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For my friends – Family is not only assigned to you by birth but also given to you by choice. You are my family, my choice, and the light in my darkest of days. Thank you for choosing me, too. 
 
 




 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 

April 
October 
“April, are you sure you want to do this? I mean, isn’t this exactly what Amazon was created for?” I’d laugh at my husband if he wasn’t being completely serious. 
“Jake, I hardly think Amazon was invented so pregnant women wouldn’t have to go shopping for Christmas.” 
He looks at me skeptically then flashes me one of the biggest grins I’ve ever seen. “Fine, maybe not exclusively for pregnant women. I’m sure it was also created so we don’t have to go to the seedy porn shops in the valley to get the good toys.”  
“Jake!” I exclaim with a laugh. “You are too much. Can you please indulge me? I’m seven months pregnant and as big as a house. There’s no way I’m going to be able to battle the mall in December, and I really want to be able to put thought into the gifts we give. I’d rather not just randomly point my mouse on something and have it delivered.” 
As he wraps his arms around me and nuzzles my neck, I relax in his arms. Jake is the only man I’ve ever loved and not only will this be our first Christmas as parents—as long as I’m not overdue—but it’s also Hope, Zayden, Haven, and Grant’s first Christmas. Plus, Hailey and Lucas are both at ages where they’re excited about the holidays. It’s going to be so much fun. 
“I always indulge you and if Christmas shopping the first week of October makes you happy, then that’s what we’ll do. But while you’re decking the halls, I’m going to be keeping an eye out for some fucking cool-ass Halloween stuff for Hailey and Lucas.” 
“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” I reply, placing a soft kiss on his lips. “Now, let’s go. If we get there soon, the only people who will be there are the mall walkers.” 
Jake chuckles and shakes his head. “God forbid we miss the mall walkers.” 
As we get into the car and I struggle to get the seatbelt around my giant belly, I explain my rationale, “I’m seven months pregnant and it’s going to be over a hundred degrees today. The mall gets hot when there are a lot of people there. The best time is to go in the morning when all the senior citizens are doing their mall walk. It’s still cool and not one bit crowded.” 
“Got it. Easier to waddle with the oldies.” 
“You’re so lucky I love you. You’ve been teasing me all morning. Actually, you’re in a really good mood today. What gives?” Jake’s eyes are focused on the road, but I can tell from the way they narrow slightly he doesn’t like the fact I indirectly accused him of being a grump. The fact of the matter is he has been on edge lately. 
“Does something have to give for me to be in a good mood?” 
“Well… normally, no. But honestly, Jake, you’ve been on edge for the past few weeks. I tried chalking it up to my hormonal state but even Kate noticed.” 
His hands grip the steering wheel and I feel his mood plummeting. This was not what I was hoping to accomplish today. 
“So you and Kate are gossiping about me now?” 
“Jake Houston! Get off your high horse for just a damn minute. Kate is not a gossip and you know that.” 
I reach over and peel one of his hands from the steering wheel, lacing my fingers with his. “Babe, I’m just worried about you. I’m happy you’re in such a good mood today but it’s not hard to put two and two together. You took today off from work and you’re happy, relaxed, more like your normal self. Just because I’m pregnant doesn’t mean you can’t talk to me. What’s going on at work?” 
With a sigh, Jake turns into the mall parking lot and pulls my hand to his lips. “It’s nothing you need to worry about.” 
“That’s not fair and you know it. I do worry. Even more so lately. You’ve been shutting me out for weeks, Jake. Talk to me... Please.” 
With a shake of his head, he gets out of the car and walks around to my side to help me out. As he pulls me from the car and into his embrace, his tension is palpable. I feel it throughout his back and shoulders. This isn’t like Jake at all. 
“Between us, April, I mean it. You can’t talk about this to anyone… including Kate and Connor.” 
“You know you can tell me anything, Jake. If there’s one person in the world you need to trust it has to be me. For better or for worse, remember?” 
A small smile cracks through his rough exterior. “One of the best days of my life. I could never forget that.” 
“Then talk to me and let me help you figure out how to deal with whatever it is you’re going through.” 
Entwining my fingers with his, we walk slowly through the parking lot. I love how he slows his pace to match my waddle. As he opens the door, he places his hand against my lower back, guiding me in ahead of him. 
That move right there is the sign of a man who has feelings for a woman. There are so many things men do to show their affection but when he puts his hand against your lower back and walks with you, it’s a small way of staking their claim on you. It’s my favorite thing in the world. Well, aside from his kisses, and his smile, and the way he fucks me. Hell, I’m getting turned on; we need to shop and get home. 
“You’re glowing,” he says softly.
“Oh, please don’t start.” I’m flushed because I was thinking of sex, but I’m not about to tell him that in the middle of the mall. 
“Oh, I’m going to start. See that guy over there? The one who’s standing over by the coffee shop? He hasn’t taken his eyes off you since we walked in.” 
His comment makes me laugh. “He’s probably watching me waddle and thanking his lucky stars he’s not saddled with a pregnant woman.” 
Jake’s hand moves from my back to the side of my waist as he pulls me closer to him. “No, he’s wondering if you’re really taken.” 
Now I laugh even harder. “Please. No man wants a pregnant cow. I’m damn sure my waddle doesn’t turn him on. Stop being so possessive, Jake. I’m yours, remember?” 
“Damn straight you are, and when we get home I’m going to make you scream it. Once again, for the record, you’re not a cow, April. Fucking hell, I want you more than I want my next breath.” 
Him and his dirty mouth; he always knows just what to say to turn me on. But we have shopping to do. As I lead him into Baby Gap and begin sorting through some of the cutest clothes I’ve ever seen, I turn to him and smile. “Talk, Jake. Tell me what is going on.”
“Connor sucks at his job.” He’s finally breaking his silence as I continue to load his arms up with all the clothes I’m buying. 
“How can he suck at his job? Isn’t he doing amazing things for Kate over at Lila’s Place?” 
“Yes, he is, and that’s exactly why he sucks at his job. He half-asses everything because he’s always doing something for Kate and her business.” 
“Well, in all fairness, it’s not as if she’s turning a profit. Every dollar coming in goes right back into running the place. You’ve been there, Jake, and you know she’s doing amazing things.” 
His mood instantly becomes colder. “I’m not trying to be the bad guy, April. I love Kate, she’s like a sister to me. But the way things are going right now, I won’t even be able to take time off when our baby comes.” 
Oh, hell no, he did not just say that. 
“Listen, Jake, you have to talk to Connor, your dad, or both. There’s no way in hell you are missing your paternity leave because Connor can’t do his job. You’ve got two months to fix this, so I suggest you get started.” 
Why would he even think not taking time off is a possibility? I gave into getting a freaking puppy three months ago because he wanted a dog to grow up with our son. I can’t, no, I won’t deal with a puppy and a newborn all by myself. That was not the deal. 
After putting my purchases up on the counter, I flash him a glacial stare of my own. He pays the bill in silence and I storm out ahead of him. Jake slowly follows behind me while I lead the way. Stopping in front of a store filled with Halloween decorations, I let him know I’ll be back after I use the restroom. Maybe if he can act like a kid for a few minutes, we can have a more reasonable discussion. 
I just don’t understand why he hasn’t confronted Connor or told his dad what is going on. Connor virtually got the job with no training, unlike Jake who worked with his dad through a year-long internship. Maybe everyone involved needs to remember that and help Connor out. 
On the way back from the restroom, I stop off in the bookstore where I’m immediately lost in all the children’s books. By the time I finally come out—arms loaded with bags—Jake is waiting on a bench outside holding up a bag from Godiva as a peace offering. This is why I can never stay mad at him; he always puts me first. 
“I’m sorry,” we both say at the same time and laugh. He takes my bags from me and I notice he’s got quite a few for himself from the Halloween store and shoot him a look with a raised brow. 
“I know, I got carried away, but I found some really fun stuff. We’re going to make brains from Jell-O and I got a fog machine, a couple of scary masks, and some really cool sound effects. We’re going to have a blast on Halloween.” 
His smile is genuine and I’m so happy he’s in a better mood. 
“So how are we getting all of this to the car? We still have a few more stores to hit.” 
“Well, I thought maybe you might like to be my lunch date down in the food court. We can eat at The Cheesecake Factory.” Jake flashes me a killer smile and I know he’s trying to make amends. “Let’s go sit by the kids play area. I’ll get you a fresh-squeezed lemonade and run these out to the car. When I come back, we’ll talk. Sound like a plan?” 
“Sounds perfect.” 
While Jake is taking the bags out, I sit and watch the kids playing in the mall playground. It’s hard to believe in a few short months we’ll finally have one of our own. When Jake returns, he places a kiss on the top of my head. 
“Daydreaming?” he asks softly. 
“Sort of, just imagining our future. I’m sorry I picked a fight with you earlier. It just makes me angry to see you so stressed out over something that seems so easily fixable.” 
As Jake sits down next to me, he pulls me close. “I love my brother but we’re not ten years old anymore. I’m not going to go tattle to Daddy. It’s not that Connor doesn’t do a good job, he’s brilliant at his job. The way his mind works is truly incredible.” 
“Then I don’t get it. What’s the problem?” 
“The problem is he doesn’t even work on half the accounts he should be. I’m picking up all of his slack. At first, it was expected. He was new, never interned, but he’s so fucking smart, April. We didn’t think it would be such a learning curve.” 
I nod in understanding and squeeze his hand. Our hands have always fit together so perfectly. Jake is a big guy and I’m not a petite girl. I’ve always been self-conscious of my size and my hands and feet are huge for a girl. When we first got together, Jake would always stare at our hands together and I would try to pull them away but he wouldn’t have it. He said one of his favorite things about me was the fact my hands never got lost in his. He never had to worry about squeezing too hard or being too gentle. I always thought it was weird but over time, I realized I loved it, too. I loved the feeling of reassurance we could give each other with just the squeeze of our hands. And when I placed his wedding ring on his finger, it was the sexiest fucking moment of my life. Knowing we were bound by our hearts, by our vows, with those rings on our fingers—the same fingers he entwined with his every day and kissed with such reverence—was almost more than I could bear. 
“I don’t need my job, April, you know that. I love my job and that’s why I keep dealing with it. I want the company to succeed so I’m over-extending myself. Something has to give soon because at this rate, I’m going to burn out.” 
“What were you doing before Connor came? Why are you suddenly drowning in work?” 
“Well, we fired someone, and because Connor was coming on we never hired anyone to replace him. But I’ll admit, all this work Connor has been doing for Lila’s Place has brought us a shit ton of new investors. People are paying attention to his brilliance and it’s paying off in spades for both businesses.” 
“Jake, talk to Connor and tell him how you’re feeling. Or maybe talk to Kate. If she can get him to leave willingly, you might not even have to talk to him.” 
He shakes his head vehemently. “No, I’m not bringing Kate into this, and I’ve tried to talk to Connor, but maybe I need to be more direct.” 
“It’s not like you to be indirect, so why are you tiptoeing around him?” 
“Because he’s a new dad and recently married. He’s juggling work and helping Kate. Not to mention trying to juggle his time between Jess, Hope, and Zayden. I’m trying to give him a break and let him find his groove, get acclimated, but it’s driving me into the ground in the process.” 
“Jake, you have to talk to him and work this out. He’s not the only one with a family. Daniel and Mike make it work. Kate’s making it work, and we’re going to have to make it work.” 
“I know, babe, I know. Come on and let me feed you and my son so I can take you home and lose myself in you for the rest of the day.” 

As we exit the restaurant after lunch, I notice a few officers at the playground. My heartbeat accelerates and I silently pray all the kids are safe and no one is missing or hurt. As we approach them on our way to the exit, my eyes lock on my friend Derek. Derek notices us at the same time and briskly walks over. 
“April, I’m so glad they sent you today. This one is really delicate and she needs to be handled by the best and we all know you’re the best.” His dazzling smile does not go unnoticed by my husband who, as usual, pulls me closer to lay claim to me. 
Derek eyes Jake up and down with a cocky smirk and I suddenly feel as if I’m in the middle of a pissing match. 
“Derek, we were just here doing some shopping and having some lunch. I’m not working today. This is Jake, my husband. Jake, meet Officer Derek Martinez.” 
Both men begrudgingly shake hands. 
“April, I hate to impose on your day off, but there’s a little girl over there whose grandma was found dead in the bathroom. She’s five years old and from what the other members of the walking club tell us, there is no other family.” 
This part of my job will never get easier. She must be terrified. 
“We were told DCFS was sending someone for her but it’s been about forty minutes since we called it in and no one is here yet. Do you think you can talk to her until they arrive?” 
That worker—whoever it is—better get here fast. We’ve recently been implementing thirty-minute or less response times and it’s been working wonderfully. We have lots of new on-call workers so there is always someone in the vicinity to get to a case when needed; these kids are in enough emotional distress as it is. If we can get to the scene fast enough, they can leave with us instead of with the police. Although, in some cases, a police escort is the best option. 
I look to Jake and he smiles. “Go on, Mother Theresa, do your thing. I’ll be here waiting.”  Derek places his hand on my back to guide me but I quickly pull away. Derek doesn’t get to touch me there or anywhere else, for that matter. Only Jake gets to touch me there. I’m sure he’s watching us like a hawk already; there’s no way he missed that. He’s going to flip out on the way home, I just know it. 
Derek shoots me a sly smile and leads the way. Immediately, I see her—her chest heaving rapidly up and down, tears streaming down her cheeks, and her arms wrapped tightly around a stuffed polar bear.
Carefully, I lower myself down to the step she’s sitting on and turn to face her. She’s a beautiful little girl with dark hair and eyes so deep blue they’re almost purple. She’s wearing a frilly yellow dress, black Mary Jane’s, and has a Build a Bear box at her feet. I bet she built the bear she’s clutching this morning. My heart absolutely breaks for her. 
“Hi there,” I say softly, trying to get her attention. 
“My name is April, and Officer Martinez thought maybe you and I could talk a little bit. I’m so sorry to hear about your grandma. I’m sure she loved you so very much.” 
I pass her a tissue from my purse and she wipes her face with it but it doesn’t stop the torrent of tears or sobs coming from her tiny little body. 
“Do you think you can tell me your name, sweetie?” 
She takes a few hiccupping sobs and holds my gaze with hers. “My name is Mia Faith Ramos.” Her lower lip quivers and more tears pour from her eyes. Suddenly, her arms wrap around me and she’s hugging me with all her might. 
I spot Jake out of the corner of my eye, the concern on his face evident. I’m not one who usually brings my work home with me. I love my job, but it can be sad a lot of the time. 
Doing the best I can to comfort Mia, I run my hands through her hair and hug her back. We’re supposed to be compassionate but maintain a distance if we can. Right now, Mia needs love however she can get it, and I’m happy to give it to her. 
My boss has been trying to keep me from the more emotional cases, aside from the ones I’ve been on for a while. She said pregnancy hormones and emotion-filled cases don’t mix. I like my boss, but she has mastered the distance aspect of her job. I can’t. I feel everything, pregnant or not. Kids should not have to go through the things they do, and there are many sleepless nights for me because I don’t know how to create distance from the bad things in the world. 
I’m glad. I don’t ever want to become so detached from my feelings that I don’t get emotional anymore. I need to feel it. If I feel it, I know I’ll do my damnedest to fix it however I can. Right now, I’d give anything to take away Mia’s pain. 
“Mia, we’re going to help you through this, I promise.” 
After about fifteen minutes of her wrapped in my arms, her worker finally shows up. It’s my friend Marie and she looks frazzled. 
“I’m so sorry I’m late. There was a major accident on the 101, the freeway is backed up for miles. I finally got off and took the streets. Did they call you in?” Her words are whispered because Mia fell asleep in my arms. 
Shaking my head, I scoot over so she can sit down, too. 
“Jake and I were doing some shopping and had just finished lunch when Derek saw me and asked me to come over and help out. Do you have any info on her case yet? “ 
Marie nods and continues to whisper, “Both parents are deceased, and other than the deceased grandmother there are no other relatives. The grandmother has had full custody of her since she was three when her mother died, and her dad was killed in a gang shootout when she was just a baby.” 
“How did you get all this information so fast?” I’m amazed she knows so much already. 
“Her grandmother’s friend, who was here, filled out the incident report and gave their address. Believe it or not, they live on the same street as the Robinsons. Actually, they live directly across the street and Denise Robinson knew Mia’s grandmother very well. The circumstances are tragic but the timing couldn’t have been better.”
“How so?” 
“Denise has an opening and since she’s our number one choice for cases like Mia’s, it’s already a done deal. Denise has a key to Mia’s house and she’ll slowly help her move her things over, but she did go over there and get a few things for now.” 
“That’s incredible.” Denise Robinson is the best foster mother I have ever met. She has been taking kids for twenty years and has a gentle but firm touch. Kids bond with her quickly, and she usually keeps in touch with them all even after they are adopted. 
Mia opens her eyes and looks at me with her sweet little sad face. “April, can I go home now?” 
Oh, my heart. I’ve never wanted to take a kid home with me and make their world better like I wish I could for her right now. 
“Mia, this is my friend Marie. She’s going to take you to your neighbor’s house for a while. Do you know Denise Robinson?” 
Mia nods. “Mrs. Robinson is my best friend, Hannah’s, foster mom. She makes us cookies after school and watches me until my nana gets home from work.” 
For a child with no family, this could not have worked out better. “Marie will make sure you get settled in at Mrs. Robinson’s house and I’ll come by and check on you in a few days.” 
Mia nods her head and slowly stands, grabbing her bear and box. Marie takes her hand and they head out. 
“Need a hand?” Derek asks once they are out of my line of sight. Before I have the opportunity to answer, Jake is in front of me, pulling me up. 
“We’re good, man, thanks,” Jake replies coolly. 
“See you later, Derek.” I wave as Jake leads me out. He’s tense. I can tell he’s pissed and I’m really not in the mood for his possessive bullshit right now. 
Surprisingly, the ride home is pretty quiet. I’m lost in thought most of the way, wondering if there really is something to my boss’s reasoning about not working traumatic cases while pregnant. I’ve never felt as drawn to a child as I do to Mia. 
When we walk into the house, we’re immediately greeted by Luvbug and his happy dance. God, he’s adorable. His paws are huge and he’s such a roly poly, he can barely control his movements. He comes running up and slams into my leg because he isn’t exactly coordinated enough yet to stop when he wants to. 
“Hey, Luvbug, did you miss us?” 
Jake bends down and picks him up, handing him to me. He knows I like to give him a hug when we get home. 
“Such a pussy-ass fucking name for a dog.” 
“He picked it, Jake, so complain to him.” 
When we brought Luvbug home, we tried calling him a few different names and most of the time he just stared blankly at us. As soon as I jokingly called him Luvbug, he came running. Jake insisted it was a fluke but sure enough, every time we said it, he came. Jake tried for almost two weeks to get him to come to Tank but no luck. Finally, he gave up. 
“Luvbug, you’re going to be a big, fat, manly English Bulldog. Your head is going to be huge, your body is going to be buff, and all the other dogs at the dog park are going to make fun of you because of your pussy-ass name. Remember when that happens it was your choice.” 
I’m laughing as I pass him to Jake. “Can you let him out, please? I really have to pee.” 
He kisses me on the cheek. “Sure thing, but then we’re talking about Derek.” 
Yeah, I knew that was coming; I was just hoping I’d get lucky. 
By the time Jake comes back in, I’m comfortable in our bed. I’m so tired; I just need a small nap. 
Jake lies beside me and pulls me close, placing kisses along my neck as he rubs my belly. Of course, now that I want to sleep, Jaxson starts to kick against Jake’s hands. We haven’t told anyone his name yet—we’re keeping it a surprise. We both really loved the name, and when we realized it began with JA, we knew it was perfect. Jake and April created Jaxson. 
Jaxson Noah Houston. We can’t wait until we finally get to meet our little guy. My eyes grow heavy as Jake continues to rub my belly. 

When I wake up, Jake is no longer curled up behind me. I wish he would have stayed. Actually, I wish he would have made love to me like he said he was going to. I’m thirsty, grumpy, and know immediately from my mood I slept way too long. 
As I make my way into the kitchen, I hear pounding coming from the front of the house. When I look up at the clock on the stove, I realize I’ve been sleeping for two hours. So much for a power nap. No wonder my mood plummeted. After grabbing a bottle of water, I follow the noise out into the yard to see what in the world Jake is doing out there. 
My breath catches as I open the door and my eyes land on my husband—shirt off, body glistening with sweat, and giving the neighborhood stroller patrol a hell of a show.
Back off, bitches, he’s mine. 
As I waddle my way out to him, I flash a fake smile and a wave to the three bitches openly ogling my husband. Two of them have the decency to blush and walk away, but the last one lingers long enough for me to narrow my eyes at her. Jake looks up and his eyes follow my glare; only then does Malibu Barbie begin to move. 
“Hi, Jake,” she says with a smile and a wave as she walks by, shaking her tiny little ass and pushing her stroller as seductively as she can. Bitch.

“Hi Jake,” I mimic as she passes, and Jake laughs good naturedly, which pisses me off even more. 
“April, stop. You know I only have eyes for you. Although, I’m not sure the same can be said for you after meeting Derek today.” 
He did not just go there. 
I don’t want to argue with my husband right now. He looks hot as fuck and it’s obvious he’s been working his ass off out here. Our yard now looks like a Halloween wonderland, complete with a graveyard. It doesn’t matter, though; if he’s going to push this Derek issue, we’re going to fight. 
You know what? I’m not even going to dignify that with a response. I’m grumpy, hormonal, and it won’t end well. Instead of responding, I turn around and go back into the house, slamming the door behind me.
God, that felt good. 
It’s rare when Jake and I fight, and I’ll typically try and avoid it at all costs. Fighting with Jake is emotionally draining. We’re both stubborn and at times won’t talk for days on end. Our fights leave me feeling uneasy, scared for our future, and sad. We haven’t had a bad fight since before the wedding and I’m not looking to have one now. 
“What the hell, April?” Jake bites out as he storms in the house, slamming the door behind him. 
It doesn’t feel so good when he does it. 
“Exactly, Jake! What the hell? Do you see me? I’m as big as a house! I waddle, I’m emotional, uncomfortable, MARRIED to you, pregnant with your baby, and you have the audacity to jump my shit about Derek? Really, Jake?” 
I will not cry. I will not cry over Jake and his neanderthal antics. 
“Pregnant with our baby,” he corrects sharply. 
“Well, you seem to be forgetting that part. How dare you accuse me of wanting Derek when I spend every day growing an extension of our love inside of me?
How fucking dare you, Jake Houston?!” 
“How dare me?!” he roars, inching closer, placing his hand on the small of my back and pulling me firmly into his embrace. 
“He touched you here. This is mine, April. Mine.” 
My pulse races as he grips me tighter. I’m so mad at him… but I’m also really turned on. 
“Maybe I need to remind you of all the ways you’re mine. We can’t have you forgetting who you belong to, April. Especially when Derek smiles at you as if you’re his one and only because we both know you belong to me and only me.” 
“Jake.” My whispered plea is captured by his lips. Those lips fit so perfectly against mine—there’s no way God didn’t intend for them to be there for eternity. His tongue meets mine in a synchronicity which can only exist between us. A fire burns deep inside my soul, one only he can light. 
Within minutes, Jake has managed to get us both naked, into the bedroom, and onto our bed. His mouth descends onto my breasts and his tongue flicks against my hardening nipples. “Mine,” he growls, and his mouth drops lower, his lips blazing a trail of kisses across my entire belly while his hands worship every single inch of it. When he whispers “ours” so reverently, it almost brings me to tears. 
Progressively, he moves even lower, spreading my legs and kissing my most intimate place all while emitting groans of desire. My hands immediately go to his hair, tugging lightly as he brings me to the brink of orgasm. When his tongue flicks against my clit, sending me over the edge, I cry out in ecstasy as he laps up every bit of my release. 
“Yours, Jake. Only yours, forever yours.”  These are the most honest and truthful words I’ve ever spoken. He climbs my body, kissing every part of me he can reach with his lips and his tongue before he finally meets my lips. 
“And I’m yours. Only yours, forever yours,” he repeats before kissing me senseless. He enters me slowly, filling me completely, and makes love to me the way only Jake can. His beautifully sculpted body hovers slightly above my giant belly, but he loves me so completely you’d never know there was a slight obstacle in the way. 
His tongue teases me, his lips capture me, and his cock… fuck, his cock possesses me with every single stroke until we both come—loudly, breathlessly, and wholeheartedly.
Jake rolls over and pulls me into my favorite position—my back to his front—and nuzzles my neck. 
“That was so much better than fighting,” I say on a sigh. 
“Were we fighting? I’m pretty sure I was doing something nice and you had a minor pregnancy freak out.” I know he’s joking, but it irritates me. 
“If you wouldn’t have been giving Malibu Barbie and the stroller patrol a show, I would have thanked you instead of freaking out,” I answer sarcastically. 
Shit, now I’m starting the fight. Damn it. 
“Well, if you had put Porky Pig in his place instead of letting him fawn all over you in front of your husband, maybe I wouldn’t have needed to get my frustrations out in the form of manual labor,” he answers back just as snottily, and it’s as if the last thirty minutes never happened. We’re both just as pissy as we were before we had sex. 
I roll over so I can look him in the eye and notice the lines on his face are a little more pronounced. His usually clear grey eyes are stormy, much like his mood, and he’s tense. God, he’s so tense.

After placing a soft kiss on his lips, I tell him to turn over and he begrudgingly complies. At first, I’m quiet and take my time massaging his shoulders and his back. After allowing myself to calm down for a few minutes and waiting for Jake to relax, I finally speak. 
“Derek isn’t anything for you to ever be concerned about, Jake. I’ve never really noticed much of an attraction on his part before today.” 
“So you admit you noticed it?” 
“Yeah, I guess so. There’s nothing I can do about it, Jake. Everyone knows how I feel about you. It’s your ring I wear on my finger. You own me, Jake. So if Derek has feelings for me, that’s his problem, and they’re not reciprocated. I’d never encourage him, but I’m not going to be mean to him, either.” 
“April—” he bites out, but I cut him off. 
“I rarely see him. We have to be working the same case at the same time in order for Derek and me to even cross paths. Police calls are as random as social worker calls. It can be any officer and any worker at any given time. There have been six-month stretches where I’ve never even crossed his path. But there have also been months where I see him on almost every case. It’s just the luck of the draw.” 
“So quit.” 
“What?!” My shriek echoes through the room and I’m flying up out of bed and scrambling to put on clothes. This is not a discussion I’m going to have with him naked. This isn’t a discussion we should even be having at all. 
Jake’s jealousy is going to tear us apart one day. 
“Did I stutter? Quit your job.” Now he’s standing in all of his exceptionally sculpted, naked glory, looking like the biggest fucking asshole who ever walked the planet. 
I’m so beyond pissed I just want to cry because that’s what I do. When I’m so angry I’m about to explode, instead of screaming I cry. It makes me feel like a weak woman and I am anything but weak… and he knows it. 
“You know that’s not an option.” 
“Look, April, you knew this discussion was going to come up eventually. I want you home with our kids.” 
“Why don’t you stay home with the kids if you want someone home so badly?” 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” he answers with a laugh. 
The nerve of him. 
“Ridiculous? I’m not being ridiculous. You’re the one with the money, you’re the one who hates his job right now, and you’re the one who doesn’t need to work. So why should I quit my job?” Now I’m screaming, and Jake doesn’t do well with screaming. 
“First of all, you’re the woman and you should be the one staying home with our kids, spending our money, and doing mom stuff. We have money, April. Not just me, US. You know as well as I do, children need to be nurtured by their mothers. Why do you want to go help other people’s kids all day, and sometimes night, when your own kids will need you at home? Have you ever given any consideration to that?” 
He did not just go there! 
“Children need to be nurtured and loved by both parents, Jake. My job fulfills me. I’m damn good at it and I know I’m doing something good in the world. I’m helping kids whose lives have been turned upside down and inside out. You saw Mia today. There are so many workers who don’t care, Jake. These kids need someone who cares. I care!” 
Tears are streaming down my face but he isn’t budging. Not that it surprises me—he’s used to my crying when I’m angry. I’m just not sure he realizes how much he’s just hurt me with his words. 
“Then care about your own damn kids, your own family, and give them the hundred percent you put in at work,” he yells angrily while putting on his clothes. When he reaches for his keys, I’m shocked. 
The gasp escaping my mouth is loud and comes from deep within my soul, cutting through my heart on its way out. But he’s not affected by it in the least as he turns his back and walks away. 
“Where are you going? You know we don’t leave when we’re mad!” 
“Out.” 
“Out where, Jake? Somewhere with the stroller patrol?” 
He flashes a glacial look at me at me and storms out the door with his words trailing behind him, “At least they find the time to stay home and take care of their kids!” 
With those parting words, the dam of tears unleashes. This is the worst fight we’ve ever had and when I feel Jaxson kicking, the tears fall even harder and faster. I’m not sure we’ll ever get past this. I’ll never be like those women; I need to work and it’s not going to make me love my son any less. 
Damn, I wish I could have a drink right now. My eyes dart around the room in disgust. I used to love this house but now I hate it—hate our stupidly perfect neighbors, hate that we’re so far away from our friends and family, and really hate that I’m all alone crying right now when this should be the happiest time of my life. 
 




Jake 
A few months ago, Daniel sold me his beach house so he could buy a bigger one a little further up the beach. This one is perfect for me, April, and Jaxson. I was going to surprise her with it at Christmas when Daniel surprises Kate with their new house. I know she’ll be angry, but I’m hopeful if Kate’s gracious and happy about her new home, April will be, too. If things keep going the way they are, this may end up becoming my home instead.
Don’t be stupid. You’re not getting divorced. 
When I left home, I drove straight here other than a minor pit-stop for lots of alcohol. It’s Friday and if I decide to, I’ll drink the whole fucking weekend away. Mike got here a few minutes ago; he’s the only one I’m in the mood to talk to right now. 
“You just left?” Mike asks, surprised, as he passes me the bottle of tequila.
“Yup, I’ve never been so pissed at her as I was today, Mike. Not ever.” 
He laughs and shakes his head. “When you called and said you wanted a guys’ night, I figured you needed to get away from the hormones. I didn’t realize you were fighting them. It’s a losing battle. I swear, Grant is two months old and Misty is just now starting to become the woman I love again.” 
After another shot, I shake my head. “It’s not just that. April and I have fundamental differences of opinion about things. She’s still arguing with me over money.” 
“She’s proud, Jake. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
“Are you kidding? There’s everything wrong with that. April and the baby are my entire world. Money is just money, but it’s a part of me and every time she pushes it away, it’s like she’s rejecting who I am… what makes me, me.” 
“Jake, you’re way overthinking this.” 
“I’m not, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. You should have seen her today, working with the little girl at the mall. It took my breath away, Mike. It was so inspiring to see her in her element, working with Mia. All I could think about was how fucking blessed our kids will be to have her as their mom.” 
He nods in agreement and takes a shot. 
“But then I realized our kids won’t get that part of her. She’ll go to work every day and put all her effort and energy into all the kids less fortunate than our own while our kids go to daycare or sit with a nanny and never get to experience that side of their mom. April comes home and shuts off. She doesn’t talk about work, not ever. She’s emotionally exhausted by the end of the day and keeps things light at night.” 
“Do you come home and talk about work? Fuck, the last thing I want to do is talk work when I get home.” 
I take another shot of Patron before responding to him. 
“No, but when I get home I don’t want to think about numbers and portfolios. I want to lose myself in my fucking wife. I can’t wait for those family moments. After being with kids all day, is April going to want to come home and spend time with hers? It could go either way… she could just shut down completely or she could cherish what she has even more.” 
“Jake, come on. She’s going to cherish you and your kids forever. You’re just upset and being a bit ridiculous.” 
“She never wanted kids this soon, Mike, but when Lucas and Hailey showed up, she changed her mind. What if she’s regretting that?”
“Jake, if we weren’t drunk I’d be calling you a fucking idiot by now.”
“I’m not an idiot, Mike. We’ve got fundamental differences. How many times do I have to say it? And why didn’t I realize them before now?”
Holy shit, my world is closing in around me. Why I didn’t I notice this before? 
“Let’s rewind for a minute. This all started because some guy was checking her out at the mall?”
“No, yes, sort of. It wasn’t some guy… it was a co-worker. Well, a cop she works with.” 
“Did April give you any reason to think she was interested in him?” 
Fuck… did she? I was so busy watching him ogle my wife I didn’t pay much attention to her reaction. 
“Now that I think of it, she seemed uncomfortable,” I admit sheepishly.
“Of course she did because she fucking loves your possessive ass. Even when you’re being… a possessive ass. So what happened at home and who is…” He pauses as he checks his phone “Malibu Barbie?”
Of course. April must have told Kate and the rest of the girls. 
Great.
So I spend a few minutes catching him up on the stroller patrol and Trina, AKA Malibu Barbie. 
Mike leans back and laughs. “So let me get this straight, after you got all possessive on April twice at the mall and acted like a fool, she took a nap and you stripped for the housewives of Thousand Oaks? Does that about sum it up?” 
“When you put it that way, it sounds really bad but it wasn’t.” 
“Fucking hell, Jake! April has about a million and one body image issues. She is one of the most gorgeous women I’ve ever seen. BUT her issues are hers and they’re legit in her mind. I know you can’t stop women from looking at you or hitting on you… just like she can’t stop men from doing the same to her.” 
My head is swimming in a nice, drunken fog to the beat of the waves crashing against the shore and yet even with my muddled state of mind, I know there’s a ‘but’ coming. 
“But it probably wasn’t the best idea to work in the yard with your shirt off. Let alone continue to do it while you knew the housewives were watching. Especially since you know that Trina chick doesn’t like April and has the fucking hots for you.” 
“I don’t know that for sure,” I answer stubbornly. 
“Cut the shit, Jake! If you want to hit it with the hot neighbor, that’s a whole different conversation we need to be having.”
“Fuck you, Mike! I don’t want to hit it with the hot neighbor. The only person I want to hit it with is my goddamned wife!”
“So you do think she’s hot?” 
“Sure, she’s hot in that ‘calendar girl’ kind of way. You’ve seen her… Super skinny, thigh gap for days, curvy ass, and fake-ass titties. If you like that kind of girl, she’s smoking hot.” 
The suspicious look he’s giving me makes me uneasy. 
“But she’s not my type. I’ve never been one for blondes, no offense.” 
“None taken,” he replies with a smirk
“And while that thigh gap shit works for some men, I don’t give a fuck one way or the other about a thigh gap. Honestly, sometimes that shit looks creepy as fuck. I like April’s curves. I fucking love that she isn’t too petite and dainty. I’m a big fucking guy. I was a mother fucking football player. Do you have any clue how awkward it would feel to have someone that small under me? Hell, I don’t want to feel like I’m going to break a woman during sex. I want someone I can fuck as hard as I want, who will fuck me back just as hard. I need a woman with curves everywhere. I just need my fucking wife, Mike.” 
His answering smile is proof that’s all he wanted to hear. 
“Alright then, back to Trina. She’s been rude to April at every event you’ve hosted at your house when you’ve invited your neighbors. April has always been nice to her even though it’s visible it kills her to do so.” 
Has she really been that nasty to April? Did I really never notice? 
“I’ve never noticed.” 
He nods and shoots me a smile. “I know, because as much as we all love our women, I’ve never seen a motherfucker in love with his wife as much as you are with April. You don’t notice because you never take your eyes off of her. A single, rich mom in the neighborhood is going to be your worst nightmare. Especially one who provokes your wife and eye fucks you every chance she gets.” 
“I can’t help how she sees me. I don’t want her.” 
“So how can you fault April for the same?” 
Bastard.
“Touché, Mike.” 
“Look, Jake, I’m happy to stay here with you tonight and drink away every issue we have. It’s been a long time since we’ve done this, but do me a favor and text your wife. I don’t care what you say to her as long as you let her know you’re okay, with me, and you’ll see her tomorrow.” 
“Yeah, okay.” As I pull out my phone from my pocket, I’m trying to figure out what to say to my wife. I was an ass of epic proportions tonight and I don’t know how to make this right. 
With Mike – drunk off my ass. I’ll be home tomorrow. Sorry I was an ass. You never have to worry about Malibu Barbie. My heart belongs only to you. 
“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
“Nah, I needed to text her. She’s going to be fucking pissed. I broke our number one rule…never leave angry.” 
“It will be okay. You might just have to grovel for a while. So you want to tell me what else is going on with you? I haven’t seen or talked to you in a month or more. You guys just trying to enjoy your alone time before the baby comes or what?”
The first bottle of tequila is empty so I open the second one and pour us both a shot and then another. 
“I hate my brother,” I tell him bitterly.
“Whoa, that’s harsh and completely unlike you. What’s the deal?” 
“The deal is this… Connor has completely fucked up my life.” 
Mike keeps the alcohol coming at a pretty consistent pace and pretty soon, bottle number two is almost empty and neither of us are feeling any pain. 
“Okay, I get why you’re pissed at Connor. I’d be pissed, too. Connor is a good guy and I’m sure he means well. He probably doesn’t even understand what he’s doing wrong because you keep cleaning up his mess.” 
Ding. Ding. Ding.
“So what do you suggest? Not to clean up after him anymore? Let the business crash and burn?” 
I try standing so I can go take a piss, but the ocean starts spinning around me and I have to grab the rail for support. 
“Dude, fuck no. But before he goes home for the day, hand him all the files he still needs to work on. Stop letting it fall on your head.” 
After finally stumbling inside to take a piss, I walk back out to find Mike is sprawled out on the couch. 
“You know…” he says, pointing his finger at me—his middle fucking finger—and I laugh uncontrollably. From the way he’s squinting at me, I know he has no clue what is so funny. 
“No, I don’t know. Why don’t you enlighten me?” I answer, pointing my middle finger back at him and he finally gets it, laughing so hard he falls off the couch and lands with a loud thud on the floor.  
“Damn, that’s probably going to hurt in the morning,” he mumbles as he crawls back up to sit down. 
“What I was going to say is… no matter how much I love Misty, no matter how much Connor loves Jess, or Daniel loves Kate, you and April are the holy motherfucking grail, Jake. Neither of you can see past the blissful tunnel of love you live in. You might be fighting now, but don’t let stupid shit get in the way of epicness.” 
“Epicness?” 
“Yes,” he answers with a yawn. “Epicness. I’d bet everything I own neither of you would ever cheat on each other. You’re not built that way. So the fact you’re fighting over other people is the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
“Not as stupid as you not finding Kate all those years ago,” I snap back. 
“See, that’s where you’re wrong. I fucking love Misty, and if Kate and I had gotten back together before she met Daniel… The second I saw Hailey, we would have been over. That’s a hard truth for me to admit because I love Kate. More than anyone ever will, in a way her husband never can, but we are where we were meant to be, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
“You’re right.” 
“I’m also right about this. You guys have epicness. Don’t let pigs in blankets and housewives and Barbies get in the middle of greatness, Jake. You’ll never be happy without April and she’ll never be the same without you.” 
I need to close my eyes for a minute to think about what Mike just said. Acting like an idiot with my wife isn’t going to solve my work issues.

 “You stupid idiot, wake the fuck up!” 
My eyes try to open but as soon as the bright sunlight hits them, they shut again of their own accord. 
“I’m not fucking with you, Jake. Get up!” Daniel screams at me. It’s obvious he’s talked to April. 
“Good morning to you, too, sunshine,” I manage to croak out. 
“Kitchen now,” he commands as he stalks off. 
“Fuck, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning. Who the fuck pissed in his Captain Crunch?” Mike questions as he slowly sits up, holding his head in his hands. 
“Apparently I did.” I slowly push myself off the chair, holding my own head. 
“Come on, there’s ibuprofen in the kitchen.” 
There’s also coffee and food; Daniel always knows how to cure a hangover. 
He’s leaning against the counter with his arms crossed over his chest. Damn, he looks pissed, but I don’t blame him. He is April’s best friend. 
Mike falls into his chair and reaches for a coffee. After grabbing the ibuprofen from the cabinet, I also get two bottles of water from the refrigerator. We both take the pills, fix our coffee, and grab food. Mike is eating away but my stomach is still a little uneasy. 
“You know if you don’t eat you’re going to feel worse,” Daniel snaps, and he’s right. After taking three bites of a breakfast sandwich, I push it away. It’s enough for now. 
“Talk to your wife yet?” The way he’s sneering at me is really grating on my last fucking nerve this morning, but it also makes me realize I have no clue if April has been trying to call. My hands are still a little shaky from the tequila and lack of sleep, but I manage to eventually get my phone out of my pocket. 
When I swipe my screen, I see there are no missed calls or missed texts. That’s odd. After double-checking my text to her went through, I sink down into my chair and slam my phone onto the table. 
“Fuck.” 
“You need to fix this,” Daniel states firmly. 
“I know.” 
“No, Jake, I don’t think you do know. Do you remember how I explained what happened to April in high school to you at your wedding?” 
I nod slightly because anymore movement than that hurts. 
“The damage you caused last night is the worst I’ve ever seen with her. If you don’t think your wife is sexy anymore, there are plenty of men who will.” 
Wait, what? 
“If you’d rather be hooking up with the neighborhood stroller patrol, no one is stopping you.” 
What the fuck? 
“But if you ever, and I mean ever, insinuate April won’t or can’t be the mother her children need because she chooses to have a career, a career which focuses on innocent kids who have no one in the world in their corner but her, we’re going to have a serious fucking problem. Are we clear on that?” 
“Back the fuck up. You lost me at not thinking my wife is attractive anymore. My wife is the sexiest goddamned woman I’ve ever laid fucking eyes on. Why the hell would you think otherwise?” 
“Because of Malibu Barbie,” Mike answers through a bite of food. 
“Is that really what April thinks, Daniel? Does she really think I would leave her for one of the stroller patrol?” 
Finally, he sits down and takes a drink of his own coffee. He looks tired. Either he was up with Haven all night, or April, or both. 
“This is your mess, Jake. I shouldn’t have to play interpreter for either of you. How could you leave her in the middle of a fight while she’s seven months pregnant?” 
He’s trying to piece this together; I can tell from the way he’s pinching the bridge of his nose. 
With a frustrated sigh, I answer him. 
“Daniel, I haven’t slept a full night in months. I’ve been working twelve-hour days at the office most days, and yesterday was the first full day I’ve had off since Connor came to work with us. I was tired and pissed off about that cop she works with and I let it go too far.” 
“Ya think?” 
“He was touching her in places only I should be touching her.” 
“And you gave the neighborhood wives a show. Call it even. Your wife only has eyes for you. Go home, Jake. Make her feel loved. Show her she’s the only one you want. She’s sad, lonely, and absolutely hates your house.” 
His words dig a knife straight through my heart. April and I worked hard for that house. She refused to let me buy it. We started putting money into an account when we were freshmen in college to save for a down payment. We’ve got a mortgage just like most everyone else, and we decorated it from top to bottom together. Our home is my sanctuary. How long has April been unhappy there?
My heart feels damaged and I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t understand what is going on with the two of us, but we’ve never been the kind of people who fight over stupid things. My issue is when I’m angry, I lash out. April is usually the one who takes the brunt of it, but I’m tired of fighting with her. 
Mike holds my gaze with his and slightly shakes his head. He’s warning me not to go off in front of Daniel but at this point, what does it even matter? 
With a deep breath, I stand up and open the French doors to the patio, grabbing my sunglasses off the counter on the way out. 
It’s too fucking early for this and it’s too fucking bright. 
“Talk to me, Jake,” Daniel pleads, taking a seat at the table. I can’t take my eyes off the ocean, the crashing of the waves against the shore. Each wave different, imperfect in its own way, and yet still amazing, breathtaking, and inspiring. Every new wave is a new breath, another chance. The ocean is relentless, timeless, and never stops moving, never gives up. It doesn’t matter if the waves crash too high or too low—if they wreak havoc, destroying things in their path, leaving death and destruction in their wake—because the waves eventually recede. They calm, the beauty resets, and they become perfect imperfections all over again.
Just like April and me… perfectly imperfect. 
The first time I ever laid eyes on April, I was fifteen years old. There was something about her that stopped me in my tracks. Right away, I could tell she was shy; she was animated with her friends but kept averting her gaze when other people approached. Everything about her was subtle—her makeup minimal, her perfume light, her hair wavy and natural. Even her clothes were simple—jeans, t-shirt, and Vans—but she was beautiful. 
I loved the fact she wasn’t a cookie cutter; she had no desire to be overly trendy and in your face. She was unique, a little bigger than other girls, but it only made her more attractive to me. She had curves in places other girls were missing them or hadn’t developed yet, and at our age, that was a plus. Of course, I’d dated other girls before her, even as I first started dating her—before we were exclusive. But no one sparked that feeling deep down inside of me the way she did. 
She was special, and I knew the second I saw her she was going to change my life. Of course, I didn’t want to admit she was my forever to my fifteen-year-old self. I was captain of the football team and had more friends and family than I could count. I never felt excluded; I just never felt connected until her. 
From the day we met, I couldn’t get her out of my mind—couldn’t wait to see her, to talk to her. Even when I had nothing to say, I just wanted to hear her voice. Something about April soothed me, comforted me, she made me feel like I belonged. There were no pretenses with the two of us; we were always exactly who we were and it made our relationship easy. So easy, in fact, we quickly realized the two of us were meant to be. 
April is my home, and when we fight—when our world is thrown into discord—I lash out. Nothing makes me angrier than feeling like my home is at risk. Absolutely nothing pisses me off faster than knowing some douchebag wants what’s mine. That coupled with everything going on lately, I can’t help feeling as if she’s slipping away from me. 
That can’t happen. 
“Jake, sit down. Let’s hash this shit out,” Mike says, tapping my shoulder to get my attention. Nodding, I take a seat at the table but my eyes are still mesmerized by the waves crashing against the shore. 
“Why would April think I don’t find her attractive? Is it really because of Trina and the stroller patrol?” 
I’m not a stupid man, but I also don’t think I’ve ever given my wife a reason to think I’d stray from our marriage. It took twelve years to get that wedding band on her finger and she doesn’t get to take it off. 
Not now, not ever.

“I think it’s more of the fact you were half-naked in front of them, giving them a show,” Daniel replies cautiously. 
“Jesus Christ, I didn’t even know they were standing there until April came out with her eyes bugging out of her head, looking like she was going to murder someone. I’ve had a lot going on. I was working out my frustrations and trying to get the yard decorated before April woke up.” 
“Did you explain that to her?” 
“No, I didn’t get a chance before she started freaking out. We ended up fighting until we fucked our frustrations out, or so I thought, but as soon as we were done we were fighting again.” 
“Jake, she’s pregnant. You’re going to have to give some leeway to her crazy. The hormones get worse the closer she gets to her due date. You saw what we all went through. You’re going to have to let some shit slide.” 
Daniel nods his head in agreement with Mike. 
“Even Kate flipped out about the stupidest shit while she was pregnant with Haven.” 
“Maybe.” I answer nonchalantly. “But I’m a little more concerned about the other things we can’t get past.”   
“Oh yeah, your fundamental differences,” Mike says, using air quotations as if it’s a fucking joke. 
Daniel laughs and abruptly stops when he sees the look on my face. This isn’t a joke to me; it’s my life. My entire life. 
“You’re serious?” he asks, astonished. “What kind of differences do you think you and April have that you can’t surpass?” 
“Let’s see, she has a co-worker who wants to fuck her… pregnant or not. She still can’t accept my money, she refuses to quit her job, she thinks I’d cheat on her… oh, and now she hates our home. The same house we poured blood, sweat, and tears into to make ours. A house she loved until yesterday, or so I thought. She has everything she could ever want at her fingertips, why can’t she just let me take care of her?” 
“Maybe because she doesn’t want to lose herself?” Daniels eyes are flashing with anger. 
“You married one of the most real and honest women on the planet, Jake. She’s loyal to a fault, has an admirable work ethic, and wants to continue to grow in life. Do you really want a woman who is complacent to just let you do everything and run the show while she’s barefoot and pregnant in your kitchen?” 
“Hasn’t he been asking for that for years?” Mike reminds him. 
At least someone was listening. 
“Look, Jake, I know you’re stressed at work…”
“She told you?” I ask incredulously. 
“No, she didn’t give me any details, just said you’re stressed, working late, and not sleeping much. You said it yourself ten minutes ago. She’s worried about you and it seems for good reason. I’ve never seen you wound this tight.” 
“It will be fine,” I reply stubbornly.
“I’m not sure it will.” Daniel stands and walks over to the railing overlooking the beach. 
“You’re hurting her, Jake. She’s my best friend and as much as I love you, I can’t stand back and watch as you try and take away everything which makes April who she is.” 
Is that really what they think I’m doing?
Is that what she thinks I’m doing? 
“The last thing I’d ever want to do is hurt April, to take away her identity. I’m just trying to give her the life I’ve always wanted for her. Is that so wrong?” 
They exchange looks and Daniel nods to Mike. 
“No, Jake, it’s not wrong, it’s just not what April wants. You have to let her decide what is right for her and you need to support her. Don’t take this the wrong way, but do you see any of us telling our wives what they can and can’t do for work?” 
“Your wives grew up rich. I want to be able to give April something she doesn’t have to work so hard to achieve. I want to make her life easier, not take away who she is.” 
“Misty did not grow up rich. She’s worked her ass off for years and my daughter doesn’t seem any worse off because of it, does she?” 
I shake my head. Hailey is the cutest fucking thing I’ve ever seen; it’s still hard to believe she came from Mike. 
“And she has every intention of going back to law school as soon as the next semester starts. All the kids are going to be in the daycare at Lila’s Place. Kate’s already back at work and Jess is starting her nursing rotation, internship, whatever the fuck they call it, in November.” 
“So, in other words, I’m being an asshole.” 
“No, you’re not an asshole, Jake. You’re doing this from your heart because you believe this is what is best for April and your family,” Daniel answers thoughtfully. 
“But,” Mike butts in, “you need to step back and let April make those decisions. If she has the baby and decides she wants to be home, let that be her choice, her self-realization, not your demand.” 
“In the meantime, Jake, whatever is going on at work, you need to take care of it. April is really worried about you… we all are.” 
Mike flashes me a knowing smirk which Daniel doesn’t miss. 
“You know?” he asks.
Mike shrugs his shoulders. “We were pretty drunk last night. I’m not really sure what I know and what I imagined.” 
“Whatever, asshole, at least he talked to someone,” Daniel says, giving me a knowing look. 
“Just go fix this with your wife. As much as I love her, I’d rather be sleeping in my bed instead of yours.” 
“You slept in my bed?” 
“Someone had to dry April’s tears. Be thankful it was me and not Derek.” 
Bastard.
“Not funny, Daniel.” 
“I wasn’t joking, Jake. Go fix your shit. Your wife won’t ever leave you unless you give her a reason to. Don’t give her a reason to seek comfort from Deputy Dawg.” 
“Thanks, you guys.” 
“For what? Name-calling asshole cops who want something that doesn’t belong to them? Anytime.” 
That makes me laugh. “Yeah, for that, and for pulling my head out of my ass. You guys know my world begins and ends with April. If anything ever happened to her, I don’t know what I’d do.” 
“We know and luckily for you, April knows it, too. You just have to make her feel it. Go fix it, Jake, and talk to her about the house. I think you’ll be surprised at what you find out.” 

A few hours later when I open the garage, April’s car is gone. On my way home, I stopped off and picked up all her favorites for dinner and dessert. As the garage closes and I’m unloading the packages, I hear Luvbug crying from inside. 
After dropping the bags onto the counter, I let him out of his crate. April must be planning on being gone a long time if he’s crated. She hates the crate, says it’s cruel and unusual punishment. I don’t disagree with her but until he’s fully housebroken, there’s not much of a choice. Thankfully, he hasn’t had an accident in a few weeks so I think we’re almost done with the crate. 
As I lift him into my arms, he slobbers all over my cheek. At least someone is happy I’m home. I let him out into the yard, leaving the door open so he can come back inside when he’s ready. It’s once I’ve put away the food that I see her note. I had set the bag on top of it on my way inside. 
Jake,
Went to Mom and Dad’s. Be back later.
April

Short, sweet, and no ‘love.’ Yeah, I’d say my wife is pretty pissed off at me and I absolutely deserve it. 
Well, I might as well be productive and finish decorating the yard. This time with my shirt on. 
 



 

April 
“Sweetie, that’s about the tenth time you’ve yawned in the last five minutes. Are you sure you don’t want to go lie down and take a nap?” 
“Mom, I’m fine, but thank you. I’m just not sleeping well lately. The baby likes to play when I need to sleep.” 
I don’t mention the fact Jake abandoned me last night and I slept in Daniel’s arms for the first time since high school. 
“I remember those days well,” she says with a chuckle. “It’s hard to believe you’re all grown now and having kids of your own.” 
“I don’t know how you did it, Mom. All seven of us at your feet all the time. You never got a minute’s peace. Three is my limit, anything more than that is chaos.” 
She pats my hand with a knowing smile. “You say that now, April, but out of all my children, you’re the one I see with a house full of kids. There’s a reason you became a social worker. Right now they’re just words but I promise you, once your baby boy is born, the way you feel about children will change.” 
“Ha! That’s funny, Mom, keep dreaming.” 
“You think you love him now, April, and you do. But when the doctor places him in your arms, it’s a completely different experience. We’ll see how it all pans out. Hopefully, you’ll have him a little bit early and I’ll be able to see it for myself.” 
“I’m sorry, Mom. I wish it didn’t have to be this way.” 
My entire family is leaving December first for a trip to Italy and Greece. They’re spending fourteen days in each country, visiting family and seeing the sights. It’s been planned for almost two years and because I’m due in December, Jake and I can no longer go. They offered to reschedule the trip until next year, but there’s no way I wanted that on my shoulders. Something was inevitably going to come up; you can’t take a trip with twenty people and expect it to all go smoothly.  
“I know, sweetie. Just be ready to have your house invaded when we get home. I’m going to need to see my grandson immediately and so will your brother and sisters.” 
“You’re welcome as soon as you come home, I promise.” 
“I’m talking straight from the airport, April.” 
“Mom, I wouldn’t have it any other way. You’re not the only one who’s sad you won’t be there. I’ll miss you more than you know.” 
My phone rings and as much as I want it to be Jake, I don’t want to talk to him right now. After I dig it out of my purse, I’m disappointed. It’s not him, it’s work. 
“Hey, Marie.” 
“Hi, April, are you busy?” 
“No, not really. I’m just visiting with my parents, but I’m actually heading home in a few minutes. Do you need something? 
She sighs in relief on the other end of the phone. “Yes, I’m stuck at the station. I was supervising a visit that didn’t go as planned, and things got a little out of control. Mia was having a hard time adjusting last night when I left, and I promised I’d come by before five to check on her, but I’m not going to make it.” 
It’s a little after four.
“No problem. If I leave now, I should make it as long as there’s no traffic.” 
“April, thank you! You’re a lifesaver.” 
“Don’t even worry about it. I told her I would be by in a few days to check on her, so I’ll just be checking in a little early. I’ll call you when I leave and fill you in.” 
“Sounds good. Thanks again.” 
When I hang up the phone, my mom is chuckling to herself and shaking her head. She looks at me with her all-knowing mom gaze and smiles.
“What, Mom?” 
“Three will never be enough for you, April. You’ve got too much love inside of you to stop at three.” 
“You’re crazy, old lady. Tell Dad bye for me, will you?” With a kiss on her cheek, I turn to leave.
“Of course, see you next week for dinner. Love you.” 
“Love you, too, Mom,” I call over my shoulder as I walk outside to my car. 
On the way over to check on Mia, I think about what my mom said about me and kids. She raised me but sometimes I don’t feel like she knows me at all. Growing up in a house with seven kids wasn’t fun. Well, it could be fun, but it was also a lot of hand-me-downs, endless chores, hours of cooking, and after all of it, I’m still not very close with my sisters. 
Maybe it’s because I was always closer with my brother. Johnny and I were like two peas in a pod until we were teenagers. He’s a year older than me and when we moved the summer before my freshman year of high school, he decided to stay at our old school with my sisters but I chose the new school and a new start. I’ve never once regretted that decision… it’s what brought me to Jake. 
It’s only been recently my youngest sister, Sophia, and I have started to get closer. She’s in her last year of college and has been spending a lot of time with me ever since my bachelorette party. She was in junior high when I moved out of my parents’ house and into the dorms. Sophia isn’t close with our older sisters, either. That’s the downfall of having so many kids; we’re just too far apart in age. Don’t get me wrong, I adore them all, but I think my parents could have done better in making us a closer family unit. 
We typically only see each other for the holidays and special occasions. It’s sad and part of the reason I was looking forward to this trip with them. I’m going to have to make a bigger effort to pull them into my life when they return. I want Jaxson to have a close relationship with them all. Oddly enough, out of all of us, I’m the first one to have a child. Maybe I wasn’t the only one affected by coming from such a large family. 
Last time I was out with Sophia, we ran into Marc and Chad. To say she was smitten would be an understatement. At first, I thought she was crushing on Marc, but she later asked me about Chad. When I told her about Chad and Vanessa, she looked crushed. Chad still hasn’t dated anyone that we know of. It’s been almost two years since we lost her, but everyone grieves at their own pace. Chad has so much to offer; I wish he’d let someone in soon. He deserves happiness. 
At first, he wasn’t sure about how much time he was going to spend with Lucas but thankfully, with Kate and Daniel’s prompting, he really is a second father to Lucas. Lucas calls him Uncle Chad, so does Hailey, for that matter… but his relationship with Lucas goes so much deeper than that. They’re doing their very best to honor Vanessa’s wishes, and if it works for them, who am I to judge?’ Sometimes their arrangement seems odd because they defer to Chad on everything—preschool, holidays, immunizations, doctors, et cetera—but it’s their family dynamic and it works for them and that’s truly all that matters. 
When I pull up to Denise Robinson’s house, my eyes are immediately drawn to the house across the street. It looks like Mia’s grandmother was loved a lot in this community. Their porch is filled with flowers, candles, balloons, and photos. At sixty years old, she was fairly young to pass away so soon.
Sometimes we forget how much of a gift every day we are blessed with is. 
My heart aches for Jake and even though I know he’s in the wrong, I want to make things right between us. My life doesn’t work without him and there’s no way I’m bringing Jaxson into this world with anything less than a happy home filled with both of his parents and love. 
Out of the corner of my eye, Mia appears on the porch of Denise’s house with her head propped in her hands, eyes locked on the display in front of her grandmother’s house. She looks wise beyond her years as she reflects on the scene in front of her. 
As I exit my car, I give her a slight wave and she cracks somewhat of a smile in return. 
“Mind if I have a seat?” I ask, not waiting for a response as I lower myself to the porch. 
“You came to see me just like you said.” 
“Of course I did. I’d never break a promise.” 
“Thank you,” she whispers.
We sit in silence for a few moments as the sun begins to lower in the sky. 
“April, do you think my grandma is in heaven with my mommy and daddy?” 
“I’m sure she is, Mia, and I’m sure they’re looking down on you right now, wishing they were here.” 
She nods softly. “Can I go home? Hannah has to stay here because she doesn’t have a house, but my house is right there, so can I go home?” she asks, pointing across the street. 
How can I make her understand this? 
“I’m so sorry, Mia, but you can’t. The lawyers are going to figure out what to do with the house when they read your grandma’s will. Do you know what a will is?” 
She shakes her head. 
“A will is a piece of paper where your grandma lists all of her belongings and where she wants them to go when she goes to heaven.” 
“Oh. Did she give them to me? She always said what’s hers is mine.” 
“We won’t know that for a few days. The court will review all of her paperwork and decide when you can have it.” 
“Will I stay here until then? With Hannah and Mrs. Robinson?” 
“No, sweetie, probably not.” 
“Oh,” she replies sadly and lies down on me, her head propped on my stomach. Jaxson chooses that moment to kick and Mia giggles. 
“Your baby kicked me!” 
“He does that a lot. He likes to kick his daddy, too.” 
“He’s lucky. His mommy and daddy are here and not in heaven.” 
Her eyes grow solemn and she carefully considers her words. 
“April, am I going to heaven, too?” 
Her words bring tears to my eyes but I blink them back. She can’t see me get emotional.
“Someday, when you’ve lived a long life and you have grandkids of your own, I’m sure you will go to heaven. Not before, though, because you have a whole life to live first.” 
“Do you want to see Tank?” 
Tank makes me think of Jake and Luvbug and puts a natural smile on my face. 
“I’d love to see Tank. What is he?” 
“You’ll see,” she says, laughing as she runs inside the house. 
A minute later, she’s back out on the porch clutching the polar bear from the mall. 
“This is my bear, Tank,” she says as she wiggles him back and forth in front of my face. 
What are the odds her polar bear is named Tank? It’s not a really common name. At least I don’t think it is. 
“Nice to meet you, Tank.” 
“Nice to meet you, too, April. Are you going to find Mia a new mommy and daddy?” Her voice sounds like a cartoon character; she’s using imaginative play to address her biggest fear and her greatest hope at once. 
Swallowing over the lump in my throat and blinking my eyes to ward off tears, I answer as honestly as I can. 
“We’re going to do our very best Tank… I promise.” 
“Can Tank come, too?” she asks in her adorable little Mia voice. 
“Of course, sweetie. Wherever you go, Tank will be able to go, too.” 
Denise has been watching us through the window and Hannah’s little head pops up. I give her a subtle nod and Hannah runs out. 
“Mia, the cookies are done. Come help me decorate them!” she says excitedly, grabbing Mia’s hand and pulling her to the door. 
“Will you be here when I’m done, April?” Mia asks sweetly and my heart just melts. 
“Absolutely. Especially if you make one for me.” 
“Okay!” 
Denise sits next to me on the porch. “Everything is on the table, girls, you know how to do it. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
“Okay, Denise,” they call out in unison. 
When they’re out of earshot, I finally ask Denise how it’s going. 
“It’s been rough. She’s been through so much. She’s like an old soul. She sits at the window and stares at the house. Unlike other kids, she doesn’t ask when her grandma is coming back because she knows she isn’t.” 
“Have you known the family long?” 
“Oh, yes. Mia and her grandmother, Rose, have lived across the street for years. When Mia’s mom was younger, she used to play with the foster kids I had back then. Such a tragedy what happened to her.” 
“I don’t know what happened to her since I’m not technically on her case. I just happened to be there when it happened and had promised I’d check in on her.” 
“You’ve always been one of the good ones, April. Nothing ever falls through the cracks with you. Mia and her mom lived with Rose. Maggie, Mia’s mother, got involved with the wrong crowd, and she was pregnant at sixteen. After Mia’s dad was killed, she worked her butt off to change her life.” 
With a sigh, she pauses and then continues, “Maggie was working the late shift at a restaurant. On her way home, she was hit by a drunk driver. Poor thing never had a chance. It took a toll on Rose, but she kept going for Mia. She had a heart condition, and the stress didn’t help, but she seemed to be doing okay. I guess looks can be deceiving.” 
“Mia sure has suffered a lifetime’s worth of sadness at such a young age.” My heart continues to break for this little girl. I should be distancing myself from her, but I can’t help wanting to dig my heels in deeper and help. 
“She has indeed. I hope you’ll be able to find her a good home. If I had a wish, it would be for her and Hannah to be placed together. They’re so close and it’s such a shame for them to suffer another loss.” 
I think about Kate and Jess and how they only had each other growing up, aside from Maryanne. Denise makes a good point but it’s almost impossible to get siblings adopted together—most people are only looking for one child to adopt, at least at first. Because of that, most siblings stay in the system a long time. That makes the odds of placing the girls together even worse… if no one wants to take siblings together they’re even less likely to take non-siblings together. 
“In a perfect world, Denise.” 
“April! Denise! Your cookies are ready, come see!” Denise lends me a hand to help me up and I take it gratefully. The house smells wonderful as we walk inside; it reminds me of being a kid myself. 
On the table is a huge tray of ghost- and pumpkin-shaped sugar cookies. From the looks of the counter, they aren’t the store cut-out kind, either. These were made from scratch, just like my mom used to make with us. There are cut up candy bits, sprinkles, and colored frostings in a bowl. 
“Here you go, April, I made this one special for you.” It’s a ghost cookie but she made a circle at its stomach area and used a different color frosting. The ghost is pregnant, and again my heart melts. With all she’s going through right now, she put so much thought into making me a cookie. 
A tear escapes and I quickly wipe it away. 
“Are you okay?” Mia asks sweetly. 
“I’m fine. Sometimes the baby makes me cry when I’m happy.” And when I’m sad, but I don’t tell her that. 
“My cookie made you happy?” she asks hopefully.
“Yes, Mia, it made me very happy. You put a lot of thought into decorating it for me and I really appreciate it. It was very sweet of you.” 
Her answering smile could light up even the coldest of hearts. This little girl is going to be an amazing blessing to someone’s life.
Why not ours? 
After eating my cookie and watching Mia and Hannah play for a while, I finally head home with promises to visit again soon. The entire drive home, I keep thinking about her and wishing Jake and I were in a different place in our lives right now. I’d love to give Mia the world if I could. 
It’s after eight when I finally get home and I’m surprised to see Jake finished the yard and it looks amazing. Everything is lit up—from the cemetery to the blow-up ghost, vampire, and witch. He’s such a kid at heart; he even has the fog machine going. There are signs and lights going every which way. The kids are going to love this. 
Who am I kidding? I love this. 
I’m hesitant to go inside because the last thing I want to do is fight with him. He didn’t come home last night but I know he was with Mike. Before, that wouldn’t have been a comforting thought, but now that Mike and Misty are together and raising a family, it doesn’t worry me at all. 
Jake said some extremely hurtful things to me yesterday and I’m still angry, but mostly I’m hurt. This is the longest we’ve gone without talking or texting in years. His lack of sleep and troubles at work are really plaguing him and I know they’re really at the core of why he said what he did to me. But his troubles don’t make it okay to lash out and intentionally hurt me. 
And that’s exactly what he did. 
He hurt me. 
If my stomach wasn’t growling I might stay out here longer, but I need to eat so Jaxson can eat. I reach across the seat for my purse and the plate of cookies Mia and Hannah made me to-go. Those two little girls are adorable and at five years old, they already have each other’s backs. It makes me happy they at least have each other. 
For now.
The garage door opens into the house and Luvbug comes running out and dances at my feet. I squat down as much as I can and pet him with one hand while carefully juggling the plate of cookies with the other. 
“Hey,” Jake says cautiously.
“Hey,” I answer coolly, pushing my way past him and into the house where I stop dead in my tracks. The lights are off and candles are lit everywhere. Our dining room table is set and there’s a vase of sunflowers in the center of the table. 
My heart melts. Sunflowers are my happy flower. 
It smells heavenly and from the looks of the kitchen, he’s been hard at work. After placing the cookies and my purse on the counter, I pause. This is the first time in our entire relationship I’ve never known what to do or what comes next. Luckily for me, I don’t have to. 
“I’m the biggest asshole on the planet and there isn’t an apology big enough for what I did to you yesterday, April.” 
I’m quiet as he stalks toward me. There’s no way I’m letting him off the hook that easily but as he wraps his arms around my waist, the tears glimmering in his eyes are obvious. With the exception of an occasional funeral, I’ve never seen Jake cry. 
Not once. 
 “My work problems have nothing to do with you and I should’ve never taken my frustrations out on you. You and our son are my world, Mrs. Houston, and no one… not Derek, not Trina… could ever take that away from us.” 
And the iceberg around my heart continues to melt rapidly. 
Swallowing over the lump in my throat so I can speak is difficult. Saying the words is even more difficult. 
“You broke my heart, Jake, and when you did, you broke my trust.” 
He nods and one single tear falls from his eye. He doesn’t move to wipe it away, just pulls me tighter to him. In all our years together, I’ve never seen him this vulnerable. 
“We’re never supposed to leave mad. What if you’d been in an accident? What if something horrible had happened to you like it happened to Grant? I’d never have been able to forgive myself! You were being selfish and acting like a petulant child. I deserve more than that, Jake. I’m worth more than that.”
“I’ve never been sorrier for anything in my life and I promise you, I’ll never leave like that again.” 
I’m still angry but my growling stomach supersedes any further discussion. 
“When was the last time you ate?” 
God, other than the cookie I ate with Mia, it was hours ago. From the guilty look on my face, Jake knows it’s been a while. 
“Lunch, April? Please tell me it was lunch and not last night.” 
“It was lunch.” 
“That was eight hours ago. You need to eat when you’re hungry.” 
“I wasn’t hungry.” 
“Well, maybe you weren’t but Jaxson was. Don’t starve my son because you’re pissed at his father. You have to remember to eat at least a snack sooner than eight hours after your last meal. Let me feed you, I made all your favorites.” 
Telling him I ate a cookie is pointless; he’d argue I should have eaten more than one… and he’d be right. He releases me from his embrace and leads me to the table. After pulling out my chair and pushing me in, he kisses the top of my head. 
Even though I’m extremely angry with him, I’m relieved he’s home. Sleeping in Daniel’s arms is not the same as sleeping in the arms of my husband. Jake brings two glasses of ice water to the table and bends over, kissing me on the cheek before heading back into the kitchen to get the food. 
Watching Jake in the kitchen has always been one of my favorite things. He loves to cook; I think it’s therapeutic for him, especially since he’s usually not home in time to do it. He always jokes about me being barefoot and pregnant in his kitchen. Although I don’t agree with the pregnant part, I get the appeal. Jake barefoot in our kitchen is so fucking sexy. 
What’s even sexier is when he takes his shirt off to do the dishes—every muscle, ab, and sinew on display. There have been many nights the dishes have remained unfinished. Barefoot and shirtless Jake is hard to ignore. I’m still not sure how I ended up with such an amazing man; he is the epitome of perfection. 
Except for last night; last night he was a righteous asshole. 
When he comes back to the table with our dinner, my anger rapidly dissipates. Jake made beef stew with fresh vegetables and homemade biscuits. 
My favorite.
Jake knows when I’m upset this is one of the only comfort foods I like to eat. We’ve been together so long there isn’t much he doesn’t know about me and vice versa. His comfort food is tacos. I’m sure he’d much rather be eating them right now. 
“Save room for dessert. I made black forest cherry cake.” 
My absolute all-time favorite. 
“Jake, you didn’t have to go to all this trouble. I’m mad at you, not leaving you.” 
Even if the thought did fleetingly cross my mind, I’m mostly worried about him leaving me. 
“Eat, babe, we’ll talk later.” 
He’s still choked up and I’m not even sure what to say, so I do as he asks and eat. It’s delicious. When we’re finished, there’s no way I can eat another bite, but I know I’ll be hungry in a few hours for cake. 
Jake walks around the table and takes me by the hand, leading me to the couch. After I sit down, he drops to his knees between my legs and lays his head on my belly as his hands caress it in a circle. 
“I’m sorry, Jaxson. Daddy was an asshole. Don’t ever treat your wife the way I treated your mom yesterday. It isn’t cool.” 
I’m not happy in the slightest that Jake is so miserable, but I’m glad he realizes he was in the wrong. Perhaps we both were. 
Instinctively, my fingers go straight to his hair while he lies against my belly. As he releases a sigh, I relax. Things might not be perfect but we’re going to be okay. When he rises, he leans across me and brings his lips to mine. 
Those lips.
They were made for me.
His kiss is firm, commanding, and yet soft and non-intrusive. It’s also entirely too short. 
“We have a lot to discuss,” he says as he laces his fingers through mine. 
“We do.” 
“April, we’ve been together a long time. I’m trying to figure out how to say some of the things I need to say without making things worse. I’m also really trying to keep in mind your pregnancy hormones make you a little more sensitive to things.” 
“Thank you,” I answer softly. 
“Yesterday, I said some ridiculously mean things and I was wrong in saying them. I’m not sure if you’ll understand this but I’m going to try and explain the best way I can. This might be a man thing, or maybe it’s just a me thing, but all I’ve ever wanted is to give you the world. I never want you to want for anything.” 
“Jake, I don’t,” I say, trying to interrupt him, but he’s not having it. 
“Maybe not now, but I don’t want you to ever want for anything. There are times when I’m overprotective and assertive but it’s because you’re perfect, April.” 
“Ha! I’m hardly perfect.” 
His hand cups my chin and he turns my face to his. “You are. You’re perfect to me. Maybe you’ve never felt the need to give someone the world, and perhaps that will change once you give birth.” 
Mia. I want to give the world to Mia. 
And suddenly, I understand what he’s saying and why he does some of the things he does. 
“When you adamantly refused to quit your job, I was pissed and I said hurtful things I didn’t mean. You are a beautiful, extraordinarily sexy, voluptuous woman with a heart of gold.  The stroller patrol girls are pretty but they don’t compare to you. Not only are they not my type, they aren’t my wife. The vows I made to you were for life, April, and no one is worth breaking my vows to you.”
“Okay.” 
“No, not okay, April. You are my wife. Mine. I understand you don’t want Derek just like you have to understand I don’t want Trina. We’ve never let anyone get between us before and we are not going to start now.” 
“These lips,” he says, tracing them with his finger, “are meant for only me.” 
“These beautiful breasts,” he whispers huskily as he cups them in his hands, “are here for our pleasure and for nourishing our children.” 
“This belly,” he says reverently, caressing it with his hands, “was meant to be the place where our love grows into a miracle.” 
His hand slides down until he’s cupping me in my most intimate place. “And this pussy… Oh, baby, this pussy is mine. It gives my cock a home where he’s welcomed in a tight hug whenever he needs one. The only visitors allowed in my home are ones I use to give you pleasure. My pussy, April.”

“Yours, Jake,” I agree breathlessly. 
He takes my hand and leads it to his cock. “Your cock, April. This is a ‘no stroller zone.’ This cock only comes for you, or while thinking of you. It doesn’t rise for anyone else, it doesn’t try and find a home anywhere else, and it sure the fuck doesn’t get a hug from anyone else. The only housewife anywhere who gets to experience my majestic fucking cock is you.” 
Fuck him for making me horny when we have so much to discuss. 
“Daniel seemed to be under the impression you thought I didn’t want you anymore, that I’m not attracted to you anymore. Nothing could be further from the truth. If I had one wish, it would be for you to never doubt your attractiveness to me, not ever again.”
I’m speechless. Seriously, I don’t have any idea what to say to him. Jake has never shied away from letting me know how he feels, good or bad. Fortunately for me, I don’t have to say anything… yet. 
“I fucking love you, April. All of you. Your ass, your hips, your personality, your smile, the way you make love to me… the way you fuck me,” he growls with a wicked gleam in his eye. “I love every single part of you, but mostly I love your heart. The depth of your love is astounding. I chose you to be my forever. Let me be that, April, but you have to choose me, too.” 
“Oh, Jake, my heart chose you thirteen years ago, and I do choose you, every single day.” 
 His answering kiss is everything I need to know we’re going to be okay. This was just a bad fight, one of our worst, but that’s all it was. We’ll get through this; we can get through anything. After he pulls away, I lay my head against his chest and listen to his heart beating steadily. I’m so sleepy all of a sudden and my yawning clues him into that. 
“Come on, let me put you to bed,” he says, pulling me up off the couch. My eyes flicker over to the kitchen and everything that still needs to be cleaned up. 
“But there’s still…” 
“I’ll come back and do it, but you need to sleep.” 
When we enter the bedroom, Jake immediately begins removing my clothes, all of my clothes. He then walks over and turns down the bed for me and pats his hand against it, motioning for me to lie down. 
I’m tired, but I’m also horny and when I move to take off his shirt, he backs up. 
What the hell?
“Don’t pout. You need to rest and I need to go clean up the kitchen. If I let you take my shirt off, it won’t get done and I’m not leaving the mess for you to clean up. I’ll make it quick, I promise.” 
With a soft kiss against my lips, he leaves me in bed, naked and alone. The sounds of dishes being arranged lulls me to sleep. 
The sound of Jake getting ready for bed wakes me up. The bedside clock tells me it’s only been an hour since he left. When I feel him slide up against my backside, I sigh in contentment. This is the best feeling ever. 
“Are you awake?” he whispers softly.
“Mmhmm,” I murmur as he traces my neck with his tongue. His hand trails gently down my arm, across my hip, and onto my thigh. He pulls my leg back over his and slides his finger inside of me. 
“You’re so fucking wet,” he groans.
“Only for you,” I reply as a second finger circles my clit. 
“Always for you, Jake,” I whimper breathlessly as he removes his finger and slides inside me. The feeling of him inside of me—moving in and out so smoothly, so lovingly, so erotically—has me calling out in pleasure with my orgasm just a few short minutes later. 
“Fuck, April, so fucking good. God, I love you.” His words are drawn out as he continues making love to me. That amazing tongue of his trails across my shoulder, his teeth bite my neck gently, his lips kiss every inch he can reach, and I build up again. 
“Come with me this time, Jake… please… come with me now.” And as I cry out again with my release, so does he. This is my favorite part of sex with Jake—the two of us climaxing together, so absolutely in sync with each other, where only he and I exist as one. 
When he pulls out of me, he turns me toward him, capturing my lips with his. His tongue meets mine—softly, sweetly, in the most graceful of dances—and I’m lost. Jakes kisses spin my world on its axis and when he finally pulls away, we both quietly try to catch our breath. 
How could I ever doubt his love for me? 
As he pulls me into his embrace, I feel his heart racing against my skin. His fingers weave though my hair which relaxes me even further. He’s not relaxed, though. He’s worried about something; I can tell from the way his heart is still racing. 
It doesn’t take too long before I know what’s bothering him. 
“I’m going to ask you something and I want you to be honest with me. No spinning the negative into something positive. Just be straight with me, okay?” 
“Okay.” 
“Daniel said you hate our home. Do you?” 
With a sigh, I try to pause so I can figure out how to say this without hurting him. 
“Don’t think about it, April, just answer the question.” 
“I don’t hate our house… I hate where it is.” 
“I’m not sure I understand. We searched forever for a great house in a great neighborhood. What’s changed?” 
Everything.
“Well, there are a few things. I’m not a fan of our neighbors, and not just because of the stroller patrol. They’re all very self-centered people. It’s like we live on a cul-de-sac of Stepford families.” 
At least that gets a chuckle from him. 
“All the wives stay at home. They all have blonde hair, perfect manicures, two point five children, two pets, and housekeepers. They’re perfectly content to stalk my husband while they ignore theirs. It pisses me off, Jake… to no end.” 
“So you want to move because our neighbors find me sexy? Babe, that’s going to happen wherever we go. I can’t help that I’m hot and they all want me,” he replies with a sexy smirk. 
“Shut up, big head, that’s not the only reason. I love this house but when we bought it, I thought kids were a lot further off in our future. And while it’s the perfect house to raise a family, it’s missing something very important.” 
“What could it possibly be missing?” He’s genuinely confused and I completely understand since I’ve always been happy to be far away from our family. 
“Family, Jake, we’re missing family.” 
“I’m so lost.” And his tone definitely confirms it. 
“I know, babe. The further I get into this pregnancy, the more I realize I wish I’d had a better relationship with my siblings growing up. Haven, Zayden, Hope, Lucas, Grant, and Hailey will all have that. They live within a couple of blocks of each other. There will be bike rides, and sleepovers, and all sorts of fun stuff Jaxson will miss out on.” 
“So you want to move there? It’s so far… and it was so hard for Daniel and Kate to get their house. We’d have to get really lucky to find anything in that neighborhood. And it’s out of our budget, remember?” 
I’m going to have to swallow my pride big time on this but hopefully, it will be worth it. 
“I know,” my words come out really soft, “but it’s not out of your budget, Jake, and I really want this.” 
The way he bolts up in bed, you’d think I’d gone into labor, and when he hops out and pulls me with him—both of us completely naked—you’d think he was delirious. 
Deliriously happy.
How in the world he manages to pick me up and spin me around, belly be damned, I’ll never know. But when he sets me back down gently on the bed and places a long, lingering kiss on my lips, his excitement bursts through. 
“You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for this moment!” he exclaims happily as he climbs back into bed with me. 
“So that’s a yes?” 
“No, babe, that’s a hell fucking yes!” His enthusiasm is contagious and I can’t stop myself from laughing. 
“What in the world could have possibly changed your mind? Aside from location? You’ve never willingly wanted to take anything from me even though everything I have and everything I am is yours and always has been.” 
All I’ve ever wanted is to give you the world.
“Promise you won’t think I’m crazy?” 
“Never,” he answers, pulling my hand to his mouth and kissing it. 
“I’ve never really understood why you’d want to give me the world, until now.” 
He nods in understanding. “Because of Jaxson.” 
“No, well… yes, but no. You and I will be great parents. I’ve never doubted that, and I know Jaxson will have everything he could possibly want or need.” 
“Then what is it, April? What has you suddenly changing your stubborn-ass mind after all this time?” 
“Mia, Jake. It’s Mia.” 
“The little girl from the mall?” he asks, perplexed. 
“Yes. I want to adopt her, Jake. I want to give her the world, but even more than that, I want to give her a home. Our home.” 
 




Jake 
She literally shocked me into silence. This is everything I’ve ever wanted but the timing couldn’t be worse—everything at work, things being so tense with us, and holy fuck, we’re about to have a baby. We already have a puppy but now she wants to throw the responsibilities of a foster kid in the mix?
No, not just a foster kid, she wants to adopt. 
We don’t know a thing about this girl. What if she hurt Jaxson or Luvbug? What if she’s allergic? God, what if I’m allergic to her? 
No, wait. Back up, Jake. You can’t be allergic to people. 
“Jake, did you hear me?” April asks softly, barely making eye contact with me, afraid of my response. 
She never asks for anything and she picks right now to ask for this? 
Fuck me.
“Yeah, babe, I heard you. I just… I’m not sure... I don’t know if this is the best time.” 
Oh hell, she looks like she’s going to cry. April isn’t really a crier. Being pregnant has changed that a little bit but on any given day, she’s a badass who makes crying her bitch. 
“Don’t cry, April. I want to give you everything but the timing is so bad right now.” 
She sniffles and I know the tears are coming. I don’t want to be the asshole who makes his wife cry two days in a row. Being the cause of April’s tears is never something I strive for. I’ve beat fuckers before for making her cry. 
Damnit!
“I know it is, but I think we can make it work. After tonight, I feel like I understand where you’re coming from a little bit more and that’s because of Mia, Jake. She needs us. She needs a family, there’s no one there for her.” 
“Is that where you were today?” 
How much bonding has she already done with this girl? 
“For a little while. I was supposed to meet Kate for breakfast but Haven is sick and kept her up all night, so we postponed until tomorrow. Instead, I spent the afternoon with my parents and when Marie called and asked me to check on Mia, I couldn’t say no. I promised her I would come in a few days… I just went a little bit early.” 
The last thing I want her to think is that I’m completely shutting her down. Even though that is my exact intention. Pulling her closer, I lean my forehead against hers. 
“How long did you spend with her?”
“About two hours, and I spent some time talking to Denise Robinson, too.” 
Two hours? 
She spent two hours with her and wants to adopt her? 
With a sigh, I hesitate and try to figure out a way to respond. This is what I’ve always wanted and now she’s finally on the same page. 
“I know what you’re thinking, Jake, but sometimes two hours is enough. Sometimes just two minutes is enough. I’ve been doing this job for years and I’ve never felt like this before. I’m telling you, I can feel it, Jake… Mia is meant to be ours. She’s meant to be Jaxson’s sister.” 
I’ve never been more reluctant to give an answer in my life. Once this door opens, it can’t be closed. April is good at getting what she wants, and I’m good at giving it to her. This affects so much more than us; it affects our entire family dynamic. 
“I’m not saying yes because I really think it’s a bad idea right now, but how would it work if it’s something we wanted to pursue?” 
The light shining in her eyes is priceless.
This little girl could be our saving grace.
Or…
She could bring down our entire house.
I’m so fucked.
“First, we set up an interest appointment so you can meet Mia and see if this is even a viable idea. You have to be comfortable with this, too, Jake.” 
“Alright, what else?”
“Well, I’m cleared because I’m a state employee, but you’d have to go through a background check. We’d have to apply, take a few classes, and go through a home check and some interviews.” 
Damn, that’s a lot. 
“All that to adopt her?” 
She shakes her head. “No, all of that to be approved to be her foster parents. Once she’s placed with us, a worker will monitor her for six to twelve months as we progress toward adoption. Their responsibility is to assess Mia’s progress, or lack of it, depending on how things go. Once they feel comfortable making a decision, we get referred to the court for adoption. It’s a process, Jake. A long and tedious one.” 
Of course I knew adopting wasn’t easy, but I don’t think I ever realized how many entities were actually involved. 
“What if I screw up the interview?” 
She runs her fingers through my hair, pulling my lips close to hers. After a soft whisper of a kiss against my lips, she replies. 
“There’s no way you can screw it up, Jake. All you have to do is be your charismatic self and maybe curb the profanities a bit. They’ll love you.” 
“I’m not making any promises, April. I still think the timing is all wrong but go ahead and set up the appointment. Let’s figure out one way or another if this is a road we really want to travel.” 
“Jake Houston, you are the most amazing man and I’m so proud to call you my husband.” 
“You weren’t so proud of me a little while ago,” I answer, laughing. 
“Of course I was. I’m always proud of you, I just don’t like you very much when you act like a righteous asshole.” 
“Who needs to curb the profanities?” I tease.
“Maybe we both do. We could start one of those jars…” 
“Oh, hell no. No jar. If our children have a colorful vocabulary it will make them all the more interesting.” 
She groans. “You’re going to deal with all the parent and school calls on that topic. I’m delegating that position to you right now.” 
“You’re not going to tell me our kids aren’t allowed to have a colorful vocabulary?” I ask, surprised, considering I was really just joking. 
“Jake,” she says with a smile, “your kids were always going to have a colorful vocabulary. Yours and Mike’s. Did you hear Hailey said the ‘f’ word the other day? Well, actually, she said the ‘f’ and ‘s’ words, to be exact.” 
 “No, I didn’t. What happened?”
“It’s actually kind of funny. I can see why they were torn about what to do. Mike was trying to put together Misty’s new desk. The instructions weren’t in English and they later found out it was missing a whole pack of screws and stuff. When he gave up, he was beyond frustrated and yelled ‘fuck this shit.’” 
Sounds like Mike. 
Hell, sounds like me.
“So the next morning, Lucas was over and they were watching cartoons but Grant was screaming his head off. Hailey turned up the TV really loud and Misty turned it down. Poor Hailey couldn’t take anymore and yelled ‘fuck this shit’ and grabbed Luke and pulled him into her room. Mike and Misty both had no idea if they should yell or laugh.” 
“That’s funny. I would have paid good money to see that.” 
“I know. Me, too,” she confesses with a giggle. 
“So what did they do?” 
“They laughed for a minute while she was out of sight and then Mike went and told her those words weren’t okay for kids to use and not to use them again.” 
“And that worked?” 
“Not exactly… Hailey said she didn’t think daddies and mommies should use those words if kids can’t, so…” 
“Let me guess… Now they have a swear jar?” 
“Yup.” 
“Remind me to take lots of quarters next time I go over there.” 
“Make that dollars.” 
“Dollars? Who puts dollars in a swear jar?” 
“Well… Hailey is pretty smart and because Mike and Misty have been drilling her for months about choking hazards with all the little ones around, she pointed out change is a choking hazard and it would be safer to put dollars in it.” 
This is the best thing I’ve heard. Mike’s kid is going to take everyone for their cold, hard cash and she doesn’t even realize it. 
“Oh my god, this is hilarious.” 
“Want to know what the best part is?” The gleam in her eye is wicked, 
“It gets better?” 
She nods emphatically. “Oh yeah. Guess who had to pay the piper first?” 
Mike would be the obvious answer but it wouldn’t be funny if it was him. Just obvious. 
“Misty?” 
“Nope. Good ol’ Uncle Connor.” 
I bust out laughing and she laughs with me. 
This feels good.
I needed this.
We needed this.  
“I’m sure he was pissed,” I say once I finally catch my breath. 
She nods. “I know. Can you imagine the look on his face?” 
We both laugh again. I’m sure Connor tried to pout but I can just picture Hailey holding out her hand waiting for him to pay up. 
“Could you have imagined two years ago the things life had in store for all of us? We’re married, Jake, and having a baby. Connor is married and has two babies, Daniel and Kate have two kids, and Mike... Who would have ever thought Mike would settle down with anyone? Let alone happily and with kids?” 
“We’re not kids anymore, that’s for sure. Pretty soon it will be Little League, dance recitals, and Bengay.” 
“You’re such a dork! We’re years away from Bengay, but I can’t wait for the rest. Holidays filled with family and love. Easter bunnies, Santa, the tooth fairy… What if we forget the tooth fairy money?” 
“We’ll get creative. I’m sure we won’t be the first parents in the history of parents to forget about the tooth fairy.” 
“I don’t know how my parents did it with seven of us. Could you imagine?” 
 “I could, actually, but I don’t let myself because I know it’s not what you want.”  I answer truthfully. 
“You’re so full of it,” she says as she scoots closer, tucking herself into me as I pull the blanket over us. 
“Nope, not at all. I’ve told you I’m in this for all we can give it. You want three kids so that’s what we’ll have, but I’d absolutely have seven kids with you. As much as I want a big family, seven might be my limit.” 
“Good to know you have a limit. You’re an interesting man, Jake, that’s for sure.” 
“I love you.” 
“I love you, too. Always,” she replies softly and within a few minutes, she’s fast asleep. It’s a good thing tomorrow is Sunday. I’m going to find a real estate agent to find us a big house in Connor’s neighborhood if it’s the last thing I do. I’ve got a feeling we’ll have plenty of kids to fill it with after all. 
Carefully, so I don’t wake April, I reach for my phone on the bedside table and send a text to Daniel. 
You were right about the house. I need a real estate agent in your neighborhood. Know anyone?
Since he’s in the construction business, I figure he’d be a good person to try first. He’ll also keep his mouth shut about it. Discretion is Daniel’s middle name. 

April was up early and left to go have breakfast with Kate. I’m glad they’re becoming closer. Out of all the girls, Kate is the one who has the best head on her shoulders. Not that Jess and Misty don’t; they’re just more passionate and tend to lead with their emotions and think about the consequences later. April and Kate typically think before they react, considering the feelings of others before making a decision. 
It’s rare when they go out just the two of them. Normally, all four girls go out together but Jess and Connor are spending the weekend with Maryanne, Jess’s aunt, and Misty is spending the weekend catching up on sleep while Mike is around. Can’t say I blame her; I’d like to catch up on some sleep but I’ve got important things to do today. 
First of which is finding a real estate agent. While I’m waiting for my computer to boot up, my phone rings. It’s Daniel. 
“Hey, man, what’s up?” I pop the phone on speaker so I can pour myself a second cup of coffee. 
“Maybe your luck, actually. I just got back from taking Haven and Lucas to the park and on our walk back, I noticed one of the houses across the street from the park is up for sale.” 
“Seriously? A park house in your neighborhood won’t last long.” 
“No, it won’t, so you better jump on it. I took a picture of the sign with the agent’s info on it and texted it to you.” 
Haven is suddenly screaming in the background and she sounds pissed. I love her to pieces but damn, does she have a set of lungs on her. 
“Thanks, Daniel, I appreciate it. I’ll let you go take care of little miss.” 
He laughs. “This will be your life soon enough. Talk to you later. Good luck.” 
Daniel not only sent me pictures of the sign, he sent me photos of the house. It’s incredible. When I pull up the website and read the stats on the house, I know it’s perfect. Five bedrooms, six bathrooms, gated pool, a good sized yard, fully remodeled—it’s completely turn-key. Even though I’m going to do this for April and Jaxson, possibly Mia, I can’t help but think about the long drive to work and back. 
Although I could telecommute like a few of our employees do, I like being in the office. I love the family atmosphere of our company and spending time with my dad. 
My dad is all about the future, though, and part of that is me being a dad to my kids. He worked out of the house when we were kids but as busy as he was, he never once missed a game, awards ceremony, or time to love on my mom. 
Knowing I can make this work, I get an appointment to see the house later this afternoon and text April. 
Got us an appointment to see a house today. Go home with Kate and I’ll meet you there at noon. 
Her response, however, wasn’t exactly what I imagined. 
Great! Got us an appointment to visit Mia today at three. I can’t wait! 
Today? She’s not wasting any time with this Mia business. I thought I’d have a few weeks to either adjust to the idea or talk her out of it. I should have known better; when April sets her mind on something there’s no stopping her. 
God help me.
 




April 
Kate and I decided to meet up at the diner where Misty used to work. It’s close to Kate’s house so she can run home if she needs to, but it’s also become sort of a sentimental spot to us all since Mike and Misty reunited. 
Ever since the night Mike met Hailey here, it’s become his favorite place. For a while, I was worried he’d eventually harbor some bad feelings toward this place and Misty but I couldn’t have been more wrong. The only memories Mike associates with this place are happy ones. It’s where he set eyes on his daughter for the very first time, and ultimately, it’s also the place that gave Misty a job which allowed her to take care of Hailey. 
Mike said he will always be grateful for that and if he can keep this place open by eating here, all the better. Out of all our friends, Mike has to be the one who surprises me the most and continues to surprise me. Although I always knew there was more to his story, I would have never guessed underneath the manwhore was an amazing man. Getting Kate back into his life was the best thing that could have possibly happened. For both of them, I think.
Even though they didn’t end up together, I couldn’t imagine them apart. I’ve never felt like that before but those two have something about them—a kindred friendship which I have no doubt will last forever. Sometimes, I wonder if it makes Misty or Daniel jealous, but they seem to take it in stride. Mike and Kate would never cheat—they’re blissfully happy in their relationships—but if that were my husband, I’d find their closeness a bit unsettling. 
Then again, considering Daniel slept in my bed the other night, comforting me, maybe I shouldn’t be such a judgy bitch. 
Kate went through a rough patch after she had Haven. It was right around the time we announced our pregnancy to the family. The only person who could get her to open up was Mike. Daniel understood but you could tell it made him sad and since he’s my best friend, it pissed me off a bit. So much so, I actually had words with Kate and Mike one day. 
Thankfully, they weren’t angry with me and actually explained things to me the best way they knew how. Losing Lila Hope and launching the center closed a huge chapter in Kate’s life and created a gaping hole she didn’t know how to fill. 
The only other person who understood her grief was Mike. Even though he hadn’t been around, he’d imagined their child so many times, their loss was devastating to him. Kate went through some depression as she tried to learn how to accept she had these beautiful children with Daniel and Mike had two beautiful kids, as well, but neither Lila nor Vanessa were around to share in their joy. All of that, compounded with finally opening the center, was all a little too much for Kate. 
Mike knew exactly how to handle her and how to make her okay again. Sometimes when you’re married you have to do what is best for your spouse. Which is why Daniel stepped back and let Mike get Kate through what he couldn’t… and why I’m meeting Kate this morning. I desperately need her help with Jake and Connor. Kate’s intuitive and I’m hoping I can get the information out without actually betraying Jake’s confidence. I’m walking a fine line and can only pray it will be worth it. 
“Good morning!” Kate exclaims cheerfully as she sits down in the chair across from me with a beaming smile. 
“Good morning. You sound much better than you did on the phone yesterday.” She’s absolutely glowing, her natural beauty always shining through. 
“Haven is finally feeling better and Daniel took the night shift last night. I actually got a full twelve hours of sleep. Of course, I think Haven needed to catch up on her sleep, too, because she only woke up twice. Daniel got lucky.” 
“From the look on your face, he got lucky in more ways than one.” 
Her answering blush is all the confirmation I need. 
“Are you two planning for more anytime soon?” We haven’t really talked about their plans for more kids. At first, Kate was hesitant to get pregnant because of Lucas. 
“Yes,” she says, still blushing. “I’d like to try again next year once Haven is at least sleeping through the night. I’m not sure how many more I want, but I know I want at least one more.” 
“Do you think you’ll be okay this time?” 
Kate smiles with a grace only she can possess. “I do. It was rough after Haven, but Daniel got me through it.” 
My face immediately turns to a scowl; I’ve never been good at hiding my feelings. 
“Something on your mind, April?” 
“Well, I wouldn’t exactly say Daniel got you through that last crisis. Do you have pregnancy brain fog?” 
Our waitress brings the coffee for Kate and water for me that I ordered right before she got here. 
“Mike got me through it to a degree, but if I wouldn’t have had Daniel every step of the way, if he hadn’t stepped aside so Mike could help me, it might have been a completely different outcome. If it weren’t for my husband’s unwavering love and faith in us and our relationship, Mike would have never been able to make me see what I was too sad to realize. I’m a very blessed woman, April, and I’ll never take that for granted ever again.” 
God, I’m such a bitch.
“I’m sorry, I overstepped.” 
“It’s okay. You’re protecting your best friend, as you should. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” This is exactly why I love Kate; even when you’re snippy with her, she’s always so forgiving. She’s got a grace about her I’ve never experienced before and I’m very blessed to be able to call her my friend. 
“Thanks. My moods are so crazy lately, I feel like I have multiple personalities.” 
She chuckles, trying not to choke on her coffee. “You don’t have to tell me. I don’t miss that part of pregnancy at all.”
“How is Lucas doing? Is he sick, too?” 
“Lucas is amazing. He’s so smart and has such an amazing energy, he’s always so happy. He makes this face at Haven that makes her burst into laughter. It’s the cutest thing ever.” 
Kate loves Lucas and she’s extremely protective of him. He’s a lucky little boy to have her as his mom. 
“So there’s no sibling rivalry with them yet?” 
“Well… I wouldn’t say that. Lucas is very protective of his mommy and when he wants cuddle time, he tells Haven very sternly it’s his turn for mommy, but it’s not just with Haven. Last week, Daniel and I were watching a movie and Lucas woke up. Daniel had his arm around me and we were cuddling. Lucas crawled between us and pushed Daniel away, telling him with a scowley face ‘my mommy, daddy, you go away!’” 
“That is so cute. What did Daniel do?” 
“He pulled us both into a massive hug and told him ‘my mommy and my Lucas’ which made Lucas laugh like it was the funniest thing ever.” 
“Oh, that is the cutest. I feel like we’re missing all of the kids growing up but hopefully, not for much longer.” 
Kate looks at me quizzically. “Care to elaborate?” 
“Did Daniel tell you about the fight Jake and I had?” 
“Not too much. He just said Jake was acting idiotic and needed to get his shit together. He did mention Jake’s been having some problems at work but he didn’t know what it was all about.” 
Our conversation pauses long enough to place our order which also gives me an opening to talk about what’s going on. 
“Have you ever thought everything you thought you wanted for your life isn’t really want you want at all?” 
“Hmmm… For life, no, but for love, yes. What’s going on, April?” 
“I’ve been thinking about a lot of things lately, especially with…” I almost let his name slip. “With the baby on the way.” 
“Damn,” Kate says, lifting her fingers into an inch. “You were this close to telling me his name!” 
“I know, I’m glad I caught myself or Jake would have killed me. Anyway, I’m not really close with my family, but I want to be. Realistically, you guys are the closest family we have and I want our kids to grow up together.” 
“Are you moving closer to us?” Kate asks excitedly, and I nod. 
“We’re trying to. Jake is looking into it this morning.” 
“I thought you guys loved your house.” 
“We do, but I think I’d be happier closer to you guys and the kids. Connor should be by his nephew and our baby should grow up with all his cousins. It’s ridiculous for us to be way out there when you all are out here. Aside from Daniel’s parents and Jake’s parents, everyone is closer to you.” 
“Good point, but what about your jobs? You guys are both working out there.” 
The waitress brings our food and my stomach grumbles, reminding me how hungry I really am. Kate laughs. “I remember that noise very well. I never knew I could consume so much food until I was pregnant with Haven.” 
After a few bites, I circle back to her question. “I’m actually thinking of taking some time off from work.” 
With a raised eyebrow, Kate motions at me with her fork to continue. 
“I’ve always been so independent and needed to work for everything I have. It’s in my nature. This is going to make me sound like a horrible person, and please don’t mention to anyone what I’m about to say because it’s not public knowledge.” 
She nods in agreement. 
“All this time, I’d never thought about quitting my job. I’m confident I can be a good mom to our baby and continue to work but the other day, I was in the right place at the right time. I met a recently orphaned little girl.” 
Kate’s eyes sparkle with realization. 
“She’s adorable, Kate, and fate keeps throwing us together. She’s got no family left at all, her name is Mia, and she’s five years old. Get this… she even has a stuffed animal named Tank.” 
Kate is well aware of Jake’s plight to get Luvbug to answer to Tank. 
“Is it a wrinkly bulldog, too?” 
“No, it’s actually a polar bear, but what are the odds?” 
“Probably pretty small.” 
“It’s like everything I’ve worked for my whole life has brought me to this point in time for a reason. She’s meant to be our daughter, I can feel it.” 
“So why would that make you a horrible person? Adoption is a wonderful thing.” 
“Because… I don’t feel as if I can be a good mom to Mia and work. She’s suffered so much loss and I genuinely feel she’s going to need a constant in her life. Someone she isn’t afraid she’s going to lose, too.” 
“April, that’s not horrible, it’s honest.”
“But I don’t feel that way about our baby and that makes me a horrible mother.” 
“April, no, stop.” Kate reaches across the table, taking my hand in hers. “Children, all children, are precious gifts. God gave you your baby for you to love and protect with your mama bear instinct. He’s yours. Mia was someone else’s and her family was taken from her way too soon. Your mama bear instinct is rolling into her at warp speed. Not because you love her more, or care for her more, but because her protectors aren’t there for her.” 
 “You really think so?” 
She nods emphatically. “I do. It’s how I feel about Lucas. Of course, he has Daniel, and I’m his mom in every single way, but I couldn’t love him any less than I love Haven. You might have noticed I’m fiercely protective of Lucas and although I am with Haven, too, it’s different.”
“Why do you think that is?”
“I’ve actually thought about this a lot. Haven is mine by blood. We conceived her, she grew inside of me, she’s mine and God willing, nothing will ever be able to take her away from me. Lucas was given to me by fate and I’m going to move heaven and earth to keep him. I will make sure he knows every single day that I not only love him, but I chose him. The only way to do that is to love him fiercely.”
She pauses to sip her coffee as I consider her words. It makes sense and I feel a lot better. 
“Does Jake know you’re thinking about quitting?”
“No, he doesn’t. We haven’t gotten that far yet since things have been a bit rough lately.” 
“But he’s on board with adopting?” 
“Not exactly, but he’s open to meeting her and seeing how he feels. If the work situation was resolved, I think all of this would be so much easier.” 
“So what’s going on at work? Can you say?” 
As I shake my head, she asks, “Can we question around it? Maybe I can help somehow?” 
This is why I came here, so what can it hurt? 
Everything, April, it can hurt everything. 
“Are you hiring at Lila’s Place?” 
“We’re always hiring. Actually, things are going so well right now and we’ve secured enough funding, we might be able to open more locations.” 
“That’s amazing! I’m so happy for you. How did that happen?” 
“Connor is brilliant. He’s secured so much funding we could run this location for the next fifteen years without fundraising another penny.” 
“Wow, Jake said Connor was amazing but I had no idea. Why not hire him on full-time?” 
She hesitates; I’m pretty sure she’s on to me now. 
“I’ve tried, actually, more than once. He feels like he owes it to Brian to stay where he is.” 
“Oh.” My disappointed response doesn’t escape her. 
“Do you think Connor would be happier working for me?” she asks with an easy smile. 
Yup, she gets it. 
“I’m not sure, but I have a feeling it’s where his heart and mind are most of the time.” 
With a sigh, she gives me her own confession. “Honestly, I’m worried about him. The drive to work is killing him. He’s burning the candle at three ends, if that’s even possible. Between Jess, the twins, work, and working for me, he’s going to lose it. Something has to give, but without something pushing him in my direction, I’m not sure how much I can do.” 
“Have you mentioned it to Linda?” 
“Has Jake mentioned it to Brian?” she asks, matching my questioning glance. 
“No, he doesn’t want to be a tattletale.” 
She responds with a long laugh. “Me, either. Connor is a grown man and unfortunately, he’s going to have to come to this choice on his own. I can continue to wave freedom under his nose, but it’s up to him to accept it.” 
“I know, and in the meantime, Jake is going to continue to drown and be stressed out. Instead of going to his boss, like he would at any other job, he’s covering and doing all the work. It’s so frustrating to see him work himself so hard.” 
“Are you still fighting?” 
“No, we made up, but he’s got a short fuse and almost anything sets him off. He’s not sleeping, and he’s constantly worried about work or me and the baby. Something has to give. I can’t sacrifice what’s supposed to be the happiest time of my life because Connor can’t keep up. But I also understand Jake is doing this to himself. I’m sure Brian would fix it if he could.” 
“My suggestion is to wait it out. You’ve got a short time left before the baby comes and then Jake will take his leave. Once he starts spending time with you and the baby, he’ll realize he doesn’t want to be missing out on precious time.” 
“I don’t know, Kate. He’s already saying he may not even be able to take leave because of all of this.” 
“Oh, that’s just nonsense. Of course he will. There’s nothing in this world more important than you and the baby to Jake. Give it time, it will all work out.” 
“I sure hope so.” 
“Okay, so tell me about Mia. How does this work?” 
As I fill Kate in on everything Mia and how we get to see her today, Jake texts me and I realize I forgot to tell him we’re going to see her today, too. I was so excited after talking to Marie, I got lost in my own head for a while. 
After reading his text, I’m ecstatic. “Jake said he’s going to meet me at your house at noon, I hope that’s okay. There’s a house by your park for sale we’re going to look at.” 
“That’s incredible, April! I know exactly which house it is, and you’ll love it. And of course it’s okay! You never have to ask to come over. You’re family, and family is always welcome. Besides, it will give you the chance to spend some time with the kids.  I’ll text Mike and have him bring the kids over, too.” 

Half an hour later, Kate and I are parking our cars when Hailey bolts out of the house laughing like crazy with Mike chasing after her. She jumps into Kate’s arms and tattles on Mike. 
“Auntie Kate, Daddy said a bad word. Do you have a swear jar? He won’t let me go home and get ours.” 
Mike’s shaking his head and trying so hard not to laugh. 
“Poop isn’t a bad word, Hailey,” he chastises. 
“But you didn’t say poop, Daddy, you said sh—” Kate clasps her hand over Hailey’s mouth before she can finish her sentence, and now I’m the one trying not to laugh. 
“We don’t have a swear jar, Hails, but I happen to know for a fact if you make your daddy pinky swear, he’ll put the money in the jar when he gets home.” 
“What’s a pinky swear?” 
This little girl could not be any more adorable if she tried. While Kate shows her what a pinky swear is, Mike and I watch the two of them together. It’s pretty great the way things are now; even though they aren’t together, they are still the best of friends. Mike’s life really wasn’t complete without Kate, and neither was Daniel’s. 
“Okay, Daddy, pinky swear you’ll put the dollar in the jar?” Hailey asks him sweetly, holding out her pinky. 
“Pinky swear, Hailey Mae,” Mike says, wrapping their pinkies together. This is such a precious moment and Kate’s eyes are already misting up. Typical Kate. 
When we walk into the house, the sight before us is beautiful. Daniel is sitting on the couch feeding Haven and Lucas is right next to him, making funny faces and playing with Grant’s feet while he sits in the bouncer. 
“Mommy, Grant’s not laughing,” Lucas says, pouting. “Is he broken?”
Oh boy, these kids are going to kill me today; they’re so cute and innocent. 
“No, baby, he’s not broken,” Kate tells him as she scoops Lucas into her lap. “He’s still too little to laugh at silly faces.” 
“Haven’s not too little,” he says proudly 
“Nope. Haven’s just right,” Kate says, tickling him. 
“Like the porridge,” he answers, laughing and gasping for air. 
“Exactly like the porridge,” Kate beams. Forget Daniel, that little boy is the love of her life. 
Mike bumps up against me and gives me a kiss on the cheek. 
“How are you doing today?” I know what he’s asking but I can’t resist teasing him first. 
“I’m thoroughly enjoying watching your daughter do what no woman before her could.” 
“Oh yeah? What’s that?” 
“She’s taming you, Mike, and it’s a beautiful thing to see.” 
“She can do anything to me she wants, she has me wrapped tightly around her finger. Her mom on the other hand…” 
“Her mom what?” Misty asks, walking in the front door behind us. 
Flawlessly, Mike turns and smiles. “Her mom is the most beautiful woman in the world but she’s too stubborn for her own good. When are you finally going to marry me, Misty?” 
Ohh… I got here for the good part. I heard he’s been giving her hell about getting married but so far, she’s been putting him off. 
“Mommy, can I be a flower girl again? I want another pretty dress.” 
Misty scowls at Mike and smiles at Hailey. “Daddy will take you shopping later today and buy you all the pretty dresses you want. Won’t you, Mike?” she says sweetly, daring him with her tone to say no. 
“It’s Sunday.” 
“And?” Misty taunts 
“You know it’s football day,” he whines while Misty smiles at his discomfort. She can be pretty ruthless at times, but it’s good for Mike to have that in his life. 
“Yay!” Hailey yells and takes off her sweatshirt to reveal a pink Chargers jersey. Mike’s jaw drops to the floor. He’s a Packer’s fan through and through. 
“Dresses tomorrow, okay, Daddy? Today is football!” Daniel is grinning from ear to ear, he’s enjoying this so much. 
“Where did you get that, Hailey?” Mike asks, shooting a pointed look directly at Daniel. 
“Uncle Daniel gave it to me. He said it was your surprise for football! Isn’t it pretty? It’s pink! Go Chargers!” 
“Go Packers, Hailey, not Chargers. They aren’t our team.” 
“Don’t be silly, Daddy. Uncle Daniel said they made this pink just for me so we have to cheer for the Chargers really loudly.” 
Misty and Kate have disappeared into the kitchen, leaving laughter in their wake. 
“Payback is a bitch, McCormick. Just wait until I corrupt one or both of your kids.” 
“Daddy, another pinky swear for the jar,” Hailey demands, and Mike leans down and swears with her. 
This is the kind of stuff I don’t want to lose another minute of if I can help it. My adorable nieces and nephews growing up and giving their parents hell is priceless. 
Mike turns his back on Daniel’s snickers and pulls me into a hug. “You doing okay?” 
“I’m doing great, Mike. Actually, better than great. Jake and I are looking at a house today, right by the park.” 
“This park? You’re moving here?” 
I nod and he picks me up and spins me around. 
“This is the best news ever! Your house is way too damn far away. I’m so glad you realized now that you’re adding to the gene pool, they all need to grow up on the same block.” 
“It’s a great house and you’re going to pay a premium price for it,” Daniel cautions. He knows how I feel about spending Jake’s money. For the first time ever, I’m not letting money guide my choices. It actually feels pretty good. 
“For once, Daniel, I don’t care. I need my family and there’s no premium too high for that.” 
“Well, it’s about fucking time,” Jake’s voice booms behind me. 
“Uncle Jake!” Hailey runs into his arms “You owe money to the swear jar. You said a bad word.” She sticks her bottom lip out for a pouting effect. Jake pulls out a twenty and her eyes grow wide. 
“That’s like a million dollars!” she tells him excitedly. 
“It is, and that means I don’t have to pay again until Auntie April has the baby. Deal?” She nods her head in complete agreement and runs off to show her mom. 
“You know you just completely lied to her and you need to fix that, don’t you?” I ask him amazed he would try and cheat her. 
“Relax, babe. I’ll keep count on my phone and when I get to twenty, I’ll give her more money. I wouldn’t cheat my beautiful niece.” 
“Come on, we have a house to go see. We’ll be back before the game,” he tells everyone as he pulls me by the hand and out the door. I suddenly feel bad; I forgot about the game when I scheduled the visit with Mia. 
As we walk to the house, I apologize. “I’m sorry, Jake. I forgot about the game.” 
He pulls me close and kisses me softly. “It’s okay, babe. Meeting Mia is more important than any game.” 
“You almost seem happy about it.” 
“I’m not unhappy about it, April, but I’d probably be ecstatic about this if things weren’t so upside-down at work. You’ll never have to convince me to have kids with you. That’s been the goal all along.” 
“Oh, really?” 
“Yup, the second I laid eyes on you, I thought to my fifteen-year-old self ‘those hips were meant to birth your children’ and here we are thirteen years later. I was totally right.” 
“You’re so stupid and unbelievably sweet, but Mia isn’t coming from these hips,” I remind him. 
“Eh, she might as well be because once she’s ours, if she becomes ours, she’ll be family forever.” 
How is it possible to continuously fall in love with him? 
“I love you, Jake.” 
“I love you, too.” 
A few short minutes later, we’re standing in front of one of the most amazing houses I’ve ever seen. When I glance at the price on the information sheet, I think I’m going to be sick. It’s really expensive. I knew it would be but I’m not used to seeing that many zeros. 
“Relax, April. We can more than afford this.” 
“Maybe this was a bad idea.” 
“No, it’s not. It’s the best idea you’ve had in a long time. We need to buy this house for our family.” 
Our family.
“Okay,” I whisper on a sigh.
“Okay,” he repeats back to me softly.
The massive oak door opens up and an older woman steps out, greeting us with a warm smile. “You must be Mr. and Mrs. Houston. Welcome.” 
As we tour the home, she runs her spiel but I’m not really paying attention. Instead, I’m absorbing all the details of this home. It’s absolutely amazing—two stories, gated pool, more bathrooms than bedrooms, crown moldings, warm welcoming colors, high-tech kitchen—I’m in love. 
“Now, as I explained to you on the phone, Mr. Houston, this house is in high demand. The sellers have decided today is the last day they will be accepting offers on the house. I was able to confirm there are already five offers in at above asking price.” 
“Could you give us a minute to discuss it?” he asks her. 
“Of course. I’ll be in the backyard if you need me, it’s gorgeous out there.” 
Jake turns to me and pulls me close. “Is this what you want, April?” 
It’s everything I could have ever dreamed of, but I know it’s going to cost a lot of money. Biting my lip softly, I nod my head. Jake is my forever and this will be our forever home. I have to be okay with spending the money for our happiness. 
“Me, too. So this is what I’m going to do… I’m going to write a number down for her to present to the owners. You can choose to look, or you can remain blissfully ignorant at what I’m about to offer, but I am getting us this house. Today,” he states firmly, leaving no room for discussion. 
“I choose to stay unaware for now.” 
“I figured as much.” He pulls a business card out of his pocket and writes down what I know is going to be an obscene amount over the asking price. When Jake wants something, he gets it. 
“Mrs. Sanderson,” he calls out the back door, “we’re ready to make you an offer.” 
When she comes back inside, she’s smiling like the cat who ate the canary. I don’t doubt she had other offers, but she knows she’s going to make a killing on this commission. 
“My wife has chosen not to know what we’re offering. I’ve written my offer on this card but I have a few contingencies. If the sellers accept my offer, I want the keys within fourteen days. Our baby is coming in December and I want to be fully settled by the time he comes. This is a cash offer and since the house is empty, I don’t see a problem getting what I want for the amount I’m offering.” 
“Cash?” she stutters. 
“Cash,” Jake reiterates. 
Her eyes are as big as saucers and I swear she’s salivating a little as she holds out her hand to accept Jake’s offer. When she chokes a little and smiles bigger than any I’ve ever seen, my suspicions of how much extra he’s offering are confirmed. 
“Mr. Houston, I’m not supposed to speak out of turn, but I’m quite sure you’ve just bought yourself a new home. I’ll be in touch shortly to confirm.” 
“Thank you very much for your time,” I tell her as we exit the house. Our new house… I hope. 
“Trust me,” she purrs, “the pleasure has been all mine. You’ll hear from me soon.”
Jake and I walk back to Kate and Daniel’s house hand in hand. 
“Thank you,” he says sweetly and completely out of nowhere. 
“For what, babe?” 
“For finally letting me make you happy.” I stop in my tracks. 
“Jake, why would you say that? You make me happy all the time. You need to stop associating money with happiness. They do not go hand in hand. I’m going to love you if we’re homeless and living on the streets. Even then, you’ll still make me happy.” 
“Good point. All I really meant was I’m happy you’re happy. I’m also happy to finally be spending some money. We’re rich, April. We’re not billionaires by any means, but we’ve got enough money to live out our lives any way we want to and still secure a future for our kids. Let’s live and do all the things we want to because we only get one life and we should live it to the fullest. What’s the point of having money if it’s just going to sit in a bank?” 
He’s right. I’ve been sticking my head in the sand over something he can’t control and it’s a blessing not a curse. 
“You’re absolutely right. There are so many people who would be grateful for all we’ve been blessed with. We should make an effort to not only live but to help others, as well.” 
“Whatever makes you happy, babe.” He pulls me close and kisses me senseless in the middle of the sidewalk. I can’t imagine a day where he won’t take my breath away with his kisses. The ringing of his phone cuts our PDA short. 
“Hello, this is Jake.” 
He answers the phone that way whenever he doesn’t recognize the number. It’s his professional voice and it’s sexy as hell. I wish he’d use it on me sometimes. Maybe after the baby comes we can role play a bit. 
“Thank you very much for letting me know. We’ll be by tomorrow to take care of the paperwork. You have a good rest of your day, as well.” 
When he puts his phone back in his pocket, he pulls me back into his embrace and kisses me again. “We’ve got a new house, April,” he says with a beaming smile as he pulls back to see my reaction. 
I knew we would get it, but that was fast. I don’t think I ever want to know the obscene amount of money we just paid for that house. You can’t put a price on dreams so no matter what, it was it was worth it.
“Oh my god, Jake, it’s really happening. Our kids are going to grow up with their family and we’ll be here to see them all the time. We won’t miss out on everything anymore.”
“Nope, not a thing, and it will be nice to be so close to everyone. As long as all the inspections come back clear, we can move in when they’re done. She said since it’s cash, the owners are willing to turn over the keys as soon as we give them the cashier’s check.” 
“We have so much packing to do. How will we ever get it done that fast?” 
“Forget the packing, I’m more concerned about the yard. The new one is much bigger… we need more Halloween decorations.” He’s joking, but I’m not. 
“Seriously, Jake, it’s a lot of work and with your job and mine…” 
“Shh, April, we’ll hire movers. Don’t worry about it. I don’t want you trying to move or pack anything, anyway.” 
“Jake, I don’t want strange people packing my underwear and stuff. No.” 
He’s laughing at me, but I’m serious; I don’t want strange people all up in my sex toys. 
“Babe, I’ll pack all our clothes and our toys. Come on, do you really think I want some guy or girl getting pervy with our stuff? We’ll just have them do all the other things.” 
“Okay. So can we go tell everyone now?” I ask excitedly.
“Of course,” he answers as I pull him toward Daniel’s house. 
In typical Jake fashion, he just walks inside without knocking. 
“Nice to see some things never change. You still act like you belong everywhere,” Connor says when we walk inside. 
“That’s because I do belong everywhere, little brother. Get used to it because you’re going to be seeing a lot more of me.” 
“Dude, I see your ugly mug every day at work. How much more of you could I possibly need to see?” 
While those two have their usual banter, I work my way over to Jess and hold my hands out for Hope. Unlike her brother, she’s wide awake and such a wiggle worm. Jess happily passes her to me. 
“Hello, Hope. Give Auntie April kisses.” Hope loves giving kisses and Zayden is more of a cuddler; they’re too adorable for words. Zayden looks like Connor and Hope looks like Jess. 
“I thought you were spending the weekend with Maryanne? What made you guys come back early?” 
Before she has the chance to answer, Connor yells out, “Holy shit, dude. You guys bought a house here?” Instantly, Hailey is at his feet, holding out her hand for more swear money. She’s going to be good with money; she’s collecting and it’s not even her house. 
Without a second thought, Connor reaches into his pocket and hands Hailey a dollar, and she smiles gleefully and runs off to play. Connor pulls Jake in for a hug and congratulates him. 
“Okay, first of all, what the hell did we miss? We were only gone for two days! We had to come home early because Maryanne had morning sickness which we learned yesterday is really all day sickness. As much as she loves us, it was too much for her.” 
“Maryanne is having a baby? That’s fantastic news!” 
Jess nods. 
“It really is. She was so worried she wouldn’t be able to get pregnant since she’s almost forty. We’re both really excited. I finally get a little cousin and she’ll be able to play with my kids.” 
“She?” Kate questions with a laugh. “She just found out, so I highly doubt the sex is known yet.” 
Jess flips her hair and rolls her eyes. “But I know, Kate, and that’s all that matters.” 
“So where did you guys buy a house?” Jess asks, turning her attention back to me. 
“About halfway between here and Mike’s house. It’s across the street from the park and it’s perfect.” 
“You bought the park house? You lucky bi— I mean, girl. Sorry, but I’m not paying Hailey. I’d rather watch my words. It’s better to get in the habit, anyway. When are you moving in?” 
“Fourteen days or less,” Jake says, coming up behind me and wrapping his arms around me to rest on my belly. 
“How the heck did you pull that off? No, wait… never mind. I sense a Houston checkbook at work here. I’m familiar with that process. Connor has it down to a science.” 
“And you love me all the more for it,” he calls out loudly from the couch, waking Zayden. Jake releases me and picks up his nephew. Looking at the two of them together is like looking into the future. I hope Jaxson gets the Houston good looks like Zayden. He looks just like his daddy and his uncle. 
“You’ve got the look,” Misty says as she comes up next to me. 
“What look is that?” 
“The one that shows you falling deeper in love with your husband because you know he’s going to be an amazing father.” 
“I’m not sure how much deeper I can fall but it seems like every day lately I’m falling more and more in love with him. Can I ask you a question?” 
“Shoot,” she says and I nod my head toward the door to the back patio. After I sit on the swing and get Hope adjusted on my lap, I pin Misty with my eyes. 
“Why won’t you give Mike an answer? I know it’s probably none of my business, but you’re killing him.” 
“I’m scared,” she confesses.
“Of what? Misty, he adores you and your children.” Hope reaches for Misty’s face and pulls her close for a kiss, a slobbery one. Misty laughs and kisses her back and then wipes her face. 
“At first, I just wanted to get to know him again and after he found out about Hailey, things started moving so quickly. Then, in the blink of an eye, I was pregnant with Grant. He’s an amazing father and he loves me, I know he does, but sometimes I wonder…” 
“If he’ll leave you?” 
She nods and begins whispering, “This is going to sound so stupid because in my heart I know it’s not true, but what if him and Kate decide they made a mistake? Where will that leave me? At least if we’re not married it won’t be as hard.” 
So she’s not handling the Mike/Kate relationship as well as I thought. Interesting. We need to fix this. 
“First of all, if you think a piece of paper is going to make it less hard to break up, you’re fooling yourself. Love doesn’t live on paper; it lives in your heart.” 
Her shoulders slump and she whispers, “I know.” 
“And secondly, that won’t happen. As someone who has heard confessions from both Mike and Kate, I can assure you they are never going to be more than friends.” 
“Do you really think so?” 
“I do. He loves you. Mike told Jake even if he and Kate had gotten back together, once you came back into his life, it would have been over. You’re it for him.” 
She’s surprised and I continue, “And Kate told me essentially the same thing this morning about Daniel. Mike and Kate have something special and most definitely unique to them, and it works for them. But neither of them want something other than what they already have.” 
“Oh.” 
“Are you jealous?” 
She shakes her head. “I’m not. I know Mike loves me, but I’m just worried about the what ifs.” 
“I can understand that, but I can also tell you from experience you can ‘what if’ yourself to death. The real question is what if you continue to worry and let your happiness slip by because you’re afraid of the what ifs? Give him an answer and be honest. I know you’ve mentioned before you never want a big wedding, so tell him that. Mike will go with whatever you want, you just have to tell him what that is.”
“Do you think if I asked Mike for it to just be us and the kids he would be receptive to that? I’m a private person and I’ve never wanted an audience at my wedding.” 
“You know, the beauty of a wedding is it’s your day and you can have it however you want and nobody gets to be offended.” 
“Thanks, April,” she says with a smile as Jake walks out with Zayden. 
“Anytime,” I answer as she vacates her spot on the swing and Jake sits down. 
“We really need to get one of these for the new house.” 
“We’ll have one in about two months and I can’t wait,” he answers lightly. 
“Jerk. You know I mean the swing.” 
“I know we’ll get one of these, too, but I can’t wait to see you with Jaxson in your arms.” 
Kate busts through the door and does a happy dance while holding a now non-drinkable beer.
“That’s his name? It’s adorable! I swear I wasn’t eavesdropping. I was bringing you the beer you asked for. Eeek! I finally know his name.” 
“I should have known better than to say it in this house. You all have too many people underfoot.” 
Jake doesn’t seem the least bit irritated and neither am I. It’s sort of nice having it out there and not having to watch my step anymore. We’ve been calling him Jaxson for months, so changing how we talk in front of everyone else has been a pain in the ass.
“I’ll keep it quiet if you really want me to.” 
“Nah, it’s okay. We’ll tell them, I’m tired of keeping secrets,” Jake answers.
Wow, that’s surprising considering he was the one who wanted to keep it secret in the first place. 
“Thanks for the beer, but I’ll pass. We have to leave in a few minutes, anyway. You should go offer that one to Connor,” he tells her with a devious look in his eye. 
“I should but I don’t want it spewing all over my carpet, so I’ll just put it back in the fridge,” she says as she walks back inside. 
Hope has curled up on my shoulder and she’s barely keeping her eyes open. Zayden has been cuddled up in Jake’s arms, quietly taking in the view. They’re such sweet babies. 
“Can you promise me something before we go see Mia?” he asks softly. 
“What would that be?” 
“I know you only want two, possibly three kids, but if we adopt Mia, will you promise me we’ll try again?” 
This is something I haven’t even really thought much about. 
“April, I need this. I need to see you, just as you are right now, with our daughter. I want to be able to have a little girl who looks like us, for Jaxson to have a sister who looks like him. I’ll keep an open mind about Mia regardless, but I need this for me. I can’t miss out on this, April, I just can’t.” 
“You don’t have to miss out, Jake. I’ll do anything for you, I want to make your dreams come true, too, you know.” 
Suddenly, the back door opens and everyone is now surrounding us. Except for Lucas; he jumped up next to me and laid his head right on my stomach. 
“You know you can’t tell Kate and not tell the rest of us,” Jess begins. 
“Actually, I didn’t tell Kate… she overheard a private conversation,” Jake retorts just to mess with her. 
“Dude, you need to spill or Jess is going to keep me up all night whining and guessing.” 
“I don’t whine, Connor, I pontificate.” 
Mike pulls her in his arms and gently tells her, “I don’t think you want to tell people you pontificate anything,
ever again. Stick with whining… it usually gets you what you want.” 
“You’re a jerk,” she says, punching him. 
“But I’m your favorite jerk,” he replies, placing a kiss on the tip of her nose. 
“Yeah, you are.” 
“Look, halftime only lasts so long, so are you going to spill or what?” Daniel asks as he picks up Hailey and puts her on his shoulders. 
“Go Chargers!” she yells then giggles as Daniel high-fives her. 
“Jaxson Noah Houston,” I finally answer, putting them out of their misery. 
“So you’ll call him Jack?” Connor wants to know.
“No it’s J-A-X-S-O-N. So, if anything, we’ll call him Jax.” 
“Jax is an awesome name, much better than Jack. If you named him Jack you’d have to name the next one Jill,” Conner says with a smirk. 
Jake is about to knock Connor upside the head but instead, I gently grab his hand. 
“Can you guys take the babies? We have an appointment we’re going to be late for if we don’t get out of here.” 
“Sure you don’t want to take them? I could use a night of sleep,” Connor grumbles. 
“Two weeks, Connor. Help us get settled when we move in and I’ll keep them for an entire weekend for you guys. Maybe you can work on giving them some siblings.” 
“Oh, I try for that all the time but Jess insists on taking the pill. One day my super seed will break past the barriers of her birth control. It did last time. But I’ll totally take you up on that weekend,” he says, reaching for Hope as Kate takes Zayden from Jake. 
“Daddy, what’s super seed?” Hailey asks from Daniel’s shoulders. Mike lifts her off and puts her on the ground, snatching Grant from Misty. 
“Ask your mommy, Hailey. Girls know all about it.” 
After placing a kiss on the top of Luke’s head, Jake helps me up. Mike follows us into the house and before anyone else can come in, I turn to him and whisper, “Ask Misty again tonight, I think she’s ready to answer you.” 
Mike’s smile could light up the darkest night sky. “Thanks, April, I’ll be sure to do just that. Where are you guys going, anyway?” 
“Call Jake later and ask him. I’m sure he’ll be ready to talk to someone about it. See you later.” 
“Later.” 
 



 

Jake 
As April programs the address into the GPS, I’m thinking about Connor. He doesn’t look good. Although he was his usually cocky self, he’s obviously exhausted. I need to figure out a way to talk to him about work soon. Or maybe I should just circumvent the problem and talk to my dad about hiring two more people ASAP. Hell, maybe I should do both. We need the extra help with all the new accounts Connor has brought in. With Jaxson’s birth looming in the horizon, the chance we might be taking in Mia, and the move, telecommuting is probably going to be my only option. 
It’s an option we should have insisted Connor take when he took the job. The point of a family-run business is for it to be run by us, but the unrealistic expectations we’ve put on Connor are crazy. This is our fault just as much as it is his. He’s trying, and thinking about the drive I’ll have to start making—the same drive Connor makes every single day—has made me realize just how much he’s gone above and beyond. If a little extra work falls on my head now, it’s a small price to pay. 
“What are you thinking about?” 
“Connor.” 
“He looks bad, doesn’t he? Do you think he’s okay?” 
“I was just thinking the same thing. I’m going to fix this, April. It’s all obviously taking a toll on him.”
“Kate mentioned earlier Connor had been trying to do too much and it was affecting him. I had no idea. How did you not notice at work?” 
Great, she talked to Kate. 
Pulling the car over so I can focus my attention, I turn to her. “Did you talk to Kate about this, April?” I’m trying to stay calm but I specifically told her the other day she couldn’t discuss this with anyone. 
“Not exactly, she more like guessed?” She isn’t meeting my gaze. 
“Damnit, April! This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you. Fuck!” I scream, slamming my hand against the steering wheel. 
“She was asking questions, Jake, and I wasn’t going to lie to her.” 
“Oh, so you just throw me under the bus. Thanks,” I reply sarcastically. 
“It wasn’t like that and I would never do anything to hurt you. God, Jake, I just want our lives to go back to normal,” she says with a sniffle. 
Great, now she’s going to cry. 
Count to ten and breathe. 
“She won’t say anything, but for what it’s worth, she’s been trying to get Connor to take a full-time job at Lila’s Place. He refuses. Connor thinks he can do it all.” 
“But he can’t and that’s the fucking point.” 
“Well, you need to make it your responsibility to talk to him. I know you didn’t want to but he’s falling apart in front of our eyes.”
“I see that now. Honestly, he didn’t look that bad on Friday. Maybe the twins kept him up over the weekend and he let Jess sleep.” 
“Maybe…” 
My anger dissipates because I know this is on me. 
“I’ll fix it, babe. I promise.” 
Pulling back out onto the street, the GPS announces we’re only five minutes away. My palms begin to sweat. I can’t believe I’m nervous to meet a little girl. 
You’re afraid your life is about to change, of course you’re going to be nervous. 
 The neighborhood is nice; the houses are on the smaller side but all are well-maintained. All in all, it’s only a thirty-minute drive from the new house to here. After I park the car, April turns to me. 
“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” 
Bringing her hand to my lips, I kiss her softly. “I’m sure. Let’s go.” 
“Hi!” a little girl calls out from the porch. I don’t think it’s the same girl from the mall the other day, though. 
“Hi, Hannah!” April cheerfully greets her. 
Hannah looks to be about five or six. She’s cute, a little chubby, with blonde hair and green eyes. She’s playing with Barbies and looks to be happy. I wonder what her story is—why she’s here. 
“Mrs. Robinson is inside while Mia finishes her shower. She said to tell you they’ll be out in a few minutes if you got here first.” 
April sits on the step next to her and talks to her about her dolls while I observe. From what April told me yesterday, it’s just the three of them here right now. Considering Mia has lived across the street, I’m not sure Hannah is going to be too happy to lose her best friend. 
“You’re big and tall,” Hannah says, suddenly looking at me. 
“I am. I used to play football in college.”
“My daddy was big like you, too.” I wonder what happened to him but I don’t have to wonder for long; she’s very precocious, like Hailey. 
“He died last year in a fire. He was a firefighter. Mrs. Robinson says he’s a hero.” 
“It sure sounds like Mrs. Robinson is right.” 
“What’s your name?” 
“I’m Jake and April is my wife.” She glances from me to April and back again. 
“You’re almost a daddy, too.” 
“Yes, I am, and I can’t wait.” 
“Waiting is hard. I’ve been waiting for new parents for over a year. Mrs. Robinson says ‘The best things come to those who wait.’ So I’m pretty sure my new mommy and daddy will be really good.” 
Fuck.
How the hell does April do this all day, every day? 
Mrs. Robinson comes to the door. “Hannah, it’s your turn for a shower now. Mia will be out here in just a minute. She’s putting her shoes on.” 
“No rush,” April tells her sweetly. 
“Will you still be here when I get out of the shower?” 
“We should be.” 
“Good,” Hannah says, turning to me. “Can you watch my dolls? They need a daddy to protect them while I’m gone.” 
Talk about projecting feelings. This little girl just wants to be loved and protected. 
“It would be my pleasure,” I tell her as she gives me a quick hug and runs inside. That can’t be normal. Kids don’t attach to people like that so soon, do they?
“Wow.” The word comes out so softly, I’m not even sure I said it out loud. 
“I know,” April concurs. 
“These are just two little girls. There are kids like this all over the world. How does this even happen?” I wonder aloud. 
“Unfortunate circumstances most of the time. Poverty, lack of birth control, lack of familial support, addiction, you name it. It feels good to make a difference in even one child’s life. Then you think about the millions of others out there you can’t help and it sort of takes that good feeling and flushes it down the toilet.” 
“You’re amazing. No wonder you love your job.” 
“Yes, I do, but I also hate it. I’m beginning to feel burnt out on sadness when I have no way to change it.” 
This might be the first time I’ve ever heard her talk negatively about her work. I’d never be able to do it. 
“You’re the strongest person I know. I love you.” 
“I love you, too.” 
We sit in silence for a few minutes and I can’t focus my eyes anywhere but on the memorial set-up in front of the house across the street. I can only imagine how hard it must be for Mia to come out here and see that each day—such a constant reminder of sadness.
“Hi, April!” Mia exclaims excitedly as she bounds outside the house. She’s wearing a light blue dress with white flowers, carrying a stuffed polar bear, and sporting black Chucks. I’m guessing the Chucks were her choice. 
“Hey, Mia, how was your day?” 
“Good,” she answers shyly, clutching her bear to her chest. 
“Mia, this is my husband, Jake. He wanted to meet you and Tank.” 
Tank? Who’s Tank? 
“You did?” she asks me with big, bright eyes. 
“I sure did,” I answer with a smile and she visibly relaxes. 
“This is my bear, Tank,” she says as she wiggles him around in front of my face. 
“Well, it’s nice to meet you both. What does Tank like to eat?” I ask, teasing her a little. If she’s going to even have a shot in this family she better know how to take a joke. 
She giggles. “You’re funny. Tank doesn’t eat, he’s a stuffed animal. I think if he did eat, he’d probably eat Hannah’s Barbies.” 
Now I’m laughing. She’s adorable. 
“Is Hannah your best friend?” I ask, trying to keep her talking. 
“Yup, since last year when she moved here. She was really sad then but she’s mostly better now.” 
“Are you still sad?” April asks kindly. 
“Yes, but I know I’ll see my nana in heaven one day, so that makes me feel a little bit better. Her funeral is tomorrow and Mrs. Robinson said she’ll take me and Hannah out for a special lunch with ice cream when it’s over.” 
“You like ice cream?” I ask her, wondering what her favorite kind is. 
She nods her head. “I love ice cream, even more than birthday cake.” 
That’s funny, April loves cake and could totally do without ice cream. I’m an ice cream man myself. 
“What’s your favorite kind of ice cream and cake?” April asks. This is so weird; we’re trying to get to know this little girl to see if we’d want her to be a part of our family and we’re talking about dessert. 
“Vanilla with sprinkles, but I like chocolate cake with vanilla icing. That’s what I had for my birthday.” 
“When is your birthday?” 
“May second. I’ll be six next year, and so will Hannah.” 
“Hannah’s five, too?” 
Mia nods. “She’ll be six on June second. Our birthdays are super close.” 
I wonder how many five- and six-year-old kids actually get adopted out of the foster care system. Probably more than teenagers but it can’t be anywhere close to the babies and toddlers. If someone as cute as Hannah has been waiting a year with no luck, it doesn’t seem promising. 
“That has to be fun for you two to have birthdays so close together.” 
She nods excitedly at April. “It is. We’re going to be best friends forever.” 
I stand and stretch as my conscience and heart have a battle with each other. We can’t be the ones to separate these two little girls; they’ve been through way too much. 
“Jake,” Mia calls, tugging at my shirt. She’s so tiny next to me, so I crouch down like I do with Hails sometimes so she can talk to me at eye level. 
“Yes, Mia?” 
“Tank likes you, he says you’re nice.” 
“Well, tell Tank thank you very much. How about you, Mia? Do you like me, too?”
She looks me up and down and finally nods. “I do. Hannah said you were nice like her daddy used to be.” 
April looks over at us and her eyes are misting over with tears. 
“I think daddies have a special spot in their heart for little kids and that’s what makes us nice.” 
“Your baby is lucky to have his mommy and daddy. He kicked me the other day.” 
“He did? He kicks me a lot, too. I think that means he likes you.” 
“Do you think so, April?” she asks excitedly. 
“Yup, I’m sure Jaxson likes you, too.” 
“That’s his name?” 
“Yes, that’s his name.” 
“It’s cute. Can I see him when he’s born?” 
April looks to me for guidance. 
“I think we can arrange something if you’d like to see him.” I tell her just as Hannah bounces out of the house looking cute as a button. She’s wearing a pink and white dress and has ribbons holding her hair in pigtails. 
“Hannah! I get to see Jake and April’s baby when he’s born!” Mia shrieks. 
“Do I get to see him, too?” she asks softly. April looks at me and nods. 
“Sure, you both can see Jaxson after he’s born,” April answers and the two of them begin jumping around excitedly. Who would have ever guessed even little girls get excited over babies? It must be something in their genetic make-up for sure. 
“What if we’re adopted by then?” Hannah asks suddenly.
“I don’t want to be adopted. I like it here,” Mia replies stubbornly.
“You can’t stay here forever, Mia. Mrs. Robinson told you that. One day, a family is going to want to adopt you and give you a forever home.” 
“But then we won’t be sister-friends anymore,” Mia states sadly. 
“Hey, you two, come here for a minute.” April waves them over to the porch and they sit next to her. 
“Look, if you guys are adopted by the time the baby is born, we’ll make arrangements for you to see him. I promise. I have a feeling the two of you will always be friends and always be close like sisters.” 
“You really think so?” Mia asks with a small smile. 
“I really do. What you have to realize is being adopted isn’t a bad thing. It’s a really great thing. There are so many people in the world who want to grow their families and who have so much love to give. Being adopted is a good thing, too. I promise.” 
With a few beautifully spoken words, my wife has calmed these two down. Taking a step back, I survey the scene before me. April is chatting and playing with the girls as if they were her own. Now what I need to figure out is what’s next. Is this what I want? Because giving one or both of these little girls false hope is not something I can have resting on my conscience. 

We’ve spent three hours with the girls—hanging out, playing, and even had dinner with them. Watching the three of them help Mrs. Robinson cook dinner for us all was my favorite part of the day until now. 
As we say our goodbyes, Hannah gives me another hug and as she pulls away, she places a kiss on my cheek. “I hope someday I get adopted by a family as nice as you guys.” 
“Me, too,” Mia chimes in after she hugs April goodbye. 
“Thanks for playing with Tank and for watching over the Barbies while we made dinner. You’re going to be a good daddy. You didn’t let anything bad happen to them and that’s what good daddies do.” 
I’m seriously choked up at this point as she hugs me goodbye. 
“You’re welcome,” I tell her, swallowing over the lump in my throat. “You don’t ever have to worry when you’re around me.” 
“I’ll be back in a few days to check in,” April tells them, but she can’t keep checking in and Mrs. Robinson knows that. She’s saying that for the benefit of the girls. 
The hour-long ride home is spent in complete silence as both of us process how our day went. Between the house, Connor, and the girls, my mind is on overload. I keep seeing Hannah’s face in my mind. I know Mia imprinted on April, as she did me, but Hannah stole my heart. 
We’ve been gone for so long, but I’m glad we decided to try keeping Luvbug out of the crate. I’m sure he’s had an accident by now, but April put down the puppy pads right by the sliding glass door, hoping he would use those if he felt the urge. 
When we open the door to the house, he immediately comes running to us, excited as can be. Slowly, I survey the area, making sure I’m not going to step on any of his bodily functions. I don’t see anything. As we make our way to the back door, it’s obvious he used the puppy pads. 
“Good boy, Luvbug!” April cries out, reaching over and scratching behind his ears. He continues his excited dance until I open the door and then he darts outside to relieve himself. 
April begins to squat down to clean up the mess but I stop her. She doesn’t need to be cleaning the floor in her condition. 
“I’ve got this. Why don’t you get us something to drink and meet me on the couch?” 
“Okay. Your usual?” 
I nod in agreement and take care of the mess at hand. Once everything is cleaned up and Luvbug is back inside and snuggled up in his bed, I join April in the living room. 
Good thing she brought the bottle to the table because I down the whiskey she poured in one gulp and desperately need another glass. One of the downsides of her being pregnant is she can’t drink with me. Somehow, I don’t think her bottle of water is helping her nearly as much as this whiskey is helping me. 
“We’ve got a lot to discuss, don’t we?” she asks softly as she curls into my side. 
“We really do.” 
With a sigh, she readjusts herself so her head is on my chest and my free hand is resting on her belly. Jaxson is swimming around safe inside of her where the outside world doesn’t affect him yet, although the decisions we make tonight will affect him forever. 
“So… that was unexpected,” I start off taking another sip of whiskey. 
“Yeah, it was, I didn’t think… I honestly didn’t think you would bond with Hannah like that.” 
“Me, either. There’s something about that little girl. The fact her father died a hero and she’s in foster care kills me.” 
“Me, too.” 
“It’s not that I didn’t bond with Mia… She’s incredible, they’re both incredible. But we can’t separate them. Is there anyone interested in taking both of them?” 
She shakes her head. “No one is even looking at them. Mia has only been in the system a few days so that could easily change, but Hannah has been there a year and no prospective families have even come by to see her.” 
“Why not?” She’s adorable; everyone who’s looking should be fighting for her. 
“Probably her age, that’s usually what holds people back. People love to adopt children who can become theirs and not easily remember their past. At five years old, you’re going to remember you had a life before foster care and your world isn’t what it was before. For some kids that’s a good thing, and for others not so much.” 
“I won’t be a part of separating those two girls, April. I just can’t, it would tear me up inside.” 
“So it’s a no? Just like that? No discussion?” she snaps, and I down the rest of my glass. 
“I’m a crazy son of a bitch for even saying this. Things are so crazy… Jaxson is coming, Luvbug is a handful, we both have full-time jobs, and I don’t even know how in the world it would work. But I’m not saying no, April. On the contrary, I’m saying let’s adopt them both. Let’s be the change we want to see in the world. Let’s give those girls the family they deserve.” 
She sits up and leans against the other side of the couch, rubbing her belly as she faces me. “You’re serious?” 
Am I? 
Or am I fucking insane? 
Probably both. 
“I’m serious. The new house is perfect and I’ve been thinking I’ll have to start telecommuting because that drive is insane. Connor needs to be telecommuting, too. It’s ridiculous he isn’t already.” 
“You’re going to work from home? Full-time?” 
“Actually, no. Well, maybe… I’m hoping I can go into the office one day a week and work from home sixteen hours a week. I was thinking about my dad earlier and he never missed out on what we were doing as kids, and I don’t think he’d want us to miss out, either. So I’m going to propose four-hour work days from home and one day a week in the office, with the addition of two new employees.”
“Do you think he’d go for that?” 
“Yeah, I do, but it’s not his choice. He can do this or lose me. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking the past few days and I realize I’ve been putting ridiculous expectations on you.” 
“How so?” 
“Mostly about kids and your job. You’re right, you can work and be a parent. Your job is important, April. I see that now more than I ever did before. The reality is your job fulfills you and nothing should take that away from you.” 
“Wow.” 
“My job fulfills me, too, in a way. I love what I do because I’m good at it and it affords us a guaranteed lifestyle. But the fact of the matter is, I’m not passionate about it and I don’t need my job to live the life we’re accustomed to. Working from home won’t be a big deal, I know it. But if it becomes an issue, my family comes first. The only difference will be you having to be okay with our income coming from my savings, our savings, instead of my job.” 
“You’re serious? This isn’t the liquor talking?” 
“I’ve only had two glasses in ten minutes.  It hasn’t even hit me yet.” 
“Before this talk goes any further, I should tell you something. Something I actually talked to Kate about this morning.” 
“I’m listening.” 
April grabs a couch pillow and holds it over her stomach, playing with the tassels at the end of it. She’s obviously nervous, but why? 
“I never wanted to be a bad mom to Jaxson but I thought, and still do think, I could be a good mom to him and continue to work.” 
We’ve been over this a million times; I’m pretty sure I know this already. 
“The thing is… Well, when I started thinking about bringing Mia into the family, I didn’t feel the same way. I don’t think I can work, at least not full-time, maybe not even part-time, if we brought her into the family.” 
“But you love your job. Wasn’t that the point?”
“I do, but I would love her more.” 
“And not Jaxson?” 
“No, no… God, this is coming out all wrong. Of course I would love Jaxson. He’s the essence of my heart and soul. Mia has had nothing in her life but loss. Both parents are dead, her grandmother is dead, and there are no other known living relatives. Her start in life has been rough and she deserves to go to a home where she is going to be put first. A place where her needs come before a job, where a parent can stop whatever they are doing at the drop of a hat and pick her up from school if she were to get sick.” 
Now I understand where she’s going with this. 
“You see, Jaxson has us, and we’ll do anything for him, but if we aren’t there he has backups. He’ll have a huge family there to support him if we’re unable. Sadly, families aren’t always as accepting of adopted or foster children. It’s even more important I be able to be available whenever she might need me.” 
“I see what you’re saying, but you’re wrong about one thing. There is no one on either side of our families who wouldn’t drop everything if one of our kids needed it. Mia wouldn’t be just our foster daughter. She’s coming into this house with Hannah and they will be our daughters. Waiting for the adoption is just a formality. Those girls are going to be family and our families will always have their back.” 
“So…” 
“Wait. Before we go any further I need to say something.” I pull April over so she’s close to me and then flip her so she’s now straddling me. With our foreheads pressed together and my hands on her belly, I give her a quick kiss. 
“I’m going to support you no matter what you decide to do about work. If you want to quit tomorrow and focus on the baby and the move, I’m all for it. Whether or not we bring these girls into this house, I support your decision. If you want to drop to part-time, or stay until Jaxson comes and decide later, I support you. The choice is yours, April.” 
“Thank you, Jake.” 
“Now it’s my turn. Is this something you want? To take both girls?” 
“I do,” she whispers breathlessly as her lips meet mine. 
My fingers work their way through her hair and I pull her closer by the back of her head. Our tongues greet each other seductively and as she feels me growing beneath her, she whimpers. 
My hands make their way quickly to the button on my pants and April lifts herself up as I free my cock. Hiking her skirt up slightly, I use my fingers to move her panties to the side. She’s already wet and when I slide my cock inside of her, she slowly exhales my name. 
“Jake. Oh god, Jake, yes.” 
I don’t give a fuck what anyone says; hearing a woman cry out your name while you’re buried balls-deep inside of her is the biggest fucking turn on there is. Knowing you make her hot and wet, that you’re the one who can bring her to orgasm where she’s screaming your name and clenching your cock so tightly you explode in ecstasy… there’s nothing better in the world. 
Except knowing you can do this to her every single night if you want to. 
April begins riding me faster, harder, and she’s becoming increasingly wetter. Quickly, I remove her shirt and bra, pull her breasts to my face, and flick her nipples with my tongue. April fucking loves breast play and can orgasm just by me sucking on her tits. 
“Oh, Jake… yes… I’m coming, baby.” She doesn’t have to tell me; I can feel when she’s about to come. Her pussy drenches me, her muscles clench me, and her whimpers bring me with her every single time. 
She leans against me and doesn’t even attempt to move. She knows I like to stay inside of her as long as possible. 
“That was amazing,” she says, panting. I know sex is getting a little harder as her belly grows, but she’s not letting it get in the way of our pleasure. 
Thank God, because the six to twelve weeks we’ll have to wait after will be the longest either of us have gone without sex since we were sixteen. 
“Do you think he realizes his parents are freaks?” she wonders aloud.
“Nah, but I think by high school he will. Maybe sooner, because kids or no kids, I’m still going to make you scream my name every chance I get.”
“Maybe we should invest in some soundproofing,” she jokes. 
“That’s not a bad idea. Or some good nannies so we can take lots of weekends away… at least some overnight trips alone.” 
“Alone? You do realize we aren’t going to be alone again for at least the next eighteen years, don’t you?” 
“Yup. We’re going to have crying, sickness, pouting, and punishments instead.” 
“Oh joy.” 
“But… We’ll also have birthdays and family game night, Halloween, Christmas, Easter, tooth fairies, and one day, grandkids.” 
“Well, when you put it like that it does sound pretty good. I love you, Jake.” 
“I love you, too. But before we make any final decisions, I want to remind you of the promise you made me on the swing today. I’m holding you to that, April. I still want our little girl. I won’t love Mia or Hannah any less but I need this.” 
She bites her lip softly. “I know you do and I won’t go back on my promise. It won’t be right away, though. Going from no kids to three kids at warp speed is crazy enough. We’re going to have to adjust first and it could take a few years until I’m ready again.” 
“Fair enough. In the meantime, do whatever you have to do tomorrow to get the paperwork going. I want the girls with us by Halloween.” 
She smiles and shakes her head. “There are some things money can’t buy, Jake. We’ll be lucky to get them by Thanksgiving if you can open your schedule to do the interviews, classes, home check, and background checks when they need us to, not when you can fit them in.” 
“Well, that blows. Can we at least take them trick or treating? Is that allowed?” 
“I’ll see what I can do. I can’t believe we’re really going to do this.” 
“Me, either, but it feels right, and if it feels right, why not?” 
“Remember that when they become teenagers and all our periods sync up.” 
“You did not just have to go there.” 
“I’m just saying a house full of women is what you’re going to be up against. It’s a completely different dynamic than a house full of men. You grew up around all boys but I had five sisters and it’s not always pretty.” 
“Maybe not, but I’m sure it will be worth it. I know you are.” 
“Aw, that’s the sweetest thing you could possibly say.” 
“Yeah, I know.” 
“And there goes the sweetness right out the window. My cocky husband is back.” 
“You wouldn’t have me any other way.” 
“No,” she says with a beaming smile, “I wouldn’t. You’re perfect for me.” 
“Right back at you.” 
“Alright, Jake, you’re one hundred percent positive? There’s no going back once we start the process. We can’t do that to them.” 
“I’m all in.” 
“Me, too,” she whispers as she leans in for a long, lingering kiss. 
After I take April to our bed and make love to her again, I toss and turn for hours. Not because I’m freaked out about adopting the girls. I’m wracking my brain, trying to figure out a way to get them with us sooner rather than later. Eventually, I admit defeat and realize I have to do this by the books just like everyone else. 
Since I can’t sleep, I pull out my laptop and research foster kids and companies involved with helping them. The statistics are staggering. Over three hundred and ninety-seven thousand children are in foster care in the United States alone. One third of those are eligible to be permanently adopted. The average length of a stay in foster care is a minimum of three years. Most children leave their homes with nothing more than the clothes on their backs. If they are lucky, they get to pack a few items. 
The love and respect I have for my wife has just grown exponentially. It’s not like I didn’t realize her job was hard or how high the numbers were; I just never paid attention to it. I’m paying attention now. 
For the next two hours, I go from website to website and make donations. Together We Rise gets a massive donation. Sleep Train gets a donation. The more sites I visit, the more donations I make. It’s once I finally feel semi-content that I’ve done something that may help in even the smallest of ways do I finally fall asleep. 
 




April 
Today is Halloween. 
The last three weeks have flown by, and Jake and I are now in our new home. As promised, he packed all the sex toys and underwear and the movers packed everything else. His first order of business was christening every room with a different sexual endeavor; it took two days, but it was time well spent. Then we did a massive amount of furniture shopping because this house is much larger than the one we just left.
The looks on the stroller patrol’s faces were priceless. Jake and I didn’t tell anyone we were moving and since we didn’t need the money, we decided not to put the house on the market until everything was moved out. I’m not sure how our neighbors missed the moving trucks; maybe they were hoping I was moving out. Who knows? But as soon as Trina saw the real estate agent putting up the sign, I could see her texting away furiously on her phone to the rest of her posse. 
Within minutes, they were surrounding the house, waiting for our agent to leave so they could knock. I’ve never felt so satisfied as I did when she whined about how much she was going to miss us and Jake told her the neighborhood just wasn’t a good fit for us. She tried to angle for information on where we were going but Jake didn’t give anything away. He just told them we were moving closer to our family now that the baby is close to making his entrance. 
That was our very last time in the house; once we locked up behind us, we never looked back. Now, being here so close to everyone else, we’re extremely happy. Life finally feels like it’s falling together. 
In the last three weeks, we’ve accomplished so much. Jake and I have taken all the necessary classes to move forward with the foster care and eventual adoption of Mia and Hannah. Our home visit was three days ago and seemed to go very well. Jake has been swamped at work and still hasn’t worked out this Connor situation, but he promises he will figure it out soon. And today, I met with my boss to let her know I won’t be returning to work once I take my maternity leave at the end of next week. 
If someone would have asked me two months ago if I would give up my career for children, my answer would have been a resounding ‘no.’ Jake backing off and letting me know I could do whatever made me happy was really all it took for me to accept my future. As much as I hate to admit it, my mom was right about me. I want a house full of kids. I’m not quite sure I want seven of them, but four sounds like a good number. 
Something else I realized was really the defining factor in my decision not to come back. While I know I could work and be an amazing mother to Jaxson, I realized I don’t want to. At least not right now. Adjusting to life with Mia and Hannah isn’t going to be easy; that’s a reality I’m well aware of. Knowing those girls deserve all of my attention made it easy to want to stay home with them, but then thinking about how sad I’ve been about missing out on all of my nieces and nephews and their milestones sort of sealed the deal. How I could have thought I’d be okay to miss out on all of that with Jaxson when I’m not even okay with missing it with them blows my mind. I’ve been living in a bubble of denial. I definitely want to go back to work—this won’t be a permanent thing—but maybe I’ll stay home until he’s old enough for preschool and the girls have become acclimated to their new lives. 
I figured Jake would be excited I quit my job but he actually seemed sad. Although he kept reiterating he only wanted me to be happy, he still questions if I feel he pushed me into this. I don’t. This was my choice—one I’m more than happy to make. 
“Are you ready?” Jake asks, leaning against the doorframe. He just finished putting Luvbug in the den for the night. I feel bad but he’d be all over the place with all the action tonight, so it’s better to put him to bed early. 
Jakes eyeing me up appreciatively but I’m not sure why at this point. I’m huge; it’s definitely not much of a view. One more month to go until this little guy makes his appearance and I can’t wait. 
“Almost. Just let me put this wig on and I’ll be ready.” Mrs. Robinson told us Mia and Hannah decided to dress up as Cinderella and Belle, so Jake and I are dressed up as Sleeping Beauty and Prince Phillip. 
“You look beautiful,” he says, stalking toward me. 
“You look fucking hot,” I toss back. Jake always looks sexy but his costume this year is really turning me on. Usually, he’s some kind of scary monster. Maybe it’s the fact he so willingly dressed up as a prince for the girls that’s making him seem even more attractive. 
“Yeah, I know,” he answers with a laugh as he pulls me in for a seductive kiss. As he pulls away, I let out a frustrated sigh. 
“Horny again?” 
“Always.” 
“Well, Princess, I’m here to make your every desire come true. When we get home tonight, I’ll show you what really happens when the movie fades to black.” 
“Prince Phillip, you mean to tell me there’s more than just happily ever after?” 
“Oh, I’ll give you a happily ever after, or at least a happy ending… again and again.” 
“I’m going to hold you to it. God, Jake, do you think all parents are this dirty behind their kids’ backs?” 
He pauses and then smiles wickedly at me. “I sure the fuck hope so but if not, we’ll be the exception to the rule. Our sex life is going nowhere but up, babe. Kids or no kids, we’re still going to fuck like rabbits whenever we get the chance.” 
“It’s funny… I thought we’d be home waiting for the kids to come tonight and envisioning what next year will be like with Jaxson. Now, here we are, taking the girls out and next year it will be us and three kids out trick or treating. Life works in mysterious ways.” 
“Life works in the best ways. Hurry up, they’ll be here soon.” He places a soft kiss on my lips and goes downstairs. 
Mrs. Robinson is bringing the girls here as a surprise and we’re taking them trick or treating with Hailey and Lucas. Misty and Jess are staying home to give out candy, so Connor and Mike are bringing the babies out for a bit. Kate put an ‘on your honor bowl’ out. She said she wasn’t going to miss taking the kids out and having a real family Halloween. 
Mia and Hannah still don’t know we’re trying to become their parents. We didn’t want to get their hopes up in case it doesn’t work out, but we have been visiting them weekly and getting to know them better. 
The doorbell rings and Jake calls out, “April, are you ready?” 
“Yeah, on my way now.” Before I even make it to the bedroom door, he’s waiting for me, holding out his hand. 
“I can walk down the stairs myself, Jake.” 
“Perhaps, but a real prince wouldn’t let you. Besides, I don’t want you tripping on that long dress and falling down the stairs.” 
“Auntie April, you look so pretty!” Hailey calls out when we get downstairs. 
“Princess,” Lucas says, pointing at me with one hand and clutching a plastic pumpkin for candy in the other. 
“That’s right, Luke, I’m a princess. And you two look like trouble!” 
Hailey giggles, clutching her own pumpkin. “Yup, we’re trouble” They’re going as Thing 1 and Thing 2 from Cat in the Hat. Mike is going as the Cat. Kate and Daniel are dressed as Dorothy and The Scarecrow and Haven is Toto. They’re not here yet, but I know Connor, Jess, and the twins are dressing like The Incredibles and Misty and Grant are Superman and Supergirl. 
“Alright, guys, trial run. Go outside and ring the doorbell.” Jake rallies the kids and steps out onto the porch, closing the door behind them. The doorbell rings immediately and as I swing open the door, Lucas timidly says, “Trick or treat.”
Hails, as enthusiastic as ever, follows it up with, “Smell my feet!” 
“Mike, you didn’t!” I scold him. She cannot go around saying that all night. 
He’s cracking up and high-fiving his daughter who is giggling like a loon. “She’s only allowed to say it to you and Jess. I just had to see your face!” 
“Well, that’s good… I guess.” Jake’s smirking as I put entirely way too much candy in their buckets but I don’t care; I’m happy I get to spend the night with them tonight. 
“Look who has back-up candy bags,” Connor calls out, walking up the driveway. He’s holding up jumbo-sized pillowcases with names on them. Good lord, he’s going to do candy dumps all night with the kids. 
“Hell yeah!” Jake calls out. Hailey pins him with her eyes and Jake laughs. “Sorry, Hails, but it’s my house and there are no swear jar rules allowed here. Besides, hell isn’t a bad word, it’s just a place bad people go, so make sure you’re always a good girl.” 
Her eyes are wide as she glances from Jake to Mike, waiting for her dad to tell her he’s lying. Mike looks torn because he knows he’s going to catch hell from Misty later but he follows Jake’s lead and nods. 
“If you’re always a good girl, you’ve got nothing to worry about,” Mike informs her gently. 
I’d like to slap him upside the head right now. “I can’t wait to watch Misty lay into you later when you have to explain to her why her four-year-old daughter is afraid of hell,” I whisper nastily in his ear. 
“Your husband started it.” 
“Don’t think I didn’t notice. He’s going to be in trouble, too. Tonight is not the optimum time to introduce little kids into the concept of hell. What is wrong with you guys?” 
Thankfully, Hails is looking at her pillowcase Connor brought over and is distracted for the time being, but she’s a smart girl and I’m sure this is going to be brought up again soon. 
“Here,” Connor says, handing me two pillowcases with Mia and Hannah’s names on them. Tears immediately come to my eyes. 
Fuck these hormones; I hate crying. 
“Connor… I…” 
“It’s nothing. They’re going to be my nieces, right?” He shrugs but I don’t let him get away with blowing it off. I place a kiss on his cheek and give him a hug. 
“Thank you, really. This is above and beyond.” 
He pulls back, shaking his head. “No, what you and Jake are doing is above and beyond. I’m just being the best uncle ever.” 
“You know they don’t know we want to bring them here, right?” 
“Yeah, I got the memo. Don’t worry, if anyone slips up it won’t be me. You ought to keep an eye on your husband, though. Loose lips sink ships and all that,” he says with a wink as he walks away. 
Jake is hardly a songbird when it comes to secrets; that title has always belonged to Connor and he knows it. 
A few minutes later, Mrs. Robinson arrives with the girls and my heart melts; they look adorable. Jake grabs my hand and squeezes it hard. Our first Halloween with our daughters and they’re beautiful. 
“Uncle Jake!” Hailey yells. “Are these your friends we’ve been waiting for?” 
“Sure are, Hails.” 
Hailey takes them in as they walk up the path and turns to Mike. “Daddy, next year I want to be a princess, too, okay?” 
“Anything you want, baby girl,” he answers with a kiss to the top of her head. Before anyone gets the chance to greet them, Hailey runs up and introduces herself. This girl has never been one bit shy and I love it. 
Kate is watching the scene around her—taking it all in—and I swear I can already see the tears in her eyes. This is one time I can’t joke about her empathy because I’m right there with her. These girls are just as much her family as they are ours. 
“Wow!” Mia exclaims, looking at the house and all the decorations. 
“This house is awesome!” Hannah cries out. 
“Is this really your house? It’s so big…” Mia asks wondrously.
“This is our house and we decorated it extra special since we knew all of you were coming over tonight,” Jake answers with an enormous smile. 
“Mia, Hannah, Mrs. Robinson, we’d like to introduce you to a few people. This is my brother, Connor, and his twins, Hope and Zayden.” Jake begins the introductions and like two perfectly behaved kids, Mia and Hannah shake hands and introduce themselves. 
“This is my best friend, Daniel, and his wife, Kate, and their kids, Lucas and Haven.” I continue the introductions and watch Kate blink back her tears, but typical Kate hugs them hello instead of shaking hands. 
“Over here is my best friend, Mike, and you’ve already met his daughter, Hailey. And in the stroller over here is his son, Grant. You’ll get to meet a few more friends as we trick or treat tonight, too.” 
Hannah pulls on my dress to get my attention and Mia is right next to her. “You and Jake match our costumes.” 
“We do. We hope you don’t mind but when Mrs. Robinson told us what you were going to be, we couldn’t resist. It seemed like it would be fun.” 
“I don’t mind,” Mia says softly.
“Me, either. Thank you for inviting us,” Hannah says before bouncing down the walk to Jake. She’s got a soft spot for him, but it’s pretty obvious Mia has one for me. 
Over the course of the next two hours, we trick or treat our hearts out. The kids end up with a massive amount of candy. About halfway through, Mia and Hannah really begin to come out of their shells. They spend time talking and joking with all the grown-ups and I’m pretty sure they were completely smitten with Jess when they found out she was Connor’s wife. 
Kate tells them how her, Jess, and Mike have been the best of friends since they were Mia and Hannah’s age and the girls light up in happiness. I’m sure as much as they want to believe they’ll always be friends, they may have been questioning if it was actually possible. Now they know. I’m dying to tell them they’re going to be sisters as soon as we get the green light but I just can’t do that to them. If this falls through, they’d be devastated. 
So would we. 
“Thank you so much for spending Halloween with us. We had so much fun!” Mia exclaims happily as she gives us hugs goodbye. 
“Me, too!” Hannah squeals. “I bet this is what Halloween in a real family feels like,” she says as she hugs Jake. She doesn’t say it in sadness, just as a fact. 
“Will we see you again soon?” Hannah asks as she says goodbye to me, Mia piping up along with her. 
“Will we?” 
“Of course. We’ll be by next week just like we have the past few weeks. We love visiting with you two.” 
They nod and say their goodbyes to everyone when suddenly Hannah comes running back to me. “I forgot something,” she says and reaches out to pat my belly. “Bye, Jaxson.” She says it so sweetly and then runs back to catch up to Mia and Mrs. Robinson. 
Connor finally breaks the silence. “Wow,” he says as Daniel comes back inside after dropping off Hailey and Lucas with Misty and Jess so they can watch It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown. 
“What did I miss?” 
“Nothing,” Mike answers. “Just little girls being adorably cute.” 
“Come on, let me get you guys a drink and you can tell us what you thought.” 
“April, sit and rest, you have to be tired. I’ll be the wench and serve the pirates tonight.” Daniel swats at Kate’s ass as she walks to the kitchen. 
“You should have told me you have a pirate fetish, it’s much sexier than a scarecrow.” Kate spins and plants a kiss on his lips. 
“I have a you fetish, any way I can get you.” 
“Who wants to bet Kate gets knocked up next?” Connor asks, whipping out his wallet. 
“Connor Houston! Don’t curse me just yet. Besides, you’re the next one in line. We’ve all had a turn since Jess had the twins.” 
“I’d knock her up in a heartbeat if she’d let me.” 
“Hey, can we please stop saying knocked up? We’re not eighteen anymore. Besides, can’t we just take some time to enjoy the babies we do have around here before we excessively overpopulate the planet? What’s with you Houston boys wanting to leave your mark on this earth, anyway?” 
“Men, babe, we’re Houston men, not boys. What’s wrong with wanting to leave a legacy? This planet can only be a better place with our DNA all over it anyway,” Jake answers me with a sexy smirk. 
Connor high-fives him while Daniel and Mike laugh. 
“Nothing is wrong with leaving a legacy, but there are lots of kids who need homes. They don’t necessarily have to come from your bloodline.” 
“That’s true,” Jake counters, “but once we adopt Mia and Hannah they’ll be part of our legacy. I’m all for adopting, but you can’t blame me for wanting to have some little versions of us running around.” 
“Not at all, but April’s right. You guys act like it’s completely okay for us to birth you a football team.”
“Thank you, Kate.” 
“Between the four of you, you girls could have a football team. We don’t expect each of you to have one.” 
“Quit while you’re ahead, Connor,” Kate warns. 
“So,” Mike interjects changing the subject, “Hailey seemed to really love Mia and Hannah. She was trying to plan sleepovers already. They’re going to fit in just fine, you guys.” 
Everyone is nodding in agreement. “They really are the sweetest things. I know this is going to make me sound like a dick…” 
“Connor, you always sound like a dick,” Jake quips.
“Ha ha funny, asshole. Seriously, I never really thought much about normal kids in foster care. I figured most of them were disabled, crack babies, or just crazy-ass kids. I know that makes me a world class douche.” 
“No, Connor, it doesn’t,” I say, patting his hand. “It makes you normal. The fact of the matter is most people don’t think about kids in the system at all. There’s always been such a negative light surrounding the system, almost all anyone hears is the bad stuff and not the good.” 
“Yeah, I guess. Honestly, I don’t think I’m the kind of person who ever considered fostering, but I’d love to find a way to help out somehow.” 
“I’ll send you some links. I made a shit ton of donations a few weeks ago,” Jake answers. 
“You did?” 
Why didn’t he tell me? 
 “I had to do something, April. After meeting the girls, I did some research. The facts were staggering. So I found some reputable places and gave a ton of donations.” 
I think I’m going to cry. 
Fucking hormones.
“Send us those links, too, Jake,” Daniel tells him. 
“Yeah, to me, too,” Mike agrees.
“How much longer now before you know?” Kate asks as she sits on Daniel’s lap. 
“It’s all just a waiting game for final approval. It could be tomorrow or it could be next year, but I really hope it’s before Christmas.” 
It’s so nice to sit and talk and not have to worry about leaving to be home at a certain point in time. Yawning, I lean back against Jake and let my eyes close as I listen to the banter go back and forth. The next thing I know, Jake is whispering in my ear. 
“Wake up, sleeping beauty, it’s time for bed.” 
I’m surprised to see everyone is gone. I can’t believe I just fell asleep like that in front of everyone. 
“I’m sorry, I feel so bad. I can’t believe I just fell asleep.” 
“I’m not sorry, you needed to sleep. It was a big night. After you fell asleep, Kate reminded us of the time she fell asleep at Easter with everyone around. It’s the baby’s way of telling you you’re overdoing it and you need your rest. Come on, let me take you to bed.” 
“Tonight was perfect, wasn’t it?” 
“It was, babe. Tonight was the first glimpse of the rest of our lives, and I loved what I saw.” 
“Me, too.” 

The next morning, I wake up to an empty bed with the lingering memory of Jake making love to me last night. Just when I think I know all his tricks, he does something else completely unexpected to spice up our sex life. It will never get old. 
As my eyes focus, I notice a note on the bedside table with my name on it. 
April, 
Sorry. I didn’t want to tell you last night and ruin the moment, but I have to work today. I shouldn’t be late. 
I love you.
Jake
Damn it! It’s Saturday and we were supposed to finally decide what to do with the rooms we have set aside for Mia and Hannah. We can’t decide if we want to decorate them and have them ready or let them pick everything. We also don’t know if maybe they’ll want to continue sharing a room for a while, and he promised me today we would finally make a decision one way or the other. 
After using the restroom, I throw on a robe and go downstairs to make some tea. I’m agitated and hungry and really don’t like waking up to my husband being at work again for the second weekend in a row. 
The doorbell rings right as I’m getting ready to sit down and I debate on ignoring it, but I know I can’t. 
“Hey.” I swing the door open and wave Connor inside. 
Why isn’t he at work, too? 
He follows me inside and closes the door behind him. 
“Where’s Jake?” he asks as he sits down at the table with me. I really don’t have any patience for this today. 
“Where do you think he is, Connor?” I ask with a resigned sigh. 
He laughs. “Well, if I knew I wouldn’t be asking you.” 
This is it. I know I’m going to regret this, but I don’t even care anymore. 
“Connor, he’s at work, just like he is practically every weekend. Just like he has been every night for almost the last six months.” 
The quizzical look which crosses his face proves he has no idea Jake has been picking up the slack for him, but he can’t seriously be this oblivious, can he? 
“What’s going on, April? Why is he working so much?” 
“Do you really not know this, Connor? Or are you just playing stupid because you don’t want to admit your shortcomings?” 
Oh, shit. 
That was so harsh, I flinch at my own words.

I’m such a bitch. 
“I’m sorry, Connor. That was uncalled for, I apologize.” 
“Tell me what the fuck is going on, April,” he demands through gritted teeth. 
“Do you want some coffee or tea?” 
“No, stop stalling. I want some god damned answers.”
“You need to talk to Jake.” 
“I’m pretty sure I can talk to you just fine considering you know more about what’s going on than I do.” 
“It’s not my place to scold you, Connor, but enough is enough. My husband has been picking up your slack at work for months. He’s saying he might not be able to take leave when Jaxson comes because things are so messed up.” 
“What? Why didn’t he say anything?” 
“Because he didn’t want to hurt you? Because he knows you’re new and you’re helping Kate and adjusting to fatherhood. I’ve been begging him to talk to you for months!” 
“He didn’t say a word, but don’t worry because I’m not a pussy. I’ll go to work and talk to Jake so we can figure this out.” 
Without another word, he storms out of the house and a sense of doom settles over me. Jake is never going to forgive me for this. 
 




Jake 
I’m exhausted and on my third cup of coffee since I got here this morning. Leaving April curled up in bed alone again killed me today. I think it’s going to be worth it, though; I’ve finally got these proposals almost finished. 
Once I’m done, all I need to do is finally talk to Connor and get him on board with my idea. If I can do that, hooking my dad should be a piece of cake. 
Then I can finally spend some time with my gorgeous wife and get ready for our family to arrive. I’ve got the documents printing so I can give them the final once over when Connor storms into my office madder than I’ve ever seen him. 
“Do you mind telling me what the hell is going on? Your wife is so angry with me and up until this morning, I had no idea she had anything to be angry with me about!” 
Stay calm, he can’t be talking about work. April wouldn’t betray me like that. 
But from the hurt look on his face, I know she did exactly that. 
She betrayed me. 
“Sit down, Connor.” 
He plops down in the seat across from me and crosses his arms over his chest. His rage is evident and I can’t say I blame him. We should have talked about this a long time ago.
“What did April say?”
“Forget what she said. Why don’t you just tell me what’s going on?” 
“Just tell me what she said so I know where to start.” There’s not enough coffee in the world to deal with this today. 
“Essentially, she said for the last six months you’ve been doing enough work for the both of us and she’s sick and fucking tired of you taunting her with the chance you can’t take leave because of it when the baby is born. What the fuck, Jake?” 
Pushing my chair back, I get up and go to the bar, pouring a shot of whiskey in my coffee. 
She betrayed me.
Fucking hell.
“Look, Connor, I was going to come and talk to you about this when I got home. I just finished a plan I think will help and I wanted your help talking to Dad about it.” 
“Just fucking spit it out, Jake.” 
“Fine,” I snap at him. “I’ve been pissed at you for months because I’ve been working my ass off while you’ve been working half days and working your ass off for Lila’s Place not giving a fuck about what you don’t do here falling into my lap.” 
“You arrogant fucking prick! Is that what you really think is going on?” 
Sitting back down in my chair, I grab the papers from my printer and put them on my desk. “No, it’s not, and I’m sorry I believed the worst in you for the past year. The truth is, it wasn’t until we decided to move closer to you did I realize you weren’t working half days, you were spending all your time commuting.” 
“Damn straight I was.” 
“Connor, all the work you don’t get done while commuting is falling in my lap. We need help around here. At first, I was happy to pick up the slack because of Jess and the babies, but then I started to get resentful.” 
“Why?” 
“That’s such a loaded question. I thought you knew I was picking up your slack and eventually, you started to take it for granted. As you started working for Kate, you brought in a shit ton of new clients. You’re fucking brilliant, Connor, seriously.” 
“Thanks?” he questions, and I laugh. 
“I know it sounds like a backhanded compliment but take it as a true one. Over the past few weeks, I’ve begun to realize all the work I thought you were ditching out on is really all the new clients. We just don’t have the manpower to keep up with right now.” 
“So if you’ve been so pissed off at me all this time, why the hell are you letting your marriage suffer? Why wouldn’t you just say something to me, Jake? I don’t want to cause trouble with the two of you.” 
“Honestly, I think April and I have deeper problems than you, Connor.” 
“Wait, what do you mean?” 
“I mean she betrayed me by talking to you today.” 
“Don’t be mad about that, Jake. Honestly, she looked like she didn’t feel very well and I think she had just woken up when I got there. She was pissed, but I also pushed the truth out of her.” 
“Yeah, well, I’ll deal with all that later, I guess.” 
He cocks an eyebrow, looking like he wants to say something and then thinks better of it. 
Smart.
“Alright, so why didn’t you tell me?” 
“At first, I thought it was a learning curve because you didn’t exactly get the kind of training I did. That coupled with being a newlywed and the twins, I thought I was helping you. I was happy to help you but the longer it went on, the more pissed off I got. I didn’t want to be the asshole who couldn’t help his brother.” 
“So, instead, you sucked it up and let your marriage suffer. Not too smart, Jake.” 
“You’re welcome.” 
“Look, I know I should be thankful because that was a sweet, brotherly love kind of thing to do, but…” 
“I’m listening.” 
He leans across my desk and grabs my wedding photo and points to April. 
“This woman right here has been the constant in my life since I was twelve years old. You are conceited, arrogant, and a serious fucking douche at times, but she loves you in spite of your personality flaws.” 
“Way to make me feel warm and loved, asswipe.” 
“See, that’s the shit I’m talking about, Jake. Last night when you were with Mia and Hannah, you were incredible. April makes you happy and when she’s around, she knocks your big head down a notch or two so you’re tolerable to the rest of the world.” 
“Nice to know how you really feel about me.” 
“Well, it’s my duty as your brother to pull your head out of your ass every now and then. Without April, you’d be a miserable fuck with a serious attitude problem. Do you honestly think she’d betray you in any way that mattered?” 
“This mattered, Connor! Fuck! This mattered a lot and she promised me!” My fist pounds into the desk and he leans back in his chair with a cocky look on his face. 
“That’s exactly the shit I’m talking about. April makes you better. You fight for her and for things you think will be good for the two of you. When she isn’t around or you’re fighting, you let your anger get the best of you.” 
“So you wouldn’t be mad if Jess told me your secrets?” 
“About something like this? If it was impacting our marriage negatively? No, I wouldn’t. Or I’d try not to be, anyway. Get over yourself, Jake, this was bound to come out. Anyway, you said you were coming to talk to me.” 
“I was, but…” 
“But nothing, Jake, don’t be a dick. It took us ten minutes to talk out something that has been bugging you for over half a year. April had every right to tell me. She’s been getting the shit end of the stick for way too long. How do you propose we fix this with Dad so you can get your marriage back on track?” 
“I’d like to know the answer to that, as well,” Dad’s voice booms.
Fuck me. 
My dad pins his gaze first on me and then on Connor as he takes the seat next to my brother. 
“What did you hear, Dad?” Connor asks with his normal curiosity. 
“All of it. I walked in right behind you, son. You were just too pissed to notice.” 
Connor shrugs an apology to me as I rub my temples with my fingers. I’ve got a massive fucking headache all of a sudden. 
“Look, you two, I’m not going to put you through the ringer about this because I’ve got some things I need to talk to you both about. It’s why I’m here.” 
“What’s going on, Dad?”
“I’m retiring.” 
“But you’re not even old!” Connor spits out, and my dad chuckles. 
“Actually, that’s the point. Your mother and I are ready to see the rest of the world. It’s been our plan all along to retire when we were young enough to enjoy life and spend time with our grandkids while we’re active. We’re excited for this next phase of our life.” 
“I’m happy for you, Dad, for both of you. You deserve to enjoy life even more.” Connor pats Dad on the back and they turn back to me.
God, I hope this doesn’t mean I have to take over this company. I just can’t handle it right now.
“Congratulations, Dad. So when is this happening?” 
“Well, that depends on the two of you. We’ve got some decisions to make, boys. How about we order in some lunch, have a few drinks, and talk this through?” 
Within a few minutes, lunch has been ordered and drinks have been poured and my dad nails me with a question I’m not quite ready to answer. I’m completely caught off guard; it was supposed to be a surprise for them until everything was finalized. 
“Jake, who are Mia and Hannah?” 
“Busted,” Connor remarks dryly. 
“April and I are trying to adopt two girls out of foster care.” 
“You think you can take on two young girls, a baby, and a puppy at the same time? All while both working full-time?
“Well, not exactly, and that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Actually, it’s what we wanted to talk to you about.” 
“Answer this for me. Does your move have anything to do with these girls?” 
“No. April wasn’t happy in our house and she wanted Jaxson to be raised with his family.” 
“I see. When I started this company, I did it with the intention of it growing into a family business, which I’m proud to say it has. Both of you boys showed an interest in the company from a young age and it was never my goal to have either of you working here unhappily.” 
“Dad, we’re not unhappy. At least I’m not,” Connor says, throwing the blame my way. 
“I’m good at my job and I’ve never been unhappy until lately. The company is thriving and we’re too short-staffed.” 
Dad nods in agreement. 
“I’ve noticed. One of the things I’ve been the proudest of is this company has always been mine. I’ve never had to answer to a board of directors or had any of my decisions questioned. Being your own boss definitely has its advantages.”
“Connor, I know Kate has been trying to pull you over to her foundation for a full-time position. Be honest with me… If you didn’t feel obligated to stay here, would you take it?” 
“Dad, I don’t feel obligated. The drive is a bitch but other than that, I like it here.” 
“Yes, you like it, but would you like it there or would you love it?” 
“I’d love it,” he answers softly. 
The ice clinks in my dad’s glass as he pours himself a refill. 
“Boys, life is about passion. If you aren’t passionate about something you should rethink what you’re doing with your life. Connor, you light up when you talk about Lila’s Place and the funding you’re securing for them. That’s your passion, this is your job. There’s a huge difference.” 
When was the last time I was passionate about something? 
“Jake, you have passion oozing from your pores.” 
What the hell? Is he reading my mind?
“I’m not so sure about that, Dad.” 
“Passion isn’t always about a job, Jake. Some people have a passion for life, for love. That’s you, Jake, and it always has been. The passion you have for April, for your marriage, for your unborn child, it’s inspiring and always how I hoped you would be. Both of you.” 
“Yeah, well being passionate about family isn’t exactly a career.” 
“It could be. It could be anything you want it to be, Jake. The world is your oyster. I’ve worked my entire life building an empire, amassing a personal wealth which will take care of my family for years after I’m gone. My work was my passion, but so was my family, which is why I worked so damn hard to build trust funds for the two of you.” 
“Were you happy, Dad?” Connor asks. 
“As long as I have your mother by my side, I’ll always be happy. I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished, proud of the family I’ve raised, of the men you’ve become. I’m damn proud to be a doting grandfather for all of your children.” 
He looks directly at me as he emphasizes his words. 
“I’ve been offered a substantial amount of money to sell the business.”
“What?” Connor and I echo each other at the same time and my dad holds his hand up to quiet us. 
“I haven’t accepted… yet. This is a family business now and the two of you are the only ones who have a say in this. I’m happy to retire and collect my retirement package with the two of you at the helm. Or we sell and split the profit three ways. There is a guaranteed retention rate of one hundred percent for all employees for five years, unless fired for cause, of course.” 
“So you essentially want the two of us to decide what happens now?” I need to know if he’s serious about this. 
“That’s exactly what I want. I’m happy to answer any questions or give you my thoughts on things, but the final decision is up to the two of you. Just know I will not be in any way disappointed if you choose to sell.” 
“Why us? Shouldn’t this be something you should decide? Dad, this is huge!” Connor is borderline whining now and Dad is enjoying his discomfort. 
“Lila.” 
“What’s Lila have to do with this?” I ask, voicing my thoughts out loud. 
“Everything, actually. When Lila came to me to set up Kate’s trust, I thought she was being overly dramatic. It was just a short time later she passed away. When Lila told me she wanted Kate out of Joseph’s clutches and financially free to live her life in whatever way she chose, I was surprised. 
“Not because Lila wanted those things for her but because she didn’t want a single string attached. Lila said Kate could live her life as a bum, work a job, or travel the world. She didn’t care what she did or how she did it as long as it made her happy. 
“Think long and hard about this. Especially you, Jake, because although I know you like working in the family business, I’ve never really felt you have the passion for it like I do. And that’s okay, son. I’d rather have your passion be toward your family loyalty than your work any day.”
“Dad, how much money are we talking if we sell?” 
“Fuck, Connor, do you have any tact? Jesus! Dad is talking about selling his life achievement and you just want to know the financial bottom line?” 
“First of all, you two are my life achievement and what I am most proud of. Don’t ever lose sight of that. And secondly, I don’t mind talking about the financial aspect. It is what we do here, after all. When all is said and done, each of you would at least triple your existing account balances once the sale goes through.” 
“Whoa.” Connor whistles softly. 
That’s a lot of money. 
Lunch arrives and we all eat in complete silence. We’ve all got lots to think about. Especially me. Connor will no doubt go work for Kate, my dad will enjoy retirement, but what the fuck am I going to do? 
“Here’s the downfall,” Dad says, interrupting the silence. “I have to give the buyer an answer in the next twenty-four hours.” 
“What? Jesus, Dad, that’s not much time at all!” 
“Maybe you’re more like me than you know, Jake. I’ve avoided having this discussion for a while and after hearing your conversation this morning, I really wish I hadn’t, but like you, I wasn’t sure how to go about it. I’d like the two of you to come up and spend the night with your mother and I tonight so we can work this out as a family.” 
“Works for me. Jess took the babies up to spend the weekend with Maryanne, anyway.” 
“Works for me, too. April and I need some time apart right now.” 
“Don’t be a dick, Jake,” Connor cautions.
“I’m not being a dick, but I’ve got a right to be pissed at her. It’s my marriage, so back the fuck off.” 
His hands raise in surrender. “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t tell you it’s a bad fucking idea. At least call or text her and let her know where you are.” 
“I’m not that much of a dick. Of course I’ll text her.” 
Dad’s phone rings and the look on his face emulates the way I feel when I’m with April. It’s fucking awesome my parents still love each other so much after all this time. They deserve to travel the world and live out their happily ever after. 
“Let’s go, boys. Your mom is outside and she’s going to drive us back to the house. I don’t think any of us should be driving right now. We’ll bring you back here tomorrow to get your cars. She said to hurry up, she’s making tacos for dinner.” 
Fuck yeah, at least something is going right today. 
Now to text April and try not be too big of a dick. 
Something big is going down at work. Dad is having me and Connor stay at the house tonight. Honestly, I think the distance could do us some good. I love you, April, but you betrayed me by talking to Connor and I don’t know how to deal with that right now. I’ll see you tomorrow. 
A few minutes later, I receive her reply: 
I love you, too, Jake but maybe love isn’t enough anymore. Before accusing me of betrayal, maybe you should take a long look in the mirror. You were supposed to take care of this weeks ago and you didn’t. Guess I’m not the only one breaking promises. 
Can this day be over already? Last night was nearly fucking perfect and now everything has gone to shit. 

When we got to my parents’ house, I knocked back a few shots, took a short nap, ate some tacos, sobered up, and then we decided to sell our company. I’m still a bit unsettled about it, but it’s not what Connor wants with his life and even though he was trying to suck it up because he wanted me to be happy, I’m not necessarily sure it’s what would make me happy, either. 
I think I’m mostly unsettled because of my fight with April so at one in the morning, I borrowed one of my dad’s cars and took it to the office to pick mine up so I can go work this shit out with my wife. I’m glad I took a nap because it’s three in the morning by the time I park the car and walk into my house and the only thing I hear when I walk inside is April crying. 
She’s sitting on the couch, the TV is on, Luvbug is sleeping on the floor next to her feet, and she’s wrapped in a blanket, sobbing. 
“April—” 
“Go away, Jake,” she sobs, and I feel like a world class asshole. 
“I’m sorry, April. Talk to me, please.” When I sit next to her on the couch, she pulls as far away as she can, backing all the way up against the other side. 
“You used to put me first.” She’s wailing through her hiccups and her sobs. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen her this sad before. 
“You used to love me… and want me. We’re making a colossal mistake, Jake. We just keep making each other sad and mad. It’s not fair… we can’t… we can’t be the kind of parents who bring kids into their…” She’s trying to catch her breath and talk but she’s absolutely hysterical. 
“Their crappy relationship.” As she finally spits the rest of it out, her sobs are coming harder and faster and for the first time ever, I’m at a complete loss as to what to do or say to her. 
Maybe I should call Daniel. 
No. Man the fuck up, Jake, this is your wife. Handle your shit.
Before I even realize what I’m doing, I’ve crossed the couch and I’m cupping her face in my hands, simultaneously trying to kiss away her tears and wipe them away with my fingers. The salt from her tears coats my lips as I bring them to hers. As soon as our lips meet, she hiccup-sobs and I wrap my arms around her and pull her close to me. 
“I’m so sorry, babe. I need to communicate with you more. I’m so fucking sorry. I always put you first, April, because you are the only thing in my world that’s right.” 
She’s shaking her head, trying to pull away, but I hold onto her even tighter. 
“Yes, April, you are my world. I love you and only you. For the last three weeks, I’ve been working on a way to make this all better, but it doesn’t matter anymore. It’s done.” 
“I don’t understand,” she chokes out. 
“I know you don’t and it’s okay, I’ll explain later. We’re not a mistake, nothing about us is or has ever been a mistake. Our relationship will never be crappy and I don’t know about you, but I’m over making each other miserable.” 
“Really?” 
“Really” I answer, capturing her lips with mine. She sobs on an inhale as we kiss and it makes me realize even more how much she owns my heart. 
“Nothing is ever going to come before us again, April, I promise. Would you like some water?” 
She nods and grabs a tissue to wipe her face and her nose. 
“I’m such a mess.” 
“You’re beautiful and you’re mine.” 
After she drinks some water, I hold my hand out for her and help her up. 
“Come on, you’ve got to be exhausted and right now, I need you in my arms. We have a lot to discuss in the morning.” 
“Did something bad happen?” 
“No, to be honest, for the first time lately I think something really good might have happened.” 
She’s yawning as I’m pulling off her clothes. “We can talk if you want.” 
“I love you for that, but I’m just as exhausted as you are, and I didn’t feel right staying there without fixing things with us tonight. Besides, I don’t sleep well if you aren’t in my arms.” 
Once she’s naked, I strip my clothes off and pull her into bed with me. As soon as her head hits the pillow, she’s struggling to keep her eyes open. 
“Thank you for loving me, Jake,” she murmurs. 
“I never had a choice, April. God only made room in my heart for one woman. I’m a lucky son of a bitch to be the one he chose for you.” 
 “Such a romantic,” she answers with a sigh as her eyes finally flutter closed. 

The next morning, I’m up before April and decide to be the husband she deserves today and every day from here on out. 
I make her some pancakes with fresh fruit, sausage, and mint tea. After pouring her a glass of freshly-squeezed orange juice, I make two trips upstairs—one with her tray of food and one with mine. 
She looks so peaceful; I hate to wake her. But it’s after ten and I know she’ll be mad if I let her sleep much longer. Besides, I don’t want her food to get cold. 
To wake her up gently, I place soft kisses all over her face, her lips, her cheeks, her forehead, and back to her lips. I love waking her up like this; she always releases these soft, erotic moans, and I’d much rather make love to her than eat but I know Jaxson has to be hungry by now. 
“Good morning, babe.” 
“Good morning, Jake.” She flashes me a smile and once again, I’m reminded what a lucky son of a bitch I am that she’s mine. 
“You brought breakfast in bed?” 
“Yup, so go take your sexy ass to the bathroom and throw on some clothes… unless you want to eat naked?” 
“Ew, no. I’ll be right back.” 
As April crosses the room, I lean back on the bed and watch the way her hips sway and her ass moves as she walks. I’m already fucking hard. Closing my eyes, I pull my cock out and stroke myself, keeping the image of her walking into the bathroom in the forefront of my mind. 
“That is supposed to be my job,” she says, crossing the room with desire in her eyes. She got dressed like I told her to but that doesn’t stop her from leaning over and taking my cock in her mouth. 
“Fucking hell, babe, that feels so fucking good.” 
She pushes my hand to the base and motions for me to keep pleasing myself while I’m in her mouth. I won’t last long like this and she knows it. 
Her tongue circles the head of my cock and she moans in ecstasy as she tastes the pre-cum. With my free hand, I lace my fingers through her hair and pull. April loves having her hair pulled when she’s going down on me. The more I pull on her hair, the more she moans in pleasure around my cock. 
“Babe, I’m going to come.” I always give her fair warning, but she doesn’t move. 
“That’s it, babe, take it all. Fuck yeah.”  My body tingles everywhere as I come in her mouth and she greedily swallows every fucking drop. When she’s done, she wipes her bottom lip with her finger and looks so fucking seductive. I pull her on top of me and kiss her relentlessly. I don’t care her mouth tastes like me; it makes it that much hotter because she’s fucking mine. 
But then something happens that’s never happened before. As she’s lying on top of me, Jaxson kicks, hard, and April gasps. She sits up and lifts her shirt and you can see him twisting and turning all over the place. It’s the coolest thing ever, although it does look like it can be quite uncomfortable. 
“Well, that’s new.” I laugh as she moves up to sit next to me. 
“Maybe I should feed him something and he’ll kindly dislodge from under my ribs.” 
“Maybe.” 
“Jake, thank you for coming home last night.” 
“This is the only place I wanted to be and I’m glad I came home. You were a mess, April. I’ve never seen you so worked up like that. I don’t care how bad we’re fighting or how much of an ass I’m being, if there’s ever a next time you need to call me. It was the worst thing in the world seeing I hurt you as much as I did.”
“It’s the hormones,” she says after swallowing her food. “I’m not an emotional woman but I couldn’t stop thinking about why you wouldn’t keep your word about fixing things with Connor. I convinced myself it meant you didn’t want me, and then I convinced myself you didn’t want us.”
“That’s never going to happen. As long as I’m breathing, I’m always going to want my family.” 
“I’m sorry I freaked out.” 
“I’m sorry I gave you a reason to.” 
As we eat our breakfast, she’s still pensive. Maybe I can break the ice. 
“So… I’m sort of unemployed.” 
Her fork drops and clatters on her plate, the look of surprise evident on her face. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Houston Financial Inc. has been sold.” 
“Just like that? Brian sold the company out from under you guys? Is he in trouble financially? Are we in trouble financially?” 
After putting our trays on the floor, I scoot next to her and wrap my arm around her. 
“No, everyone is fine. Dad is retiring. My parents want to enjoy their golden years. They want to travel and spend time with their grandkids.” 
“Okay, but why sell?” 
“Well, he came and talked to me and Connor yesterday and left the choice up to us.” 
“You chose to sell?” 
“Yeah, I guess I did. Connor was willing to stay on and help me run the company but my dad spent all day talking to us about life, love, and passion. He pointed out my passion seems to be my family, not my work. And Connor’s passion is his family and working for Kate.” 
“Well, the Connor part is true but what about you, Jake?” 
“I’m not sure. I was definitely thrown for a loop and when we got back to their house, I had a few shots, napped, ate way too many tacos, and made sure I put Connor’s happiness before mine. I don’t think at this stage in my life I want to run a company, but I also don’t think it’s going to be easy to give that up, either.” 
“Did you give up because of Mia and Hannah? If so, it’s not too late to change our minds and think of some other way. I don’t want you giving up what makes you happy to make me happy.” 
“That’s just it, babe, Dad was right. What makes me happy is you, Jaxson, Mia, Hannah, and everyone else I hold close. Work was just that, it was a job. What made it special was being with Dad and Connor. With Dad leaving, it wouldn’t have been the same.” 
“What about your proposal? Would that have worked?” 
“Yeah, I think so, but Connor and I would have still been commuting at least one if not two days a week. With Dad gone, working from here anytime in the immediate future would have been out.” 
“So what now?” she asks as she lightly runs her hand over my chest, finally landing on my heart.
“I was thinking maybe I could invest in Marc’s sex clubs. It could be pretty hot to go try out the rooms.” 
“Jake Houston!” 
I fucking love messing with her. 
 “Just kidding… well, maybe. Over the next few weeks, I’m transitioning out of the company and the new CFO is starting Monday. He’ll work with me getting to know everyone and see how we run things. The best part is everyone keeps their jobs if they want them. Dad and Connor want me with you as soon as possible since Jaxson will be here soon. Connor is going to pick up all of the slack until the end of the year when he is officially out, too.” 
“Are you really okay with this? It’s a huge change, Jake, and we don’t have any kind of fallback plan for something like this.” 
“I’ll need time to adjust and to figure out what’s next, but I think I want to do something different. Something good. Maybe volunteer in some way or start our own foundation.” 
“Well, it’s not like we don’t have the money for it,” she remarks dryly.
“About that…” 
“Please don’t tell me we’re broke, Jake. Not after I just quit my job.” 
Laughing, I place a kiss on her forehead and then cup her chin and tip her head up so her eyes meet mine. 
“Hardly. If we weren’t set before, we are now. Dad split the sale with us. Connor and I are worth triple what we were before.” 
“Triple?” she squeaks.
“Yup, now you see why I want to do something good with the money?” 
Her eyes soften and a smile plays across her lips. 
“You’ve always been meant to do something good, Jake. You’re one of the first people to offer help to someone when they’re in need. It’s exactly why you couldn’t look the other way when Hannah wanted to chat you up. Lots of potential foster parents only pay attention to the child they’re taking. Instead, you gave her your attention. It’s probably a good thing they were the only kids there or we might need a much bigger house.” 
“I don’t know about that.” 
She places her finger over my lips to hush me. “You’ve got a heart of gold, Jake Houston, and it’s my favorite part of you so don’t pretend it doesn’t exist.” 
“I thought your favorite part of me was my co—” 
“Don’t finish that sentence or you’re going to ruin this moment,” she commands. 
Commanding April is sexy as fuck. 
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Much better,” she says, kissing me again. 
“So what do you want to do today?” 
“Can we please figure out what to do about the girls’ bedrooms?” 
“Nothing. I know you’re excited, babe, but we need to ride this out and make sure they’re really ours and then let them pick everything their hearts desire. In the meantime, since you completely vetoed the idea of a baby shower, how about we finish shopping for Jaxson and his nursery instead?” 
“You’re right. I’m just excited and I don’t want to accept there’s a chance we won’t get them. Those girls are ours, Jake, I can feel it. Shopping for Jaxson sounds good. Let’s get ready and go.” 
“I feel it, too, babe. We just have to wait it out.” 
I’m as anxious as she is to finally have the girls here with us but at the same time, maybe it’s not a bad thing it’s taking so long. With the way things are going at work and how busy I’ll be the next few weeks, it would be hard for me to give them the attention they deserve right now. 
“By the way, my dad was eavesdropping on me and Connor. He knows about the girls, so you need to tell your parents.”
“No worries,” she says, popping a kiss on my cheek. “I was going to tell them tonight at dinner, anyway.” 
 



 

April
The day before Thanksgiving
Yesterday was Jake’s last day of work and he’s been pouting ever since he came home. The only time he lightened up at all was when we finished our last Lamaze class. We still haven’t received the okay to foster Mia and Hannah and I’m getting anxious. 
I wanted so much to have time to bond with them before Jaxson makes his entrance, which according to my doctor, could be any day now. I’m dilated at one but she says it’s not uncommon to be that way for a few weeks. She cautioned it’s also not uncommon to go from one to ten in a few hours. 
When I first found out I was pregnant, they thought my due date would be Christmas Day. Jaxson would have made a great gift but I really wasn’t looking forward to spending Christmas in the hospital. About a month later, they adjusted my due date to December tenth—today is November twenty-fifth. It’s hard to believe I could give birth at any time, but I’m still holding on to hope he’ll stay in a bit longer so we can get his sisters settled first. 
“You’re making pies?” Jake asks, and a smile finally lights up his face. 
“I wanted to do something to make you happy. Besides, since your parents are hosting tomorrow for everyone, including my entire family, I figured it was the least I could do.” 
Jake stalks over to the cinnamon-sugar mixture I use to coat the pumpkin pie crusts and pulls me close. He leans close and licks my neck then sprinkles some of the sugar on me. Warmth floods my body as he sucks it off with his tongue. 
“Mmm,” he whispers in my ear, “I’d rather eat you and I know exactly where I want to spread some more of this sugar. Come on.” He pulls my hand and grabs the plate when the phone rings. 
“Let it go to voicemail,” he demands, but I pull back. 
“Sorry, it will just take a minute. I’m supposed to watch Haven and Lucas for Kate and Daniel so they can go Christmas shopping. I’ll tell them to give me a few minutes.” 
“Tell them to give you an hour. I want to take my time with you.” 
I grab the phone and spin around to turn off the oven as I answer. No need to pre-heat it just yet. 
“Hey, Kate.” 
“I’m sorry, is this Mrs. Houston?” a voice asks from the other end of the phone. Shit, I just assumed it was Kate; I didn’t even look at the caller ID. 
“Yes, it is. Can I help you?” 
“Oh, good. I’m so glad I was able to reach you before the holiday. Mrs. Houston, this is Mrs. Bass from the Department of Children and Family Services. I wanted to let you know your application has been approved and you can pick up Mia Ramos and Hannah Smith from Denise Robinson today. I’m available to meet you there in an hour or later this afternoon to talk to the girls about their placement with you and have you and your husband sign the rest of the paperwork.” 
Oh my God.
It’s really happening.
“Yes, one hour works fine. Thank you, Mrs. Bass. Thank you very much.” 
“You’re welcome, see you soon.” 
When I turn around with a massive smile on my face, Jake immediately knows. 
“We’re getting them today?” 
Nodding emphatically. “Yes, we’re getting them today!” 
“Come on, we only have an hour, let’s go. I’ll call Kate from the car.” 
“Not so fast,” he says as he pulls me into his embrace. 
“Jake, come on, we have to go.” 
“No, take a minute and soak this in because in an hour, we’re going to be parents. You’re going to be a mom.” 
“And you’re going to be a dad, Jake, the best one ever.” 
“Feel like doing some shopping today?” he asks with a shit-eating grin on his face. 
“Feel like helping me bake all those pies when we’re done?” He looks to the kitchen and at all the supplies spread out over the counter and then back to me. 
“Uh, no. You’ll be too tired after the day we’re going to have to bake pies for forty people, April. As much as I love you, tonight needs to be spent spoiling and loving our girls.” 
“Good point, but they could help?” 
I’m grasping at straws because I don’t want to let everyone down tomorrow. Thanksgiving pies are a big deal. 
“How about we go to as many restaurants or stores as it takes and let the girls pick out all the pies for tomorrow? I’m sure they’ll be excited about it and it will save you the trouble.” 
“That sounds like a great idea.” 
“Good.” 
“Jake?” 
“Yes, my love?” He kisses me softly and my heart flutters. 
“Can we please go get our girls now?” 
“Absolutely, let’s go.” 
Once we’re in the car, I call Kate. I feel bad for not being able to watch the kids but this isn’t something I could help. 
“Hey, April! Ready to watch my monsters?” Daniel questions with a laugh. 
“Actually, I’m sorry, but I have to cancel.” 
“No problem, I’ll just ask Mike. Is something wrong? Are you in labor?” 
“What? April’s in labor?” Kate calls out from somewhere in the background and it makes me laugh. Everyone is on baby watch all of a sudden. 
“No, I’m not in labor. We got the call, Daniel.” 
“You’re picking up the girls? Today?” 
“They’re getting the girls today? Oh my God!” Kate squeals and I can just picture her doing a happy dance. 
“Yeah, so we’ll see you guys tomorrow at Thanksgiving, okay?” 
“No problem. Congratulations, you guys.” 
“Thanks.” 
After I hang up the phone, Jake laughs. “I could hear Kate squealing from here and I wasn’t even on the phone.” 
“Neither was she,” I tell him, and he laughs even harder. 
“Do you think they’ll be surprised?” 
“I think they will be. We’ve been careful not to get their hopes up.”  His reply is diplomatic but I want more. 
“Do you think they’ll be happy?” 
Please say yes.
“I hope so,” he whispers as he takes my hand in his. 
There’s absolutely no traffic today so we arrive a few minutes early. Both girls are sitting on the porch with Denise, looking cute as can be. When we get out of the car, they come running up to us. 
“Jake!” Mia calls out as Hannah screams loudly, “April, did you hear we’re moving today? Someone wants to pre-adopt us!” 
“Both of us together!” Hannah squeals excitedly. 
“What’s pre-adopt?” The confusion on Mia’s face is unmistakable. 
“Pre-adoption or a pre-adoptive family is a person or couple who wants to take you to their home and get to know you so eventually you can all be a forever family. It takes about a year, sometimes two, before an adoption can become final and that’s why it’s called pre-adoption.” 
Mia’s confused features disappear now that she understands a little bit better. It’s hard to explain to a five-year-old. 
Since the social worker isn’t here yet, I don’t want to say anything more. I don’t know Mrs. Bass and don’t know how she likes to work her cases. As soon as this was moved to a pending potential adoption, they reassigned Marie because we’re friends. 
“That’s really good news, you guys. We’re happy for you.” 
Jake follows my lead and keeps his mouth shut. 
“Did you come over to say goodbye to us?” Mia asks sweetly.
“Something like that,” Jake answers with a smile. 
“I hope our new mommy and daddy will be nice like you. Can you stay and meet them?”
 Oh, Hannah, you have no idea how much you just filled my heart with joy. 
“We’d love to,” Jake and I answer in unison, and they giggle like it’s the funniest thing in the world. 
A woman has just parked her car and is walking toward us. I’m sure this is Mrs. Bass. 
“Will we still be able to meet Jaxson?” Hannah asks loudly with her hand on my belly. 
“Who’s Jaxson?” Mrs. Bass asks with a knowing smile. 
“He’s April and Jake’s new baby,” Mia answers for her. 
“I’m sure something can be arranged,” she tells the girls with a wink. I like her; she’s got good vibes oozing from her pores. 
“Did you hear that, April? We can still see Jaxson!” Hannah is so excited to meet this baby, it’s almost like she knows he’s going to be a big part of her life. 
“Why don’t we all go inside and talk?” Mrs. Bass opens the door and the girls run to the dining table and sit down, grinning ear to ear. Next to the front door are two suitcases, packed and ready to go. 
This is really happening. 
Jake squeezes my hand under the table and doesn’t let go. The smile on his face hasn’t left since we got the call. Considering how down in the dumps he’s been since last night, I know this was exactly what he needed to be ready to embark on this new part of our lives. 
“Mia and Hannah, I know the two of you really enjoy staying with Mrs. Robinson.” 
The both nod solemnly. This must be somewhat scary for them. 
“We’ve been working hard to find you parents who’d like to give you a pre-adoptive home with hopes of it becoming your forever home. Sometimes the families aren’t a good fit and you have to start over in foster care. In this case, I don’t foresee this happening but I need to tell you it is a possibility. Do you understand?” 
“Yes,” they reply softly in unison. 
“So we’d come back to Mrs. Robinson?” Hannah asks curiously. 
“If Mrs. Robinson had room, then in all likelihood, yes. But if not, you’d go to a different temporary foster home while we looked for new pre-adoptive parents. Does that make sense?”
They both nod their heads but they don’t look as happy as they did a few minutes ago. I don’t blame them; it’s a scary discussion to have, especially when you’re so young and don’t fully grasp the enormity of the situation. 
“Good. It’s important you give your new home a chance. Your new parents are very excited to meet you and can’t wait to bring you home. You’ve both made an impression on them and that is why they’ve decided to take both of you.” 
Mia scrunches up her nose in confusion. 
“Mrs. Bass, we haven’t met anyone to make an impression.” 
She’s smart as can be and I’m relieved to know they really didn’t have a clue Jake and I were interested. It means we never got their hopes up. 
“Mia, Hannah, you have met them. Mr. and Mrs. Houston would like to be your forever parents. If the pre-adoptive trial works out,” she cautions sternly, but it falls on deaf ears; they’re already excited. 
Hannah jumps up and runs to Jake. He releases my hand to catch her when she jumps in his lap. 
“It’s true? You want to be my new daddy?” 
“With all my heart,” he answers, and I can’t help it; I’m crying. It’s the most precious thing ever. 
Mia stands next to me and reaches her arms out for a hug. She’s so timid but it’s what makes her adorable. 
“You’re going to be our new mommy?” 
“If you’ll let me, I’d love to try and I know Jaxson would really like some sisters to play with.” 
“Jaxson would be our baby brother. We’d get to see him all the time, Mia!” 
“We really get to come home to your house today?” She’s taking her time processing all of this information. She’s been here such a short time compared to Hannah and the only home she’s ever known is right across the street.
“You would, and as soon as we leave here we were going to take you shopping so you can pick out what you want for your rooms… or room, if you want to share,” Jake says, trying to get her excited. Hannah is still clutching on to him for dear life. I don’t think I could pry her off if I tried. 
She nods and a smile finally breaks out across her face. “Can we come back and visit Mrs. Robinson?” 
“Of course we will. She’s taken really good care of you both and we know she’d like to see you two grow up.” 
“I’d like visits very much. I always like to keep in touch with my kids once they find their forever families.” 
“Alright, girls, why don’t you go with Mrs. Robinson and take a look around, make sure you didn’t forget anything. I’ve got a few things to go over with your new parents.” 
Hannah kisses Jake on the cheek and hops down and Mia follows them into the other room. 
“Do you have booster seats in the car?” Mrs. Bass directs her question at Jake, almost as if testing his knowledge. 
“Yes, ma’am, they are in the trunk just waiting to be snapped in.” 
“Good answer. You’ll have some home visits coming up over the next few months. Some will be scheduled and some will be surprise visits. The girls’ progress at school will be monitored and we’ll keep an eye out for anything we might consider a red flag.” 
Jake looks nervous and this time I squeeze his hand under the table. 
“This is all precautionary, Mr. Houston. We have to do this with all families. My first impression is rarely wrong and considering your strong community ties, along with the fact your wife was a social worker until just recently, I’m sure none of this will be more than a formality.” 
We spend the next few minutes going over documents and signing a few forms before she stands and shakes our hands. 
“Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Houston, you’re starting the beginning of a beautiful family today. Good luck.” 
“Thank you,” we reply as she excuses herself to talk to the girls and Denise. 
“This is happening, Jake, it’s really happening.” My tears are falling freely but I don’t even care. Most women cry when they have children, but today I’m getting two. Even Jake’s eyes are misting. He’s wanted this for so long and it’s finally a reality. 
He holds out his hand and helps me up from my chair then pulls me close, whispering in my ear, “I love you so much.” 
“I love you, too.” 
The girls come running back out, excited to be going home. Mia is holding Tank and Denise is beaming. I’m sure she said something to them to make this easier for them. I don’t know how she does it, taking in kids and letting them go all the time. I’d never be able to let them go. 
“I’ll see both of you soon,” she says and wraps them in a huge goodbye hug. Jake takes their suitcases to the car while I hug Denise.
“Thank you for taking care of them,” I whisper in her ear. 
 “It was my pleasure, April. I’m sure I’ll see you again real soon.” 
By the time I waddle my way to the car, Jake already has the booster seats in and ready to go. 
“Are you girls ready to go do some shopping?” he asks as he snaps each one of them in. 
“Yes!” they reply excitedly. 
My heart has never been this full. 
A few hours later—after many stores, many bribes, and many phone calls—our shopping is complete. Jake paid ridiculous amounts of money to get furniture delivered and set up today. Connor and Mike supervised everything at the house while Daniel met up with us and took home all the clothes so we’d have room to bring home all the toys Jake was determined to buy. 
Then once we had all the toys, Daniel came and met us once again and took them all home in his truck so we could go on a hunt for pies. Jake was right; the girls were thrilled to go place to place and pick out different pies. He let them go crazy. Thankfully, we have an empty refrigerator in the garage because we now have thirty pies. 
At least there won’t be a dessert shortage tomorrow. First thing Friday, we’re going to have to take the girls food shopping. I know a few things they like but this is going to be a learning process. 
When we walk in the house, everyone is waiting and there’s a big ‘Welcome Home’ banner up on the wall. They all shout out “Welcome Home Mia and Hannah!” while clapping and whistling. The girls are so excited, they are about to burst at the seams. 
Hailey grabs Lucas and runs up to the girls. “My daddy says we’re cousins now!” 
“Yup,” Lucas says, nodding his head stoically. “Cousins.” 
“And that makes us all your aunts and uncles. Just remember, Uncle Connor… that’s me,” he says pointing to himself, “is the best uncle out of all the uncles ever to be uncles.” Mia and Hannah giggle uncontrollably and Connor looks pretty damn proud of himself for eliciting laughs from them. 
“Don’t listen to him, girls. I’m the best uncle ever to uncle. Uncle Mike at your service. I’m Hailey’s dad.” 
“We met you guys at Halloween,” Mia answers thoughtfully. 
“Yes, you did,” Daniel answers, “but on Halloween I was just boring old Daniel, now I’m super awesome Uncle Daniel. I’m also husband of your super amazing Aunt Kate and dad to your awesome cousins Lucas and Haven.” 
“Don’t listen to the boys. We’re all equally amazing but since almost everyone has been covered, I’m your Auntie Jess and this is your Auntie Misty. These are also your cousins Hope, Zayden, and Grant.” She’s pointing to the playpen we have set up in the living room where all the babies are sleeping. 
“You guys are funny,” Hannah says with a giggle and Connor high-fives her. 
“We sure are, sugar plum.” 
His silly nickname makes her giggle even more, even Mia laughs with that one. 
“We’re not going to stay,” Misty says turning to me. “We just wanted to welcome you home. We made dinner for you. It’s in the oven on warm and there’s a celebration cake on the counter.” 
Everyone scatters quickly once Misty says they aren’t staying. With hugs all around, they gather their things and go with promises to see us tomorrow. As the door closes behind them, I turn around and take in the sight before me. 
My family 
As soon as I’m about to ask if they’re hungry, Luvbug begins to bark. 
“You have a dog? Can we see him? Please?” Mia asks happily. 
“Sure, but he’ll probably be really excited to meet you. We’re trying to teach him not to jump on people but he’s just a puppy and he doesn’t always listen yet.”  
Jake opens the door to the den and our rambunctious puppy runs out with his stuffed bone in his mouth. 
“He’s so cute and he wants to play! Mia, we have a dog now, just like we wanted!” 
Luvbug looks so happy to be around them; maybe he needed a playmate other than us. 
“What’s his name?” Hannah asks as he licks her face. 
“It was supposed to be Tank,” Jake says pointedly at me. 
“Like my bear,” Mia answers thoughtfully. 
“Yes, Mia, just like your bear, but he wouldn’t come when we called him that. I called him Luvbug as a joke but he liked it and so it became his name.”
“It’s cute,” Hannah says sweetly.
“Just like him,” Mia concurs.
“Well, it’s obvious you girls think it’s a good name so I guess it was meant to be. Do you guys want to see your room now?” Jake asks them and they clap excitedly. The girls decided for now they want to share a room. 
“Can Luvbug come, too?” Hannah asks so sweetly. Even though Jake worries about him getting hurt because of the stairs, I think it’s a lost cause. 
“Please?” they plead in unison.
“Of course he can.” 
As we head upstairs to the room we told Connor was theirs, I have to pause to take a breather. I’m exhausted and these stairs are mountainous right now. 
“April, are you okay?” Jakes concerned voice pulls my attention to him. 
“I’m fine, just climbing for two.” 
Once we reach their room, Jake opens the door and the girls squeal in delight. Luvbug runs in and immediately makes himself at home on the beanbag next to Mia’s bed, which excites her to no end. 
The room is beautiful. Honestly, I didn’t know what to expect, but it seems our friends have been busy. All their clothes are hung up and in their dressers and from the smell of them and the absence of tags, they’ve even been washed. 
The beds are made, each decorated with the sheets and blankets the girls picked for themselves. It looks like a picture straight out of Pottery Barn Kids in here. I’ll never be able to repay them for this, but extra Christmas gifts might be a good start. 
“It’s so pretty!” Mia squeals and runs to her bed, snuggling up with her new pillows. 
Hannah, on the other hand, is pensive as she looks back and forth from me to Jake. 
Jake gets down on his knees so he’s eye level with her. “Is everything okay, Hannah?” 
“Yeah, I just…” Her sentence trails off and she clams up. 
“It’s okay, Hannah. You can say or ask anything and we won’t be mad. This is your home now and we want you to feel comfortable to say whatever is on your mind,” I tell her softly, praying on the inside she doesn’t want to go back to Denise’s already. 
She nods slowly but looks terrified. “What do we call you now?” 
By now, Mia has come to stand next to her and she’s waiting just as patiently for our answer. 
“That’s up to you two. You can call us Jake and April for as long as you want. Eventually, we’d love for you to think of us as your parents. You can call us mom and dad, or mommy and daddy. Whatever feels right to you.” 
Good answer, Jake.
“And just because one of you might be ready doesn’t mean the other one has to be. You take your time figuring it out. We hope you don’t mind, but we do consider you our daughters already and that’s what we’re going to tell everyone you are.” 
They both smile with my words but it’s Hannah who pulls both Jake and myself in for a hug. 
“Thank you for all my new things and for being my new mommy and daddy.” 
Blinking back the tears doesn’t work this time and the dam bursts open like an El Niño on crack. Jake manages to hold back his tears but just barely. I’m pretty sure I saw one or two slip out before he wiped them away with supersonic speed. 
“You’re welcome, sweetie.” It’s all I can say before Mia crashes in on our hug. This is our first family hug and it’s the best feeling in the world. 
“Thank you, Mommy,” she says, placing a kiss on my cheek. 
“Thank you, Daddy” she says, turning to place a kiss on Jake’s cheek. He’s a strong man but Mia calling him Daddy after being so standoffish for so long finally pushes his emotions over the edge. He’s crying now, as well. 
“My first daddy used to cry when he was happy,” Hannah says suddenly. “I’m glad you picked me to be your little girl. I bet he’s crying in heaven right now.” Her words make me cry harder but her smile is as bright as any I’ve ever seen. My little girl has been waiting to be loved again for far too long. 
“How about we go put away a few toys in the play room and then have some cake?” I ask, wiping away my tears. 
“Don’t you mean dinner?” Mia asks. 
“Nope, I mean cake. Sometimes you just need to eat cake. If we want dinner later, it will be there.” 
“Yay! Dessert for dinner!” 
You’d think that was the girls but it was my husband, and he’s got our beautiful daughters in a fit of giggles. He runs out the door and both girls follow right behind him and into the room next door. Luvbug stays curled up on the beanbag; he’s almost asleep already. I’ve got a feeling he’s found a new room to live in. 
“April, babe, you’re not going to believe this,” Jake calls out to me. It’s not like I’m not right behind him; I’m just a little slow tonight. 
“Wow.” 
The girls sound like they just stepped into Disneyland. Speaking of, I have no idea if they’ve ever been; we have to plan a trip as soon as I recover from Jaxson’s birth. 
“Mike and Daniel said they had a surprise but I had no idea,” Jake whispers as the girls explore their new castle. It’s a handmade wooden castle painted purple and pink and it looks like it’s been sprinkled in pixie dust. It’s breathtaking and matches Hailey’s exactly. 
“They should start making these for the general public. They’re amazing.” He nods in agreement. 
They outdid themselves in here, too. All the toys are sorted, and there’s a reading nook with a book shelf and beanbags. There’s a kitchenette and tables for tea parties, the castle, and toys galore. We bought so much stuff today, my head was spinning. I’m not even sure if we bought all of this or if they contributed to it. Most likely the latter. 
“Does Jaxson have a room yet?” 
“He sure does, Hannah. Do you want to see your brother’s room?” 
She nods happily and she and Mia once again follow Jake down the hall. They look like little ducklings following their mother. 
“Aw, it’s so cute. He’s got baby Winnie the Pooh everything!” Mia cries out. It hasn’t even been an hour since we got home but she seems to be coming out of her shell. 
“Alright, guys, Jaxson is really hungry so let’s go eat!” 

Once Mia and Hannah had their baths, we read them each a story and they fell asleep at the end of Little Red Riding Hood. Jake showed them our room before bed so they know where we are, but we also snuck a baby monitor in there just in case. Like I suspected, they asked if Luvbug could sleep with them from now on. So Jake brought his bed up and put it on the floor in between their beds. I’m so glad he’s fully housebroken. 
In the morning, we wake up to two little girls crawling into bed with us—Mia on my side and Hannah on Jake’s. 
“Happy Thanksgiving, Daddy!” Hannah says excitedly as Jake pulls her in for a hug. 
“Happy Thanksgiving, Mommy,” Mia says timidly as she crawls into my arms. 
We end up rolling both girls into the middle of the bed between us and I swear this is the best feeling I’ve ever had. I can’t wait until Jaxson joins us. 
“Happy Thanksgiving, girls, did you sleep well?” 
The both nod and Jake decides to tickle them. I’ve never heard so many giggles at one time. My husband is going to be the best father in the world. 
“So are you guys ready to put on your new Thanksgiving dresses, fill up the car with pies, and go meet more aunts, uncles, and grandparents?” 
“There are more aunts and uncles?” Hannah asks with wide eyes. Jake laughs and fills her in. 
“Oh yeah. Mommy has five sisters and a brother and you guys haven’t met any of them yet.” 
Mia is counting on her fingers. “Your mom had seven babies?” 
“She did, and she’s the best mom in the world.” 
“I think you’re the best mom in the world,” Hannah says, officially stealing my heart for the first time today. 
“Thank you, Hannah.” Jake squeezes my hand but releases it quickly. 
“Alright, let’s go let Luvbug out and make some pancakes. Then we’ll get ready to go. We’ll let your mom start getting ready while we cook since she’s a little bit slower these days.” 
“Yay!” 
The girls rush out the door and down the stairs before Jake is even out of bed. He kisses me sweetly before racing down after them. 
Life couldn’t be any better.

After everyone ate breakfast, showered, dressed, and loaded the car with pies, we were finally on our way. The whole way to Linda and Brian’s, the girls chattered away to each other. At times they asked questions and as much as I wanted to talk to them, I was more interested in hearing what they like to talk about. 
One thing I noticed: they seemed apprehensive about is school. Jake and I were able to get them into the same kindergarten class. We talked to the principal months ago and he agreed when they were ready to transfer he’d place them together. Putting siblings in the same class isn’t something they typically like to do but in this case, they’re making an exception. 
When we finally pull into the long driveway up to the house, both girls are in awe. 
“This is like a mansion,” Hannah blurts out. 
“This was your house when you were little, Daddy?” Mia asks Jake sweetly. I’ll never get over hearing them call us mommy and daddy. I never thought it would happen this soon. We’re so absolutely blessed. 
“No, it wasn’t, but I can show you that house one day. My parents moved here after I was out of high school.” 
Jake and I haven’t told anyone we have the girls yet—other than our usual crew who would never say anything—so today will be an interesting day. 
After Jake parks the car, the front door flies open; as usual, Linda and Brian are keeping watch. We’re the first ones here because we wanted them to meet their grandkids without an audience. Unfortunately, my parents couldn’t get here early so they don’t get the same courtesy. 
“Jake, April, Happy Thanksgiving!” 
Jake opens the back door and the girls climb out of the car. Linda gasps and covers her mouth and Brian has a huge smile on his face. 
“Well, who do we have here?” 
“Dad, these are your granddaughters, Mia and Hannah. Girls, these are my parents… your new grandparents.” 
“Hi,” they both say shyly with small waves. Brian pulls Jake in for a hug but not Linda; she’s crouched down in front of them, taking them in. 
“Can I have a hug?” She’s nervous but she’s got nothing to worry about; our girls are happy to have all the love they can get. 
“Aren’t you the prettiest little girls. Your grandpa and I are going to spoil you rotten.” 
The girls are beaming. I’m still a little worried about throwing them into the huge family Thanksgiving so fast, but they’re going to have to meet everyone eventually. Besides, it’s better to just rip the band-aid off and get it over with. Once they meet everyone, there’s no trepidation about meeting someone new. 
“Look who beat us here,” Connor says as he pulls his car up next to ours. 
“You’re silly, Uncle Connor. It wasn’t a race!” Mia replies to him. Jake’s eyes catch mine; he’s just as relieved as I am she’s continuing to open up. 
“You tell him, Mia. Sometimes Uncle Connor doesn’t think before he speaks,” Jess tells her as she bends over and pops a kiss on her head. 
Connor passes Zayden to Jake and goes to the other side of the car to get Hope. The twins are smiling away. They’re so cute with their two top and bottom teeth showing. 
“Oh my, look at all these beautiful grandkids. Let’s go inside and take some family photos.” Linda leads the way into the house for picture time. It might be the first time I’m actually happy she’s such a photo nut. 
Not too long afterward, Daniel and Kate, Mike and Misty—and all their kids—arrive with Chad and Marc right behind them. Marc’s new girlfriend was supposed to come today but I guess she’s sick. She’s a sweet girl; I was looking forward to seeing her again. 
The girls are the belles of the ball today. Everyone is paying attention to them, talking to them, and loving on them, and they’re thriving off of it. Especially Hannah.

Maryanne and her husband, Daniel’s parents, and Mike’s mom and Kate’s dad all arrive at the same time. As usual, my family is running late. It’s because my mom insists everyone meet at her house and they all carpool. 
“Can I have everyone’s attention for a moment?” Mike says, clinking the side of his glass with a spoon. Misty moves to his side and she looks happy as can be. After we’re all gathered around him, he continues. 
“Normally, we’d wait until everyone arrived to share the news, but little miss Hailey knows our secret and I’ve got a feeling it’s about to burst out of her.” 
“Daddy!” she cries out with her hands on her hips. “I did the pinky swear and everything!” 
“I know you did but it’s okay. Mommy and I want to tell the secret. I know some of you are going to be disappointed and I’m sorry, but you’re just going to have to suck it up and be happy for us.” 
“Spill it, Mike, we don’t have all day,” Connor heckles him. 
“Bite me, Connor.” 
“With pleasure, bend over, big boy.” Jess slaps him on the arm 
“Stop it. Come on, Mike, what’s this secret?” 
“Yesterday morning, Misty and I took the kids to the courthouse and got married!” 
Immediately, my eyes go to Claire, Mike’s mom, and she looks like she’s about to pass out. She’s definitely not happy. 
Kate’s crying tears of joy and is the first one to hug them and congratulate them on their news. 
“This calls for champagne. Connor, Jake, come help me bring it out,” Brian calls from the other side of the room. 
I hold back and let everyone else congratulate them first and before I can go to them, they come to me. 
“April,” Mike says, kissing me on the cheek, “I owe you big time.” 
“I didn’t do anything but tell the truth.” 
“Your truth got me to say yes. It’s what I needed to hear. I needed to know I could have the wedding I wanted and Mike would still love me.” 
I know Mike had always thought he’d have a big wedding with Kate but once that fell through, I’m not sure he really gave a second thought to how or when he’d eventually get married. 
“Baby, I’d love you even if you never married me, but I’m so happy you did.” 
“So are you going to take a honeymoon?” 
“Yes, after the holidays. We need to arrange for someone to watch the kids.” 
“We’ll do it,” Kate says as she hugs Mike again. “You watched Lucas for our honeymoon, it’s the least we can do.” 
“Thanks, Kate.” 
“No thanks necessary. I’m just so happy to see you two finally take the plunge. I’m sorry I didn’t get to see it myself, but I most definitely understand. Some things are just private moments which need to be cherished between two people.” 
Even though Kate is talking through her tears, she means every word she says.
“Making my wife cry as usual, huh, Mike?” 
“Well, you know, it’s such a hard thing to make happen.” 
“You guys suck, you know that?” 
Daniel places a kiss on her lips. “You know we love you, it’s why we tease you.” 
“Should have stuck with our thirty pact, Kate. I wouldn’t make you cry, I’d just make you scream.” 
Connor winking at Kate will never get old. “Don’t let him fool you. You’d be screaming in frustration, not out of pleasure.” 
He grabs Jess around the waist and pulls her close. “That’s not the kind of screaming I heard last night, or this morning, or in the shower before we left.” 
“And you think I’m going to get pregnant next? If you have time for that much sex, maybe we should send our kids over to play at your house,” Kate says with a giggle. 
“We finally have the twins pretty much sleeping through the night. They wake up at five, eat, and then go back to sleep until nine. It’s perfect for morning nookie.” 
“You’re lucky. Haven is still up every three hours like clockwork.” 
“You guys are making me miss sleep already.” 
“Sorry, April, but the lack of sleep is totally worth it. Just remember that,” Jess tells me sweetly. 
The doorbell rings and that means it’s show time. I motion for Jake to bring the girls over and everyone stands back, letting the two of us answer the door with the kids. 
Jake picks Hannah up and since Mia is smaller, I bend down to pick her up but Jake pulls me back. 
“Don’t even think about it,” he growls under his breath, instead, pulling a chair next to me for Mia to stand on. I’m afraid she’ll lose her balance so I make sure to hold her close. Jake swings open the door to the mob that is my family. My nerves are suddenly on high alert. There are just so many of them—at the forefront, my parents. 
“Happy Thanksgiv—” My mom trails off her greeting as the rest of my family finishes it behind her. 
“Happy Thanksgiving, everyone!” the four of us call back to them. 
“That’s a lot of aunts and uncles, Mommy,” Mia whispers adorably in my ear. Hannah is her exuberant self, though. 
“Hi! I’m Hannah!” She waves adorably and Jake couldn’t look any prouder. My parents move aside, letting everyone move in ahead of them. Some of them knew we were adopting from our family dinner a few weeks ago; the rest heard it through the grapevine, I’m sure. 
In typical fashion, my sisters are all lined up in age-order with their husbands/boyfriends. Jake and I stand on opposite sides of the door and let them file in between us. 
“Everyone, these are our daughters, Mia and Hannah.” I point to Hannah on Jake’s hip so they don’t get confused. “Come in and introduce yourselves.” 
“I’m Aunt Desiree and this is my boyfriend, Marko.” 
“Auntie Brooke and this is your Uncle Josh.” 
“I’m your Aunt Zoey and this is your Uncle Greg.” 
“This is my boyfriend, Todd, and I’m your Aunt Maria.” 
“Hey, cuties. I’m going to be your favorite uncle. I’m Uncle Johnny.” 
“Get in line, Johnny, I already claimed that title,” Connor calls out from across the room. 
“Don’t listen to Uncle Connor, he’s nowhere near as fun as I am.” The girls giggle and Sophia pushes her way in. 
“You didn’t call me!” she accuses with her hands on her hips. 
“It just happened yesterday, Soph. I’ve been a little bit busy.” 
“You two are the cutest things I’ve ever seen. I’m your Auntie Sophia, and we need to have a slumber party as soon as possible.” 
As Sophia finally walks inside, my parents each reach out their arms for the girls. Hannah goes willingly but Mia seems unsure. 
“It’s okay, sweetie, you don’t have to,” I whisper in her ear, but once she sees Hannah hugging my dad and giggling, she goes to my mom easily. 
“You had a lot of babies,” Mia points out to my mom. 
“We sure did, but they fill our hearts with love and joy.” 

A few short hours later, we’ve answered every question under the sun from all of our family and extended family. Sophia has spent all day flirting with Chad and I think it might actually be working. 
The food was excellent and everyone applauded the girls on all of the pie choices. Especially Connor. He was more than happy to taste almost every one. The best part of the day by far has been all the kids. Two years ago, we would all have had a nice, grown-up time with lots of alcohol and probably spent the night. But this is so much better. 
“You ready to head home?” Jake comes up from behind me and hugs his arms around my belly. 
“Most definitely. I’m so tired.” 
“Are you too tired to make a stop on the way?” 
“What kind of stop are you thinking?” 
“I thought maybe we could go get the Christmas tree tonight. I can hose it off and it will be ready to decorate in the morning.” 
The girls would love that, I’m sure, and if we do it tonight I can stay in my pajamas all day tomorrow. 
“Let’s do it.” 
“Good, but I’m going to blame our early exit on you being tired,” he whispers conspiratorially in my ear. 
“You’ve got my blessing.” 
“Just another reason why I love you. I’ll be right back.” 
It took almost thirty minutes to actually leave because Linda insisted on sending us home with enough food and pies to feed us for a month. At least I don’t have to feel bad about not going to the store tomorrow anymore. 
Of course, my mom had to gently remind me if I went into an early labor it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. 
“Did you girls have fun today?” 
“We did, and Hailey said she’s going to come over tomorrow! Can she, Daddy?” 
And so it begins…
“Mia, I don’t think I could keep Hailey from coming over even if I wanted to, which I don’t. Of course she can come over.” 
“Awesome,” Hannah says as she high-fives Mia. These two are going to dazzle Jake with sweetness and smiles whenever they want something. And he’s going to give in every time. 
I thought they would fall asleep on the way home but they must be on a sugar high. Hopefully, that means they’ll crash tonight because I’m exhausted. I feel like I could sleep for days. 
“Christmas trees!” Hannah screams from the back seat when Jake pulls into the lot. 
“That’s right. Let’s get out and pick a tree and tomorrow we can decorate the tree and the house. What do you say?” 
“Yes, Daddy! Come on, Mommy, let’s go!” The way the girls scramble from the car and pounce out onto the tree lot is adorable. 
Jake tells them to agree on any tree they want with a sign that says seven to eight feet on it. 
“How about this one? No, this one is so much prettier. Wait, they have some with snow, Daddy! Mia, look! There’s snow on the tree!” 
“Girls, let’s stick to a tree with no snow, please. They can get messy.” I’m afraid I’ll disappoint them but flocked trees are a pain. 
“Okay, Mommy,” they call back, the flocked tree already forgotten. 
Jake pulls me close and kisses me tenderly. 
“What was that for?” 
He points above my head where mistletoe is hanging from the inside of the tent. “It’s bad luck to miss a mistletoe opportunity.” 
“Really? Since when?” I ask him with a chuckle. 
“Since now. New Houston family rule: we need to buy mistletoe for every doorway so I can kiss you deeply, and often.” His sexy tone sends chills through me. 
“Well, I’d never turn down extra opportunities to kiss my husband, so buy all their mistletoe if you want to.” 
“Did you know hearing you tell me to actually spend money is really fucking sexy?” 
“We found one! We found our tree!” Mia and Hannah call out, interrupting our banter. 
Jake and I follow their excited voices through the trees and find them practically dancing around the tree they’ve picked. It’s gorgeous. Maybe the secret to having the best trees is having kids pick them out. 
“You’re sure this is the one?” Jake teases. 
“We’re sure,” they call back in sing-song voices. 
“Alright, let’s go pay for it.” Jake pulls the tag off and flags a lot helper to wrap it up and tie it to the top of the car. 
When we get to the window to pay, Jake makes good on his promise. “I’ll take fifty packages of mistletoe, too.” 
“Fifty?” The clerk is looking at Jake as if he’s crazy. 
He might be. 
“Isn’t fifty a bit much?” I question with a cocked brow. 
“Maybe, but when we run out of places to put them in our house, I’m taking them to Daniel’s, Connor’s, and Mike’s. That way I still have a legitimate excuse to make out with my wife.” 
“Since when do you need an excuse to make out with me?” 
He points at Mia and Hannah “Since we have small eyes in the house now.” 
“Kids need to see love all the time, Jake, not only during the holiday season.” 
“Yes, but the kind of loving I want to give you needs to be behind closed doors. This just gives me the chance to be extra loving during the holidays.” 
“You’re being ridiculous, but I’ll take the extra attention whenever and however you want to give it to me.” 
“Is that so?” 
“Mmmhmmm.” It’s about all I can manage to get out as his hand moves slowly from my low back to the bottom of my ass where he squeezes me tight. Thank God Mia and Hannah are directing the attendant to the car. 
The clerk clears her throat, obviously embarrassed to be interrupting such a moment. “Here’s your card, receipt, and fifty packages of mistletoe. Have a very Merry Christmas.” 
 “Merry Christmas to you, too,” we tell her as we head over to the car. Jake pulls out a wad of money and I know he’s tipping the lot attendant extremely generously. He can’t be more than seventeen and when his eyes catch what Jake is handing him, they light up. 
“Thanks for the help. Merry Christmas.” 
“Wow. Thank you so much. Merry Christmas to you, too. Come back and see us next year.” 
“That was nice of you” 
“Well, you know, I’m a really nice guy, especially when I’m in a good mood.” 
He opens the door for the girls and once they’ve strapped themselves in and Jake has double-checked them, he closes the door and looks over at me. 
“Actually, I’m in an extremely giving mood tonight. You wouldn’t happen to feel like rewarding my generous nature with some name-calling would you? In particular, I’d like to hear my name fall from your lips over and over while my lips show you just how good of a mood I’m in.” 
“Oh, I definitely think something can be arranged.” 
Mia fell asleep on the way home and Hannah was just about there by the time we parked. Jake ran in ahead to let Luvbug out so he’d be ready to go up to bed with the girls.
Hannah climbs out of the car and immediately starts helping unload all the food Linda sent us back with. 
What a sweetie. 
“Thank you, Hannah. That was very thoughtful of you to help out.” 
 “You’re welcome, Mommy. We used to help Mrs. Robinson bring in stuff from the car all the time.” 
“Did you have a good time today, Hannah?”
She nods softly. “I’ve never had a big Thanksgiving like that before.” 
“Me, either,” Mia says as she rubs her eyes. Jake closes the garage door behind them and Luvbug runs in the back door to welcome everyone with slobbery kisses. After a few minutes of playtime with him, Jake ushers the girls up to bed with Luvbug trailing right behind them. 
Once I put all the food away, I realize how exhausted I truly am. I’m not sure I’ve ever been this tired before. I make my way up to our room and put on my pajamas. Thoughts of Jake’s wicked promises flutter through my mind, but I’m too tired to care. 
“Hey, babe, I’m going to go put the tree in the stand and rinse it off. I’ll be back up later.”
“Okay, Jake, but can I take a raincheck on your generosity tonight? I’m exhausted.” 
“Of course,” he says as he crosses the room and crouches down in front of my belly. “You need to come soon, little man, you’re messing with Daddy’s game.” 
I’m laughing as his lips meet mine. “Goodnight, I love you. I’ll be up later.” 
“I love you, too, Jake,” I say on a yawn, closing my eyes before he even turns the lights out. 
 




Jake 
December Fifteenth 
Since Thanksgiving, our lives have been crazy but in a good way. April is becoming progressively more exhausted with each passing day, but she also seems to be growing more each day. Jaxson is getting ready to make his way into the world.
Eventually.
April is now five days overdue. She isn’t worried one bit because she’s sure her original due date was correct and Jaxson will come on Christmas. Her doctor told her if he isn’t here by Christmas Eve, which is two weeks after the adjusted due date, she’s going to induce her. April said no way in hell, he’s coming all on his own. 
I’ve been unemployed for three weeks, and in that period of time I’ve never been happier. Eventually, I do need to figure out what I’m going to do with my life, but right now I’m enjoying my wife and kids way too much to give it up. Being able to experience Mia and Hannah’s excitement whenever we do something new is the greatest feeling in the world.
They started school the week after Thanksgiving and realized their fears were unfounded. They absolutely adore their new teacher and their school. The house is fully decked out for Christmas and every day April makes a new cookie, bread, or pie with the girls and they take half of whatever it is they’ve made and deliver a goodie package to a neighbor. Needless to say, our new neighbors now love us. 
What’s really funny is all the early Christmas shopping April and I did in October—the day she met Mia and our lives changed forever—only dented the amount of actual shopping we really have to do. Every day, while the girls are in school, we take a short shopping trip. We’re finally almost finished. 
Yesterday, while April napped, I took the girls shopping for Luvbug’s Christmas presents as well as presents for April from the girls. They were cuteness overload and overjoyed to be buying gifts for their mom. When they get out of school today, the plan is to take them to the mall to see Santa. 
“What in the world are you doing?” 
“Laundry,” she replies like it’s no big deal. 
“For Jaxson?” 
“Of course for Jaxson, silly. You have to wash baby clothes with special baby detergent before they can wear them.” 
The sparkle in her eyes is back and she’s practically skipping to the washer. I guess she must be feeling better today; taking it easy must really be paying off. 
“I’m so excited to take the girls to see Santa, Jake. I’ve got their outfits laid out on their beds so as soon as they get home they can change. Oh, and have you talked to Connor again about him and Jess taking the girls when I go into labor?” 
“Yes, I talked to both of them and they are on call twenty-four-seven until you deliver. They’re extremely excited to help out, especially since you’ve banned any and all family from the hospital for the first twenty-four hours.” 
Like Misty wanted a private wedding, April wants a private birth. I don’t blame her one bit; it will be nice to bond with Jaxson without being bombarded at the hospital immediately. Since Jess is working at the hospital, she is the only one allowed to come and it’s only because she’ll be bringing Mia and Hannah to meet their brother. 
“It’s the best thing, Jake.” 
“I know, babe, I already agreed with you.” 
“Good. Want to be my lunch date?” 
“Want to be my lunch instead?” Her cheeks flush with my words. We’re getting closer and I want to pleasure her as much as I can before I have to wait a minimum of six weeks before I can do it again. 
April turns away from the washer and walks toward our room, removing an article of clothing every few feet. 
I fucking love my wife likes to fuck just as much as I do.

“Daddy, we’re next! We’re next!” Hannah jumps up and down with excitement. She and Mia are in matching red velvet dresses and black, patent leather shoes with white stockings. I’ve heard April describe her vision for the Santa picture for so long I was beginning to wonder if she’d buy the same outfit and take the photo with them. Thankfully, she refrained. 
April groans and holds her side. I scoot up against her so she can lean on me but she shifts and groans again. 
“What’s the matter, babe?”
“Oh, nothing. My side has just been bugging me for the last few hours but it’s getting worse. Maybe Jaxson is lodged in my ribs again.” 
The woman behind us taps April on the shoulder. “Excuse me,” she says politely. 
“Just one second,” April tells her as Mia and Hannah skip up to Santa’s lap. “Remember to tell him what you want for Christmas!” she calls after them. 
“I’m sorry,” she says, turning to the woman, “it’s their first time seeing Santa with us.” 
The woman laughs and waves her arm over her three kids. “No problem, I’ve been there myself a few times. I’m sorry to butt my nose in, but I overheard you saying your side hurt and you look about to deliver.” 
“I should have delivered days ago but babies come in their own time, I suppose.” 
“Yes, they do, and I think yours is coming today. You look to me like you’re in back and side labor. I know the pain and the faces I made with my first one and you’re making them now. Nobody ever warns you of what it’s like, but it’s not normal labor. By the time I got to the hospital, I was crowing in the car.” 
April and I exchange freaked out glances. It would explain her burst of energy today, for starters. They did briefly talk about side labor in Lamaze but I didn’t even think of it. 
“You know what?” April tells her with a grimace, “I think you just might be right. Thank you so much.” 
“Oh, happy to help. Maybe you ought to go straight to the hospital, just to be on the safe side.” 
I’m already collecting the girls and their photos as April thanks her again. We walk as quickly as we can to the door. 
“You guys stay here. I’ll pull up the car and call Connor.” 
“Okay, Daddy” the girls say as April nods, clutching her side. 
On the way to the car, I call Connor and thankfully, Jess is at the hospital now so she’s going to meet us in registration and take the girls. Then I call April’s doctor, who says she’ll meet us there. I put April’s bag in the car on December first just in case he came early and we’re pre-registered, so we’re good to go. 
When I pull up, I hop out to help April in and hurry the girls along but they’re already rushing. “Daddy! Jaxson is coming today!” 
“Well, it could still be a while,” April tells them under her breath, but even though I know she’s being cautious, I also know he’s coming sooner rather than later. 
“Auntie Jess is going to meet us as the hospital and you’re going to go home with her and spend the night. Tomorrow, if Jaxson is here, you’ll come see him and Mommy at the hospital just like we talked about, okay?” 
“Okay,” they answer together. I give April my hand and she clutches it immediately. We’re only about ten minutes away from the hospital, which is a good thing. When we’re about three minutes away, she’s practically crushing my hand and breathing through her teeth. 
As soon as I pull up, Jess is standing on the curb with another nurse and a wheelchair. God bless my sister in law. She hands me her keys and gives me a quick hug. 
“Take my car and I’ll take yours. It’s easier to swap since you have booster seats and I have car seats.”
“Good thinking.” 
The girls give us both big hugs and take off with Jess, telling her all about Santa. We didn’t even get to hear what they wished for. I can’t forget to ask them tomorrow. 
The nurse pushes April to registration and they already have all her paperwork ready. I don’t know if it was the doctor or Jess and I really don’t care. Once she has her bracelet on, they take us up to labor and delivery for our big moment. 
I send one final text to the group I created for when this moment arrived, letting everyone know Jaxson is coming, and then I turn off my phone. My attention is on April from here on out. 
“Here we are, Mrs. Houston. I’m going to step out for a minute and go get some supplies. In the meantime, put on the gown on the bed and get comfortable. Dr. Harrison will be here shortly.” 
April sits on the side of the bed and I take off her shoes and socks for her. When she stands, I remove her pants and underwear as she removes her bra and sweater. I help her get into the gown and comfortable on the bed. Just in time, too, because someone knocks softly at the door.
“Come in,” I call out calmly, even though I’m anything but. 
“April, Jake, is today going to be the big day?” Dr. Harrison asks as she enters with the nurse right behind her. 
“I think so,” April tells her. 
“Do you know how far apart your contractions are?” 
Shit, we were supposed to time those, weren’t we?
 “No, I didn’t even realize it might be labor until some sweet woman at the mall saw me grimacing and holding my side. She kindly told me she thought I was in labor.”
Dr. Harrison laughs as she puts on her gloves. 
“Well, that was very kind of her indeed. Let me just feel and see what’s going on.” 
I’m sitting in the chair at the top of the bed next to April. Dr. Harrison nods at the nurse as she feels around and the nurse begins to set up an I.V.
This is really it. 
“Okay, April, how long have you been having the pain?” 
“I don’t know… maybe since I woke up? Or even maybe in the middle of the night. I’ve been uncomfortable, but it wasn’t really hurting until the mall.” 
Dr. Harrison nods in understanding. “Side and back labor can sneak up on you like that. You’re definitely in labor. As a matter of fact, you’re eight centimeters dilated and seventy percent effaced.”
Holy shit. 
I don’t know what that effaced shit means, but I know you only dilate to ten. 
“You’re right at the cut-off. If you want medication you need to ask now. Right now.” 
She looks to me for guidance. 
“Babe, I’ll be here every step of the way, but it’s your body, your pain, and your choice.” 
She nods with tears in her eyes and grips my hand as another contraction comes. 
“No medicine. I want to do this naturally.” 
Dr. Harrison smiles. “I thought that would be your answer. I’m going to go ahead and break your water. After this, your labor should move even faster. He’s coming fast for a first baby, he must be anxious to get out.” 
After she breaks April’s bag of water, April squeals. “That feels so weird! It’s hot, like I peed myself.” 
Oh my god, this is really happening. 
“How long do you think?” 
“Babies can take their sweet time, Jake, but I’ve been doing this a long time. I’d say you’ll probably see your son within the next three hours.” 
“Well, guess I don’t have to worry about a day-long labor, I guess,” April tries to joke but it falls flat. 
“Technically, you’ve been in labor since the pain started, April. You just didn’t realize it. I’ll leave you in Nurse Sadie’s capable hands now. She’ll check in on you every thirty minutes or so and keep me updated on your progress. Relax, everything will be fine.” 
“Don’t worry, Dr. Harrison is the absolute best. Now I’ve just hooked you up to the monitor so you’ll be able to see when you are having a contraction on the screen.” 
April clutches my hand hard and Sadie smiles. “That right there,” she says pointing to the monitor, “is what it looks like. The closer you get, the closer they will be together. If you need anything before I come back, just press this button.” 
“Thank you,” I tell her as she leaves the room. 
“It’s really happening, Jake. After all this time we’re finally having our baby.” 
“We are, babe, and I couldn’t be any happier. I’m so in love with you. I fall deeper in love with you every single day and I’m so proud of you right now for being so brave.” 
Tears fall from her eyes, and she doesn’t even try and wipe them away. It’s an emotional day for sure. 

“One more push, April. You can do this, just give me one more big push,” Dr. Harrison encourages her. It’s only been an hour since she broke April’s water, but April spent most of that hour in excruciating pain. 
She’s crying right now; she’s so exhausted. The past few pushes have been done with ear-piercing screams. 
“I can’t, I’m sorry. I just can’t do this.” 
“You can, April, I see his head. Jake, lean her forward so she can see his head.” Nurse Sadie is holding a mirror between April’s legs so she can see Jaxson. 
“Oh my god!” she cries. “I can see him!” Then she screams and pushes through the contraction. 
“Stop, April, don’t push again. You have to wait until the next contraction so we can get his shoulder out.”
“I need to push!” she cries out, and I’ve never felt more helpless. 
“You can do it, babe, I’m right here. Just breathe. He’s so close, just a few more seconds.” 
Another scream practically shatters my eardrum but I don’t even care. I’d never be able to handle this kind of pain. Women are fucking heroes. 
“Okay, April, this is it. Push as hard as you can.” 
With a loud scream and a hard push, Jaxson is here. Dr. Harrison expertly suctions his mouth and then holds him up to us. He’s beautiful. 
“Jake, do you want to cut the cord?” Dr. Harrison asks expectantly. 
“Um, no, I’m good, but thanks for asking.” No way in hell am I touching that. 
She laughs and proceeds to do it herself. “Sadie, don’t forget they’re banking the cord blood.” 
Dr. Harrison gives Jaxson to Nurse Sadie to get his Apgar and measurements. She wipes him off quickly, wraps him up, and brings him back to April. She shakes her head, though, as if she doesn’t want him. 
“I’m exhausted, I’m afraid I’ll drop him. You hold him, Jake, and let me see.” 
When she hands him to me, my entire world stops; this is a moment I will never forget. 
“April, he’s perfect. He’s got so much hair and…” I pull back the blanket and count, “…all his fingers and toes.” 
She laughs through her tears and kisses him softly. 
“We love you, Jaxson, so very much,” I tell him through my own tears as the nurse takes him back. 
“Alright, April, we need to deliver the placenta and Sadie is going to take Jaxson for a quick bath, some hand and footprints, and then we’ll bring him back and see if we can get him to latch on for a feeding. You’re still planning on breastfeeding, correct?” 
“Absolutely.” 
Two hours later, Jaxson has eaten and so has April. We’ve been marveling over every little detail for at least an hour and we both agree this is the most amazing thing we’ve ever experienced. 
“I feel bad for keeping everyone away. Should we call them and invite them to come?” 
I shake my head as I rock Jaxson in the rocker. “Absolutely not. This is our time and I’m going to be selfish with it. This is the only time we’re ever going to have this moment and I want to enjoy it. Besides, visiting hours end in an hour, anyway. They can all just come in the morning like they planned.” 
“Okay, Jake. As long as you’re okay, I’m fine with that.” 
After gently placing Jaxson in his bassinette, I squeeze into the bed with April. 
“As long as I’m with you, I’m perfect. Thank you for bringing our son into this world and making me a dad again.” 
“You’re so sweet, but these tears are so stupid. They seriously need to stop, soon.” 
“Well, if they don’t we’ll just nickname you Kate from now on.” 
“No kidding,” she says, laughing through her tears. “I don’t know how she does it. I would have cut out my tear ducts if I were her by now.” 
“She must have the market on waterproof mascara.” 
“Oh, ouch. Stop making me laugh. It hurts.” 
“Not as bad as labor.” 
“Nothing is as bad as labor, but it was worth it for him.” 
There’s a small knock on the door and I get up to open it to welcome Mia and Hannah; Jess is right behind them. They’re loaded down with gifts and smiling from ear to ear. 
Jess gives us both hugs and congratulations and I pick up Jaxson and pass him to her. The girls are so excited but right now they’re focused on April, asking her how she’s feeling. 
“He’s perfect, Jake. My God, he looks so much like Zayden did when he was born. Those Houston genes are strong for a reason.” 
“Can we see our brother now?” Hannah asks as she makes her way over to Jess and me. 
“Let’s wash your hands first,” Jess tells them firmly and passes Jaxson back to me. Once she’s done helping them, she excuses herself. “I’ll be outside. You guys need this time as a family. Text me when you’re ready and I’ll come back and get them. Congratulations again.” 
April pats her bed for the girls to hop up, and I pull the bedside chair close so they can get a good look at their baby brother. 
“He’s really tiny,” Mia says softly as she touches his fingers. 
“He’s kind of red, but a cute red,” Hannah adds adorably. 
“He is really tiny but he already cries really loud.” They laugh because they think it’s cute—a crying baby is not cute at all. Hailey gets so mad when Grant cries; this is going to be fun to see how these two react. 
“Sorry we had to cut our Santa trip short today. Want to tell us know what you asked Santa for, for Christmas?” 
Leave it to April; even after giving birth, she’s still concerned she missed something important. 
“I wished more kids waiting to be adopted would get parents like you,” Hannah says proudly. 
“And I wished more kids in foster care would get Christmas presents from Santa. My nana used to buy presents each year and donate them to help Santa,” Mia replies sadly. 
“You guys are going to make me cry. Those are the best Christmas wishes I’ve ever heard. I bet Daddy would be happy to take you shopping for toys to donate before Christmas.” 
I’m a bit choked up at the massive amount of love these two girls have in their hearts. It also plants a seed to look into something when I have time. I might have found my new career path. 
“I’d be happy to take you shopping for that.” 
Each of the girls takes a turn holding their brother, and April has snapped a ton of photos of all of us. After forty-five minutes, the girls are getting tired and so is their mom. Jess comes to get them within minutes of my text with promises to be back in the morning after she drops the girls off at school. 
April is barely keeping her eyes open and ends up falling asleep pretty quickly. I’m tired but I’m not sleepy. Instead, I take Jaxson from his bassinet and rock him in my arms until he wakes up to eat. As soon as April heard him fussing, she motioned for me to bring him to her. 
He latched on to nurse immediately and April was thrilled. Watching him nurse from his mom fills me with joy, but I also can’t wait until she can pump so I can feed him myself. 
“Soon, Jake,” she whispers, smiling. 
She knows me so well. 

Dr. Harrison stopped by this morning and checked on April and Jaxson. She told April she could go home today if she wanted to and although I wanted her to stay, she wanted to leave. I sent another group text and told everyone there was a change of plans and they could all come by the house later this afternoon. 
The pediatrician came by and gave Jaxson an official clean bill of health. He had his blood work and hospital photos done and we filled out the birth certificate. 
When we finally got home, the front of our house looked like a combination of winter wonderland meets baby shower. It is absolutely hilarious and I had to take a few photos. April was beaming; she loved seeing everyone went out of their way to welcome him home. 
After getting them inside and taking a few moments to introduce Luvbug to Jaxson, April gives the all clear to tell everyone to come on over. 
Connor, Jess, and the twins are the first to arrive. 
“Congratulations! I hear my nephew has my good looks. Where is he so I can see for myself?” 
“He has my good looks and so do you, I’m older.” 
“Actually, he has my good looks, son, both of you do, and both of my grandsons take after me.” My mom and dad walked right in behind Connor. I didn’t even see them because I was so distracted by Connor. 
“Fine, I’ll give you that.” He gives me a big hug. “I’m so happy for the two of you. Congratulations, son.” 
“Thanks, Dad.” 
My mom pulls me into her hug next. “Both of my babies have babies of their own. Where did the time go? I’m so proud of you, Jake. You’re getting everything you ever wanted in life.” 
“Thanks, Mom.” She releases me and follows Connor into the living room. Before I even get the chance to follow behind them, the doorbell rings again. 
“Congratulations!” Kate and Daniel call out in unison. 
Lucas is holding a blue teddy bear in his hands. “Congratulations, Uncle Jake,” he says, holding it out to me. Scooping him up in my arms, I give him a monster hug. 
“Thanks, Luke.” 
“Luvbug,” he says, pointing to the floor and sure enough, Luvbug is waiting patiently at my feet. He loves Lucas. When I sit Luke down, he immediately plops to the floor and lets Luvbug climb right into his lap and lick his face. 
There’s a rap on the door and before I even turn to answer, Mike, Misty, and the kids come in. 
“Uncle Jake! Where’s Jaxson? Can I see him?” Leave it to Hailey to cut to the chase. 
“Of course you can, Hails. Go tell Uncle Connor you want to see the baby, he’s in the living room.” 
“Luke, come on, let’s go see our new cousin!” 
Mike shakes his head at her bossiness. “She’s been spending too much time with Jess, I think.” 
“Hey, I heard that!” Jess calls from the other room. “You’re lucky I’m choosing to take it as a compliment.” 
Mike sets Grant’s carrier down and pulls me in for a hug. “Congratulations, man, welcome to the world of three a.m. feedings.” 
“Don’t get too excited,” Misty says with a yawn. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be but it’s totally worth it.” 
“Well, let’s see the little guy. I feel like we’ve been waiting forever for him. Maybe because he’s the last one in an endless cycle of pregnancies.” 
“Isn’t that the truth?” 
Mike is completely right; it seems like it’s taken a very long time to get here. 
“He looks like you, there’s no denying he’s your kid,” Daniel tells me. He’s sitting next to April and she socks him. 
“That wasn’t funny.” 
He just laughs and pulls her close. “I love you, April.” 
“That’s why it’s so easy to forgive you because I love you, too.” 
One nice thing about moving here is that she and Daniel get to spend some more time together. She really needed her closest friend around. 
“Look at all of you kids with kids of your own. Brian and I have known most of you since you were babies. You all know we consider each of you as if you were one of our own children. I just wanted to say how absolutely blessed we feel to be here with you all, celebrating in all of the milestones life has to bring. God willing, we’ll still be here to see all of these beautiful children bring our great-grandkids into the world,” Linda says with a huge smile on her face.
“That was beautiful,” Kate says, wiping away a tear. April catches my eye and smiles. Kate’s empathy knows no bounds; it’s a beautiful thing all in itself. 
Connor offered to go and pick up the girls from school and when they got back, they had a few minutes with their family before everyone left. When it was just the five of us in the house, it was a surreal feeling. 
My life has never been better.
 



 

April 
Christmas Day  
Jaxson is ten days old today. I’ve never been more exhausted or happy in all of my life. The amount of love I have for my husband and kids is endless. I’ll admit, I’ve been a bit sad since we came home from the hospital. Not having my mom and dad here to see my son hurts more than I thought it would. They’re coming home from vacation in a few days, so they’ll meet Jaxson soon enough… I’m just really missing them today. 
There’s no time to be sad, though. My girls will be up any minute, excited to see what Santa might have brought them. Jake is still sleeping and the house is silent, but it won’t be for long. We’re hosting Christmas here today. It’s nothing fancy—more of a potluck—but it’s such a relief to be in my home on Christmas day. Kate, Misty, and Jess were just as excited as I was to not have to travel today. I’ve got a feeling more and more events will be hosted on our block with Rick and Bev and Brian and Linda coming to us. Traveling with so many kids all the time is a bit of a pain. 
“Merry Christmas, babe,” Jake whispers from the doorway. How he makes flannel pajamas look so fucking hot, I’ll never know. Maybe because he’s shirtless; I’m sure that has something to do with it. I’ve got six weeks until I can even think those thoughts. 
“Merry Christmas, go put on a shirt.” He smirks and stalks toward me, placing a lingering kiss on my lips when he reaches me. 
“Fine, I’ll put on a shirt. Merry Christmas, Jaxson.” He bends over and gives Jaxson a kiss on his forehead before leaving. I love seeing Jake bond with his son. 
Mia and Hannah have been really good with him since we got home from the hospital. They’re always eager to help change him or assist when we give him baths. But their absolute favorite thing is when they get to help feed him a bottle. 
When Jake comes back, you’d think he was a kid. “Can I wake up the girls?” 
It’s only six but if they wake up early, they’ll go to bed early, and Jake and I can have a little grown-up Christmas evening time. 
“Sure, why not? I’ll meet you all downstairs. Do you want some coffee?” 
“I’d love some coffee.” 
Once downstairs, I put Jaxson in the bassinette we have in the living room and let my eyes gaze around the room. It’s literally a winter wonderland. There are so many presents, we had to put over half of them in the den. The stockings were so heavy, they kept pulling the stocking holders down so we finally had to lay them at the bottom of the fireplace. 
After filling the coffee pot, I find the camera so I can have it close. This is our first family Christmas. I think some of Jake’s excitement is rubbing off one me now. Above my head, I hear the pounding of feet and know in seconds they’ll be down the stairs. 
“It’s Christmas, Mia! Let’s see what Santa brought!” 
“It’s Christmas, Daddy, hurry up!” Mia calls out to Jake enthusiastically. 
Every day she comes out of her shell a bit more. For the most part, they’re both adjusting well. There was a little jealousy at the beginning with Jaxson, but it resolved fast. Sometimes, Mia misses her nana more than others but it’s normal grief and nothing of major concern. 
“Merry Christmas, girls!” I call out to them as I make our coffees. 
“Merry Christmas, Mommy!” they call out as they stop in their tracks. 
“Mia, look at all these gifts!”
“Santa came, Hannah, he really came!” 
They jump up and down, hugging each other; they’re so excited. 
“Thanks, babe,” Jake says as he places a soft kiss on my lips and grabs his coffee. He points up at the mistletoe and I laugh. He didn’t take the extra pieces anywhere. Instead, he put it in the places I am the most—the kitchen, girls’ room, the nursery, laundry room. He went overboard and I love it. He can show me how much he loves me anytime he wants to. 
Jake gets on the floor and teaches the girls about reading the name tags to see who things are for and who they are from. They spend about fifteen minutes separating gifts before finally digging in. 
I know we went overboard this year, but I don’t care. The way I consider it, we’re making up for four lost Christmas mornings. 
“These are for you, Mommy.” Mia and Hannah each hand me a gift. 
“Thank you, girls.” 
When I open them up, I’m shocked. The first one is a picture of the three kids and Luvbug in front of our tree. It looks like a professional photo. The next is a photo of the five of us. Jake is smiling—holding Jaxson in a way the camera has a full view—both girls are smiling, and I’m smiling. I’m even facing toward the camera. 
“How in the world did you manage this?” 
“My mom. She had her camera in her purse the day she ‘stopped by.’ I told her to get whatever pictures she could. The girls and I knew she was here for a photo so we just kept smiling in her direction. When Daniel came over, it was perfect. You turned right to my mom with a big smile as you welcomed Daniel inside.” 
“Wow, she’s getting really good with a camera. These look professional. Thank you, guys, I love these so much.” 
“You’re welcome, Mommy.” 
When Jake stands and comes over to sit next to me, he tells the girls it’s okay to open another present and then hands me an envelope. 
“What’s this?”
“It’s a gift for you. Well, for all of us, actually. I bought it months ago and now we might be too big of a family to use it for long. We can figure all of that out another time. My greatest wish is for you to accept this gift with an open heart.” 
My poor Jake seems really nervous about this gift. Whatever it is, I’m going to love it. 
Inside of the envelope is a card, and inside of the card is a photo of Daniel’s beach house with a note. 
Dear April, 
For Christmas, Kate is getting an upgrade a bit further down the shore. I thought—with our first baby coming—having a local vacation home would be a great idea. Our family has grown a bit since I bought it, but I’m sure we can get some good use out of it for the next few years. If not as a family, perhaps a weekend getaway for the two of us. Please don’t be angry. This is a gift for the entire family. 
All my love, 
Jake
P.S. Please don’t tell Kate. I don’t know when Daniel will tell her. 
Using both of my hands, I pull his face to mine and kiss him softly. 
“I’m not used to this money thing but I love you, Jake, and I know your heart is always in the right place. Thank you for the gift. Our family is going to make precious memories there.” 
The relief on his face is evident and he smiles wide. My present isn’t nearly as grand, but I think he’ll like it. I had a really hard time figuring out what to get Jake and it dawned on me at the last minute. Thankfully, Daniel was able to help me put it together. 
“Girls, can you give Daddy his present from me? It’s the one propped up on the tree branch.” 
Mia brings over the card and hands it to Jake. When he opens it up, he looks happy. He’s been wanting to get the kids’ names tattooed on him somewhere for a while so I got him a gift certificate to go see Ben. He’s had my name tattooed on his arm since our freshman year of college. I thought he was crazy, but I don’t think I’d ever seen him more proud of something. 
“This is one awesome present, thank you.” 
“You’re welcome.” 
Although a bit cheesy, the girls picked out quite a bit of stuff for Jake that says ‘number one dad.’ I let them go overboard because I know Jake will love it. Fatherhood was always a huge part of his plan and now he finally has it. 
After he opened his gifts, he pulled them into huge hugs and tickled them silly. This is what it’s all about. 
When all the presents are opened, Jake and I are snuggled up together on the couch while the girls sit on the floor playing and Luvbug rolls around in all the discarded paper. If I could sit around all day in my pajamas like this, I would. At least we still have a few hours before we’re bombarded with family. 
Last night, after setting out all the presents from Santa, Jake also set up the extra tables and chairs. Since Jaxson is so little I don’t even have to cook today, so we got put in charge of pies again. 
“Do you want to go take a nap before everyone gets here? I know you were up with Jaxson a lot last night. The girls and I will do some cleaning up and relocate all these toys and gifts to their room and playroom.” 
“A nap sounds heavenly, thank you” When I lean over and give him a kiss, the girls start giggling uncontrollably. 
“You guys are always kissing,” Hannah spits out through her laughter. 
“When you grow up and fall in love, you’ll kiss a lot, too.” 
“How old is a grown-up?”  
“Twenty-five,” Jake answers firmly, and I can’t help laughing as I walk away. Before I can even get to the stairs, though, the doorbell rings. I’m sure it’s Hailey coming to play; she’s been a nearly permanent fixture lately. 
When I open the door, the last people in the world I would have expected are standing on the other side. 
“Oh my God! What are you guys doing here?” My squeals bring Jake and the girls running to see what is going on. 
“We couldn’t stand the thought of missing our grandkids’ very first Christmas, so we flew out yesterday and arrived this morning.” 
My mom pulls me into a giant hug and then passes me to Dad as she makes the rounds. I can’t believe they’re here but I’m so happy they are. 
“You must be exhausted.” 
Mom waves her hand in the air. “We slept wonderfully on the plane. First class is heaven.” 
“Well, come on in and meet your grandson.” 
They follow us into the living room and I take Jaxson from the bassinette, handing him to my mom once she and my dad are settled on the couch. 
“Oh, April, he’s beautiful,” she cries out as tears stream down her cheeks. 
“He looks like his daddy,” my dad remarks thoughtfully.
“He definitely looks like, Jake. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I wasn’t his mother.” 
“You’re silly, Mommy. Of course you’re his mother. We saw him grow in your belly,” Hannah replies and Mia nods in agreement. 
“How do you girls like being big sisters?” my mom asks as she pats the couch so they’ll go sit next to her. 
“We love him so much,” Mia says softly. 
“He can be pretty loud when he cries but if you plug your ears it helps,” Hannah tells her unabashedly. 
These two little girls could not be more opposite in personalities. It’s probably why they mesh so well. 
“April, go nap, babe.” Jake leaves no room in his voice for arguing but that’s exactly what I want to do—too bad my mom interjects before I’ve got the chance. 
“Yes, dear, go nap. You, too, Jake. You guys deserve a bit of uninterrupted sleep. Are the bottles in the refrigerator?” 
“Yes, I pumped last night.” 
“Go rest. I raised seven of you, so I can handle my grandkids for an hour or two.” 
“Okay, Mom, thanks.” 
When Jake and I get in bed, we curl up together and fall right to sleep. 

It’s been six hours since my parents arrived and they’ve spent almost the entire time with the kids. It’s nice to see them bonding. 
Everyone is here and we just finished dinner. Family, friends, and lots of kids—this is what the holidays are all about. Mia, Hannah, Hailey, Haven, and Hope all have matching Christmas dresses and they look absolutely adorable. The cameras have snapped so much today; I’m surprised they even still work. 
“How are you feeling, April?” Kate asks kindly. 
“I’m feeling much better. Still a bit sore at times, but you know what that’s like.” 
“Try feeling it after carrying twins for nine months,” Jess chimes in.
“That’s why you don’t want to have any more kids, right? You’re afraid of having twins again?” Misty hits the nail on the head with that one. 
“Yeah, sort of. I love Hope and Zayden but they’re a handful. We still have the terrible twos to get through. They’re trying to pull up on things now, and they’ll be walking soon. It’s incredible how they grow and I do miss the newborn stage, but I think on the off chance we do have twins again, we should wait until they are in Kindergarten at the very least.” 
“You make complete sense,” Misty replies with a yawn. “I’m so tired all the time since having Grant and Hailey keeps me on my toes twenty-four-seven. Mike wants at least one more, but I keep suggesting he borrow your kids when he needs a fix. Between the four of us we’ve got enough.” 
“Amen, sister.” Jess high-fives her. Kate just shakes her head. 
“This has been the best Christmas ever,” Daniel says, coming up and wrapping his arms around Kate from behind. “What do you say to leaving the kids here and going home to create some Christmas magic?” 
“As in a baby?” Connor asks excitedly. 
“I’d be down to get in on that action, too. Not with you guys, although I’m sure you still sound fucking hot during sex, but with my wife. Come on, Jess, I’m sure my mom will watch the kids.” 
Both Kate and Jess laugh at their husbands and shake their heads no. 
“It’s Christmas, you guys. You can give up sex for a few hours to spend time watching the magic of Christmas through your children’s eyes.” 
Misty makes a valid point. Christmas has always been my favorite holiday but over the years, it’s lost its spark. This year it’s back, and I know the kids have everything to do with the joy I feel in my heart. 
Jake’s arms are around my waist and he places a kiss on the top of my head. 
“You all need to take your sex-having-asses out of my house if you’re going to keep talking about getting laid and making Christmas magic. If I can’t have magic, I don’t want to hear about it.” 
“Big brother, you can have all the magic you want with your hand or if April’s in the Christmas spirit with her mouth.” 
“You’re such a dick, Connor, my wife’s magical mouth is not up for discussion.  My hand, on the other hand, is aching to knock you upside the head right now.” 
“Hey now, enough of the brotherly love for tonight. It’s Christmas and we’re being completely anti-social,” Kate says as she pulls Daniel into the other room where everyone else is mingling and having a good time. 
Linda and Brian brought a lot of champagne and when we’re all together in the living room, they pop it open and pass out glasses to everyone. 
“If I could have your attention for a few minutes, please.” Brian lifts his glass in a toast. 
“Jake and April, thank you for opening your home to all of us today and making Christmas a true family event. All of you have filled our hearts with love over the years but especially this year. Being able to observe all of you with your families and seeing how you are raising your children with compassion and love has meant the world to us.” 
He pauses to clear his throat; he’s getting emotional. 
“As parents, you want to raise your children the best way you can. You shower them with love and attention, and try to guide them to be moral, empathetic, responsible adults. Then you sit back and pray with every breath it actually happens. All of you have exceeded our wildest expectations, and we could not be any prouder of you. Now it’s our turn to watch you mold our grandchildren into the amazing people we already know they’ll become. It’s going to be an absolute pleasure to watch them grow and flourish under your guidance. Merry Christmas to you all.” 
“Merry Christmas!” 
There are a lot of happy tears falling right now—some of them are even mine. Damn hormones. I’m swiping them away as the doorbell rings. 
“I’ll get it,” I call out. 
“Merry Christmas!” my brother and sister scream as I open the door. 
“What are you guys doing here?” I ask as I pull them both into a massive hug. 
“When Mom and Dad said they were coming to see you guys and took off straight to the airport, we were shocked. Johnny and I decided we wanted to see you more than spending three more days in Greece.” 
I’m absolutely touched. I can’t believe they came all the way home for Christmas. 
“Yep, so we took the next flight out and here we are. Everyone else sends their love but Mom and Dad were hovering the whole trip and I honestly think they want to get their freak on.” Johnny always knows exactly how to put things. 
“Besides, how am I supposed to hold onto the favorite uncle title if I miss their first Christmas?” 
“Good point. Come on in, everyone is in the living room.” 
Johnny and Sophia head in to see everyone, but I take a minute and lean against the door. I wish Chad and Marc could have been here today but they have their own families to spend the holiday with. Other than that, this day really couldn’t get any better. 
Or could it? 
Jake stalks toward me with a determined look in his eyes. Without a word, he pulls me to him and kisses me breathless. There will never be a day this man won’t light my heart and soul on fire. 
When he pulls away, he simply points up. 
“Mistletoe,” I whisper.
“It’s just an excuse. My life’s goal is to kiss you breathless as often as I can.” 
“I’m so in love with you, Jake Houston, now and forever.” 
“Yeah, I know, and the feeling is mutual.” 
Cocky bastard, but I wouldn’t have him any other way. 
 




Jake
One year later, Christmas Eve 
Mia, Hannah, and Jaxson are all upstairs with April, getting ready for our party. This past year has been eye-opening in a lot of ways. Mia and Hannah had a few ups and downs but overall, they’ve adjusted well to their new home. They get to visit with Mrs. Robinson every few months; they adore her and we’d never take that away from them. 
Jaxson is thriving. Luvbug is like his best buddy; the two of them together are adorable. He’s walking and getting into everything but his sisters help keep an eye on him. Jaxson absolutely adores his sisters, all three of them. 
Yes, that’s right, I said three. Mia, Hannah, and A.J. Her name is actually Anna Jade Houston, but we call her A.J. for short. We used the letters from April and Jake, instead of Jake and April like we used for Jaxson. A.J. was born the day after Thanksgiving and she looks just like her mommy. She’s beautiful.

The first time April and I had sex after Jaxson was fucking mind-blowing. It was unexpected and we didn’t take any precautions. In the spur of the moment, we decided it took so long to get pregnant with Jaxson it couldn’t possibly happen again anytime soon. We were in a sexual drought and justifying our desires any way we could. 
Admittedly, it was more like five times that night, but who’s counting? We abstained and three weeks later, April went to the doctor to get back on the pill and she told her about our indiscretion. Dr. Harrison ran a blood test and the rest is history. 
A month before A.J. came, I had a vasectomy. Connor ragged on me endlessly but April and I both decided it was much easier for me to get fixed than for her to do it and right now, four kids are enough. If we decide we want to be parents again, we’ll adopt, like we did with Mia and Hannah. 
Oh, did I forget to mention that? Their adoption became official this morning, actually. Hence the reason for the party. You have to celebrate the milestones and this one is one of the best. They’re officially Mia and Hannah Houston now. It was one of the best moments of my life. We’ve always considered them our daughters; before we were ever able to bring them home they were ours. Having it made official is a relief. April and I both had this constant, underlying fear someone could come and take them away at any time. 
No parent ever wants someone to be able to take their kids away. 
When I look down at A.J. in my arms, she’s smiling in her sleep. I’ll admit, I was a bit worried I would have a soft spot for her which is different from how I feel about Mia and Hannah. I don’t and I was so relieved to realize that. They’re all my girls and I love them all the same. 
“Daddy, look at my new dress!” Hannah exclaims as she twirls around in front of me. Hannah is a daddy’s girl through and through. 
“You look beautiful, sweetheart. Are your mommy and Mia almost done yet?” 
“I’m right here,” Mia calls out as she walks into the living room. 
“You look as beautiful as your sister.” She smiles and they run off to play. 
“What about me? How do I look?” April asks as she sets Jaxson down to play with his toys. 
She looks fucking hot, but I’ve learned over this past year little ears can hear everything, even when you’re far away. So I swallow what I really want to say but still answer her honestly. 
“You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.” That is the God’s honest truth. My wife is fucking hot and I’m dying to worship every fucking inch of her body once she’s given the all clear. I miss the sounds of her screaming my name while I bring her to orgasm with my tongue, or my cock, or… 
Fuck, Jake, stop thinking about sex, you’re holding your baby 
“You always know just how to flatter me.” 
Carefully, so I won’t wake A.J., I move her to the couch cushion slowly and lay her on her blanket. I stand and make my way over to my wife and pull her close. 
“It’s the truth. If it flatters you, all the better.” She relaxes in my arms and I kiss my way to her ear and whisper so the girls can’t possibly overhear from the den. 
“Feel this?” I say, guiding her hand briefly to my cock. “This is what you do to me. Every time I look at you I want to fuck you senseless. As soon as you get the okay, we’re taking a weekend away and leaving all four kids with their grandparents. Sound good?” 
She looks at me with lust-filled eyes. “Nothing’s ever sounded better.” 
“Good,” I say before claiming her lips with mine. She opens to me and seeks my tongue greedily and mine meets hers stroke for stroke. My hands roam her curves and I pull her closer by her hips so she feels my cock against her body. I feel her heartbeat racing against my chest but she pulls back too fucking quickly for my liking and leans her head against mine. 
“A little too X-rated for little eyes, Jake.” 
“When the fuck are they going to turn eighteen?” 
She laughs as pushes me away. “Hopefully, not for a long time. This is our time to enjoy our family, Jake, and I’m going to relish every single day I have with all of you.” 
When the doorbell rings, Hannah calls out, “I’ll get it!” and we let her because we’re expecting family. 
“Uncle Jake! Auntie April! We’re here to celebrate family day!” Hailey calls out from the entryway. We decided to call it ‘family day’ instead of ‘adoption day’ because the girls have been family all along and the adoption was really just a formality. 
“Hailey, come in here. We’ve got all the Barbies out and ready to play!” Mia calls out to her and she goes running. The three girls have really become close over the past year. 
Grant toddles in and plops down next to Jaxson and picks up some blocks. Of course, Jaxson starts crying but Misty hands him Grant’s identical blocks and all is right with the world again. 
Misty carefully lifts A.J. off of the couch and cradles her in her arms and sighs. 
“She’s so angelic, and she smells so good.” 
“I’ll happily give you another one anytime you want,” Mike replies with a smirk. 
“No thanks, I’ll pass. I can come here and get a fix anytime I want. When Grant is in Kindergarten, we can revisit the discussion.” 
Mike frowns but it’s fleeting. He wants more kids now but Misty is adamant about them being at least four years apart. 
“Knock knock,” Daniel calls out as he lets himself in. Finally, someone who doesn’t make me go let them in. It’s not like we don’t practically live at each other’s houses; knocking on doors is completely overrated. Except for the time I walked in on Jess and Connor fucking in their living room—that time I wish I had knocked. 
Lucas comes running in behind Daniel; they are the spitting image of each other. Vanessa’s genes are almost non-existent in this kid. Except for his smile, that smile is all her. It’s a good thing; Vanessa had a great smile. 
“Uncle Jake, look what I got today!” He’s holding out two new Hot Wheels and waving them in my face.
Why do kids think they almost have to blind you to show you something?
“Those are cool, Luke. Did mommy give you an early Christmas present?” He nods excitedly.
“What? I couldn’t help it.” Kate shrugs as she waddles in behind Haven. The first thing Haven does is sit down and give Grant and Jaxson kisses. We’re all really hoping this isn’t a love triangle in the making, but who knows? I plan on encouraging Jaxson to stay far away from that. Kate and Mike’s kids are sure to be fated to each other. 
“Hey, preggo, how are you feeling today?” Mike kisses her on the cheek and waits for her answer. 
“I’m good today. Just wishing the next three months would fly by so I can meet the little guy.” 
Connor lost his bet because April got pregnant before Kate, but he wasn’t far off in his predictions. 
“Guy?” Jess echoes from the doorway a millisecond before we all respond the same. 
Daniel is beaming next to her and they make us all wait until Connor finally walks in holding one of each of the twins’ hands in one of his. They’re so cute and they play well with the other kids, but Hope and Zayden are each other’s best friend. 
Luvbug comes running out of the den wearing a pink tutu and the girls follow, giggling like crazy. Poor dog. That’s what he gets for picking a pussy-ass name, though. He could be wearing a fucking awesome leather, studded collar right now if he’d picked the right name. 
“Oh my God, poor dog.” Connor laughs hysterically and for a moment, the attention has been lifted from Daniel and Kate. 
“Alright, spill,” Jess demands impatiently. 
“Well, you know we had decided not to know the sex but at this morning’s ultrasound, we couldn’t hold out any longer. We had to know.” 
“So what’s his name? You two have been hoarding the names you picked out for a boy and a girl for months.” Jess is relentless, but she wouldn’t be her if she wasn’t. 
Kate looks to Daniel and he nods, giving her permission to share. 
“His name is Kamden Michael McCormick.” The look of pride on their faces is evident. All eyes in the room focus on Mike. He simply shrugs. 
“Michael is a common name, guys. I’m sure it has nothing to do with me.” 
This time Kate looks at Daniel and nods. “It has everything to do with you. Kate and I decided it only seemed fitting to share his name with the man who is both of his parents’ best friends.” 
Holy fuck. 
Kudos to them for rising above and putting Kate and Mike’s relationship in the past. Both of them have said over and over they wouldn’t be who they are or where they are without Mike. 
Jess and Kate are crying and Daniel and Mike share a quick hug before Mike pulls Kate from Jess and hugs her tight. 
“Thank you,” he whispers in her ear, but it’s loud enough for us all to hear. 
“Daddy, can we have cake now?” Mia asks sweetly as she climbs into my lap. 
Everyone is here, so I don’t see why not. All the rest of the family is coming over tomorrow. We wanted to do something intimate tonight with our friends, who also happen to be family. We all agreed to make this quick; Santa has presents to leave and cookies to eat tonight. 
Marc is out of town and Chad is stuck at the hospital, so it’s just us. We’ve been seeing them a lot less lately, which is a bummer; they’re cool dudes to hang out with. Marc and I have a meeting after the first of the year to talk about business. Originally, I was joking when I mentioned buying into his clubs to April, but when he mentioned a few weeks ago they’re expanding and looking for investors, I figured why the hell not? Over the past year, I still haven’t come any closer to figuring out what I want to do… I’ve been enjoying my family too much. 
“Yes, baby, we can have cake. Come on,” I answer, pulling myself from my thoughts 
When the cake is cut, I decide to make an impromptu speech before we all dig in. 
“Today, Mia and Hannah legally became Houstons and although it’s a big relief knowing they are now legally ours, they’ve been family since we brought them home. Your mom and I have thought of you as our daughters before we ever got to bring you home for good. It’s important you guys know that.” 
“We do, Daddy. We love you guys so much.” 
April’s wiping away a few tears and even I’m a little choked up. 
“We love you, too, and that’s why even though it’s Christmas Eve, we had to celebrate this milestone. Today is the day you officially became Houstons on paper, and though it doesn’t change how we feel about you one single bit, my heart is filled with joy now that my daughters share my name.” 
“They also share the name of their favorite uncle now, too. How awesome is that?” 
“Don’t let Uncle Johnny hear that, Uncle Connor. He’ll be mad at you. We’re not supposed to pick favorites, remember?” Mia states her point very diplomatically and puts Connor in his place at the same time. 
“Well said, Mia. You tell Uncle Connor what’s up,” Jess tells her and she kisses her on the top of her head. 
“Good speech, Uncle Jake, can we eat cake now?” Leave it to Hailey to cut to the chase. 
“Absolutely! Everyone be merry and eat cake!” 
Cheers are yelled all around as everyone digs in. April wipes a stray tear from her eye, looks around and spots A.J. in her bassinette, and leaves the room. I follow behind her to make sure she’s okay. 
She’s leaning against the doorframe of the den. 
“Hey, are you okay?” I ask, pulling her into my arms. 
“I’m perfect, Jake, absolutely perfect. Thank you for making us a family. I know I was resistant to kids, but I couldn’t imagine my life any other way.” 
“Me, either, April. I love you so much.” 
“I love you, too, Jake, forever.” Her lips meet mine softly, and she opens to me immediately. Passion flows between us like a magical force binding us together. I like to think this is destiny’s way of proving we belong together. When she pulls away from me, she’s breathless and I point up above her head. 
“Mistletoe.” She shakes her head and laughs. “I should have guessed.” 
“It’s my favorite Christmas tradition.” 
“Mine, too,” she says as she kisses me again. 
My family is everything to me. The love, respect, and acceptance we all have for each other continuously amazes me. I can’t wait to see what the future brings for our families and for our children. If they’re anything like their parents, it’s going to be a bumpy ride and I’m in it for the long haul. I can’t wait to see how their stories unfold.




I’m honestly at a loss for words. I’m thankful for each and every one of you reading this book. This book was the most difficult one for me to write for many reasons—the biggest being this is goodbye to this series. You may have noticed through my stories that my friends are the pinnacle of my life. We all have them—we lean on them, we rely on them—but how often do we thank them? I know I could probably do it more often. 
I want you all to know, especially in this holiday season, how much you mean to me. We may not talk as often as I’d like, I forget important things I wish I wouldn’t, and some of us are separated by many miles, but that doesn’t change my love for you. 
This holiday season, as I count my blessings, I’m reminded how blessed I am to have all of you. Two years ago, I had no readers, no blogger friends, no author friends, no street team, no designer, no editor, no formatter, and no photographer friends. When I look back and realize all I’ve gained in the past two years, I know I’m beyond blessed to have found my family within you all. 
Thank you for bringing even more purpose into my life. Thank you for blessing me with your friendship and your creative genius. Thank you for sharing your thoughts and for picking your teams. Thank you for your reviews—good or bad; we don’t grow as authors without them. Our words touch you, but your words inspire us. Good reviews make us feel we’re doing something right and bad reviews make us strive to be better. 
I hope you all have the happiest of holidays and are surrounded by people you love, doing whatever makes your heart happy. 
Thank you all for taking this journey with me. I look forward to spending many more years as your friend. 
Xoxo, 
Dee 
 
 



Keep reading for a sneak peek of Chasing Cassidy, by D. Kelly, and Waiting for Us, by Dawn Stanton. 
*Trigger Warning*
Chasing Cassidy contains mild to moderate themes of child abuse. If this is a trigger for you please consider that before continuing to read. 
 






Mommy and Daddy are fighting again. I’m being a big girl like my Mommy told me and trying not to cry but it makes me so sad when they fight. I wish my grandma would have never died. She loved us so much and ever since we moved into her house last month, all my daddy does is yell and drink stuff that makes his breath yucky. 
“John, please stop yelling! Maybe if you’d sober up every once in a while you’d get your mood under control and stop taking everything out on me!” 
“Woman, don’t back talk me! I’m the head of this family and now that I have Cassidy’s trust fund at my disposal, I can drink whenever the hell I want to since I don’t have to work anymore.” 
Mommy blinks her eyes fast and her lips crunch together like they do when I accidentally spill on something I shouldn’t. 
“That money is for her, John. It’s supposed to guarantee her future,” she whispers softly. 
“Yeah? Well, where’s my money? Where’s my future? If mama didn’t want me to have access to the money, she would have made it a condition of her will.” Spit flies out of Daddy’s mouth; that usually happens when he’s really mad. 
“If you wouldn’t have married me you’d still have your money. I was never good enough for her precious baby. Thank God she loved Cassidy anyway.” 
“Nobody would have been good enough. She thought she was the only one good enough for me,” he tells her sadly and she gasps. 
“John, what are you saying? Did she…” Mommy covers her mouth quickly and sobs.
“I’m not saying anything! Let it go, Deidre, and don’t bring it up again!” I don’t like it when Daddy yells so loud, and I’m glad we’re almost home so I can go play until the yelling stops. 
“We should move, John. Let’s move back home. That’s why you’re drinking so much. This house, those memories…We’ll take the house off the market and go back.” 
“Can we? I want to go back home. Please, Daddy?” I miss my room and my best friend, Missy, so much. 
“See what you started? No, we are not moving back home!” I really want to go back home, so much I start crying as we are pulling into our new driveway. 
“Cassidy, I’m warning you, stop crying before I give you something to cry about!” 
“You wouldn’t,” Mommy snaps at him just as I ask what that means. I’m still crying but don’t understand what he was saying.
“Damn it to hell, I’ll show you!” he roars while getting out and yanking me out of the backseat and into the back of the SUV. He unbuckles his belt and I sit still. I’m not sure what he’s doing but it scares me. When he gets his belt off, he folds it in half and makes a loud whacking sound with it. It sounds scary, and when I look at my mommy, she’s not moving. 
I try scooting away from him but he pulls me by the ankles, muttering, “Disrespectful, disobedient, kids. She couldn’t have just been a boy. She had to be a whining, simpering girl, just like her mother.” 
His hand pulls back like he’s going to throw a baseball and the belt slashes across my legs. I’ve never felt anything hurt so much. 
“Daddy, no! That hurts! Please, Daddy, don’t do it again.” I’m crying, screaming, and twisting around which is making him angrier, but I can’t stop. He turns me over and does it again and again on my backside. All across my butt and my legs, the belt comes down again and again. When I peek over my shoulder, Mommy is still just standing there, watching. She’s not crying and not trying to stop him. Why won’t she make him stop? I don’t understand. Don’t they love me anymore?
“I’m sorry, Daddy. I’m sorry, I won’t do it again. Please stop. I love you. Please stop!” Now I’ve got the hiccups and as he pulls me closer to him, my face burns from being dragged across the carpet in the back of the car. 
“There’s no such thing as love, Cassidy,” he says with a whack harder than any of the others and I scream as loud as I can, hoping someone will hear me.
“The sooner you learn that, the better off you’ll be. I’ll make you understand if it’s the last thing I do.” 
After those last words fall from his mouth, he walks away and my mommy carefully helps me out of the car. I hate this house, and I hate my daddy. It hurts so bad and standing makes it even worse. 
“Shh, stop crying, Cassidy, it’s not that bad. Let’s get you inside and cleaned up before he starts drinking. I’ll bring you dinner in bed tonight.” She won’t look at me anymore; I guess she doesn’t love me now, either. Maybe Daddy is right, maybe there is no such thing as love. If she loved me she would have stopped him, right? 
Once again, I wake up sobbing and drenched in sweat. I can’t even dream like a normal person. The fact that these memories come to me in my dreams so crisp and clear astounds me. Before that day, I don’t remember anything good—no fun times, no family vacations, nothing exciting. I remember we were normal and happy until we moved and then it all fell apart. 
It also all came together. I met Zack and Rylee the day after that beating. We were six years old and they were the happiest kids I’d ever seen. Everything good that has happened to me since then has been because of them. 
So why am I wide awake at four in the morning after another nightmare? I’m getting married in less than twelve hours to the man of my dreams. I should be happy—too excited to sleep—not reliving the worst day of my life. Ever since we started planning the wedding, the nightmares have been torturing me. 
“Cassidy, if you love him that much you’ll let him go. You don’t belong in this world.”
Priscilla’s words have haunted me for days. She’s been my opposition every step of the way, trying to pull me down, to give him up. Maybe she’s right and I’m not good enough for him, and maybe I should walk away now before it’s too late. 
My love for him is stronger than that. We’re stronger than her words. I just need to keep reminding myself of that, of our love. 
“Love doesn’t exist, princess, and the sooner you believe it, the better off you’ll be. Only fools believe in love.” 
Not today, Dad. Your words won’t get me today and neither will Priscilla’s. Today I’m going to give Zack everything he’s always dreamed of. I just have to be stronger than them for twelve more hours…





“Cassidy,” my best friend and Zack’s sister, Rylee, calls out softly as she pops her head in to check on me. “Ten minutes, okay, sweetie?” I nod my head and she backs out of the room with a forced smile. She’s worried about me and she’s not wrong to be. This isn’t what I wanted; this is never what I wanted. 
When I look in the mirror, I see a beautiful girl looking back at me but I don’t feel beautiful. There isn’t a hair out of place on my head, my makeup is flawless, my gown and jewelry spectacular, but my eyes…my eyes are sad.
I’m sad. 
A bride shouldn’t be sad on her wedding day. 
This isn’t me and this isn’t what I wanted for my wedding. There are three hundred guests out in that church and only a handful of them are my friends and family. Not that I care if one or all three hundred of them are here for me—it’s the giant production I have an issue with. And yet, in their world, this is intimate; the original guest list was over eight hundred and fifty guests. I should have never let myself get sucked into this. 
The nausea I’ve been feeling for days overwhelms me and I grab onto the corner of the table, praying it will pass, but deep down I just know I’m going to throw up all over this one of a kind hand-beaded gown that Zack’s mom insisted I buy. 
With her money.
Never forget, it’s always her money.
The deep breaths I’ve been taking for the last thirty minutes aren’t helping. Sending everyone out of the room didn’t help my nerves or my second thoughts one single bit. My heart is still beating a million miles a minute, so much so I can actually envision it popping out of my chest and running away from this church, leaving me in its wake. 
It’s not that I don’t love Zack, I do. I need him in my life more than I need oxygen to breathe. Every part of him is intricately woven into my soul and I can’t picture my life without him. He’s been my anchor since we were six years old. I’m just not sure if I should be marrying him. He deserves someone who can live up to his mother’s expectations, and my god does she have a lot of them. Not only that, he also needs someone who can thrive being a part of his social circle. Someone who seamlessly fits into the high-status life which accompanies being a Stafford, not a measly Kindergarten teacher who barely makes thirty thousand dollars a year. 
That someone isn’t me and Priscilla Stafford has never let me forget it. I’ve never been good enough for her baby boy. She has no issues with me being her daughter’s best friend, but to be the mother of her grandkids… not so much.
Slowly, I lower myself onto the chair at the makeup table and try to shake off the panic attack encroaching on every fiber of my being as I recall her harsh words a few days ago. It was her Hail Mary pass and I’m afraid it worked.  
“Rylee, dear, would you be a doll and go fetch your grandmother’s diamond bracelet from upstairs? I want to show it to Cassidy. I think it would look lovely with her wedding dress.” 
Rylee flashes her a beaming smile. “Of course, Mother, I’ll be right back.” As Rylee exits, she gives me a thumbs up behind her mother’s back. It’s sad that Rylee still believes the best in Priscilla. The only reason she sent her out of the room is because she wants to say something to me she doesn’t want overheard. 
I’m already in defensive mode because I know this will be quick and underhanded. It’s not my first go ‘round with Priscilla Stafford and I’m sure it won’t be my last, either. As I square my shoulders, sit up straighter, and re-cross my legs, she finally speaks. 
“Cassidy, the wedding is in three days and I would be remiss if I didn’t try and appeal to your senses one last time.” 
Here we go with another round of ‘you’re not good enough for my son’ and there’s nothing I can do but listen to her. 
“Zachary is a Stafford and there is an immense social and moral obligation that goes along with carrying that name,” she says, raising an eyebrow at me. I nod and clasp my hands together, trying not to get upset. 
“Cassidy, I’ve known you almost all of your life, dear, and while I have no problem with you being Rylee’s best friend, I don’t think you are the most suitable choice for my son to spend his life with.” 
Ouch… I knew it was coming but it still stings. 
“Mrs. Stafford…” I begin, but she raises her hand in the air, almost like a queen getting ready to wave to her court. I would laugh if it weren’t so serious. 
“Cassidy, back out of the wedding, darling. It’s for your own good. We’ll absorb the cost and I’ll even give you a nest egg so you can start over somewhere new. A fresh start would do you good. You could get away from everything and everyone here who is toxic to you, especially your parents. I put the honeymoon trip in both of your names and have paid for everything already. Break the engagement and take the honeymoon as a recovery trip. Who knows? Maybe you can teach in Hawaii and settle down there, meet a nice boy, and have a lovely family someday.” 
I can’t believe this bitch. I’m fuming. My teeth are clenched and I’m trying to curb my temper without screaming at her. 
“Mrs. Stafford, I love Zack with all of my heart. I would have been the happiest girl in the world if the two of us had just eloped instead of having such a huge production of a wedding.” 
“Don’t you see, my dear? That is precisely my point. You consider this wedding a production. You’ve forced Zachary to make all the decisions when he should have been focused on work. A girl of his social standing would have been planning this along with me, not hiding and making Zachary do everything.” 
“I didn’t make Zack do anything. I agreed to this wedding because he wanted to make you happy. However, I expressly told him the only way I would do it is if he took care of the details and worked with you directly on it. Not because I don’t love him, but because I wanted him happy. Making you happy makes Zack happy. I don’t ever want to come between the two of you, so that was our compromise.” 
Priscilla looks at me thoughtfully before speaking. This woman is so intimidating I just want to crawl into a hole. “Cassidy, sweetheart, this really isn’t personal but don’t you understand you’ve already come between us? If Zachary marries you, he will be singlehandedly bringing down the Stafford name that took generations to make as prestigious as it is.” 
A single tear falls from my eye but I won’t allow any more to fall. I’m not going to let Priscilla Stafford bring me to my knees. And even if she does, I won’t let her know she did it. “Have you mentioned your concerns to Zack?” I ask her with a firm resolve and she sighs. 
“Yes, I have, but not as directly as I have to you. I’ve alluded to the fact you two might not be the best fit for each other, but he disagrees.” 
My heart leaps in my chest knowing she wasn’t able to guilt Zack into leaving me. “Mrs. Stafford, I’m not going anywhere. I love Zack. I know you’re trying to protect him, but the last person you need to protect him from is me. I might not be up to par socially, but you’ll never find anyone who loves Zack the way I do.” 
I’m so angry. I can’t wait for Rylee; I have to get out of here. 
“If you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment I need to get to.” As I stand up and start walking toward the door, her voice follows me out. 
“Cassidy, if you love him that much you’ll let him go. You don’t belong in this world.” And with the slightest whisper, I hear her say, “Trust me on that.” 
Maybe Priscilla is right. Maybe I should love him enough to let him go. Zack is an attorney and works at Stafford Investments which has been run by the Stafford family for generations. They are definitely old money and it seems with old money comes higher standards.  
The longer I sit here and panic, the more I realize Priscilla is right. I’ve got to get out of here. My luggage is already in the limo waiting in the back parking lot. All I have to do is sneak out the back exit. 
When I open the door in the back of the dressing room and glance down the hall, it’s deserted. I take that as a sign that this is what I’m supposed to be doing. Zack will hate me and I can’t stand the thought of that, but he deserves so much more than I can give him. Quickly, I scribble a note for him that simply says ‘I’m sorry’ and grab my purse, gather up my dress, and make a run for the exit. As I run, the tears are streaming down my cheeks all while my heart breaks into a million pieces. 
Reginald, their driver, is leaning against the limo but when he sees me running toward him, he puts his phone away and opens the door. I jump in as quickly as I can and he kindly helps shove the rest of the dress into the car. This stupid, fluffy, hand-beaded, one of a kind, beautiful monstrosity. I can’t wait to get it off. 
“Please take me to the airport,” I tell him between sobs as I pull my cell phone from my purse. There’s only one person I can text and I hate it, but I have no choice… I need her help. 
Priscilla, I did what you asked. I’m on my way to the airport. Can you make sure the pilot is ready to go now?
Within seconds, I have a reply. 
You foolish girl. I didn’t mean for you to leave him at the altar. What’s done is done. The pilots are already on standby. I’ll transfer money into your account immediately. 
Oh, hell no.
NO! I don’t want your money. This was never about the money. This is about Zack getting what he deserves and so much more. 
After the text goes through, I power off my phone and toss it into my purse. I won’t be turning it on again. At least not anytime soon; I can’t handle knowing his heart is breaking worse than mine. 
The entire trip to the airport, I’m bawling my eyes out, knowing I’ve just made the biggest mistake of my life but it doesn’t matter now… Zack will never forgive me for leaving him at the altar. 
You should have talked to him, Cassidy, and told him what happened. 
When we get to the plane, Reginald takes my suitcases up for me. I need to change and can’t wait until I get to Hawaii to do it. Before he gets off the plane, he turns to me with an indecisive look on his face. Finally, he says what’s on his mind.  
“Ms. Cassidy, I’ve known Mrs. Stafford a very long time. I know she’s been trying to run you off for a while now. It goes without saying I could probably lose my job for talking to you, but I don’t care. I’m about to retire, anyway. After forty years of service, I think it’s time. And this is too important to keep quiet about.” He pauses and takes my hand in his. “Mr. Zack loves you and he’s loved you since he was a little boy. No one is going to change how he feels about you. And Mrs. Stafford… well, let’s just say she didn’t exactly come from the same social circle as Mr. Stafford did, either. She worked really hard to be as prissy as she is so she could feel like she fits in.” 
He smiles at me and I relax a little, even though I’m still crying. “But I’ll tell you a secret. Mr. Stafford… he loves his missus with all of his heart, but he loved her a whole lot better when she was young and feisty like you. And without all her priss. Do you love Mr. Zack?” 
I nod my head emphatically and he pats my hand. “Love has a way of coming back to you. Have faith this might not be the end. To forgive is to love,” Reginald says firmly as he exits the plane. I want to get in the air as soon as possible, so I shove myself into the seat and tug the seatbelt around the dress. After the plane is in the air and the pilot says I can take my seatbelt off, I have the onboard flight attendant unbutton the fifty or so buttons on the back of the dress for me. 
As the dress falls to the floor, she immediately picks it up and takes it to the bedroom in the back of the plane. I’m assuming she’s trying to figure out how to hang it up but honestly, I’m too emotionally spent to even care. All I want to do is cry myself to sleep and pretend today never happened. After pulling on a pair of yoga pants and a sweater, I recline the chair and continue crying. 
The enormity of what I’ve done hits me like a cold shower. I’m now living in a world where Zack and Cassidy are not a couple and that’s a world I don’t ever want to be a part of. Zachary Stafford owns my heart and always has. 
I’ve just made the biggest mistake of my life. 
 



Keep reading for an excerpt of 
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Waiting for Us
by Dawn Stanton
 
Prologue
 
The warmth of the early morning sun on my face and the heat of a firm, male form pressed along my back, are the first things I notice as I slowly stir from a deep and satisfying sleep. It takes me a moment to fully grasp where I am and who I’m in bed with. His warm lips nuzzle the back of my neck and move over to nibble on the bottom of my ear. I smile to myself, I’d recognize those lips anywhere. I arch my back, rubbing against him like a cat purring for attention.
“This is the best morning I’ve ever had,” he whispers in my ear. I’m overcome with emotion and my throat tightens as I try to speak. He needs to hear that I feel the same. As I roll onto my back and look up at his handsome face, I am once again overwhelmed by the happiness I see reflected in his eyes. He opens his mouth and I place my finger over his lips, interrupting him with a gentle kiss from my fingertip. It takes me a moment to regain my voice.
“Let me say something first.” He’s always the one who puts himself out there and for once I want him to know what I’m feeling. “I love this, waking up in your arms. I can’t think of a better way to begin my day. I want to be with you, kiss you, make love with you and wake up with you, always.” The words have barely escaped my lips before he has me wrapped in his arms. As he holds me tight, I think of all the time it took us to get to this point and what a journey it’s been…



Chapter One
November 2004
I've never seen such an example of physical perfection as the one I'm staring at right now. He just strutted into our kitchen with my older brother Jake as if he's been here hundreds of times before. He has black Wayfarers pushed up holding his brown, wavy, chin-length hair back and a canvas messenger bag slung across his broad chest. His plum colored Hawaiian shirt combined with jeans and brown leather flip flops gives off a bit of a hippy vibe. I'm not sure how I'm noticing anything aside from his gorgeous face...wow, that face. His cheekbones are chiseled and the strong angles of his jawline frame his plump and impossibly soft looking lips. Even though I'm only twelve years old, when he smiles at me, I feel a physical reaction, like hundreds of tiny butterflies fluttering crazily in my stomach.
"Hailey, this is my buddy and roommate at school, Cory." As Jake introduces us, he politely shakes my hand with a nice firm grip. I’m almost incapable of speech when I glance into his whiskey-colored eyes for the first time. It takes me an extra beat before I finally manage to squeak out an awkward "Hi," as I feel my face heat with a bright red flush of embarrassment.
"It's nice to meet you, Hailey. Aren't you adorable," he says winking at me. At this point, I begin slinking lower and lower down the ladder back chair I'm sitting on while doing my homework and wanting to disappear under the kitchen table. I glue my eyes to my math textbook as if it's the most interesting thing I've ever read.
"So Munchkin, where's Mom?" I roll my eyes at his hideous nickname for me before glancing up at Jake. 
"She's gone grocery shopping. She should be home soon."
"Okay Munchkin, Cory will be staying with us for the Thanksgiving break. I'm gonna go show him to his room."
"Mhmm," I mumble keeping my focus on my book as they leave the room. Oh my God! He’s staying for a week. How am I going to make it through all that time when I can barely speak around him? 
Dinner tonight is excruciatingly painful for me. Cory is sitting directly across from me so unless I stare solely at my plate of food it's pretty much impossible not to notice him. A couple of times I've glanced up and actually made eye contact with him and it's caused chills to run up my spine. Oh God, he looks even better now than he did two hours ago. His chocolate-colored hair falls to his strong jawline in a perfect chaotic mess of waves and loose curls. Every once in a while he runs his fingers through its thickness and pushes it back off his face. The way each shiny strand returns to its place is mesmerizing.
I try to pay attention to the conversation going on around me, but I'm too focused on watching the way Cory's large hands cut up his roast beef and the graceful way they lift his water glass to his full lips. When I'm able to pay attention and not be distracted by his good looks, I learn that he is from New Hampshire and an only child of divorced parents. He has plans to remain in Boston after he and Jake graduate from Beacon University in two more years.
The rest of the week passes without me making a complete fool of myself and I don't see Cory again until the next summer when I’m thirteen. 
https://www.facebook.com/DawnStantonauthor?ref=tn_tnmn
 
 




About the Author
I'm a wife, a mom, and a dog lover. I'm also a taxi, problem fixer, extreme multi-tasker, and my kids’ biggest fan in anything they do. I’m married to my high school sweetheart... how cool is that? Margaritas and sarcasm make me happy. Chocolate makes that happiness grow exponentially. People who make me laugh are my favorite kind of people. I believe Karma is a bitch who slaps back hard and mean people suck. I'm California born and raised, and I love the beach but hate the sand. And, of course, I believe Starbucks makes any day better. I’m the author of The Acceptance Series and Chasing Cassidy with more books soon to come. 
FACEBOOK – TWITTER – WEBSITE
For more books by D. Kelly – www.dkellyauthor.com
 
 



Table of Contents
Dedication
Books by D. Kelly
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Epilogue
Acknowledgements
Sneak Peek – Chasing Cassidy
Sneak Peek – Waiting for Us
About the Author


cover.jpeg





images/00025.jpg
G





images/00018.jpg





images/00019.jpg
Epllago





images/00022.jpg





images/00024.jpg
CHAPTER,





images/00023.jpg
HHs aoylhing.”

- Gmwéaefj GFaw





images/00015.jpg
0
° °Qaptm Geun





images/00014.jpg
N
““Clapter Thieo





images/00017.jpg
P
ROLO
06«





images/00016.jpg





images/00009.jpg
n
“%m Saen





images/00008.jpg
Chasing Cassidy

The Acceptance Series

Breaking Kate — Book One

Catching Kate — Book 1.5

Releasing Kate — Book Two

Loving Kate — Book Three

Chyristmas with the Houstons — Book Four

Broken Together — Coming Soon
Sharing Rglee = Coming Spring 2016
Just an [llusion — Coming Winter 2016





images/00011.jpg
gap&n G





images/00010.jpg
n
° °ﬂ<}apm S





images/00013.jpg





images/00012.jpg





images/00002.jpg
«n
° 0%@ O lne





images/00001.jpg
n
° mmwlec@mﬁt





images/00004.jpg
N
““Clapter T





images/00003.jpg
n
° °ﬂ<}apm ©Ohe





images/00006.jpg
C ASIN

nove

D. KELLY





images/00005.jpg
«n
““Clapter Eteven





images/00007.jpg





