least it didn’t involve being sold off to whatever man decided he wanted a child bride.

      Kemala had obviously heard that conversation as well. And as she was nearing the age where most girls were married off, she knew what awaited her in the city.

      Closing her eyes, Piper dropped her head. She felt so bad for Kemala. She wanted to tell the teenager that she wished to adopt her. To bring her back to the States so she didn’t have to worry about getting married to a man she didn’t love. But she had no idea if she’d be able to manage it. The last thing she wanted to do was raise the girl’s hopes, only to have to disappoint her later.

      Piper’s gaze returned to Rani and Sinta sleeping soundly nearby. Them too. They still had a few years, probably, before they were sent to live with some strange man.

      Ace didn’t say anything, simply sat on the ground next to Kemala and pulled her into his embrace. Surprisingly, the girl allowed it and rested her head on Ace’s chest. No one spoke after that. There was nothing to say.

      After a while, the men got up and headed for the scouting points they’d scoped out before the sun went down. They’d keep watch tonight just like they had the night before. Even though the danger wasn’t as great where they were, no one was taking any chances.

      Ace got up and put out the fire, and then held out his hand to Piper. She took it, and he helped her stand and led her over to Rani and Sinta. Just like the night before, he lay down and arranged Piper on his chest. Kemala settled herself a little ways away.

      Piper’s mind spun. The spark inside her that had wanted to find a way to keep the girls was stronger now. It wouldn’t be easy, she might have to spend several weeks in the capital trying to figure out the red tape and to get the documents necessary to take the girls back to the United States…but she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were meant to be hers.

      After hearing Kemala’s words tonight, simply dropping the three girls off at an orphanage in the city was seeming less and less like a viable option.

      It was insane. She was a thirty-two-year-old single woman. Although she made a decent salary, she lived in a two-bedroom apartment. She couldn’t rely on her elderly grandparents to help her, as they were using every penny of their social security to pay for the retirement community they’d moved into a few years ago.

      It was crazy to be contemplating adopting the girls, but now that the seed had been planted even deeper, she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was the right thing to do. For Kalee, whose last act had been to save them; for Mr. Solberg, who would want any kind of connection to his lost daughter he could get; and for the girls themselves.

      “What are you thinking about so hard?” Ace asked quietly.

      Piper merely shrugged. She didn’t want him to try to talk her out of it or give her empty promises about making sure the girls would be left somewhere safe. At the moment, she felt a lot like she imagined Phantom must’ve felt, looking down at Kalee in that hole.

      She wasn’t going to leave without them. She had no idea how in the world she’d make it work, but she would.

      Ace said, “Things’ll look better in the morning. Me and the guys’ll do whatever we can to make this easier for you. Get some sleep.”

      She wished he was referring to getting the girls out of Timor-Leste, but she knew he meant getting the girls settled into an orphanage in the city. For now, she had to keep her plans to herself…at least until she had more information.

      From what Rocco had said earlier, they were planning on going to the United States Embassy in Dili as soon as they got there. Their commander was working with the authorities to replace her passport so she could leave the country. While she was there, she’d find a way to talk to someone about how to adopt Rani, Sinta, and Kemala.

      Feeling better about her decision, even if it scared the hell out of her, Piper simply nodded and relaxed against Ace. Even with everything going through her mind, she was asleep within moments.
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      Commander Storm North pressed his lips together in sympathy and stared at Paul Solberg. He was not a happy man. He’d just been informed that his daughter had been killed in Timor-Leste, and the SEALs who’d been sent to retrieve her had to leave her body behind to escort Piper and three orphans out of the mountains.

      “This isn’t happening,” Solberg said in an anguished tone. “Your men were sent over there to get Kalee out! What happened?”

      “We don’t have all the details yet,” Storm told the distraught man.

      “Can you tell me anything?” Solberg asked. “You said that Piper was rescued…were they together? How did Piper survive and not Kalee? Was there a shootout? Did my daughter put herself in the line of fire to help the others? I wouldn’t put that past her.”

      “I honestly don’t know,” the commander said quietly. “As soon as I’m able to connect with my men, after they get to the capital city, I’ll know more.”

      Storm watched the older man attempt to get control of his emotions. It was obvious Paul loved his daughter and was devastated. Making death notifications was one of the hardest jobs the commander had, and this one was no exception.

      Solberg cleared his throat and said distantly, “When Kalee decided to join the Peace Corps, I wasn’t thrilled, but I thought I’d lucked out and gotten her a position in a safe country. I should’ve put my foot down and refused to let her go. Kalee has too big of a heart. She cares about everyone… After the SEALs get Piper to the capital, are they going to go back and get my Kalee? They can’t just leave her there.”

      “Again, sir, I’ll have to talk to my men before I can answer anything definitively. The area is obviously unstable, and with the rebels taking control of the mountainous region around Dili, it will most likely be several weeks, or even months before things are safe enough to attempt any kind of rescue mission.” Storm hated being the bearer of such bad news, but he didn’t want to lead the poor man on about their chances.

      Solberg didn’t say anything for a long, tense moment. Then he straightened his shoulders and simply said, “I see. You’ll call when you have more information for me?”

      “Yes, of course,” Storm promised.

      Then Mr. Solberg nodded and said, “I appreciate you coming to my house to tell me the news personally.”

      Recognizing a dismissal when he heard one, Commander North nodded. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I can. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Paul nodded and walked him to the front door. Not another word was spoken, and after Mr. Solberg had shut the door behind him, Storm couldn’t decide if the notification had gone well or not.

      Of course the man was upset about his daughter…but there was something else going on behind his eyes that Storm couldn’t put his finger on. He’d been in the navy a long time, and he’d given more death notifications than he could count. Every person reacted a little bit differently to hearing the news that a loved one had passed away. But there was something about Paul Solberg’s reaction that seemed…off.

      Shaking his head, the commander headed for his car. He didn’t have time to think about it. He needed to look at the maps of the area around Dili and try to come up with a plan to assist his SEALs, and Piper Johnson, in getting out of Timor-Leste in one piece. Intel had indicated that the rebels were quickly moving out of the mountains toward the capital city. And if he didn’t get his team out before that happened, it would make extracting them a hell of a lot more difficult.
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      The second the door closed behind Storm North, Paul Solberg turned and walked back into his living room. He stood stock still until he heard the vehicle outside start up and drive away.

      Then he yelled, “FUCK!” at the top of his lungs.

      The pain and anger inside was excruciating—and it made him want to wring Piper Johnson’s neck.

      She was the one who’d always encouraged his good little girl to get into trouble. Had even encouraged Kalee’s decision to join the Peace Corps! He had no idea why Kalee had ever befriended her all those years ago. He’d never liked her. She was a little hanger-on. His daughter was beautiful and vivacious; Piper was plain and mousy. His daughter was rich; she was going to do great things with her life. Piper rarely left her apartment.

      She was beneath Kalee. In every way that mattered.

      He knew she had something to do with Kalee getting killed. But the navy would probably never tell him if she did.

      His mind spun with the possibilities of what could have happened. Piper had probably freaked out and started screaming, drawing attention and getting Kalee killed in the chaos. Or maybe Piper had run in terror, and Kalee had gotten shot trying to go after her.

      Or his loyal, generous Kalee had sacrificed herself for Piper…

      Paul paced furiously as his mind whirled. He’d slept minutes at a time for days, waiting for any news. Too distracted to work, to eat… He had a splitting headache—not the first in recent days—and he couldn’t stop thinking about his little baby girl, in pain and dying alone, helpless, scared to death. The images were burned into his brain, one after the other, and they wouldn’t go away.

      Someone was going to pay for Kalee’s death. And that someone was Piper Johnson. She was the reason his daughter was dead. She had to be.

      And she’d regret the day she’d decided to go to Timor-Leste. He’d do everything in his power to make sure of it.
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      Ace breathed a sigh of relief when the city of Dili came into view. The morning had been a little tense after Phantom and Kemala’s confessions the night before. But they’d set out as the sun was rising and had made it to a fairly large town that seemed not to have been infiltrated by the rebels yet. There were a couple anxious hours as they attempted to find someone who was willing to give them a ride, but eventually they struck a deal with two men who agreed to drive them into the city, for a fee. They’d all quickly piled into the two pickup trucks and started for the capital.

      In the back of the truck with him was Rani, Sinta, Piper, Rocco, and Bubba. Phantom, Rex, Gumby, and Kemala were in the back of the other truck. The warm wind felt amazingly good against his face, and Ace closed his eyes for a second as he reveled in the fact they’d finally made it off the mountain.

      Ace didn’t know if the men driving were aware of the rebellion going on in the remote areas of their country, but it didn’t matter. He was simply glad they’d found a ride and been able to get Piper and the girls out.

      She’d come to the country to visit her friend and for a short vacation, and had almost lost her life. She’d also fallen in love with three orphans—as had Ace.

      And he couldn’t deny the spark that seemed to ignite every time Piper looked at him.

      Ace had certainly seen his share of coincidences, but he couldn’t help thinking his and Piper’s lives were bound together by the fickle hands of fate.

      Rani giggled, and Ace turned to stare at the little girl. She was leaning over the edge of the truck bed, and Piper had a death grip on her T-shirt. It was obvious the four-year-old thought this was the most exciting experience of her life…and it probably was. Her hair was blowing all over the place, and he had a feeling it would be almost impossible to get a brush through it, but he didn’t have the heart to make her stop, to pull her back, because of the tiny joy the wind in her face and hair was giving her.

      Sinta was right there with her, although she wasn’t leaning quite as far over the side of the truck bed. But she was smiling just as big as Rani.

      Watching the two girls enjoy such a simple pleasure made him smile. It was different seeing the world from their perspective. Innocent and joyful.

      Piper saw him looking at her and the girls and gifted him with a small grin. She’d been through hell. Her hair was disheveled and dirty, her clothes were covered in mud, she’d lost her best friend…and yet, here she was, smiling.

      Ace needed someone like her in his life. Someone who could see the good even when surrounded by the bad. He needed that optimism. That goodness.

      Even as he smiled back, Ace knew he didn’t need someone like Piper. He needed her.

      As the thought raced through his mind, Piper turned her attention back to Rani and Sinta.

      He had plenty of time to convince her to get to know him better when they got back to the States, though. He needed to play things smart, not rush Piper into anything right now. She’d have a lot to deal with when she got home. Losing Kalee, talking to her friend’s father, dealing with the loss of the girls she’d obviously bonded with. Hopefully he could help her with all of that.

      The pickup trucks slowed as they neared the city and traffic built up. It took another hour to reach the coast once they got to the outskirts of the city. The plan was to check into a hostel their commander had reserved for them before heading to the US Embassy to check on Piper’s paperwork. Rocco had gotten ahold of him again while they’d been on their way to the city. Ace also knew checking out the nearest orphanage was on the agenda too.

      The thought was depressing. And if it was depressing for him, he knew it would be devastating for Piper and the girls.

      The trucks stopped in front of a bright turquoise fence surrounding a somewhat rundown-looking building. The sign in front proclaimed it Casa Hinha.

      “What’s this?” Piper asked. She was sitting on the bottom of the truck bed, with Rani and Sinta on either side of her.

      “It’s a backpacker’s hostel,” Rocco told her. “I know it’s not a fancy hotel, but I’ve been reassured that they have hot water in the showers. We thought it better to blend in and lay low than to check into one of the fancier hotels.”

      Piper’s eyes lit up. “Hot water? Those are the magic words. I don’t care what it’s called or what it looks like, as long as I can get clean.”

      Ace hopped out of the back of the truck. “Come on. I don’t know about you, but I’m more than ready to be out of the wind.”

      Piper nodded eagerly and steadied the girls as they stood and headed for Ace.

      Rani held out her arms and Ace smiled down at her. He’d never get tired of their trust and innocence. He lifted the little girl from the truck and when her feet were on the ground, he said softly, “Stay right by my side, Rani. It’s dangerous in the city, don’t run off.”

      He waited until she nodded before turning to reach for Sinta. She didn’t hesitate to put her arms around his shoulders as he lifted her from the back of the truck. He noted she took hold of Rani’s hand as soon as she was on the ground, and they both looked for Kemala, who was climbing out of the other truck.

      By the time Ace turned back to help Piper, she’d already scooted all the way to the edge of the truck bed. “How’re your feet doing?” he asked, holding out a hand and steadying her as she hopped out.

      “They’re good. Airing them out last night did the trick. That, and your last clean pair of socks you gave me this morning.”

      “Good. If they start hurting again, let me know and we’ll find a doctor before we head home.”

      She frowned at that, and Ace could’ve kicked himself for reminding her they’d soon be leaving. Piper bravely gave him a small smile and nodded before stepping up behind Rani and Sinta and putting her hands on their shoulders.

      They all waited outside the gate as Rocco rang the small bell located to the side of the gate. It took some time, but eventually an older woman shuffled out the door and to the gate and said something in Tetum.

      Rocco opened his mouth to tell her who they were, and to explain that they didn’t speak the local dialect, but Kemala beat him to it. She began talking to the woman in their native language—and Ace felt ashamed at the unease that coursed through him. None of them knew what Kemala was saying, and the fact that the woman appeared unhappy was a bit worrisome.

      But within a minute, the old woman unlocked the gate and swung it open.

      “Welcome,” she said in heavily accented English. That seemed to be the extent of her knowledge of the language, because she immediately began speaking in Tetum once more.

      The group followed her into the small, dark space. They were about three blocks from the ocean, but the coastal breeze didn’t extend into the hostel at all. The air was stifling and stale, but after what Piper and the girls had been through, he didn’t think they even noticed or cared.

      The woman led them to one room with four bunk beds and gestured to the men.

      “Boys sleep here,” Kemala translated.

      Ace immediately shook his head. “No. Tell her we aren’t sleeping apart from you and the other girls.”

      Kemala stared at him for a heartbeat, as if she wanted to say something, but eventually she turned back to the woman and they had a long, drawn-out conversation. The older woman obviously wasn’t happy, but eventually she grunted, nodded, then turned and left the room.

      “What’d she say?” Gumby asked.

      Kemala shrugged. “She no like. Boys and girls should no sleep in same room. She said yes, but we have to sleep in here on floor.”

      Ace clenched his teeth. “Like hell,” he murmured.

      “Easy, man,” Rocco said, grabbing his arm and pulling Ace away from the others.

      Ace scowled, pitching his voice low. “Fuck that. I know we need to lie low, but this is bullshit. Let’s just go to the Farol Hotel. It’s a block away and we can all have real beds.”

      “We’re a group of seven Americans,” Rocco retorted. “We’d stick out like a sore thumb there. Not to mention, we have no luggage and are looking a little rough. They might not even let us in. We aren’t going to be here that long; this is fine.”

      “It’s not fine,” Ace protested. “I promised Piper a soft bed and a feather pillow and look what she’s getting.” He threw his arm out toward where Piper, Rani, and Sinta had been standing just outside the room.

      But they weren’t there anymore.

      Crossing to the doorway, Ace saw that Piper had led the two little girls over to the bunk beds and they’d already taken two of the mattresses off the bed frames, organizing them in the middle of the room. “See? We can all fit just fine here. Just like we did in the jungle,” she told Sinta as she sat in the middle of a mattress.

      Rani and Sinta giggled and joined her, bouncing on the old, flat cotton as if it was a king-size bed in the Ritz Carlton.

      “That’ll work,” Rex murmured. “We can add one or two more mattresses and rotate watch, and we can still all get some sleep.”

      Ace shouldn’t have been surprised that Piper had made a bad situation fun for the girls. She’d been surprising him ever since the first moment he’d met her. He knew she’d probably kill for a bed of her own after spending the last week either smooshed up against the girls or using his body as a mattress, but she’d found a way to make the best out of their current situation instead of pitching a fit—like he was.

      Rocco put his hand on Ace’s shoulder. His voice lowered, so Kemala couldn’t overhear him. “We need to shower and get those girls something else to wear. Piper too. Also…Commander North called the one state-run orphanage in the capital after talking to me earlier, and they said they were completely full and couldn’t take any more kids. He even offered—according to him—a good chunk of money, and was still turned down.”

      “Fuck. So what now?” Ace asked.

      “He did manage to find another private-run home for orphaned children. It’s run by a woman named Amisha, but there were few other details.”

      Ace wanted to protest. Wanted to ask what was in it for the woman, but he kept his mouth shut. They literally didn’t have any other choice at the moment.

      “Fine, but I want to take Piper to check it out before we agree to anything.”

      Rocco nodded. “I figured that. We have an appointment in about two hours with Amisha to tour her home. Two of us can go with Piper to the private orphanage and two can stay here with the girls.”

      “And the other two?” Ace asked.

      “They’ll head out to the American Embassy and start proceedings for us getting the hell out of here. The commander’s been in touch with them, and they’re expecting to see some of us today. They’re aware why we’re here. We’ll be catching an Australian military bird out of here, and after Piper sees a medical doctor in Sydney, we’ll catch another military bird back to California.”

      Ace nodded. He hadn’t been privy to the conversations between Rocco and their commander, in part because he’d been spending so much time with Piper and the girls, but the extraction plan sounded about right.

      Gumby had been close enough to overhear their conversation, and said, “Phantom and I can head out and find some clothes for Piper and the girls…at least to tide them over.”

      Ace nodded. “And some snacks. They’re probably hungry and have to be sick of MREs by now. Oh, and see if you can find Rani and Sinta a stuffed animal or toy or something? It might help them acclimate. And I don’t know what Kemala would like, but maybe something special for her too.”

      Gumby snickered and Rocco did his best to hide his smile, without much luck.

      “What?” Ace asked defensively.

      Gumby clapped his hand on Ace’s back and said, “Nothing. I’ll see what Phantom and I can find.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” Ace’s gaze went to the makeshift bed in the middle of the floor, and he saw that Piper had found a piece of paper somewhere, probably the small desk at the back of the room, and she was writing as Rani and Sinta watched with wide eyes from beside to her. She was on her knees in the middle of the mattress and was talking quietly with the girls as her hand moved over the paper.

      Curious, Ace moved closer. She was drawing something. After several minutes, she handed the sketch to Sinta, put down the pen, and sat back.

      Rani clapped her hands enthusiastically, and Sinta exclaimed, “Us!”

      “Exactly right, Sinta, it is us,” Piper said.

      Ace couldn’t help himself; he leaned closer and looked at the paper in Sinta’s hands.

      Piper had drawn herself in the back of a pickup truck. Next to her were the three girls. She’d drawn all four of them smiling and the wind was blowing their hair wildly.

      It wasn’t a finished image, merely a line drawing, but it was still obvious who the people in the picture were. Ace had figured Piper had to be a good artist in order to make a living as a cartoonist. He’d seen some of her drawings before, but was even more impressed at this display of her raw talent.

      “Ace, look!” Sinta said as she climbed to her feet and brought the paper closer. “Us!”

      “I see that, Sinta. Four beautiful ladies.”

      The little girl beamed even more and brought the paper over to where Kemala was standing. She was leaning against one of the bunk beds, staring out the small window covered with bars.

      The teenager glanced at it, said something in Tetum to Sinta, and turned back to the window. Sinta frowned and stomped back to Piper.

      “Who’s ready for a shower?” Rex asked the group.

      Piper’s head whipped around, and Ace could see the longing in her eyes from where he stood. But instead of leaping up, she turned to the girls. “Come on. It’s spa time.”

      All three stared at her, obviously not understanding.

      Piper smiled and climbed off the mattress. She put the pen back on the desk and held out her hands. Rani grabbed hold immediately but Sinta went to the desk and carefully placed the drawing Piper had made on top. Then she went back to Piper’s side and grabbed hold of her free hand.

      “Kemala?” Piper asked quietly.

      Sighing as if she’d been asked to run a marathon, the teenager pushed off the wall and trudged to the others with her head bent low, staring at the floor.

      Ace wanted to reprimand her. To suggest she have a little more respect for the woman who’d saved her life, but he kept quiet. Out of all the girls, she was the only one who had any idea how much her life was about to change. They were no longer in the mountains, they were in the city, and they had a very uncertain future.

      Piper walked them toward the door, but Sinta stopped when they were about to exit and she turned and held out a hand toward Ace. “Ace too,” she said.

      Piper shook her head. “Not this time, sweetie. Girls only.”

      Ace was shocked when Sinta’s lips pressed together and her brows furrowed. She actually stomped her foot and wiggled her hand. “Ace come too!” she said again.

      Piper looked up at him, clearly at a loss. He knew he couldn’t shower with them, but he moved toward the group. He kneeled in front of Sinta and said, “Piper will take you to get clean. I’ll be right here when you get back.”

      He was dismayed when her large brown eyes filled with tears and she shook her head. “Ace protect from bad men!”

      He couldn’t have stopped himself from reaching out for the little girl if his life depended on it. If Sinta thought he could protect her from the bad guys, he would make sure he didn’t leave her side until he absolutely had to. “Piper isn’t going to let anything happen to you, Sinta. You’re safe with her.”

      The little girl nodded. She stroked his beard with one hand while resting her head on his shoulder. “Ace protect Piper. Piper protect girls.”

      “Guess we’re all going to shower,” Ace said softly.

      “Phantom and I’ll head out now and see what we can find nearby for them to put on when they’re done,” Gumby said. “Then we’ll head out again and find the other stuff on your list.”

      Ace nodded. “’Preciate it.”

      Gumby just rolled his eyes at his friend.

      “Be careful out there,” Rocco warned. “It doesn’t look like the rebellion has made it down to the city yet, but that could change in a heartbeat. The commander says it’s only a matter of time.”

      Both Phantom and Gumby nodded and turned the opposite way down the hall from where Ace and the girls were headed.

      “They’re going to get us clothes?” Piper asked as she headed for the bathroom after Kemala pointed it out.

      “Yeah. Unless you want to put back on what you’re wearing now,” Ace told her.

      Piper shook her head. “No…I’d put on a flour sack if it was available.”

      Ace chuckled. “I’m sure they’ll be able to find something more suitable than that.”

      Piper stopped walking and put her free hand on Ace’s arm. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      She looked confused. “For what? For everything!” she exclaimed. “For being so great with the girls, for keeping the creepy-crawlies away, for saving us, making sure the rebels didn’t find us, for getting us clothes…all of it.”

      Ace had picked up Sinta and was holding her in the crook of one of his arms, but he used his free hand to palm the side of her face. “You don’t have to thank me for any of that.”

      “But—”

      “None of it, Piper. I’d do it again a thousand times over and wouldn’t expect a thanks then either.”

      They stared at each other for a long moment before Sinta lightened the mood by putting her hand on Piper’s other cheek. “Thank you,” she said with a smile.

      Piper laughed, and Ace chuckled again.

      “You ready to get clean, squirt?” he asked Sinta.

      She nodded, but didn’t look too sure.

      “What’s wrong? You don’t like being clean?” Ace asked.

      Sinta bit her lip and looked away from them both.

      Piper gave him a confused look, and Ace could only shrug. The little girl had seemed content enough a second ago.

      “We no like baths,” Kemala said from a few steps ahead of them.

      “Why?” Piper asked.

      “Hurt.”

      “Baths hurt?” Ace asked in confusion.

      Kemala nodded. “Cold hurts.”

      Piper caught Ace’s eye, then smiled at Kemala. “I think you’ll find you like today’s bath,” she said.

      Kemala just scowled.

      Sinta shivered in Ace’s arms, and he could see Rani holding on to Piper’s hand with a death grip. He hoped like hell the hostel had hot water. It was supposed to, but if not, the hell with it—he’d personally rent a hotel room just for the day if it meant giving these precious children their first warm shower experience.

      Kemala pushed open the door to the women’s bathroom, and Ace hesitated.

      “Hello?” Piper called out. When no one answered her, she turned to him. “It’s okay. No one’s inside.”

      “This isn’t right,” Ace argued as he followed Piper into the room. He looked around. There were two bathroom stalls and sinks on one side of the room, and on the other were two shower stalls with flimsy plastic shower curtains pulled to the side.

      He leaned over and put Sinta on the floor and stood there awkwardly as Piper went into one of the toilet stalls with Rani.

      “Do you need to potty?” Ace asked Sinta. She stared up at him with a sad expression and tears in her eyes, and shook her head.

      Ace kneeled down in front of her. “Don’t cry, pumpkin. It’ll be okay.”

      At his words, she tilted her head. “Pum-kin?”

      He grinned. “It’s a term of affection.”

      She still looked confused.

      Ace searched his mind to find a word to explain what pumpkin meant, that she’d understand. “It’s a fun name that means I like you a lot.”

      She nodded. “Ace, pump-kin.”

      He couldn’t help it; he threw back his head and laughed. He’d have to be careful about what he said around the girls until they could understand better.

      And that thought made his humor die. He wouldn’t be around them long enough to teach them English. It was a sobering thought. And a depressing one.

      “I don’t know what’s so funny, but I can hear the water calling my name,” Piper said as she came out of the stall with Rani.

      “I’ll just wait outside,” Ace said as he stood and gestured to the door with his thumb.

      “No!” Sinta yelled and grabbed him around the waist.

      “Okay, okay, I won’t go anywhere,” Ace assured her, not able to stand the little girl’s terror.

      Piper gathered Sinta to her and crouched down on the floor in front of her and Rani. She included Kemala in her pep talk by constantly looking up at her as she spoke. “I promise this isn’t going to hurt. Remember when we were in that crawlspace and I swore to do everything in my power to keep you safe? This is the same thing. I would never ask you to do something that would hurt you. I care about you all too much. I don’t know how warm this water is going to be, but if it’s not, I won’t make you take a shower. Okay?”

      She waited a beat, and it was obvious to Ace that the girls hadn’t understood everything Piper had said, but Sinta was the first to nod…reluctantly. Rani then nodded too, likely because Sinta had. Kemala simply stared down at Piper, hiding her thoughts behind a stoic mask.

      Sighing, Piper stood. “Okay, I’m thinking since our clothes are so dirty, that we might as well shower in them, at least to start with.”

      “Shoes off, Piper,” Ace ordered.

      She looked over at him and smiled. “Of course.” Then she leaned over and untied the laces of her now mud-colored sneakers. She toed them off and placed them under one of the sinks, taking off the socks he’d lent her and putting them inside the shoes. “I’ll clean the socks tonight,” she told him softly.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ace responded, staring at her feet. He’d seen them before, when he was doctoring them up, but at the time, he’d been more concerned about her medically. Seeing her standing on the tile floor of the bathroom in her bare feet seemed much more intimate. The peeling polish on her toenails made her appear even more vulnerable somehow.

      “I’ll go first, how about that?” Piper said as she turned away from Ace’s intense stare. She leaned into one of the shower stalls and turned on the water. The pipes creaked and moaned. The water pressure left something to be desired, but it was a shower. Ace wished once more Rocco had told their commander to stuff it and had gotten them rooms in a nicer place. One with beds for them all, and real showers.

      But Piper acted as if the shower was the best thing she’d ever experienced in her life. She grinned at the girls and held her hand under the small stream. Ace couldn’t tell if the water was hot or cold, as Piper gave nothing away with her plastered-on smile. Finally, she looked over at him and nodded.

      Ace sighed in relief.

      “Come here, Sinta. It’s warm. I promise.”

      The little girl refused to go any closer to what she thought would be a horrible experience.

      “Kemala? I know you’re upset and don’t want anything to do with me, but would you please come here and feel the water? The girls look up to you, and if they see that you’re okay with it, they will be too.”

      The teenager didn’t move.

      “Please?” Piper begged.

      After another long pause, Kemala finally walked toward Piper with about the same enthusiasm as if she were headed for the guillotine. She stood as far away from the water as she could get and held out her hand, leaning way over so no stray water could accidentally hit the rest of her.

      The second her hand touched the stream, she flinched and yanked her hand back.

      Piper gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s warm,” she said unnecessarily.

      Kemala’s hand slowly returned to the stream and she held it under the water, staring as the droplets splashed over her hand onto the tile floor.

      Ace’s knees nearly gave out when she turned to Sinta and Rani and smiled so big, it practically lit up the room. She said something in their native language to the little girls, and they hesitantly came closer to the shower.

      Ace watched as all four of his girls stood hip to hip in the small shower stall, grinning as if they’d just been given the greatest present of their lives.

      “See? It’s warm. It won’t hurt you. In fact, I can pretty much guarantee you’ve never felt anything as heavenly as a hot shower,” Piper said.

      There was an old bar of soap on a ledge in the corner of the shower, and Ace suspected in any other circumstance she never would’ve touched the nasty thing, but Piper reached for it and worked up a lather in her hands. Then she grabbed Rani’s hands and transferred the bubbles into them.

      “Scrub your hands together, like this,” she demonstrated.

      As Rani washed her hands, she soaped up Sinta’s hands then handed the soap to Kemala. The four of them laughed and giggled as they washed their hands and arms.

      Ace continued to stand by quietly and watch as his girls bonded over hot water and soap. They could’ve spread out and used the other shower stall, but all four seemed content to stand close and experience together the joy that was a hot shower after a hard day.

      Soon enough they were all dripping wet. Their clothes hung off their bodies, and Piper stripped Rani and Sinta of their T-shirt and shorts. She lathered up their little bodies and gently and carefully did her best to wash their hair as well. She lifted Rani to rinse her hair of the soap so it didn’t go into her eyes.

      Both Kemala and Piper kept their clothes on as they showered.

      Ace knew he was an asshole for not leaving the room, but he couldn’t take his eyes from Piper’s body. Her wet T-shirt molded to her curves, and he could clearly see her nipples poking through the bra she was wearing. Her legs were covered by the khaki pants she’d been wearing since he’d first seen her, but even those were now clinging to her in all the right places.

      Even after her ordeal, she was curvy and lush, and his fingers actually curled into his palms as he thought about touching her. About helping her out of her sopping-wet clothes and making sure she was squeaky clean all over.

      When all four of the girls were dripping wet and as clean as they were going to get for the moment, Piper looked over at him and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t suppose there are any towels we can use?”

      Shaking his head to clear it, Ace said, “I’ll go see what I can scrounge up.”

      “Thanks. Maybe you can take Rani and Sinta when you come back and get them dry, while Kemala and I finish our showers?”

      The thought of Piper standing under the water, soap running down her naked body, made him more than aware of how long it had been since he’d had a woman. Months. No, at least a year. Shit.

      Ace turned to hide his erection and headed for the door. “Of course. I’ll be right back.”

      “Thanks, Ace,” Piper said.

      Nodding but not turning around, Ace pushed open the door to the women’s restroom and took a deep breath once he was in the hallway. Sweat dripped down the side of his face from both the heat of the small bathroom and the naturally hot climate.

      God, he had to get control of himself. The last thing he wanted was to put any kind of pressure on Piper. She had enough of that without having to worry about a horny SEAL lusting after her.

      Within moments, he’d found a stack of what he assumed were towels for guest use. They weren’t very large, and were pretty threadbare, but they’d have to work.

      Picking up six, thinking Piper and Kemala could easily use two each, he headed back to the restroom. Knocking, he waited for Piper to give him the all clear to enter.

      And when he did, he stopped and just stared.

      Sinta and Rani were dancing around in front of the shower while Piper and Kemala took turns splashing them with water from the light stream. All four were laughing, and Ace wished he had a camera at that moment to preserve the scene.

      When Piper saw him standing by the door with the towels, she turned off the water and came toward him. She took one of the towels from him and leaned over to wrap it around Rani.

      Ace looked away when her tits pressed against her wet shirt as she bent over. He put four towels on one of the sinks and took the last one and began to dry Sinta. The little girl was skinny and was all arms and legs.

      He’d seen Phantom and Gumby return when he’d been in the hall getting towels and knew they’d put the clothes they’d bought in the room they were staying in. When the girls were fairly dry, he leaned over and picked them both up at the same time. They were still giggling, obviously overstimulated by the warm shower and their antics afterward.

      “Phantom and Gumby returned while you guys were showering. I’ll take these two little monkeys to the room and get them dressed. I’ll have Rocco bring whatever they got for you two down here in a second. Don’t get naked until he leaves, though.”

      Piper smiled at him and nodded. “Thanks.”

      “What’d I say about thanking me?” he returned gently. Then he turned and headed for the door once more, with two damp little girls in his arms. “Come on, let’s go see if Gumby found a hairbrush, and then see what we can do with these rat nests, shall we?”

      Obviously not understanding him, both Sinta and Rani nodded eagerly.

      Ace took one more look at Piper before forcing himself to exit the bathroom.
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      Piper let out a long sigh of relief when Ace left the room. She swore her ovaries ached every time he displayed tenderness toward Rani and Sinta. He would make an incredible father. It was obvious from the way he treated both little girls. He was sympathetic and understanding toward Kemala too.

      It was more than obvious the teenager didn’t care for Piper, but that wouldn’t stop her from doing anything possible to make things easier on the girl. The girl’s home had been destroyed, her friends killed, and she’d been ripped from everything she knew. And she wasn’t stupid. Kemala was more than aware that it was likely she and the others would be dumped into another orphanage as soon as it could be arranged.

      But for just a moment, while they’d been playing with Rani and Sinta, Piper had felt the girl’s walls collapse. She’d laughed and had actually been happy for a short time. The warm water had done wonders for lowering her shields, even if only temporarily.

      The second Rocco left after depositing a stack of clean clothes in the bathroom, Piper stripped off the nasty shirt and pants she’d been wearing for almost a week. She went into the other stall and turned on the water, happy that it was still warm after all their frolicking, and stood under the small stream, trying to pretend it was a luxurious rain-head shower instead. She used more soap and scrubbed every inch of her body, twice, doing her best to rid herself of the dirt and death she felt had seeped into every pore.

      When she was finally done, Piper realized that Kemala was still showering. The teenager had pulled the curtain shut, so Piper left her alone to her privacy as she used two of the towels Ace had brought in to dry herself. The clothes Gumby and Phantom had found weren’t exactly the height of fashion, but the cutoff sweatpants and the large T-shirt were clean, so they felt heavenly. They hadn’t brought any underwear, so Piper did her best to wash her undies in the sink.

      When Kemala still hadn’t exited the shower stall by the time she was done, Piper cautiously approached the curtain. “Kemala?”

      When there was no answer, Piper pushed back the curtain—and her heart hurt at what she saw. Kemala was sitting on the tile floor under the stream of water, naked. Her legs were curled up and her arms were wrapped around her knees and she was crying. She didn’t make any sound, but that made the image all the more heartbreaking.

      Piper went back to the sink and grabbed the remaining two dry towels. She went into the shower stall and turned off the water, then kneeled on the floor and wrapped a towel around Kemala’s shoulders. The other towel she draped gently over her head.

      Then Piper wrapped her arms around the teenager and held on as tightly as she could as Kemala cried. Neither said anything for the longest time.

      Finally, when Piper’s knees began to ache from kneeling on the tile floor, she said, “I’m sorry about your friends.”

      Kemala nodded. “They were scared.”

      Piper nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure they were.”

      “Kalee tried to help them.”

      Piper nodded again. “Yes, she did.” Of that, she had no doubt. Kalee wouldn’t have fled the rebels if it meant leaving some of the girls vulnerable.

      “I no like city. I want to go home.”

      Piper’s heart nearly broke again, and she felt guilt resurface. She’d brought the girl to the capital. But she couldn’t have left her up in the mountains. It wasn’t safe.

      She didn’t say anything.

      “You need to stop being nice,” Kemala said.

      Piper looked into her bloodshot eyes. “What?”

      “Rani and Sinta don’t know what is coming. Stop being nice so they aren’t familiar with nice when you leave.”

      Piper had nothing to say to that either. Kemala was right…but she also wasn’t. Piper wanted to give the girls—all the girls—as much “nice” as she could before she left. They deserved all the nice in the world, but it was obvious Kemala was much more aware of what awaited them when Piper and the SEALs left.

      “Come on,” Piper said after a moment. “Let’s get you up.”

      Kemala allowed Piper to help her off the floor, but the moment she was standing, she shrugged off Piper’s hand. “I can do it.”

      Piper sighed. Looked like the grouchy Kemala was back. But she couldn’t get upset with her. She hovered nearby as Kemala got dressed in the clothes Gumby and Phantom had bought for her. They were a bit big, but would suffice for now.

      She did her best to clean up the water that they’d splashed all over the bathroom floor while Kemala stood by and watched. Then they both headed out of the bathroom back to the room they were staying in.

      Piper had actually been very glad they didn’t have to sleep in a room without the SEALs. She didn’t want to be anywhere but by their sides until they’d officially left the country. She knew as well as they did that without a passport or any kind of money, she was as vulnerable here as she’d been up in the mountains.

      When they entered the room, Piper’s eyes immediately went to Rani and Sinta. They were curled up in the middle of one of the mattresses she’d pulled off the beds, sleeping soundly.

      “After we got them dressed, they just crashed,” Rex told her.

      Piper nodded. She didn’t know a lot about kids, but she supposed after the stressful morning, then the excitement of riding in the trucks, along with the warm shower, their adrenaline had finally crashed.

      Kemala walked over to the mattress and, without comment, lay down beside the other girls and closed her eyes.

      “Did you manage to get a brush through their hair?” Piper asked Ace as he came toward her.

      He shook his head. “No. I was trying to come up with the best way to tackle it when they just literally fell over into a deep sleep.”

      “It’s okay. We can work on it later,” Piper said, not taking her eyes from the girls. The more time she spent with them, the harder she fell.

      “We should get going,” Ace said.

      “Where?” Piper asked.

      “Our commander found a private home for orphans. We have an appointment to tour it. Then we need to go to the American Embassy.”

      Piper froze.

      No. She wasn’t ready. She couldn’t give the girls up.

      But what choice did she have?

      She looked up and saw all six of the SEALs watching her carefully. She was utterly dependent on them. If she told them she wanted to stay and figure out how to adopt the girls, they’d laugh at her. She needed money to stay. A lot of it. She had some saved up in her bank account back in the States, and she could probably get some help from the American Embassy, but she had no idea how long it would take to adopt the girls, or if she’d even be approved in the first place.

      A private home for orphans sounded better than a huge government orphanage, she grudgingly thought. The kids would probably get more attention and probably have a better chance of making it…whatever that meant.

      Piper nodded, then looked down at herself. “I guess this is what I’m wearing when we tour the orphanage, huh?”

      “Sorry we couldn’t find anything better,” Gumby said.

      “No, it’s fine,” Piper said immediately. “I much prefer to be in this than in my disgusting, dirty clothes.”

      “Which I’ll wash while you guys are gone,” Rex told her.

      “You’re staying here?” Piper asked.

      Rex nodded. “Me and Gumby will stay here with the girls. Rocco and Phantom will head over to the embassy and meet you there. And you, Ace, and Bubba will head to Amisha’s place to check it out.”

      “After we’re done at the embassy, we can all go shopping to find the rest of the things we’ll need to tide us over,” Rocco said.

      Piper stared at the floor. This time tomorrow, she could be on her way home…without the girls. Her heart was breaking. “Okay,” she mumbled.

      She felt more than saw Ace approach. He put his hand under her chin and lifted her head. While she and Kemala had been finishing their shower, he’d obviously cleaned up himself. His hair was damp, and his beard had some water droplets in it. He’d changed into a clean pair of cargo pants and T-shirt. He wasn’t wearing his armored vest, but his chest looked just as hard as when he’d had it on.

      “We aren’t going anywhere until we’re sure the girls will be safe. Okay?”

      Piper immediately nodded. It was the best she could hope for.

      “I grabbed her shoes,” Phantom said from the doorway.

      Piper turned and saw he had her shoes in his hand. She hadn’t even seen him leave the room. Ace walked to the pack he’d been carrying and pulled out another pair of dry socks.

      Piper shook her head in amusement. She swore he was like Santa with that pack. She’d thought she’d been wearing his last pair of clean socks, but obviously she’d been mistaken. His pack was a bottomless pit, and he acted like it weighed nothing at all…when she knew for a fact it was extremely heavy. She found out when she’d tried to bring it to him that morning and could barely lift it.

      Once she was ready, Piper took a deep breath. Ace grabbed her hand and Bubba led the way out of the room. She had no idea what the next twelve hours would bring, but with Ace at her side, maybe she could handle whatever came her way.
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      Ace stared at the woman who’d introduced herself simply as Amisha. She hadn’t given them a last name, and he was beginning to understand why. At first, the tour of her home had gone well. They saw the room where the girls slept on pallets on the floor. They saw a few girls in the kitchen cooking what they assumed would be dinner. Amisha even had a small backyard where more girls were playing with a ball.

      Everything seemed fairly clean and the area where the house was located wasn’t as rundown as some of the areas they’d gone through to get there.

      Amisha had led them into an office of sorts once the tour was finished—and that’s when the tingling on the back of Ace’s neck began. With every word the woman spoke, his “fuck no” meter spiked higher and higher.

      “As you can see, I have a safe place for the girls,” Amisha said in her heavily accented English. “They go to school until they are twelve, then they begin learning how to keep house. Cooking, cleaning, woman things like that.”

      While Ace and Piper sat in two folding chairs in front of the woman’s desk, Bubba was leaning against one of the walls with his arms crossed. “Where are the older girls?” he asked.

      “Older?” Amisha asked. “What mean you?”

      “Yeah, you said when they’re twelve, they’re pulled out of school to learn ‘woman things.’ The girls in the kitchen looked to be around thirteen or fourteen. Where are the sixteen, seventeen-year-old girls?”

      “Married,” Amisha said with a shrug.

      Ace felt Piper stiffen next to him, and he reached out and grabbed her hand. Her fingernails dug into his skin as she held on to him for dear life. So far she’d kept quiet and had let him and Bubba ask the questions, but he wasn’t sure how much longer that would last.

      For a woman who’d opened her home to orphaned girls, Amisha sure didn’t seem to like them much. Ace had caught Amisha glaring at a few of the kids when they didn’t do whatever she asked quickly enough, and he noticed the girls in the kitchen did their best to avert their eyes from both Amisha and the guests who were getting a tour of the home.

      None of it sat well with Ace.

      And he knew Piper was feeling the same way.

      “Married, huh?” Bubba asked. “How do the girls meet men? Where do they find the time to fall in love?”

      Amisha laughed. It was a harsh sound. “Love? I forget how you Americans think. No love. Duty.”

      “Duty?” Ace asked. “How does that work?”

      Amisha leaned back and shrugged. “This home not cheap. Takes money to feed girls. Send to school. Adopt some, but most families no afford more children. Girls cannot stay here forever. Young ones, fifteen thousand in American dollars. Middle, ten. Once they start their womanly courses, five.”

      Ace stared at the woman in horror. “You’re selling the girls?” He knew that happened in some of the country-run homes, but he’d hoped Amisha ran a legit sanctuary for orphans.

      “As I said, running home not cheap. Need money to feed. This not America. If no marry, there’s nothing for girls. They know pleasing man is best way for them to get home of their own.”

      “At thirteen? Fourteen?” Bubba asked.

      Amisha nodded. “They woman at that time. Can have babies of their own. Time for their own house.”

      Piper’s fingernails were biting into his hand so hard, Ace knew he’d have little half-moon-shaped indentations, but he didn’t let go. He knew their commander had no idea the “private home for orphans” he’d sent them to was selling girls as if they were nothing but a commodity. If he had, he never would’ve sent them at all.

      It was true that the girls they’d seen looked healthy. The house was clean and none of the kids seemed to be terribly skinny, indicating that they were getting adequate nutrition. Ace and the others had seen a lot of horrible shit in their lives. They were well aware that poor countries typically didn’t have the equality for women that the States did. But to hear this woman calmly talking about selling girls to the highest bidder was abhorrent.

      Sex trafficking was sex trafficking, no matter how prettily tied up in a bow it was.

      Pushing his chair back, Ace nodded at Amisha. “Thank you for giving us a tour. We’ll be in touch.” Not giving the woman a chance to respond, Ace towed Piper out of the room and down the hall. She stumbled a bit after him, but didn’t say a word. He pulled her outside, into the thick, humid air, and tugged her into his arms. She grabbed hold of his shirt at his back and buried her head into the space between his neck and shoulder. He could feel her shaking, and Ace did his best to hold on tighter.

      He waited for Bubba to reappear, feeling bad for a second that he’d left his teammate to explain their abrupt departure and deal with Amisha.

      She clearly didn’t know whether they were in the market to “purchase” a child, or if they wanted to drop one off. So she’d been cautious in her comments…until the end when she’d showed her hand and told them how much it would cost to buy a girl. She probably thought they were an American couple on the hunt for a quick adoption.

      Piper shivered in his arms. She was probably thinking the same thing he was. How easy it would be to buy a seven-year-old for the sex trade. Or a four-year-old. Or get a “bargain” for a thirteen-year-old. Kemala would probably be sold off within weeks of arriving. And thinking about little Rani or Sinta being bought by some horny old man made him feel physically sick.

      Luckily, Bubba appeared within moments and hailed a passing taxi, helping Ace to focus instead of dwelling on what-ifs. He helped Piper into the vehicle and, after he sat next to her, pulled her onto his lap. She went without complaint.

      “American Embassy,” Bubba said between clenched teeth when the driver asked where they wanted to go.

      “That was bullshit,” Ace bit out once they were on their way. He wasn’t going to say anything detailed in front of the driver, as he had no way of knowing if the man understood English or not and wasn’t going to take the chance.

      “Yup,” Bubba agreed.

      “I’m not leaving them there,” Piper whispered.

      “Fuck no, you’re not,” Ace agreed, at the same time Bubba said, “No chance in hell.”

      Of course, that didn’t solve their dilemma of what to do with the children. Ace didn’t know what to say to Piper to reassure her, as he had no idea what their next step was. They’d have to talk to their commander and tell him what Amisha was doing. He might have the connections to get her so-called orphanage shut down for good, but they still had to figure out where to leave Rani, Sinta, and Kemala.

      The SEALs couldn’t stay in the country indefinitely. They were there on the US’s dime, and now that their mission was done, they had to get back to California.

      Piper had stopped shaking in his arms, but she still held on to Ace tightly. He felt satisfaction well up inside him that she’d turned to him for comfort, but was pissed way the hell off at the situation in general.

      The cab arrived at the American Embassy and they all climbed out. Bubba paid the man and he drove off. The three stood there staring up at the white gates of the old building. As far as an embassy went, it didn’t look like much, but Ace knew looks could be deceiving. Inside these walls and gates were the people who could get them home with as little hassle as possible. Dealing with the bureaucracy of an embassy wasn’t his favorite thing to do, but they’d all gotten very used to it, since most of the people they rescued didn’t happen to have their passports on them when they’d been taken in the first place.

      “Bubba, give us a second?” Ace asked his friend.

      Bubba nodded and stepped up to the gate to push the button that would open the intercom to security.

      Ace turned his attention to Piper. “We aren’t leaving them there,” he said firmly, repeating what she’d said in the taxi.

      Piper stared up at him. “What are we going to do?”

      He liked that she’d said we, but hated that he didn’t have an answer for her. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But we’ll figure something out.”

      Surprisingly, Piper simply nodded. He tilted his head and stared at her, trying to figure out what was going on behind her beautiful blue eyes. He’d been able to read her pretty well up until this moment. Right now, whatever she was thinking was locked tight behind an unreadable mask.

      “Do you trust me not to do anything that would hurt them?” he asked, needing to know the answer.

      “Yes.”

      Her response was immediate, which made Ace feel a little bit better.

      “Good. Let’s go see if our commander was able to get your passport expedited. The sooner you have identification, the sooner we can get you home.”

      She nodded without enthusiasm.

      Ace winced. That probably wasn’t the best thing to say, not with the visit to Amisha’s fresh in their minds, but he couldn’t take it back now.

      He took Piper’s hand in his and they walked together toward the gate, which had just started to open.

      “They’re expecting us,” Bubba said.

      Feeling uneasy for some reason, Ace glanced down at Piper. She was staring straight ahead with a determined look on her face. He knew she didn’t want to leave the girls, and had even expressed her desire to keep them at one point.

      He didn’t know what she was thinking, but prayed whatever it was, it wouldn’t get either of them into trouble.
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      Piper couldn’t get the faces of the little girls who had been playing in Amisha’s backyard out of her mind. Nor the faces of the older girls cooking in the kitchen. She wondered if they had any idea what was in store for them. She hoped not, for their sake.

      The visit had turned her stomach and opened her eyes to the plight of the less fortunate in Timor-Leste, but it had also strengthened her resolve. She was not leaving Rani, Sinta, and Kemala in this country. She’d do whatever it took to take them home with her, and hopefully this visit to the American Embassy would bring her one step closer to that goal.

      She felt bad about not warning Ace what she was going to do, but she was half-afraid he’d try to talk her out of it. She trusted him, down to the marrow of her bones, but her plan was so crazy, she was afraid he’d say something that would make her chicken out.

      They were led into a room where they met up with Rocco and Phantom. The second they walked in, both of the other SEALs tensed and stood a little straighter.

      “What happened?” Rocco asked. He’d obviously seen something on their faces.

      “It was a clusterfuck,” Bubba said with a shake of his head.

      “Explain,” Phantom ordered.

      Piper saw Ace look at her, as if asking permission to take the lead, so she nodded at him. The last thing she wanted to do was think too much about the poor orphans in Amisha’s house.

      By the time Ace had finished explaining how “adoptions” worked at the private home, Rocco and Phantom both looked outraged.

      “We need to report her,” Rocco said.

      “To who?” Ace asked in frustration. “It’s not like there are enough homes for orphaned kids, and on the surface, Amisha isn’t abusing the girls. They’re getting an education, even if it’s only until they’re twelve. They’re getting food, they’re learning skills…and let’s face it, this isn’t America. A girl getting married in her early teens isn’t exactly unusual here.”

      “But she’s selling them. And I’d bet a million bucks she’s not vetting the men,” Phantom said in a low, pissed-off voice.

      For once, Piper was on the same page as the scary SEAL.

      “Piper Johnson?” a woman said from a doorway on the other side of the room.

      All four men turned to look at her, and Piper saw her actually take a step backward when she was the recipient of their full attention.

      “That’s me,” Piper said.

      “If you could come with me,” the woman told her.

      Piper nodded and started for the doorway, Ace right on her heels.

      “Just Ms. Johnson,” the harried employee said impatiently, staring at Ace.

      He shook his head. “All due respect, a couple of days ago Piper was hiding in the dirt under the floor of an orphanage, scared out of her mind that rebels would find her and kill her. Her best friend was killed by those same rebels. She’s feeling a bit off-kilter and isn’t comfortable not having either me or one of our friends with her. It’s my understanding that you’re just going to be verifying her identity before you reissue her passport. If there’s any confidential information that comes up, I’m happy to step out of the room, but for now, we’d all feel more comfortable not letting her out of our sight. I’m sure you understand.”

      Piper looked up at Ace in surprise. He’d stuck to the facts, for the most part, but honestly, Piper felt pretty safe behind the gates and doors of the embassy. While she couldn’t deny she felt safer with him at her side, or one of his friends, she figured she could probably go half an hour without being in his presence and not freak out.

      But when the embassy employee glanced at her with a look of sympathy, Piper decided to just go with it. Besides, she might ask questions that she didn’t know how to answer. She hadn’t discussed anything with Ace about what she could and couldn’t say about his team’s mission. It was better he was there with her, so she didn’t screw up and say something she shouldn’t.

      Feeling Ace’s hand on the small of her back made goose bumps break out on her arms. Yeah, having him at her back was a good decision. He made her feel as if nothing could touch her as long as he was around. It was a scary feeling…but a good one.

      They followed the woman into a dull office with no windows. Piper had no idea how the woman was able to work. She could hear the hum of the fluorescent lights overhead but otherwise, it was almost as if she was back inside that crawlspace. If the lights went out, it’d be pitch dark in the room, much as it was up in the mountains in the hole in the ground where she’d hidden with the girls.

      Thinking about the girls strengthened Piper’s resolve.

      She sat patiently as the woman shuffled through papers and asked some basic questions about her identity and address back in the States. It seemed as if Ace’s commander had sent in all the required papers necessary, and her being there was merely a formality.

      When the woman wound down, and after she’d handed her brand-new passport across the desk, Piper took a deep breath and asked the question that was on the tip of her tongue before she chickened out.

      “I have a question,” she blurted.

      Piper could see Ace staring at her from the corner of her eye, but she looked straight ahead at the embassy employee.

      “Of course, go ahead.”

      “There were three girls who escaped the rebels with me. I’d like to know what the process is to adopt them and bring them back to the States with me.”

      The woman looked surprised. She sat back in her chair and stared at Piper for a long moment before straightening and turning to her computer. She clicked a few keys for a minute or two before looking at Piper once more. “American adoptions from Timor-Leste are extremely rare. In fact, in the last decade, there have only been around five adoptions from American citizens.”

      “Wow. That few?”

      The woman shrugged. “Yeah. Anyway, you have to file an application with US Citizenship and Immigration Services, which includes a home study, among other things. You’ll need to give proof you can provide for the children. Supporting documentation—including proof of marital status and citizenship—will have to be included as well. Are you married?”

      Piper blinked. The question surprised her. She hadn’t thought very much about the adoption process before now, but she hadn’t suspected it would make a difference if she was married or not. “Does it matter?”

      Piper forced herself not to squirm in her chair at the look the woman was giving her.

      “Technically? No. But the authorities here are very strict about who can adopt. Part of it’s because Timor-Leste is one of only two predominantly Christian nations in Southeast Asia. They tend to take a stricter stance on adoptions by outsiders.”

      Piper felt sick. She’d been so hopeful that she’d be able to bring the girls home with her. She could figure out the money thing, take out a loan if the adoption fee was too large, but she couldn’t exactly produce a husband out of thin air.

      Before she could do anything—like thank the woman for her time then exiting the room and breaking down in tears—Ace reached over and took her hand in his as he asked, “She’s got a fiancé. Is that good enough?”

      Piper turned to stare at Ace. He wasn’t looking at her; his attention was focused on the embassy worker.

      She smiled at him. “Unfortunately, no.”

      Ace shrugged and turned to Piper. “Then I guess our timetable for getting married was just moved up, sweetheart.”

      Piper couldn’t think of one thing to say.

      “Am I supposed to believe that you guys are engaged?” the woman asked skeptically. “Seems awfully convenient.”

      The smile on Ace’s face disappeared in a flash—and irritation replaced it. His eyes narrowed as he turned to stare down the woman behind the desk. “Convenient? If you consider the fact that my fiancée came to this country expecting to visit a good friend and meet the children she’d been writing to for the last few months convenient, then you’re right. We met the girls because her best friend was a member of the Peace Corps in Timor-Leste. We’ve always wanted a large family, and since her friend was volunteering at an orphanage, it seemed like fate.

      “But it wasn’t convenient when the rebels decided to revolt while my fiancée was visiting the girls we hoped to make our own. It was decidedly inconvenient when she had to hide in a hole in the ground for three days with our girls, so they wouldn’t get shot or worse. And it definitely wasn’t convenient when her best friend was killed in that raid, and Piper and the girls had to flee the mountains on foot.

      “I flew over as soon as I heard what was happening. The plan was for us to get married in about a year, but I don’t care if the ceremony is today or ten years from now, as long as Piper’s happy.”

      Piper had been holding her breath as Ace spoke, but she let it out in a whoosh when he was done. He turned to her, and she would’ve sworn the look on his face was actually reverent when their eyes locked.

      “We can actually perform legal ceremonies here at the embassy,” the employee said. “And being married will certainly make things easier when it comes to dealing with the Timor-Leste red tape. But you still have to fill out the application with the USCIS, and that takes time to get approved.”

      Ace glanced at Piper. She couldn’t look away from him, wondering what in the hell he was doing. “I’ve got a friend of a friend who can expedite the paperwork,” Ace said. “We can get this done.”

      Piper knew he was talking to her more than the woman.

      “I’m not sure it’s that easy, but if you’re willing to get married right now, I won’t stop you. I’m a sucker for a love story. Stay here, I’ll be right back with my coworker, the one authorized to marry people.”

      Piper still didn’t look away from Ace as the woman left the room.

      The second the door closed behind her, he pushed back his chair and actually got down on one knee right there in the small, claustrophobic office. He took her hand in his and said, “Will you marry me, Piper? Right here and now? You might’ve wanted a big proper wedding, and we can do that when we get back to the States. I can’t bear to leave the girls here, not after everything that’s happened, and I know you can’t either. Marry me?”

      Piper’s mouth was bone dry. She couldn’t even swallow.

      She noticed Ace hadn’t said anything about his job, or about loving her. Most of what he’d told the embassy employee had been the truth, but carefully worded. She did the only thing she could at that moment.

      She nodded.

      Ace smiled and stood, bringing her up with him. He put his arms around her and she hugged him back.

      Eventually, she whispered, “What are we doing?”

      “Getting married, apparently,” he said with a smile.

      Piper shook her head. “You can’t marry me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because.” Her brain wasn’t working right.

      “That’s not a reason,” he retorted.

      “You don’t love me,” she told him.

      “But I respect you. And admire you. And trust you. That’s a hell of a lot more than a lot of people have. Do you trust me?”

      “You know I do,” Piper said. “But still…getting married?”

      “I saw your face at that farce of an orphanage today,” Ace said. “There’s no way we could ever leave Rani, Sinta, and Kemala there.”

      Piper shook her head, feeling sick just thinking about it. “Do you really know someone who can help with the application process? I know most people have to wait months and years to be approved to adopt.”

      “I do,” Ace told her confidently. “He’s a computer genius, and most of the time no one asks how he does the things he does. We just go with it. He’ll help us, I know it. I’m thinking within a couple of days, or sooner, he’ll have all the paperwork signed by the right people and delivered here to the embassy so they can issue the girls passports.”

      It sounded too good to be true. Piper hesitated. “What if the government here says we can’t have all three?” she whispered. “What if they say we can only have one?”

      Ace’s lips pressed together, then he said, “I don’t think they’ll say that.”

      “But what if they do?” she insisted.

      “Then we pick one,” was Ace’s response. “And do whatever we can to convince them to let us have the other two.”

      Tears formed in Piper’s eyes and she closed them to try prevent the tears from falling. She couldn’t break down now. This was supposed to be a happy day for her. Her wedding day. If she seemed upset when the woman came back, she might be more suspicious than she was already.

      Ace didn’t push her to say anything. He just held her against him, supporting her.

      Taking a deep breath, Piper opened her eyes. “Kemala,” she whispered. “I’d have to pick Kemala.”

      Ace simply nodded.

      He didn’t ask for her reasoning, but she gave it to him anyway. “She’s the most vulnerable right now. As the oldest, she’d be expected to get married within a year or so. Rani and Sinta are younger, they still have time to acclimate to whatever their situation might end up being. I know Kemala doesn’t really even like me much, but that would also give me time to get together the money and resources to maybe get the other girls out before they got old enough to be married off.”

      “If it comes down to it, we’ll find someone trustworthy here in Dili to keep Rani and Sinta until we can get back and take them home.”

      She loved that Ace was using the pronoun “we.” Still, she looked away briefly. “We can annul the marriage when we get back to California.”

      He shook his head. “No. I’m sure the USCIS checks up on adoptive parents and the children in their care. Especially in our case, since my friend Tex will be fast-tracking the application. They’ll want to make sure everything is on the up and up. You and the girls can move into my house, I’ve got plenty of room. We’ll make this work, Piper.”

      Her head spun. What had started out as merely a long-shot idea was quickly morphing into something huge and out of control.

      Ace lowered his forehead and rested it against hers. “I love those girls as much as you do,” he said. “It’s only been a couple days and they’ve wormed their way into my heart. Let me help you bring them home. Please.”

      Piper nodded. How could she do anything else? Her best chance at getting the girls was to go along with his crazy plan.

      A moment later, the embassy worker came back into the room along with a man wearing a navy-blue suit. His tie was askew and he looked extremely harried. Behind him were Rocco, Phantom, and Bubba.

      Piper had to give the guys credit; not one of them asked Ace what the fuck he was doing. They just went with the flow, congratulating both her and Ace and smiling as if they were happy to be attending the impromptu wedding.

      Five minutes later, Piper was staring up at Ace while the embassy worker ran through the fastest wedding vows in the history of man.

      “Do you, Beckett Morgan, take Piper Johnson to be your lawfully wedded wife? For better or worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do you part?”

      “I do.” Ace’s words were immediate and heartfelt. He stared into her eyes as he said them, making Piper’s heart beat faster in her chest. She was really doing this. It seemed unreal, but beautiful at the same time.

      “Do you, Piper Johnson, take Beckett Morgan to be your lawfully wedded husband? For better or worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do you part?”

      “I do,” she said in a voice that shook with emotion.

      “By the power vested in me by the United States Government, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss your bride.”

      Piper stilled. She hadn’t even thought about this part of the ceremony. She’d married a man she’d never even kissed.

      But Ace didn’t seem fazed by the bizarreness of what was happening. He took her face in his hands and stared at her for a heartbeat, before lowering his head.

      Piper’s eyes closed and she lifted her chin, waiting.

      At first, he just brushed his lips against hers. She made a sound in the back of her throat—and when he kissed her again, he did so like he meant it. Her lips parted and Ace’s tongue swept inside her mouth.

      It felt right. So good. As if they’d kissed a thousand times before.

      His beard tickled her face, and Piper tilted her head so he could kiss her even deeper. Without hesitation, Ace followed her unspoken demand, and she couldn’t stop the small moan that rumbled up the back of her throat.

      Way before she was ready, Ace pulled back. Her eyes opened and she stared up at him. His pupils were dilated, and he licked his lips as she watched. Her heart was beating a million miles a minute, and she felt more alive in that moment than she’d felt in years.

      Before either of them could say a word, Rocco slapped Ace on the back and congratulated him. Bubba did the same, but Phantom stayed quiet near the door. The embassy employees caught their attention and had them sign the proper paperwork to legalize their marriage.

      Piper’s hand shook as she signed the document, but she noticed that Ace didn’t hesitate. He seemed almost eager to put his signature on the piece of paper.

      “We’ll make a copy of this so you can take it with you,” the woman told them.

      Ace nodded. “Thank you. And expect correspondence from a John Keegan soon. It’ll be our adoption packet from the USCIS.”

      She looked surprised…and skeptical.

      Ace ignored her. “I’ll write down our address where we’re staying with the girls.”

      “This is all highly unusual,” the woman stammered. “Usually the children being adopted stay at an orphanage or a private home.”

      “They’re staying with us,” Ace said firmly. “They’ve been traumatized, and there’s no need to separate them from us. Besides, we have no idea if, or when, the rebels might decide to bring their fight out of the mountains and here to the capital. Piper and I would feel better knowing they were safely with us.”

      As if his words were law, the woman nodded. “Okay, but one thing we can’t budge on is the girls have to be interviewed by a representative from Timor-Leste. The last thing we want is someone accusing Americans of kidnapping their native children.”

      “No problem,” Ace said confidently. “You have our contact info; we can bring them in whenever you say the word. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to spend what’s left of my wedding day with my bride.”

      “Of course. We’ll be in touch. Congratulations on your marriage.”

      Ace thanked her and they left the small office, this time with his arm wrapped all the way around her waist, not merely touching the small of her back like he’d done when they’d entered.

      No one said a word until they’d exited the embassy and were standing on the sidewalk in front of the gated building.

      “What the fuck was that?” Phantom asked.

      Ace didn’t even tense next to her, although Piper winced.

      “Yeah, you want to let us in on what the hell just happened?” Rocco asked.

      “We got married,” Ace said simply.

      Piper took a deep breath and tried to step away from Ace, but he tightened his hold, not letting her put even an inch of space between them. She had to smooth things over with his friends. “Basically, I asked about adopting the girls, and the lady said that I had to be married. Ace convinced her we were already engaged, and she suggested we get married right then and there. I told Ace we could get an annulment when we got back to the States…as soon as it’s safe and the girls won’t be taken away.”

      Piper couldn’t look up at Ace as she explained. The ceremony that had seemed somewhat romantic a moment ago now seemed tawdry and cheap. She was more than aware she was wearing a huge T-shirt and a pair of cutoff sweats. Not exactly the beautiful dress she’d always imagined she’d wear when she finally tied the knot.

      “Who would’ve thought you’d be the first to actually get married,” Bubba said, then laughed and clapped his friend on the back once more. “Congratulations, man.”

      “Thanks,” Ace said easily. “Rocco, I need your help.”

      “Anything,” the other man responded immediately.

      “Well, actually, I need Tex. We need an application submitted to the USCIS, like yesterday. And it needs to be fast-tracked. I figure Tex probably has a few contacts there, since he adopted his daughter from Iraq. Tell him to use my address on the forms, as that’s where we’ll live. And since we don’t know what the girls’ last names are, tell him to use Morgan. Might as well start as we mean to go on. He’s got my full permission to pull any paperwork necessary to make this work, for me and Piper. Background checks, interviews with neighbors, anything.”

      Rocco grinned. “He’ll love that. And I’ll call him on the way back to the hostel. If I know Tex the way I think I know Tex, he’ll have a completed application complete with all the required signed forms and supporting documentation delivered by the end of the day tomorrow.”

      “I appreciate it,” Ace told him.

      For the first time, Piper felt a kernel of hope blossom deep in her chest. She didn’t worry about this Tex guy poking into her private life. She had nothing to hide. She was the most boring person ever. Her credit was good, even if she didn’t have as much money as she might’ve liked in her accounts. Her neighbors liked her. Tex wasn’t going to find skeletons in her closets because she didn’t have any.

      This might actually work.

      Holy shit, she was about to become a mother of three.

      Not only that, but she was about to become a married mother of three!

      “Ace?”

      He looked down at her. “Yeah?”

      And suddenly everything she wanted to say flew out of her head. As she stared up at her husband, Piper couldn’t get one word to form. She was nervous, and giddy, and thankful. She was overwhelmed and felt like crying and laughing at the same time. In short, she was a mess.

      As if he understood, Ace simply took her in his arms once more and held her. With her head resting against his chest—a nicely muscled chest not covered by an armored vest—Piper could both hear and feel his heart beating under her cheek. It grounded her. She still had no idea what in the world she was doing, but for the first time in a week, she had a feeling that things might turn out all right after all.
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      Rocco and Phantom went straight back to the hostel, and Piper, Ace, and Bubba made a few stops for clothes, toys, and food for the girls. Since they’d probably be staying an extra day or two in the city, they wanted to make sure they’d have everything they’d need. By the time they returned to the hostel, they were each carrying a suitcase full of necessities for the girls and Piper.

      Ace had even managed to slip away while Bubba and Piper were haggling for a few dresses for the girls to purchase a ring for Piper. It was a cheap knockoff and would probably turn her finger green, but Ace wanted to be sure that everyone who bothered to look would see his ring on her finger. He’d replace it with a huge-ass diamond as soon as they got back to California, but he didn’t want one day to go by without his mark on her.

      It was crazy, this possessiveness and protectiveness he had for Piper, but he couldn’t deny it was there. When the lady at the embassy had told her she’d have to be married in order to adopt the girls, he hadn’t even hesitated. His story was a bit weak, but he didn’t care since the woman had bought it. And now he was married.

      Him. Married.

      It boggled his mind…but it also felt like it was meant to happen.

      He’d only known her a few days, and like she said, they weren’t in love, but he felt more for Piper after just three days than he’d felt for any other woman he’d dated. Ever. He could definitely work with that.

      And Ace wasn’t ashamed to admit to himself that he hadn’t married Piper solely for the children’s sake. Yes, he wanted them as much as she did, but deep down, he wanted Piper too. He couldn’t wait to move her into his house. To see her every day. To get to know her without a bunch of rebels and creepy-crawly bugs to deal with. He wanted to watch her create her art and learn what she wanted for her future. He had no idea what her favorite food was or what she liked to watch on TV. But those were superficial things. He knew what she was like under pressure. Knew she was levelheaded, generous, and compassionate.

      And after that first kiss, he knew without a doubt she was full of passion. He could taste it on her lips, sense it in the way she’d unconsciously gripped his shirt. Feel it in the way she’d tilted her head to get closer to him. Hear it in the little noises she’d made in the back of her throat.

      Yeah, he looked forward to getting to know Piper Johnson—no, Piper Morgan—better.

      They walked into the large room they’d been given at the hostel and saw Rani and Sinta playing tic-tac-toe on a piece of paper, and Kemala once more standing next to the window, staring out.

      Gumby and Rex immediately came toward them.

      “I heard congratulations are in order,” Rex said with a huge grin.

      “When you decide to do something, you don’t fuck around, do you?” Gumby asked, laughing.

      Ace shook both his friends’ hands, then reached for Piper’s once more. It felt good holding on to her. “Thanks. Everything okay here?”

      “Yeah.” Rex’s voice dropped. “Although Phantom’s been mumbling about heading back up to the orphanage to get Kalee. Says that if we’re going to be here a few more days, that he should take the time to go get her.”

      Ace hated the despair that crossed Piper’s face. He shook his head. “I honestly don’t think there’s time. I have a feeling Tex is going to get this application shit done in record time. You already know he doesn’t fuck around, and the last thing we want to do is hang around here once we get approved to adopt the girls.”

      “You’re really going to do it?” Gumby asked. “You’re not even going to think about it for a while? I mean, I got a dog on a spur-of-the-moment decision, but a kid sure isn’t like a pet. And three?” His friend shook his head. “It’s a lot.”

      Ace nodded. He got it. For most, deciding to adopt three girls would seem extreme and out of character, but ever since Bahrain, when he’d come as close to dying as he had in a very long time, he’d been thinking about children. Regretting that he hadn’t started a family. He had the means and the ability to take care of Rani, Sinta, and Kemala, so why shouldn’t he?

      “You didn’t see that so-called orphanage today, Gumby. The woman is literally selling the girls in her care. We passed no fewer than twelve children begging on the street as we made our way to the embassy. I saw girls who couldn’t have been older than Kemala walking arm in arm with men three times their age. This might not be the way I thought I’d have kids, but I’m not freaking out about it, and I definitely don’t regret my decision.”

      Gumby’s eyes went to Piper, and Ace stiffened at the look he gave her. He already knew he wasn’t going to like what his friend was about to say. Before he could warn him to be very careful and not to insult her, Gumby continued.

      “And you? No offense, Piper, but you guys don’t even know each other. Getting married seems like a bit much.”

      Ace dropped Piper’s hand and took a step forward, pushing her behind him. “Anytime someone starts a sentence with ‘no offense,’ they’re inevitably going to be fucking offensive,” he growled.

      “It’s okay,” Piper said softly, stepping to his side. She met Gumby’s then Rex’s gaze and said firmly, “I didn’t ask Ace to marry me. In fact, I personally think he’s crazy. I did offer to annul the marriage when we get back to the States.”

      “We’re not annulling our marriage,” Ace insisted. But Piper ignored him and kept talking.

      “We haven’t had time to talk about a lot of stuff. I’m willing to sign a pre-nup if that makes him, and you guys, feel better. Or would it be a post-nup now? I don’t know how that would work. I don’t have a lot of money, but I’ve saved up some. I didn’t marry Ace for money, or health insurance, or anything like that…not that you were implying it, I just wanted to make it clear.”

      “Then why did you marry him?” Phantom asked from nearby. The other guys had stepped closer and were listening to the conversation now.

      Once again, Ace wanted to tell his friends to back off, but if he was being honest with himself, he was curious about Piper’s reply.

      He was proud of the way she looked Phantom in the eyes as she answered. “I could probably say it was because it was the only way I’d get to take the girls home. Or I could say it’s because I’m grateful I was rescued. While both of those things are true, the real reason is because when I’m around him, life seems one hundred percent more exciting. And I’m not talking about his job or the fact that we met while literally fleeing from men who wanted to kill us. I’m talking about a feeling in here…” She touched her chest over her heart.

      “Being around him makes me want to be a better person. He makes me smile even when there’s nothing to smile about. And I know it’s silly, since we’ve only known each other a few days, but when I think about going home to California and never seeing him again, I feel physically ill. You’re right, we don’t love each other. Not yet…it’s too soon. But I have a feeling if there was ever a man I could love, and be happy to wake up next to sixty years from now…it’s him.”

      Silence met her words as all six hardened SEALs simply stared at her.

      Ace saw Piper swallow nervously as she asked Phantom, “Is that good enough for you?”

      Ace knew his friend wasn’t very emotional. Whatever had happened to him growing up had buried his emotions deep. But what he saw in his friend’s face at that moment was respect. And even admiration.

      He nodded once. “It’s enough,” he said quietly, then held out a hand. “Welcome to the family.”

      Ace relaxed as Piper shook his hand. Then Phantom startled her by pulling her into his embrace. He gave her a quick hug before releasing her and stepping back.

      Ace quickly reclaimed his woman and pulled her against his chest. He loved Phantom like a brother, but the only arms he wanted her in were his.

      “I’m thinking you two will earn your parenting badge sooner rather than later,” Phantom told them with a head tilt toward the window where Kemala was standing. “There’s enough pissed-off teenage hormones coming from that direction to choke the lot of us.”

      Ace smothered a chuckle. Kemala would definitely be a challenge. But one he was more than ready for. Piper pulled out of his arms and immediately headed for Kemala. She glanced at Rani and Sinta, who were still playing their game, not paying any attention to them.

      Knowing they hadn’t exactly been quiet, but not sure how much Kemala could hear or understand, he followed closely behind Piper. He wasn’t going to let her get into things with the teenager without being by her side.

      “Are you okay?” he heard Piper ask as he neared the two women.

      “Yes,” Kemala said shortly.

      “You don’t sound okay to me,” Piper said gently.

      Kemala puffed out a breath of air and turned to face Piper. Her arms were crossed over her chest, her dark hair was clean but messy around her face, and her eyes were narrowed. “Why you no leave already?” she asked in an angry tone.

      “Leave?”

      “Yes. We here in Dili. Time for you to go home to US.”

      “I wanted to make sure you and the girls were safe before I left—” Piper started to explain.

      “We were safe in our home. Now gone. No home here in city. So now what?”

      For someone who didn’t know much English, Kemala was doing a very good job of getting her point across. Ace saw Piper’s face fall, but she did her best to keep her emotions in check.

      “We visited a private home today, but it wasn’t right. I’m doing what I can legally do to make sure you’re safe—” Piper began again.

      “I know,” Kemala interrupted again. “You marry Ace. Good. Now go.”

      Piper frowned. “Go?”

      “Go,” Kemala confirmed. “Back to US. Rani, Sinta, and me be fine.”

      Piper reached for the teenager, but she jerked her arm out of reach.

      Ace had heard enough. He knew Kemala was confused and scared, but he wasn’t going to tolerate her being disrespectful and mean to Piper. “Yes, Piper and I got married today. Do you want to know why?” Ace asked.

      “Sex,” Kemala replied with a curl of her lip.

      Ace didn’t want to talk about sex with his soon-to-be daughter. “No,” he denied. “That’s not why. It’s because the government doesn’t like potential adopters to be single women. They want married couples.”

      Kemala stared at him in shock.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying?” Ace asked quietly. “Piper married me because it would make it easier for her to adopt. And I married her because I admire her. I enjoy being around her, and she makes me feel something deep inside I’ve never felt with another woman. I can’t wait to get to know her better, and find out what makes her happy and what makes her sad. That’s why we got married.”

      Instead of making Kemala calm down, his words seemed to anger her further. Her hands curled into fists, which she planted on her hips. “So you marry to take Rani with you?” she asked.

      “Yes—” Piper started, but Kemala interrupted yet again.

      “Cute little Rani. Not surprised. Everyone wants little girls. Fine. I take care of Sinta. Don’t need you!”

      “Kemala, I want you and Sinta too,” Piper quickly added.

      She’d shocked the young girl into silence.

      Ace added his reassurance as well. “Piper and I are adopting all of you. Rani, Sinta, and you, Kemala. We want you all. We’re taking all three of you back to the United States as soon as the government gives us the okay.”

      Kemala’s eyes got huge as her gaze went from Ace to Piper then back to Ace. “But Rani and Sinta young,” she protested.

      “Oh, honey,” Piper said. “You’re still young too. Though I know you don’t feel like it sometimes.”

      She shook her head. “You cannot want me.”

      “I do,” Piper said urgently.

      “When we were at the embassy, Piper and I discussed what would happen if we were told we could only take one girl,” Ace explained in a gentle tone.

      “Ace, no,” Piper begged.

      “She needs to know,” Ace said without looking away from Kemala. “You want to know who Piper said she would choose, if she was only given permission to adopt one of you?”

      Kemala’s eyes went to the mattress in the middle of the floor where the other two girls had put aside their game and were now sleeping before coming back to Ace’s gaze.

      He shook his head. “No. Not Rani. Not Sinta. She picked you, Kemala. If the government says we can only adopt one child, you are her choice.”

      The teenager looked at Piper. “Me?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you need me the most,” Piper said.

      Kemala stumbled as she took a step toward Piper. She fell to her knees then wrapped her arms around Piper’s legs. She bowed her head and her shoulders shook with emotion.

      “Kemala?” Piper asked, trying to get the girl to look at her, to no avail.

      After several moments, Kemala finally glanced up. “I’m scared,” the teenager admitted. “Knew you would leave. I no understand city. I live in mountains.”

      Ace put his arm around Kemala, helping her to her feet. The three of them stood with their arms around each other’s waists in their own little cocoon. Ace knew his teammates could hear their conversation, but at that moment, it didn’t matter.

      “I’m scared too,” Piper admitted. “I don’t know that I’ll be a good mother. I’ll probably screw things up royally, but I’m willing to try.”

      Ace could tell Kemala didn’t understand the second part of what Piper said. “We’ve never been parents and will need your help with Rani and Sinta. Will you help us? Like you have since we left the mountain?”

      Kemala nodded eagerly. “I help.”

      Piper smiled and put one of her hands on Kemala’s cheek. “I want you, Kemala. I want to take you to the United States and enroll you in school. You’re going to become an amazing, successful woman. I just know it.”

      “School?” Kemala asked, and her face lit up.

      “Here’s to hoping she’s still this excited about going to school in a few years,” Ace muttered under his breath.

      Piper turned to mock glare at him before turning back to Kemala. “Yes. School.”

      “I like school. Make English better.”

      “Yeah, it will.”

      “Kemala,” Ace said, and she turned to look at him. “It’s not official yet. We have to go back to the embassy tomorrow. There is a lot of paperwork that has to go through before we can take the three of you to the US.”

      The teenager nodded soberly, and the excitement in her eyes dimmed a bit.

      “But you have a very important part in all of this.” She tilted her head in question. “Part of the adoption process is for you and the other girls to be interviewed by a government official. You have to want this. We can’t just decide to adopt you and that’s that. You have to want us to be your parents too. You have a choice. Do you understand?”

      Kemala nodded slowly. “Yes. If we no want US, you no take us.”

      “Right,” Ace told her. “You, Rani, and Sinta will talk to someone in a room without me and Piper there. You will be asked if you like us. If you want to go.”

      “If I say yes, we go?” Kemala asked.

      Ace smiled. “I hope it’s as easy as that, yes.”

      “Then I say yes,” Kemala said with a nod. “I want to go to US. No stay here. Kalee told me about US. Lots of trees. School. Freedom. No shooting.”

      Ace wasn’t going to get into crime statistics with the teenager, so he simply nodded. “That’s right.”

      “And we live with you and Ace?” she asked Piper.

      She nodded. “Yes. For as long as you want.”

      Then, without warning, Kemala burst into tears once again. Piper gathered her into her arms and simply held on. Ace wrapped both his girls in his embrace and rocked them.

      He wasn’t sure how long they stood there like that when the sound of gunfire sounded from outside the window. It wasn’t close, but it wasn’t exactly far away either.

      “Fuck,” Rocco muttered as he squeezed past them to peer out the window.

      There was nothing to be seen, but more gunfire sounded to the south.

      “Sounds like the rebels have decided to make their move,” Bubba said.

      Sighing, Ace pulled away from Piper and Kemala. He took the time to wipe a tear from the teenager’s face. “Good now?”

      “Good,” she said with a nod.

      Then he palmed Piper’s face. “You good?”

      She smiled up at him. “Yeah.”

      Without thought or hesitation, Ace leaned down and covered Piper’s lips with his own. It was a short, sweet kiss, but it felt just as amazing as their first. “Why don’t you wake Rani and Sinta and show our girls what you got for them today?”

      Piper licked her lips, which made Ace want to kiss her all over again, but he felt as if he should be awarded a medal when he took a step back instead. She nodded and turned to Kemala. “We went shopping. Want to see what we got?”

      Acting like any teenager, Kemala quickly nodded. Then said, “I get Rani and Sinta.”

      She headed for the mattress, and Piper grabbed ahold of his arm. “Are we safe here? Will the rebels bomb the city?”

      “We’re as safe as we can be,” he replied. “We’re close to the coast, I doubt they’ve got the firepower to reach this far.”

      “And even if they come down and invade the city, they’ll most likely concentrate on the area around the capital building,” Rocco explained.

      “They’re also less likely to invade a rundown-looking hostel like this than one of the fancy tourist hotels,” Gumby added.

      “I have no idea what kind of numbers they’ve got, but if things get too dicey, we’ll evacuate to the embassy,” Rex assured her.

      “You’re safe,” Ace concluded. “You and our girls will be safe. Trust me and my friends to get you all home.”

      “I do, and I will,” Piper said softly. “Thank you.”

      Ace watched as she wandered over to where Kemala was waking the younger girls, greeting them with hugs. There was a lot less tension between her and Kemala, which he was glad to see, but now they had more to worry about than just the adoption papers going through.

      Rebels. They could be a huge headache or a slight inconvenience. Either way, Ace would feel better once they were actually on a plane headed back to the States. “Come on, Tex,” he muttered. “I need you to come through in a big way.”
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      Things in the city had become chaotic. The rebels seemed to have more firepower than anyone would’ve thought, but as the SEALs had said, they were concentrating their efforts on the capital and the government buildings.

      That didn’t mean things were status quo elsewhere, however. Everyone was on edge and people were sticking to their homes. Piper had barely gotten any sleep the night before, even though Ace had finally gotten tired of her tossing and turning next to the girls on the floor and had joined her, hauling her on top of him like they’d slept during their flight from the mountain.

      “Maybe now you can sleep,” he’d murmured.

      She felt much safer and content with him under her, but every time gunfire sounded from outside, it reminded her of hiding under the kitchen with the girls and praying the rebels didn’t find them.

      They weren’t in a crawlspace now, and they had six badass Navy SEALs to protect them this time, but her brain still wouldn’t shut up and let her get some sleep. Ace obviously knew she wasn’t sleeping, but he didn’t complain. He simply held her to him and stroked her back.

      She eventually fell asleep, only to be woken at the crack of dawn by the sound of Rani puking. Apparently, the food she’d eaten the night before had been too rich for her deprived stomach. Piper had spent the morning trying to entertain the girls with silly drawings, tic-tac-toe, and reading a children’s book that they’d picked up the day before.

      Kemala had been a huge help, and her attitude had taken a dramatic shift. The sullen, moody teenager was gone, and she’d been replaced by an eager-to-please girl who was going out of her way to do whatever she could to be supportive. Piper had to admit it was a nice change, but she also didn’t want her to feel obligated to always look out for Rani and Sinta. Hopefully, when they finally arrived back in California, she’d relax a little.

      Now it was late afternoon, and Rocco and the others had made the decision to head back to the US Embassy. They hadn’t heard anything more about the adoption application, but the gunfire had been getting closer and closer to the hostel, and no one wanted to chance being cut off from the embassy.

      So the ten of them had set out, in small groups, and had finally arrived back at the unassuming but well-fortified building. This time, there were armed guards standing inside the gates, and they’d all had to show their US passports to be allowed inside. Even then, they were made to stand outside until the same female employee who had met with Piper the day before vouched for them, and gave permission for the three girls to enter as well.

      Piper, Ace, and the kids were ushered into one room, and the SEALs into another.

      “Any word on the application?” Ace asked.

      The woman pressed her lips together and shook her head in disbelief. “If I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.”

      “What?” Ace asked anxiously.

      “We got the approval for your adoption from the USCIS today. They received the application and sent it in this afternoon. All that’s left is for the girls to meet with the government official and for him to sign off, and they’re all yours.”

      Piper turned to Ace and whispered, “That Tex person really came through huge.”

      “That’s Tex,” he replied. Then he turned to the woman. “Any chance we can get that interview done this afternoon?”

      She looked doubtful. “With the skirmishes that have popped up, everyone is on edge. I’m not sure anyone will be able to come out here, or will want to. Not for something as inconsequential as an adoption.”

      Piper pressed her lips together in annoyance. She was holding on to both Rani’s and Sinta’s hands, and she squeezed them reassuringly instead of reaching for the woman’s neck to strangle. But she shouldn’t have worried about being blown off. There was no way Ace was going to let the employee’s comment slide.

      “Inconsequential? It might seem that way to you, or to an overworked government employee, but to us, it’s the most important day of our lives. See these girls?” he asked, gesturing to Rani, Sinta, and Kemala. Not waiting for the woman to nod, he continued. “They’ve waited for this day all their lives. After this adoption goes through, they won’t have to go to sleep praying there’s someone out there who will want them. They won’t have to worry if there will be food for them to eat. They’ll know they have two parents who love them, and will always love them, and who want the absolute best for them. Every day that goes by is one more that they live in fear they’ll be left behind to fend for themselves.”

      The woman looked a little sympathetic, but she didn’t immediately jump to call someone to come and interview the girls.

      “I’m sure you’re wondering how we were able to get that application submitted and approved so quickly,” Ace said in a deceptively conversational tone.

      The woman nodded eagerly. “Yes. It’s been the talk of the embassy, actually.”

      “I’m a Navy SEAL. As are the five men standing in the other room. We have connections you could only imagine. We’re sent into countries to deal with the worst of mankind, and we do it day after day without asking for a thank you or an ounce of appreciation. But you can bet when one of us does need a favor, we’ve got people who will bend over backward to make that favor happen. All I want is to get a signature on the paperwork and get American passports issued so I can take my girls home and get out of your country. You want that too, right?”

      “Of course, but—”

      “I’m assuming it wouldn’t be a good thing if those rebels found out six SEALs were holed up in the American Embassy, would it?” Ace asked.

      Piper stared at him. Was he trying to intimidate the woman?

      “Not that we ever advertise our whereabouts, but there have been a lot of people who’ve seen us. The taxi drivers, the vendors at the shops, the hostel employees…word gets around, I’m guessing. And if I was a rebel, I’d want to take out the most dangerous marks first, to make things easier for them and their cause.”

      Holy shit, Ace was totally being intimidating on purpose. Piper held her breath and squeezed the little hands in hers even tighter.

      “You’re right, I apologize,” the woman said stiffly. “I’ll make the call and see if I can convince someone to come out and do the interview. I’m sure you and your…friends…will want to get home as soon as possible.”

      “We would. Thank you,” Ace said, as if he hadn’t just forced her hand.

      “If you’d please wait here,” she asked before slipping out of the room.

      “Ace—” Piper said, but he cut her off.

      “I know, that wasn’t cool. But I was sick of her condescending attitude. And if it gets us out of here faster, all the better, right?” he asked with a small grin.

      “But I thought you guys were supposed to be on the down-low?”

      He shrugged. “I think the down-low went out the window when we spent an hour wandering around the local shops. We don’t exactly blend in.”

      That was very true. With their beards, muscles, and their badass vibe, no one who saw them would think they were anything but soldiers of some sort. And with their very clear accents, it wouldn’t be hard for anyone to figure out where they were from.

      Piper kneeled and turned Rani and Sinta to face her. “Okay, girls, hopefully soon, you’ll be asked to go talk to someone about whether you want to come to the US with me and Ace.”

      “Yes!” Sinta said excitedly.

      Piper smiled. “Just be honest with the man when he asks you questions. You can talk about what happened in the mountains, to your old home. It’s okay.”

      Kemala suddenly began to speak Tetum to the other girls. Rani and Sinta stared up at her for a long moment, then nodded when she was done.

      “What’d you tell them?” Ace asked.

      “That this is the best thing that has happened for us. And we need to say and do whatever it takes for the man to let us go with you. If he doesn’t…” Her voice trailed off, and Piper saw her blinking back tears.

      She reached up and grabbed hold of the teenager’s hands. “He will. I know it. Just tell him what you want. He’ll listen.”

      The door reopened then, and the embassy woman came back into the room. “Someone will be here in five minutes. I can take the girls into the interview room now.”

      Piper stood and took a deep breath. This was it. She hated to let the girls out of her sight, though. What if the woman took them away, then rushed them out a back door or something?

      As if Ace could read her mind, he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her into him. “That’s fine. We’ll go out and wait with my teammates, if that’s okay.”

      When the woman nodded, he asked, “How long do the interviews usually take?”

      “Typically around half an hour, but I’m guessing this one won’t be as long,” she said cryptically.

      Ace nodded, as if she’d said exactly what he expected to hear.

      “Rani doesn’t talk much,” Piper said when the woman gestured for the girls to follow her.

      “I’ll let the interviewer know,” the woman said.

      When Kemala passed him, Ace reached out and leaned over to whisper something in her ear. The teenager nodded, then reached for both Rani and Sinta. They walked hand in hand out the door after the embassy employee.

      “Come on, Piper, let’s go wait with the guys.”

      She allowed Ace to pull her toward the second door in the room, the one they’d entered through. “What’d you say to Kemala?” she asked.

      “I told her to cry,” Ace said without remorse.

      “Seriously?” Piper asked.

      “Yup. I’m guessing the government rep is a man. And men hate it when girls and women cry. If they say they want to go with us then start crying, that interview will be over in a matter of minutes.”

      “But won’t he think they’re crying because they don’t want to go with us?”

      “I think our girls are gonna make it more than clear who they want to live with,” Ace said with confidence.

      “True,” Piper muttered. “Question…”

      “Shoot.”

      “You said guys hate tears, but I don’t see that you’ve been bothered by mine or Kemala’s so far.”

      Ace turned to her in the middle of the hallway and took her head in his hands. “I’ve had a lot of experience with females crying,” he admitted. “I hate when you cry, but I can deal with it, because shedding tears makes you feel better. They’re an emotional release. The kind of tears I can’t deal with are the ones caused by physical pain. Or the ones that come because of something someone else does to you to make you cry. Those I’ll deal with in my own way. But you or Kemala or Rani and Sinta, crying because you’re emotional? I’ll hold you until you’re done, then I’ll hold you some more.”

      Piper swallowed hard to keep the emotional tears he was talking about at bay. As if he knew she was struggling, he smiled. Then he leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go hang with the guys. I’m sure Rocco’s been on his satellite phone with our commander. I can practically smell the jet fuel now. If we have our way, we’ll be on a plane out of here within hours.”

      Excitement threatened to overwhelm Piper, but she held it back. The girls weren’t theirs yet, and no matter how confident Ace was, she couldn’t be sure of anything until she was holding three additional American passports in her hands. Until they boarded a flight out of the country with Rani, Sinta, and Kemala, she couldn’t relax.

      Twenty minutes later, the door to the room they were waiting in opened and the same female employee they’d been dealing with motioned to Piper and Ace.

      “The interviews are done.”

      “And?” Gumby asked impatiently.

      “The papers have been signed, and their passports are being printed now. There’s a fee that has to be paid and—”

      Piper didn’t hear anything else the woman said. She turned to Ace and threw herself into his arms. “We did it,” she whispered.

      He spun them in a circle and nuzzled the skin on her neck. “You’re officially a mom,” he told her softly.

      Piper looked up at him when he stopped and put her feet back on the floor. “And you’re a dad.”

      “Holy shit!” Ace said with a smile.

      Holy shit was right. It was overwhelming as much as it was exciting.

      “I’ll go and take care of the admin stuff,” Rex told them, slapping Ace on the back as he passed.

      “Thanks,” Ace told him. “Appreciate it.” He turned to Rocco. “Do we have an ETA for extraction?”

      “Twenty-two hundred,” Rocco said immediately. “Plans have changed a bit with the rebels moving into the city. We’re now meeting a group of Australian citizens who’ve been ordered to evacuate. We’ll fly to Sydney with them, and the commander has arranged for us to catch a ride back to California with a military bird.”

      Ace smiled at his friend and nodded. Then he looked down at Piper. “We’re going home.”

      “Home,” Piper breathed. “There were a few times I didn’t think I’d ever make it out of here alive.” Then her expression fell. “Poor Kalee. She should be here with me.”

      “I swear on my life, Kalee will make it home,” Phantom said in a low voice from nearby.

      Piper turned to him. She had no idea what the man’s obsession was with getting her friend’s body back to the US, but she appreciated it all the same. “Thank you,” she told him softly.

      Typical of Phantom, he didn’t respond, simply nodded.

      The door opened wider, and Rani, Sinta, and Kemala filed through. Sinta ran up to Piper and Ace and asked, “I call you mom? And dad?” she asked.

      Piper closed her eyes for a second, overwhelmed with emotions.

      Luckily, Ace answered for her. He kneeled down and looked the younger girls in the eyes as he said, “You can call us whatever you want. But from here on out, you’re ours. Understand?”

      They both nodded happily and gave him hugs.

      Piper walked over to Kemala. “What happened in there? Are you all right?”

      The teenager smiled, and Piper loved how it lit up her face and made her stunningly pretty.

      “I cried. Sinta too. We said we want to go to US. That you saved us.”

      Piper smiled at her. “And he said he was signing the papers?” It still seemed way too easy, and she was afraid someone was going to come into the room and say, “Just kidding!”

      “He ask question about Ace and men. Said to go fast. We said yes, go, and he wrote name on paper.”

      Piper nodded in relief. Then she asked, “Do you think I can get another hug?” She held out her arms and waited.

      Without hesitation, Kemala smiled again and wrapped her arms around her.

      “I be good,” Kemala said softly. “Thank you for wanting me.”

      “Thank you for wanting me,” Piper returned immediately. She pulled back and looked Kemala in the eyes. “I’m going to make mistakes. I’ve never been a mother before. But I promise everything I do, I’ll do with my love for you in mind. Okay?”

      “Love?” Kemala asked.

      At that moment, Piper realized that she did truly love the girl. “Yes, love. How could I not love you?”

      “I mean,” Kemala said with a frown.

      Piper shook her head. “You weren’t mean, honey. You were scared and worried about your future. I can’t blame you for that. Just please be patient with me.”

      Kemala nodded, though Piper wasn’t sure she understood what she’d said. She mentally shrugged and gave her daughter another hug.

      Her daughter. Holy shit.

      What an emotionally exhausting week it had been. She’d gotten to see her best friend for the first time in ages, she’d been shoved into a hole, scared to death, almost died, lost Kalee, walked for miles and miles, gotten married, and adopted three little girls. She’d had her fair share of drama, that was for sure.

      When they got back to the States, after she worked with Mr. Solberg to arrange a memorial for Kalee, she was going to live a drama-free life. She’d earned it.
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      Ace breathed out a sigh of relief when the wheels of the plane touched down in California. It had been a hell of a long flight from Sydney, even though they’d stopped over in Honolulu. Despite being on a military plane, they still had to be cleared by customs in Hawaii—and Ace couldn’t remember when he’d been so nervous. Even though they had passports for the girls, he’d still held his breath until they were waved through.

      They’d been traveling for over thirty-six hours now, and the only thing he could think of was getting back to his house and taking a long fucking nap.

      Of course, that would have to wait. He needed to get Piper moved in, and they’d found out while they were in Hawaii that Kalee’s dad would be meeting their flight. Ace had protested, saying he just wanted to get Piper and the girls home after a very long day of traveling, but their commander told him there was absolutely no way he could keep her father away.

      Ace was relieved to know that the man already knew about Kalee’s death, though. It wasn’t easy to tell someone their child had passed away, and from the tone of their commander’s voice, Paul Solberg was taking his daughter’s death hard. Maybe after seeing Piper, and the children his daughter had a huge hand in rescuing, he’d feel a little better.

      Kemala and Sinta had their noses pressed against the window, happy to see a glimpse of their new home for the first time. Rani was sound asleep in Rocco’s arms, her head resting on his shoulder. Every time he looked at the little girl, Ace’s heart seemed to skip a beat. She was adorable…and all his.

      Suddenly, he realized in all the drama of leaving Timor-Leste, getting the excited girls settled, and finding time to catch some sleep here and there through their travels, he’d never given Piper the ring he’d picked up for her.

      She was currently fussing with one of the carry-on bags they’d purchased in Sydney and had filled with snacks and toys for the girls.

      “Piper?”

      She looked up at him—and once more, Ace couldn’t believe she was actually his wife. That she’d married him. Traveling with her had been eye-opening…in a good way. Her behavior in Timor-Leste seemed to be how she was at all times. She didn’t complain about being tired. Didn’t seem fazed that their journey had been so long. He knew she was exhausted, but the more he looked at her, the more beautiful Ace found her.

      “Yeah?”

      “I got something for you back in Dili, and I haven’t had a chance to give it to you until now. I should’ve found the time earlier, as I know we’re both rushed right now and you’ve got a hard few minutes ahead of you in seeing Kalee’s dad, but I wanted to make sure you had this before we stepped off the plane.”

      Ace opened his hand, the ring he’d bought for her sitting in his palm. It was a small princess-cut aquamarine set in a white-gold band. At least that’s what the vendor told him. In reality, it was probably a piece of blue glass stuck in some random metal sprayed with something resembling white gold.

      When Piper just stared at the ring, Ace hastened to continue, “I’m going to get you a replacement. I have a feeling this thing isn’t worth more than two bucks, but the blue made me think of the color of your eyes.”

      When she looked up at him, he could see the tears in those blue eyes.

      Alarmed, he started to say he’d get her the real deal as soon as humanly possible, but she’d already reached for the jewelry before he could speak.

      She gently plucked it from his palm and held it up. “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      He shook his head. “It’s as good as I could get while in Timor-Leste.”

      “Seriously, Ace. It’s perfect. I love it.”

      She slid it on her left-hand ring finger and Ace reached for it. He lifted her hand and kissed the ring before reaching out to pull her close. She immediately leaned toward him and, as if they’d done it every day of their lives, their lips met in a gentle and loving kiss.

      “Does it fit?” Ace asked softly.

      Piper nodded.

      “I’m still going to get you a real ring,” he told her. “And a wedding band.”

      She bit her lip before asking, “Will you wear a ring too?”

      “Do you want me to?” he asked.

      “Yes.” Her answer was immediate and firm.

      “Then yes, I’ll wear one too.”

      “I know you only married me so we could get the girls, but for as long as you decide you want this to continue, I’m going to do my best to be a good wife to you. I don’t know anything about being a military wife, but I’ll try. I’m much happier sitting at home, alone with my thoughts and my cartoons, but I know you probably need me to be more outgoing because of what you do.”

      “Piper, I don’t want you to be anyone but who you are. We both have some learning to do when it comes to each other, but you don’t have to do anything different because of my job. I’m going to introduce you to Caite and Sidney as soon as I can, so they can help you figure this all out. But the bottom line is that I married you because I wanted to. Okay?”

      As soon as the words left his mouth, Ace knew they were true. Yeah, he’d hastily offered to make it easier for her to adopt the girls, but he knew, deep down, that Tex would’ve found a way to get the girls out of the country whether Piper was married or not.

      The bottom line was that he hadn’t wanted Timor-Leste to be the end. And he’d tied Piper to him in the most elemental way possible. Their wedding license was burning a hole in his pocket, and he couldn’t wait to get Piper to his house.

      To his bed.

      He knew sex was off the table…for now. He’d gladly take one of the guest bedrooms in his house until they were both comfortable sharing a room and a bed. But if their chemistry was any indication, they’d most likely end up there sooner rather than later, which was more than fine with him.

      Piper was beautiful. He knew some people would disagree, might consider her too plain to be the kind of woman who men catcalled and fell ass over end for, but to him, she was perfect.

      “I wouldn’t have said yes if I didn’t want to be married to you, either,” she told him.

      Ace grinned. Every time she opened her mouth, she blew him away.

      “Piper, Ace. Look!” Kemala said, pointing out the window.

      Without taking his eyes from Piper’s, Ace absently said, “I see.”

      Piper chuckled, then turned to see what it was Kemala was so excited about.

      Ace took a deep breath to get himself under control. The next hour or so was going to be tough. The second they walked off the plane, Kalee’s dad would be waiting for them, and they’d have to get through that. Then he and the team had to debrief, talk about what had happened in Timor-Leste, while Piper met with someone to get their military IDs. After that, Ace could finally bring his girls home.

      His daughters.

      Damn, that sounded good.

      In the next few days, he and Piper would have to get her things moved to his house and rearrange his own furniture to fit in what she wanted to keep. The thought of blending his life with hers felt natural. And he couldn’t fucking wait.

      They weren’t the only ones on the military transport, and while he helped Piper get Sinta and Kemala ready to go, he took a still-sleeping Rani from Rocco.

      “Thanks for holding her, man,” he told his friend.

      “Anytime,” Rocco said. “And I mean that. Things have happened at the speed of lightning, but these girls are amazing. Well behaved, sweet, and they have a natural desire to learn as much as they possibly can. You made the right choice.”

      “Thanks.” It meant the world to Ace that his friend supported what he’d done. “I’ve only known them a few days and I already can’t imagine my life without them.”

      “And Piper?” Rocco asked quietly.

      “Her too. There’s just something about her that grabbed me from the first time I saw her sticking her head out of that hole in the floor.”

      “I know what you mean. That’s how I felt about Caite when I saw her in that elevator.”

      “So you don’t think I’m insane for marrying her?” Ace couldn’t help but ask.

      “Absolutely not,” Rocco told him. “If you asked Bubba, Rex, or Phantom, they might say yes, but both me and Gumby know what it’s like to be knocked on our asses by a woman. When you know, you know. There’s just something special about the woman who’s meant to be yours. Can I give you some advice?”

      “Please.”

      “You’ve both got a lot on your plates with getting her moved in, making sure the girls are settled, getting them enrolled in school, and your jobs. But don’t give her too much space. Don’t fall into a routine you’ll regret later. If you want a real marriage with her, you’re going to have to work for it. Woo her. Take her on dates. Include the girls now and then, but don’t forget to spend some quality one-on-one time with her as well.”

      Ace thought about what his friend was saying, then nodded. He was right. If they got too involved in their life with the girls, they’d lose what they could be together as a couple. “Will you help? We’ll need a babysitter.”

      Rocco grinned. “Absolutely. Maybe it’ll help convince Caite to marry me as soon as possible—and I wouldn’t be opposed to children either. The others will help out too, I’m sure.”

      Ace nodded. He had the best friends ever.

      His plan had been to give Piper some space. To not rush her. But now that Rocco had pointed it out, he realized his friend was right. He and Piper had amazing chemistry, but he had a feeling she’d push that aside to do what she thought was best for the girls. If they wanted a real relationship—and he knew he did—they needed to get there as soon as was comfortable for both of them.

      “Ready?” Piper asked from beside him. She had Sinta and Kemala standing in front of her in the aisle. They were wearing new jeans and cute T-shirts they’d picked up in Honolulu on their layover. Their mocha colored skin shone with the kind of vitality the young had. Both were also wearing the comfortable flip-flops they’d had on since they’d fled Dili. Their hair had been tamed and their excitement over being in a new country and experiencing new things had left spots of pink on their cheeks.

      Piper, on the other hand, looked weary and stressed. She knew as well as he did that the meeting with Mr. Solberg was going to be hard.

      Without thought, and with Rocco’s words fresh in his mind, Ace reached out with the hand that wasn’t holding Rani and curled it around the back of Piper’s neck. He tugged her forward and kissed her. Hard and deep. Letting her know she wasn’t alone. That he was there, supporting her and backing her up. Hoping to tell her that everything would be all right. That they’d face whatever obstacles came up together.

      When he pulled back, he didn’t let go. Ace felt satisfaction curl through him when Piper didn’t try to get out of his hold. He looked into her eyes and said quietly, “You’ve got this, Piper. I’ll be right there with you. Kalee’s dad is going to be upset, but he’ll be relieved you’re all right, and that you saved three innocent girls as well.”

      She swallowed hard. “You don’t know him. He’s…intense. Even though I’ve known Kalee forever, I’ve never been sure what he thinks of me. Sometimes I think he likes me, and other times I was sure he was just tolerating me for Kalee’s sake.”

      “The bottom line is that he doesn’t have to like you. He just has to respect you. Besides, you’re the last link to his daughter. He’d be stupid not to want you in his life. Hear me?”

      She nodded. “Thank you for being here.”

      “That’s one thing you never have to thank me for,” Ace told her. Then he leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Come on, let’s get this over with. We have a long day ahead of us, and I can’t wait to see the girls’ reaction to their new home.”

      “Or mine,” Piper said with a smile. “For all I know, you live in a tiny little one-bedroom house that has a ninety-inch television and is the quintessential bachelor pad.”

      Ace chuckled as he finally let go of her and took a step back. She’d see for herself very soon that he had more than enough room for her, their daughters, and a couple more children to boot. He’d used the money he’d received after the death of his parents, and some that he’d saved over the years, to buy a big-ass house. It had five bedrooms, a full finished basement, and a gourmet kitchen. He supposed his desire for a big family had heavily figured into the purchase. And while he’d always hoped he’d meet a woman who wanted a ton of kids like he did, he never thought he’d be as lucky as he was right this moment.

      “You don’t, do you?” Piper asked when he’d taken too long to answer.

      “You’ll just have to wait and see,” Ace told her with a smile.

      In response, Piper simply rolled her eyes and turned to encourage Sinta and Kemala to head out of the plane. Ace shifted his grip on Rani, not having the heart to wake her up, and followed his family off the plane and across the tarmac toward the hangar.

      Ace wasn’t surprised to see Commander North waiting for them when they exited the plane. They’d taken a military flight and had landed on the naval base. There were pockets of men and women greeting their family members all around them in the large airplane hangar, but Ace kept his eyes on the man standing next to his commander.

      Paul Solberg was tall. Imposing. Taller than both their commander and Ace himself. He was large too. Thick. He had a small gut that he tried to hide behind an untucked shirt. His red hair was messy, as if he’d run his hand through it over and over or slept on it wrong. He had a five o’clock shadow, which didn’t help him seem any more approachable.

      But it was the look on his face that had Ace on edge.

      It was completely blank. He didn’t look happy to see Piper, or sad that it wasn’t his daughter getting off the plane. He might as well be meeting a stranger rather than the woman who’d been best friends with his daughter for most of her life.

      In their exit from the plane and their walk across the hangar, Piper had managed to get a little ways ahead of him—and a feeling of wrongness hit Ace like a bolt of lightning.

      He was already turning to hand Rani off to Rocco once more when she reached the commander and Paul Solberg.

      Ace was only a few steps behind them, but that wasn’t close enough to prevent what happened. As if watching in slow motion, Ace saw Piper step toward her best friend’s father with her arms open.

      Instead of enfolding her into his embrace, Solberg whipped out a hand and slapped her as hard as he could.

      Piper’s head flew back and she stumbled to the side before falling onto the hard concrete floor. By the time Ace got to her side, she had one hand on her cheek and was staring up at Solberg in stunned disbelief.

      “It should’ve been you,” Solberg hissed.

      If Ace had thought the man had no emotion on his face before, the opposite was now true. He was glaring down at Piper as if she’d held a gun to his daughter’s head and pulled the trigger herself.

      The anger oozing from every pore of his body was unnatural…and more than a little eerie.

      Ace put himself between her and the irate man when Solberg took a step closer. Commander North quickly grabbed hold of the man’s arm, but it was as if he didn’t even notice the commander’s presence.

      Kalee’s dad did his best to look around Ace at Piper, but he stood his ground.

      “Back off,” Ace barked, wanting to punch the man more than he wanted anything, but not wanting to scare his girls by showing his violent side.

      “Get out of my way,” Solberg demanded.

      “Step back,” Ace said, holding his arms out to his sides. He heard one of his teammates helping Piper to her feet, but he didn’t take his attention from Solberg.

      Now that he was closer to him, he realized the man looked…unhinged. His eyes were bloodshot, as if he’d either been drinking nonstop or crying. Ace figured it was the latter, as he didn’t smell any alcohol on his breath. He could see stains on the man’s shirt, as if he hadn’t changed his clothes in days.

      But it was the hatred in Solberg’s eyes that concerned Ace the most.

      He much preferred the blank look that had been there earlier.

      “Move. That bitch killed my Kalee!” he hissed.

      “Paul,” Commander North said. “Piper didn’t have anything to do with your daughter’s death.”

      “It should’ve been Kalee taking cover instead of her,” Paul said in a low, chilling tone. “She’s always followed my daughter. Never the leader. If she’d taken initiative for once in her life, Kalee would still be alive!”

      “Mr. Solberg…” Piper began from behind him, but when she didn’t continue, Ace figured one of his friends had made sure she didn’t say anything else to make a volatile situation worse. It was obvious no matter what Piper said right now, Solberg wouldn’t listen to a word of it. In his mind, Piper was the reason his daughter was dead, and nothing she said would likely change that.

      “Are those the kids?” Solberg asked in a nasty tone.

      “Yes,” the commander said. “That’s Rani, Sinta, and Kemala. Kalee saved their lives when she made them hide from the rebels with Piper.”

      “An eye for an eye,” Paul muttered quietly, with a weird light in his gaze.

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Ace asked, his tone deadly.

      Solberg looked at him for the first time, and Ace glared back steadily. He’d come face-to-face with the worst of humanity. He’d fought terrorists with knives and fists. He’d looked through a rifle scope into the eyes of a scumbag right before he’d blown himself up, and dozens of brave, dedicated soldiers right along with him. There wasn’t much Ace hadn’t done, and not much he was afraid of.

      But looking into the soulless eyes of Paul Solberg, and knowing his girls were watching his every move, Ace did something he’d never done before.

      He physically retreated.

      On the surface, the man was holding himself together—barely. But Solberg was a ticking time bomb, and Ace didn’t want his girls anywhere near the man. He might be Piper’s best friend’s father, but their association ended here and now. If the man truly believed Piper was responsible for Kalee’s death, then he was a danger to her.

      Not to mention he’d already put his hands on her. He’d hit her. And he clearly felt no remorse about it, either.

      Using the only ammunition at his disposal at the moment, Ace said, “Kalee would be ashamed of you right now.”

      He saw the barb make a direct hit when Solberg flinched, so he kept talking.

      “I didn’t know your daughter, but I know for a fact she’d be sick with disgust at the way you’re acting. She was a Peace Corps volunteer because she wanted to make the world a better place for children like the ones standing behind me. Piper didn’t ask to be caught in the middle of a rebellion. Neither did your daughter. Neither did the children who were killed right along with Kalee. But they were. You should be down on your knees thanking God for sparing Rani, Sinta, and Kemala. But instead, you’re throwing your muscle and perceived power around like an idiot. Enjoy your lonely, pathetic life—because this will be the last time you see my wife or children. The last people to have ever seen and talked to your daughter are lost to you. Forever.”

      Ace didn’t look away when the man glared at him with pure hatred. It was a battle of wills, one Ace was determined to win. His girls had been through hell, and he’d be damned if Paul Solberg made them experience one more second of it.

      “Come on, Paul. We’ll go talk in my office,” Storm said, visibly tightening his grasp on the man’s upper arm and pulling him backward.

      Ace kept eye contact with Solberg until he finally turned and walked next to their commander, out of the hangar.

      The second he left, Ace turned to Piper. She was standing in front of Phantom, of all people. He had his arm diagonally around her chest, and Piper was holding on to it with both hands, staring at Ace.

      Her cheek had a huge red blotch on it from where Solberg had slapped her. The sight made Ace want to go after him and hurt the man after all.

      Rocco was still holding a sleeping Rani, Sinta was in Gumby’s arms with her face buried in his neck, and Kemala was standing next to Bubba, looking understandably upset.

      Ace hated that his girls were freaked out, but his main concern at the moment was Piper. His friends would take care of the kids until he could reassure them.

      The second he walked up to her, Phantom nodded and took a step backward, then Piper was in his arms. They both held on as tightly as they could. Ace felt her heart beating against his chest and her shuddering breaths against his neck.

      Slowly but surely, his anger gave way to concern. He forced himself to pull back so he could see her face. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded.

      Ace brought his hand up and ran the backs of his fingers over her cheek in a barely there caress. “I’m sorry I wasn’t close enough to stop that from happening.”

      Piper closed her eyes for a second before opening them and locking gazes with Ace. “He’s never done anything like that before. I mean, Kalee never talked about him being violent. Not at all. If anything, she’s always complained that he’s too protective. He practically gave her whatever she asked for growing up. It was always the two of them against the world.”

      Ace pressed his lips together. His Piper had the biggest heart of anyone he’d ever met. Her friend’s dad had just said the most vile things to her, had basically told her he wished she’d died instead of his daughter, and Piper was standing there practically defending him.

      “Don’t twist things in your head, Piper,” he warned. “What he said and did was not right. I don’t care that he’s grieving.”

      “I know…but, Ace, you don’t know him. Don’t know what their relationship was like. Kalee was everything to him. He’s devastated. Broken. I can’t imagine what he’s going through.”

      “The only reason I didn’t beat the shit out of him is because I didn’t want to do it in front of you and our kids. But if he dares to ever show his face in my presence again, I won’t hesitate. No one lifts a hand to you or our girls. No one. Understand?”

      Piper stared up at him for a long moment, and Ace struggled to get his anger under control.

      Solberg had hit her. Hit. Her. If he hadn’t gotten between them, there’s no telling what else he would’ve done. That was unacceptable.

      “Why man hit Piper?” Kemala asked from next to them. “What she do?”

      Ace turned to look at the teenager. She looked shocked, but not particularly afraid, like Sinta obviously was.

      “Piper didn’t do anything,” Ace said.

      Kemala nodded. “Men hit,” she said with certainty. “Watch eyes,” she told Piper. “Move quick.”

      Ace was appalled she’d had to learn that. Keeping one arm around Piper, he put his free hand on Kemala’s shoulder. “In America, men aren’t allowed to hit women. It’s against the law.”

      Kemala’s eyes widened in shock.

      “And women can’t hit men either,” Piper added.

      Ace nodded in agreement. “Look at me, Kemala.” The teenager did so. “If anyone ever hits you, or your sisters, you let me know. If you can’t find me, you tell Rocco, Gumby, Bubba, Rex, or Phantom, and one of them will deal with it. No real man hits someone smaller than him. I don’t care the reason, it is never okay. If a man hits you, Kemala, he doesn’t love you. Remember that.”

      Her eyes went from him to Piper’s cheek, then back to him. “So you no hit Piper when she make mistake?”

      “No. Absolutely not,” Ace said.

      “Or me?”

      “No.”

      “Or Sinta?”

      “No. Or Rani either. You’re going to make mistakes, Kemala. You’re going to do things that will upset me. Maybe even make me angry. But that doesn’t mean I have the right to hit you. I will never physically harm you. Ever. That’s my vow to you as the man who adopted you. Understand?”

      She nodded, then tilted her head and asked, “You no hit Piper or us, so you love?”

      The question made Ace’s heart clench, and he didn’t hesitate. “Yes. I love you guys. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you all safe.”

      Kemala nodded and smiled in satisfaction, as if his answer was one she’d desperately wanted to hear. “I like US.”

      “I heard what happened,” a deep voice said from behind them.

      Ace turned to see Rear Admiral Creasy standing nearby. “I sincerely apologize. Mr. Solberg has been a pain in Commander North’s ass since we learned what happened to his daughter. Pestering him for details, even the classified ones. We should’ve known better than to allow him to meet you all. He insisted, and since we had no reason to deny him, we let him come along…but obviously that was a mistake. Are you all right, Mrs. Morgan?”

      Ace felt Piper startle a little in his arms. Mrs. Morgan. The rear admiral obviously knew about their wedding. He’d told Kemala that he loved her and Piper and while he’d quickly confirmed what the girl had obviously needed to hear, Ace wasn’t surprised to realize he’d been telling the truth. The second he understood Piper was in danger, something in him had shifted.

      No one hurt his woman and got away with it. And no one threatened his children.

      An eye for an eye.

      The words Paul Solberg had said truly sank in for the first time. What had he meant? It was a clear threat—but toward who? Piper? The children?

      The not knowing left Ace feeling extremely uneasy.

      Piper was responding to the rear admiral’s question. “I’m fine. Thank you. Do you think we can go somewhere and get the girls settled, though? They’ve had a very long trip, and I know we still need to meet with someone on base to finalize some things.”

      Feeling proud of her, Ace acted without thinking, leaned close and kissing her temple before turning to his superior officer. “Yes, please, Sir. I’d like to get my family something to eat and let them stretch their legs a bit before getting down to business.”

      The smile that spread across the rear admiral’s face was genuine as he nodded. “Of course. The rest of you guys, follow me. If it’s all right with your team, I think you can stay with your wife while the rest of them debrief…unless you want to be there.”

      Ace immediately nodded. He would much rather stay with Piper and the girls. He didn’t feel comfortable leaving them alone just yet. He didn’t know where Paul Solberg had gone, and the last thing he wanted was for him to track down Piper while she was talking with human resources. Filling her head with more bullshit or physically attacking her again.

      “Thank you, Sir. That sounds perfect. I’ll read the report and add in anything I feel is missing.”

      The rear admiral nodded and headed for a door near where the commander and Solberg had disappeared. Piper reached for Rani, and when Rocco handed her over, she finally woke up.

      “Welcome to the United States,” Piper said softly to the groggy girl. Rani reached up and patted Piper’s slightly red cheek, then melted Ace’s heart by leaning forward and kissing it.

      With tears in her eyes, Piper met his gaze.

      Yeah. Ace would kill anyone who dared lay a hand on one of his girls.
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      Paul Solberg was escorted to his Porsche and followed until he was off the naval base property. He drove around aimlessly for an hour before ending up back at his house. He climbed out of his expensive car, not caring that he’d left the keys in the ignition, and stumbled up to the front door.

      The house had also been left unlocked, but he didn’t care or notice. Nothing seemed to matter anymore. Not with his beautiful Kalee dead.

      Paul slumped to the leather couch in the living area and stared sightlessly at the huge digital TV in front of him.

      Kalee was dead.

      And Piper Johnson…no, Piper Morgan, was alive and apparently very happy.

      His fists clenched.

      What right did she have to be happy when he was living his own personal version of hell?

      He could just imagine her pushing Kalee out of the way of the hole she’d found because there wasn’t room for more than one of them.

      And now she was married—and had adopted three children. Those kids could’ve been Kalee’s. If Piper hadn’t been the scared little mouse she always was, Kalee wouldn’t have felt the need to take care of her. She’d be alive today. She’d be married to some brave SEAL and adopting those kids.

      Kalee had talked about all the girls at the orphanage in an email she’d written him not too long before her death. Had told her daddy all about how cute they were, how much she loved spending time with them, teaching all of them.

      He should be a grandfather right now, not mourning the death of his daughter!

      Paul’s mood swung from fury, to depression, to jealousy, then back to fury once more. He couldn’t stop thinking about the what-ifs.

      What if it had been Kalee who’d hidden in the hole instead of Piper?

      What if Piper hadn’t gone to visit his Kalee at all?

      What if he’d forbidden Kalee to join the Peace Corps?

      Paul’s head spun, and he felt sick.

      He could see Kalee laughing in his mind—then he’d imagine what her dead body must’ve looked like. Filled with bullet holes and lying in the dirt in the fucking mountains of Timor-Leste.

      Bringing his hands to his head, Paul couldn’t stop more tears from falling. His head felt as if it were going to burst. He was confused, and in the most pain he’d ever felt in his life. Both emotionally and physically.

      He had no idea when he’d last eaten or showered, but those were the last things on his mind. He also hadn’t slept in more than ten-minute stretches in days, because he couldn’t stop thinking about his daughter’s last moments on this Earth.

      He’d do anything to change places with her. To be the one dead, and to have her still here, alive and well.

      As Paul sat in his quiet living room, on his expensive couch, amongst all the material things he’d accumulated over the years, one thing became crystal clear.

      None of it mattered without his daughter.

      An eye for an eye.

      The phrase ran through his mind once more.

      He’d meant every word when he’d told Piper it should’ve been her who had died.

      The kids should’ve been Kalee’s.

      The SEAL should’ve been Kalee’s.

      An eye for an eye.

      He’d make things right. For Kalee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper was exhausted, hungry, and heartsick, but she did her best to keep it all bottled inside and maintain a happy face for her girls.

      The meeting with human resources had taken what seemed like forever, and every time the door to the room they were in opened, she’d flinched, wondering if Kalee’s dad had returned to harangue her some more.

      His words echoed over and over in her brain.

      It should’ve been you.

      It wasn’t anything she hadn’t thought herself, but now it had been confirmed by someone else.

      “Stop it,” Ace said from beside her. He was driving them to his house in his Yukon Denali. She’d been surprised he had such a large car, but he’d merely shrugged and said he felt safer in a big vehicle.

      “Stop what?” she asked, turning her head to look over at him.

      “Stop thinking about what that asshole said.”

      “How’d you know that’s what I was doing?” she asked.

      “Your forehead is furrowed and you’re frowning.”

      How in the world he could read her so well, Piper didn’t know. “I can’t,” she admitted. “He was so upset. Like, over-the-top upset.”

      “He was,” Ace agreed. “But that’s on him, not you.” He grabbed her hand and held on tight. “I, for one, am very glad you’re here. And there are three little girls in the back who are glad too.”

      Piper smiled and turned to look at her girls. They were all staring out the windows with huge eyes, taking in everything about their new world as fast as they could. They still needed to get booster seats for Rani and Sinta, but that was only one of a thousand things they had to do.

      “He scared me,” Piper admitted softly. “I thought he’d be glad to see me. Relieved. But he wasn’t. He was pissed.”

      “Put him out of your mind,” Ace said. “I’ll do everything in my power to keep him away from you. But if you ever see him, do not engage. Turn around and leave. I don’t care if you’re in the middle of the grocery store…leave the cart where it is and get out. Understand?”

      She nodded. “I’m sure as time goes on his grief will lessen, and maybe he’ll get to a point where he wants to talk to me, to hear what happened.”

      “Maybe,” Ace said. “You ready to see your new house?”

      Piper took a deep breath and sat up straighter. She realized that Ace hadn’t let go of her hand, but it felt so good, she was glad. Something had changed between them. Ever since they’d gotten off the plane, and Kalee’s dad had freaked out on her, he’d been even more attentive than before—and that was saying something. He felt bad he hadn’t been able to get to her before Mr. Solberg had struck, but Piper didn’t blame him. How could any of them know that he was going to go off like that?

      Piper also felt a stronger spark every time she looked at Ace.  Now that they weren’t running for their lives anymore, she could process the fact that she’d actually married the gorgeous man next to her. It felt unreal. But the ring on her finger was a good reminder. And she hadn’t forgotten how he’d told Kemala that he loved them. He was most likely talking in general though, like when you tell a friend you love them.

      “I’m more than ready. As long as you have a bed, I’ll be happy.”

      When Ace chuckled, she looked at him in confusion, then what she’d said registered. She blushed and rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” she clarified quickly.

      “Darn,” Ace replied with a small smile.

      Before she could react to that, he went on. “I’ve got plenty of beds for all of us. I thought we could put the girls all together in one room, at least until they get used to their new space.”

      “Do you have enough bedrooms for all of them?” Piper asked. “I didn’t even think about that.”

      “My house has five bedrooms and three full bathrooms. More than enough for all of us.”

      Piper stared at him in disbelief. “Seriously?”

      “Yup.”

      “But houses here in Riverton are super expensive.”

      “Yup.”

      “Oh my God, are you a millionaire?” she blurted.

      Ace burst out laughing. “No. But I’ve got plenty of money to make sure you and our kids don’t starve, and you’ll always have a roof over your heads.”

      Piper couldn’t believe how much her life had changed in such a short time. Just hearing him say “our kids” made butterflies flutter in her stomach.

      “This is so crazy,” she muttered.

      Ace squeezed her hand. “My commander gave me a week of leave so I could spend it with you and the girls, and we can do our best to get some of our to-do list completed. I know you need to get back to work, and I’ll entertain the girls for a few hours each day so you can have some uninterrupted time to draw. And I’m sure there will be a lot of things that come up that we’ll need to discuss together, about how to parent the girls and whatnot. Things like bedtimes, whether we want to have family dinners at the table instead of eating in front of the TV, where to enroll them in school, and a million other things. So you’re right, this is crazy—but it’s also exciting, exhilarating, and only overwhelming if we let it be.”

      Piper stared at Ace as he drove. He was right. About all of it. She had a feeling she was in way over her head, but at least Ace was there to help. If she were a single mother, it would be twice as difficult.

      “I’m scared,” Piper whispered.

      “About what?”

      She liked that he didn’t immediately tell her not to be. “What if we screw up and they end up hating us for taking them away from their home?”

      “Look at them,” Ace ordered.

      Piper turned and looked at the girls again. They were soaking in everything as fast as their little minds could process it. The cars, the stores they passed, the way people were dressed. She could almost feel their excitement and happiness as they neared their new home.

      “We’re gonna screw up,” Ace said quietly. “All parents do. But as long as they know they’re safe, and that they’re now a part of a family who loves them very much, they’ll be all right. If they want to know more about Timor-Leste when they get older, we’ll do our best to educate them. Maybe someday we can even take them back on a trip.”

      Piper shuddered. She didn’t even want to think about stepping foot back in Timor-Leste.

      “Not anytime soon,” Ace soothed. “All I’m saying is that they have their whole lives ahead of them, and as long as we love and support them, I don’t think any little mistakes on our part will make much difference.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “We’re here,” Ace said.

      Piper’s head whipped back around—and she stared at the huge house in front of her. One of three garage doors was slowly opening.

      “It’s big!” Sinta said in awe from behind them.

      “This hotel?” Kemala asked.

      Ace chuckled, and after he parked the car, he turned to face the girls. “No, it’s not a hotel. This is your new home. This is where we live.”

      Piper almost laughed at the look on all the girls’ faces. Their eyes were huge and their mouths were hanging open. She was just as in awe as they were, but managed to hide it a little better. She climbed out and opened the back door to help the girls. Ace took Rani, and she led Sinta and Kemala around the Denali to the nearby door.

      Ace opened it and gestured for them to enter first. None of the girls took a step, as if they were afraid to make the first move.

      Piper eased between them to lead the way into Ace’s house.

      “I should carry you over the threshold, but I’m afraid that would freak them out even more than they already are,” Ace murmured as she passed him.

      Piper grinned and turned to share the joke with him, but he didn’t look like he was kidding. He actually looked sorry he couldn’t sweep her off her feet and carry her inside. She opened her mouth to say something—what, she had no idea—but anything she might’ve uttered stuck in her throat when she got a look at his house.

      The floors were beautiful dark hardwood and the hall from the garage led into a massive great room. There was a huge chandelier to her right, hanging above a large wooden table. The latter looked handmade, and was more than big enough for all five of them to sit comfortably. The kitchen was around a corner but also open to the large space.

      Piper immediately imagined her cooking dinner for the girls while they either did their homework at the table or watched the television in the other room off the kitchen. There was a huge TV affixed to the wall, as well as a sectional couch that looked soft and comfortable.

      Sinta ran into the back of Piper’s legs as she gazed around the cavernous space.

      “Welcome home,” Ace said.

      Piper stood in the middle of the room and turned in a circle, continuing to take in Ace’s house. It was utterly beautiful.

      “Piper?” he asked—sounding so unlike the man she’d gotten to know.

      She turned to look at him.

      Ace’s brow was furrowed and his lips were pressed together. “You don’t like it?” he asked, clearly concerned.

      “Not like it? Ace…it’s perfect! Like you reached into my brain and plucked out every dream I’ve ever had about what kind of house I wanted to live in one day. And now that one day is today.” She shook her head. “I’m overwhelmed, and kind of in shock.”

      Smiling, Ace walked over and took her face in his hands, leaning close to kiss her. His beard tickled as his lips sipped from her own. It wasn’t a passionate kiss, but heartfelt and intimate.

      When he pulled back, he said, “I’ve lived in this big ol’ house by myself for two years, and it’s never felt like a home until right this second.”

      Piper melted. She couldn’t help it. How he always said the exact right thing, she had no idea.

      “Ace?” Kemala said tentatively.

      He immediately turned to her. “Yeah?”

      “How many other kids you keep here?”

      Piper frowned. Maybe she just wasn’t understanding Kemala’s question. She spoke remarkably well for someone who hadn’t been studying English for very long, but there were times when her broken sentences lost something in translation.

      But Ace didn’t seem to have a problem knowing what she meant. He knelt to get down to his girls’ eye level. “No one. Just you, Sinta, and Rani,” he told her.

      Kemala shook her head, as if she was frustrated that Ace wasn’t understanding her question. “Too big for just us.” She looked around. “At least,” she flashed ten fingers, five times, “could live here. More orphans come too?”

      Ace reached out and gently put his hand on the back of Kemala’s neck, giving their oldest daughter his undivided attention. Piper knew that feeling…knew his hold was strong without being threatening.

      “Here in America, this house is a fairly normal size for a family like us. There are five bedrooms upstairs, one for each of you to have your own, one for me and Piper, and one for any other children we might have together. This is all ours, Kemala. This is your new home. Forever and ever. Just us. No other orphans.”

      Piper’s stomach clenched when he mentioned more children. They hadn’t done anything other than kiss—but now she couldn’t stop thinking about the making of those future children.

      The thought of making love with Ace had her shifting where she stood. God, she was exhausted and overwhelmed, but just the idea of being naked with the beautiful man who’d made all her dreams come true had her both nauseous and horny at the same time.

      She wasn’t beautiful like Kalee had been. Sure, she had the stereotypical blonde hair and blue eyes women in California were known for, but she was too big to be considered sexy in this uber-body-conscious state. Not to mention, she was shy and would rather stay home and draw than go out. If she’d met Ace on the street, he wouldn’t have looked twice at her.

      But now they were married.

      Married.

      And he was going to want to have sex.

      Good Lord.

      All of a sudden, Piper couldn’t think of anything but having sex with Beckett Morgan. And given everything she’d learned about him thus far in their short acquaintance, she knew without a doubt he’d be attentive and generous in bed.

      Before her mind could go too far down that rabbit hole, Kemala turned to the other girls and said something in Tetum—which promptly made both Sinta and Rani burst into tears.

      Alarmed, she and Ace did their best to soothe them, but without knowing exactly what had set them off, it was difficult.

      “What’d you tell them?” Ace asked Kemala gently.

      “What you said. This home. Our home. For real.” Kemala struggled to find the right words as she continued, also crying. “We dream of this. Home. Family. Food. To be safe. We talk and say US had to be better than mountain. But we no thought this. It is a dream.”

      Ace beamed and addressed the girls. “There will be a lot of things you’re going to see over the next week or so that will be surprising. But soon, this will all become normal for you. All Piper and I ask is that you never take it for granted. Remember where you came from, and do your best to give back to those who aren’t as lucky as you. Okay?”

      All three girls nodded.

      Piper had no idea if they understood what Ace had said, but she had a feeling he’d tell them the same thing over and over. She approved. They were lucky, and she made a mental note to add trips to homeless shelters into their routine, and to do projects that would make sure none of them—Piper and Ace included—forgot those less fortunate.

      “How about we look at the rest of the house now, huh?” Ace asked. “I want to show you your new bedrooms.”

      The girls smiled, and after Ace stood, he reached for Piper and they walked hand in hand up the stairs.

      When he opened the first door, Piper gasped in surprise. There was a twin-size bed and a bookshelf full of children’s books, with about ten stuffed animals resting on top of the pink comforter on the bed. The door to the closet was also open, and Piper could see at least twenty different outfits hanging there.

      “How in the world did you manage this?” she asked as the girls entered the room and cautiously looked at everything.

      “Caite and Sidney.”

      “Who?”

      “Rocco and Gumby’s women.”

      “Oh, yeah, duh.”

      Ace grinned. “I asked the guys to see if Caite and Sid would go shopping for some bare necessities for the girls. I guessed on their sizes, so if any of the clothes don’t fit, we can return them. But I didn’t want them to come home to a sterile room. I wanted them to feel comfortable.” He huffed out a breath and motioned to the girls with his head. “Guess I failed in that, though, huh?”

      None of the girls had touched any of the toys or books. They were standing in the middle of the room as if they couldn’t quite understand or believe that everything in it was for them. Piper could tell Ace was somewhat disappointed that his gesture wasn’t going over like he’d hoped it would.

      “We need to give them time,” Piper said quietly. “And even if they don’t appreciate it yet, I do. Thank you, Ace. Seriously. You’ve gone above and beyond. A week ago you flew out on just another mission, and now you’re home with a wife and three kids.”

      “I wouldn’t change a thing,” Ace told her seriously. “Sometimes things just click. And from the moment I saw you sticking your head out of the floorboards of that kitchen in the mountain, something inside me definitely clicked.”

      “Pretty,” Sinta said from right next to them.

      Piper jumped slightly. She’d been so lost in the expression on Ace’s face that she’d forgotten where they were for a second.

      “Come on,” Ace told them. “Let’s look at the other two rooms. You can decide who wants what room later.”

      After touring the other two bedrooms that had been set up for the girls, Ace led them into the master bedroom. Once again, Piper could only sigh in delight. The entire room was welcoming and calming, just as a bedroom should be. The king-size bed had a beautiful quilt, which looked handmade, covering the surface. There was a large dresser opposite the bed and one of those oversized armchairs in the corner.

      Piper walked over to the entrance to the master bathroom and wasn’t surprised to see the bathroom of her dreams. Two sinks, a small closet for the toilet, a Jacuzzi tub, and a separate shower.

      “The closet goes through there,” Ace told her, pointing to an entrance at the back of the bathroom. “It snakes around and the laundry room is around the corner. It’s handy to have the washer and dryer right next to the closet. There’s also a door that leads out into the hall.” Ace grinned. “Of course, we might regret the placement one day, when we eventually teach the girls how to do their own laundry. We’ll just have to remember to keep the door to our bathroom closed so we aren’t surprised at an inopportune time.”

      Piper couldn’t help but blush. Every time Ace talked about their relationship as if being a married couple forever was a given, she could picture it more and more easily. She’d kind of thought that once they got back to the States, and weren’t in some intense life-or-death situation, Ace might regret marrying her. That he’d try to put distance between them. But the reality so far was exactly the opposite.

      The more time they spent together outside his mission, the closer they seemed to get. Piper couldn’t stop sneaking glances at him and, more often than not, found he was looking at her as well. Her entire body was aware of him. It was exciting and scary at the same time.

      “Who’s hungry?” Ace asked, as if he knew Piper was overwhelmed.

      “Is time to eat?” Kemala asked eagerly.

      “That’s another thing that has changed,” Ace explained, leading his little family out of the master bedroom down the hall. “If you’re hungry, you can eat. We’ll do our best to have three square meals a day, breakfast, lunch, and dinner, but if you get hungry in between those times, you can have a healthy snack.”

      “Why food square?” Kemala asked.

      Ace chuckled, and Piper couldn’t help but think how much she loved hearing him laugh.

      “It’s a saying,” he told Kemala. “But the bottom line is, there’s plenty of food to go around. Understand?”

      All three girls nodded.

      “So, does anyone want a snack?”

      Once again, three little heads bobbed up and down.

      Ace caught Piper’s gaze. “Caite and Sidney also went to the grocery store, so there should be plenty to eat. I can whip up something for dinner tonight, just tell me what you want to eat; we can discuss what you think would be best for them as they adjust to American foods.”

      Once again, Piper felt overwhelmed. Every little thing had to be considered for her new daughters. They couldn’t just dig into a big ol’ hamburger and fries. Their tummies and taste buds had to acclimate to new foods.

      When they reached the kitchen, Ace opened the refrigerator, and Piper saw that it was indeed full to the brim with fresh food.

      “I need to meet these women,” Piper said under her breath.

      “I’m sure they’ll probably be over here tomorrow,” Ace said nonchalantly.

      “Tomorrow?” Piper asked.

      Ace looked at her. “Is that bad?”

      “I just…I want to make a good impression, and I have a feeling with the million and one things we have to do that I’ll be a little exhausted.”

      “You’re right,” Ace told her immediately. “I’ll call Rocco and Gumby and make sure they know we need some time before they all descend.”

      “It’s okay, Ace,” Piper said. “I want to meet them.”

      “No, I wasn’t thinking. You’re right, and we need some time with just the girls and us. To figure out our new normal and to get stuff done. How about some cheese?”

      The way he changed subjects so rapidly was somewhat amusing. One second he was talking to her, and the next he was focused on the girls.

      He got the three girls settled at the table with a plate of sliced American, cheddar, and mozzarella cheese, along with some grapes and baby carrots.

      “What about you?” he asked as they stood in the kitchen, watching as Rani, Sinta, and Kemala smelled and carefully examined each of the slices of cheese before they tried them.

      “I’m okay, thanks.”

      Ace put his hand on her arm, and Piper glanced at him.

      “Thank you.”

      She furrowed her brow. “For what?”

      “For this,” he said with a tilt of his head to the table. “For not telling me to fuck off when I suggested we get married. For giving me the family I’ve always wanted.”

      “I think I really should be thanking you,” Piper told him.

      Ace turned her and slowly tugged her into his arms. Piper went willingly. It seemed every time he held her, it made her mind turn off and she relaxed. But this time, instead of clearing her mind, all she could think of was how good it felt to be surrounded by him. She felt his hand glide up her back, and he ran his fingers through her hair before palming the back of her neck. She flattened her palms on his sides and looked at him expectantly.

      “I want our marriage to be a real one,” he said quietly.

      Goose bumps broke out on Piper’s arms at his words.

      “I know we didn’t go about this in the normal way, but every time I look at you, I want to know you better. I want to know everything, including how you made your cartoons into a career. I can’t wait to watch our girls blossom. I can’t wait until we’re rolling our eyes at how Kemala can take a thirty-minute shower and not see anything wrong with that. Until Rani starts talking our ears off, and we have to tell her to shush. Until Sinta feels comfortable enough to not agree with everything we say.

      “And I know it’s too early to discuss being intimate with each other, but I want that too. I was serious when I told Kemala that I wanted more children. I’d love to have kids with you, Piper. Not right away, we’ve got enough on our plate right now, but eventually. I’m attracted to you, and I hope you’re attracted to me. I definitely want to do more than just kiss you—I want it all. I want a real marriage, in every way. Do you think you’ll get to the point where you want that too?”

      He seemed so unsure when he asked that question, Piper spoke before she thought. “Yes. I’m already there.”

      The smile that formed on his face was beautiful, and Piper did her best not to blush as she hurriedly continued, “I wouldn’t have married you if I didn’t like and respect you, Ace. I would’ve stayed in Dili and figured something else out if I had to. I was worried you only asked to marry me out of a sense of duty or something.”

      “And you want a real marriage? And more kids?” he asked, as if needing clarification.

      “Yes. Maybe not tonight, or even in the near future, but yes. I want to get to know you better too. Even though we’re married, maybe we can date each other or something. That sounds stupid since we’ll be living in the same house, but…I want to know why you joined the navy. Hear about your parents. Hang out with your friends in situations that don’t involve bugs, rebels, and fleeing a country. And…”

      She hesitated, but then decided to go for it. If they couldn’t begin this marriage by being honest with each other, then it was doomed before it even got started.

      “And I want to make out with you. Want to feel the anticipation of wondering if you’re going to get to second or third base when we’re sitting on the couch watching a movie together. I want to know what your beard feels like when you kiss me all over. I want it all too, Ace. And I want it with you.”

      As she was speaking, she watched his expression relax…until she talked about making out with him. Then his jaw tensed, and she felt him straighten in her arms.

      Shit, should she not have been so honest?

      “How were you still single?” he asked.

      Piper shrugged. “Because I’m an introvert and don’t like hanging out in bars and didn’t like the idea of meeting a man on a dating app. And I’m honestly just not that pretty.”

      “Bullshit,” Ace countered immediately. “You’re perfect. If I wanted to marry a model, then I would’ve married a model. I wanted a woman who was real. Who I could hold in my arms just like this and feel her, not skin and bones. And you thinking you’re not pretty says more about society than it does about you.”

      She loved hearing that. Loved it.

      “You’ve read too many beauty magazines, sweetheart. Your idea of pretty must be fucked up. Beauty is only skin deep, and the kind of person you are inside more than makes up for any imagined flaw you think you have. And in case you think that means I don’t think you’re pretty, let me make it clear…you’re gorgeous, and I’m proud to have you as my wife.”

      Piper wanted to argue with him. Wanted to point out her muffin top, and how her eyes were too far apart, and the weird small moles she had all over her body that sometimes sprouted small annoying hairs. But if he wanted to think she was beautiful, far be it from her to disagree with him. “Thanks,” she said somewhat lamely.

      He chuckled. “Fine, don’t believe me. But I have to say I’m pretty happy that you’re wearing that ring on your finger, so every other guy out there knows you’re well and truly taken.”

      She liked hearing that too.

      “Now, do you want me to make dinner, or are you jonesing to do it?”

      Ace’s thumb was brushing back and forth on the back of her neck, making her want to melt at his feet. She was exhausted from traveling and the time change and wanted nothing more than to collapse into bed, but she was a mother now. She had three girls to take care of, had to make sure their needs were met. “Can you cook?”

      “Yes.”

      She believed him. There was probably nothing Ace couldn’t do.

      “If it’s okay, why don’t you make some chicken and rice. Let’s keep things pretty bland tonight, and we can work our way up to more flavorful things.”

      “Sounds good. What are you going to do while I’m cooking?”

      “Maybe I’ll read to them?” She hated the way that came out as a question, but the truth was, she wasn’t sure what she should do with the girls. They had suitcases to unpack and a million other things to do, but she just wanted to sit and be calm for a while.

      “That’s perfect.” Ace kissed her briefly before pulling her against him. They stood like that for a long while, enjoying the sensation of being with someone and being safe, happy, and warm.

      “Good!” Sinta exclaimed from the table.

      Both Piper and Ace turned to look, and saw the plate was now empty and all the girls had huge smiles on their faces.

      “Did you like that?” Ace asked. He didn’t pull away from Piper. Just stood there with her in his arms as he asked the question.

      “Yes!” both Sinta and Kemala said at the same time, and Rani nodded just as enthusiastically.

      “We’ll have to figure out regular chores for everyone, but for now, Sinta, would you please take the plates to the sink? Kemala, there’s a roll of paper towels on the counter, would you please wet one and wipe off the table? And, Rani, your job is to make sure all the chairs are pushed back under the table when everyone gets up. Think you guys can do that?”

      All three girls nodded and eagerly stood up to do their chore.

      “I’m guessing it won’t take them long to get sick of their chores and complain about them,” Piper said wryly.

      Ace’s chuckle reverberated through his chest into hers, since she was still in his embrace. “I can’t wait. I can’t wait for every single moment to come.”

      Piper didn’t hesitate; she leaned in and kissed him. She couldn’t stop herself from licking his bottom lip, and he immediately reciprocated…and before she knew it, they were kissing with a passion they hadn’t experienced together before. It was as if their discussion about a real marriage had upped the intensity of their reactions to each other.

      Knowing the girls were right there and probably watching, Piper eased back and couldn’t help licking her lips, tasting Ace on herself as she did. She felt his erection against her stomach, but wasn’t alarmed by it. They were taking things one day at a time. She was happy he was attracted to her, that she could affect him in that way. Just as she was affected by him. For the first time in forever, Piper could feel dampness between her legs. From just a kiss.

      Oh, yeah, she wanted a real marriage with Ace as much as he did.

      Smiling, Ace dropped his arms from around her and turned to watch their daughters complete their first chores. When they were done, Piper said, “I thought I’d read a book to you guys. Anyone interested?”

      The girls nodded. As she left the kitchen to go back upstairs so she could look through the books Sidney and Caite had brought over, hoping to find one that might hold all three of the girls’ attention, she looked back at Ace.

      He was standing right where she’d left him, staring at them with the biggest smile she’d ever seen on his face. He looked content and relaxed, which was a look she hadn’t seen from him when they were in Timor-Leste. It struck Piper then how much she had to learn about her husband…and how much she was looking forward to it.
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      The next week was hectic every day, from the time the sun came up to the time it went down in the evenings. Ace had known being a father might be chaotic, but he hadn’t known exactly how chaotic. But honestly, he was loving every second.

      They’d been to the doctor on base and had the girls checked out. They were all a bit underweight and small compared to American children their same age, but overall their health was good, which was a relief.

      The doctor suggested making Rani an appointment with a speech therapist since she hadn’t spoken one word since Piper had known her, but Ace successfully argued that there was nothing a speech therapist could do if she wasn’t talking, and that as long as she was healthy and happy, she’d talk in her own good time. Piper agreed.

      They’d gotten Sinta and Kemala enrolled in the English as a Second Language program at school on the base, and Rani was going to go half days to preschool. A trip to the grocery store turned out to be completely dumbfounding for all three girls, as they’d never seen anything like a big-box store before. The amount of food and merchandise had overwhelmed them, and Piper and Ace had ended up abandoning their cart to calm the girls.

      They’d visited a playground and gone to the local public library to get each of the girls a library card. Piper and Ace had already read every book Caite and Sidney had bought for them, and they wanted to make sure they had enough books to keep them interested.

      They’d even made a visit to the retirement home Piper’s grandparents lived in. They’d been shocked to hear Piper had gotten married and was now the mother of three, but they were happy for her. Ace got the impression they loved their granddaughter well enough, but weren’t that interested in spending a lot of time with their new great-grandchildren. They were content to play cards and hang out with others their age.

      Before they’d left, Ace had made it a point to talk to the couple privately, reassuring them that he’d take care of Piper and the girls, and that he’d do everything in his power to make sure she’d have a safe and happy life. They’d nodded politely, but that was about it. After the visit, Ace better understood why Piper had made the decision to adopt the girls. She obviously craved a deeper connection with family, and if she had to make her own family to have that, she’d do it.

      Even though the week had been crazy, Ace hadn’t missed how much the girls’ English had improved already. It had only been seven days, but being immersed in the language—listening, talking and reading, and watching children’s television programming—had done wonders for their comprehension levels. Ace had no doubt all three would be able to transition to a regular classroom in the not-so-distant future.

      He’d also left Piper at the house reading to the girls one day and gone out to get a replacement wedding ring. He hadn’t given it to her yet, wanting to wait for the perfect moment. The more time he spent with Piper, the faster he fell, but he wasn’t alarmed by his feelings. He’d seen both Gumby and Rocco fall just as hard and fast with their women.

      But he was a bit unsure about Piper’s feelings toward him. They’d spent almost every waking hour with the girls, and at night, after the kids were in bed, Piper normally fell asleep on the couch almost immediately. Ace usually carried her upstairs to bed. She was tired a lot, and he couldn’t blame her. He was too. Keeping up with the girls, making sure they had their needs met, both physical and emotional, was exhausting.

      Thinking about their sleeping arrangements made Ace smile. For the last week, the girls had been afraid to sleep alone in their own rooms, so he and Piper had allowed them to fall asleep in his king-size bed in the master, and the two of them joined the girls when they were ready for bed. The first night, when Piper kept tossing and turning, he’d done what he had every other time they’d slept together—pulled her on top of him and let her use his body as a pillow. She’d fallen straight to sleep.

      He loved feeling her body covering his own. Loved feeling her warm breath on his neck as she breathed deep in slumber. She’d apologized every morning for “squishing” him, and every time, Ace told her not to worry about it. That he loved having her sleep on top of him. He wasn’t just placating her either. Being her human mattress was much better than sleeping in the guest bedroom until she was comfortable. She was already comfortable with him, which was the best feeling in the world.

      Two days ago, they’d given in and bought a queen-size bed for Kemala’s room, and tonight would be the first night their daughters were going to try to sleep in it together, without Piper and Ace. With every day that passed, they got more secure in their surroundings. Not so secure that they wanted to sleep in beds alone, in their own rooms, but brave enough to try sleeping in the queen together.

      Ace couldn’t wait. He didn’t know if Piper would ask him to sleep in the guest room, now that they didn’t need to reassure their daughters they were safe and all was well.

      He hoped not.

      In the last week, Ace had also had Piper’s stuff moved from her apartment into his house. All the other guys had come over to help, and they’d gotten the job done in one day. Having her things in his space made the big ol’ house seem even more like a home. Her brightly colored pillows on his couch. Her desktop computer sitting next to his in their home office. Her clothes in his closet.

      Yes, the more time he spent with Piper, the more settled he felt.

      Today was also the day she was going to meet Caite and Sidney for the first time. Gumby was having a small party at his beach house and had invited the entire team over.

      Rani, Sinta, and Kemala didn’t know how to swim, so that was also on Ace’s agenda for the day. Even though they’d grown up on a tropical island, they’d spent their entire life in the mountains, and the first time Piper had filled the bathtub with water and tried to get Rani and Sinta to take a bath, they’d been terrified.

      So swimming lessons were definitely on the agenda.

      Ace knew Piper was nervous about meeting Sidney and Caite, and he’d told her over and over not to be, but he knew she wouldn’t calm down until she saw for herself how wonderful the two women were.

      As he pulled up to the small home nestled between larger, more extravagant and expensive houses, Ace couldn’t help but be a bit envious. Like all his SEAL friends, he loved the water, and would love to have a place where he could run out into the waves anytime he wanted. Because he’d known he’d eventually want a big family, it had seemed practical to get more house for his money inland.

      He helped Piper get the kids out of the car then picked up Rani, while Sinta held on to Piper’s hand as they headed for the front door. Before they could ring the bell, Sidney opened the door and greeted them warmly.

      “Hi! I’m so glad you guys came! Oh my gosh, your girls are beautiful! You must be Rani,” Sidney said to the little girl in Ace’s arms. “I love your shirt! Pink’s my favorite color. And you have to be Sinta. Your name is so pretty! And, Kemala, I’ve heard so much about you! Ace has told my fiancé how smart you are, and I’m so happy to meet you. Come in!”

      Ace couldn’t help but chuckle at how enthusiastic Sidney was. As soon as the girls were inside, she turned to Piper and smiled again. “I’d love to give you a big hug, but since we don’t know each other, that would be weird, right? But I’m so glad you’re all right. I don’t know the details, as Gumby can’t tell me, but I know enough to know you went through hell. I’m so sorry. But from what I understand, you were super brave, and you rescued these three beautiful girls to boot!”

      Piper was blushing, but she returned Sidney’s smile. “I’m not sure I did a whole lot other than hide until Ace and the others came to rescue me.”

      “Nonsense,” Sidney said with a wave of her hand. “There were a million decisions you could’ve made while you were waiting for them to show up, and any one of those could’ve changed the outcome for the worse.”

      That was very true. Ace hadn’t thought about all those decisions, but now that Sidney had mentioned it, he suddenly couldn’t stop thinking about them. If she’d come out of the hole when the rebels were there, if she’d sneezed at the wrong time. All the what-ifs were overwhelming.

      “Stop monopolizing them, Sid,” Caite said as she came toward them with a smile. Everyone was still standing just inside the house. “I’m Caite,” she told Piper, holding out a hand.

      Piper shook it, and then Caite took control. “Come on. Everyone’s out back. Some of the guys are throwing a football around, Gumby’s grilling, and me and Sidney were stuffing our faces with potato chips. Do you guys like potato chips?” she asked the girls.

      When they didn’t answer, just looked at Piper instead, Caite laughed.

      “Come on. You’re gonna love ’em. Promise.”

      Ace nodded at Kemala when she glanced at him next. The teenager had been doing an excellent job, looking after her sisters. It made him proud, but at the same time he wanted her to know that she could relax and simply enjoy herself around their friends. “We’re coming too, Kemala,” he told her.

      She nodded and reached for Sinta’s hand. “We all go,” she told her.

      Piper put Rani on her feet, and she grabbed Kemala’s other hand. Watching his daughters walk hand in hand almost made Ace’s heart explode. This was exactly what he wanted. Yes, being a dad was frenzied and insane. He knew the girls wouldn’t always get along this well. But for now, he was enjoying every moment.

      He grabbed hold of Piper’s hand and they shared a smile. He knew she was thinking the same thing. They followed Caite, Sidney, and their girls through the small house to the deck on the back.

      The girls were scared of Sidney and Gumby’s black pit bull for a moment, but after reassurance from Sidney that Hannah was a big softie, they relaxed. Not enough to want to pet the large dog, but enough to walk past her to the sand, as Caite led them toward a small area already set up with a blanket, an umbrella, and enough toys to play in the sand for hours.

      “It’s good to see you, Piper,” Gumby said from next to the grill.

      “Same. You look different wearing clothes,” Piper said.

      The second the words were out of her mouth, she realized what she’d said, and slapped a hand over her lips. Sidney simply laughed.

      “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” Piper said quickly. “All I meant was that he’s in normal clothes right now. T-shirt and shorts, whereas before he was all uniformed up.”

      She closed her eyes when Ace chuckled next to her.

      “I’m going to shut up now. There’s a reason I stay at home a lot.”

      “I totally understand,” Sidney said, letting her off the hook. “I mean, they’re all hot and everything in their uniforms, but they look completely different wearing their everyday clothes. And let’s face it…wearing shorts and T-shirts gives us a chance to really see their muscles.” She gestured toward the rest of the guys, jumping around and basically playing keep away with a football out on the beach.

      “Hey,” Gumby mock-protested. “Eyes off my friends, woman.”

      Sidney laughed again and hugged him. “You know I’ve only got eyes for you.”

      Ace loved seeing Gumby relaxed and happy. After all the shit they’d been through, it felt good knowing that he’d found the person he could let down his guard with and simply enjoy life.

      “But seriously, it’s good to see you looking so relaxed too, Piper. Things got kind of intense there for a while, and I’m happier than I can say that we got you and the girls out of Timor-Leste when we did,” Gumby said.

      Ace agreed. The news reports coming out of the small country weren’t good. The rebels seemed to be stronger than anyone thought they might be. They’d wreaked havoc on the capital, conscripting as many men and boys as they could. They stormed into homes and either outright killed the women and girls and forced the men to take up arms on behalf of the rebels, or threatened to kill the women until the men had no choice but to do as ordered.

      Some bands of rebels were forcing women to take up arms as well, raping and demoralizing them until they’d agree to just about anything to get the abuse to stop. It was horrifying, and Ace knew they’d been very lucky to get Piper and the girls out of the country.

      “It’s awful,” Piper said with a shudder. “I’ll never understand war and politics.”

      Hating that their happy day was taking a turn in a direction that would make Piper think about all she’d been through, Ace did his best to change the subject. “After we eat, I could use some assistance teaching the girls how to swim. Think the others will help too?”

      “Of course. We’d love to. Rocco taught Caite, so I have no doubt he’ll be able to teach your girls as well.”

      Your girls. Ace would never get tired of hearing that. He’d only been a father for a week or so, when he hadn’t expected it would happen for at least another couple years, but he couldn’t deny that he’d fallen head over heels in love with Rani, Sinta, and Kemala.

      “Thanks. You want to help?” he asked Piper.

      She immediately shook her head. “No. They trust you, and I’d probably get too nervous about it all and they’d pick up on that. I’ll just watch.”

      “Caite and I will sit up here with you. We can chat and get to know each other better,” Sidney said immediately.

      Ace could tell Piper was nervous about that too, but she simply nodded and said, “Sounds good.”

      “Great. The burgers and hotdogs are almost done. Which do you think your crew’ll eat?” Gumby asked.

      As Piper discussed the likelihood of the girls eating either one, Ace looked his fill while she wasn’t paying attention. She was wearing a pair of shorts that showed off her curvy legs. He knew she wasn’t thrilled with her shape, but he could find nothing wrong with her. No, she wasn’t stick thin, but he loved the feel of her on his chest at night…and just thinking about settling between those thighs, feeling them close around his hips tightly, made his dick twitch in his shorts.

      She had on an oversized T-shirt, which hid most of her upper body, but when he put his hand on her waist or the small of her back, he could feel how soft and womanly she was. In short, she was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman. And she was his.

      The ring he’d purchased earlier in the week was burning a hole in his pocket. He wanted to replace the cheap thing he’d bought in Timor-Leste, but still hadn’t found a good time to do it. It was important to him, and he didn’t want to just shove it at her in the middle of whatever chaos was going on at the house.

      “…do you think?”

      Ace blinked. He’d only caught the tail end of Piper’s question because he’d been too busy staring at her ass and thinking about getting her home, their kids settled in bed, and making out with her on their couch. Last night, before she’d passed out from exhaustion, they’d acted like teenagers trying to sneak in a heavy make-out session before either of their parents came down the stairs.

      They’d had their hands all over each other, and with every kiss and caress, Ace had wanted her more. Wanted to show her exactly how much he liked and respected her, as well as how much he desired her.

      He was falling hard for Piper. A week or so ago, she was just another mission. Now she was his wife, the mother of his children, and fast becoming the most important person in his life. It was insane. Complete madness. But it felt oh so right.

      “Ace?” she asked with a tilt of her head.

      “Sorry, I missed that,” he said a little sheepishly. Ace saw Gumby’s smile before he turned and faced the grill to hide it. The other man obviously knew exactly what he was thinking and feeling.

      “I asked if you thought the girls would be more willing to try a hotdog if I cut it up.”

      “Yes,” Ace told her. “And smother Rani’s with ketchup. You know she loves that stuff.”

      “But it’s so gross! And all sugar,” Piper protested.

      Ace walked toward her and did what he’d wanted to do for the last five minutes…namely, put his hands on her. He wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and held her close as she stared back at him. Her hands landed on his chest, and he could feel her fingers flexing.

      For a brief second, a thought of them standing just as they were, but naked as the day they were born, flashed through his brain. Feeling her fingers flex against his bare flesh as he buried himself deep inside her. She’d be looking at him just like she was now…

      Shaking his head and forcing himself to get his mind out of the gutter, he said, “But if it gets them to eat, that’s what’s important. Their taste buds will eventually acclimate and broaden. We just need to give them time. And you know if Rani eats it, the others will at least try. She’s like that old Life cereal commercial from the seventies. ‘Mikey likes it!’”

      Piper sighed but nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” Ace agreed. Then with one last caress of his thumb on the sensitive skin of her neck, he let her go and stepped back.

      “We’re about ready,” Gumby said. “Sid, you and Piper want to go get the others? Tell them to come and get it?”

      “Of course,” she told him, and stood on her tiptoes to kiss Gumby. Since he was so much taller than her, he obliged by leaning over. They shared a short but intense kiss before she turned to Piper. “Come on. I’m starving. The sooner we can get those yahoos to stop torturing each other by playing keep away, the sooner we can eat.”

      The second the women had left the deck, Gumby said, “You’ve got it bad, brother.”

      Ace smiled and kept his eyes on Piper’s ass as she walked through the sand. “Yup.”

      “Happy for you,” Gumby told him.

      Ace finally turned to look at his friend and teammate. “No lecture about marrying her too fast or making a mistake?”

      “Fuck no,” Gumby said immediately. “Look. We all know how short life can be. I was there with you in that fucking hole in Bahrain. I remember what you said you regretted most in your life. And it seems to me that you hit the jackpot. Not only did you get the kids you’ve always wanted, you found a wonderful, caring woman to go with them. And I see how you look at Piper. This marriage isn’t exactly a hardship. In fact, I’d go so far as to say if you don’t claim her properly, and soon, you’re an idiot.”

      Ace couldn’t help it. He laughed. Leave it to his friend to lay it all out. “I like her,” he admitted. “A hell of a lot. She’s funny and so selfless, I have to force her to take a breath and do something for herself. She works herself to the bone and worries about those girls every hour of the day. She’s an amazing mother, and she makes me want to be a better father. But more than that, every day that goes by, I realize that I really like her. I think I’ve laughed more in the last week than I have in my whole life. I’m dreading going back to work full-time, and it’s because I won’t get to spend all day with her.”

      “Sounds like you more than like her,” Gumby observed.

      “Yeah,” Ace said simply.

      Their talk was interrupted by the group returning for food.

      “My advice is to stop fighting it,” Gumby said quickly before they arrived. “You want her, she obviously wants you back, if the looks she’s been giving you are any indication. You’re married. It’s time to officially make her yours. Life is short, and you never know if she might be here one day and gone the next.”

      As the rest of their teammates, along with the women and children, clambered back up the stairs to the deck, Ace thought about what Gumby said. His friend had almost lost Sidney. Just as he’d said, she was there one day, safe and happy, and the next she was in a life-or-death struggle.

      Thoughts of Paul Solberg flashed through Ace’s mind. They hadn’t seen him since they’d gotten off the plane, but Commander North had been keeping his eye on the man—and what he’d had to say wasn’t good.

      He’d stopped showing up at work. The police had done a welfare check on him, and he’d been in his house and alive, but they’d reported that he’d looked like he hadn’t showered for days. The house smelled funky and, from the little they could see from the doorway, was a mess. With trash scattered around and his belongings in disarray.

      An eye for an eye.

      Ace couldn’t get the man’s words out of his head.

      The last thing he wanted was for Paul to go over the edge and come after Piper. The thought was repugnant and horrifying.

      Yeah, he more than liked Piper Morgan. His wife. And he’d protect her with everything he had. Her and his children.

      It was time to step things up. He and Piper may have gotten married out of necessity, but he wanted her to know how he really felt. He wanted them to have a real marriage in every sense of the word.
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      Piper sat on the deck and watched as Ace and the other men instructed and played with her girls. They were determined to at least show them the fundamentals to swimming.

      She couldn’t deny that her heart rate had sped up when Ace had changed into his swim trunks. All six of the men were wearing what essentially looked like boxer briefs. Tight black suits that clung to their upper thighs.

      From next to her, Caite sighed heavily.

      Sidney chuckled. “They’re so damn hot,” she observed.

      “I swear it’s like they’re one of those ‘gorgeous bearded military calendars’ come to life,” Piper agreed.

      Both Caite and Sidney bent double, laughing.

      “Oh my God, you’re so right!” Caite said.

      “And watching them with the girls…jeez, I think my ovaries are exploding,” Sidney said, still giggling.

      Piper had to admit that was hot as hell too. But she only had eyes for Ace. He stood out head and shoulders for her above the rest of the guys, despite being a few inches shorter, physically.

      Maybe it was the way he kept looking over at the deck, as if to check to make sure she was all right. But every time they made eye contact, she felt their connection all the more strongly.

      She’d been fighting her attraction to him for a week, but with every day that passed, and with every tender gesture toward her and the girls, she wanted him more.

      She’d loved before, but nothing compared to the deep feelings she was already developing for Ace. Maybe their time in Timor-Leste had somehow fast-forwarded those feelings, making them more intense and urgent than with anyone in her past. But whatever it was, she knew she felt more for Ace than she had any other man she’d been with.

      He’d gone out of his way to make her comfortable in his home. He hadn’t complained about the change to his routine—and adding four females to his house was certainly a huge change. But it was the time they got to spend in the evenings, when it was just the two of them, that really helped cement her feelings. They talked about anything and everything, and it never seemed as if he was holding back.

      Last night, when they’d made out, she’d been so tempted to tell him she was more than ready for him to make love with her. But he seemed to know her body better than she did, because not five minutes after he’d gently pulled away and told her to close her eyes and rest, she’d fallen asleep.

      She loved sleeping on top of him. It was almost embarrassing how comfortable she felt on his body. Sleeping that way reminded her of how he’d cared for her when they’d fled the mountains of Timor-Leste. How he’d literally put himself between her and the bugs she’d imagined would be crawling all over her if she slept in the dirt.

      And for the first few nights, when they were surrounded by Rani, Sinta, and Kemala, she’d woken up thinking they were actually back in the hostel in Dili. But tonight it would be just the two of them. And Piper couldn’t stop thinking about what might happen in his bed. Would he be the gentleman she knew him to be and urge her to sleep, or would another make-out session lead to more? She knew which she wanted to happen.

      “So…Rocco tells me you’re an artist,” Caite said.

      Doing her best to turn off her crazy-out-of-control hormones to have a normal conversation with these women she wanted to be friends with, Piper nodded. “Yeah, I have a business degree, but the thought of sitting in a cubicle for the rest of my life, looking at numbers or putting together business plans, didn’t appeal. I have a quirky way of looking at things, and I’ve always loved to draw. I started a blog to share my cartoons just to keep myself from being bored to death in my day job. I always had lots of positive comments, but one day I posted a particular cartoon that went viral on social media. It’s crazy how fast my life changed after that. My blog had so many hits, it totally crashed. I had people messaging and emailing me, asking if they could get my cartoons on T-shirts. Others wanted mugs to give as gifts. Some wanted to buy my art to put on their wall. It was wild, but I was much happier spending my time drawing than I was working my day job.”

      “Wait a second! You’re Piper J?” Sidney asked in surprise, sitting up in her chair.

      Piper nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Holy shit. I love your stuff!” she exclaimed. “You take everyday, normal situations that no one ever thinks about and spin it in a way that’s hilarious!”

      “I do,” Piper agreed. She knew she was blushing, but it never got old when people told her they enjoyed her cartoons. What had started out as a way to save her sanity had turned into a career, and the fact that she could make people smile at the same time was a huge bonus. “Thanks.”

      “And I loved the cartoon you posted this week. Now that I know you a little, I have a feeling your comics are going to start being geared more toward children, aren’t they?”

      Piper shrugged. “Probably. I mean, having the girls has opened up so many more possibilities in my mind.”

      “Not to mention, being married now,” Caite said with a smile.

      “That too. I drew one last night of a guy asking a woman what’s for dinner, and after a long, drawn-out explanation of this huge gourmet meal, the guy says, ‘Maybe I’ll order a pizza.’”

      The other two women laughed.

      “Of course, that really goes more for the girls than anything Ace has done. The other night, he worked really hard making this amazingly delicious homemade mac and cheese, and all three girls totally stuck their noses up at it. I ended up nuking them the same old rice and chicken they’ve been eating most of the week.”

      “They seemed to like the hotdogs today,” Caite reminded her.

      “Yeah, which is a relief, honestly,” Piper said. “I want them to eat healthy, get a good mix of veggies and protein in their diet, but so far I’m failing. I don’t like that Rani wants ketchup on everything, but if it’ll get her to eat, I’ll take it.”

      “I don’t have kids, but I’m guessing it’ll just take a while for them to get used to the food here. And kids are notoriously picky,” Sidney said.

      “I know. I joined a social media group this week where parents talk about tips and tricks for getting their kids to eat new foods, and realized I’m far from alone,” Piper said with a small smile. “And now I’ve thought of a new cartoon.”

      “I definitely need to look you up,” Caite said. “But…can I ask you something?”

      Piper nodded immediately. She felt comfortable with the other two women. They weren’t judgmental in the least, and it made her feel better knowing they weren’t runway-model beautiful. She knew that was totally wrong and awful of her to even think, but she also knew she’d be completely intimidated and self-conscious if they were out-of-this-world gorgeous.

      Honestly, they both looked like the girl next door. Comfortable in their own skins. Caite was currently sporting a huge ketchup stain on the front of her T-shirt, where Rani had touched her with fingers covered in the stuff, and Sidney had mud stains on her shorts from where her dog, Hannah, had jumped on her earlier. In short, they were very real. Just like her.

      Yeah, it was safe to say she would try to answer anything either of them asked.

      “Rocco told me a little bit about your story, about how you went over to Timor-Leste to visit your friend Kalee and found yourself in the middle of a shitstorm. I’m really sorry to hear about what happened to Kalee,” Caite said.

      “Thanks,” Piper said softly. “I miss her every damn day. She was hilarious and the life of every gathering she ever attended. People were drawn to her. I’d usually stand back and watch her win friends, and then once everyone was under her spell, I’d step in and have a good time.”

      “She sounds like she was amazing. I’m sorry I never met her,” Sidney said quietly.

      “She was amazing,” Piper agreed. “It wasn’t fair, what happened to her, and no matter what Ace says, I still feel a little guilty.”

      “Don’t,” Caite said. “I mean, that’s easy for me to say, but you can’t spend your life looking back. You have to go forward. I truly believe that things happen for a reason. You might not know right this second why everything happened, but eventually it’ll become clear. And I have to say, you’ve got three small reasons right down there, and you’ve got Ace. I’d say that’s a pretty good start.”

      Piper thought about Caite’s words. She was right. She would still prefer Kalee be here with her today, but knowing if events didn’t happen as they had, she might not be sitting where she was right that second, looking at three girls who now legally belonged to her…not to mention, being married to the most amazing man she’d ever met…

      Yeah, there was definitely something to Caite’s words.

      “Back to my question,” Caite said. “What made you want to adopt Rani, Sinta, and Kemala? I mean, I understand you went through something intense together, but how did the adoption happen?”

      Piper had wondered the exact same thing more than once, so she wasn’t offended by the question. “I missed having siblings growing up. It was just me. When my mom died, and I thought I was going to have to go into the foster system, I was scared to death. My grandparents stepped up and agreed to raise me, but I never forgot that feeling of thinking I was absolutely alone in the world.

      “You’re right, it’s weird that I could go from a single woman with few responsibilities to wanting to adopt three girls, one of whom is a teenager. It’s hard to explain, but the three days we spent together in that crawlspace under the kitchen changed me. Those girls were completely dependent on me. When we heard men walking through the house, looking for whoever they could find, we all huddled together and practically held our breath. When little Sinta needed to pee, I had to figure out a way to make a toilet for us all. When we ran out of water and food, there was no way I was going to risk letting one of them out of the hole to get it. I went myself.

      “I realized after a very short while that I would do anything—and I mean anything—to keep those girls safe. They didn’t ask to be in that position. Neither did I, but they’re kids. They should be protected and loved. Instead, they were growing up in an orphanage with no one to care if they lived or died.

      “When the guys arrived, and I heard them speaking English, my only thought was for the girls. That this was my chance to get them out. I knew we couldn’t survive for much longer huddled under that floor, and the team was an answer to my prayers. And while I’d already been thinking about bringing them back to the States with me, it wasn’t until I saw that so-called private orphanage, and realized the owner was literally selling girls to whoever wanted to buy one, that I knew for certain I couldn’t leave them there. No one was going to protect them the way I would. No one was going to make sure their bellies were full like I would. No one would literally put their life on the line for them like I would.”

      “And they were okay with leaving their country?” Caite asked. She’d moved so she was sitting forward and had put her hand on Piper’s leg in support.

      Piper nodded. “Yeah. I think their time in that hole changed them too. Not to mention the way the team protected them on our journey into the city. I don’t think anyone had ever cared that much about them before. Especially men. But, I have to admit, Kemala definitely didn’t like me much for a while there. I thought she was just being a normal moody teenager, but it turns out she was afraid of being discarded once we reached the capital. She was scared to death of being left alone in the city. She thought I was just going to leave her without a backward glance. Once she figured out that wasn’t the case, and that she would be coming with me back to America, her attitude completely changed.”

      “She seems completely devoted to you and Ace,” Sidney observed.

      “I’m hoping as time goes by, she’ll relax a bit more and not feel quite so obligated to help us all the time. I want her to be the carefree young girl she’s meant to be. She doesn’t have to worry about being married off at age fourteen. She won’t have to bear a man’s babies by the time she’s sixteen, and she doesn’t have to worry about when her next meal is coming.”

      “I’m in awe of you,” Caite said, sitting back.

      Piper immediately shook her head. “I didn’t do anything anyone else in that situation wouldn’t.”

      “Wrong,” Caite replied. “I think you’re the only person who would’ve not only put her life on the line to keep them safe, but who would’ve adopted them on the spot.”

      “Well, there is one other—Ace. And it’s not like I wandered into a dangerous part of a foreign city on my own to try to rescue a Navy SEAL or anything,” Piper countered with a small smile.

      Caite laughed. “True.”

      “Or tried to steal a dog from a known gang member and overall horrible person,” Piper added, looking at Sidney.

      “It’s official then, we’re all certifiably insane,” Caite said with a smile.

      “Which is why we get along so well,” Sidney added.

      Piper beamed. She liked these women. Liked having them as friends, and knew without even having to ask that they’d be there for her if she needed anything. Just as she could rely on Ace’s teammates.

      For the first time in her life, she didn’t feel quite so alone.

      Hearing shouts from the beach, Piper whipped her gaze to where she’d last seen her kids. She stood immediately, ready to run down to the beach to protect one of them from whatever danger had appeared. But she didn’t see any of the guys panicking, nor her girls. Instead, a man was limping toward them from between Gumby’s house and the one next door.

      “Who is that?” Piper asked.

      “I don’t know,” Caite answered. “But it sure looks like the guys are glad to see him.”

      And it did. The team had exited the ocean and were headed toward the mystery man. Ace was holding Rani, Bubba was carrying Sinta, and Kemala was between Phantom and Rex.

      “Come on. Now I’m curious,” Caite said as she stood.

      Sidney and Piper followed suit, and soon, along with Hannah, who’d been sleeping on the deck with them, they were all headed in the man’s direction.
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      “Holy shit, is it really you, Tex?” Ace asked as they got closer to the man coming toward them.

      “In the flesh,” Tex said in his familiar southern accent.

      “What in the hell are you doing here?” Rocco asked as he embraced the man.

      “I was curious,” Tex said, winking at Ace after he’d pulled back. “After I pulled every string known to man to get your adoption fast-tracked and approved so you could fly your girls out of Timor-Leste, I wanted to come and meet them for myself.”

      Ace saw Piper approaching, listening to Tex’s explanation. He held out an arm and she came right to him, wrapping her arm around his waist, making Ace feel ten feet tall. “And we’re glad you did. This is Rani, Sinta’s there with Bubba, and the beautiful teenager with Phantom is Kemala.”

      Tex greeted each one of the girls, and Ace was happy to see them responding, shyly but not with any fear. He figured since they were surrounded by people they trusted, that made it easier for them. Not to mention the fact they’d literally just put their lives in the hands of the men around them as they were learning to swim.

      “And this must be Piper,” Tex said as he smiled at her.

      “Tex, meet my wife, Piper Morgan,” Ace said, finding great satisfaction in introducing her as his wife to one of the men he respected and admired most in the world.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Piper said solemnly. “And I’ll never be able to thank you enough for what you did for us. I know adoptions don’t normally work the way ours did, they take a crapload of money and time. But please know I…we…appreciate it.”

      Tex waved off her thanks, like Ace knew he would. “I don’t need your thanks. All I need is to know these beauties are safe and happy.”

      “How’re Akilah and Hope doing?” Rocco asked.

      “They’re great. Hope is growing like a weed and Akilah graduates from high school this year.”

      “Wow, already?” Gumby exclaimed.

      “Right? It seems like just yesterday I met her for the first time.”

      Ace leaned close and told Piper, “He adopted Akilah from Iraq. She was brought to the States for medical care for her arm, which had been injured in a firefight.”

      She nodded. “So that’s how he knew the right person to contact at the USCIS.”

      Tex, overhearing their conversation, nodded. “Yup. And I might’ve done a few jobs for them here and there over the years. It wasn’t any hardship for them to do me a little favor.”

      Ace shook his head. A “little favor” to Tex meant the absolute world to him and Piper.

      “Come on,” Gumby said, slapping his friend on the back. “We’ve got some food left over. Take a load off for a while.”

      “I can’t stay,” Tex said. “I’m on my way to Wolf and Caroline’s, and to see the rest of his team. I just wanted to stop to meet your girls, Ace, and to let you all know if there’s anything I can ever do for you, all you have to do is call. I’m aware you think that I’m mostly Wolf’s contact, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. I’m here for each and every one of you, and I hope you realize that now. You don’t need to go through Commander North to get to me, either. Just pick up the damn phone and call. Okay?”

      Everyone nodded, and Ace couldn’t deny the retired SEAL’s words were a relief. Tex knew more about hacking and finding information than anyone he’d ever met in his life. And the ease in which he’d made the adoption of his girls happen was more than enough proof of the kind of connections he had. Tex was the ultimate resource, and Ace made a mental note to make sure all of them, including Piper and the other women, had his number.

      “Come on, back to our swimming lesson!” Rocco exclaimed as Tex turned to head back to his vehicle.

      Ace leaned down and kissed Piper, then smiled. He loved seeing the look of satisfaction—and hunger—on her face.

      Knowing the longer his girls spent in the ocean and running around on the beach, the more tired they’d get, his smile widened. Hopefully tonight, he’d have a chance to give Piper her new ring, and show her how much he wanted their relationship to change…for the better.
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      Phantom ran after Tex as he left the beach, catching up with him at the side of Gumby’s house. “Hey, can I ask you something?” he called as he got close.

      Tex stopped and immediately nodded. “Of course. I wasn’t bullshitting when I said to let me know if you need anything.”

      “I know Commander North is keeping up on everything happening in Timor-Leste, but I’d appreciate if maybe you could keep an eye out too.”

      “You want to go back and get Kalee,” Tex said. It wasn’t a question.

      Phantom should’ve been surprised that the retired SEAL knew that, but he wasn’t. “Yes. We shouldn’t have left her in the first place.”

      “From what I hear, you didn’t have a choice. It’s not like you could’ve tromped around for days with her body slung over your shoulder. That would’ve been impossible, and would’ve probably scarred Piper and those girls for life. And extraction couldn’t happen immediately, like it usually can when you’re on a mission that goes FUBAR.”

      Phantom knew that, but it still grated. “I know, but something about what happened over there isn’t sitting well with me. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s been bothering me.”

      Tex stared at him for a long moment. “Talk to me,” he finally urged.

      Phantom shrugged. “That’s just it. I don’t know what’s really wrong, if anything. We’ve had to leave people behind before for the greater good, but it almost feels like…like my brain’s blocked out something about that day at the orphanage. I was standing there staring down at that mass grave, then I looked back at Piper and the others emerging from one of the buildings. I turned back to the grave… I can’t remember anything being different, but I still can’t help but think I missed something. Something important.”

      “Did you say something to the others?” Tex asked.

      “No,” Phantom said. “We heard the rebels coming and had to get the hell out of there. Besides, I’m not sure I really did see anything strange. It’s just a feeling I have. But the bottom line is, I hate not being able to finish a mission. I need to go back. To bring Kalee home.”

      “I heard her father isn’t dealing well with her death.”

      “Understatement of the year,” Phantom muttered.

      “Right. And it’s done. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open, and I’ll let you know the second I hear anything that might be interesting.”

      “I appreciate it,” Phantom told him.

      Tex rolled his eyes. “If you thank me, I’m gonna have to do something drastic.”

      Phantom chuckled. It was well known that Tex hated to be thanked, and if someone dared to send a gift or make a grand gesture, Tex made it his mission in life to embarrass the hell out of the poor sap. He held up his hands in capitulation. “No thanks from me.”

      “Good. Keep your head down out there, Phantom. The world needs more men like you in it.”

      Blinking in surprise, Phantom could only stare at Tex as he turned to head for his vehicle parked on the road in front of Gumby’s house.

      Phantom had never thought of himself as particularly special. His life growing up had been hell—pure hell—and he’d spent most of his adult life trying to forget about it and move on. He’d been somewhat successful, but there were times when his past did its best to sneak in on him and fuck him up even more.

      Shaking his head to clear it, Phantom turned around to head back to the ocean. He might not show it very well, but he truly liked Caite, Sidney, and even Piper. He’d been worried about the effects they’d have on his friends, particularly the way they did their job, but those concerns had been unfounded. Rocco, Gumby, and Ace were professionals, able to separate their personal lives from their professional.

      And he had to admit, the more time he spent around Rani, Sinta, and Kemala, the more he liked them too. The way Sinta had looked up at him as he’d helped her float on her back in the ocean would stay with him for a very long time. Her big brown eyes showed nothing but trust…and that felt good.

      As he jogged toward his friends, back in the ocean with the girls, teaching them to float and swim, Phantom still couldn’t shake the eerie feeling that he’d missed something while they’d been up in the mountains in Timor-Leste. He didn’t know what it was, and that was the problem. But the niggling doubt in the back of his mind was a constant companion, and it was more than worrying.

      Mentally shrugging, he took a deep breath and plunged into the ocean, splashing the girls in the process. Hearing them shriek and giggle made something inside him loosen just a tad.
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      Paul Solberg sat on the beach a hundred yards down from where the girls who should’ve belonged to his Kalee played in the ocean with their protectors. He was concealed by a large family reunion, which had people young and old running around everywhere. He didn’t stick out in his shorts and T-shirt, and as he sat on a bench on the boardwalk, he was able to observe the men and children playing in the water without worrying about being seen.

      Nothing showed on his face, but inside he was a mess. For days, his emotions had been going from anger, to despair, to jealousy, back to anger…and endless cycle.

      He’d taken to spending all his spare time watching the girls. He’d told the board of directors at work that he was taking some time off, and because they knew what he was going through, they hadn’t blinked.

      Paul couldn’t take his mind off of what might’ve been. He’d followed Piper and the girls to the store, to the library, and everywhere else they went. He knew that Ace had bought his new wife some jewelry, and even that hurt, knowing his Kalee would never have a man who went out of his way to take care of her the way Ace was caring for Piper.

      But a plan was forming in his mind. At the moment, because the girls were new to them, Ace and Piper were watching them carefully. They did everything together, and the girls weren’t out of their sight for more than a few minutes at a time.

      But eventually they’d drop their guard. The girls would get more comfortable, and so would their parents.

      He was supposed to be the one teaching his grandchildren how to swim. He could shower them with more gifts than a mere sailor and a stupid cartoonist ever could.

      Paul wasn’t dumb. He knew he couldn’t easily take all three of the girls. But he could take one. No one would suspect him until it was too late. He had enough money to get himself and a granddaughter out of the country.

      As his thoughts whirled with plans, mixing with memories of his Kalee, he stared at the girls laughing and playing in the ocean—and something in his mind splintered.

      His grief over the death of his baby girl overtook his rational mind. Instead of seeing the smallest girl in the ocean as one of the children who’d escaped Timor-Leste, she became the small child he’d raised.

      It wasn’t Rani in the ocean, it was Kalee.

      His daughter.

      His girl.

      His life.

      And he had to save her. Had to get her away from the evil woman who’d stolen her from him. He had to rescue his Kalee.
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      As it turned out, Ace didn’t get a chance to give Piper her new ring or further their physical relationship the night of the cookout at Gumby’s house. Or the next night. Or for the next week and a half, in fact.

      They were busy nonstop, and by the time evening rolled around, they were too exhausted to do more than settle on the couch to watch the news before they were both snoring.

      The girls were acclimating to their new sleeping arrangements, loving being able to snuggle together in the queen-size bed they’d put in Kemala’s room.

      Ace was ecstatic over the fact that Piper was still sleeping in his bed, using him as a giant pillow, but they hadn’t done more than make out. He would’ve been frustrated about the entire situation, but because things with their daughters were going so well, he couldn’t be.

      This was everything he’d ever wanted. The chaos, the joy over watching his girls acclimate to their new life and learning new things, and the comfort that came from knowing his wife would be at home each night when he got there. For so long his house seemed too big, and he’d questioned why he’d purchased a five-bedroom home in the first place, but he got it now. It was meant for Piper and his daughters.

      It was Saturday morning, and the girls were eating breakfast and he was discussing with Piper their plans for the day. They’d decided to take the girls to the aquarium and then to the library once more. Piper had finished a cartoon the day before, so she didn’t have to work for the rest of the weekend, and unless the commander called with a last-minute mission, he was also free until Monday.

      “We need to get the girls some shoes,” Piper said. “I thought maybe we could try going to the mall.”

      “You know how they panicked when we took them to Walmart,” Ace warned.

      “I know, but they’ve been here for almost three weeks now. I think they’re a little more acclimated. And we’ll tell them what to expect. I think they’ll be okay.”

      “All right, but we should keep the trip short.”

      Piper smiled. “You’re just saying that because you hate shopping.”

      Ace grinned. “Yup. And I’m well aware that this is probably the only time I’ll get away with a short shopping trip. With three girls, I can see my future now.”

      Piper’s smile grew. “You’re probably right. I found Sinta flipping through a few of the advertisements we’ve received, and she looked completely enthralled.”

      Ace reached out and pulled Piper into a loose embrace. She came easily, and he loved how she relaxed against him.

      “If asked a month ago,” Piper said quietly, “I never would’ve guessed this could be my life. And I know some people, like my agent, think I’m crazy, and that things have moved too fast, but honestly…being in Timor-Leste and going through what I did made me realize just how important family is to me. I lost my best friend, but I gained three beautiful, amazing girls.”

      “And a husband,” Ace said.

      “And a husband,” Piper agreed.

      Ace was lowering his head to kiss her when a knock on the front door stopped him.

      “Door!” Sinta yelled out unnecessarily.

      “I’ll get it,” Ace said.

      “I can do it,” Piper told him.

      Ace shook his head and ignored the second knock for the moment. “I know you can, but we’re not expecting anyone, and we have no idea who’s on the other side of that door. It might be a troop of Girl Scouts selling cookies, or it could be Paul wanting to scream at you some more. I know we haven’t heard anything from him since the day we landed, but the things we do hear from my commander make me very nervous. I may not have said it out loud when we got married, but I vowed to do anything possible to keep you and our girls safe, and part of that is standing between all of you and any potential danger—including from unexpected visitors early on a Saturday morning.”

      “It’s probably just the mailman dropping off a package,” Piper said gently, but Ace couldn’t miss the way her face softened. She looked at him as if he hung the moon.

      “Probably,” Ace agreed, still not letting go of her.

      “Fine,” she said after a beat. “I’ll check on the girls and see if they even tried the scrambled eggs you made for them.”

      “Try not to worry so much,” Ace told her. “They aren’t starving to death, and they’ll eventually eat more than rice and chicken.” He leaned close and kissed Piper. It seemed natural now, and he couldn’t keep his hands off her. Whenever she was near, he wanted to touch her, smell her, kiss her until she needed him as much as he needed her.

      She smiled up at him, touching her palm to his cheek before heading to the table to check on their children.

      Ace went to the front door, where another knock sounded, and peered out the peephole. Blinking in surprise, he quickly opened it and stared at his friends.

      “Gumby, Sidney. What are you guys doing here?”

      “We’re kicking you out,” Sidney said with a smile. “It’s an intervention.”

      “An intervention?” Ace asked, confused.

      Gumby gave him a small shrug. “Me and Sid were talking, and we realized that neither you nor Piper has had a day to yourselves since you brought your girls home. So today, you’re getting some free time.”

      “And tonight too,” Sidney added.

      Hannah, their pit bull, was with them, her tongue lolling out the side of her mouth as she sat on his front porch. She looked happy as a clam—and it was then that Ace noticed the two bags sitting next to his friends, as well.

      “We’re swapping houses with you and Piper until at least noon tomorrow,” Sidney informed him. “And believe me, it’s no hardship to spend some time in this beautiful mansion of yours. We’re gonna take care of your girls, and you aren’t to worry about anything. Spend some time with Piper, just the two of you. You both deserve it.”

      Ace wasn’t sure what to say. He was completely surprised and touched by the gesture. He wanted to immediately agree, but he had to consider Piper’s feelings too. She might not feel comfortable leaving the girls with their friends.

      “Come in,” he said immediately, opening the door all the way and leaning over to grab Sidney’s bag. “The girls are finishing up breakfast, and we were just discussing what our plans for the day were going to be.”

      Ace followed his friends through the front foyer and into the kitchen. Kemala was putting the breakfast dishes into the dishwasher, and he could see Sinta wiping down the table with a damp cloth. He smiled. He loved that the girls were willing to do whatever they could to help out. He knew their desire to please was at an especially high level at the moment, because they wanted to make sure they didn’t do anything that would make him or Piper regret adopting them—as if that would ever happen.

      “Oh, hi, Sidney. Gumby,” Piper said with a questioning look for Ace.

      “Hi!” Sidney responded cheerfully.

      Gumby gave her a chin lift.

      Sidney immediately went over to Rani and picked her up, bouncing her up and down on her hip until the little girl laughed. “We’re here to free you and Ace for the day and evening,” Sidney said without hesitation. “I know, you’re probably not so sure about leaving the girls yet, but I swear they’ll be fine. Gumby and I have a whole slew of things planned to entertain them.”

      “What?” Piper asked, looking totally confused.

      Ace went to her and wrapped an arm around her waist. “I didn’t know about this either,” he told her. “But they’ve offered to babysit the girls until tomorrow afternoon. They said we could stay at their beach house.”

      “We want you two to have some time for yourself. You’ve been working so hard ever since you got the girls, and we thought it might be nice for you to be able to concentrate on each other for a short period of time.”

      “Oh, but we were going to go to the mall today and get some shoes for the girls. And Kemala and Sinta need more books, so we were going to go to the library,” Piper said.

      “We can do that,” Gumby told her.

      Piper looked from him to Sidney, then up at Ace.

      He waited patiently for her decision. He wanted this more than anything he’d wanted in a long time. He loved Rani, Sinta, and Kemala, but he also selfishly wanted to spend some one-on-one time with his new wife. He’d promised to take her on dates, but they hadn’t found the time to do so yet. This was a perfect opportunity.

      “I’m not sure…” Piper said haltingly.

      “Piper and Ace go,” Kemala said suddenly. “I help with sisters.”

      Ace blinked at his oldest daughter. That was the first time she’d ever referred to Rani and Sinta as her sisters. He felt Piper’s hand grab his thigh, and she dug her fingers in hard. She recognized the significance of what Kemala had said as well.

      “I know you will,” Piper said after a moment. “You’ve been a big help, and Ace and I appreciate it. Are you sure you’ll be okay with Sidney and Gumby?”

      Kemala nodded enthusiastically.

      Sinta was too busy petting Hannah to pay any attention to what the adults were doing. She’d been scared of the pit bull when she’d first met her, but now she was completely enamored. In Timor-Leste, the only dogs they saw were strays who wanted nothing to do with humans. So having a dog not only live inside a house, but who loved giving kisses, was almost as good as having her own little petting zoo.

      Rani didn’t look like she cared one whit what Piper and Ace did, as Sidney was keeping her occupied by bouncing her up and down in her arms and tilting her backward so her head almost hit the floor, then swinging her upright again.

      “And you guys are really okay with this?” Piper asked Gumby and Sidney. “They’re pretty picky when it comes to food. We’re still working on that. And they sleep together in Kemala’s room. Rani still takes a nap in the afternoon and—”

      “We got this,” Sidney said confidently. “The sheets on our bed at the house are clean, and you can help yourselves to anything we’ve got in the kitchen. The weather’s supposed to be beautiful today and tomorrow, so you can sit on the back deck and relax, or go swimming in the ocean, or take a long walk. Whatever you want to do.”

      Ace kept his eyes on Piper’s face, and he saw the longing there. She wanted this as much as he did. He had no idea if the thought of being able to relax for a day was what she was looking forward to, or if it was spending time with him. As for Ace, he couldn’t wait to get her alone.

      “If you’re sure—” Piper began.

      “We’re sure,” Sidney told her, not letting her finish her sentence. “Go upstairs and pack. We’ve got this.”

      When Piper had left the room, and Sidney had taken the girls into the other room to watch TV, Ace turned to Gumby. “I’m assuming this was your idea?”

      His friend shrugged. “You were saying the other day how frustrated you were that you hadn’t been able to find a good time to give Piper the ring you bought her. I got to thinking about it, and realized the two of you probably hadn’t had time for much of anything, other than helping the girls settle in. Figured you wouldn’t object to spending some time with your wife one-on-one.”

      “You’re right. I appreciate it.”

      “Sidney and I are finalizing the details for our wedding on the beach, and we’ve also talked about what we want in the future. And of course, kids came up. Letting us spend some time with your girls is a good dress rehearsal for us. And we’re looking into buying a house inland somewhere. We won’t sell the beach house, as it has a lot of amazing memories for both of us, and we figured it’ll make a great getaway for us and everyone on the team. We work fucking hard, and being able to relax and unwind at the beach house will be invaluable.”

      Ace had to swallow before nodding. Gumby was not only a good friend, he was tremendously generous. “When’s the big day?” he asked after a moment.

      “We’re thinking in about two weeks…assuming we don’t get sent off on a mission. We aren’t going to do anything fancy. Rear Admiral Creasy said he’d officiate, and we’re not planning on the whole flower, bridesmaids, tuxedos, and big-poofy-dress thing. My dad and his wife said they could be here, as did my brother. You know we want something small, so with them and you guys all there, it’ll be perfect.”

      “Looking forward to it,” Ace said, clapping his friend on the shoulder.

      They shot the shit about nothing for a while before Piper arrived back in the kitchen. She was pulling a small suitcase behind her.

      “I’m done,” she told them. “I stripped the sheets from the bed and put them in the washer. I thought I could talk to Sidney and tell her about the girls’ routines while you’re packing.”

      Ace nodded. “Sounds good.” He walked over and kissed her on the forehead before turning and heading for the stairs. He had a feeling it would be a while before they got out of the house. Sidney was going to have to be very patient as Piper told her every little thing she could think of about the girls.

      Ace found himself smiling as he quickly packed an overnight bag. He couldn’t wait to spend the next twenty-four hours with Piper. He was as giddy as a teenager going on his first date.

      The first thing he packed was the diamond ring he’d bought for her a couple weeks ago. He was finally going to get to see it on her finger…he hoped.
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      Eight hours later, Piper sat on Gumby’s back deck and sighed in contentment. The entire day had been extremely relaxing…and fun. Hanging out with Ace was way more entertaining than she could’ve imagined. This was exactly what she’d needed. She loved Rani, Sinta, and Kemala, but being a mother was extremely strenuous. She was constantly trying to entertain them and make sure they had what they needed to thrive, and that didn’t leave a lot of time to concentrate on her or her relationship with Ace.

      But she and Ace had done nothing but what they wanted to do all day, and it had been absolutely perfect. They’d arrived at the beach house, and Ace had suggested they go swimming. She’d seen the way he’d eyed her in her suit, and she’d checked him out just as thoroughly. They’d laughed and played in the small surf for at least an hour before lying on their towels in the sand and talking for another hour.

      Then they’d showered and eaten a snack. They’d talked about their childhoods, a little about what had happened in Timor-Leste. She’d checked in with Sidney, and her friend had sent a picture of the girls enjoying ice cream cones at the mall. Little Rani had more on her face and shirt than she’d probably eaten, but it was the joyous smiles on the girls’ faces that meant the most to Piper.

      Then Ace had volunteered to cook, and she’d sat in the kitchen and kept him company as he’d prepared their meal. They’d eaten, and now they were sitting in the very comfortable chairs on the back deck, watching the sunset.

      “Come here,” Ace said after a comfortable silence had settled between them.

      Looking over, Piper saw him holding out his hand. She slowly stood and took the two steps required to stand in front of him. He reached out and took hold of her hips and guided her ass to his lap. It took a moment to get comfortable, but once she settled, it felt wonderful to be in his arms. She’d turned sideways, and his broad chest supported her as she lay her head on his shoulder.

      She’d felt his beard against her face and neck more times than she could count, but she’d never really taken the time to examine it. Her hand came up and she finally did what she’d dreamed of doing several times over the last few weeks. She stroked his facial hair.

      Ace smiled, but didn’t stop her or say anything.

      After several moments, Piper said, “It’s so soft. For some reason, I thought it’d be coarse.”

      He shrugged. “I suppose if it was scratchy, I would shave it off. The last thing I’d want is to irritate my wife or kids every time I brushed up against them or kissed them.”

      “You don’t irritate me,” Piper said without thinking. She was feeling very mellow after their relaxing day. Not to mention, her libido was working overtime, as well. She hadn’t had nearly as much time as she’d like to admire how good-looking her husband was. Or how muscular. Or how he looked in his boxers when he got up in the mornings.

      She had so much on her plate with the girls, and just getting to know her husband, that sex had taken a back seat.

      But after doing nothing but staring at her husband all day, and learning even more about him, her body was raring to go. It wasn’t exactly an epiphany that she liked the man her husband was, but more of a confirmation of everything she’d witnessed over the last few weeks. It had been a long time since she’d had sex, and she found that she wanted Ace more than she could remember wanting any man. It was a little disconcerting, actually. And knowing they wouldn’t be interrupted was almost an aphrodisiac.

      “Good to know,” Ace said with a small chuckle.

      Piper was more than aware of the way his hand slowly moved up and down her bare thigh. It was a gentle caress, and he didn’t move his hand up to intimate territory. He simply seemed to enjoy touching her. Since she was wearing shorts, his touch on her bare flesh sent electric currents straight to her clit. It was nerve-racking and exciting at the same time.

      Not knowing what to do with her hands, she eventually wrapped one around the back of his neck and left the other in her lap. They sat like that a long time. Soaking up the ambiance of the moment. The waves lapping against the shoreline, the birds chirping, and watching the sun sink below the horizon. Piper never wanted the night to end.

      After the sun had set, the light from inside the house was the only thing illuminating the back deck. The semi-darkness was intimate and cozy—and Piper got to a point where she wanted to take Ace’s hand on her thigh and force him to touch her between her legs. She had no idea if he knew how worked up he’d gotten her, but she wanted him. Badly.

      “I’m happy,” Ace said out of the blue, startling Piper, but letting her concentrate on something other than how wet she was and how hard her nipples had gotten.

      “Me too,” she replied.

      “No, I mean, I’m happy,” he repeated.

      Piper picked up her head and looked at him.

      “When I left for that mission in Timor-Leste, I had no idea how much my life would change. I know some people think we’re insane, but asking you to marry me was a little self-serving. I liked you, sure, but I can’t lie, the thought of being a father was a huge factor. But I’ve realized over the last few weeks that while I’ve enjoyed getting to know the girls and figuring out how to be a dad, living with you has been the most eye-opening.”

      Piper continued to stare at him, half dreading what he might say, but also wanting him to say the words that were in her own heart more than she wanted to breathe.

      “You’re compassionate and kind, but not a pushover. You have an innate sense of what our girls need and you’re not afraid to say no to them. You’re considerate and hard-working, and more often than not, you give more than you’d ever ask for in return. At night, when we go to bed, and you’re dead to the world on my chest, I can’t think of anything beyond how lucky I am.

      “How in the world I ended up with not only three beautiful children, but an amazing, one-of-a-kind wife, I have no idea. And spending the day with you today, and watching you laugh and smile and simply be present here with me, was a gift. One I’ll treasure for the rest of my life. I’m happy, Piper. And you’re the reason why. I could’ve adopted children and fulfilled my need to be a father on my own, but having you in my life has made everything perfect.

      “I told you when I gave you that ring that I’d replace it with something better…and I went shopping a couple weeks ago, and picked this up for you.”

      Piper knew she was on the verge of tears, but she held on to Ace as he lifted one ass cheek and reached into the pocket of the jeans he was wearing. He pulled something out and held it up to her. She could barely see it in the low light—but what she could see completely floored her.

      The ring had four yellow princess-cut diamonds in a row, with smaller white diamonds surrounding each of the larger ones. It looked expensive as hell…and was absolutely beautiful.

      “I wanted to get something that signified our family. I thought four diamonds worked well, three for our girls and one for us. I wanted it to be practical and not huge, but still tell anyone who cares to look that you are more than taken.”

      Piper didn’t reach for it; she was frozen in place. She couldn’t believe Ace had bought her something so beautiful. She’d gotten flowers from a man once, but nothing like this. Nothing even close. She wasn’t sure what to do. Cry? Laugh? Jump up and do a little dance?

      “If you don’t like it, I can take it back and get you something else,” Ace said apprehensively when she still didn’t respond.

      Without thought, Piper reached out and grabbed his wrist as he began to lower his hand.

      “It’s the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen,” she whispered. “It’s way too expensive for someone like me.”

      “On the contrary,” Ace countered. “It’s not expensive enough. If I had my way, I would’ve gotten you an obnoxious ten-carat ring that stuck up from your finger so high, you wouldn’t be able to do anything with it on. But I figured this was more your style. You can leave it on when you draw, and when you play with Rani in the tub. It’s not gonna turn your finger green, like the one you’re wearing likely will. And I love the thought of all of us being on your finger, so every time you look at it, you’ll think of our family.”

      Taking a deep breath, Piper reached for the simple white-gold band Ace had put on her finger in Timor-Leste. She moved it to her right hand and held out her left.

      Smiling tenderly, Ace wrapped his hand around hers and slowly slid the beautiful ring down her finger, kissing it gently when it hit her knuckle. “Beautiful,” he murmured. “I also have a plain platinum wedding band inside to go with this.”

      Her heart melted. “What about you?” she asked.

      Ace crooked an eyebrow in question.

      “Will you still wear one too?”

      He smiled sheepishly and reached into his pocket again, pulling out a wide black band and holding it out for her inspection. Piper picked it up and examined it.

      “It’s black titanium. I figured I needed something tough, since I’ll probably put it through hell. It’ll most likely get scratched up and nicked, but I suppose that’ll just make it all the more interesting. I also wanted something that would be easy to see on my finger—so everyone would know I’m taken too. I can’t wear it on missions, but I swear I’ll always carry it with me. The second I can, it’ll go right back on my finger.”

      The tears she’d managed to keep at bay finally overflowed her eyes. Piper reached for his left hand and slid it on his finger, as he’d done with hers. She kissed it once it had reached the base, and he leaned forward, resting his forehead against hers.

      Neither spoke, soaking in the moment so they’d never forget it. Piper had never felt so loved. So cared for. So…wanted.

      She pulled back and said the words that had been floating in her mind all day. “I want you, Ace.”

      Holding her breath, she waited for his response.

      She felt his heart rate increase against her palm, and the next thing she knew, he’d stood up with her in his arms and was heading for the door.

      “I didn’t get to carry you over the threshold at our house, so this’ll have to do. Help me out?”

      Piper smiled and reached over and opened the door, and he easily carried her through. But he didn’t put her down in the living room; he went straight for the master bedroom and carried her to the bed. He leaned over and placed her on it, then rested his palms on the mattress on either side of her.

      Piper felt small beneath him, and she loved the feeling. The only other time she’d felt this way, surrounded by him and equally as protected, was when he’d covered her body with his own in the forest in Timor-Leste.

      “If I make love to you, there’s no going back,” Ace warned.

      Piper knew exactly what he meant. “I don’t want to go back. I don’t want an annulment or a divorce. You’re an amazing father and an even better man. I want to grow old with you, and I can’t wait to see what our future holds. We’ll disagree, and you’ll probably get annoyed with me, just as I will you. You’ll be gone on missions more than I’d like, and you might get irritated with all the female hormones in the house. But with every day that passes with you by my side, I’m falling more in love with you. It scares the hell out of me, Ace…but I hope one day you might be able to love me back.”

      “I already do,” Ace said. His gaze bored into hers, and Piper could barely breathe. “I think the fact of the matter is that I’ll end up annoying you way more than you could ever annoy me. I just hope you’ll talk to me and let me fix whatever it is I’ve done.”

      Piper brought a hand up to his face and gently covered his lips. “Right now, I’m annoyed because you won’t shut up and make love to me,” she said with a grin.

      She felt his lips move into a smile under her hand, then he pulled her up farther onto the bed and rolled over. She was lying on top of him, much as she’d done every night since they’d met, but this time she could feel his erection pressing between her thighs.

      “I love sleeping with you, but I have to admit that I’ve had more than one fantasy of you taking me deep inside your body as you lay on top of me, just like this,” he said, completely serious.

      “Far be it from me to deny one of America’s hero SEALs one of his fantasies.” And with that, Piper took a deep breath, sat up, and tore her shirt over her head, letting it fall somewhere to the floor next to the bed.

      She knew she’d remember the look on Ace’s expression for the rest of her life. A mixture of humor and lust crossed his face before he sat up with her still on his lap and buried his face between her boobs.

      His breath was hot against her skin, and his beard tickled a bit as it brushed against tender skin. “Beautiful,” he murmured, as his fingers found the clasp at her back and undid it. Her bra loosened, and Ace didn’t even hesitate to pull it off her mounds, and then he was sucking on a nipple as if his life depended on it.

      Piper cried out in ecstasy, her head falling back as one of her hands fisted in Ace’s hair. He wasn’t tentative in his exploration of her; he went after what he wanted as if he’d been barely holding himself in check. His hand moved to hold her tit to his mouth as he suckled, and his free hand pinched and played with her other nipple.

      She couldn’t hold still and began to rub herself against the erection she could easily feel under her ass. “Ace, God…” she breathed as she writhed against him.

      He didn’t respond with words, but he moved to her other nipple and sucked it into his mouth, nipping and licking at her ravenously.

      Goose bumps broke out on Piper’s arms, and she desperately wanted to feel his naked skin against her own. She reached for the hem of his shirt and tried to pull it up and off, but he wasn’t cooperating. Wasn’t letting go of her.

      “Ace,” she whined as her hands caressed his naked chest under his shirt. His nipples were hard, like hers, and she roughly pinched them, wanting him to be just as desperate as she was. That did the trick. He pulled away from her and his shirt was gone seconds later. Then his fingers went to the button and zipper of her shorts, and in another second, those were also undone.

      “Off,” he said in a low, hoarse baritone that excited Piper as much as it spurred her to action. She hated to lose her connection with him, but knew she’d never be able to get her shorts and panties off if she didn’t. She quickly climbed off Ace and stood next to the bed, pushing her bra off the rest of the way and discarding her other clothes.

      By the time she straddled Ace again, he’d kicked off his jeans and boxers and was on his back once more, waiting for her to return. Piper couldn’t take her eyes off his erection. It was as beautiful as it was intimidating. It had been a while since she’d been with a man, and suddenly she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to comfortably take him.

      “Come here,” Ace said, even as he was reaching for her.

      Piper threw one leg over his hips again, feeling much more exposed this time.

      She could feel his thumbs caressing the creases where her legs met her hips, and when he didn’t immediately lunge for her or otherwise make any other sexual move, she slowly relaxed.

      “That’s it,” he said softly. “We’re going at your pace. You are so fucking beautiful, I could sit here all night and just stare at you.”

      “I’m not sure that would satisfy either of us,” she said wryly.

      Ace chuckled, then he gazed up at her with so much love and intensity, Piper found it almost hard to breathe.

      “I, Beckett Morgan, take you, Piper Morgan, to be my lawfully wedded wife. For better or worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do us part. I’ll care for you and our children and expect nothing in return. I’ll never hurt you, and I’ll kill to protect you from anyone who does.”

      Her throat felt tight, and all Piper could manage to say was, “Ace…”

      “Let me love you,” he said. “I won’t hurt you. Ever.”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      One of Ace’s hands moved between her legs, and he slowly and gently began to caress her clit. Her legs were spread over him, and she was completely open to anything he wanted to do, but he didn’t thrust his fingers inside her. He took his time. Played with her. Spread her growing wetness around her folds, teasing and preparing.

      It wasn’t long before Piper found her hips moving in time with his fingers. Seeking more. More of his touch, harder. She reached down and took his cock in her hand, not surprised when her fingers barely touched as she curled them around him. She scooted up until she could slide her wet folds up and down the vein on the underside of his erection.

      Ace groaned, but he didn’t thrust his hips. Didn’t force her to take him inside her body. His thumb did move faster and harder against her clit though, touching her almost in the same way she would’ve touched herself if she was masturbating. His other hand reached up and took one of her breasts, and he pinched the nipple as she writhed against him.

      “That’s it,” he murmured. “Just like that. You’re so fucking beautiful, Piper. God, I could watch you do this all night. Ride me, get yourself off on me.”

      Piper tried, but as good as his thumb felt, he wasn’t moving quite fast enough. Wasn’t rubbing her clit hard enough. She was on the edge of her orgasm, and it was frustrating that she couldn’t quite get there.

      Without thought, she went up on her knees enough to support her body and her free hand went between her legs.

      For a second, Ace’s fingers were in her way, then he backed off.

      “Fuck me, that’s so hot,” she heard him say, but she was too lost in her own pleasure. Her fingers pressed hard against herself, and she rubbed her clit frantically. Wanting to get there. Wanting to go over the edge.

      Piper jolted when she felt one of Ace’s fingers ease inside her body. She’d given him room by going up on her knees. Then she couldn’t keep her hips still as she humped his finger. She groaned loudly.

      “Keep going, sweetheart. I’ll catch you. So sexy. Damn.”

      It was the last thing she heard before she flew over the edge, moaning as she did.

      “Say yes,” Ace pleaded from under her.

      Piper looked down and saw he was grimacing. Then she felt him between her legs. And not his finger this time. He had his cock in one hand and was running the tip between the now dripping folds of her sex. He hadn’t pushed inside, was waiting for her to say it was all right.

      In response, and still feeling little aftershocks from her orgasm, Piper wrapped her hand around his on his cock and slowly sank down onto him.

      They both groaned as the head of his erection eased inside her hot, wet core. She paused a moment, adjusting to his girth, and Ace’s body under hers was as solid as a rock. He held himself still, letting her take him and not pushing for more than she could handle.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, Piper eased down a fraction of an inch, before lifting. The next time she lowered herself, she took more of him.

      In what could’ve been minutes, but was probably more like mere seconds, she’d taken him all the way in.

      He was buried so far inside her, their pubic hair meshed together. When she looked down at where they were connected, she couldn’t see where he ended and she began.

      “Goddamn, that’s so fucking sexy,” Ace growled.

      Piper looked up and saw his eyes were also fixated on where they were joined. Her inner muscles flexed, and he moaned.

      “Do that again,” he pleaded.

      She did, and then smiled at the look of pleasure that crossed his face.

      Then his eyes flew up to hers…and she stilled. She couldn’t look away from him, from the love she saw in his gaze.

      “Fuck me, Piper,” he begged.

      Piper didn’t have a lot of sexual experience, and she’d never made love like this, but she did what felt good. She lifted up on her knees a little and swiveled her hips as she lowered herself once more.

      “Yeah, baby. Just like that.”

      So she did it again. Over and over. But soon that wasn’t enough. It felt nice, but she didn’t want nice. She wanted out-of-control passion.

      “Help me,” she whispered.

      His hands, which had been gently playing with her nipples, immediately went to her hips and gripped, hard. Without looking like he was exerting any energy whatsoever, Ace lifted her off his cock, then slammed her back down much harder than she ever would’ve thought could feel good. But it did. It felt as if his cock went even deeper inside her body as her thighs slapped down against him.

      Then he did it again.

      And again.

      Then Piper caught the rhythm of his movements and began to help. She used her thigh muscles to ride him. Up and down. Up and down. The wet noises coming from between their thighs were loud, but sexy as hell. She’d never been this wet, this turned on.

      Looking down, she saw Ace’s gaze had fallen from her face and was alternating between her bouncing tits and his cock disappearing and reemerging as she rode him.

      The sex was out of control. And messy. And better than anything she’d ever had before.

      Suddenly, she wanted to come again. Wanted to squeeze his dick as he fucked her. Piper hadn’t had two orgasms in one lovemaking session ever, hadn’t known she was capable, but at the moment, she needed it.

      Once more, one hand went between her legs. She caressed Ace’s cock as it disappeared inside her, and she heard him moan in response. Once her fingers were coated with her own excitement, she began flicking her clit once more.

      “Yes…oh, God, I can feel you squeezing me so hard,” Ace said. “Get yourself off again. I want to feel it on my dick. That’s it. Fuck!”

      Piper loved the way Ace became somewhat incoherent as she fucked him. She was doing that. She tweaked her clit harder and faster and within seconds, she felt herself on the edge. She froze, hovering above him, but that didn’t stop him. As her thigh muscles shook, his hips pistoned up and down, and he fucked her as she remained motionless.

      It was sexy and hot and Piper couldn’t hold her orgasm back anymore.

      She moaned, and as her body shook and tightened around him, Ace grabbed her hips and forced her down on top of him. Hard. He was buried as far inside her as he could get, and Piper swore she could feel his cock throbbing.

      “Oh, yeah, Piper… Your cunt is amazing! You’re squeezing my cock so fucking hard…God, I’m gonna come. Unghhhhhh!”

      She would’ve laughed at all the noise he made as he came, but she was mostly out of it herself. Ace lowered her to his chest but she couldn’t do more than lie there like a sack of potatoes.

      They were still connected, and it felt amazing. She loved sleeping on top of him, but she wouldn’t be able to do so ever again without remembering this moment.

      When her heart rate finally lowered enough for her to think coherently, she brought a hand up and petted his beard.

      She felt and heard him chuckle as he reached up and took her hand in his. “We didn’t use anything,” he said softly.

      Piper was confused for a moment, but just then, his softening cock slid out of her body—and she knew exactly what he meant. She lifted her head. “I’m clean,” she said earnestly.

      Surprisingly, he chuckled again. “I know you are, sweetheart. As am I. I can show you the reports if you want. We’re regularly examined as part of our health checks for the navy. I was talking more about birth control. Are you covered?”

      She slowly shook her head. “There was no need to be on anything because my periods are regular, and I wasn’t dating anyone. Not for a long time.”

      She couldn’t interpret the look on Ace’s face. But eventually, he said, “I love you, Piper. I do. We’ve had the fastest courtship on the planet, but that doesn’t take away from my feelings about you. Just sayin’…I wouldn’t be upset if you got pregnant.”

      Piper couldn’t breathe. “You wouldn’t?”

      “No,” he said immediately. “I haven’t made a secret of the fact I want more children. And I can’t think of anything better than having them with you.”

      “How many more do you want?” she asked, still trying to process what he was saying.

      “As many as you’ll give me.”

      She blinked. “What if I said I wanted eight?” she asked with a small grin.

      “Then I’d start looking for a bigger house.”

      Piper shook her head. “I don’t want eight more kids,” she replied.

      “I’m sorry about tonight. I meant to grab a condom from my bag on our way in here, but I got carried away. If you’re not too sore in the morning, I’d like to try that again. Maybe take my time a little more. It’s been a long time since I’ve had sex, and you were just too fucking beautiful for me to be able to hold back. I’d like to taste you, explore. See what makes you writhe and what sets you off. But I need to know what you want in regards to birth control, Piper. I’ll happily wear a condom if you aren’t ready for a baby right now, on top of everything else on our plate.”

      Once the thought of having a child with Ace had entered her head, she couldn’t shake it. She loved him. More than she’d ever thought possible. “You don’t have to use condoms,” she said softly.

      “You want my baby?” Ace flat-out asked.

      There was no hiding from him. Taking a deep breath, she nodded.

      The smile that formed on his lips was beautiful, and Piper wished she could take a picture and save it forever. But then, she knew he’d smile like that again for her. Because he did it all the time.

      He leaned up and kissed her on the lips. A long, slow kiss that made her wiggle a bit on top of him. Ace put a hand on her back and held her to him as his head flopped back down on the pillow. “Sleep, Piper. I’ll wake you up later and we can explore. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      She tried to stay awake, to relish the fact that she and Ace were finally officially man and wife, but two orgasms and the heat from the man under her made that impossible. In minutes, she was dead to the world, secure in the knowledge she was in the arms of the man who loved her, and who she loved right back.

      Their children were safe in their house, being looked after by good friends, and even as she drifted off, the possibility that another child was being formed deep inside her womb made her smile and snuggle into her man contentedly.
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      On the other side of town, Paul Solberg sat in his car a few houses down from Piper and Ace’s and studied it intently. Somehow, he needed to get Kalee out so they could flee the country and start a new life.

      But how?

      He’d been able to obtain a passport for Kalee using a picture he’d taken of her one day, when he’d followed Piper and the kids to the beach. The woman had stolen his Kalee, and he was going to get her back, one way or another.

      He would rescue his baby girl soon. They’d cross into Mexico first, then make their way into South America. With her darker coloring, Kalee would blend in more down there.

      Paul’s head was throbbing, and he couldn’t remember when he’d last eaten. But food didn’t matter. Kalee was the only thing that mattered.

      Thinking about her dark hair made his head hurt more…something wasn’t right about that…but he pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes until his head hurt a little less.

      He felt guilty. He’d promised his Kalee he’d always take the pills the doctor had prescribed for him, but he’d flushed them all down the toilet two weeks ago. Paul took a deep breath. He didn’t need the pills. He was fine without them. Just fine.

      Looking back to the house, Paul knew Piper and Ace weren’t there, that they’d left his Kalee with babysitters. That was good. That meant they were lowering their guard. He just had to keep watch and, when the time was right, take his daughter back. She’d been stolen from him. Piper had stolen his daughter…and it was nearing time for her to come home.

      An eye for an eye.

      He was doing the right thing.
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      The next two weeks went by in a flash for Ace. He was as busy as ever, but with the change in his relationship with Piper came a relaxation that he hadn’t known he needed. Piper loved him. He loved her. All the chaos and nonstop running around that went with having three children no longer seemed quite so insurmountable.

      The girls were finally getting brave and eating more than the bland food they’d wanted when they’d first gotten to the States. Little Rani had a sweet tooth to rival all sweet tooths. She’d do anything for a piece of chocolate, and Ace wasn’t ashamed to admit he’d bribed her more than once with treats.

      Sinta had discovered how much she loved cereal. She would eat it morning, noon, and night, if allowed. Frosted Flakes, Cheerios, Life, Shredded Wheat, Lucky Charms…it didn’t matter what it was, she ate it up as if she’d been given a big ol’ piece of pie.

      Even Kemala had done her best to try different foods. She finally discovered she liked macaroni and cheese, but wasn’t so sure about mashed potatoes yet. She adored ranch dressing, and more often than not covered everything from vegetables to pizza with the stuff.

      Ace had gotten curious about Piper’s cartoons, and one night she’d caught him looking at her blog. She’d sat down and they’d spent almost two hours looking at her older cartoons. She described what she was thinking as she drew each picture. They’d laughed together, and he’d been even more amazed at her talent and ability to take the ordinary and make it extraordinary.

      One of his favorite drawings was of an older woman sitting in a grocery cart with her arms spread out and her head thrown back. An older man, her husband, was pushing her through the parking lot, a huge grin on his face. The joy and love she’d been able to show in that one drawing, and the fact that she’d seen the beauty in the moment, rather than shaking her head at the couple and thinking they were crazy, was part of what made him love her.

      She’d also shown him the latest drawings she’d done, and he could see the impact their girls had already had on her work. Most of her new cartoons had children in them, showing the beautiful side of the innocence of youth.

      But his favorite drawing of all was one she’d made for them alone. He’d had it framed, and it now hung in their bedroom, so he could see it first thing when he got up, and as he and Piper were crawling into bed at night.

      She’d drawn her cartoon self, lying on top of a man in a bed, which he knew was supposed to be him. His head was turned to the side, as was hers. One of her hands was curled around his neck. He had one hand resting on the small of her back, and the other higher up between her shoulder blades. The sheet was low on her back and it was obvious they were both naked.

      Piper had written the word Home under the drawing, and the first time he’d seen it, Ace had felt his throat close up.

      She’d captured exactly what he felt every time she cuddled up with him at night. She was his home. No matter if they were in their bed in their house, or if they were lying in the jungle in Timor-Leste.

      Their sex life was robust, albeit not very regular. They were both tired at the end of the day, and many nights, both were content to lie together talking quietly in bed before falling into a deep sleep.

      But the nights they still had energy after a long day of wrangling children, were erotic and beautiful. They’d made love in the shower, standing up, and in just about every position he could think of. Piper was sensual and giving in the bedroom, just as she was aggressive and demanding. He loved every facet to her personality, and knew he’d bend over backward to give her everything she needed and wanted in their bed.

      She wasn’t pregnant yet, but that didn’t worry Ace. It would happen when it happened, and if it didn’t, then they’d adopt once more. Maybe even foster a few kids. They both had a strong desire for more children, and Ace knew without a doubt it would happen one way or the other. For now, he was enjoying simply living his hectic life with Piper by his side.

      Unfortunately, he knew they had some tough times on the horizon. Things were heating up at work, and it was likely their commander would call them in for a mission at any time. They’d been reviewing likely scenarios to prepare, and if the intel coming through was verified, the team would probably be called up sooner rather than later.

      Ace hated to leave Piper, but it couldn’t be helped. Both Sidney and Caite had reassured them both that they’d be available to help whenever needed, which made him feel better, but he hated knowing how hard Piper would be working when he wasn’t there to help.

      With Kemala and Sinta going to class on base, and Rani going to half-day preschool closer to their house, Piper would spend a lot of time driving everyone around. She’d reassured him that she’d be fine, but Ace still worried.

      But today, he was going to try not to think about missions and leaving Piper to fend for herself. Today, Gumby and Sidney were getting married. Everyone was meeting at their beach house, and Rear Admiral Creasy was going to marry them out on the sand in their backyard. They’d planned a laid-back barbeque for after the ceremony, and everyone would just hang out and relax, probably until Gumby got sick of them all and kicked them out.

      Ace reached over and took Piper’s hand in his own as they drove to the beach house. Unbeknownst to Gumby or Sidney, the guys had all gotten together and decided to wear their dress whites for the ceremony. Their friends may not have wanted anything fancy, but wearing their uniform was one of the best ways they knew to show respect for their brother-in-arms.

      Caite and Piper had coordinated as well and were wearing lilac-colored dresses. Sidney was planning on wearing a pretty white summer dress, and had chosen purple daisies and lilacs for her simple bouquet. After hearing that, Caite and Piper had gone shopping one afternoon and found dresses of similar colors.

      Ace loved how his wife had contributed to make Sidney’s day memorable. He thought she looked beautiful in the knee-length, flowy dress. It was cut low in front and zipped all the way to her neck in the back. She’d put her blonde hair up in a twist, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her or keep his hands to himself…as usual.

      Somehow she’d gotten them all out of the house on time and they’d soon arrive at the beach house.

      “Can we swim?” Sinta asked from the back seat.

      “Maybe,” Piper told her. “But definitely not until after the ceremony. You girls need to try your hardest to stay clean and sand-free until after pictures, okay?”

      Ace chuckled under his breath. His girls were drawn to dirt. They had no problem digging in the dirt or crawling under beds and other furniture, finding every little dust bunny his cleaning service hadn’t managed to sweep up. All three were also wearing dresses. Rani had on a dark blue poofy thing that she’d fallen in love with on first sight. Sinta wore an ankle-length dress with just enough flowy material to let her spin in circles and watch it twirl around her. And Kemala was wearing a beautiful light gray sheath dress, which Ace thought made her look way too grown up.

      Piper had brushed and styled their daughters’ hair, and had even let them use a bit of her lip gloss.

      “Will Hannah be there?” Kemala asked.

      Ace marveled at how much better his oldest daughter’s English had gotten. Yes, she was in a special ESL class, but it was still a major difference after only a month.

      “Yes,” Piper told her. “Sidney said she was going to be the ring bearer…she’ll bring the ring Gumby bought for her down the aisle, toward her people.”

      “What if she run away?” Sinta asked.

      “Then you guys need to grab her,” Piper said with a laugh.

      Sinta was also getting more proficient at speaking and understanding English. His girls were so smart, Ace couldn’t even imagine them having to stop their education after turning twelve, as they would have if they were still in Timor-Leste.

      Rani still hadn’t said a word, in English or Tetum, but from everything they’d read, the professionals said that wasn’t abnormal. Her brain was absorbing everything, and when she felt ready to talk, she would. In the meantime, she managed to more than get her point across with nonverbal gestures, huge doe eyes, pouting, and the occasional grunt.

      “Are you sorry we didn’t have a real wedding?” Piper asked him as they neared the house.

      Ace looked over at her. “As far as I’m concerned, we did have a real wedding.” He brought her hand up to his mouth and kissed the rings that rested on her finger.

      “Good answer,” Piper said. “But do you feel bad that you didn’t get to share something like this with your friends?”

      “No,” Ace told her. “I truly believe things happened the way they were supposed to. If you want to throw a big-ass party, I’m perfectly okay with that, but I don’t need to put on my uniform or see you all dressed up to feel one hundred percent committed to you and our girls.”

      Piper smiled at him. “I just don’t want you to regret anything.”

      “The only thing I’ll regret is you feeling as if you missed out,” he told her.

      She shook her head. “I’m good. Honestly, I hadn’t thought much about a wedding because I wasn’t sure I’d ever get married. It’s hard to meet someone when you sit inside your apartment all day.”

      “I love you,” Ace told her as he parked on the street near Gumby’s house.

      “And I love you,” Piper returned.

      “You ready?”

      “Absolutely. Let’s do this.”

      Ace kissed the palm of her hand once more, then they got out of the Denali and opened both back doors to gather their kids and head inside.
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      “That went well, don’t you think?” Caite asked Piper many hours later. They were sitting on the back porch watching the guys play with the kids. They’d changed out of their uniforms and dresses and had spent a bit of time playing in the water. Now they were throwing a beach ball back and forth. Hannah had performed perfectly in the ceremony, and Piper knew she’d never forget this day as long as she lived.

      Gumby and Sidney had disappeared an hour ago. He’d taken his bride off to a hotel for the night, telling them to stay as long as they wanted at the house. Caite and Rocco were planning on spending the night there to look after Hannah, and when the girls seemed as if they were getting tired, Piper and Ace would take them home. But for now they were having a wonderful time with no signs of slowing down.

      The sun was beginning to set and it was getting late, but Piper didn’t have the heart to tell the girls they had to go. Deciding giving her children fantastic memories that would hopefully last them a lifetime was more important than getting them to bed, she settled back in her chair and watched everyone playing on the beach and reflected on the day.

      Sidney and Gumby had made a stunning couple, and their vows were heartfelt and beautiful. The ceremony itself was quick and to the point; in fact, the pictures took longer to get through than the actual wedding ceremony. In the middle of the ceremony, Ace had taken her right hand in his, and as his thumb caressed the cheap ring he’d gotten in Timor-Leste—that she hadn’t been willing to take off—she knew he was remembering their wedding day as clearly as she was.

      The most surprising part of the ceremony was after it was over—Rocco had gotten down on one knee and proposed to Caite.

      All the women had cried and, from beginning to end, it had literally been a perfect day. Piper loved seeing all her friends so happy and the men relaxed.

      The rear admiral and his wife had left thirty minutes ago, and Piper had been pleasantly surprised at how much she’d liked them. She’d been intimidated by his rank, but after hearing how Brenae Creasy and Caite had been held hostage in their apartment complex, and seeing how open and friendly the older woman was, she’d quickly lost her nervousness around them.

      “It was perfect,” Piper told Caite, answering her earlier question. “Your ring is beautiful.”

      Caite held up her left hand and admired the ring her man had put there earlier. “It is, isn’t it?”

      Piper nodded. “That solitaire seems exactly right for you. It’s very traditional.”

      “I love it,” Caite said. “I was afraid he’d end up getting something huge that would look weird on my finger.”

      Piper chuckled. “I know the feeling. What is it with our men and their need to make sure every guy within a ten-mile radius knows we’re taken?”

      Caite laughed right along with her. “I have no idea, but I have to admit that I don’t really mind.”

      “Me either. Was your mom excited?” Piper asked.

      “I thought she was going to have a heart attack right there on the phone,” Caite said. “I mean, I know they already knew Blake was going to ask me, since he sneakily flew out to meet with my dad and ask for my hand, but still.”

      “He did? Holy crap!”

      “I know. It’s so old fashioned but the gesture was still really sweet. My mom told me that he promised to always keep me safe and happy,” Caite said with a small smile.

      “That’s so awesome,” Piper told her. “Do you know when you’re going to have the ceremony?”

      Caite rolled her eyes. “Not you too. I want to enjoy actually being a fiancée for a hot minute before everyone starts in on the freaking ceremony. To answer your question, no, we don’t, but I’m thinking now that I want something like Sidney had today. Low key. Relaxed. I’m too old to want to have the twenty bridesmaids and spend a ton of money. I’d rather save and spend it on a new house or something.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Piper said. “But please tell me you’ll have the guys wear their uniforms. I swear to God, I don’t think they could’ve looked any hotter today.”

      “Right?” Caite said. “Good Lord. With their beards and all those medals on their chests, it was all I could do not to drool.”

      They both laughed.

      “We’re really lucky,” Piper said. “One day we were minding our own business and living our lives, and the next, here we are, living the American Dream.”

      “Exactly,” Caite agreed with feeling.

      They sat watching the men play with the kids for a while longer. But when Rocco came running toward the house, and the rest of the guys started herding the girls and heading their way too, Caite and Piper stood up in concern.

      “Don’t panic,” Rocco told Caite. “But we have to head out. The commander just called. We’re needed at the base.”

      “Shit,” Piper said under her breath. She and Ace had talked about the possibility he’d be sent out soon, but she wasn’t ready. Not today of all days. “But it’s late,” she said.

      Then he was there in front of her. He put his hands on either side of her head and tilted her face up to his. “I know. I’m so sorry.”

      Piper grabbed hold of his wrists and took a deep breath. “It’s fine. We got this,” she told him.

      He smiled. “Damn straight we do. On the bright side, the girls should be exhausted and will probably go straight to sleep when you get home.”

      She did her best to smile at him. “Do you think you’ll be headed out that soon?”

      “I honestly don’t know. This could be just a precaution. More information has obviously come through and needs to be reviewed immediately. We might ship out later tonight, or I might be home in a few hours. I’ll let you know either way.”

      “What about Gumby?”

      “We already talked about that. There’s no way any of us are gonna pull him from his honeymoon. If we have to ship out tonight, we’ll go without him.”

      “Is that safe?” Piper asked in concern.

      “Of course. We got this,” Ace said, echoing her words.

      Piper took a deep breath and nodded. She felt a pair of little arms go around her waist and looked down. Sinta was hugging her and looking up in concern. Kemala was standing nearby holding Rani.

      “Things are fine, girls,” Ace told them. He reached out and ran a hand down Rani’s damp hair and put his other on Sinta’s shoulder. “I’ve been called into work. I hope I’ll be home tonight, but I might have to leave right away. Be good for Piper. Okay?”

      Rani and Kemala nodded. Sinta held up her arms for Ace. He leaned down and picked her up. “What’s up, baby girl?”

      Sinta patted him on the cheeks. “Daddy be safe?”

      Piper closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. That was the first time any of the girls had called Ace “daddy”—and it sounded so good. Sinta had asked if they would be her mom and dad when they were still in Dili, but she hadn’t mentioned it again…until now. Piper could only imagine how Ace was feeling.

      She opened her eyes, and saw he was having trouble speaking. She could only assume it was because he didn’t want his voice to break, or to otherwise worry Sinta by being overly emotional.

      “Of course he’ll be safe,” Piper said, putting a hand on Sinta’s back. “If your dad has to leave to go help others, he has all of his friends to help him, and you already know how brave and strong he is.”

      Sinta nodded and leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek before wiggling to be let down. Ace immediately put her on the ground and stood still as she hugged his legs. Then she turned and ran into the house, yelling Hannah’s name as if she hadn’t just rocked her mom and dad’s world.

      “I help with sisters,” Kemala told them.

      “I know you will,” Ace said. “Don’t forget to take time for yourself too. We know you love the girls, but it’s important to do stuff you like to do.”

      They’d been working hard to make sure Kemala did things other girls her age might enjoy. She wasn’t their babysitter, and as much as her help was appreciated, they didn’t ever want her to think the only reason she was around was to look after the other two girls.

      “I will. I got new books at library. I will read.”

      “Good. I’ll look forward to you reading to me when I get home,” Ace told her.

      Kemala beamed.

      Ace held out his arms, and Piper handed Rani to him. He held the little girl up so they were face-to-face. “Is my little monkey going to be good while Daddy’s gone?” Ace asked.

      Rani giggled and nodded enthusiastically.

      “Good. Now, why don’t you and your sister go inside and see if you can find all of your stuff. It’s about time to go, and I’m sure your clothes are probably all over the house.”

      Rani smiled again, and Ace kissed her on the cheek before putting her down. She raced into the house, Kemala hot on her heels.

      Piper did her best not to cry. She wasn’t ready. Wasn’t ready for Ace to leave. It was stupid, he was a Navy SEAL. A damn good one. Of course he had to go when his country asked him to. But she wasn’t sure she was ready to be a single parent. Ace had helped more than she’d ever dreamed, and even thinking about trying to do everything herself made her breathing speed up until Piper felt as if she was going to hyperventilate.

      “Breathe, Piper,” Ace ordered, pulling her into his arms. “You’re going to be fine. Remember, you were going to do this by yourself. Piece of cake.”

      “But I haven’t done it by myself,” she protested into the warm skin of his neck. She could smell his perspiration from playing on the beach, and just plain ol’ Ace. It made her want to tie him to their bed so he could never leave…and so she could have her way with him one more time. “Please come back to me,” she whispered.

      Ace pulled back and kissed her long and hard. When he pulled away a minute later, they were both breathing fast. “I’m coming back,” he said firmly. “Tonight. Tomorrow. A week from now. I’ll always be there when you need me.”

      Piper nodded. She needed to be strong. Stop being a wuss. Caite and Sidney dealt just fine when their men left; she could too. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” he echoed. “You good?”

      “I’m good,” she told him.

      “I love you,” Ace said. “So much you’ll never know.”

      “I do know,” Piper said. “Because I love you the same way.”

      “If we’re being sent out, we won’t go right away. Text me when you get the girls down and let me know how things went. Okay?”

      “I will.”

      “I’ll head to base with one of the guys. I’ll put the keys to the Denali in your purse.”

      Piper nodded.

      He kissed her once more. A hard kiss that wasn’t nearly long enough. Then he brushed the backs of his fingers down her cheek and turned to head inside.

      Tears threatened, but Piper held them back by sheer force of will. He wasn’t leaving forever. Just for now. He’d be back. She could do this.

      Taking a deep breath, Piper headed after him to corral their kids and get them home before it got too dark.
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      The second they got on the road, Rani fell asleep in her booster seat. Kemala and Sinta babbled back and forth about the day, and Piper concentrated on getting home safely. Her head was full of worry for Ace. They didn’t talk about his work much because of security issues, and she hated that she had no idea what part of the world he might be headed to.

      As proud of her husband as she was, Piper was realizing there were some parts of his job that she really didn’t like. But knowing she had to deal with them, she mentally pulled on her big girl panties and started thinking about all the things she had to do when they got home.

      She had to get the girls into a bath, first of all. They were sticky from the saltwater and probably still had a ton of sand on their little bodies. Then maybe, since it was Saturday night, they could watch a movie before heading up to bed. She also wanted to read a bit more of Harry Potter with Kemala.

      And, once the girls were asleep, she could break down and feel a little sorry for herself.

      Then she’d figure out what to do with the kids tomorrow. Maybe she’d see if Caite wanted some company back at the beach house. She was staying there with Hannah until Sidney and Gumby got home. If not, maybe they’d go to the zoo.

      Lost in thought, she opened one of the garage doors at the house and pulled the big SUV inside. She popped open the trunk and, as she climbed out of the car, said, “I’ll get Rani so she doesn’t wake up. Sinta and Kemala, if you could grab some of the bags, please. I’ll put your sister on the couch then come back out and grab the rest of the things.”

      “Okay,” Kemala said.

      Sinta merely nodded.

      Piper unclipped Rani’s seat belt and picked up the still-sleeping girl. Her head lolled on Piper’s shoulder, and she was completely dead weight in her arms. She marveled at her daughter’s ability to sleep through almost anything. Loving the feel of her slight weight against her, Piper waited for Sinta to open the door to the house for her, then walked inside toward the living room.

      She’d just put Rani down on the cushions when she heard a noise behind her.

      Turning, Piper could only stare at the man in the middle of the room. He’d obviously entered the garage through the still-open door and walked right into the house.

      Paul Solberg was standing there with a frantic look in his eyes.

      Piper instantly remembered what had happened the last time she’d seen him—and panic rose hard and fast inside her.

      “Mr. Solberg,” she said, trying to stay calm. “Is something wrong?”

      “Yes, something’s wrong,” he said. “You’ve got my Kalee—and I’m taking her back.”

      “What?” Piper asked, dread filling her at the sound of his voice. It was flat and completely unemotional. Not only that, but the shirt he was wearing was wrinkled and stained. She’d never seen Kalee’s dad look anything but put-together and neat.

      And she had no idea what he meant by, “You’ve got my Kalee.” His daughter was dead…his words were crazy.

      The older man took a step forward, and Piper realized she couldn’t protect both Rani and the other girls at the same time. Hoping he hadn’t seen Rani on the couch, she stepped between Mr. Solberg and Sinta and Kemala, who had just entered the living room from the kitchen.

      “I’m here for my daughter,” Mr. Solberg said again, glaring at her, as if daring her to disagree with him.

      Making a split-second decision, Piper said, “Kemala, take your sister to the basement to the playroom and stay there.”

      On the lower floor, Ace had a sort-of safe room. It was more a room to house the weapons he owned, but they’d told the girls it was daddy’s “playroom,” and they were never, ever to go in there without one of them present.

      But just in case, Ace had shown Kemala how to get into the room using the secret switch he’d had built into the design. The door was always locked, but easy to get into if someone knew how.

      She hoped like hell Kemala would understand what she was saying. She had no idea what was going on with Mr. Solberg, but he was freaking her out—and she needed to get her girls out of the room. And making them go to the basement served a dual purpose. They could get inside the secret room, but it was also the only way to get them out of there without them having to get anywhere near Mr. Solberg, short of sending them back to the garage.

      “But—” Kemala protested, but Piper cut her off, using a tone she’d never used with her before.

      “Now! Do as I said.”

      Without another word, Kemala picked up Sinta and headed for the doorway to the basement, located next to the entrance to the kitchen.

      Breathing a sigh of relief that at least two of her kids were out of danger, Piper took a step toward the couch, intending to put herself between Kalee’s dad and Rani, who was still sleeping soundly on the cushions.

      But the huge man moved faster. He was standing by Rani before Piper could get to her.

      She had no idea what he was thinking, but instinctively knew it wasn’t good. She tried to remain calm. “Mr. Solberg, I’m glad to see you, especially since I haven’t heard from you. Would you like a cup of coffee?” She tried to keep her voice as level as possible.

      “No. I don’t want anything from you,” he growled. “I’m taking what’s mine and leaving. You’ll never see me or Kalee again!”

      “Mr. Solberg,” Piper said as firmly as she could. “Kalee’s dead. She passed away in Timor-Leste. I’m so sorry. I miss her as much as you do.”

      One second Kalee’s dad was standing ten feet away, and the next, he was right up in her face. His huge fist swung and slammed into the side of her head so hard, so fast, Piper didn’t even have the chance to defend herself.

      Her body flew to the side and she crashed into a bookshelf. Her head literally bounced off the edge of a shelf before she fell to her hands and knees.

      The pain in her head was excruciating, and Piper felt blood immediately start to drip down into her eye.

      “I shouldn’t have let you babysit her!” Mr. Solberg screamed in a high-pitched, maniacal voice. “I knew you were a bad influence on my baby! I can’t trust anyone. I’m the only one who cares for her! Don’t try to find us. I’m taking Kalee somewhere I know she’ll be safe. I’m going to protect her!”

      Piper was dizzy and her head hurt like hell, but she forced herself to get up.

      When she saw Kalee’s father start to bend to pick up Rani, she lost it. No way was he taking her little girl.

      Piper threw herself at the man’s legs, taking him by surprise and managing to knock him off his feet. She’d never taken any self-defense classes, so she had no idea what to do now, but she’d do whatever it took to keep Rani safe.

      For what seemed like hours, but was in reality probably only seconds, the two grappled on the floor of the living room. But even though Mr. Solberg was older, he weighed more than she did, was far stronger—and he was soon straddling her with his hands around her neck.

      When he looked at her, Piper knew she was in deep shit. His eyes were blank. It was as if he wasn’t seeing her at all. Wasn’t seeing his daughter’s best friend. The woman he’d had dinner with more times than she could remember.

      She was afraid he was going to strangle her, and Piper frantically began to struggle. She tried to use her knees to hit him in the back, but that didn’t even seem to faze him. She brought her hands up to his face to use her fingernails as weapons, but he realized her intent and quickly spun her body around as if she weighed no more than a child.

      Taking a deep breath, now that his hands weren’t around her throat anymore, Piper was relieved for a split second—until he grabbed her head and wrenched it backward, before slamming it down on the floor.

      The room was carpeted, but that didn’t keep pain from exploding in her forehead.

      Piper lay on the floor and tried to catch her breath and make sense of what was happening. He must’ve thought he’d knocked her out, because she felt his weight lift from her back.

      Fisting her hand, Piper spun to her back and sat up, aiming her fist even as she moved.

      She missed his groin, which was what she was aiming for, and instead only managed to hit his thigh.

      Growling in anger, Mr. Solberg grabbed Piper by the hair and dragged her across the floor to the sliding glass door that led to the deck on the back of the house. He fumbled with the lock as Piper did her best to twist out of his grasp, while at the same time still trying to do some kind of damage to the man.

      He seemed to not feel any of the blows she landed, as if he were on drugs or completely out of it. Somehow he managed to open the door and, before Piper could stop him, he threw her out onto the deck and she landed hard. Her tailbone was throbbing, as was her cheek where he’d hit her and her forehead where he’d slammed it into the floor.

      Piper got up on her hands and knees and crawled toward him. She wouldn’t give up. Not when it was obvious the man was out of his mind. Not when her daughters were in danger.

      Just as she reached for him, the glass door slid shut.

      Piper’s blood ran cold. She reached for the handle and jerked, but the door didn’t budge.

      He’d locked her out of her own house.

      Watching in horror, Piper saw Kalee’s dad head toward the couch. He leaned over and picked up little Rani. The fact that he was gentle with the girl didn’t make her feel one bit better.

      “No, Mr. Solberg, please! Don’t take her!” Piper screamed from the other side of the door. She pounded on the thick glass, begging him to leave Rani alone. She had blood on her hands from the fight with the older man, and it also ran down the side of her face from another cut she’d gotten sometime during the struggle.

      But her best friend’s father ignored her. He strode quickly toward the open door to the garage with Rani sleeping in his arms.

      Crying only made her head feel worse, but Piper couldn’t stop the tears. They mixed with the blood dripping from the cut in her head, making it difficult to see much of anything.

      “Please! Not Rani—don’t take my daughter!” she screamed.

      Mr. Solberg, obviously hearing her even through the glass, turned right before he headed out the door. “You took mine!” he shouted with a glare, before disappearing out the door.

      “No!” Piper screeched, forcing herself to her feet. She couldn’t let him leave with Rani. She had to do something! She needed to get around the house before he could get in his car.

      Forcing herself to her feet, Piper stumbled toward the stairs that led down into the backyard, gripping the wooden rail to stay upright.

      She managed to get down half of the dozen steps before the world began to spin once more. Then nausea struck her hard and fast and she swayed on the stairs.

      “No!” she whispered. “I have to get Rani…”

      But it was no use. Her body gave out on her. Blackness crept in from the sides of her eyes and her foot misjudged the next step and slipped out from under her. She fell hard and slid down the last five stairs on her ass.

      Gasping in pain, Piper heard a car engine start from the other side of the house, and she cried out in frustration and horror.

      “Rani!” she screamed, but the word came out more as a whisper as what just happened finally sank in. The blackness that had been threatening expanded, until Piper couldn’t see anything. She fell over onto her side and knew no more.

      Tires squealed as Mr. Solberg sped away from the house, but Piper didn’t hear them. She was down for the count.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Down in the basement, Kemala paced back and forth. Sinta had reverted to speaking to her in Tetum, something she hadn’t done in weeks. The girls had made a vow to only use English with each other so they could learn it faster.

      But they both knew something was wrong. Very wrong. Piper wouldn’t have told them to come down here unless she was worried. And the man who’d entered their house was the same one who’d hit Piper when they’d gotten off the airplane.

      Something wasn’t right with him. He looked desperate. Kemala knew what desperation looked like. She’d seen it many times back in Timor-Leste. In the faces of kids who would do anything to get something to eat. In the faces of the rebels she’d seen as they’d fled the orphanage. On Kalee’s face, as she’d shut the door to the crawlspace and said she’d be back in a minute or two.

      But what really struck Kemala was the way Piper had put herself between her and Sinta and the man. Kemala knew she’d been mean to Piper and Ace back in Timor-Leste, but she’d been scared she was going to be left behind in the city. She didn’t know anything about living in a city, except that she would have no choices and would most likely be sold to whatever man decided he needed a wife. The trip to Dili had been her first, and it was overwhelming and scary. The thought of being left to fend for herself was frightening, and she’d taken it out on Piper.

      But then she’d told her that if she had to pick one of them to take with her to America, she’d pick Kemala. That had stunned her.

      And just now, upstairs, she saw Piper put herself in danger for her. And Sinta.

      Feeling like a coward for hiding in the basement, Kemala continued to pace back and forth, trying to decide what to do.

      “What do you think the man wants? He’s Kalee’s father?” Sinta asked, still speaking in their native language.

      Kemala nodded. “Yes. He didn’t look right in the eyes.”

      Sinta agreed. “Piper’s up there with him, and Rani. We need to do something! Daddy has guns here.”

      Kemala turned and glared at Sinta. “Do. Not. Touch. Them.”

      Sinta held up her hands. “I wasn’t. I didn’t!”

      “We can’t use the guns. No. But you’re right in that we must do something. That man hits. Ace and Piper said in America, it’s against the law for men to hit women. Even though he is old, he could kill both Rani and Piper.”

      “So what are we going to do?” Sinta practically screeched. Tears filled her eyes, and she stared up at Kemala as if she could solve all their problems.

      Staring at Sinta…resolve filled her.

      For the first time, Kemala felt important.

      All her life, she’d been just another number. Another mouth to feed. A girl who eventually would be married off to whoever needed a housekeeper. But here in America, she was an older sister. A daughter.

      “We need a phone,” Kemala told Sinta. “Piper wouldn’t want us to leave this room, but Ace told us to call for help if anything happened.”

      The two girls opened drawers and looked on all the shelves in the room, ignoring the guns and bullets they found.

      Finally, Sinta opened one last drawer and held up what looked to be a small cell phone still in plastic packaging. “Is this one? The one Piper and Daddy uses, it doesn’t look like this.”

      Kemala took it from her and struggled for five full minutes to claw her way through the plastic to get to the phone inside. She flipped it open and held down the green button. She hadn’t been familiar with electronics when she’d left Timor-Leste, but she’d quickly become proficient after living with Piper and Ace for almost a month.

      When the screen lit up, Kemala smiled at Sinta. “It works.”

      “Great!” Then she frowned. “But who are you going to call?”

      Kemala’s face fell. She wanted to call Ace, but didn’t know the numbers she had to push to get him. She could call any of Piper’s friends, but didn’t know their numbers either.

      Her shoulders sagged. Piper needed help, but she didn’t know how to get it for her.

      “Look!” Sinta shouted, pointing at a piece of paper in the drawer with more phones still in plastic.

      Kemala leaned over and picked it up. There was a word on the paper, with a bunch of numbers after it. She didn’t know who the person was—if it was even a person at all—but she didn’t know what else to do.

      Slowly and carefully, she pushed the numbers on the phone in the same order they were on the piece of paper.

      When she was done, she put the phone up to her ear and held her breath.

      “Hello?” a man said after the phone rang three times.

      “Hello?” Kemala responded.

      “Who is this?” he asked in a stern voice. “How did you get this number?”

      Kemala’s shoulders hunched and she almost clicked the red button to hang up, but she took a deep breath instead. Whoever this was, he was important enough for Ace to have put his numbers in the drawer. And she had to help Piper. She had to be strong.

      “My name is Kemala. My…Piper needs help. Please.”

      “Kemala? Holy crap! This is Tex. I met you the other week on the beach, remember?”

      “Tex?” She did remember. He was the nice older man who had helped make it possible for Piper and Ace to adopt them and bring them to the United States. Piper had told her a little more about the man that same night. How he used to do what Ace did, and how he’d lost his leg. He had also adopted a girl from another country.

      “Yeah, it’s me. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      Kemala knew her English still wasn’t strong, but she did her best to explain the situation.

      When she was done, Tex said, “Stay right where you are and don’t move. Do you understand?”

      “Yes. But Piper need help! Man from airport who hits is here.”

      “I know, and I’m going to get help for her and you. But no matter what you hear, do not leave that room with Sinta until someone comes to get you. It’s very important. Piper sent you there so you would be safe. Just like when you were in Timor-Leste. Sometimes it’s better to stay put and hidden than to put yourself in more danger.”

      Kemala understood that more than most people. “I stay.”

      “You did good, Kemala. I’m so proud of you, and your parents will be too, when they hear. I’m going to hang up and get help to you now, okay?”

      Her parents.

      Kemala had been thinking about the two people who’d adopted her as Piper and Ace, but now, she fully understood what they’d done for her. They’d given her a family. A real family. She belonged to them, and they belonged to her. They were her parents. It was something she used to pray for every night, until she’d gotten old enough to understand that she would never be adopted. That she’d always be on her own.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      “I’m hanging up now,” Tex told her. “Just stay safe; help is on the way.”

      Kemala nodded and heard the tone in her ear that she knew meant Tex had ended the connection.

      “Who was it? Are they going to help us?” Sinta asked impatiently.

      “It was Tex. The man who made it so our parents could adopt us,” Kemala said in Tetum.

      “Is he going to help?” Sinta asked.

      “Yes. We have to stay here. He’s sending help.”

      After hearing that, Sinta burst into tears.

      Then, as she’d done in the crawlspace under the kitchen in Timor-Leste, Kemala wrapped her arms around Sinta and eased them to their butts against the wall of their father’s playroom and held her as she cried.
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      Ace and his teammates were poring over the new intel that had come in and discussing different plans of attack. A high-value target had been found and they were going to be sent in to take him out. HVT terrorists were like cockroaches, they had the ability to slide into the tiniest cracks and hide even as bombs were raining down on their heads. They were protected by minions and moved to safe hiding places until their locations were compromised once more, then moved again. And so it went.

      But this time, this HVT wasn’t going to get away. The government and the military were determined to make him pay for all the innocent people he’d killed or had his followers kill. The SEALs would go in under the cover of darkness, take him out, make sure the man was dead, then disappear like a puff of smoke as if they were never there.

      In the middle of their planning, Commander North’s phone rang. He excused himself and went out into the hall to take the call.

      In seconds, he was back, his phone still to his ear. “Ace, call Piper. Now.”

      For a second, Ace had a hard time switching his brain from military tactics and infiltrating enemy territory, but when his commander’s words sank in, his stomach instantly clenched in fear. He took out his phone and hit Piper’s name. The phone rang several times, then went to voicemail. “Fuck,” he said, then immediately called her back.

      Again, it rang and went to her voicemail.

      “She’s not answering,” he told his commander. “Sitrep.”

      “I’m talking to Tex. He said he got a call from a disposable phone, and it was your daughter Kemala on the other end.”

      Ace could hear his commander still talking, but he was already on his feet, heading for the door. Rocco caught his arm and held him back, and Ace struggled to get his friend to release him.

      “Let go! I need to get home!”

      “And we’ll all go with you, but we need more info. You can’t just go off half-cocked. Use your brain, man.”

      Taking a deep breath, Ace knew his friend was right, but his first instinct was to get to his wife and kids.

      “Tex called the cops. They’re on the way to your house. He told Kemala to stay put with Sinta. I’m guessing they’re in your safe room?” the commander asked.

      Ace nodded. “If they’re using a disposable cell phone, probably. I keep them in a drawer in there. Wait—you said Kemala and Sinta are in there? Where’s Piper and Rani?”

      “I don’t know. Kemala said the man who hit Piper at the airport was there, and that Piper told her to take Sinta to the basement. Told her to go to the playroom down there. Rani was sleeping on the couch the last time Kemala saw her.”

      With every word out of his commander’s mouth, Ace got more and more frantic. He had no idea why Paul Solberg would be at his house, especially since he hadn’t returned any of the emails Piper had sent. He’d tried to get her to stop, but she’d simply said she couldn’t. That he was Kalee’s dad, and he was hurting, and she wanted to do whatever she could to help.

      Piper had the biggest heart of anyone he’d ever met, and the thought that Solberg might have done something to dim that in his wife was repulsive.

      He held out his hand to the commander and impatiently wiggled his fingers. He knew he was being disrespectful, but hoped Storm would forgive him, considering the situation.

      Without hesitation, his commander handed him his cell.

      “Paul Solberg,” Ace told Tex. “He’s Kalee’s father. When we landed after getting back from Timor-Leste, he smacked Piper. Hard. He wasn’t happy to see her alive and well when his daughter had been killed. He might try to kidnap my wife or hurt her.”

      “I’m on it,” Tex reassured him. “I’ll send over what I find out about the man as soon as I’ve got something.”

      “I want to know every little thing about him,” Ace growled. “I know he’s got a shitload of money, and men with that kind of money at their fingertips have to have skeletons. I want to know everything.”

      “If he’s taken Piper, and he’s rich, he’s probably got the resources to disappear pretty thoroughly,” Tex warned. “And since your woman isn’t wearing a tracker, it’ll make her harder to find.”

      “If he’s touched one hair on Piper’s head, I’ll fucking kill him,” Ace growled.

      “Easy, man. Don’t get all worked up until we figure out what’s going on. It could be he came over to apologize, and she’s sitting on your couch having a heart-to-heart with him right this second.”

      Ace knew deep in his bones that wasn’t what was happening, not if Piper had sent the girls to the basement…but he didn’t refute Tex’s words. “We’re headed there now. Send me anything you find.”

      “Will do.”

      “And, Tex?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ll never be able to repay you for being there for my daughter when I wasn’t.”

      “Fuck off,” Tex told him lightly. “You don’t ever have to thank me for something like this. But, Ace, make your daughter memorize your number. I don’t know how she got ahold of me, but I’m guessing it was only because she didn’t know how to find you.”

      He’d already thought about that. He had Tex’s number written on a piece of paper in the drawer with all the disposable cell phones. He didn’t know why he’d put it there, but something had told him to do it. And thank God he had. Realizing that he and Piper hadn’t talked about dialing 9-1-1, and how that would bring the good guys running, he made a mental vow to make sure all three of his girls knew exactly how to get ahold of him and Piper and the police in the future.

      “Will do,” he told Tex. “Over and out.” He hung up and handed the phone back to the commander. His teammates had already packed up the maps they’d been looking at and were ready to go.

      “Lead the way,” Bubba said.

      Seeing all his friends ready and eager to help him fix whatever this fucked-up situation had become…Ace thanked his lucky stars for them.

      “What about the op?” he asked their commander. He was a professional through and through, and he knew that ultimately his country came first. He’d known that when he’d signed on to become a SEAL, back when he didn’t have anyone who was more important than his job—but there was no way he was going to ignore whatever was happening at his house. He’d quit right then and there before he did so.

      He wasn’t going to let his friends and teammates tank their careers for him, though.

      “There’s a Delta team in Texas that’s on standby. I’ll tell the rear admiral that they need to be given the go-sign. That we’ve got a situation here that’s come up and is more important.”

      The respect Ace had for his commander rose even higher, and he sighed in relief. He loved what he did, but if push came to shove, he’d throw it all away for his family.

      “Come on,” Rex urged him. “Time to stop fucking around.”

      “Kemala and the girls need us,” Phantom growled.

      Without another word, Ace turned and exited the room, followed by four of his teammates.

      Ten minutes later, Phantom pulled down Ace’s street and slammed on the brakes upon seeing the amount of red and blue lights spinning round and round on all the cop cars.

      Ace didn’t hesitate. He threw open the door and ran as fast as he could toward his house. He managed to get past the two police officers who tried to stop him, but he froze in his tracks when he entered his living room.

      There was blood all over his floor. It looked like whatever had happened had started over by the large bookcase against one wall, then a trail of blood led over to the couch before it led to the door to their deck…which was currently standing open.

      Piper was lying on the floor just inside the glass doors, covered in blood, as paramedics tended to her.

      Before he could get to her, he was forcibly restrained by three police officers. Ace fought to get out of their grasp so he could get to his wife. Piper was bleeding, she needed him, and the assholes were trying to keep him from her!

      After several tense moments, and with the help of his teammates, the officers finally realized who he was and let him go. Shrugging them off, Ace fell to his knees at Piper’s feet, making sure to stay out of the way of the men working to stop the bleeding on her face.

      “What happened?” he croaked.

      “We don’t know. But she’s got two good lacerations on her face. One on her temple right above her right eye, and the other on her forehead.”

      “Any other injuries?” Rocco asked from where he was standing above Ace.

      “Not that we can see, but we’ll need to get her looked over at the hospital. She needs stitches.”

      At that moment, Piper groaned, and Ace grabbed her ankle, wanting her to know he was there.

      One second she was still and compliant, and the next she was fighting with everything she had. Her left foot hit Ace in the chest, but he barely grunted. The paramedics were shouting for her to calm down, but she wasn’t listening, still lost in whatever had happened before help had arrived.

      “Move!” Ace ordered one of the paramedics. “Let her see me. Let me talk to her. I can calm her down.”

      The man moved aside and Ace grabbed Piper’s face as he leaned over her. “Piper,” he said loudly. “It’s me! Ace. You’re safe. Stop fighting, baby. You’re okay.”

      Her eyes were open, but he knew she wasn’t seeing him. He’d been so proud of how she’d handled herself after escaping Timor-Leste, but it was obvious to Ace that some PTSD had been lurking just under the surface. That whatever had happened in his house had brought it forth.

      He gentled his tone and began murmuring nonsense to her. Trying to break through. It took two long minutes of her thrashing and fighting against the hands holding her down, but eventually her eyes lost the wild look, and she blinked as she saw him for the first time. Truly saw him.

      “Ace?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart. It’s me. You’re okay. Calm down and talk to me.”

      “Ace!” she cried. And instead of trying to push him away, she grabbed hold of his wrist and squeezed tightly. “Mr. Solberg was here!”

      “I know. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Rani—where’s Rani?” she asked frantically, trying to sit up and look around him.

      Ace held her down, not letting her move. “Talk to me, Piper. Take a big breath and tell me what happened.”

      She did as he ordered, and explained, “We had just come in from the car. Rani was asleep…you know what car rides do to her. I put her on the couch, and the other girls were helping me carry in our stuff. I turned around, and Kalee’s dad was just standing here in the house. He must’ve come in behind us and I didn’t even notice. He was acting all crazy, saying the strangest things. I sent Sinta and Kemala to the basement— Oh! Where are they? Are they okay?”

      “Phantom went down to get them,” Ace reassured her. He’d heard Rocco telling the other man to head down there and check on the girls, so he knew they were in good hands. “How’d you get hurt? Did Paul do this? Did he cut you?”

      Frowning, Piper brought a hand up toward her eye, but one of the paramedics caught it before she could touch the wound.

      “Yeah, you’re hurt,” Ace said. “Do you feel sick? Have a headache?”

      Piper nodded slightly. “Both.”

      “Concussion,” one of the paramedics confirmed.

      “Did he hit you?” Ace asked again, needing to know what that asshole had done to his wife.

      “Yeah, but that’s not what caused the bleeding,” Piper said. “He punched me in the head, and it hit the bookshelves. We fought. I didn’t want him to get near Rani but he was too strong! He overpowered me and locked me out on the deck. I was going to go around the house to stop him, but I didn’t make it.”

      “Explains the pool of blood over there,” one of the police officers said from behind them. Ace knew everyone was listening to what Piper was saying, but he could hardly think, knowing Paul Solberg had put his hands on Piper again. It was taking everything in him to stay calm.

      “Ace, he sounded crazy,” Piper sobbed. “He was talking about taking what was his. He called me a kidnapper, and he kept calling Rani ‘Kalee.’ I think he truly believes Rani is his daughter! When I tried to remind him that Kalee had died, he went crazy. That’s when he smacked me. He was talking about me babysitting his daughter, said I was a bad influence on her. He said he was going to take Kalee somewhere that no one would ever find her. God, please tell me you found Rani! That he didn’t get far with her!”

      The blood in Ace’s veins turned ice cold. He turned his head to look up at Rocco. His friend gave him a brief shake of his head, and Ace pressed his lips together.

      Paul Solberg had taken their Rani. Not only that, but it sounded like he was out of his mind. If he thought Rani was Kalee, he’d gone over the edge.

      Then he thought about the amount of money Paul Solberg had at his disposal, and Tex’s words came back to him. The man could quite possibly disappear forever with their daughter.

      “Ace?” Piper asked, and he could hear the terror in her voice.

      He leaned over and pinned her with his gaze. “I’m going to find our daughter and bring her home to you,” he vowed.

      “He was seriously acting crazy!” Piper cried. “He thought Rani was Kalee.”

      He had to get her to focus. She was repeating things she’d already told him. “Do you trust me?” Ace asked.

      Piper immediately nodded.

      “Then trust me when I say that I’m going to find our daughter and bring her home to you.”

      She stared up at him for a beat, silent. Then she nodded. “Okay.”

      Ace heard movement from behind him, and he turned his head to see Phantom standing there with Sinta and Kemala.

      “Come here, girls,” he said, holding out an arm. He knew the blood was probably scaring them, but they needed to see that their mom was ultimately all right. That she was awake and talking. He also needed Kemala to know how proud he was of her and how well she’d done.

      The two girls slowly shuffled over to them. Sinta kneeled at Piper’s feet, much as Ace had done before she’d woken up, but Kemala got down on her knees right at his side.

      “Piper’s okay,” Ace told the girls. “She hit her head, and that’s why there’s so much blood. But she’s all right.”

      “Piper?” Kemala asked tentatively.

      “Your dad’s right. I’m okay,” she said softly.

      Sinta sobbed, but Kemala looked straight into Piper’s eyes. “I did what you said. Found phone. Called Tex. Help came.”

      “You did perfect,” Piper told the teenager. “I had no doubt you would. I’m so proud of you. Thank you for getting help.”

      “Rani?” Kemala asked.

      “I’m going to find her,” Ace said once again. “Don’t worry about that. I’m going to bring her home.”

      “The man take her, yes?” Kemala asked.

      “Yes.” Ace wouldn’t hide the facts from either of his daughters.

      Kemala looked back at Piper. “You stood in front of me and Sinta. You protect us from man.”

      Ace wasn’t surprised at hearing what Piper had done.

      “Yes, I did,” Piper agreed. “And I’d do it again.”

      For a second, Ace thought Kemala was going to cry, but he saw her take a deep breath and get control over her emotions. She reached out and patted Piper’s hand. “No worry, Mom. I will take care of Sinta. You go to hospital. We be fine.”

      Mom. Good God, Kemala had just called her Mom.

      Ace was even more determined to find Paul Solberg and make him pay for taking what was his.

      Piper obviously realized the importance of what Kemala had just said as well, but she merely reached for her daughter, grabbing ahold of her shirt when she couldn’t hug her. Ace still held her head in both of his hands, and he had no intention of letting go. One, it was making it easier for the paramedic still hovering on her other side to keep pressure on the wounds on her head, and two, he wasn’t sure if Piper had any other injuries, and he didn’t want her to move in a way that would exacerbate them.

      “I love you, Kemala,” Piper said. “You and your sisters. I’ll always stand between you and whatever danger dares try to get to you. That’s a promise. I’m as proud of you as I could be, and I feel much better knowing you’ll be here taking care of Sinta until I can get home.”

      Kemala patted Piper’s hand again. “Stop talking. Go to hospital and get better.”

      Ace chuckled, amazed that he was able to find even an ounce of humor in the situation.

      “Okay, I’ll go.” Piper looked up at Ace. “Will Phantom stay with them? I know he’d never let Mr. Solberg come back and take them too.”

      “I will,” Phantom answered from above them. “Don’t worry. Your girls will be safe.”

      “Thank you,” Piper said. Then she closed her eyes as the paramedic pressed a little harder on her wounds. But almost as soon as her eyes closed, they opened again and she pinned Ace with her stare. “Don’t come with me,” she ordered.

      Ace blinked in surprise. “What?”

      “I want you to figure out where he took Rani. She needs you more than I do right now. I need to know you’re out there looking for her.”

      Ace hated to leave her, but he knew she was right. He needed to be looking for his daughter as much as Piper needed him to be looking for her. “Okay. But I’m sending Bubba with you to the hospital.”

      “Okay.”

      “Our family is in good hands,” he whispered.

      “I know.” Tears filled her eyes. “I tried to stop him,” she whispered, when Kemala and Sinta had been led away by Phantom.

      “Oh, sweetheart. I know you did,” Ace told her.

      “I was so dizzy, and then I stupidly fell down the deck stairs. I didn’t even get to see what kind of car he was in or anything. I failed her. Failed you!”

      “You did not,” Ace said firmly. “Remember what we talked about before? The only person at fault here is Paul. Not you.”

      “You don’t hate me?” she asked.

      “Never. I love you, Piper. Always and forever.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Go on now, let the paramedics take care of you. I’ll be in touch with Bubba and when we find Rani, you’ll be the first person I call.”

      “Okay. Be careful.”

      Nodding, Ace finally got to his feet. He watched as the paramedics strapped Piper onto the gurney and whisked her to the waiting ambulance, Bubba following.

      The second she was out of his sight, Ace turned to Rocco and Rex. “Let’s find this son of a bitch.”
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      Three hours later, Ace was relieved to get a report from Bubba that Piper was fine. She had to have three stitches in the cut over her eye, and she had a slight concussion, but otherwise she was good. She’d be sore, but she didn’t have any major injuries. He’d be bringing her home soon.

      It was dark outside, nearly midnight, and Ace hated that somewhere out there, his little girl was probably scared out of her skull and at the mercy of a stranger. She didn’t even speak, for God’s sake. So it wasn’t as if she could yell for help if they stopped somewhere.

      Tex was doing all he could to dig up information about Paul Solberg and to find his car. Ace had no idea why Solberg thought Rani was his daughter. Grief did different things to different people, and Solberg had been acting erratic. He had to guess that the man had finally broken.

      The only thing that kept Ace from absolutely losing his mind was the fact that if Solberg thought the little girl was his daughter, he probably wouldn’t hurt her.

      But that led to the next issue. Where the hell were they? They all knew if he wanted to go into Mexico, it was likely he’d have no problem doing so.

      Even though Rani hadn’t been his that long, she’d wormed her way into his heart all the same. He’d signed the papers saying he’d be responsible for her for the rest of her life, and by damn, that was what he was going to do.

      No, he’d just have to keep looking. If he couldn’t find Solberg himself, he’d hire as many private detectives as it took, spend every penny to his name to bring Rani home.

      Tex had been poring over as many surveillance cameras as he could get his hands on. He’d tracked Solberg’s black four-door rental sedan from his house, through downtown Riverton, then lost him on the interstate heading south.

      His stomach churning, Ace refused to believe they were gone. Tex would work his magic…he had to.
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      Paul Solberg sat in his car and stared down at Kalee as she slept in the seat next to him. He didn’t have a car seat for her, but he’d make sure to take care of that when they got into Mexico.

      He hadn’t been prepared to get custody of his girl so soon, and so late at night. He hadn’t packed for their adventure either. So he’d made several stops so they’d have everything they needed.

      First was cash. He’d stopped at a few ATMs to get plenty of money for them to use. Paul wanted to make sure he could get his baby girl anything she wanted while they were gone. Then a lengthy visit to a department store. Finally, they’d gone back to his house, where he packed. Kalee had followed him around their home without a word, watching as he first did laundry, then neatly and methodically packed a suitcase with clothes for himself.

      Then he’d pulled out the suitcase he’d purchased for Kalee. He sat her down next to him and showed her each and every piece of clothing he’d bought for her, and all of the toys as well. She smiled after seeing each one and seemed happy, which made Paul smile as well.

      After he’d put their suitcases in his car, he’d driven to the grocery store and pulled up an app and ordered food to be delivered to their car. It took a while for the order to be ready, but that just gave Paul more time to tell Kalee all about the adventures they were about to embark on. Now they had a few bags full of groceries to tide them over until they got into Mexico, and he’d been sure to order all of Kalee’s favorites.

      He had no idea how much time had passed since leaving his house. It was just him and Kalee against the world now. Nothing else mattered.

      But he had to admit, he was exhausted. He hadn’t slept in a long time. It was so dark outside, and he needed to close his eyes. Just for an hour or so. Then they’d be on the road once more. He’d cross the border and make his way toward South America. It would take a while to get there, but he had plenty of money and it would be a fun getaway for him and Kalee. He had a suitcase full of everything his daughter needed, so she’d be just fine until they got to their final destination, and he could go shopping again.

      Paul drove to a more secluded area of the grocery store parking lot. The little girl next to him shifted on the seat, and he couldn’t help but smile. He’d missed his baby so much, and it felt so good to have her with him again.

      Something in the recesses of his mind threatened to interfere with his good mood, and he ruthlessly pushed it back. Nothing would get in the way of him and his baby girl living the best life they could.

      Yes, this was a grand adventure. He had his little girl back and they were going to live happily ever after.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “What do you mean you can’t find the car?” Ace asked Tex. He was exhausted and worried sick, and when Tex called, he’d hoped the man had a lead on Solberg’s whereabouts. But instead, he was calling to tell them that he’d lost him.

      “Just that. I’ve combed all the traffic cameras and used my software to look for the license plate, but nothing has hit. Nothing.”

      “Which means what?” Rocco asked. All four men were huddled around the cell phone sitting on Ace’s dining room table. The girls were asleep in Kemala’s room and Bubba would be walking in the door with Piper any second. They’d been doing their best to brainstorm and use their connections to find Kalee’s dad…with no luck.

      “That he either dumped the rental car he’d been using and found another vehicle somehow, or that he changed the plates.”

      “Fuck!” Ace swore. He could tell the others weren’t happy either, but it wasn’t their child missing. He’d wanted to have some good news to share with Piper when she got home, but they weren’t any closer to finding Rani than when she’d left for the hospital. He couldn’t wait to hold her in his arms, but he hated that he’d have to tell her they still had no clue where Solberg had taken Rani.

      “I’m still looking,” Tex told them. “Customs is well aware of what’s going on, and they’re doing what they can to make sure he doesn’t slip past them.”

      “How many places are there where he could cross?” Phantom asked.

      “Eight. Some are foot traffic only, and others are a bit of a drive to get to, but if he was trying to stay under the radar, he might decide it’s worth driving a couple hours out of his way. But there are other places where the border is vulnerable and he might be able to sneak across without going through official channels,” Tex said. “Although I’m guessing he wouldn’t try to take a four-year-old across at any of those. But even though they’ve been notified of the fact Paul has kidnapped a child, the issue is that border control is more concerned about people sneaking into the United States, not out of it.”

      “Dammit,” Rex swore.

      Ace couldn’t say anything, his teeth were clenched together so hard.

      “And the San Ysidro crossing is huge. Five lanes of traffic, bumper to bumper. I’d have to guess it would be fairly easy to smuggle someone into Mexico, even with the border control agents on the lookout. Solberg could dye both his and Rani’s hair. Put on a pair of fake eyeglasses, put Rani in some expensive clothes, and no one would look twice.”

      Ace pushed back his chair violently and stood. The sound of the chair back hitting the floor was loud in the quiet house. He paced back and forth, running a hand over his head in agitation. “So you’re telling me I’ve lost my little girl? That a man who is obviously mentally deranged has succeeded in stealing her from right under my nose?” he asked in a low, deadly tone.

      “No,” Tex said, and it was easy to hear both the frustration and determination in his voice. “I’m simply not sugarcoating the situation. Unfortunately, the search for Rani might not end tonight. Or tomorrow. We all know the man’s got the resources to stay on the run and under the radar for a long time. But that doesn’t mean he eventually won’t need more money. I’ve got eyes on every single one of his accounts. He won’t be able to withdraw one fucking penny without me knowing where the request came from within a quarter-mile radius. We’re going to get him, Ace. I swear on the life of my own adopted daughter, we’re going to find him.”

      Ace took a deep breath and clasped his hands together behind his neck. He stared up at the ceiling and resisted the urge to scream bloody murder. That wouldn’t help Rani, and it would scare the shit out of his other two daughters sleeping upstairs.

      He heard his teammates resume talking with Tex, and he wandered over to the sliding door leading out to his deck. He stared out at the sky and wondered if Rani was looking up at the exact stars right now. It somehow made him feel closer to her.

      “Hang in there, baby,” he whispered. “Daddy’s gonna find you.”
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      “You have to eat, Kalee,” Paul told his little girl.

      She was sitting on the seat next to him with a frown on her face as she stared down at the cherry Pop-Tart he’d given her.

      “I got your favorite. Go on, eat.”

      Big brown eyes looked at him, and she shook her head.

      Paul stared into his daughter’s eyes and, once again, his stomach felt uneasy. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but Kalee wasn’t acting right. She’d seemed confused and wary of him when he’d woken up less than an hour after closing his eyes for a nap. His daughter had never been scared of him. Ever.

      And something about her eyes also wasn’t right. They were the wrong color…

      No…it was the lighting in the car making them look brown instead of dark green.

      “You don’t want Pop-Tarts?” he asked, then dug inside one of the bags with the groceries he’d ordered. He pulled out item after item, offering them to Kalee, and each time she wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

      Paul was stymied. What in the world was going on? His daughter had never been so picky before.

      It was all that woman’s fault. She’d somehow made Kalee not want to eat her favorite foods anymore. One more offense to lay at her feet!

      “Fine. Later, you’re going to have to eat something. But for now, how about a chocolate bar?”

      He was thrilled to see Kalee nod enthusiastically and eagerly reach for the chocolate. His stomach settled when she tore into the packaging with her little fingers and took a huge bite of the candy bar.

      Paul reached out a hand and ran it over Kalee’s hair as he exited the grocery store parking lot. It had taken him way longer to accomplish all his errands and he was happy they were now on their way. “Are you excited about our adventure?”

      The little girl tilted her head as she chewed, but she didn’t say anything.

      “You’re awfully quiet, Kalee,” he said. “Usually you talk my ear off.”

      Still she didn’t respond.

      His eyes closed of their own accord, the lids feeling as if they weighed a hundred pounds. He opened them abruptly, and when he looked over, saw Kalee was still staring at him.

      “I’m still tired, baby. Are you tired?” he asked.

      She tentatively nodded.

      “Yeah. Me too. It’s really late,” Paul told her. His head bobbed once more, and he almost missed the sign for carpool parking zip past them on the highway. “I’m thinking we both need some sleep. Then we can continue on with our trip. That sound good?”

      Once again, his daughter nodded.

      How he managed to get the car to the deserted parking lot safely, Paul didn’t know. He hadn’t slept in days. Weeks. He was exhausted. All the worry about his missing daughter had weighed heavily on him, but now they were together again. And he had a feeling he could finally sleep.

      Putting the car in park, he looked around. It was pitch dark outside, and because they were the only car in the lot, he felt relatively safe.

      Kalee finished the chocolate bar and smiled at him.

      As Paul’s eyes ran over his daughter, his gut once more started churning. Something still felt wrong, but he didn’t want to think about it. All he cared about was his baby girl.

      “Go to sleep, Kalee,” he told her. “We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

      She nodded, then turned on her side on the seat and closed her eyes.

      Putting his head back on the headrest, Paul did his best to get some more sleep. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake the feeling he’d done something terrible. He even dreamed that his daughter was grown up, frowning down at him.

      Telling him to take her back. To let her go.

      When he woke up hours later, the churning in his gut was worse. And his head felt as if it was going to explode.

      Turning his head to reassure himself that Kalee was safely sleeping next to him—he was surprised to see a child he didn’t recognize.

      She had brown hair instead of auburn, and her skin was much darker than Kalee’s had ever been.

      Paul squeezed his eyes shut and muttered, “No, it’s Kalee. My Kalee.”

      When he opened his eyes and looked to his right, he was relieved to once more see his baby girl sleeping.

      All would be fine. As soon as he got his daughter into Mexico, he’d be home free.
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      Ace was hanging on to his temper, his sanity, and his frustration by a very small, thin thread. Piper had arrived home from the hospital with Bubba, and he’d wanted to throw something, hard, after seeing her poor face.

      She had a row of stitches over her eyebrow and bruises were forming on her forehead and cheek. She looked tired and worried, and was devastated that he didn’t have any more information to give her.

      He’d sat her at the table with the rest of the team, and she’d gone over everything she could remember from earlier that evening. Once again, Ace was heartsick that he hadn’t been there. That he hadn’t protected his family better.

      Tex had called back, and they were currently talking about Kalee, trying to come up with anything that might give them a clue as to where Solberg may have taken Rani.

      “I didn’t go over to Kalee’s house a lot,” Piper said. “She always said that her dad needed structure and having people over tended to throw him.”

      Rocco leaned forward. “Structure in what way? What else did she say about him?”

      Piper frowned. “I’m not sure. She spent a lot more time at my house than I did at hers. Oh…there was this one time when she said her dad was in the hospital. I guess we were around fourteen or so? She stayed at our house for about a week, I think.”

      “What hospital?” Tex asked. “I didn’t find any long hospital stays when I researched him.”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I was only fourteen. But I remember her being pretty stressed about it. I asked if he was having surgery, because in my mind, going to the hospital meant being cut open, but she laughed and said no, he was having his head looked at.”

      “Shit. Okay, hang on,” Tex replied.

      Piper looked over at Ace, and he saw how much physical pain she was in, but she was refusing to give in to it. Along with the bruising on her face, she was exhausted, and he suspected she was trying to keep him from realizing how badly her head probably hurt.

      “Why don’t you go up to bed?” he suggested softly.

      She stubbornly shook her head. “No. I want to help.”

      “You can’t help if you’re falling asleep in your chair,” Ace chided gently. “And you’re going to want to be at your best when Rani comes home.”

      His pep talk didn’t have the effect he’d hoped it would.

      Piper shook her head again. “She’s not coming home anytime soon, is she?”

      “She is,” Ace emphasized.

      “But Tex has run into a dead end. He said so himself. Mr. Solberg’s in the wind.”

      Ace leaned over and hauled Piper carefully onto his lap. He hated hearing the defeat in her voice. “Solberg’s going to screw up, sweetheart. And when he does, Tex will be there. We’ll be there. Got it?”

      She nodded.

      Ace put his hand on the side of her head and encouraged her to rest on his shoulder. “If you won’t go upstairs, at least close your eyes. I’ll hold you. Okay?”

      She nodded against him, and he felt her body relax. Her arms snaked around him and she held him so tightly, he could practically feel how worried and stressed she was.

      “Found something,” Tex said from the phone on the table.

      “What?” Phantom asked.

      “Paul Solberg checked himself into the Riverton Mental Hospital for a week and a half almost twenty years ago. He used a fake name, but his real name still had to be listed in his records.”

      “What for?” Rocco asked.

      “Schizophrenia.”

      The word echoed around the room, and no one said a thing in response.

      Tex went on. “He was treated and released, and he’s been on medication ever since. He’s had a few relapses here and there over the years, but after his doses were adjusted, he seemed to come out of it.”

      “God,” Piper said from her perch on Ace’s lap. “Back in Timor-Leste, me and Kalee were talking one night, and she said she’d been worried about her dad. When I asked why, she was pretty vague, just said that he was getting older and she was all he had. She also told me something once, but we were in college and drunk at the time, so I didn’t think much about it…but it creeps me out now.”

      “What was that?” Ace asked.

      “She said that if she died before her dad, she didn’t think he’d be able to handle it. That she had a feeling he’d stop taking his meds and would go off the deep end.”

      Silence met her words.

      “I know I should’ve remembered that conversation before now,” Piper said with remorse. “I’d told her the odds of her dying anytime soon were slim to none. Then we started joking about being old and gray and living in the same retirement home together.”

      Ace hugged Piper to him as she started to cry, and he closed his eyes. He understood how she could’ve forgotten about an offhanded comment made years ago when she and her friend were drinking. Especially considering everything else that had happened recently.

      “So Solberg stopped taking his meds and now he’s having delusions,” Tex murmured from the phone. “It makes sense. Hearing about his daughter’s death probably caused him to miss a few doses of his medicine, and things could have just snowballed from there. Seeing Piper again… Given how close she was to his daughter, it was likely too much for him. I’m guessing knowing how much Kalee loved kids, especially those at the orphanage she visited, made his delusions worse, until he really thought Rani was Kalee.”

      “But Kalee wouldn’t have looked anything like Rani,” Phantom said. “With her green eyes and auburn hair, isn’t that a huge stretch?”

      “Not really. When the mind is as stressed as Solberg’s, he’ll see exactly what he wants to see when he looks at Rani,” Tex told them.

      “So how does this get us closer to finding them?” Ace asked.

      There was a beat of silence before Tex said, “I’m still scanning the license plate cameras at the borders and checking other cameras for his vehicle. There are thousands of cars and trucks out there, but I’m hoping I can still get lucky. I’m hoping his mental state means he won’t understand the urgency to get Rani out of the country, and that he’ll mess up sooner rather than later.”

      Ace sighed in defeat. That wasn’t acceptable, but there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. Rani’s life and the mental health of his wife were dependent on a man who’d lost everything, and had nothing to lose. Fuck.
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      Paul gripped the steering wheel tightly and stared out the front windshield. He’d driven himself and Kalee as close to the border crossing as he dared. Morning rush hour had started and he knew he needed to get out and take Kalee’s hand and start walking. Joining the other travelers heading to Mexico.

      But something was holding him back. The nightmares had continued even though he wasn’t sleeping. He kept seeing Kalee as a grown woman, and she wouldn’t stop frowning at him. She was asking him to take her back. Back to her family. Which made no sense, as he was her family. It was the two of them against the world. Always had been. And he didn’t know where she wanted to be taken back to.

      He glanced over at Kalee and saw she was sitting patiently in the seat next to him. Which, come to think of it, was odd. His Kalee never sat still. She was always wiggling and giggling.

      That was another thing. Why wasn’t Kalee talking to him? She was a talker, always had been. Loved to laugh and babble to herself and him.

      But now she simply stared at him. Her big brown eyes holding so many secrets.

      Wait. No…her green eyes full of secrets.

      Closing his eyes, Paul shook his head. Snatches of conversations he’d had with a grown-up Kalee flashed through his mind.

      Promise me you won’t stop taking your meds.

      Dad, I need you around for a long time, and you can only be there for me if you keep taking your medicine.

      No matter what, you have to take your pills every morning.

      Promise me, Dad.

      Promise me.

      Promise me.

      Hearing something from next to him, Paul opened his eyes and looked over at the little girl. She’d opened the glove compartment and was flipping through the papers there. She pulled out his wallet and smiled. She opened it—then went completely still.

      Her little fingers traced a small picture he had there. He’d been carrying it for years. Kalee at her college graduation. She had a huge smile on her face, and she was standing next to him with her arm around him.

      The little girl turned to look up at Paul and said the first word he’d heard her speak. And it was spoken in an accent. “Kalee.”

      And in that second…a moment of clarity in his fractured mind…what he’d done came crashing down on Paul.

      The little girl next to him wasn’t his daughter.

      Wasn’t his Kalee.

      His beautiful daughter was dead. Killed thousands of miles away, and he hadn’t been able to say goodbye. Hadn’t been able to tell her one last time how much he loved her.

      Tears welled in his eyes and he began sobbing. Crying for the loss of his precious daughter. The disappointment that he wouldn’t be able to see her ever again.

      In the middle of his breakdown, Paul felt a warm weight on his lap.

      Opening his eyes, he saw the little girl he’d been convinced was his own. She’d crawled onto his lap and was hugging him tightly.

      “Kalee nice. Love her,” the little girl said.

      That made Paul cry even harder. He hugged the small child to his chest and completely lost it.
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      Morning had arrived, and they were no closer to finding Paul Solberg and Rani than they were the evening before. An Amber Alert had gone out and the police were fielding calls from people claiming to have seen both man and child, but so far none of the leads had panned out.

      Gumby had called into work and was informed of what happened by their commander, and he and Sidney drove straight from the hotel to Ace’s house.

      Caite had also come by, and the women were all huddled together on the couch.

      Ace appreciated all of his friends more than he could say. He’d never understood the exact level of thankfulness he’d have until right this moment. He’d been there for Caite when she’d been in trouble. Sidney too. Though when Rocco and Gumby had tried to express their thanks, he’d pretty much blown them off at the time.

      But he got it now.

      There was nothing in the world like good friends.

      Friends who would drop everything to be there for you and the people you loved.

      Bubba was entertaining Sinta and Rex was reading to Kemala. Caite and Sidney were keeping Piper occupied and just being there, supporting her.

      Tex was still doing everything in his power to track down Solberg electronically. Rocco had been in touch with their commander and was trying to find out what the border patrol agents knew. Even Phantom—currently sitting at Ace’s dining room table, compulsively sharpening his K-BAR knife—was oddly reassuring.

      Yeah, he had the best friends on the planet.

      But his love for them didn’t do one damn thing to ease his fear for Rani.

      Where was she? Was she scared? Worried? Did she think he and Piper had given her away to Solberg? All the what-ifs were driving him crazy. The only thing he could do was wait, and that sucked.

      “Come on, Solberg. Give us one little hint. That’s all. Just one,” he whispered.

      Just then, Ace’s phone rang, and every head came up and stared at him as he answered. Seeing it was Tex, he put it on speaker so everyone could hear.

      “Ace.”

      “It’s Tex. Just for shits and giggles, because I wasn’t finding anything else, I started checking some of the cameras in the carpool parking lots near the border. It was a long shot, but I literally didn’t have anywhere else to look.”

      “Did you find him?” Ace interrupted.

      “Possibly. At least, I found a car matching the rental’s description. The license plate was different, but he could’ve switched it or something.”

      Ace was on the move before Tex had finished speaking. He went over to Piper and kissed her long and hard before bringing his hand up to the side of her head. His thumb caressed her unblemished cheek for a moment before she whispered, “Go.”

      It was all he needed to hear.

      Turning, he saw Bubba motion to Rocco that he’d stay with the girls and Piper. Rex also said he’d stay.

      Everything had been decided in seconds, it was another reason Ace loved these men. They worked together like a well-oiled machine. There was no bickering about who would stay and who would go.

      “It’s not much,” Tex was saying as the four remaining SEALs headed for the door. “But it’s something. The vehicle drove past the camera and parked in the back corner of the lot, out of camera range. I’m afraid the footage is a few hours old. Apparently the city turns off the cameras at night because no one uses the lot between one and four in the morning.”

      “Shit,” Rocco swore. “So he might’ve already left.”

      “Yeah,” Tex confirmed. “I’m still checking the cameras at the border, but I thought you might want to know about the maybe-sighting.” He rattled off the address of the parking lot and Ace saw Phantom jotting it down and checking his phone for the location.

      “Yeah,” Ace told him. “We definitely wanted to know.”

      “The lot doesn’t look like it’s too far from here,” Phantom said. “It’s too fucking close to the border for comfort though.”

      “Yeah, that’s why these kinds of parking lots are popular. People meet up there and carpool across the border. It’s easier,” Tex explained.

      “All right, we’re on our way,” Ace told Tex after they’d all climbed into Gumby’s Silverado.

      “Call me if you find anything. It might help me narrow down my search parameters,” Tex ordered.

      “Will do,” Ace said. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      Both men hung up and Ace held on as Gumby tore out of his driveway and headed for the interstate. Phantom gave directions as Gumby drove way too fast, but no one complained or said a word about it. They all knew the chances of Solberg still being in that parking lot were slim, but no one wanted to admit it out loud.

      Within twenty minutes, Gumby pulled off the interstate and into the carpool parking lot. It wasn’t empty anymore, as the sun was rising and commuters had already begun to show up to head to work and catch their rides.

      “Where did Tex say the car had parked?” Rocco asked from the back seat next to Ace.

      “Southwest corner,” Ace said tersely.

      The second they drove around the back side of the lot, everyone could see that there was no car there that matched the one Paul had been driving.

      “Damn,” Ace muttered.

      “I’m not willing to give up,” Rocco said. “Let’s head to San Ysidro and see if we can spot his car.”

      Ace nodded. The last thing he wanted was to go back to his house and tell Piper that they were too late. That Solberg had been gone by the time they’d arrived.

      Gumby headed back to the interstate and turned south. With every mile that passed, Ace got more and more depressed. He and the others were men of action. They got intel and acted on it, more often than not completing their mission in the process. But at the moment it felt as if they were like chickens with their heads cut off. Running around with no clear purpose and trying to find the end of a rainbow and the proverbial gold.

      “Hey…look!” Phantom said, pointing out the front of the truck. “Is that…? Isn’t that the same kind of car that Solberg was driving?”

      Ace leaned forward and squinted in the direction Phantom was pointing. Ahead of them was a dark-colored car that did resemble Solberg’s. He opened his mouth to tell Gumby to floor it, but his friend had already stepped on the gas.

      Ace held on for dear life and Gumby swerved in and out of the cars around them, trying to catch up to the car headed south toward the border. If that was Solberg, and hopefully Rani, they had to catch up before he realized he was being followed and either tried to lose them by getting off the interstate and taking the chase to the side streets, or hurt his captive.

      The thought of Rani being injured by Solberg made Ace’s blood boil. She’d already been through so much in her short life. She didn’t deserve to be injured on top of it all.

      He kept his eyes on the vehicle as Gumby did everything he could to get through the thick traffic. “Hang on, Rani. Just hang on,” he muttered as they sped toward the car.
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      Paul couldn’t get his tears to stop. He’d mostly controlled himself when he’d gotten the news that Kalee had been killed by rebels in Timor-Leste, but now that he’d started to cry again, he just couldn’t stop the flow.

      He dashed the tears out of his eyes so he could see the road better as he drove. The last thing he wanted was to crash with the little girl in the seat next to him.

      She’d done her best to make him feel better, but seeing her, and knowing what he’d done, only made him sob harder. Kalee would be ashamed of him. So disappointed. He’d not only broken his promise to her by not taking his meds, he’d actually taken a child from her mother.

      He was a kidnapper. How he’d sunk so low, he didn’t even know.

      Paul may not have understood why Kalee and Piper had become such good friends when they were complete opposites, he may not have liked it, but he’d never truly wished Piper ill. And now he’d taken a little girl from his daughter’s best friend. A child who actually had known Kalee. He remembered the emails Kalee had written about the orphanage near the village where she lived.

      She was employed by the Peace Corps to teach English to the villagers, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself from making weekly trips to the orphanage to see the kids and to teach them too.

      And the little girl next to him knew Kalee. Had recognized her from the photo he carried around in his wallet. And he’d torn her away from Piper.

      He was a horrible human being, and he needed to make things right.

      Her name was Rani. The name came to him suddenly. He hadn’t thought of the small girl as anyone but Kalee for so long, but now he remembered her name. And he couldn’t believe he’d ever been able to mistake her for Kalee. They looked nothing alike.

      A voice in his head tried to tell him he was wrong. That it was his daughter next to him, and he needed to take her to Mexico and disappear, but Paul fought against the voice for the first time. Hard.

      Rani wasn’t Kalee, and he needed to somehow fix what he’d done.

      After dreaming about Kalee and tossing and turning, Paul had left the parking lot just as other cars began to arrive for the work commute. Since then, he’d been aimlessly driving around, trying to decide what to do. He couldn’t just bring Rani back to Riverton and say “sorry.” That wasn’t going to work. Piper hated him now. She had to. He hated himself. And Paul vaguely remembered giving hell to the commander of the SEAL team who’d tried to rescue Kalee too. No, he would have no allies there.

      Paul had nothing.

      No Kalee.

      His business could obviously run without him, as it had been for the last several weeks.

      No one would mourn him if he disappeared forever.

      Through his tears, Paul saw a familiar-looking building…and suddenly he knew exactly what he needed to do. He pulled into a parking lot next to the building and pulled out a piece of paper from the glove box. The front was the rental agreement for the car, but the back was blank. He scribbled a note on the back and folded the paper, then he turned to face Rani.

      She was staring at him with a look so far beyond her years, Paul understood for the first time how he could’ve thought this was Kalee.

      The voice in his head kept telling him to stick to the plan. To take his daughter across the border and live happily ever after, but Paul did his best to block it.

      This girl wasn’t his daughter. She was Piper’s. She was Rani. And he had to get her back to her mother.

      “Well,” he said softly. “This is where our adventure ends.”

      Rani stared up at him.

      Paul tucked the note he’d written into her hand. “I need you to do exactly as I tell you. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      “See that building over there?”

      Rani turned her head to look where he was pointing, then looked back at him and bobbed her head again.

      “Good. You need to get out of the car and walk over there. Walk through the open door and give that note to the first person you see. Understand?”

      Her little brow furrowed, but she nodded.

      “Good. Go on now. Do what I said.”

      The little girl, who could be his if he just followed through with what the voices in his head were telling him, slowly rose up on her knees. She reached out and touched Paul’s cheek with her small palm.

      She looked him in the eye, his pain almost overwhelming him as she spoke.

      “Okay, Kalee father. I will do. She said stories about you. Big, strong father. She loved.”

      “I l-loved her too,” Paul managed to say. “She was my world. Go on now. Piper’s got to be worried sick about you.”

      “Mother,” Rani said.

      “Yes, Piper’s your mom. And Ace is your father.”

      “Grandfather,” Rani said…and pointed to Paul.

      He shook his head. “No, you won’t see me again.”

      “Grandfather!” she exclaimed, poking him in the chest this time. “Kalee’s father. Rani’s grandfather.”

      He didn’t deserve to be anyone’s grandfather. Not after what he’d done. But looking into Rani’s dark eyes, he couldn’t deny her. Not after everything she’d been through.

      He knew Piper and Ace would never let him near this precious child ever again, but he did what his heart was begging him to do. He agreed.

      “I’ll be your grandfather,” he said softly. “But you need to take that paper over to that fire station and give it to the first person you see. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she agreed happily. Then, without another word or a backward glance, she opened the door and climbed out of the car. She walked toward the open bay of the fire station as if she didn’t have a care in the world. As if she hadn’t been kidnapped the night before. As if she hadn’t almost been taken across the border, never to be seen again by those who loved her the most.

      Crying again, Paul started the rental car. He waited until he saw a young man wearing a navy shirt and pants kneel down in front of Rani. He saw the little girl hand over the note he’d written and knew it was time.

      He slowly pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the large bridge he’d crossed over not an hour earlier.

      The voice in his head was berating him for letting Kalee go. Telling him he was a horrible father for giving her up, that no one in the world was left to care about him. That he should do the world a favor and make it so no one had to suffer his existence anymore.

      Paul Solberg didn’t bother to argue with the voice. He knew it was right. He was a horrible person. The world would be better off without him in it.

      But then Rani’s demand pushed in. Grandfather.

      Sighing, Paul clenched the steering wheel tighter.
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      Gumby had almost caught up to the car they thought might contain Solberg and hopefully Rani when Ace’s phone rang. He was tempted to ignore it because he didn’t recognize the number that flashed on the screen. If the car they were hot on the tail of was Solberg, he needed to concentrate on what was going on around him, not on talking to some fucking telemarketer on the phone.

      But something made his finger move to the screen and swipe to answer it.

      “Hello?” he said gruffly.

      If he’d been standing, the words he heard spoken by the person on the other end of the phone would’ve made his knees give out.

      “We found your daughter. She’s safe, and you can pick her up at the San Ysidro police station.”

      “Get off at the next exit,” Ace barked.

      Gumby looked over his shoulder at him, and whatever he saw on his face made Gumby immediately flick on his right blinker.

      “Ace?” Rocco asked from next to him.

      But Ace ignored his friend as he spoke into his phone. “I’m on my way. Have you called my wife?”

      “She’s next on my list,” the person said.

      “Call her. Now,” Ace ordered, then hung up. He didn’t even think to ask for more details. He didn’t care about Solberg at the moment. All he wanted was to get to the police station and see for himself that his baby girl was all right.

      “Where am I going?” Gumby asked as he flew down the exit.

      “San Ysidro PD. They found Rani. She’s there and she’s okay.”

      The other three men in the truck all breathed out a sigh of relief, but Ace knew he wouldn’t feel that same sense of relief until he held Rani in his arms.
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      An hour later, Ace sat on a couch at the San Ysidro station with Rani on his lap, Sinta  at his left side, Piper on his right, and Kemala next to her. The room was packed with his fellow SEALs, Caite, Sidney, and several detectives.

      Ace had read the note Solberg had written on the back of the rental agreement and had obviously given to Rani to carry inside the fire station. Solberg hadn’t been found yet, but Rani seemed to be fine. She didn’t have a mark on her. For that, Ace had to be thankful.

      As he sat there with his family, thanking his lucky stars that they were all together again and the outcome of their terrible ordeal had been positive, he couldn’t help but agonize over what could have happened.

      He’d failed.

      Their entire team had failed.

      They hadn’t found Rani. They’d been chasing a random fucking car, for God’s sake.

      Even with Tex’s expertise and what seemed like the entire state of California looking for her, they hadn’t succeeded. Despite all their strengths, their resources, their experience with hunting down bad guys, and all the weapons in the world…they’d still failed.

      Solberg had had Rani in his clutches for hours. He should’ve been long gone. Should’ve been halfway through Mexico by now. Ace never would’ve stopped looking for Rani, but he knew it could’ve been like looking for a needle in a haystack.

      It was incredibly humbling and scary to know it was only because of a shred of lucidity inside Paul Solberg—and a dose of humanity—that he was sitting on this couch right now, watching his wife smile and laugh and cry because she’d been reunited with her daughter, rather than holding Piper while she broke down in tears because Rani was gone, possibly for good.

      He’d always thought of himself, and his fellow SEALs as indestructible. They were the best of the best. When the shit hit the fan, they were the ones called on to save the day. But in less than twenty-four hours, he was reminded in a big way that they were all just human. They made mistakes and they couldn’t save everyone. No matter how much they might want to.

      Ace knew how much his team, Phantom especially, hated to fail. They wanted to save the day every single time, but luck played a much larger part in whether or not they succeeded than he’d been comfortable admitting.

      He’d been so long in his musings that he wasn’t paying attention to what was going on around him. It wasn’t until Rani put her little hand on his face that Ace snapped back to the present. He looked down at his daughter and asked, “Yeah, sweetie?”

      “Us go home?”

      Hearing her voice for the first time made tears come to Ace’s eyes. “Yeah, baby. I think it’s time we all went home.”

      Ace turned to Piper and saw her crying as well. He put his hand on the back of his wife’s neck and pulled her to him. He kissed her then, trying to show her without words how happy he was. How much he loved her.

      He must’ve been successful because when he pulled back, Piper smiled at him and whispered, “I love you too.”

      Taking a big breath, Ace looked at his other two daughters before saying, “Come on. Let’s go home and have a big breakfast. What does everyone say?”

      “Yes!” Sinta said loudly.

      “Okay,” Kemala agreed.

      “Pancake!” Rani exclaimed, making everyone in the room laugh.

      As they stood, and Ace shook the hands of the detectives, thanking them for taking care of Rani until he and the others could get there, he once more reflected on how grateful he was that Solberg had managed to come out of his fugue long enough to release his daughter.
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      “For the record, I’m not happy about this,” Ace said.

      Piper looked up at her husband and nodded. “I know. But this is something I have to do.”

      They were standing outside Riverton Mental Hospital, about to go inside so Piper could talk to Paul Solberg. Tex had called as soon as his programs had alerted him to the fact the man had checked himself into the facility.

      It had been a long two months since Paul had kidnapped Rani. He’d admitted everything to the police and had expressed how sorry and wrong he’d been. The doctors who had examined him said he was suicidal, depressed, and in the midst of a mental episode related to his schizophrenia.

      Piper had decided not to press charges, something Ace disagreed with. Strongly. He’d said he was grateful Solberg had released Rani, but that didn’t mean he’d forgiven him for kidnapping her in the first place. Although he had admitted he believed Paul hadn’t been in his right mind, that losing Kalee had made him snap, it wasn’t an excuse. But at least Piper felt that Ace understood a little of what Paul was going through. After thinking they might’ve lost their own daughter, and suddenly understanding a little of what Paul had felt, what he’d done out of desperation had almost made sense.

      Almost.

      Piper wished she could explain what she was feeling more adequately, so Ace would understand where her mind was. Mr. Solberg had been in her life for as long as she could remember. She’d never been close to him, but Kalee had loved him more than anyone in her entire life. Piper remembered her saying that she’d do anything for her dad.

      Yes, he’d kidnapped Rani, but he hadn’t hurt her. The car he’d used had been found in the parking lot of the mental hospital full of snacks and clothes for Rani. Even the note Rani had carried with her and given to the firefighters that fateful day had expressed remorse.

      

      This is Rani Morgan. She was taken from her parents’ home in Riverton. Please call the police and let them know she’s safe and sound. I’m sorry. I was so wrong. All I wanted was to have a small piece of my daughter back.

      

      Afterward, Paul Solberg had been on the verge of suicide. He was going to drive his car off the side of the bridge, but ultimately he’d checked himself into the hospital.

      Piper couldn’t hate him. She knew her husband had no problem hating Kalee’s father, and that was okay. She loved how protective Ace was of her and their daughters.

      Smiling to herself, she resisted the urge to put her hand over her belly. He’d be just as protective of the small life growing inside her, as well…but she was saving that news until later tonight. Ace would need something to take his mind off Paul Solberg.

      “Thank you for coming with me,” she said softly.

      “As if I would let you come by yourself,” he scoffed.

      Piper leaned up and pressed her lips to his. Ace immediately returned the kiss, not holding back one iota. Pulling away, Piper ran the backs of her fingers over his face, loving the feel of his beard under her hand. She was married to one hell of a sexy man.

      It had taken a while for them to feel comfortable letting their girls sleep in Kemala’s room again, after Rani came home, but now, alone in their bed once more, they were voracious for each other. They made love every night, sometimes slow and easy, other times hard and rough. Piper loved every second. Loved Ace with all her heart. She couldn’t wait to live the rest of her life with him and to expand their family.

      But in order to finally move on from what had happened, both in Timor-Leste and with Rani, she needed to talk to Mr. Solberg.

      “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get this over with,” Ace said.

      They walked inside the facility and checked in. They waited for about half an hour before they were led down a white hallway, and the attendant stopped at a door halfway down.

      “This is Mr. Solberg’s room. You have twenty minutes to visit. A staff member will be present in the room. Patients are not to be given any gifts, and you are not allowed to take anything from him. Please try to keep calm at all times. Excitement in any form is not good for him at this point.”

      “Is he a threat to my wife?” Ace asked in a cold voice.

      “No,” the attendant said immediately. “He’s a broken man, Mr. Morgan. I know what happened, and I know you both went through hell. But so did he. There are two sides to every story, and working here, I’ve learned to both appreciate and loathe that. All I’m asking is that you tread carefully.”

      “We will,” Piper said, laying her hand on Ace’s arm. His muscles were tight as a bow and she knew he wanted to be anywhere but here. He wanted nothing to do with the man who’d kidnapped his daughter and caused his wife harm, but he was there because she’d asked him to come. God, she loved him.

      Easing the door open, Piper stepped through, feeling Ace right behind her. His hand rested on her lower back and she loved having the close contact with him. She was nervous, but knew this was what she needed to do.

      Mr. Solberg was lying in a bed with a beige blanket pulled up to his chin. Instead of the bold, brash man she’d known all her life, he looked small and weak. His eyes were closed and it looked like he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, his beard speckled with gray. He had bags under his eyes and the wrinkles on his forehead were prominent. In short, he looked like hell.

      A man wearing a badge showing he was a staff member of the facility was sitting in the corner in a chair, and he nodded at them, but didn’t say anything.

      Piper walked to Paul’s side and Ace pulled out a chair for her. She sat, then hesitated before gently placing her hand on Mr. Solberg’s arm.

      He jerked and turned his head in her direction. The moment he saw her, he flinched.

      “Hi, Mr. Solberg.”

      He continued to stare at her, but Piper saw his eyes fill with tears. Which was alarming, because Kalee’s dad had always been larger than life in her mind. He was protective of his daughter and wasn’t afraid to speak his mind. But seeing him lying on the small bed, crying, made any remaining animosity she might’ve had disappear in a flash.

      “I’m so sorry about Kalee,” she said.

      He shook his head. “No. I’m sorry about what I’ve done to you and your family.”

      “It’s okay,” Piper told him.

      “No, it’s not. I know how close you and Kalee were. You were suffering too, and what I did was unforgivable.”

      Taking a chance, Piper reached out and took Mr. Solberg’s hand in her own. “You didn’t hurt Rani. And whatever happened between the two of you made the block she had inside her break free. She’s talking now. She surprised the crap out of me at the police department when she called me mom.”

      Mr. Solberg’s brow furrowed. “She didn’t talk much when she was with me, but I thought it was because she was scared.”

      “I hadn’t heard her say a word since I met her at the orphanage,” Piper admitted.

      “I don’t deserve to know anything about your trip to Timor-Leste…but would you tell me about it? About the orphanage and Kalee’s involvement?”

      For the next fifteen minutes, Piper told Mr. Solberg everything she could about his daughter and her life in the far-off country. She told him about the last time she’d seen Kalee, how brave his daughter had been. Throughout it all, Mr. Solberg just lay there and listened. He’d occasionally wipe the tears off his face, but he nodded and didn’t take his gaze from hers the entire time.

      When the man in the corner warned them that they had only a few minutes left of their visit, Piper took a deep breath and said, “I’d like to come back and visit again, if that would be okay.”

      The hope she saw in the older man’s eyes almost made her want to cry.

      “I don’t deserve it. I know I don’t. What I did was heinous. The most horrible thing anyone can do to another. And I know that because my daughter was taken from me…and I would’ve done anything to have her back. That’s part of the reason I did what I did. I just wanted Kalee back so badly. That…and the fact I’d stopped taking my meds.”

      “I forgive you, Mr. Solberg.”

      “Thank you,” he whispered.

      “If it would be all right, maybe I could bring my girls with me sometime?” Piper asked. She felt Ace’s hand tighten on her shoulder, but she didn’t look back at him. He obviously wasn’t happy with her offer, but she knew in her heart this was the right thing to do. It wasn’t cool of her to have offered without talking to Ace about it first, but that’s why she’d left it open-ended. If Ace absolutely refused, she wouldn’t have promised Mr. Solberg anything.

      “How could you even want them within ten yards of me?” Mr. Solberg asked.

      “You made a mistake. And I believe with all my heart that you wouldn’t have hurt Rani, and eventually you would’ve brought her back. I’m so glad you did it sooner rather than later. But Kalee would want this for you. For me. She’d want me to forgive you and move on. But more than all that, Rani hasn’t stopped talking about you. She’s talked about the food you got for her. And the clothes. She keeps talking about ‘Kalee’s father’ and about how you’re her grandfather.

      “I don’t know exactly what happened between the two of you, but whatever it was made an impression on her. After everything she’s missed out on in her life, I don’t want her to miss out on having a grandfather. You know both of my parents have passed, and Ace’s have too. My grandparents don’t have much interest in being active in her life…so that leaves you. The way I see it, Rani, Sinta, and Kemala are the best parts of Timor-Leste and Kalee’s legacy.”

      Mr. Solberg simply sobbed.

      Piper felt sorry for him, and held his hand tightly until he got control of himself.

      He eventually looked at her and nodded. “I’d like that.”

      “Good. I’ll check with the staff on our way out and see when we can visit. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Piper stood—and got nervous when Ace said, “Go on, I’ll be out in a second.”

      She wanted to protest. Wanted to beg her husband to go easy on her best friend’s father, but when she saw the determined look in his eye, she simply nodded.

      Piper walked out the door but didn’t close it behind her. She listened as the man she loved more than life itself had a word with the man who’d kidnapped his daughter.

      “I don’t like you,” Ace told him quietly.

      She peeked around the corner and saw Mr. Solberg nod in response.

      “You hit my wife, not once, but twice. She had to get stitches to close up the gash on her face the second time. She bled all over our floor and crawled on her hands and knees to try to get to Rani. You kidnapped my daughter and planned on taking her out of the country so I’d never see her again. If I had my way, you’d be locked up for the rest of your life.”

      Piper’s stomach clenched. Ace sounded matter of fact…but she recognized his anger. The thought that he’d never be able to forgive the old man lying on that bed was a distinct possibility. She definitely should’ve talked to him about bringing their girls to see Mr. Solberg before she’d mentioned it to the older man. Shit.

      “Piper doesn’t hold grudges. She’s got a beautiful soul, forgiving from the top of her head down to the tips of her toes. She loved Kalee like a sister, and for some reason she loves you too. I’ll allow you to be around my family, as long as you behave. If you say one word that upsets any of my girls, or even look cross-eyed at them, I’ll get a restraining order against you so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

      Piper looked nervously over at the guard in the room. She wasn’t sure how much Ace could get away with saying before they called the visit to an end. But maybe because Ace’s tone was calm and he didn’t seem outwardly angry, the orderly was letting him continue.

      “I’m only doing this because it’s what my wife wants. I didn’t know your daughter, but from everything that Piper’s told me about her, she was an amazing woman. Get your shit together, man. Take your meds and thank God for what you still have in your life—an amazing woman who’s willing to forgive you and invite you into her own.”

      “I will. I know how badly I fucked up. I know. I swear on my daughter’s grave that I’ll never hurt your family again.”

      Ace acknowledged the man’s words with a small nod.

      Piper stepped away from the door when she saw Ace turn around. She didn’t even try to hide the tears now falling down her cheeks. When Ace exited the room and saw her, he shook his head and rolled his eyes.

      “How did I know you wouldn’t head back to the lobby?” he asked, exasperated.

      “Because you know me better than anyone ever has before?” she returned through her tears.

      Ace took her in his arms and held her. “Are you pissed?” he asked after a moment.

      Piper shook her head. “No. I know you needed to warn him. I’m glad you got that off your chest.” She looked up at him. “Is it off your chest?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart. It is. I’m never going to be best buds with that man though. I’m not going to sit on the couch and watch Monday-night football with him. We aren’t going to have a beer and shoot the shit. I’ll put up with him for your sake, and the sake of our girls, but that’s it. Got it?”

      “Yes.” She did. And that was enough. It was more than she could ever hope for. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t ever thank me for watching out for you,” Ace returned. “I’d do anything for you and our kids.”

      “I love you.”

      “And I love you too,” Ace returned. “Now, can we go? This place gives me the creeps.”

      Piper immediately nodded, and he turned her and started walking back down the hall toward the lobby.

      “So, what’s on the agenda for today?” Ace asked when they were outside heading for his car. “Kemala’s going over to someone’s house, right? One of the girls in her ESL class? And Sinta has swim lessons, and Sidney said she’d come over and look after Rani, yeah? Do you want to pick up Kemala or take Sinta to lessons?”

      As they discussed their children’s schedules, Piper reflected on the last few months. She loved how crazy busy she was. And it would only get crazier when their baby was born. As Ace led her out to the Denali, she thought back to the days before Timor-Leste, which seemed a lifetime ago but in reality was only a few months. She was a different person back then.

      While she’d lost the one person she’d been closest to, she’d gained an entire family.

      After Ace got her settled in the passenger side of their car and walked around to the driver’s side, she closed her eyes and said a little prayer for Kalee.

      Wherever you are, I hope you’re happy. I hope your laugh is bringing joy to everyone around you and your smile is lighting up their spirits. Thank you for sacrificing yourself for me and the girls. I would’ve preferred you were still around to be Aunt Kalee, and so we could grow old together like we always planned. Rest in peace, Kalee. I’ll never forget you.

      Ace hopped into the SUV and looked at her for a second. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.”

      He reached over and wrapped his hand behind her neck and pulled her into him. He kissed her long and hard before resting his forehead on hers. “I love you, Piper. So much.”

      “I love you too, Ace. Thank you for being so damn wonderful.”

      He snorted and pulled back a bit. “I’m a possessive and protective bastard, but I’m pleased you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind. It’s nice to know our kids have a father who cares.”

      “I care,” he said simply, before reaching for the key in the ignition.

      As he drove them home, Piper kept one hand on her belly and the other twined with Ace’s. She couldn’t wait to see how he’d react to the news that he was going to become a daddy for the fourth time.
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      Three weeks after Ace had accompanied Piper to the mental hospital to see Solberg, the team gathered at Gumby’s beach house and were enjoying a lazy barbeque. Caite, Sidney, and Piper were playing in the surf with Rani, Sinta, and Kemala. The men had gotten back from the Middle East two days ago, and everyone was enjoying the short time they had off before going back to work and researching the next bad guy they would be sent to find.

      “Piper looks good,” Rex said.

      “Pregnancy suits her,” Ace replied.

      “And you,” Rocco noted.

      Ace smiled. “And me. It’s still so unreal that she’s growing a tiny human inside her body.”

      Bubba smiled at his friend. It was obvious how much he loved his wife, and Piper returned his affection tenfold. In fact, Rocco and Gumby and their wives were just as much in love, and he enjoyed being around them. They spent so much of their time dealing with the worst of humanity, it was a breath of fresh air to be around people who were genuinely happy.

      Add in the joy and exuberance of youth, from Rani, Sinta, and Kemala, and things were downright jubilant at the beach.

      He, Rex, and Phantom were the only single men left on the team, and that was okay with him. Bubba wasn’t looking for anyone. It wasn’t like he didn’t want to find the love of his life, if she even existed, but he’d seen firsthand how difficult marriage could be.

      Thinking about his parents made some of his good mood dissipate. They had fought for most of his childhood. His mom had hated Alaska and wanted to move, but his dad loved it and his business was there. She’d died of a heart attack when he and his twin brother had been in middle school.

      Bubba had been more like his mother than his father, hating the town he grew up in, and he’d left the day after he’d graduated from high school and never looked back. His twin, Malcom, had stayed with his father in Juneau, working with him and building up his business. His dad and brother had since amassed a fortune, but Bubba didn’t give a shit about the money.

      He did regret not keeping in touch with his pop, however. He talked to Malcom here and there over the years, but they definitely were no longer as close as they’d been while growing up.

      A scream from the beach wrenched him from his thoughts, and he’d started moving toward the stairs before even realizing what he was doing. But the scream was just Sinta, playing with her sister.

      He glanced toward Phantom in time to see him put down the hamburger he’d been eating, as if he’d lost his appetite. The man had been on pins and needles for a while now. Ever since they’d had to leave Kalee behind in Timor-Leste. Bubba and the others had tried talking to him about it. Tried to assure him the mission hadn’t been a failure since they’d rescued Piper and the girls, but Phantom always blew them off, insisting he was good. Even when it was obvious he was anything but.

      Bubba’s phone ringing in his pocket caught his attention, and he put down his plate to reach for it. Seeing an unknown number, he almost silenced the phone and ignored the call, but something told him he needed to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Mark Wright?” a deep, unfamiliar voice asked.

      Bubba couldn’t remember the last time anyone had called him by his given name. He’d been Bubba since he’d graduated from BUD/s, and he and the team had gone out to eat at Bubba Gump Shrimp Company. He’d eaten an entire bucket of shrimp by himself…and spent the rest of the night puking it all back up. His stomach hadn’t been prepared for the sheer amount of food he’d eaten, not to mention the richness of the butter and spices.

      “Yes, who is this?”

      “My name is Kenneth Eklund. I’m your father’s lawyer. I’m sorry to be the one to inform you, but Colin Wright passed away last night.”

      Bubba inhaled sharply, drawing the attention of his teammates.

      “What? What happened? How?”

      “Heart attack,” Kenneth said curtly. “You’ve been requested to be present at the reading of his will.”

      Bubba didn’t give a shit about the will. He wanted details about his dad. Had he known he was sick? When was the funeral? Was he going to be needed to organize it? He had so many questions.

      “As you know, your brother is already here in Juneau, but you and another individual included in the will need to get into town as soon as possible so matters can be settled.”

      Bubba could hardly think straight. He didn’t know who else his dad might’ve included in his will, but he supposed he’d find out soon enough. “Right. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Just to give you a heads up, the will is a bit complicated,” Kenneth said.

      “What about Sean?”

      “Sean Kassamali?” the lawyer asked.

      “Yeah. He’s been my dad’s business partner for as long as I can remember. I’m assuming he’s included in the will too?”

      “As I said, it’s complicated. If you can get to Anchorage, Sean and I have arranged for a private plane to get you to Juneau.”

      Sighing, Bubba ran a hand over his hair. “I’ll let you know my flight info as soon as I’ve got it.”

      “Thank you. I’ll see you soon. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Bubba ended the call and looked up to see five pairs of eyes focused on him.

      “Everything all right?” Rocco asked.

      Bubba shook his head. “No. That was my dad’s lawyer. He had a heart attack and died. I need to go up to Alaska for the reading of his will.”

      Rex put his hand on Bubba’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, man.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Bubba said. “I should’ve made an effort to go back sooner. To talk to him. I don’t really know much about the man he was.”

      “You need anything?” Rocco asked.

      Bubba shook his head. “No, but thanks. I’m going to go home, pack, make a flight reservation, hopefully for the morning, and try to get some sleep before I head out. I’ll call the commander and let him know on my way home.”

      “If you need anything, all you gotta do is call,” Gumby said.

      “I know, and I appreciate it.”

      “Is it cold up there right now? You need any gear?” Phantom asked.

      “It shouldn’t be too bad. It’s September, so it’ll be chilly, but this time of year is mostly just wet. Snow won’t start for another couple months.”

      “All right. You want one of us to go with you?” Ace asked.

      Knowing he had the best friends a guy could ask for, Bubba shook his head. “Naw, you guys stay here and enjoy the time off. My brother is there, and I feel like shit that I haven’t kept up with what’s been going on with his life and my dad’s. I’m sure all that’s gonna happen is I’ll go up there, listen to the will, then come back home. Nothing exciting ever happens in Juneau.”

      “Famous last words,” Rocco mumbled, and everyone chuckled.

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” Gumby said. “I know you’ve regretted not patching things up with him.”

      And he did. Bubba and his dad hadn’t exactly been fighting, but they hadn’t been close for a very long time. Colin Wright never understood why his son didn’t love their hometown. Never understood that the place made him feel suffocated. Bubba was a lot like his mother in that way, and that had driven a wedge between him and his father—one that would never be healed. And that sucked.

      “Thanks,” Bubba told Gumby. “I’m getting a flight to Anchorage, then the lawyer and my dad’s business partner are going to charter a plane to take me to Juneau. I’ll call before I leave Anchorage and let you guys know how things are going.”

      “I’ll be waiting for that call,” Rocco told him, frowning.

      “Why do you look so worried?” Bubba asked. Then he tried to lighten the mood by saying, “Are you afraid terrorists are gonna hijack a two-seater float plane or something?”

      “Not funny, Bubba,” Gumby said with a frown of his own.

      “Seriously, now you’ve jinxed yourself,” Ace said.

      “Lighten up, guys,” Bubba said. “I’ve ridden in one of those little things too many times to count. Since there aren’t any roads in or out of Juneau, the only way to get there is by flying or going in by boat. I’ve never been in a float plane that’s crashed yet.”

      “Shit!” Rex complained, turning to knock on the wooden railing around the deck. “Now you’ve really done it.”

      Bubba rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I’ll call before I head out and when I land in Juneau. Will that calm your overactive imaginations?”

      After enduring more of his friends’ warnings to be careful, and their condolences, Bubba finally left twenty minutes later. Getting hugs and kisses from the little girls also made him feel better; being around them always made his mood better.

      But as soon as he left, Bubba was lost in his memories. He wished he’d kept up with his dad and brother better. He knew his dad’s business was successful, but wasn’t even a hundred percent sure of what he did. And while he didn’t think his dad had been involved in a serious relationship with a woman, he did know that he was close with someone who cleaned his house, did errands for him, and occasionally cooked. He knew her name was Zoey, but that was about it.

      He had so many questions and no answers, but hopefully after he got to Juneau and met with the lawyer and Malcom, he’d get some things cleared up.

      Feeling regret rise up in him once more, Bubba vowed to do a better job of not putting off things he wanted to do. Life was too short. Starting today, he wouldn’t take anything for granted anymore.

      It was a vow he’d remember making days later when the chartered float plane he was in began to have engine trouble—and he and the woman in the seat next to him had to prepare for a crash landing.
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      Months ago in Timor-Leste, ten minutes after Piper and the SEALs escaped the orphanage.

      

      Kalee Solberg groaned and flexed her toes, trying to make sure she wasn’t paralyzed. She heard men yelling and gunfire in the distance and froze. For a second, she couldn’t remember where she was or why she hurt so bad.

      Then it all came back to her.

      The orphanage. The rebels. She’d rushed outside to try to grab some of the other children and had run straight into hell. The rebels had already arrived and were rounding everyone up. The second they’d seen her, her life as she knew it disappeared.

      Some of the men had taken the older girls and disappeared back into the jungle. Kalee didn’t want to think about what they were doing with them or where they were taking them. She prayed they just wanted them to take up arms for their cause, but she had a feeling the reality was a lot worse.

      They’d kept her with the younger girls, terrorizing them, bragging about all the things they were going to do to them, and insisting no one would care since they were orphans. They laughed when the children cried.

      For a full day and a half, they’d made them sit with their eyes covered as various groups of rebels came and went.

      Then they’d taken Kalee into the jungle…and done horrible things to her.

      Things Kalee didn’t want to think about ever again.

      Things no woman should ever have to suffer.

      She’d heard gunshots through her pain and humiliation, and just when she didn’t think things could get any worse, they’d forced her to walk to the edge of a massive hole in the ground.

      She remembered looking down at all the bodies of the girls she’d spent the previous day comforting. She’d wiped their tears and reassured them, told them everything would be all right.

      But she’d lied. Things weren’t all right.

      That was the last thing she remembered, until now.

      Pushing up slightly on her arms, Kalee opened her eyes…

      And barely suppressed the horrified scream that crawled up her throat.

      She was lying on top of the same bodies she’d seen from the edge of the hole.

      She dry heaved violently, but her stomach was too empty to actually throw anything up. Scrambling to get away from the bodies, she pushed herself higher, almost collapsing from instant dizzying pain. Her head hurt and she brought a hand up to her temple—hissing when she touched what had to be a graze from a bullet.

      She remembered now. The sound the gun had made right before she’d passed out had been louder than anything she’d ever heard in her life.

      She shivered, even as she felt a bead of sweat drip down her temple. She wasn’t wearing a shirt, only a bra, but that didn’t matter at the moment.

      Gritting her teeth, Kalee held her breath to try to block out some of the horrifying stench…tried not to think about how happy little Eden had been when she’d remembered the English word for teacher…

      When she saw a bright red ribbon under her hand as she crawled over lifeless arms and legs, she recalled how proud Amivi had been to wear the simple accessory in her hair…

      The memories almost broke Kalee, but she forced herself to continue to the side of the hole—and turned her thoughts to Piper. That was better than thinking about where she was herself, and what she was doing at the moment.

      Had her friend survived? Had she stayed hidden?

      Kalee felt immense guilt for getting her best friend involved in this. She’d been the one to encourage introverted Piper to come visit her. It’ll be fun, she’d said. An adventure.

      Some adventure this had turned out to be.

      Kalee grabbed the edge of the hole and, using every last bit of her strength, pulled herself up and out of the death pit.

      She heard a noise and looked up—straight into the beady brown eyes of one of a half-dozen rebels.

      Before she could fall back into the hole, they grabbed her and hauled her upright. They had a conversation in Tetum that Kalee couldn’t understand, then they held a knife to her side, blindfolded her, and forced her to walk.

      Where they were going and what they were going to do with her, Kalee had no idea, but she did know that she was about to experience more hell.

      Help me, she prayed. Please, someone find me and help me.
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      I know you’re all dying to find out what happens with Kalee (Securing Kalee), but next up is Securing Zoey. Does anyone else think that Bubba should’ve just kept his mouth shut about that small plane he’s going to get on in Alaska? :)
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      Read on for a sneak peek of  Deserving Alaska, coming August 9th to all retailers.
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      She wasn’t sure how long she’d slept, but when Alaska woke and looked out the window…she knew something was very wrong.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      Igor didn’t acknowledge her question. He simply stared out the front of the van and kept driving.

      Looking outside again, Alaska saw they were in some sort of industrial park, or…a train yard? There were Conexes everywhere she looked. The big shipping containers that were most often used on cargo ships. Trucks and forklifts were scattered here and there, transporting the huge containers from one place to another. The van seemed to be heading toward a large warehouse in the distance.

      “Igor?” Alaska asked again as she leaned forward in her seat.

      To her surprise, the man next to her thrust out an arm, pushing her back against the seat.

      Her first instinct was to shove the man’s arm away from her body, and when she reached up to do just that, two hands grabbed her arms from behind. 

      She was pinned to her seat by the men behind her. 

      Scared out of her mind now, all she could do was sputter, “What the hell?”

      “There’s been a change in the itinerary,” one of the men said. 

      Alaska glanced over her shoulder, and the cold look in the man’s brown eyes made her swallow the retort that was on the tip of her tongue. This wasn’t someone who would take kindly to backtalking. How she knew that, she had no idea, but she knew to the bottom of her soul that he wouldn’t think twice about hurting her. Badly.

      “I like the silent ones,” the man said with a chuckle. “To reward your self-control, I’ll tell you what’s happening. You now belong to me. At least for the moment. I’ve sold you to a friend who resides in China. He’s a collector of sorts. And it’s been a while since he’s had an American. You’re here on your own, no husband, no friends…so no one to think twice when you simply disappear.”

      Alaska’s eyes widened in horror. She wanted to puke, but all she could do was stare at the man in disbelief.

      “As soon as the money’s been deposited into my account, you’ll be sent via train across Siberia, through Mongolia, to Beijing. If you survive the journey, I advise you to do what your new owner requests without question. He’s not known for his patience.”

      The man laughed. The sound was so dirty, it sent shivers down Alaska’s spine. 

      This couldn’t be happening. Being kidnapped and sold into the sex slave trade happened in movies. Not in real life. And definitely not to someone like her.

      Igor, who’d seemed genial enough a day ago, but had proven to be the devil himself, pulled the van up close to a door at the warehouse. The man next to her climbed out, then leaned over and wrapped a meaty hand around her biceps, all but dragging her off the seat. 

      Alaska almost fell to the ground, but as soon as her feet were under her, her other arm was grabbed and she was force-marched through the door into a bustling space. There were people going about their business everywhere, but no one turned to look at her. Not one person seemed interested in what was happening right in front of their noses. 

      But then again, why would they? They were all probably in on what was happening. On the kidnapping of women. 

      She was hauled across the floor toward what looked like an office. 

      The longer she was in the company of the two goons and the mastermind behind…whatever this was, the lower her chances of escape. Igor hadn’t joined them inside, had probably already driven off to dupe some other poor unsuspecting tourist.

      The office door slammed behind her, and Alaska was shoved toward a small couch. She managed to catch herself so she didn’t smack her face against the nasty-looking cushions. Immediately turning, she stared at the three men. Were they going to rape her now? Beat her up? She began to shake with fright.

      The man in charge sat in a chair behind a desk and began to type on a computer. Several minutes went by with no one saying a word. She might as well have been a piece of furniture for all they cared. But Alaska much preferred that to the alternative. Her heartbeat hadn’t slowed since waking in the van and she felt sick with the amount of adrenaline coursing through her veins. 

      She had to do something. If she sat there like a scared little girl, she was going to be sent to China to be some man’s sex toy.

      “I’m married,” she blurted suddenly, her voice sounding very loud in the too-quiet room. The whirring of machinery could be heard from out on the floor, but Alaska had a feeling even if she screamed her head off, no one would come to investigate what was happening. She was on her own, and it was a very scary feeling.

      The man behind the desk smirked and leaned back in his chair. “No, you aren’t,” he said after a moment.

      “I am,” Alaska insisted. 

      “Then where’s this husband of yours? Why would he let his wife wander around Russia on her own? Doesn’t seem likely. You aren’t wearing a wedding ring either. If I had a wife, she’d be at home where she belonged. How do you Americans say it…? Barefoot and pregnant?”

      Alaska hated this man with every fiber of her being. But she knew turning into a shrew wouldn’t help her right now. Especially given how he obviously viewed women. 

      “I didn’t bring my jewelry to Russia because I didn’t want it to draw anyone’s attention or be stolen. And Drake’s back in the States. He has a business there. I’m supposed to join him after I finish a job in Switzerland, where I work. I’d never been to Russia and had always heard such great things. So I decided to take one last trip before going home to him.”

      “I don’t believe you,” the man said, eying her intensely.

      “I can call him. He’ll pay double what the guy in China is to get me back.”

      That got the man’s attention. “He’ll pay two million American dollars for you?” he asked.

      Holy shit. She was so screwed. Alaska’s heart fell, but she nodded anyway.

      “And what’s this husband’s name?”

      “Drake. Drake Vandine. He owns a resort in New Mexico that makes a lot of money. He’ll pay to free me. I guarantee it.”

      She had no idea what kind of money Drake made. She knew better than most that a business could look successful from the outside, while in reality, be barely scraping by. But Drake had told her if she ever needed him, all she had to do was ask. 

      Two million dollars was a hell of a lot to ask—but she was willing to take the chance.

      The man in charge steepled his fingers under his chin and stared at her for a long moment. It was all Alaska could do not to squirm under his gaze.

      “Why? You are not pretty. You’re forgettable. Why would this man pay for you?”

      The first thing that popped into Alaska’s head was…I have no earthly idea. But she couldn’t say that. 

      “He loves me,” she blurted.

      To her surprise, the man threw back his head and laughed. Hard. When he had himself under control, his gaze bore into hers. “Love doesn’t exist,” he said flatly. “It’s a pathetic emotion men have used to control women for centuries. All we need is a hole to stick our dicks in and we’re happy. And you have three perfectly good holes my client is eager to fill as often and in any way that he wants. You think this Drake will pay to get you back? Prove it.”

      Alaska’s heart was pounding so hard, she was sure she was two seconds away from a heart attack, but she nodded anyway. “How?” she asked.

      “Bring her here,” the man ordered his henchmen. 

      Before Alaska insisted she could walk on her own, her arms were once more grabbed and she was hauled upright and brought over to the desk. 

      “What’s his number?” the man asked. “This Drake who will pay two million dollars for pussy?”

      “I…I don’t know it. I mean, it’s programmed into my phone in my purse, which I assume is still in the van.” The skeptical look on the evil man’s face nearly brought Alaska to her knees. She had to think fast. “But his resort in New Mexico is called The Refuge. There’s a number. I can call that.”

      The man leaned forward and clicked buttons on the keyboard, obviously looking up The Refuge. Alaska hated that he’d now know where Drake worked, but it couldn’t be helped. She mentally kicked herself for not memorizing his cell number. Relying on technology was too easy. She hadn’t really had a reason to know his number by heart. All she had to do was click on his name. Stupid. So stupid.

      The man reached over and hit a series of buttons on a phone sitting on the desktop. Alaska could hear the ringing through the speaker. 

      “You have four minutes to convince this Drake to pay up,” the man told her.

      Alaska nodded immediately. The vomit that had been sitting in the back of her throat threatened to come up once again and she ruthlessly swallowed it back. She didn’t think the man would appreciate her puking all over his cheap wooden desk.

      As the phone rang, Alaska tried to figure out what to say that would get her out of this situation. Before she’d decided, a female voice came over the line. 

      “Thank you for calling The Refuge. How can I help you?”

      “I need to speak to Drake. It’s an emergency.”

      “Drake? Who’s Drake? Is he a guest?” the woman asked chirpily.

      The smug look on the man’s face in front of her made Alaska flush, but she didn’t give him a chance to cut the connection.

      “Brick. Drake is Brick. Please. Tell him it’s his wife calling and I really, really need to talk to him immediately.”

      “Oh! Brick.” The woman chuckled. “Sorry, no one around here uses the guys’ real names. If you can hold, I’ll find him for you.”

      “Thank you,” Alaska said. Then added, “I’m calling from overseas so the faster you can get him on the line, the better.”

      “Will do, honey. Just hang on.” 

      Then a Muzak version of “Beat It” by Michael Jackson began to play over the line.

      To her relief, her kidnapper seemed to be willing to see how this ended. He leaned back once again and put his hands behind his head as he grinned. “This is kind of fun,” he told her. “Now we wait to see how your beloved reacts to you asking for two million dollars.”

      Alaska would’ve already fled if she’d been able to. It didn’t matter that she was in the middle of who knows where in Russia, didn’t speak the language, and was surrounded by three of the scariest men she’d ever met. She would’ve attempted escape if she wasn’t still in the grip of the two goons by her side. 

      She had nowhere to run. Nowhere to go. If Drake didn’t come through for her, she was as good as dead.

      * * *

      Brick was chatting amiably with his guests. It was a good day with an equally good group. They’d been eager to hear stories about the land around them and content to hike at a sedate pace, the excursion lasting about four hours. More than long enough for Melba’s routine vet appointment to be completed. 

      He had arranged for a light snack for everyone at one of the stops along the trail. The view was spectacular and everyone seemed to be in great spirits. They were about five minutes from the lodge when his phone began to vibrate with the emergency tone all the owners had programmed into their phones.

      He immediately tensed. The last time he’d received an emergency alert was when one of the guests had locked himself in his cabin because he was having a flashback and thought he was about to be overrun by armed terrorists.

      Looking at the screen, he saw the SOS message was from Pipe.

      He turned to the guests, apologized for having to run off, literally, and told them to take their time getting back as he set off at a jog toward the lodge. He clicked on Pipe’s name as he ran.

      “Where are you?” Pipe asked when he answered.

      “About three minutes away. What’s happening?”

      “Your wife is on the phone and wants to talk to you,” Pipe said.

      For a moment, Brick was confused. His wife? What the hell? He wasn’t married. But the very next thought in his brain made him stumble on the path. 

      The only person who would dare claim to be his wife was Alaska. Although their code word had been fiancé, it was basically the same thing. 

      “Where is she? What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “You know who it is?”

      “Yes,” Brick said shortly.

      “Right. Becky got a call from someone claiming to be your wife and needing to talk to you. She said it was an emergency and that she was overseas, and if you could hurry it would be good.”

      Adrenaline flooded Brick’s system. 

      “She asked for Drake, and Becky didn’t know who she was talking about until she clarified.”

      “Did Becky say that I wasn’t married?” Brick asked.

      “No.”

      “Thank fuck!” he muttered.

      “She said she thought it was weird, but since we’ve told her that the customer is always right—which you and I know is bullshit, but whatever—she just went with it. Said she assumed it was someone trying to get to you any way possible. People don’t usually call the commercial line asking to speak to any of us by name.”

      “It’s Alaska,” Brick told his friend. He could see the lodge now. 

      “How do you know without talking to her?”

      “I know,” Brick said. “And something’s wrong. Very fucking wrong. Last I knew, she was in Russia. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “I’m here, and Tiny’s on his way,” Pipe said.

      “The line’s being recorded, right?” Brick asked.

      “Of course. Like always.”

      “Good. Have someone call Tex. I have a feeling we’re gonna need him.”

      “You don’t know that. She might be calling to play a joke or something,” Pipe said reasonably.

      “No. Not Alaska. Something’s happened, and I may need Tex to help fix it,” he said without hesitation.

      “Right. I’ll get Owl to call Tex. I’m waiting by the back door.”

      “Thanks. Be there soon.” Brick clicked off the phone and picked up his pace. He had no idea what was going on, but he knew without a shadow of a doubt, it wasn’t good.

      When he got to the lodge, he ran through the door Pipe was holding open for him and didn’t slow down as he headed for a small office in the back. It wasn’t used very often, but had a computer and phone that were both connected to the ones their admin used at the front desk.

      He took a deep breath to calm himself. “Line one?” he asked Tiny, who’d arrived at the same time he had.

      When his friend nodded, Brick put the phone on speaker then clicked the flashing light that said line one.

      “Hey, honey! What’s up?” he asked in a tone that was as laid-back and relaxed as he could muster. Meanwhile, his hands gripped the edge of the desk hard enough that his knuckles turned white. Pipe had a phone in his hand, holding it up so whoever was on the other end could hear what was happening. Brick prayed it was Tex.

      “Drake?” 

      Alaska’s voice was thready and he could hear it shaking.

      “It’s me,” he told her. “How was your tour today?” 

      “Um…yeah, about that,” she said. “I’ve found myself in a bit of trouble and need your help.”

      “Anything. You know that,” he said, letting reassurance bleed into his voice.

      “I need you to transfer two million dollars into an account as soon as you can, otherwise I’m gonna be sold to a guy in China.”

      Brick had expected something to be wrong, but this was…he didn’t know what this was. Repulsive. Shocking. Horrifying. 

      He didn’t doubt Alaska for a second. She wasn’t the kind of woman who would call him out of the blue asking for huge chunks of money. “Holy fuck, honey,” he breathed, not even sure what to say at the moment.

      “I know,” she said with a small, very unamused laugh. “Crazy, right? You were right when you told me I shouldn’t come to Russia on my own.”

      Brick felt awful. He had told her that. But in his worst nightmares, he couldn’t have imagined this would happen to her. 

      “I’ll get on it as soon as we hang up. What happens after I send the money?”

      “I…I don’t know. But they promised if you sent the money, they’d let me go.”

      “Okay, honey. Stay strong. I’m on this. Understand?”

      “Yeah. And, Drake? I’m so sorry.”

      Fury rose hard and fast in Brick. There was no need for her to apologize. It shocked him that she felt as if she was in any way responsible for some piece of shit kidnapping her to sell for sex. “Is the person who took you there? Can he hear me?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Please don’t hurt my wife,” he said, playing his role. What he really wanted to tell the fucker was that if he hurt one hair on Alaska’s head, he was gonna regret it. He went on in as calm a voice as he could manage. “I want proof that you’ve set her free before I send you a dime.” 

      He heard a deep chuckle in the background. Then a man spoke with a Russian accent. “Wrong. You send my money, then your wife is let go. Here’s the account.” He rattled off a series of numbers. 

      Brick didn’t worry about writing them down. The call was being recorded. 

      “Got that?” the man asked.

      “Yes,” Brick said between clenched teeth. “It’s going to take some time to get the money together and wired. I want your promise that nothing will happen to my wife in the meantime.”

      “I make no promises to anyone for anything,” Alaska’s kidnapper said. “But because you’ve both been so…accommodating…I’ll give you some time. Don’t fuck me over. If you do, she’s as good as dead.”

      “I won’t. Al, hang in there. No matter what, I’m gonna fix this… Alaska? Are you there?”

      “The call’s been dropped,” Pipe confirmed.
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