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 CHAPTER ONE
Blast From the Past 
 
      
 
    “Ace?” a feminine voice calls, drawing my attention from Alyssa, who’s come to Rapture looking for Rush.  
 
    I turn, my eyes widening as I spot the woman. “Rowan?” Overcome with an unusual urge, I wrap my arms around her and take a deep inhale of her sweet coconut smell. “Jesus Christ, it’s been ages,” I say, pulling away to get a good look at her. 
 
     “I hope I’m not interrupting.” She glances past me, but I can’t take my eyes off her. 
 
    “Not at all,” Alyssa says from behind me. “Ace and I were just talking about a mutual friend.”  
 
    “See that table right there?” I point to one close by so I can keep my eye on her. “How about you grab a stool, and I’ll be right over with a pitcher? We have some catching up to do.”  
 
    She licks her plump lips, and my dick twitches. “Sure thing.”  
 
    I watch her fine ass until she slips onto the stool before returning my eyes to Alyssa. “Holy shit,” I say, my eyes wide as saucers. “I haven’t seen that chick since high school.”  
 
    “An old girlfriend?” Alyssa lifts a curious brow.  
 
    I shrug, not sure that’s the right word. “Eh, more like a summer fling, but it had potential. She moved away just before school restarted.”  
 
    “Looks like you have a second chance,” she responds as I spare another glance at Rowan. “No point wasting time with me.”  
 
    My gaze snaps to Alyssa, and I grab my chest, wounded. “You don’t pull any punches, huh?”  
 
    She takes a swig of her beer. “I call ‘em like I see ‘em.”  
 
    “Damn right you do.” I stick out my hand, other priorities calling my name. “It was nice to meet you, Alyssa. When you do catch up with Rush, tell him I owe him an ass whoopin’ for disappearing like this.”  
 
    “I sure will.” She nods, giggling. “After I give him my own earful, that is.”  
 
    “No fucking doubt.” I give her a thumbs-up.  
 
    As I strut toward Rowan, I shake out my sandy blond shoulder-length hair, giving myself a pep talk. That strange sensation from earlier vibrates through me, and it isn’t a bad one, just new. Life’s been feeling more and more like it’s missing something, and my recent encounters have left me emptier than usual, but right now, I feel a spark.  
 
    Seeing her has lit a spark. 
 
    My heart thumps in my chest as I whip out a stool and slip onto it as smoothly as possible. “Wow,” I say, propping my elbow on the table. “It’s been years.”  
 
    “Many,” she responds with a cute smile. “I’d say I’m surprised to find you still here, but I’m not.”  
 
    I shrug, memories from summer fifteen years ago running through my mind. “I’m doing what I always knew I would.” A pang develops in my chest, but I push it down. “Things didn’t quite go how I thought, though.”  
 
    Her smile falls, and she reaches over and places her hand over mine. “I heard. I’m so sorry.”  
 
     I tilt my head, confused, while also enjoying the feel of her soft skin against mine, paint stains and all. “You heard?” 
 
    She glances away, looking uncomfortable. “I stopped by your house and spoke with your mom.”  
 
    “What?” I breathe, surprised she went to such lengths to find me.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong. We were tied at the hip for a whole summer back in the day, but I haven’t seen her since. Two days before the beginning of senior year, sophomore for her, she stopped by to inform me that her grandfather had become ill and her family was moving to Boston so her mother could help her grandmother. It sucked, but we were young and not looking too far into the future anyway. We said our goodbyes, with a few tears on her part, and that was that.  
 
    Her eyes fall to our hands, and she slips her fingers around to hold my mine. “I’ve missed you. And besides …” She pauses, swallowing. “We have unfinished business.”  
 
    “Oh?” I chuckle, leaning closer. “And what might that be?”  
 
    Before she can respond, Melissa interrupts with a pitcher and a couple mugs. I pull back to give her space to set everything down, and it already feels like I’m too far away. I don’t know what kind of spell Rowan’s weaving over me, but I can’t say I don’t like it. It feels pretty damn good.  
 
    Fresh. New. Exciting.  
 
    I smirk as I wave off Melissa and lift the pitcher to pour us each a glass of stout. “To unfinished business,” I say, lifting one of the mugs. “May it be productive.” 
 
    She lifts hers and clinks it against mine. “Ditto.”  
 
    As she takes her first sip, her nose scrunches at the taste, and her eyes hypnotize me with their beauty. If mine are the sky on a bright sunny day, hers are the shallows of the ocean, clear and light green. Long red curls hang down her back in tight spirals, as opposed to the chaotic frizz she used to keep bound in a rubber band, and her skin is as creamy as it’s always been. I don’t know what I did to earn her visit, but she’s more beautiful now than I ever imagined she’d become, and I’m delighted to see where this might go. 
 
    “So, how long have you been back?” I ask after downing half a glass of liquid courage. I’m off my game tonight, but her appearing is the best thing that’s happened to me in a long-ass time.  
 
    “I’m not back, technically,” she responds, licking her lips as she sets down her glass and moves it to the side. “I think I’ll pass on the beer. I’m not really into the whole craft thing. Do they have wine here?” 
 
    “They do.” I whistle, catching Melissa’s attention and waving her over. “What would you like?”  
 
    “A Chardonnay would be lovely.” She’s so damn breathtaking, sitting there looking unsure and timid, like she doesn’t belong here in this grungy bar.  
 
    “Can I get ya something, sugar?” Melissa pauses at our table on the way to the bar.  
 
    “The lady would like a glass of Chardonnay.” I motion to Rowan. “Maybe just bring the bottle.”  
 
    “Sure thing.” She gives Rowan a quick smile before heading toward Niko.  
 
    “So what does technically mean?” I ask casually before I down the rest of my stout and pull her glass over to finish off. “Are you coming back?”  
 
    “Yes,” she answers, her eyes lighting up as Melissa sets a long-stemmed glass in front of her and leaves the bottle on the table. Rowan takes a sip, humming. “I’m here to look for an apartment this weekend, though I’m not moving back for another couple of months.”   
 
    “From Boston?”  
 
    “You remember.” She smiles wistfully.  
 
    “Of course I remember,” I say, setting her empty mug on the table. “We had a great summer, if I do say so myself, and I missed you after you left.”  
 
    She looks to the side, blocking her eyes from view, and takes a deep breath before turning back my way with a cynical expression. “We were dumb kids.”  
 
    “Hey,” I murmur, reaching over and taking her hand. “What’s that all about? We were amazing kids.” 
 
    She brushes me off, taking her hand from mine and lifting her wine to take a long swallow. After emptying the glass, she sets it down and grabs the bottle of Chardonnay. “Maybe we were,” she finally says, shrugging. “Maybe we should’ve been better. I don’t know, but we’re not kids anymore, are we?”  
 
    “Damn straight.” I lift my newly refilled mug in the air. “To adults.”  
 
    She tilts her head, taking a sip of her wine. “May they be wiser than their younger counterparts.”  
 
    “That’s a given for me,” I say, shaking my head. “I had to grow up pretty damn quickly when Pop passed.” 
 
    “How old were you?”  
 
    “I’d just turned twenty-one.” I pause, pushing down the hurt that always comes when I think of him. “He had a massive heart attack in the middle of installing a motor in a ’57 Chevy Truck. It was a gift for me. I was supposed to graduate community college with an Associate’s Degree in Business Management the following month, so he wanted to have it ready by the time I took my official place in the family business. As you can imagine, that degree took a little longer to obtain.” I shake my head, annoyed that I’ve allowed the conversation to veer off this way. “Anyway, enough about me. I want to hear about you. What kind of work do you do? Did you go to college? Are you single?”  
 
    A sweet giggle bursts from her pretty red lips, and the entire atmosphere around us brightens. “I am,” she replies, batting her long lashes excessively. “And yourself?”  
 
    “Free as a bird.” I smirk, lifting my mug. “To consenting adults.”  
 
    Her eyes burn into me as she lifts her glass. “To one too many toasts.”  
 
    “Touché.” I chuckle, tilting my head. “So what brings you here, then?” I set down my mug. “Here. To Rapture. Looking for me.”  
 
    “I …” She takes another sip of her wine. “I wanted to reconnect with old friends before I made the move back.”  
 
    “And was I the first to come to mind?”  
 
    “Maybe,” she says coyly, her clear green eyes hypnotizing. “Or maybe I was most eager to see how you turned out.”  
 
    I swallow, caught up in her stare. My breaths are choppy and my lips are dry as I sit and desperately wait for her to sum up the past fifteen years. “And?”  
 
    One minute, I’m sitting in Rapture, hanging on her every word, and the next, we’re in the parking lot with her pressed against my truck. In the far back corner, the lighting is nonexistent and the city sounds drown out our mutual moans. Her curves are supple beneath my fingertips, and she tastes like sin and heaven all wrapped in one tight package.  
 
    She lifts her foot and hooks her high heel around my calf, urging me to step closer, to fill the empty space between her thighs, and I oblige. We’re both eager and desperate, thrusting our tongues deep into each other’s mouths while our hands roam, constantly seeking skin. Her shirt used to be tucked neatly into the waist of her short pleated skirt, but now it hangs loose with only three buttons left clasped.  
 
    She slips her fingers beneath my T-shirt, and her nails dig into my sides, eliciting a feral growl. Damn. I pull back, breaths heavy, and dig into my pocket, retrieving the key FOB. With a flash of lights and a beep of the horn, the doors are unlocked. I reach for the handle, and she jumps into my arms, wrapping her legs around my waist. Our tongues clash again, and my fingers work to pull open the back door of my satin steel, four-door Silverado. 
 
    “Ace,” she pants, her nails scratching against my scalp. “Hurry.” Her voice is a raspy whisper, and I’m a fumbling mess, unable to get the door open fast enough.  
 
    “Fuck, Ro,” I curse, frustrated with my own inability to function. I stop all movement, pressing my forehead against hers. “Give me a minute.” Very deliberately, I hook my fingers on the handle and pull, blowing a breath of relief when the door clicks open.  
 
    “Finally,” she sighs, snaking out her tongue and tracing it along my earlobe. “Let’s get inside, baby.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    I’m not sure we’re doing the right thing, but at the same time, I don’t have the willpower to stop and question her. I’m more turned on tonight than I have been in a long time, and I want this. Her. I want it badly. I just hope we don’t regret it tomorrow. 
 
    Feeling emboldened by her urgency, I take her hand and pull her into the back seat of my truck. It’s a large, roomy space, but she isn’t taking advantage of that aspect. She’s all over me. Her hands are reaching and pulling, tugging my tee up and over my head. The frenzy returns, and we’re a mess of teeth and lips and tongues and hands. Clothes get pushed aside or completely removed, and the world outside this truck disappears.  
 
    Her lips close around my dick, and I nearly weep at how fucking fantastic it feels. This isn’t the fumblings of a couple of inexperienced teenagers screwing away their summer. This is the expertise of a grown woman as she brings a man to his knees. My eyes fall closed, and my fingers grasp her hair, unsure whether I want her to cease all movement or continue to torture me ever so slowly. Tighter and tighter I grip as momentum builds, and I thrust my hips to send my dick slipping farther down her throat.  
 
    “Damn it,” I growl, attempting to pull her away, but she’s having none of it.  
 
    She twirls her tongue around the head of my dick, sending me spiraling into spasm after spasm of orgasmic bliss. For a single moment, it feels like I’m floating on a cloud sent straight from heaven, but the inevitable fall comes quickly as she sits up and wipes her mouth with a cheeky smirk. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” I grumble, cupping her nape and yanking her lips to mine.  
 
     She tastes just like before with a touch of musk, but that’s me, and there couldn’t be a bigger turn-on. I growl into her mouth as I grip her thighs and flip her to her back. Her skirt hikes to her ass, and I don’t waste a second before I grip her thong and remove the flimsy lace with a single tug.  
 
    “Ace,” she moans.  
 
    The breathy quality of her voice causes my returning hard-on to throb as it grows thicker. I’m careful with her shirt buttons, mindful that she still has to be seen in public and eager to reacquaint myself with this more fully developed version of her chest.  
 
    Jesus. 
 
    Freckles still dot her creamy white skin, and fire still graces her pubic bone. My mouth waters, but I’m somehow still aware of where we are and how I hope to have her over and over in the future. I run two fingers through her soaking pussy, circling her clit, and down to slip inside. Her thighs clench and I pull back, too eager to wait any longer.  
 
    “Condom,” she murmurs, her fingers tweaking her pert nipples.  
 
    “Shit.” I snag my wallet. “Sorry.”  
 
    Her eyes follow my every movement, and her body shifts and arches and practically quivers in anticipation. My arm shakes as I perch over her and stare into her sea-green gaze. I guide my dick through her wetness and thrust inside, driving myself deep.  
 
    “Ugh,” I grunt as I settle between her thighs.  
 
    She locks her fingers on my shoulders, her nails digging in. “Fuck me, Ace,” she whispers, and hot damn, it’s on.  
 
    Drawing my hips back, I slam into her. Again and again and again. My lips attack hers as I seek to dominate her in every way. My tongue battles while my dick thrusts deep, over and over, steady and fast, pushing her higher and higher. Her hands are locked onto my arms and her body has gone rigid. She’s teetering on the precipice, and with three strong thrusts, I send her scattering into the wind.  
 
    She’s beautiful as she comes undone beneath me. Her lips are slightly parted as low, sensual moans escape. Her beautiful eyes are closed, and her long lashes cast shadows across her sex-tinted cheeks. A light bead of sweat runs across her brow. Her back is arched as she pulses around me, causing my abdomen to tighten until I’m exploding once again.  
 
    “Rowan,” I growl, burying myself as deep as I can. 
 
    I’m not sure how long it is, but the next thing I know, we’re both sitting up and she’s straightening her clothes. As she finishes the last button on her shirt, she leans over and kisses my cheek.  
 
    “Thanks, Ace,” she says, winking. “That was amazing.”  
 
    I’m still too stupefied to respond, and by the time I realize what’s happening, she’s already out of the truck. With a little wave, she’s off across the parking lot and out of my sight. By the time I’m in the right frame of mind to chase after her, Skunk informs me she’s already grabbed a cab.   
 
    Crap! 
 
    I didn’t even get her number.  
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWO
Catching Up 
 
      
 
    Disappointed I let Rowan escape with barely a goodbye and nothing to show she was ever there at all, I go home. I don’t have a phone number, the name of her hotel, how long she’s in town for, or when she’s moving back. All I have are generals like for the weekend and in a couple of months. It all feels almost like a dream as I lie awake in bed, restless. 
 
    I wake the next day, hoping like crazy she’ll seek me out before leaving town, but it’s to no avail. She disappears as quickly as she appeared. The days pass, and I start to feel like it was nothing, that it meant nothing, but that ache deep in my gut convinces me that it was—it is—something.  
 
    I will see her again. 
 
    The days turn into weeks, and I put my nose to the ground, ignoring everything around me. Niko texts me twice to let me know Rush has finally crawled out from whatever rock he’s been hiding under, and I don’t even have it in me to go kick his ass. That’s how fucked I am over Rowan and her disappearing act.  
 
    The third text comes from Rush himself. Get ur ass here now or we’re coming to you! 
 
    Shit. Fine. Gimme 10.  
 
    I got all day 
 
    I huff as I put away my tools, knowing I can’t put up a front with Rush and Niko. God knows those two will see right through me, and I’ll have to relive the whole sordid affair. They’ll make fun of me for pining over a woman I barely know, and then I’ll want to drown myself in alcohol. It’s a vicious cycle, and one I’m none too eager to get sucked into. That’s why I’ve avoided them before now, even knowing Rush has his own explaining to do.  
 
    The cool of the late January afternoon penetrates my skin as I hurry to my truck. Like a dumbass, I leave my coat behind in favor of just pulling a flannel over my tee. The chill in my bones says I made a mistake, and I remind myself right then not to do it again. The ride is short, and before I know it, I’m already parked and crossing the street toward Skunk. 
 
    The giant, muscular man who’s almost always manning the door at Rapture is talking to another man, a much smaller and, dare I say, decidedly feminine one. The two men are laughing and touching, and well, if I didn’t know better, I’d say they were flirting. I trip as I step onto the sidewalk, which catches Skunk’s attention.  
 
    “Ace.” He smiles as he thumbs over his shoulder, ushering me on past. “The boss is waiting for you.”  
 
    “Sure thing.” I clap his shoulder on the way by. “Thanks.”  
 
    I find Niko behind the bar, serving a couple of broads toward the other end, while Rush is on a stool closer to this end. Rush looks different today. The man I’m accustomed to seeing wears jeans, tees, hoodies, and is usually high. This man today—his eyes are bright and clear, and he’s decked out in a crisp black suit with a pale blue tie.   
 
    Sighing, I take the stool beside him. “What’s up, man? Long time, no see.”  
 
    “I could say the same.” Rush cuts his eyes my way. “I’ve been here twice already, and you’ve been a no-show both fucking times.”  
 
    “Do you kiss Alyssa with that dirty mouth?” I lift a smartass brow. “What’s up with that, anyway?”  
 
    Niko pops over just then, sliding a beer my way and leaning on his elbows. “Oh, man, you’ve missed a lot. Our boy here went from barwhore to celibate in a matter of weeks.”  
 
    “I’m not fucking celibate,” Rush grouses, smirking. “I’m monogamous. You should try it.”  
 
    “Oh, I want to,” I mumble into my glass of beer.  
 
    “What’s that?” Niko asks, grabbing his ear. 
 
    “Nothing.” I’m shitty company when it comes to this subject, so I turn to Rush, hoping he can help pull me out of my funk. “Tell me about it.”  
 
    “It?” He tilts his head.  
 
    “Her. Alyssa,” I clarify before killing off my beer and slamming down my mug. “How did all that happen with me none the wiser?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he says, snapping his fingers before wagging one my way. “You’ve met her.” He shrugs, a self-satisfied smile creeping up his lips. “Then you already know. She’s fucking amazing.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” I hedge, needing more. A lot of girls are amazing. “But what made you decide she was worth giving up all the other girls for?”  
 
    “Giving up?” He snorts, and it’s not the usual jovial one. It’s more derisive. “There was nothing to give up. None of them meant anything to me. Not one single encounter before her mattered. They were an escape from a hell hole of my own making. Alyssa …” He pauses, shaking his head. “She fucking saw me, and it might’ve been the first time that’s happened in years.” 
 
    By the time he’s done with the philosophical bullshit, my brows are high on my forehead. “I’m not following.”  
 
    “I imagine.” Rush chuckles, brushing a hand through his neatly trimmed hair. “I’m different than you are, Ace. More fucked up, so you’re looking at the wrong person if you need guidance when it comes to a woman.”  
 
    “Nah,” I say, waving him off. “I was just curious.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” Niko coughs into his fist.  
 
    Rush grabs a hand towel and tosses it at him. “Go wash your fucking hands. We don’t want your goddamn germs.” He then cuts his sharp blue eyes my way. “I agree, though. Bullshit. What the fuck’s going on?”  
 
    I huff like a kindergartener who doesn’t want to take a nap. “I’m just sick of the one-night stands.” I turn away from his glare, focusing on the sweat running down the side of my mug. “I thought maybe I was going to rekindle an old flame, and it didn’t work out.” 
 
    “That the chick from last month?” Niko chimes in as he returns from washing his hands. “The redhead? The same day Alyssa was here?”  
 
    I glare at him. Damn him for remembering every single hookup ever. “Yeah, her.” I take a long gulp of beer. “She fucked and ducked.”  
 
    The chorus of laughter that follows makes me want to smash my mug upside one of their heads. Jackasses. Instead, I down the rest of the beer and slide the glass across to Niko with a little more force than necessary.  
 
    “Hardy, har.” I’m scowling, unable to laugh at myself right now. “Get me another beer.” I look to Rush then, tugging on the sleeve of his suit jacket. “Fuck women. Tell me about this.”  
 
    “Wait just a minute,” he says, reaching inside his jacket and coming back out with a small navy blue velvet box. “We can’t be done with women just yet. I have something I’d like to share with you fucks.” He opens the lid and sits the delicate box on the bar top. “What do ya think?”  
 
    My heart starts hammering inside my chest as an irrational anger bubbles like acid in my gut. The most screwed up of the three of us has somehow gotten to a place in his life where he’s ready to propose to a woman. Six months ago, he was fucking everything with legs.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Niko says, leaning in for a closer look. “I bet that sucker set you back a shiny nickel.”  
 
    Rush shrugs. “She’s worth a million times that.”  
 
    “Jesus Christ.” I palm my forehead, dizzy with jealousy. “Don’t you think it might be too soon? You’ve known her what, three months?”  
 
    “Almost six.” Rush looks at me through narrowed eyes. “And I’d say I’m running fucking late.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.”  
 
    “Dead. Fucking. Serious,” he says through clenched teeth. “Look, asshole, I come here for my friends to help build my confidence, not for motherfuckers to drag me down.” 
 
    “Congrats, man!” Niko slides two shots across the bar, his eyes daring me to not pick mine up and act happy. “To Rush,” he says, holding up his shot. “Alyssa’s one hot chick, and I can’t wait to meet the cute little babies you’ll produce.”  
 
    Rush chuckles, rolling his eyes. “That might be laying it on a little too fucking thick.”  
 
    I slam back my shot and clap him on the back. “Yeah, Rush. Congratulations.” I pull him over for a one-armed hug. “I’m sorry I was being a shit friend. I’m actually a little jealous.”  
 
    “Don’t be,” Rush says, returning my hug, only to choke the shit out of me with his thick-ass arm. “It’ll happen.”  
 
    “So tell us about the redhead,” Niko urges, leaning against the bar. “You’ve only seen her the one time?”  
 
    “Lately,” I respond, palming the back of my neck. “She moved away when we were young, but she’s supposed to be moving back.”  
 
    Rush snags the ring box and deposits it back into his inside jacket pocket with a sigh. “If it’s meant to be, it will.”  
 
    I reach over and feel his forehead with the back of my hand. “Who are you, and what have you done with the real Rush?”  
 
    Loud giggles interrupt us, and a woman who’s popped up on the other side of Rush touches his arm. “Care to buy a girl a drink?” She’s batting her lashes and licking her lips, and she’s tempting.  
 
    Rush smiles like I’ve seen a thousand times before and places his hand over hers. Only this time, his smile turns cold as his fingers grip hers firmly. “Please don’t fucking touch me,” he says, lifting them up and off his arm before placing them on the bar in front of her. “Take your simpering ass back down to the other end of the bar and never approach me again.” He pauses and looks beyond her to the group of women who’re watching from afar. “Spread the fucking word. I’m off the market.”   
 
    The woman’s lip starts quivering, and Niko rushes to try to smooth over the situation, shooting Rush a death glare as he does so. I snort into my beer. This makes me proud of Rush. I can honestly say he rejects women just as fervently as he used to chase them, and I call that a win. Alyssa must really be something special.  
 
     “So tell me about the suit,” I say, angling toward him. “How do you spend your days now that you’re no longer here all the time?”  
 
    “I went home,” he says with a shrug. “I am a Kaplan after all.”  
 
    “Yeah, bu—”  
 
    “I know,” he interrupts, holding up a palm, “but hear me out.” 
 
    What follows is a long and twisted tale of a rich kid living a cushy life, only to have it all go to shit when his college girlfriend, fiancée even, kills herself. I can imagine what that would do to someone, and it totally explains the rough-around-the-edges Rush I met four years ago. By the time he’s done, I’m even more grateful to Alyssa. She practically saved him, while I never even bothered to learn why he acted the way he did.  
 
    “Wow.” I take a long gulp of my beer, stunned. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m the only one who could fix me.” Rush whistles, catching Niko’s eye and holding up his empty mug. “I didn’t exactly take the position my father would’ve liked,” he hedges, continuing his story. “I went back on my terms.”  
 
    “Nice.” I smirk. “So I take it you still got a fancy corner office on the twentieth floor with an amazing view.” 
 
    “I do.” He barks a laugh. “But my first Kaplan project, The KAT Center, has its grand opening in two weeks.”  
 
    I lift a brow. “Uh, didn’t you just call your ex Kat?”  
 
    “Very astute,” he says, nodding. “It’s actually The Katherine Austin Therapy Center, KAT for short. If depression can take someone that vibrant, who had the smarts to get into Yale on scholarship, can you imagine how much worse it is for people with less opportunity? I took the Kaplan model and applied it to helping a larger swath of people. Instead of scholarships or grants or hospital wings, I’ve created a nonprofit means to get people the help they need.”  
 
     “Nice,” I comment, bobbing my head. “Is it around here? I haven’t heard anything about it.”  
 
    “Yeah, dipshit.” He takes a swig of his fresh beer. “It’s over on Maple. We remodeled the old community center.”  
 
    “Right.” I snap my fingers. “I saw some construction going on a while back.”  
 
    “We start seeing patients in two weeks.”  
 
    “Damn, man, it’s like you’ve turned into this … this paragon of good,” I snark, knowing there’s no way the Rush I know has gone completely to the bright side.  
 
    He licks his lips, his eyes cutting to the door. “In some ways, but in others …” He trails off, standing.  
 
    My eyes follow as he struts across the room and takes Alyssa in his arms, giving her a way too inappropriate kiss. She looks different today than when I met her. Her dark hair is piled on her head with one of those sticks holding it in place, and she’s wearing pale blue scrubs—like Rush’s tie—with little black puppy paw prints and white sneakers. She has some black shit around her eyes, but other than that, her face is makeup free.  
 
    She’s beautiful, in that vet-next-door sort of way. I chuckle, cracking myself up, as Rush loops an arm around her waist and leads her over. They really do look like the perfect couple. A good fit in every way.  
 
    Not ready to witness their love firsthand, I stand and say my goodbyes, discreetly giving Rush the thumbs up. He’s found himself a winner, and the sooner he proposes to her, the better. Seeing them together makes me resolved to find Rowan and settle this once and for all.   
 
    I’m ready for our second chance.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE
Who I Am 
 
      
 
    “Pull that radiator and get started on the alternator, compressor, and brackets,” I say, pointing to an ’85 Monte Carlo. “I’ll put Gabe to work stripping the interior.”  
 
    “Will do, boss,” Lee replies, the kid eager to do whatever task I assign. “Are ya gonna let me change out the pump myself?”  
 
    “Let’s see how good you do on the other stuff first.”  
 
    I remember being young and excited like that, ready to get my hands greasy and put an old hunk of metal to running, but my Pop was a consummate professional. He made sure I knew what I was doing before he set me to any task. Back then, learning was what I lived for. I started slipping through the hedge between my house and the shop when I was only six years old, and every day, I’d stay as long as I could. By the time I was nineteen, I could do practically any job here.  
 
    Carmichael Customs is my Pop’s dream come to life, and even though it hurts to run it without him around for guidance, I’m proud I can uphold the standards he created so many years ago. We take scrap cars and turn them into people’s dream rides. From chrome to motor to paint to rims to bodywork—we do it all, a complete customization to fit anyone’s whim.  
 
    “Aw, man. You know I can do it,” Lee whines, bringing me from my musings. “A water pump is easy.” 
 
    “Sure is.” I bob my head, agreeing with his statement. “But making sure you learn the right way is more important. Now, get to work, and if you do a good job, I’ll let Jason oversee you on the pump.”  
 
     Lee’s smile is wide and toothy. “Thanks, boss.”  
 
    He heads toward the tool box on the far wall, and I chuckle at his retreating back. The kid’s got spunk, that’s for sure. But then I remember, he isn’t really a kid at all. At his age, I was months shy from inheriting this shop. By the time I did, there were jobs of all different levels of progress sitting around, waiting to be finished. Luckily, I had a couple guys who’d worked for my dad to help me until I gained my legs in the business. They’re both still here now, Gabe and Jason, and I couldn’t continue to grow this business without them.  
 
    The smell of grease and gasoline comforts me as I return to work on the ’57 Chevy. Yeah, I’m still not done with it. As each new project winds down, I add another to the mix, not ready to let go and call it finished. Ten fucking years I’ve been on this truck, and the idea of it being done scares the shit out of me.  
 
    “Ace,” Meredith, my secretary, yells from the doorway of her office, “your mom called. She said she has lunch ready and would like for you to join her.” 
 
    “Ohhh, the boss is in trouble,” Lee jokes, snickering.  
 
     “You wish, kid.” I snap him with a shop towel as I pass. “I’m a lucky fucker. If you are, she’ll be sending something back for you guys, too.”  
 
    “Tell her I said hi.” Gabe lifts his salt and pepper covered head from inside the Monte Carlo. “And that I’ll stop by and fix that hinge as soon as I can get out of here at a decent hour.”  
 
    “Pfft,” I tsk, shaking my head. “Don’t try to blame me for your lateness. I’ll tell her you said you don’t have time, and I’ll fix it while I’m there.”  
 
    “She won’t believe you or let you touch it.” He smirks. “A car? Hell, yes. A door hinge? No fucking way.”  
 
    I chuckle, flipping him the bird as I head out the back door of the shop. Out here is a madhouse of spare parts and pieces of cars that might one day become Carmichael Customs builds, but right now, it’s just a graveyard of metal and iron, albeit somewhat organized. I wind my way through the clutter and to the tightly packed row of Leyland cypress Ma planted when I was four. They’re about thirty feet tall now and densely packed, but my path is still there, between the fourth and fifth trees from the left. I smile as I duck into the niche and push my way through the branches to step out into my childhood back yard. It makes me feel ten again for a brief few seconds, but the emptiness where my pop once was reminds me all too quickly that I’m not.  
 
    “Ma,” I call, wiping my feet as I enter.  
 
    “In here,” she replies. “The dining room.”   
 
    I follow the smell of fried chicken and find her already seated at the table with a full meal spread before her. Uh-oh. Something’s up. A picnic basket sits on the far end, and a platter of chicken, a bowl of mashed potatoes, coleslaw, and a boat of gravy are all sitting next to a wicker basket of homemade biscuits.  
 
    I kiss her cheek before I take the seat where she’s already set me a spot. “Smells good, Ma.”  
 
    Her grayish white hair is pulled into a tight bun on top of her head, and her blue eyes are sharp as she watches me. “Thank you, baby. Only the best for my son and his hardworking crew.”  
 
    “Okay, what’s going on?” I ask, lifting a brow. “Don’t get me wrong, my mouth is watering, but this is a special occasion kind of meal.”  
 
    “Poo.” She waves a hand and then snags a chicken leg, dropping it to her plate before lifting the bowl of mashed potatoes. “Can’t a mother look after her son?”  
 
    I watch her through narrowed eyes for a few minutes as she continues filling her plate before finally giving up and joining her. We eat silently for a bit. The only sounds are silverware clinking against plates, fingers being licked, and hums of approval. She hasn’t cooked a meal like this since Christmas, so I know she’s up to something. I’m just enjoying the food while I wait her out.  
 
    It doesn’t take too much longer before she puts down her fork, produces a pamphlet that was sitting on her lap, and slides it toward me on the table. I’m both curious and hesitant. The last time Ma went to this much effort to soften me up for something was … never. This must be pretty big and important to her.  
 
    I hold it in my hand for a moment before casting my eyes down. My brows furrow. “A retirement home?” I say, pinning her with an incredulous stare. “For who?”  
 
    “Don’t be obtuse, son,” she snarks, adding an eye-roll for full effect.  
 
    I stand, tossing the pamphlet onto the table without even opening it. “No.” 
 
    “Sit yourself down right this instant.” A flashback from when I was fourteen and got caught joyriding in one of Pop’s custom cars moves over me at the tone of her voice.  
 
    I comply on instinct. “It’s not happening, Ma.”  
 
    “You don’t get to decide that, Horace.” Oh, shit. I’ve definitely pissed her off now. “I wanted to have a mature, adult conversation about this, but it seems my thirty-two-year-old son has reverted to his obnoxious teenage self.” 
 
    “Ma,” I whine, not understanding where this is coming from. She’s a vibrant fifty-eight-year-old. “You’re still young and healthy. Why in the hell would you want to do something like this?” 
 
    “That’s exactly why.” She lifts the leaflet and shoves it in my direction. “Your sister is already on board. Take this and read it, instead of acting like a child. We’ll discuss it over supper.”  
 
    “Of course Denise is on board!” I stand, digging in my pocket for my cell. “She lives in New York and only visits twice a year. She couldn’t give a fuck less what happens to you.”  
 
    “Language!” Ma stands, slapping her hand on the table before pointing a lone finger in my direction. “This isn’t a place for me to go and die. It’s a place for me to live. To be around people my own age and have access to more hobbies than I could ever want to try. My mind is practically made up, and I’d appreciate it if you’d support me.” Her hurt eyes flash to the pamphlet. “Read it.”  
 
    “Fine.” I snatch it up begrudgingly.  
 
    “And don’t forget to take the picnic basket to the shop.” Her normal soft tone is back, and it’s as if the conversation we just had didn’t happen … for her. For me, it feels like my ma just punched me in the gut.  
 
     I grab the basket and make the trek back to the shop, more frustrated than I’ve been since Rowan skipped out on me. What is it with the women in my life these days? Granted, Rowan isn’t in my life—yet—but she will be if I have a say. If I ever see her again. Three months have already passed as it is.  
 
    “I smell it,” Jason says, backing out from under the hood of the Monte Carlo. “My nose says Ma Carmichael sent us some fried chicken.”  
 
    I shove the basket his way. “You’d be right.”  
 
    I keep walking until I’m in my office that’s in the back corner, the windows on both walls facing the bay. I don’t have the privacy I’d like, but it’s better than being in the open. In here, at least, I feel some kind of separation between the guys and me.  
 
    I eye the wrinkled pamphlet with disdain. It’s been clenched tightly inside my fist for the whole walk back, and I guess I secretly hoped it wouldn’t survive and still be readable. No such luck. The images are crisp and clear and the black typeface is perfectly legible. My jaw clenches, still a little reluctant, but I unfold it and set my gaze to the offerings it provides.  
 
    The more I read, the more I learn, and the more guilt I begin to feel. Ma’s right. I was being an asshole earlier by not listening. This is not at all what I imagined a retirement home would be like. Each resident has their own apartment, and it’s more like a gated community than a home. There are classes and activities and restaurants and parks. Just so many things she can do, ways she can enrich her life, and I was being a self-centered dick.  
 
    I rush from my office and back through the yards, hurrying through the back door. “Ma,” I yell out, eager to apologize. “Ma!”  
 
    “In here,” she calls, and I follow her voice to the living room where she’s watching General Hospital. “Back so soon?” 
 
    I chuckle, the tension from earlier broken as I take a seat beside her. “I’m sorry, Ma. I was a selfish asshole earlier.”  
 
    “I won’t dispute that.”  
 
    “All right, you.” I narrow my eyes playfully. “But in all seriousness, I should’ve listened to you before I blew my lid. This place”—I wave the crumpled pamphlet—“it looks really nice. I can see why you’d be interested.”  
 
    “So you give me your blessing?” She’s smiling, hopeful, trying to skip right over any meaningful discussion on the subject, but I won’t let it go so easily.  
 
    “Wait a minute.” I hold up my palms. “There are some things I’d like to discuss. Like how do you intend to pay for this, and what about the house?”  
 
    “Oh, Ace.” She shakes her head, like I’m dense or something. “My wonderful children have made sure I’ve lived a cushy life. The house is paid for, and I haven’t been allowed to pay a bill myself yet, so I have plenty of money to invest in my future. Your father didn’t leave me in debt, and he’d want me to enjoy my golden years.” 
 
    “Shit.” My eyes burn with emotion, but I blink it away. “He would, Ma. He absolutely would.” I reach over and pull her closer into my side. “The place you picked looks amazing. I think I’m jealous.”  
 
    “Oh, please,” she says, lifting her head and boring into me with the same eyes I see in the mirror every day. “I want you to take this house and make it a home. Your home, and I want it to be filled with a wife and children. Preferably while I can still enjoy them.”  
 
    “Ma.” My cheeks heat as I instantly picture Rowan filling the wife role.  
 
    “What was that?” she asks, jumping on my weakness. “Were you blushing, son?”  
 
    “Nope.” I palm the back of my neck, standing. “I’m not ready to discuss marriage yet. I don’t even have a girlfriend. Maybe I’ll just work on the house in my spare time.”  
 
    She lifts a brow as I pace the floor in front of her. “I hope you mean pay someone to work on the house for you.”  
 
    “You’re so funny.” I stop, turning to her and fake chuckling. “Not.”  
 
    “Gabe will help you.”  
 
    “Speaking of—”  
 
    “I already know. He texted me earlier.”  
 
    “Well then, that settles that.” I flop back down beside her, glad the finding-a-wife discussion is behind us. “How much longer do I have you here?”  
 
    She laughs, the same laugh I’ve heard my whole life. “I’m only moving six miles away, son.” At my huff, she rolls her eyes. “Fine. April first.”  
 
    “That’s only a few weeks away.” My heart gives a sad thump at the thought of her not being in this house.  
 
    “It is.” She nods, standing. “But I’m ready.” 
 
    I get up and put my arms around her, holding her tightly to me. “I just want you to be happy, Ma. But don’t be complaining when I visit you three times a week.”  
 
    She pulls back to look up at me. “Three times a month?”  
 
    “Once a week?”  
 
    “Deal.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR
Finally 
 
      
 
    I stand among the crowd in front of the old community center as Rush holds a giant pair of scissors. Alyssa’s a couple people over, and she’s standing with a blonde who’s dressed almost just like her, with her hair piled on her head, tennis shoes, and scrubs. She smiles my way, acknowledging my presence, before closing the distance between us.  
 
    “It’s nice to see you again, Ace,” Alyssa says, her voice low so as to not interrupt Rush’s rousing speech. “You skipped out the other week as soon as I showed.”  
 
    “Eh.” I wave off her suggestion. “I’d already been there awhile, and I still had some things to take care of.”  
 
    “I get it.” She bobs her head. “How about lunch after Rush is done, then? It’ll be quick.” She looks to her watch, and that’s when I notice her finger is still bare. “We’ll need the clinic back open at one.”  
 
    “We?” I look around, my eyes settling on the blonde. “Oh, yeah.” I palm my neck, not wanting to be rude. “I have to get back to the shop. Someone’s picking up a custom in twenty minutes.”  
 
    “Oh, okay,” she says, her mouth turning down at the corners. “Listen, Rush told me about the girl, your second chance one, and I don’t know, maybe I have a friend or some—”  
 
    “Alyssa,” I interrupt, shaking my head. “That’s nice and all, but no thanks. Rowan will be back. I just need to be patient.” Her face falls, and the pity brewing in her eyes sets my teeth on edge. “Tell Rush he was inspiring, and The KAT Center is gonna do great things. I’ll catch you two later.” I shove my hands in my pockets and get the hell away from there as fast as I can.  
 
    The next week consists of working at the shop and helping Ma get the house boxed up. It’s breaking my heart to let her go and tickling me to see her so happy at the same time. Her new digs are nice, with everything a single woman like herself needs to cook and sleep and lounge, along with almost any activity she could ever want at her fingertips. She’s practically buzzing with excitement, and Tuesday is moving day.  
 
    Once the last box is packed, I kiss her on the cheek and start my trek through the back yards. I’m sad to know this will no longer be a regular occurrence. Of course, the house won’t be completely forgotten, but it won’t be the same without Ma there.  
 
    When I arrive at the shop, I whistle to get everyone’s attention. “Time to call it a day, boys.” I go in and start helping them return tools to their proper boxes. “I’m going for a drink. Anyone else in?”  
 
    Gabe groans. “I’d rather go home and settle in my recliner with a bottle of Wild Turkey than go to that damn club.”  
 
    I chuckle. “Of course you would, old man.”  
 
    Jason joins in with my laughter, clapping me on the back. “I’m inclined to agree with him, Ace. Rapture just isn’t for the likes of old men like us.”  
 
    “Rapture’s for anyone who wants a drink.”  
 
    “I beg to differ, son,” Gabe replies, shaking his head. “Rapture’s for young guys like yourself to chase those frilly skirts.”  
 
    Lee pouts. “Just you wait. A few months from now, I’m going to take you up on that offer.  
 
    “We’ll see, kid.” I smile, knowing I’ll take him along as soon as he’s of age.  
 
    As usual, Niko’s behind the bar, and I pull up a stool. “Yo, man,” I say, waving a hand in front of his face. “Gimme a bottle tonight. Something crisp.” 
 
    It takes him a second to drag his eyes from the door, but he finally gets his ass in gear, grabbing me a beer and popping the top. “Here ya go.” His eyes stray back toward the door, and he grimaces.  
 
    What the hell? I turn, following his line of sight. At first, I don’t see anything. Skunk’s there, and he’s greeting patrons. He always is, but the longer I look, the more I realize he isn’t simply greeting the girl who’s standing with him. She’s hanging around, and they’re talking. He’s even pausing to allow new customers in while she waits patiently at his side.  
 
    “What’s up with that?” I ask loudly, forcing Niko to pay me some attention. “You letting Skunk bring his girlfriend to work?”  
 
    “She isn’t his girlfriend, dickwad.” Ouch. He’s pissy.  
 
    “So why are you so pissed, then?” I ask, looking from Niko’s screwed up face to the talking pair. “Are you upset he’s mingling on the job? You know you’re the boss, right? If you don’t like what he’s do—”  
 
    “Will you shut the fuck up?” Niko snaps, spearing me with a dark, intense glare. “It’s nothing. They’re friends. I don’t mind.”  
 
    “Your actions say otherwise,” I mumble, looking back toward the door, and that’s when it hits me. This woman. I’ve seen her before, only then she looked like she worked at a veterinary clinic, but not tonight—not at all. I lick my lips and turn back to Niko. “You got the hots for this chick?”  
 
    “What?” Niko sputters like a lovesick fool. “No. I can’t stand her. She acts like a bitch to me, and this is my fucking club. I don’t know who she thinks she is, coming in here and cozying up to Skunk to rub it in my face or some shit.”  
 
    I burst out laughing, the knee-slapping kind. “Holy shit. This is the best thing I’ve seen in …” I laugh some more. “Months. And I thought I had girl problems.” I shake my head and grab my bottle of beer, walking off to find a table, still chuckling to myself.  
 
    Once I’m settled, I can’t help but watch the duo at the door. They’re close, that’s obvious, but Niko’s right. They’re definitely not an item. They seem more like friends, and one glance back at Niko is all I need to see. He’s scowling their way, and it causes me to chuckle under my breath. This is going to be fun to watch unfold.  
 
    The stool beside me scrapes against the floor and a rocking body fills it. Her waist is tiny, her tits are large, her hair is long, her skirt is short and tight, her lips are blood red, and her tongue is wet as it wraps around the straw that’s protruding from her beer bottle. It’s an enticing visage for a normal man, but I’m not normal, and I haven’t been for months. Rowan wrecked me, and until she returns to end or begin our love affair, I’m in limbo, unable to appreciate what’s right in front of me.   
 
    “Hey, sugar,” she says, licking said red lips. “Is this seat taken?”  
 
    “It’s not.” I chuckle uneasily. “But I’m kind of a waste.”  
 
    She looks at me then, really looks at me. “I can make you forget all about her, baby.”  
 
    Her hand lands on my dick under the table, and I nearly fall off my stool in my haste to grab it. “No. You can’t.” Lifting it, I place it gently back on her own knee. “But I will buy you a drink if you wanna sit for a few.”  
 
    She shrugs, and she really is a knockout. “I’ll drink to that.” She lifts her bottle and clinks it against mine. “So who is she?”  
 
    I groan. “I’d rather not talk about it.”  
 
    “It helps sometimes.”  
 
    “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here in Rapture, grabbing some random guy’s dick,” I say, lifting a brow as I take another swig from my bottle.  
 
    “I don’t even know.” She pouts. “Young and dumb and drunk.”  
 
    “You don’t seem very drunk to me.”  
 
    “I want to be.” She smirks and scans the crowd. “Care to dance?”  
 
    “Not tonight.” I wave a hand. “Maybe we’ll meet again and the answer will be different.”  
 
    Her eyes rake over me, and she shakes her head. “It won’t.”  
 
    With that, she’s up off the stool and on to another guy a few tables over. He does take her up on the offer to dance, and I imagine he’ll take her up on everything else. When I look at it now, it makes me sad to realize this was my norm. Sighing, I toss a few bills onto the table and throw up a hand toward Niko on my way out the door.  
 
    When I make it back to the shop, I’m too antsy for bed, so I get to work replacing the alternator on the ’57 with a solid chrome one. I pull the straps of my jean overalls off my shoulders to dispense of the T-shirt underneath. It’s a classic Metallica, so I don’t want it covered in grease. Afterward, I pull one strap back up and get to work.  
 
    About ten minutes into the job, my hands are covered in grease, and the hum of an engine disturbs the silence. Figuring it’s just one of the guys returning to pick up something they forgot, I don’t bother checking. It’s late, the side door’s unlocked, the shop’s closed to the public, and the bay doors are all pulled closed.  
 
    With my wrench in hand, I work tediously to get the final bolt loose. It’s in a tricky spot and requires patience. Finally, the alternator comes free, and I grab it, shoving the wrench in my chest pocket so I can bring out the part and set it on my tool cart.  
 
    Just as I look for a rag to wipe down my hands, a click, click, clicking derails me. I freeze, a moment of panic moving through me. It almost sounds like high heels click-clacking against concrete, but no, that can’t be right.  
 
    Can it?  
 
    I turn to the sound, my legs almost giving out beneath me. Rowan is weaving her way past two work-in-progress cars as she moves my way. She seems hesitant, unsure, and all I can think is that it’s her. She’s finally here. A smile so wide it hurts my cheeks spreads across my lips, and I start her way, pure joy vibrating across my skin.  
 
    When I reach her, I grab her up and twirl her in a long overdue hug. “Jesus,” I mutter, burying my nose in her hair. “I thought you were never coming back.”  
 
    “I told you I was moving here.” She returns my hug, and all the pain and frustration from the last few months fades as if it never existed. “I’m finally back.”  
 
    “Thank God.” I set her on her feet, but I don’t release her entirely, afraid she’ll disappear again. “I was beginning to give up hope.”  
 
    She brushes her fingers against my cheek and smiles. “I had to come back. We have unfinished business.”  
 
    My dick takes note of her tone and the sentiment behind her touch, leaping to attention. “Rowan,” I groan, squeezing my eyes closed. “Don’t toy with me.” 
 
    Her lips land on mine, and instead of my eyes being closed to fight off emotion, I have them shut for another reason entirely. The heat that emanates between us is too much to ignore, and I feel as if I might explode from her lips and tongue alone as she reminds me why I felt her absence so viscerally.  
 
    I break away, my lips trailing down her neck and my hands tightening in her long flowing curls. My mind has gone blank. The only thing that matters right now is the taste of her skin and the feel of her touch. As if I’m not even guiding my own movements, I lift her and slam her onto the hood of the closest car—a ’66 Chevy Nova that’s sanded and ready for the paint booth—and she moans, clawing at my skin to pull me closer. 
 
    I’m delirious, ridiculous, ravenous, and just plain in over my head, as I can’t control myself enough to slow this down. Faster. More. Now. Hurry. It’s all racing through my mind as I push her skirt up around her waist and yank my overalls down, dropping them to the concrete floor. I’m bare beneath, and her eyes widen imperceptibly before reaching for me again. We clash in a battle of lips and fingers and skin, and I grip myself, sliding her panties to the side and slipping inside.  
 
    Mutual moans of pleasure rock the quiet space, and I grip her hips—my greasy hands a juxtaposition to her pearly white skin—and slam her up and down on my dick. Even the sound of metal creaking beneath her isn’t enough to kill the thirst. It doesn’t even register as important. The only things that matter are her escalating moans and the tightening low in my groin.  
 
    “Right there,” she purrs, her breaths coming faster. “Ace.”  
 
    My name is a low moan, and I redouble my efforts, maintaining a definitive stroke meant to send her soaring. It’s a race to the finish, and I need her to win. Tighter and tighter and tighter the knot grows, and just when I feel like I can’t hold out any longer, the first flutter grips my dick, and then another and another. I get so wrapped up in the pleasure on her gorgeous face that I almost forget my own, until it sweeps through me, nearly buckling my knees.  
 
    “Shit. Shit. Shit,” I chant under the onslaught of sensation. My eyes fall to Rowan, sweaty and breathless, spread across the dented hood of the hot rod. “God, you’re beautiful,” I murmur, gently disentangling us. “I can’t believe you’re here.”  
 
    “I am,” she says, sitting up. “For better or worse.”  
 
    “No running this time.” I point at her, serious as a heart attack.  
 
    “No,” she agrees, sliding down the hood to stand. “I can’t run any longer.” 
 
    “Good.” I pull my overalls back up my body and hold out my hand. “Stay the night?”  
 
    She hesitates for only a second before taking my hand. “I can stay.”  
 
    I whistle as I lead her to the back of the shop and up the stairs to my loft. I don’t know what the future holds for us, but I do know there’s going to be one.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE
The Past is the Past 
 
      
 
    I groan as I come to awareness, the sunlight seeping through the half-moon window causing my head to pound. No doubt due to the shots Rowan and I tossed back last night. My eyes pop open, and I brush my arm across the bed, cursing as I only feel cold, empty sheets.  
 
    Sitting up, I press my fingers into my eye sockets before cutting them in the direction of the empty space. Disappointment rockets through me and settles in my chest like a brick. I don’t know why I allowed myself to expect anything different, but she’s here now, in Riverside, so I’m positive I’ll see her soon—and next time, I’m getting her damn number.  
 
    After a shower, a cup of coffee, and a bowl of Cheerios, I make my way downstairs. “What the hell happened last night, Ace?” Gabe assaults me as soon as I enter the shop.  
 
    My brows furrow, too early in the morning to read his mind. “What?”  
 
    “The Nova,” he says, and his jaw is tight. This must be serious.  
 
    “It’s ready for the paint booth.” I shrug, blowing off his attitude.  
 
    He crooks a finger. “Follow me.”  
 
    “Look, I don’t know what the issue is, but solve it.” I wipe my hand across my face. I’m uninterested in dealing with crap this morning. 
 
    “No.” His voice is stern, and he hasn’t spoken to me like that since shortly after my pop died. Back then, I was a mess and he straightened me out a time or two or ten. “Follow me, son.”  
 
    I huff, but I do what he says, winding our way to the third bay. When we get there, he stops and waves his arms toward the car like a madman. I watch him for a second more, almost amused at his overreaction, before flicking my eyes to the car.  
 
    And holy shit. I’d completely forgotten. The hood has a huge dent on it. I palm the back of my neck, trying to think of an excuse, and when none comes, I straighten my back and assume the bossly position.  
 
    “Order a new one,” I demand, looking it over as if I’m trying to figure out how it got that way. “Not sure how the hell that could’ve happened.”  
 
    “Ace,” Gabe says, drawing my eyes to his. He’s smirking as he lifts his hand. “I found this in the crease of the dent.”  
 
    My eyes narrow as they zero in on what he’s holding, and my mouth pops open. It’s a small diamond earring that could’ve only come from one person. A spark of heat starts in my chest and moves up my neck before filling my face. My cheeks are on fire, and I can only hope the redness isn’t too obvious.  
 
    “Shit,” I whisper, trying to come up with something to say. “Let me see that.” I reach out and take the delicate item, closing my fist around it. “I’ll see what I can find out.”  
 
    As I turn, he touches my shoulder. “You remember we have security cameras, right?” My shock over the whole discovery turns to outrage, but he senses it and does his best to soothe my worries. “Calm down,” he says, lifting his palms. “As soon as I realized what was happening, or going to, I shut it off and deleted the footage.”  
 
    I relax, appreciative of his forethought. “Thanks, Gabe.” I scratch my head with my thumb. “Just order a new one and charge it to my personal credit card.”  
 
    “Will do, boss.” He claps me on the shoulder. “Now, are we going to get to meet this woman sometime? It’s not like you to bring a woman here, which makes me think this one could be special.”  
 
    I chuckle. “She could be. If I could keep her around long enough to get her number.”  
 
    He snorts, shaking his head. “Women.”  
 
    I don’t see Rowan that day or the next or the next. Tuesday arrives, and it’s moving day for Ma. It’s both bittersweet and exciting. I love seeing her so happy; she’s simply glowing as she gives me the grand tour of her condo while I place all her boxes in the corresponding rooms.  
 
    "Do you want me to help you unpack?" I offer. The moving company transferred her bedroom and living room furniture this morning, so all that’s left now is to get her stuff placed where it goes.  
 
    “No, son,” she says, settling on the sofa. “You’ve done plenty. All my boxes are in the desired rooms and there’s nothing in them I can’t lift. Go, get back to work, and I’ll see you in a week.”  
 
    “Ma.” I sound like a petulant child, but I can’t help myself. She’s practically rushing me out the door, and now she has a testy eyebrow lifted at my tone. “Fine.”  
 
    “Come here.” She stands and opens her arms. “I love you, son,” she says as she gives me a tight hug. “But it’s time to quit worrying so much about me and start worrying about your own future.” She pulls back and looks at me, her eyes wide. “I want grandbabies.”  
 
    I chuckle, stepping away. “All in due time, Ma. All in due time.”  
 
    “Was Rowan the redhead who visited last week?” 
 
    I turn, incredulous. “How do you … Never mind.” I clench my fists tightly. “Only Gabe could’ve shared that little tidbit.”  
 
    “Go easy on him,” she says, settling back on her sofa. “I worry about you, and he was only trying to ease my mind.”  
 
    “I get that,” I reply, brushing a frustrated hand through my hair. “But it wasn’t his place.” I sit beside her, taking her hand. “Look, Ma. It was Rowan, and I’m trying. If something more serious develops, I promise, you’ll be the first to know. I’d love to see about settling down with her, but so far, things haven’t exactly been easy.”   
 
    “Patience,” she encourages, her voice soft. “Sometimes all it takes is a little patience.”  
 
    “I’ll try to remember that.” I kiss her cheek and let myself out, every step feeling more and more like I’m leaving a piece of myself behind.  
 
    I don’t give Gabe the hell I first thought I would. He’s been a family friend for longer than I can remember, and he stepped in to make sure Ma and I were taken care of after Pop passed, without being the creepy guy who tried to become my new step-dad. He taught me how to run the shop and was patient while I got my shit together. He means well, and I give him a pass, most likely because I hope he’s right.  
 
    Two more days pass before a timid knock on my door at nine-thirty at night brings me to a screeching halt. My heart rate doubles, and a shot of nervous energy travels through my limbs, causing a buzzing sensation to echo in my ears. I’m on auto-pilot as I walk to the door, anticipation thick in the air. My hand stills on the knob. I’m almost afraid to turn it. The rapping becomes more urgent, as if she can sense me through the door as I can her.  
 
    I yank it open. “Rowan,” I say, relieved. I won’t let her escape without a phone number this time. I open my arms and she jumps into them, allowing me to inhale the soft scent of coconut shampoo. “Why do you keep doing this to me?” My voice cracks, emotion getting the better of me.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispers, sniffling. 
 
    “Shh.” I brush the back of her hair and hold her close for another minute before turning and kicking the door closed. Setting her to her feet, I hold her at arm’s length. “What’s this for?” I ask, rubbing at the wetness beneath her eye.  
 
    “I don’t want to keep running, but I’m afraid of what’s going to happen if I stay,” she says, wringing her hands. “We have so much to catch up on.”  
 
    “Stop.” I shake my head, waving her off. “Come in. Sit down. Let me get you something to drink.” I give her a chastising look. “And, no, not a shot.”  
 
    A giggle slips from her beautiful lips, and I relax, beginning to think everything just might turn out okay. She takes herself to the living room and removes her jacket while I stop in the kitchen to make us both a glass of lemonade. I grab the bowl of sugar cookies Ma made to tide me over until next week and join her, setting our glasses on a couple of coasters.  
 
    “I’m glad you came back.” I smile as I settle in the armchair, trying to keep a small amount of distance between us.  
 
    “You knew I would.” Her tone is flirty. Too flirty, but I’m a glutton for punishment.  
 
    “I hoped.” I shrug. “But you’ve left me hanging twice now. I’m starting to think you’re playing with me.”  
 
    “I’m not,” she says, looking at her lap. “I’m just not sure how to do the next part.” 
 
    “Hey,” I say softly. “No pressure. There’s no set formula. We can go at whatever pace we want.”  
 
    She shakes her head, refusing to lift her eyes. “It’s not that simple, Ace. There are things …”  
 
    “No there aren’t.” I get on my knees and move across the floor to sit at her feet, taking her hands in mine. “There’s nothing but you and me. We set the terms here and no one else has a say.” 
 
    She hmphs. “I wish that were true.”  
 
    “Are you married?” My brows lift high.  
 
    She shakes her head.  
 
    “Did you bring a boyfriend back from Boston?”  
 
    Again, she shakes her head.  
 
    “You are here to stay, right?”  
 
    This time, she nods.  
 
    “So that’s it.” I bring her hand to my lips for a soft kiss. “That’s all that matters. I want you and you want me.” I pause, quirking a brow. “You do want me, don’t you?”  
 
    She pulls her hand from my hold and cups my cheek, her thumb softly stroking my jaw. “I’d love nothing more than for us to be able to try, but …”  
 
    “But nothing,” I say when she stumbles. “There are no buts.”  
 
    Tears well in her eyes, and the light green practically glows. “That’s not true, Ace.”  
 
    “Why? Why isn’t it?” I demand, my chest thumping with an all too familiar ache.  
 
    “I have something to tell you”—she pauses, licking her lips—“about back then.” The wetness spills over and runs down her cheeks.  
 
    “You don’t,” I tell her, my voice stern. “Nothing from then matters. We were kids. You didn’t have a choice but to leave, and it’s probably a good thing you did. It gives us a better chance now.” I swivel, reaching for the container of cookies. “Dry those tears and eat a cookie. I don’t want any more sadness tonight.”  
 
    She wipes her cheeks with a sigh. “It’s going to have to be discussed.”  
 
    “Not tonight,” I reply, passing her the glass of lemonade. “Tonight, we’re going to talk.” I get up and take a seat on the sofa, near her but not too near, and pull out my cell, looking at her expectantly. “Starting with exchanging numbers.”  
 
    She laughs and takes my phone, inserting her number and hitting send. A second later, a chirp comes from her purse, and I’ve never been more thankful to hear that sound. It’s proof that she isn’t trying to blow me off, and I feel awful as soon as I have the thought. This isn’t the way to start a relationship, if that’s even what this is.  
 
    She pulls her knee up beneath her and angles toward me. “Tell me about your shop. It looks like you’re doing all right for yourself.”  
 
    “I am, actually.” I smile, proud of my accomplishments. “Speaking of, I had to order a new hood for the Nova.” A pucker forms between her brows, and I reach over, smoothing it away. “The one we dented last week.”  
 
    She gasps, and then it transforms into the cutest giggle. “Oops.”  
 
    “I bet.” I laugh, reaching over to tickle her sides. “It was so fucking worth it, though.”  
 
    She’s giggling and breathless and so damn beautiful. The light that shines from her eyes is so enticing. I’m unable to stop myself from pushing closer. My fingers shift from tickles to gripping, and my breath lodges in my throat as I drown in her effervescence. She’s everything I’ve been waiting my whole life for, and I’m done with being patient. I just want to grab hold and never let go.  
 
    We stare into each other’s eyes for only a moment before I lose the battle. I’m a needy bastard as I place open-mouthed kisses along her jaw to her lips, pressing for her to open. She sighs into my mouth, and we lose all sense of composure as hands and arms and legs intertwine.  
 
     My heart pounds in my chest, even as I chastise myself to slow it down and take my time with her. But I’m too far gone, the need burning through me like an uncontrollable fire. She’s like a drug, and one taste sends me flying high, too high to come back without sweet relief.  
 
    Before I know it, she’s hovering over me, an angel from heaven sent to destroy me. My fingers fall to the buttons of her shirt, and our lips continue to clash between hot and heavy breaths. She settles on my rock hard dick, causing my head to fall back and my eyes to fly open. What I see when they do, though, is disconcerting. Tears are streaming down her face, and it’s scrunched in pain, not pleasure.  
 
    I grab her arms, lifting to a sitting position. “Rowan,” I say, giving her a little shake. “What’s going on?” I’m nearly frantic now, the anguish in her expression ripping me to shreds. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    She opens her eyes, and the heartache there robs me of breath. “I can’t do this. It can’t happen again. Not until …” She grabs her shirt, pulling it closed with one hand while snatching up her purse with the other. “I’m not ready.” She’s gone, running out the door and click-clacking down the stairs.  
 
    I’m stunned and confused, but I give chase. I follow her down the stairs and to the door of her car, but it’s locked. I slam my hands on the roof in frustration.  
 
    “Stop!” I half-beg, half-scream. “Please.”  
 
     She pauses to look at me for one long second, shaking her head sadly. She guns it, backing away from me and spinning out of the lot. There’s nothing left to do but watch her go.  
 
    Again.  
 
    At least this time, I have her number.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX
The Past is the Present 
 
      
 
    It’s a long-ass night after Rowan leaves. I spend way too much time obsessing over her hot and cold attitude and not enough time obsessing over why I’m allowing a woman to treat me this way at all. That isn’t even a thought for me, though. I still want her, right here and right now, even after she ran out on me without any explanation at all.  
 
    The next morning, I’m up with the sun. It’s Saturday, and the shop closes at noon. After heading down, I find Gabe and Jason attaching the new hood on the Nova, and I move on by, barely able to look at it. My chest aches, so I apply myself to finishing up the chrome on the ’57 and try to block out everything else going on around me.  
 
    Lee has other plans, though. “What’s up, boss? Can I help?”  
 
    “I’m really not up for company today, kid.” I keep on working, not even lifting my head from under the hood.  
 
    “Man, that sucks,” he pouts, and I catch him propping against the fender. “I just wanna help.”  
 
    “Not today, Lee,” I grit, irrational anger bubbling within me. I lift my head to look at him for the first time. So petulant. “Go on home, son. I’ll see ya Monday.”  
 
    “What?” He sounds hysterical. “I only wanted to help.”  
 
    “I said no.” I toss down my wrench, balling my fists. “You’ve got to learn to respect authority. You asked. I answered, and that’s that. Now, get out! You’re lucky I’m allowing you back in here on Monday.” 
 
    He’s frozen with wide eyes and a gaping jaw when Gabe sidles up beside him. “Go on, son. I’ll take care of this.”  
 
    Lee turns and walks away, his shoulders slumped, and his expression crestfallen. It bothers me to see him look so down, but not enough to cool my ire. This is my shop and my word is law. He’s going to have to learn to respect authority, or he’s going to find himself looking for a new job.  
 
    Even Gabe’s glare isn’t enough to change my mind. “How dare you?”  
 
    “Me?” I slap my palm against my chest. “How dare I? No. That kid’s gonna have to learn some damn respect.”  
 
    “What a joke,” Gabe sneers, shaking his head. “That kid idolizes you, and you just tore him to pieces for offering his help. I don’t know what’s happened since yesterday, but don’t bring that shit here.” He jabs his finger toward the floor. “That’s not how being the boss works.”  
 
    I’m still pissed, even though he’s right. “Fuck that, Gabe. I wasn’t in the mood, and I told him so. All he had to do was listen.” 
 
    “When have you ever not been in the mood to talk shit with him or calm his thirst for learning?” He crosses his arms, daring me to refute him, and I can’t. “That kid is always too eager, and you always talk him down. You eviscerated him today.” He shakes his head sadly. “You disappointed me, son.”  
 
    “Shit.” I hang my head, guilt heavy in my chest. “You’re right.”  
 
    “I know.” He snorts. “And it’s too late to do anything about it today, but”—he jabs a finger my way—“I expect you to fix it first thing Monday morning.” 
 
    I scrub a hand through my hair. “Done.” 
 
    His posture softens, and he takes a step closer. “I assume this is about that woman.” He pauses, looking around. “I don’t see any more damage, and there’s a spin-out mark in the gravel, so I’m guessing it didn’t turn out as well as the last visit.”   
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”  
 
    “Okay.” He nods, conceding. “It’s your business, and I won’t push, but let me give you a piece of advice. If your personal life is able to affect your professional life, then something isn’t right. Now, I don’t know what that means for your situation, so all I’m gonna say is get it together, son. Don’t let something like this happen again.”  
 
    “It won’t,” I assure him. “I screwed up today. Maybe I should get out of here myself.”  
 
    “Do what you have to do.” He claps me on the back and urges me away from the ’57. “I’ll lock up.”  
 
    I head back upstairs to shed my coveralls and work clothes and take a shower. Before I jump in, I dial the newly saved number on my phone.  
 
    Hi, it’s Rowan. Leave your message after the beep.  
 
    At the sound of her voice, I grip the phone so tightly I feel like it might crumble in my hand. “It’s me. Ace,” I finally say. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you were right. We need to talk. Call me. Please.” 
 
    I hit end and strip for the shower. The water’s hotter than it needs to be, but I feel like I should have to suffer through the slight sting. My skin ends up redder than it should be, but I’m refreshed by the time I’m dressed. Feeling anxious, I lift my phone to see if there’s been any word. I could’ve missed a call, right?  
 
    There’s a text. I almost drop my phone in my haste to get it open, and then I frown when I realize it’s from Rush. I’m engaged motherfucker! Let’s celebrate. Rapture 3:00. Don’t be late! 
 
    I smile despite myself when I read the message. Lucky bastard. I glance at the time and realize it’s only eleven. Feeling emboldened as I consider the direct delivery of a text message, I open a new conversation and select Rowan as the recipient.  
 
    Please call me. 
 
    I leave it at that, getting agitated at being ignored while also feeling like a pussy for begging. But damn it, I need to understand what's going on with her. What could possibly be making her act this way? Unless she’s toying with me, but surely not.  
 
    Right?  
 
    Frustrated, I toss my phone on the bed and head to the kitchen to make myself some lunch. After a ham sandwich with some sour cream and onion chips, I grab my keys and head for the door. Maybe a long drive will clear my head, and if not, I can always show up at Rapture a little early—or a few hours. Who’s counting?  
 
    I get in my truck, refusing to acknowledge the long trench dug into the gravel from Rowan’s tire as she spun out on me last night, and get out of the lot as fast as I can. I go right, heading away from the neighborhood in hopes of stretching the truck out on the highway. Letting down the windows, I allow the early spring air to fill the cab, hoping the freshness can help clear my mind.  
 
    I replay every second of the time I’ve spent with Rowan, and none of it makes sense, really. It’s obvious she has the hots for me, but it’s also obvious there’s something holding her back. I can’t imagine a single thing that would matter to me, but whatever her deal, she thinks it’s important, so I have to treat it as such.  
 
    At the end of my ride, I determine that I’ll give her one more day to return my overtures before I hunt her down. I don’t want to be intrusive or pushy, but she’s giving me no choice. One way or the other, I need to know if we’re going to try this or let it die in a fiery spiral of hurt and regret.   
 
    I’m already too attached. 
 
    I arrive at Rapture at ten after three to Skunk on guard, as usual, and Rush waving me over as soon as he spots me. It’s like he’s been watching the door because as soon as I’m in, he’s out of his seat to make sure I see his smiling ass. It’s almost sickening, but I suck it up and allow my happiness for my friend to show on my face. 
 
    “Dude,” I say, holding out my hand for a shake and a one-armed man hug. “You finally popped the question. I was beginning to think you'd chickened out.”  
 
    “I almost did, fucker,” he replies, slapping my back a little harder than necessary. “You didn’t inspire much confidence.”  
 
    “Come on, man.” I pull away, smirking. “Don’t blame your pussy reluctance on me.”  
 
    “Fine.” He chuckles. “I manned up, and boy do I wish I’d done it weeks ago.” He waggles his brows.  
 
    I roll my eyes. “I need a drink.” 
 
    He sticks his two fingers to his lips and whistles across the room. Melissa nods, waving him off. “Shit. Have a seat.” He motions to the curved booth where Alyssa and her friend from the vet place are already settled. “Want me to order some wings or something?”  
 
    “I could eat.” I rub my stomach, smiling Alyssa’s way. “It’s good to see you again, and check out that smile. I take it this was a nice surprise?” 
 
    “The best.” She couldn’t wipe the smile from her face if she tried. “Have you met Elle?” she asks, motioning to her friend. “She’s my everything girl at the clinic.”  
 
    “Not officially.” I hold out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you. My name’s Ace, but I imagine you already know that.”   
 
    “Nice to meet you, too.” We shake and that’s that. Alyssa watches the interaction carefully, but I think it’s pretty clear there’s no spark.  
 
    Rush scoots in beside Alyssa, tossing his arm across her shoulder and going in for a sloppy kiss. It’s obvious he’s had more than a few drinks, but I can’t even be annoyed. They both look so damn happy, and it’s infectious. My earlier woes seem like nothing as I bask in their love. It’s a beautiful thing.  
 
    Instead of Melissa showing up, Niko does, and he’s carrying a tray with a bottle of Dom Perignon and five flutes. “A toast,” he announces, setting it on the table. “My finest bottle of champagne.”  
 
    Rush lifts it, looking at the label. “2009. A good year.”  
 
    “I’ve had that bottle for a long time. Just needed the perfect occasion,” Niko says, nodding toward it. “Go ahead. You can have the honors.”   
 
    “Thanks, man.” Rush sounds emotional—more than I’ve ever heard, at least. He unwraps the foil and works the cork back and forth until it pops loose, causing the bubbly to spill over the top. He simply brings it to his lips and takes a long draw, wiping his mouth with the back of his arm when he’s done. “Nice,” he says, pouring Dom in each of the flutes. “Everyone grab one. Let’s toast my beautiful wife-to-be.”  
 
    Alyssa’s lashes flutter under his adoring gaze, and as hard as I try, I can’t help but feel that jealousy from before creeping in. Damn it. Why is Rowan doing this to us? What could she possibly be so worried about? Maybe I’m just a game to her, a new toy in a new town.  
 
    Rush’s voice drags me out of my pity party. “To my future wife, Alyssa Cole,” he says, lifting his glass. “I was a man hellbent on self-destruction, and you came into my life when I was at my lowest point. I’m still not sure what kind of spell you weaved, but having you in my life back then was magical. I knew you were special, too fucking special for me, but that evolved somehow, and I started to think I could be worthy.” He pauses and takes her free hand with his, bringing it to his lips. “I’m still not sure if I am, but I’m too fucking selfish to give you up. I can’t wait to marry you and start our family.”  
 
    Alyssa doesn’t bother with her champagne. She sits her glass on the table and throws her arms around him, her face buried in his neck as her shoulders shake. It’s a profound moment, really, and it touches me in ways I can’t explain.  
 
    I want my own like it so bad. 
 
    “I can pour my own.” I’m pulled out of my observation of the lovey-dovey couple by the snide comment from Elle as she sends a death glare toward Niko. 
 
    “I was just offering.” His glare is just as deadly, and I lean back, trying to escape the line of fire.  
 
    “Jesus Christ, you two,” Rush admonishes, waving a hand in the middle of the stare-down. “Get a fucking room.”  
 
    I chuckle, only to rein it in when both of them transfer their glares to me. “What?” I shrug, pointing to Rush. “He’s the one who said it.”  
 
    “Not on your life,” Niko finally says as he settles his gaze on Rush. “You need anything else over here?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Rush nods. “Get us some fucking wings.” 
 
    Niko nods, sparing one last glance at Elle, who’s waiting for it and lifts her middle finger. The whole table bursts out laughing as Niko walks away, shaking his head. I don’t know what’s going on between those two or how this shit started, but I imagine they’re going to have one hell of a time settling it.  
 
    The afternoon passes with nice conversation, bubbly champagne, spicy hot wings, and eventually, ice cold beer. Niko never sends Melissa over, making sure to serve us personally. It could be so he can pop in and join the party when he catches a break, but for some reason, it feels like it’s so he can exchange barbs with Elle. Either way, it makes the evening much more enjoyable.  
 
    By seven, I’m partied out and remember I left my phone on the bed. Eager to check for missed calls or texts, I stand, tossing a hundred on the table. “It’s been a great time, guys, but I’m beat.”  
 
    “Aw, man, don’t pussy out on me now,” Rush says, a drink past tipsy. “And no fucking way.” He shoves the bill back toward me. “This is our party. I got this.”  
 
    “Cool, man,” I say, shoving the cash back into my pocket. “Elle, it was great to officially meet you, and Alyssa, congratulations. I would say you could do better, but the truth is, the man you’ve helped him become is pretty damn awesome.”  
 
    Rush stands with his tipsy ass and throws his arms around me for a bone-crushing hug, but that’s okay. It feels good. The emotion of this get-together has been nice and just what I needed to renew my vigor when it comes to dealing with Rowan. Tomorrow, I’ll scour this town from top to bottom if I have to. It’s time to get answers once and for all.  
 
    The drive back to the shop is uneventful, and I’m glad I didn’t drink so much that I’d need to take a cab. The shop is dark and silent as I shut off the engine and get out of my truck. Whistling, I walk around to the back stairs, only to pause as I notice a body sitting two steps from the bottom.  
 
    “Rowan,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief as my feet pick up speed. Only, she lifts her head, and even in the dim lighting, I can tell it isn’t her. I come to a sudden halt as my mind tries to process the sight before me.  
 
    The girl stands, her fist clenched tightly around the strap of her backpack. “Try again, Dad.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN
Mommy Issues 
 
      
 
    I don’t say anything as I allow myself time to work through what’s staring me right in the eyes. Ignoring the words she spoke, I instead focus on what I see. Long strawberry-blonde curls hang in ringlets down past her shoulders, expertly ripped jeans adorn her legs, a Red Sox hoodie keeps the night chill away, and a protruding backpack hangs over one shoulder.  
 
    The lighting is too low to see the color of her eyes, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they were blue. I’d like to deny her words, to pretend that she didn’t just rock my world, but they make so much sense. With everything I’ve been through these last few months, all the puzzle pieces slide perfectly into place.  
 
    Rowan had my baby.  
 
    And she’s no longer a baby.  
 
    I claw a hand through my hair, fisting it tightly, not sure what to say, or if I can even form words. “Hi,” I finally choke out, shaking my head at myself. “Shit. Sorry. I mean, please, come upstairs so we can talk.”  
 
    “You’re a stranger,” she says astutely. “I’m not sure that’s wise.”  
 
    “Okay.” I bob my head. “But you came here, right? You must have questions. Hell, I have questions. Thousands of them.”  
 
    “But not about who I am?” she asks, her voice small.  
 
    “No. I can see it.”  
 
    She nods then, sighing. “She was supposed to have told you weeks ago.” A sneer curls her lip. “I’m tired of being the girl without a father, especially knowing I do have one and that he doesn’t even know I exist.”  
 
    “I know now.” I offer her a soft smile. “And I’d love to get to know you better. Please, come inside. I’m not a psycho. I promise.”    
 
    She snorts, motioning to her backpack. “I don’t really have a choice. I brought my things.”  
 
    “Okay.” I chuckle softly. “Will you tell me your name?”  
 
    “Carmen.” She tilts her head up the stairs. “My name is Carmen.” 
 
    My heart thumps with emotion. “Did your ma say why she named you that?” I ask casually, passing her to lead the way to the door.  
 
    “I know your last name is Carmichael.” She pauses and the only sound is of our footfalls as we trudge up the stairs. “She said she wanted me to carry a piece of you with me at all times, but that’s bullshit.” I stumble to the landing and turn with a raised brow. “I’ve been begging her since I was ten to meet my dad, and she always had an excuse. When she finally told me we were moving here, I was so excited. We’ve been here a month, and she still hasn’t told you I exist.” Her face screws up in anger. “I hate her.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, unsure how to respond, while also able to understand where she’s coming from. At this moment, I can’t tell how I feel about Rowan, but it damn sure isn’t the same as it was an hour ago. She’s betrayed me in a way I couldn’t imagine before, an unthinkable way, and my mind has gone numb.  
 
    Yet as I look at this young, fresh-faced girl who’s so full of anger, I realize it’s not only about me. “I’m sure she’s upset you, but you don’t hate her.” I pull open the door and motion her inside. “Would you like something to drink? How long have you been sitting out there?”  
 
    “A couple hours.” She shrugs. “And some water would be great.”  
 
    I motion to the sofa. “Have a seat.”  
 
    I watch her as she looks around the large, mostly open space, taking in everything before moving to the sofa and dropping her backpack on the floor beside it as she sits. She looks small settled in the large cushions, but she really isn’t. The best I can figure, she’s fourteen or very close to it.  
 
    Shit!  
 
    I have a daughter. 
 
    Propping against the counter for support, I take deep breaths to try to calm the panic that’s welling inside me. My hands are shaky as surges of electric current move across my skin, making it feel like a thousand ants are biting me at once. My vision blurs, and I bury my face in my hands, willing my world to right itself.  
 
    “Dad.” A soft touch scares the shit of out me, and I jump, grabbing my chest.  
 
    “Shit!” The pounding calms when I realize Carmen is standing beside me. “I’m sorry. I got a little overwhelmed. I hope I didn’t scare you.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She takes her glass of ice and moves to the sink. “I can’t imagine how hard this must be for you. At least I’ve known about you for most of my life.”  
 
    I gouge my fingers into my eyes, trying to fight the tears that burn to fall. “Why would she do this to me?” I ask, knowing Carmen doesn’t have the answers. I pound my fist against the bar. “My daughter had to grow up without me, and I missed every single second.”  
 
    Unable to hold them back any longer, the tears spill onto my cheeks. My shoulders shake under the weight of my sobs as all the pain and anger inside me leaks from my eyes. The unfairness of it all robs me of breath, causing shudders to move through me. I’m a broken and bleeding man, and I’m not sure how to pull myself from the pain. 
 
    Small, strong arms wrap around my waist, and a soft flowery scent fills my nostrils. It’s her, and she’s suddenly become my everything. The only real thing left in my life. Everything I thought I wanted with Rowan has been shattered into a million tiny pieces, and in its place is my daughter.  
 
    Shifting, I bring my arm up and around, pulling her closer into my side as the tears start to subside. “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice gruff from crying. “That wasn’t about you. Not at all.” I squeeze her even tighter. “I’m stunned and awed, but most of all, I feel so damn lucky to have you.”  
 
    She giggles, and it sounds so much like her mother. “You may feel differently after you get to know me.”  
 
    “Never.” I push her back, holding her at arm’s length. “I’m a patient man, and not having experience parenting a teenage girl aside, I can’t imagine you being trouble.” I tilt my head and shrug. “But if you screw up, I can handle that, too.”  
 
    She shoots a look across the room. “So where am I bunking?”  
 
    “Uh.” I’m not sure how to answer that. “How about we settle on the sofa and talk, and we’ll worry about the rest when the time comes.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me you’re going to call Mom,” she says with a slight edge in her tone. “She deserves to worry.”  
 
    “I’ll give you that.” I bob my head. “For a little while, at least. As much as you’re angry and don’t want to see her right now, so am I. What she did …” I trail off, not wanting to burden Carmen with parent issues.  
 
    “Trust me, I know.” She rolls her eyes, and I should probably discipline her for it, but the wound is too fresh. “You wouldn’t believe the screaming matches we’ve had over her visiting and still not telling you. Each and every time, I’d wait patiently for the day I’d get to meet my father, and it never came.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I mumble, guilt eating away at my stomach.  
 
    Every time I’ve had Rowan, Carmen has been at home, excitedly awaiting her mom’s return so she could meet her dad. And every single time, she’s been disappointed while her mother was making me think we could have something. She played me for a fool, and I helped her do it by insisting nothing was that important. I stare at my beautiful daughter and realize how wrong I was.  
 
    “I’m sorry she did that,” I say, motioning for her to grab her water and move to the living room. “To be honest, I didn’t help much.”  
 
    Carmen sets her glass on a coaster and flops onto the sofa just as I imagine any normal teenager would. “You don’t have to tell me. Before last night, she was floating in the clouds every time she returned from a visit.” Her eyes find mine. “It gave me hope that you wouldn’t hate her.”  
 
    “I’m not sure how I feel.” I sit beside her and grab the container of sugar cookies from last night. “I’m angry as hell, but look at you.” I open the bowl and offer her one. “You’re here, and you’re mine. I’m ecstatic about that, but it’s going to take some time before I can forgive the rest.” 
 
    “I feel ya,” she says, shrugging, “When she came home crying last night, I thought it meant you didn’t want anything to do with me.” Her tone turns sour. “But no. It was just more of her bullshit. She still hadn’t told you.”    
 
    I point at her. “That’s enough, young lady. I let it slide the first time, but I can’t allow it to become a habit.”  
 
    “See, you’ve taken right to this parenting thing, Dad,” she says, shoving a bite of cookie into her mouth.  
 
    I chuckle, watching her as she scarfs down a couple more. I see myself in her, and now that we’re inside, I can see she absolutely does have blue eyes. They’re a lighter shade than mine, more of a clear blue than a sky blue, but it makes perfect sense. Rowan’s eyes are the same version, only in green. The same idea can be applied to her hair. It’s similar to mine in color, except it has a red tint, but the look of it is all Rowan.  
 
    “So,” I start, grabbing my own cookie. “How old are you?” 
 
    She smiles then, wide and toothy. “I’ll be fourteen on April eighteenth.”  
 
    “I figured you were close to fourteen, considering …” I pause, her eager expression reminding me who I’m talking to. “Anyway,” I say, smirking. “Do you have big party plans?” 
 
    She returns my smirk. “I’m not sure. Do I?”  
 
    “What?” I palm my chest. “This on me now?”  
 
    “Well, I do plan on staying here.”  
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Look, Car, I’m not sure what’s going to happen when I talk to your mom,” I say softly, shaking my head. “I don’t see her letting you stay.”  
 
    “It’s not her decision.” Whoa, she’s digging in her heels. “I’ve spent fourteen years without my father, and now I’ve met him. He likes me, and I refuse to give him up.” 
 
    I sigh, all dreamy and shit. “I more than like you,” I say, my throat tightening. “In just a single hour you’ve turned my world upside down and inside out. You brought something I’ve wanted for a long time. We’re a family, Car, and if you want to stay here, I’ll do everything I can.” 
 
    The smile that lights her face is the brightest one I’ve seen yet. It’s infectious, and she leaps up and throws her arms around my neck, nearly knocking me off my feet—figuratively. I’m being hugged in a way I’ve never before felt, and it fills me with happiness, yet mingling with it all is a giant lump of pain.  
 
    I don’t let go until she pulls away on her own. “So where do you want my stuff?”  
 
    “Crap.” I run a hand through my hair. “Right this way,” I say, standing and showing her to the back half of the room—my bedroom, which is only separated by a large wooden headboard with bookshelves on the living room side. I take the clothes out of two drawers and point. “You can use these for your clothes, and your toiletries can go in the bathroom.” I point to the door. “Let me change the sheets.”  
 
    “What?” she asks, hesitating. “I don’t want to take your bed.”  
 
    “I’m damn sure not expecting my newly discovered daughter to sleep on the sofa,” I say, wagging a finger her way. “I’ll take that pleasure.”  
 
    We spend the next little bit in companionable silence, her unpacking her backpack and me getting the bed settled. It isn’t until I yank off the sheets and my phone hits the floor that I remember I was dying to check it. I pick it up, not even caring that it’s dead. I plug it in and get back to my task. The whole time, I’m having to constantly pinch myself to remember this isn’t a dream. I have a kid. A teenager. A beautiful, perfect mix of Rowan and me.  
 
    With thoughts of her comes anger, white-hot and fast, and I resolve right then and there that I won’t wait. I pat the spot beside me, sighing. “Will you sit for a minute?”  
 
    “Sure.” She shrugs, sitting and pulling her ankle up into her lap. “What’s up?”  
 
    “Are you cool with me heading to your house?” I ask, anxious over her reply. “Your ma and I need to talk, and I’d prefer you weren’t around. I can’t promise it’s going to be pretty.”  
 
    “Does it have to be tonight?” She looks around the open space.  
 
    “Are you afraid to stay here alone?” 
 
    “Pfft.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m fourteen, not four. I just want her to suffer a little longer.”  
 
    “Carmen,” I say, my tone admonishing. “As mad as I am, I don’t think it’s fair to have her going crazy wondering where you are. At least this way, she’ll know where you are and still be suffering.” 
 
    “Now I know where I get it from.” She’s snarky and cute one minute, a scared little girl the next. “Please don’t let her make me come home.”  
 
    “Not a chance.” I hold out my hand for her to give me five, and she looks at me like I’m crazy. “Fine.” I pull it back. “Can you give me the address?”  
 
    “Sure.” She gets up and follows me to the living room where I hand her a notepad and pen from the sofa table drawer. A minute later, she’s pulling off the top sheet and holding it out. “Don’t let her work her magic on you, Dad. Be strong.”  
 
    I chuckle, and it’s a little darker than I intend, my anger for Rowan seeping into my tone. “Not happening,” I say, taking the slip of paper and realizing I feel nothing, even though I’ve wanted this for months. “I’ve missed too much of your life to let this slide. Things may be bumpy for a while, kid.”  
 
    “I know,” she says, bobbing her head. “That’s what Mom was afraid of, but she cheated us both for too long not to have to face the consequences.”  
 
    “I’m sorry you’ve had to go through this,” I say, ruffling her hair. “But I’m here now.”  
 
    “And that makes me so happy.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT
Sloshed 
 
      
 
    As I leave Carmen behind in my apartment, my mind is scattered and unfocused. On the one hand, I just received the best gift anyone could’ve given me, and on the other, something I thought would make me happy just hours earlier has been turned on its head. My feelings for Rowan have changed from wanting a future to wanting to choke the life out of her.  
 
    How could she do something like this?  
 
    How could anyone do something like this?  
 
    I toss the piece of paper with Rowan’s address under the top lid of the console and look at the time. 9:37. Hmph. Maybe I should let her wonder where her daughter is a little while longer. Carmen already told me Rowan wasn’t home when she left, so I think I’ll make a detour.  
 
    I park near the front of the lot at Rapture, eagerly looking around for any familiar vehicles. It’d be awesome if Rush were somehow still here, though I find it unlikely. He was rightly toasted earlier, and he’s probably snoring between two-thousand thread count sheets by now.  
 
    “Skunk.” We grab hands for a manly shake. “Everybody gone?”  
 
    “The boss is here. Behind the bar, as usual,” he says, walking me inside. “I helped Alyssa drag Rush out of here about an hour ago.” He tilts his head to a nearby table. “Elle’s still hanging, though.”  
 
    “Right.” I chuckle, glancing to the bar. “She hangs here a lot, huh?”  
 
    He shrugs, smirking. “We’re buds.”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” I nod, beginning to think he enjoys enraging his boss. “Actually,” I say, pausing, “she might be helpful tonight. A woman’s perspective and all.”  
 
    “She’s great,” he replies, guiding me over to her table. “Yo, Elle. Sounds like Ace needs womanly advice. You got any to spare?”  
 
    Elle’s eyes cut to mine. “Didn’t you leave already?” She runs her gaze over me, making me feel exposed. “Something’s changed,” she observes, kicking out a stool. “Have a seat.”  
 
    Skunk whistles, catching a waiter’s attention. “Bring my boy a shot.” He taps me on the arm. “Looks like you need one.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” I ask, but I know it is. I’m probably three shades paler than usual, and my eyes are red-rimmed. I’m barely keeping it together. A shot will do me good, maybe a couple of them.  
 
    “Not that good,” Skunk says, tapping the table. “I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    Elle watches him go before turning her shrewd gaze back to me. “So, what’s going on?” 
 
    I grab my shot and knock it back as soon as it hits the table, motioning to the waiter for another. “I don’t know,” I say, glancing toward the bar where my bud is serving up a trio of women. “I may have miscalculated how effective your advice might be.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asks, following my gaze before bringing her eyes back to mine. She snorts. “Yeah, right. If you’re judging me based on my interactions with that jerk, then it’s your loss.” She crosses her arms, shrugging. “I realize you’re friends and all, but he doesn’t have a clue when it comes to women, so you should be begging for my help.”  
 
    “Fine.” I hold up my palms. “You’re right. That’s why I’m not over there.” 
 
    “Then spill,” she says, lifting her mug. “This ought to be good.”  
 
    I bury my head in my hands, trying to fight back the sudden panic. With my eyes on the table, I take a deep breath and rush out my overwhelming news. “I have a kid.” Saying it aloud is therapeutic in a weird way. After a few calming breaths, I lift my head. “She’s thirteen years old, and I just met her tonight.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” she says, taking another long swig of her beer before setting the mug aside. “How did that happen?”  
 
    I actually chuckle. “I thought you were supposed to be better at this. That sounds like the exact same question Niko would ask.”  
 
    “Probably so.” She tilts her head, acknowledging the truth. “I didn’t quite expect you to say that, though. It caught me off guard.”  
 
    “Imagine how I feel.” I pick up the shot as soon as the waiter drops it at the table and down it in one gulp. “Another,” I say before he can get too far away. “Make it a double.”  
 
    “Slow down,” she says. “I need the facts before you fall off the deep end.”  
 
    “I went home earlier and found her sitting on my doorstep,” I say simply. “She’d taken an Uber while her mom was out grocery shopping.”  
 
    “Okay, wait a minute,” she says, leaning back. “How do you know this isn’t all a trick? I mean, you just believed her right off the bat?”  
 
    “All I had to do was look at her.”  
 
    An image of my daughter fills my mind, and guilt eats at my insides. I’m supposed to be off giving Rowan a good ass chewing for treating both my daughter and me this way, and instead, I’m at Rapture whining to a woman I barely know. I snort, grabbing up the double shot and shaking my head. We all know why I’m really here—drowning my sorrows.  
 
    “Whoa,” Elle says, her brows furrowing. “So, where’s the mom? Does she know her kid is with you? Better yet, she didn’t tell you for thirteen years?” She looks around the bar. “Point me in her direction, and I’ll kick her ass.”  
 
    I can’t help it. I burst out laughing. This chick has balls. No wonder Niko is so enamored. “I should probably confront her before I let you kick her ass, but afterward, I won’t rule it out.”  
 
    “Nice,” she says, her lips turning down at the corners. “So you haven’t spoken to her yet? Where’s your daughter now?”  
 
    “I left her back at my place.” I toss a thumb over my shoulder, catching the waiter’s eyes. “Two more.” My head is starting to get that floaty feeling, and the ache in my gut is subsiding. “Was that bad? Is she too young to be left alone?”  
 
    “Nah.” She shakes her head. “That’s old enough to be babysitting, so she can definitely stay alone. Was she okay with you leaving her to get sloshed?”  
 
    The ache comes roaring back, and I almost double over with the intensity of it. “I’m supposed to be speaking with her mom.” 
 
    “Ahhh.” She sounds all-knowing, so I grab one of the new shots and settle in for whatever wisdom she’s about to share. “Let me be honest, Ace. While I think Mommy Dearest needs a real ass-kicking, I also think she needs some room to explain.”  
 
    My fist tightens around the second shot glass. “What excuse could she possibly have?”  
 
    “I don’t know, honestly,” she says softly, “but I can’t imagine anyone doing something like this without a good reason. You know her better than I do. What’s her reason?”  
 
    Tears burn my eyes, and I grit my teeth, trying to will them away. “Because she’s a raging bitch.” It’s not true. Whatever she is, whatever she did, that isn’t the reason. Elle stays quiet, but she lifts a single brow. “Fine,” I mutter petulantly. “She was only fifteen.”  
 
    “See, that makes a lot more sense.”  
 
    I swivel my head, looking for the waiter. “Bring me the bottle,” I order, snapping my fingers. “Yeah, for the first few years, but what then? What stopped her for the next ten?”  
 
    Elle looks at me with pity, motioning around the bar. “You’ll have to ask her. No one here has that answer.”  
 
    The look in her eyes sets my teeth on edge. The waiter sets a bottle of Jack on the table that only has a few good swallows left, so I take out my rage on him. “The fuck is this? There should still be at least half left.”  
 
    “Boss’ orders.” He shrugs.  
 
    I cast Niko an eat shit look and turn back to Elle. “You’re right.” I try to stand, but I stumble back onto the stool. “I need to talk to Rowan.”  
 
    Elle reaches out to steady me. “Maybe you should wait until morning.”  
 
    “No.” I shake my head, and it makes me dizzy so I stop to let the room quit spinning. “She doesn’t know Carmen is with me. She’ll freak.”  
 
    “Okay. Do you have her number?”  
 
    My mind spins, so I take another swig of Jack to try to mask the pain and confusion that churns in my gut. “I think so.” I pat my pockets and come up empty. “My phone, have you seen it?”  
 
    “You haven’t had it since you’ve been here.”  
 
    “Fuck it,” I mumble, turning up the bottle and draining it. “Serves her right.”  
 
    Everything is fuzzy now, my thoughts, the room around me, Elle’s face, and even the knot in the pit of my stomach. I prefer being numb to it all. Even though I remember what happened, it feels as if it’s someone else’s life at the moment, and I like that. I like being able to pretend it isn’t happening to me.  
 
    And then I remember her, my young, impressionable daughter who’s expecting me to be her knight in shining armor and face down the dragon. I’ve already screwed that up. Instead of doing as I promised, I came to Rapture. What a piece of shit I am. Unworthy of the honor that was bestowed upon me today, I stumble from my stool, intent on making my way back to her. To beg her forgiveness and promise to do better.  
 
    “Ace.” Someone’s calling my name, but I can’t quite make out the voice. “Ace.”  
 
    I wave it off and try to put one foot before the other, stumbling into a large body. “Skunk? Is that you?”  
 
    A chuckle is the only reply I get.  
 
    “I need to get home,” I slur, trying to pull away. “My daughter is waiting for me.”  
 
    Somewhere close by, two people are arguing. I can’t keep up with the words, but my name gets tossed around in the melee. It makes me laugh uncontrollably, even though I can barely remember where I am, and I surely don’t know who the man and woman are.  
 
    Wait a minute … Niko. I can hear him clear as a bell, and he’s really mad, but so is the woman who responds. I pan my head in the direction of the argument and blink furiously to clear my vision. Of course. Elle. They’re standing toe-to-toe, screaming in each other’s faces, and I burst out laughing.  
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” I yell over the noise. “I’m out of here.”  
 
    “Wait just a minute,” Niko says, grabbing my arm. “I’ll give you a ride.”  
 
    “I have to go.” I try to push him off me. “My daughter’s waiting for me.” And then I remember that I’ve failed her, and my knees buckle.  
 
    But I’m lucky because both Niko and Skunk are there to catch me. “Yo, man,” Skunk says, pulling me to a standing position. “I can’t allow you to leave like this.” Before I realize what’s happening, his huge hand is in my jean pocket and coming out with my key ring. “The boss will see you home.”  
 
    Next thing I know, the two men are leading me across the road to Niko’s ’08 Chevy Malibu. I don’t know why he won’t let me fix him up a hot rod. He’s got the cash, and I rag on him all the time for this girly sedan, but he refuses me at every turn.  
 
    I’m tossed into the passenger side, while Niko settles behind the wheel. “Why won’t you let me customize you a manly car?” I ask, grabbing my seatbelt but being unable to get it clicked.  
 
    Niko sighs, grabbing it and pushing away my hands. “Why didn’t you come talk to me?”  
 
    He sounds hurt, but I don’t have a clue what he means. “About what?”  
 
    “You’re gonna have one hell of a headache tomorrow.” He chuckles, shaking his head. “I meant, about your daughter.” 
 
    Everything comes back to me in one sharp jolt, and I remember just how fucking stupid I am for going to Rapture at all. “I’m so stupid.” I double over, the knot in the pit of my stomach churning. “I don’t deserve her.”  
 
    “Don’t puke in my car,” Niko warns, his tone serious. “We’re almost there.”  
 
    “She’s gonna hate me,” I whine, everything I learned today swirling around in my alcohol-jumbled mind. “I failed her. I’m a shit father. No wonder she’s so smart. She hasn’t been around me.”  
 
    “What the fuck, man?” Niko says sharply, turning off the ignition and facing my way. “Snap out of it. The last thing you wanna do is go in there saying stupid shit like that. I’ll talk to her.” He gets out and comes around to my door, smiling as he opens it. “I’m looking forward to meeting her, if she’s still awake. It’s already past midnight.” 
 
     “Damn it.” I grab my head, the spinning sending me wobbling as I try to get out of the car. But Niko’s there, and he steadies me, putting one of my arms over his shoulder and guiding me across the gravel. “Thanks, man.”  
 
    “No problem,” he replies, steadying us as my feet get tangled. “I wish you’d have come to me instead of Elle. What could she possibly give you that I couldn’t?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I slur, unable to remember why I chose her. “I don’t know.” I already felt like shit, but now I feel even worse. I’ve disappointed my friend in favor of some chick I barely know.  
 
    “So who’s this kid’s mother?” Niko asks, rounding the back corner of the shop. “Anybody I know?” 
 
    My stomach churns and erupts before I can stop it. Alcohol burns my throat as it comes back up the same path it went down. Niko turns away, but he doesn’t toss me to the side and let me face plant into the gravel. He’s a good friend, and I’m shit.  
 
    “Dad?” The next voice I hear is that of an angel, and I can’t even bring myself to lift my head.  
 
    “I’ve got him,” Niko assures her. “My name is Niko, and I’m one of your dad’s closest friends.”  
 
    “I’m Carmen, but I guess you already know that.”  
 
    “No, I didn’t,” he says, urging me to put one foot in front of the other. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” she asks, and I feel her hand on my arm, trying to help guide me. “How did he get so wasted?”  
 
    Niko sighs heavily. “From what I gather, he was headed to see your mom, and he stopped by the bar first. I had no idea until it was too late. Sorry, kid.”  
 
    “It’s cool,” she responds, and I smile, even though I don’t deserve her. “Will you help me get him to bed?”  
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    Everything is fuzzy after that. Someone takes off my shoes and jacket and then they force me to drink some water. There’s a lot of jostling around, and I barely remember face-planting into the sheets. 
 
    Then, there’s nothing.           
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE
Not Today 
 
      
 
    Loud, obnoxious banging echoes inside my mind, forcing my eyes open and my body into a painful state of consciousness. My head throbs with every beat of my heart, and I squint my eyes against the burning sunlight. I feel like I’ve been hit by a Mac truck and just breathing is an exercise in restraint. Any movement at all is painful, and I will the room to stop spinning. 
 
    “No!” a voice screams, alarming me.  
 
    I jump to a sitting position, the room spinning as the yelling continues on the other side of my headboard. I’m dazed and confused, not quite sure what’s going on or who the voices belong to … at first, but then it all comes crashing back.  
 
    “Get your things,” Rowan demands, her voice stern. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”  
 
    “I’m not leaving with you, Rowan.” Ouch. “Dad knows about me now, and he said I can stay here.”  
 
    I did not say that.  
 
    “He doesn’t get a say,” Rowans responds, and I grab my head to steady it as I stand.  
 
    “Yes, he does,” Carmen screams, defiant. “You kept me from him my whole life, but guess what. He knows! He knows I exist, and he likes me, and I’m not leaving!”  
 
    “Carmen Michelle Shaw, you will stop this right this instant,” Rowan says, her voice rising to match the ferocity of our daughter’s.  
 
    “No! I won’t.” Carmen sounds like the petulant teenager she is. “You’ve kept me from him, and it’s never happening again.”  
 
    “You don’t get to decide that!”  
 
    I stumble to perch against the bookcase where I can see them. They’re both standing, two versions of the same woman in a face-off. Both are fierce and defiant, but one of them has a face full of hurt and betrayal while the other holds guilt and a touch of self-righteousness.  
 
    Carmen spots me and crosses her arms, her defiance strengthening. “I do. You’re the one who lost the right to decide when you failed to tell my dad that I exist.”  
 
    “Get your things. Now,” Rowans says, and it is an absolute command. “We’ll discuss this at home.”  
 
    “No,” I say as firmly as I can, while keeping the head-throbbage to a minimum. Rowan gasps, turning to me. “We’ll be having a discussion first.” I motion between her and myself. “You have a lot of explaining to do.”  
 
    “Look who’s talking,” she says, waving toward me. “You allowed my daughter to stay here without a word to me. I’ve been going out of my mind all night.”  
 
    Guilt stabs at me when I remember flashes from the night before. “That was a mistake. I admit it, but what did you expect me to do when our thirteen-year-old daughter showed up on my doorstep?” I slap my hand against my chest, angry. “You lied to me for years, so excuse me if I allowed you to suffer even the tiniest bit.”  
 
    She recoils from the acid in my tone, her face falling. “I was wrong, but so were you.”  
 
    I tilt my head. “To be fair, it wasn’t my intent. Things got a little out of hand.” I crook a finger, motioning for Carmen to come to me. Fishing out a ten, I hand it to her. “I want you to take this and go down the street to the diner. Have yourself some breakfast to give your mom and me time to talk.”  
 
    She nods, kissing my cheek. “Thanks, Daddy.” Her voice is pure sugar as she smiles and turns to her mother, marching right past her without saying a word.  
 
    “Wait just a minute, young lady,” Rowan says, spearing me with a glare. “What makes you think it’s okay for her to walk the streets around here?”  
 
    “Probably the fact that she brought herself across town on her own,” I snap, irritation filtering into my tone. “Besides, I’ve lived here my whole life. I wouldn’t send her somewhere I didn’t think was safe.”  
 
    “Fine,” Rowan mumbles, turning back to a waiting Carmen. “You can go, but be careful.”  
 
    “Of course, mother,” Carmen says, and she’s being a sarcastic little shit.  
 
    I almost smile, but then I remember why she’s so angry, and I shake my head, regretting it instantly. “Shit,” I mutter, grabbing it and moving into the kitchen to start a pot of coffee and dig out some Aspirin.  
 
    “Are you … hungover?” Rowan asks from behind me, her tone incredulous.  
 
    “That’s none of your fucking business,” I grit, bracing my palms against the bar. “You don’t get to question me.” 
 
    “Ace …” She pauses, and her voice is soft, but I couldn’t care less.  
 
    “Don’t.” I hold up my hand, my back still to her. “Let me have some coffee and painkillers before there’s even an attempt to explain this away.”  
 
     “I—” 
 
    “No!” I slap my hand against the bar top, spinning toward her. “I want you to think long and hard before you speak. You screwed up major, Ro.” I shake my head, frustrated. “You have the ability to make it worse, so think carefully before you open your mouth.”  
 
    Her eyes fall to the floor, and she nods. “Okay.”  
 
    “Have a seat,” I say, motioning to the sofa. “Would you like some coffee when it’s ready?”  
 
    “Sure,” she says, her voice small. “Two sugars, two creams please.”  
 
    I don’t answer; I just turn back to finish my task. While the coffee pot brews, I go through the cabinets, slamming doors in my quest for the Aspirin. When I find them, I excuse myself to the restroom to fill a cup with water and down two before brushing my teeth to get the taste of soured liquor off my tongue.  
 
    “Can I help?” she asks as I pass back through the living room, and just the sound of her voice hurts.  
 
    “I’m not sure you’ll ever be able to help me again.” My stomach churns with a mixture of anger toward her actions and guilt for talking to her that way. It’s a vicious cycle, and the conflict eats at me. “Don’t mind me. I’m just angry.”  
 
    “You have every right,” she says, absolving me—as she should.  
 
    Ugh. 
 
    Over and over it goes—anger, regret, anger, regret. I’m spinning out of control, unsure which way is up or what is the right thing to say or do. I can barely look at her, and the remorse in her voice is upsetting but not enough at the same time. I wanted this, us, so fucking bad, and she’s ruined it before it could even start.   
 
    The gurgling of the coffee pot calls to me, and I pull two cups from the cabinet. I make mine straight black, needing the strength of it to help clear my jumbled mind. I make hers as requested, though I have to fight the urge to add three extra spoons of sugar out of spite.  
 
    I grab the two cups and turn, making my way to the living room while keeping my face as neutral as possible. I don’t want to be this angry man, but I am, and I don’t know how to stop myself. I shouldn’t have to stop myself, not after what she’s done, yet I want to. I want everything to be back like it was before, with the addition of Carmen but without the anger.  
 
    Is that too much to ask?  
 
    “Here you are,” I say as I set the cup onto a coaster. “Be careful. It’s hot.”  
 
    I take my cup and settle into the lounger, the one farthest from her current position. The ache in my head has dulled to a gentle throb, and my stomach is in knots, but it has nothing to do with the alcohol from last night and everything to do with the woman sitting on my sofa. As beautiful as she is, all I feel when I look at her is anger.  
 
    Strong, gut-burning anger.  
 
    Hot and cold, pain and agony. It all simmers beneath my skin, creating a collage of uncertainty. I’m not sure what my next move should be, and it terrifies me. What if I say or do the wrong thing? But what is wrong in a situation like this? I’ve been burned so badly; all that’s left of me is a charred shell—especially when it comes to Rowan.  
 
    “So,” I finally mutter, searching for the right opening, “she’s beautiful.”  
 
    Tears fill her bright green eyes. “A perfect mix.”  
 
    “How could you deprive me of her?” I ask, my resolve hardening. “How could you listen to her beg and plead to meet her dad and still not give that to her? What gave you the right to play God with our lives?” My voice has risen and has a hard edge, but I take deep breaths to calm down. “You’ve taken years from us, and we can never get them back.”  
 
    “I was afraid,” she says, her voice barely audible.  
 
    “That’s not good enough!” I slam my hand against the arm of the chair. “You’ve had over fourteen years to come to me, and when you finally did, you still didn’t bother to tell me.”  I stand and pace, my hand clawing its way through my hair. “I get you were a kid back then, but what about after? You should’ve come to me, Ro.”  
 
    Tears spill onto her cheeks. “I wanted to tell you before we left, but my father wouldn’t allow it.”  
 
    “You knew?” I stop and spin to face her. “Is that why you moved?”  
 
    She looks to her hands that are twisting in her lap. “Yes.”  
 
    “Jesus Christ.”  
 
    Agony like I’ve never felt rockets through my gut, almost doubling me over. Not only has she kept my kid from me for almost fourteen years, but she’s now admitted to lying to my face back then. I grab the nearest trinket, a model Harley Davidson, off my bookshelf and sling it across the room, watching it break into pieces as it slams against the wall. I grab another model, and then another, trashing them all so I don’t do or say something I’ll regret.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she cries over and over with her face buried in her hands, and it’s not enough. I’m not sure if it’ll ever be enough again. All I feel when I look at her is anger and regret and pain, and it’s all too much.  
 
    I can’t do this.  
 
    Not now, maybe not ever.  
 
    I retake my seat, composing myself as well as I can. “I can’t do this right now. Not today, so let’s get Car settled.”  
 
    She sniffles, lifting her head. “Car?”  
 
    “Carmen,” I reiterate, blowing out a calming breath. “She wants to stay with me, and I’d like that very much.”  
 
    Her red-rimmed eyes widen, and she shakes her head. “That’s not happening. You don’t even know each other. She’s angry at me, yes, but she’ll get over it. I can’t lose her, Ace.” She bursts into tears and buries her face back in her hands.   
 
    I let her cry for a minute, enjoying her tears while also feeling the guilt of that enjoyment. It’s screwed up, I know, but that’s where I’m at right now. It’s who I am at the moment. It’s who she’s made me.  
 
    “You’re not gonna lose her,” I say, my voice confident. “She’s mad as hell, but you’re her ma, and she loves you.” I take a chance and slip over on the sofa, close but not close enough to strangle her. “I think it would be good for us, a chance to get to know each other better. I already love her, Ro, and we deserve this.”  
 
    She wipes her face, looking to me with sorrowful eyes. “Where would she even sleep? There’s only one bed here, Ace.”   
 
    The answer comes to me all at once, and I smile when it does. “I have an entire house, ready and waiting for us to move into. Ma just vacated it last week. I was gonna do some work first, but this is perfect, actually. Carmen can design her own room.”  
 
    She shakes her head, more tears filling her eyes. “I don’t know if I can let her go, not when she’s so angry with me.”  
 
    “That’s exactly why you should,” I say softly. “She loves you, but she needs time.” I take a deep breath and hope I’m not lying. “I need time. Give us the space to bond, and I promise you can come by whenever you want. It’s an open door. I want you two to repair your relationship, and I hope we can too.”  
 
    “Do you really think it’s possible?” she asks, her entire countenance downtrodden.  
 
    “Of course. She’s just angry, but now she has what she’s wanted for so long,” I say, shaking my head. “I just hope I don’t disappoint her too.”  
 
    “Never,” she assures, but then she hesitates. “But what about us, Ace? Do we have a chance? Is it possible for you to forgive me?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Ro,” I say, standing as a rush of emotions moves through me. “I want to forgive you, but this burning in my gut won’t allow it. Not now, at least. I’m so fucking hurt. You gave me hope for an us, and the whole time, you were keeping my half-grown daughter from me!” I fist my hair to the point of pain, frustration and anger overtaking my voice. “I can’t do this today. She’s here. She’s safe. Please let that be enough.”  
 
    “Okay.” She stands, slipping her purse strap over her shoulder. “I’ll transfer her to East Riverside Middle School tomorrow and make sure you’re listed as her father with full authority.” She wipes the remaining wetness from her cheeks, her chin lifting. “I will take you up on that open access to my daughter, and when you’re ready, I want to talk through this. I want us to be a family.”  
 
    “Just go.” My eyes burn, and I turn away. “Stop by the diner and let Carmen know our decision.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN
Elderly Wisdom 
 
      
 
    “You’re yanking my fucking chain, aren’t ya?” Rush asks, sending me a glare. “There’s no way in hell I’m buying this overly dramatic story.”  
 
    I shake my head. “I wish, man, but it’s true. Every last detail.”  
 
    “I can attest to it,” Niko chimes in, tossing a thumb toward me. “This dufus came in here and got wasted while crying to Elle about it. Can you believe that shit?”  
 
    Rush tosses his head back and barks a loud laugh. “Of fucking course you’d make it about Elle.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” Niko refutes him, huffing. “Ace made it all about Elle when he confided in her instead of one of his best friends.” 
 
    “I apologized for that already.” I glare at his whining ass. “I told you I was hoping for some womanly wisdom.”  
 
    “And did you get it?” Niko lifts a challenging brow.  
 
    I look down into my glass of Stella Artois. “I don’t remember.”  
 
    Both of those fuckers burst out laughing, and I join them. Things have been better since Rowan and I non-talked. Having Carmen around and us working to get settled into my childhood home has taken my focus from the bad and turned it toward the good. I get to spend every day with my daughter, and she’s pretty damn amazing, much like her mother when we were younger.  
 
    Carmen started the same middle school I went to as a kid on Tuesday, and this Saturday, I plan to introduce her to Ma. Sure, I could tell her over the phone, but that seems cruel. So does making her wait a week to find out she’s a Grandma, but I don’t have much of a choice. I want her to be able to spend time with Carmen, and a weekend day is the best option.  
 
    Rush claps me on the back. “Well, fuck. I’m not sure I know the right thing to say here. Congratulations, for sure, but beyond that, I’m no fucking help.” 
 
    “It’s cool, man.” I wave him off. “Car’s amazing, and we’re doing great. It’s her ma that’s taking most of the heat— from the both of us.”  
 
    “Imagine that,” Niko says, propping his elbows on the bar. “Ace has a kid, who he had no part in naming, and he legit gets to nickname her Car.”  
 
    “That is fucking cool.” Rush bobs his head, tapping my arm. “Hey, why don’t you and the kid come for dinner? Alyssa’s fan-fucking-tastic with emotional shit.”  
 
    “We could do that,” I reply, sliding my glass toward Niko and standing. “I definitely want everyone to meet her, and Alyssa could probably be an amazing role model.”  
 
    “What about her mom?” Niko asks, curious. “Are they even talking?” 
 
    “They are.” I sigh heavily. “Rowan picked her up for dinner last night. I had to push Carmen into it, and that annoys me. She has a right to be mad, but that woman raised her, so there’s a fine line, and she’s teetering on the edge.”  
 
    “Yeah, but look how she played you two,” he points out, wiping down the bar with his towel. “I don’t know how someone could get over something like that.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I ever will.”  
 
    “You don’t look so fucking happy about that,” Rush points out, quirking a brow. “Are you in love with this child-hiding woman?” He’s incredulous, and I understand why, but it doesn’t negate the fact.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I reply, shoving my hands into my pockets. “But I could’ve been. I wanted to be. I could see us building a future together.”  
 
    “Fuck, man.” Rush tosses some cash Niko’s way and stands to walk me out. “That’s depressing as hell.”  
 
    “Later, man.” I shoot a wave toward Niko and turn, heading out of Rapture with Rush. “It is depressing.” I shake my head. “I just try not to think about it. Her.”  
 
    “This is me,” he says, pointing a finger my way as he turns to walk backward toward his tiny, expensive sports car that makes him look like a douche. “Dinner tonight. I’m eager to meet your Carmen.”  
 
    “We’ll be there.” I give him a thumbs up and make my way to my truck so I can get back to the shop.  
 
    On Monday morning, I apologized to Lee and explained myself to the rest of the guys. I screwed up Saturday, and they deserved to know why. I even brought Carmen down and made the full introductions. She should feel comfortable coming to me there, if the need ever arises.  
 
    After painting a ’67 Mustang midnight blue, I take off and pick up Carmen from school so we can go to Bed, Bath, and Beyond. She selects some things for her room, and we stop to grab an ice cream on the way home.  
 
    “How did it go with your ma last night?” I ask, glancing her way. “Did you find some common ground?”  
 
    She huffs like an annoyed teen girl. “It was okay, but I’m still angry with her. She’s trying to pretend like she didn’t do anything wrong, and that’s not true.”  
 
    “She knows she did wrong, Car,” I urge, hoping to soothe her ruffled feathers. “She probably just thinks you’ll get over it faster if she uses authority instead of apology. She did raise you, after all.”  
 
    “Without you,” Carmen stresses, looking at me with her wide blue eyes, and what can I say to that? “I’ve always known I had a dad, and when I was eight, she finally gave me your picture. It worked for a couple years. At ten, I started begging to meet you, and by the time I was twelve, her excuses were no longer good enough.” She takes a deep breath and looks to her ice cream cone. “We wouldn’t even be in Riverside if it weren’t for me. I threatened to run away and find you myself if she didn’t introduce us, and that’s when she got serious about moving back here.”  
 
    “What did she tell you all these years?” I hold my breath, afraid her answer will only bring more anger.  
 
    “That was her biggest mistake, actually.” Carmen smiles softly. “She always told me I had a great dad, so by the time I was able to really question her, she’d already created this image in my head.”  
 
    “But you knew I didn’t know about you?”  
 
    “Not at first,” she says, licking her ice cream. “But when I got more insistent, she finally told me.”  
 
    “Which led to your threatening to run away,” I surmise, taking the final bite of my ice cream and tossing the cup. “I hope I can live up to the hype.”  
 
    She gives me a smartass side-eye. “I’ll let you know.”  
 
    I ruffle her hair, even though I know she hates it, and get up, leading us to the truck. “Don’t drip that ice cream on my leather,” I say, holding open the door to usher her inside.  
 
    “Not a chance.”  
 
    After arriving back at the house, I excuse myself to go down and check on the shop, while giving Carmen time to shower. I know it shouldn’t feel weird, but it does, so I do my best to make myself scarce. I don’t want her to feel uncomfortable in our home, and I’m damn sure not prepared to ask her about it, so this is my temporary solution while we adjust to living together. 
 
     At six-thirty, we hop into the truck again, on our way to Rush and Alyssa’s condo. Carmen seems cool with dinner, and I’ve warned her about what to expect. Rush is harsh with a potty mouth and Alyssa is his exact opposite, soft and nurturing. I think she’ll love them both for opposing reasons.  
 
    Security lets us pass, and Carmen and I mock them after we walk by, snickering among ourselves. “These cats must be loaded,” she says after we get into the elevator. “How’d you get such fancy friends, Dad?”  
 
    “It’s a long story, kid,” I say, guiding her out of the elevator and through the final level of security. “But I’ll fill you in one day.”  
 
    An hour later, we’re seated at a dinner of herb crusted lamb chops, mashed potatoes, and asparagus. The introductions go well, and my starry-eyed daughter is already crushing on Rush. What’s so bad is that it doesn’t even surprise me. I’m used to it. Every time he speaks, her cheeks go pink.  
 
    “Whoa, look at that rock.” Carmen’s eyes widen as they land on Alyssa’s ring. “May I?” she asks, reaching for her hand. At Alyssa’s nod, she lifts it for a closer inspection. “It’s really pretty.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Alyssa says, smiling. “Rush has excellent taste.”  
 
    The girls put their heads together and have a quiet conversation, I think mostly about Rush, while the man himself and I stuff our faces. It feels good to see them hit it off, and I’d love for Carmen to have another female influence in her life right now, especially considering her anger with her mom.  
 
    After dinner, Alyssa and Carmen retire to the living room with Blondie, Rush and Alyssa’s handicap rescue dog, hot on their heels. They’re snickering as they go, taking turns glancing back our way.  
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t know why I didn’t expect this.”  
 
    “What can I say?” Rush smirks, tilting his head toward his office. “Let’s have a nightcap before you head out.”  
 
    He pours us both two fingers of Whiskey and passes mine over, holding his in the air. “To family,” he says, clinking it against mine. “May both of ours continue to grow.”  
 
    I down it in one gulp. “You ready for kids?”  
 
    “Marriage first,” he says, setting our glasses on the liquor cabinet. “But we’ve decided on later this year for the ceremony.”  
 
    “Nice.” I clap him on the back, sighing. “You’re one lucky dipshit.”  
 
    “No fucking doubt,” he agrees, nodding. “Look”—he walks behind his desk and picks up a brochure—“I don’t know how you’ll feel about this, but you were on my mind today when I stopped by KAT. The center was created to help people deal with life-altering situations, and I think yours qualifies. I’d love to offer family therapy for the three of you, if you’ll let me.”  
 
    I’m silent as I take the brochure, a little choked up even. “Damn, man,” I say, pausing to clear my throat. “I don’t know what to say.”  
 
    “Just say yes.” He claps my shoulder. “You seem to be pretty fucking torn up, and I think we can help.” 
 
    I nod. “Thanks.”  
 
    I leave Rush and Alyssa’s with a lot more to ponder than when I arrived. I don’t mention it to Carmen, in favor of thinking it through on my own first. I’ve never been to therapy, so I’m not sure how successful it could be, but I’m willing to try. I want to be able to think her name without feeling rage. 
 
    Saturday morning finds Carmen and me on the way to visit Ma. I’m afraid I’m going to give her a heart attack by tossing a half-grown granddaughter her way, but she’ll have a bigger one if I wait any longer. My daughter is practically bouncing out of her skin at the idea of a normal grandparent, as she puts it.  
 
    Apparently, the Shaws aren’t the most loving pair—Rowan’s father especially. It makes a lot of sense, though. We always snuck around to see each other. We never discussed why; we just did. While my parents were warm and welcoming, hers were non-existent to me. I can’t even imagine how they felt when they found out she was pregnant. 
 
    After parking near Ma’s condo, Carmen and I make the walk to her door, my palms sweating as I stand before it. She’s expecting me for breakfast this morning, and all I can do is hope she made a little extra. Then again, maybe she’ll be too excited to eat. I lift my hand and rap three times.  
 
    I hear the sound of a chain sliding on the lock before the knob turns and the door creaks open. It’s only a teeny bit at first, but then it’s pulled wide and Ma glances at me for only a second before sweeping her gaze to my daughter. Utter fascination is the only way I can describe the look on her face. I stay silent, giving her a minute, afraid to break the trance.  
 
    “Ace?” she questions, blinking furiously. “Is this”—her eyes snap to mine—“is she ours?”  
 
    I chuckle, unable to hold back. “She is, Ma. She’s totally ours.”  
 
    “Come here, baby,” Ma says before reaching out and wrapping her arms around my daughter.  
 
    It looks like she’s squeezing the life out of her, but Carmen doesn’t seem to mind, closing her eyes and savoring every second. The emotion that nearly buckles my knees this time is the good kind. Pure love settles inside my chest, causing my heart to thump a steady, soothing beat.  
 
    “Let me look at you.” Ma pushes Carmen away. “I don’t even have to ask who you belong to.” Her gaze passes Carmen to settle on me, and then she looks around, her brows furrowing. “Where’s Rowan?”  
 
    My eyes fall closed as that gut-burning pain intrudes on what was a perfect moment. I palm the back of my neck. “We aren’t really on good terms, Ma.” 
 
    “She’s the mother of your child,” Ma points out, her tone hardening. “You must be on good terms.”  
 
    “Ma—” 
 
    “Save it.” She holds up her hand. “Come in and sit. We can discuss this after breakfast.” She takes Carmen’s hand, and my girl gives me a smile over her shoulder as Ma guides her to the bar where a spread of breakfast items is set out on platters. “I’d have set the table if I’d known it would be more than the two of us.”  
 
    “It’s fine, Grandma,” Carmen says, sliding onto a stool. “I don’t mind. Everything looks delicious.”  
 
    “Oh, my sweet thing,” Ma says, placing her hand on her chest, turning to me. “Isn’t she just perfect?”  
 
    I wink at Carmen. “She’s pretty damn great.”  
 
    “Okay, then.” Ma claps before motioning over the spread. “Let’s eat.”  
 
    While we eat, Ma and Carmen take part in light conversation. They discuss where she grew up and what brought them back to Riverside—without mentioning her insistence. My sweet, innocent daughter makes sure not to sound overly upset with Rowan at any time during the conversation, saving all that blame for me, and I can feel Ma just itching to chew my ass in private about it.  
 
    After breakfast, she takes the opportunity. “Carmen, sweetie,” she says, pushing a curl behind her ear. “Do you see that photo album on that shelf over there?” Carmen follows where she’s pointing and nods. “How about you grab it and look at all those photos of your father while I have him check this shelf in my bedroom.”  
 
    Carmen smiles sweetly at Ma, and it switches to a smirk when she glances at me. “I’d love to.” I glare at her as she hops off her stool and bounds to the living room.  
 
    Brat.  
 
    “It’s just in here, son,” Ma says, sticking to the ruse. She must think we’re both stupid. As soon as the door clicks behind us, she focuses her shrewd gaze on me. “What’s going on?”  
 
    I shrug, unable to give her anything more than she knows, really. “Just what you see, Ma. Rowan has kept the existence of my daughter from me for almost fourteen years.”  
 
    “And?” She crosses her arms.  
 
    “And what?” I toss my hands in the air, frustrated. “I can barely stand to think her name, much less talk to her.”  
 
    “She’s the mother of your child,” Ma reminds me yet again. “You’re going to have to get over that, and soon.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m not sure I can.”  
 
    “This isn’t about you, Horace Matthew Carmichael.” She takes a step closer, her eyes narrowing. “This is about that beautiful girl.” She tosses a hand toward the living room. “She’s already been deprived for fourteen years. Don’t allow your anger to add to it. Get over yourself and act like a grown man.”  
 
    “So you’re not mad at all?” I ask, flinging my hands up in frustration. “It doesn’t bother you that Rowan lied to us and kept your granddaughter from you?”  
 
    “It does.” She takes another step. “But I’ll express my frustrations with Rowan when I see her, and we’ll put it behind us. Do you know why, son?” Her tone is measured and even, all-too-knowing. “We’ll do that because we’re family. We’ll always be family now, and there’s no point in being bitter for years to come. I want to enjoy my granddaughter and for her to enjoy having all of us.” 
 
    I sigh, combing a hand through my hair. “I’ll try, Ma, but it hurts. She let me think there could be a future for us, and the whole time, she was hiding this secret.”  
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re angry about something else entirely.” She lifts a challenging brow. “You can still be a family if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “It’s not.”  
 
    “I don’t believe you.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN
Therapy 
 
      
 
    “How’d it go?” I ask Carmen as she settles into the passenger seat. “Everything okay?”  
 
    She shrugs. “It was fine.”  
 
    “Uh-oh,” I say, glancing over to gauge her mood. “Fine doesn’t sound that great.”  
 
    “No, Dad. It was …” She pauses, searching for the right words to express how she’s feeling. “Refreshing, actually.”  
 
    “Hmph.” I glance at her again, not sure if I’m buying it. “Tell me about it, then.”  
 
    “I think Grandma was right.” She looks to me, and it’s almost if she’s afraid to admit something aloud. “I don’t want to keep being mad.”  
 
    After Ma and I had our little chat on Saturday, the three of us spent the rest of the day together, taking advantage of some her fancy amenities. It was just after lunch when I caught her and Carmen having their own little talk. I didn’t interrupt, and I didn’t ask either of them what they discussed, but Ma’s sharp as a tack, and she probably could tell Carmen was angry with her mother.   
 
    “Good.” I bob my head. “That’s good. I don’t want you to hold on to that anger either.”  
 
    “Dr. Porter said that we could have family sessions if everyone agrees,” she says softly, casting a hopeful glance my way. “I think I’d like that.” 
 
    I release a heavy breath, unease moving through me. “I’ll do anything to help you, Car. You know I will.” My fingers tighten around the steering wheel as I brace myself to say what comes next. “I’ll talk to your mom about it.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” she asks, skeptical. “I can talk to her at dinner if you want.”  
 
    “Nope.” I give her a cheeky grin. “We’re the adults here, so it’s high time we start acting like it. I’ll get with her for lunch and see what she thinks.”  
 
    My baby girl’s smile lights up the cab of the truck. “Thanks, Daddy.” 
 
    My heart gives a few extra thuds at hearing her call me that. Daddy is reserved for when she’s especially happy with me or when she’s trying to upset her mom. Given the latter is nowhere around, I’m glad to know I’ve done something that’s impressed her.  
 
    Later that evening, after dinner, I settle with my cell in my hand, intent on reaching out to Rowan.  
 
    Have an issue to discuss, can we meet for lunch?  
 
    No, that makes it sound like something is wrong.  
 
    How does lunch sound? 
 
    Not specific enough. I can’t have her thinking I’m ready to discuss us or even her and the things she’s done. Nope. Not ready for any of that, no matter how much Ma thinks I should be. I claw a hand through my hair as I wrack my brain for the right words.  
 
    A promising opportunity to repair some of the damage you’ve done with Carmen has presented itself. Could we get together and discuss? Lunch?  
 
    Shit! I sound like a pretentious asshole, but it’s the truth in the best way I know how to put it. Giving her the wrong impression is not an option, so this is the best I can come up with. With a deep breath and a strong urge to hit delete, I tap the send button and toss my phone to the table. I leave it there while I go load the dishwasher.   
 
    I push the message from my mind as I finish clean up from dinner and then make the trek to the shop. Gabe is the only one left, and he’s putting away the tools. Neither of us speaks as I jump in to help him get the shop in order. My time here has been cut down some since Carmen’s arrival, so it feels good to contribute while trying to keep my mind off other things.  
 
    “Night, boss,” Gabe says as we part ways. “Maybe this weekend, we can do a walk-through of the house and get a list of projects together?”  
 
    “Sounds good, Gabe,” I reply, smiling. “Thanks.”  
 
    I return to the house, and as much as I wish I could’ve forgotten about my text, I haven’t. All I can wonder as I slip through the cypress trees is whether she’s responded. Unable to help myself, as soon as I’m through the door, I make a beeline for my coffee table. I have two unread texts.  
 
    The first is from Rowan. Tomorrow? 1@Rapture?  
 
    I breathe deeply, my hands shaking as I type out a reply. It doesn’t have to be Rapture. Anywhere works. 
 
    While I wait for her reply, I check Rush’s text. How’d it go today?  
 
    I chuckle, but I’m interrupted from replying with a new text from Rowan.  
 
    I <3 Rapture. See you then.  
 
    Okay, then.  
 
    I’ll be there.  
 
    After replying, I return to Rush’s text. Car called it refreshing lol. After hitting send, I remember something else. Oh, and now she wants us to go as a family.  
 
    That’s what I was hoping for, he replies.  
 
    You got your wish, as long Rowan agrees.  
 
    It takes him a minute to respond, but he does. Haha there’s no fucking way she’s saying no. She didn’t move back here and come clean for nothing.  
 
    I roll my eyes. She didn’t come clean. Our daughter told on her. 
 
    Same difference.  
 
    He’s crazy as hell. Whatever. 
 
    I toss my phone on the table and sigh. I’m less angry today than I was yesterday and the same for the day before. I guess what they say is true; maybe time does heal all wounds. And maybe it’s not that at all. Maybe it’s a combination of Ma’s admonishment and my getting closer to admitting the truth to myself.  
 
    I still want her, and it hurts.  
 
    The next day, I’m sitting at Rapture by twelve-thirty. Niko’s more excited than he should be that she chose his place for the rendezvous—as he likes to call it. I just hope he can mind his own damn business and stay out of mine. This is going to be hard enough as it is.  
 
    “Ace.” Her voice is timid, and it brings me back to another time months ago when I was delighted to find her standing there.  
 
    Anguish grips my chest as I turn, and she takes my breath just like she always has. “Rowan,” I choke out, getting off my stool. “Let’s grab a table.” I lead the way to a booth along the far wall. “I hope you didn’t find my message to be rude. I wasn’t trying to be.”  
 
    “I didn’t,” she says as she settles in across from me, shaking her head. “I was glad to hear from you.”  
 
    “Ro,” I start, that familiar knot forming in my stomach. “This isn’t about us.”  
 
    “I know.” She looks away from me, the truth a hard pill to swallow. “But we share a daughter, so we need to be on speaking terms at the very least.”  
 
    “I agree,” I say, blowing out a painful breath. Her eyes snap to mine, and I nod. “Ma crawled my ass when she met Car and you weren’t with us. She’s eager to speak with you.”  
 
    She blinks furiously. “She doesn’t want to kill me?”  
 
    “She used the word frustrated, so I think you’re good.” I give her a reassuring smile. “In her mind, we’re parents above all else, and Carmen has already lost enough.”  
 
    “If only we could all be as wise as Mrs. Carmichael.”  
 
    Melissa pops in then to take our orders. “I’ll have an IPA with the Rapture burger.”   
 
    “And you?” she asks, turning to Rowan.  
 
    “Same, please.”  
 
    It’s quiet following Melissa’s departure, neither of us opening a new conversation until she’s returned with the beers. After a long gulp to gather my thoughts, I set the bottle back on the table and take a hard look at her. She’s as beautiful as ever, even with the hollowness that radiates from her eyes. I hate that it’s there, but I can’t find it in me to do anything to make it go away—not yet, anyway.  
 
    “So,” I say on a breath. “Car went to a therapy session yesterday at the KAT Center. A good friend of mine is over the place, and he offered to help.” I pause, rubbing my palms together. “All of us.”  
 
    “Meaning?” She lifts a brow.  
 
    “Rush offered and Car decided she wanted to go. Yesterday was her first appointment. Apparently, they discussed family sessions.” I shrug. “Carmen wants us all to participate. She’s tired of being angry with you.” 
 
    “I’m tired of it, too,” she says, taking a shaky breath. “But how do you feel, Ace? Are you ready to dig into the details? To really talk about what I did?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Ro,” I answer honestly. “I want to be. Hell, I wish the anger would just dissolve into thin air, but it won’t. It hasn’t, though I can honestly say it’s lessened some.”  
 
    “I’ll take it.” She gives me a small smile, and my stomach knots. That smile used to knock me off my feet, and now all I feel is pain—hers and mine—when I see it. “So, what do we need to do?”  
 
    Melissa interrupts then, stopping in with our lunch, and I’m happy for the momentary break. Carrying on a conversation with Rowan is hard because I want to forgive her and throttle her at the same time. My emotions swing drastically with just the smallest of notions, and I never know what I’ll feel in the next second.  
 
    After a few bites of my burger, I realize I’m not really hungry at all, so I toss it back to my plate and grab my IPA. “I’ll call the center tomorrow and schedule a family session,” I say, then take a swallow of the beer. “I think the smart thing to do would be to let Car keep her individual appointments, and we’ll just add the family on another day of the week.”  
 
    Rowan chews her burger thoughtfully, nodding. “Makes sense.” She places it back on her plate and wipes her mouth. “I just hope it can help.”  
 
    “How are things between you two?” I ask, curious if my gentle chiding has had any effect on how Carmen has been treating her mom.  
 
    “They’re better.” She sips her beer. “The first night we had dinner, she was a real stinker, but she’s warmed up.” She takes another drink of her beer, a longer one this time. “I deserve the anger. I know I do, but you have to understand how terrified I was.” She stops, shaking her head. “I tried. Every time I came to tell you the truth, things would get out of hand. I didn’t anticipate that, and it freaked me out. I thought we were over after fifteen years apart, but those old feelings are obviously still there …” She stops then, her bright sea-green eyes shining as they beg me to admit the truth.  
 
    I look away, refusing to let them sway me. “You killed them, Ro.” I take a deep breath, considering. “And what’s so bad is that because you chose to lie to me again in the present, numerous times, I can’t separate my anger. I’m not sure which pisses me off the most—the fact that you lied to me for years or the fact that you looked me in the eye and had sex with me twice in the present while keeping my daughter from me.”   
 
    “Trust me, I know,” she stresses, downing her beer and setting her bottle on the table with a thump. “I screwed up, Ace. I’m not going to deny it, but I want to make myself clear.” She pushes her plate aside, her burger and fries mostly uneaten just like mine. “When I showed up here all those months ago looking for you, it was simply to tell you about your daughter. That’s no longer enough for me. Seeing you, being with you again, has changed everything, and I want it all.”  
 
    “I wanted that, too. Then,” I say, shaking my head. The words falling from her lips sound like dreams crashing and burning. “But you’d already been lying to me for fifteen years.”  
 
    “That’s not fair,” she says, her eyes filling with wetness. “I was a kid. Terrified and confused. It was my mother who realized I was pregnant, or I would’ve come to you first back then.”  
 
    “You still came and told me goodbye,” I say, refuting her explanation. “You pretended you were leaving for another reason entirely.”  
 
    “What did you expect me to do? Rebuke my father?” She’s incredulous, and I understand why, remembering the shy, sweet girl she was back then.  
 
    “No,” I admit with a huff. “But what about after you turned eighteen or twenty or twenty-five? See where this is going?”  
 
    Her bottom lip trembles as she tosses her hands in the air. “I screwed up, and this is exactly what I thought would happen. I knew you’d hate me, but I thank God every day that you accepted Carmen with open arms. It hurts that she’s temporarily dumped me, but I can’t think of a better person to be dumped for.”  
 
    “I don’t hate you, Ro,” I say softly, the words bursting unbidden through my lips. “I’m so fucking mad I could wring your damn neck, but I don’t hate you. I don’t even think that’s possible.”  
 
    Her beautiful glassy eyes connect with my sorrowful ones, and her lips turn up slightly at the corners. “Then there’s still hope.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE
Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Our baby turns fourteen Thursday, and for me, it’s a proud moment and a painful one. Seeing her so smart and beautiful and grownup satisfies my soul in a way I never knew was possible, yet it also hurts more than I care to admit. I’ve missed so much, and that tears me to pieces, but I’m trying to only focus on the good. I don’t want to be angry.  
 
    I just want to celebrate.  
 
    On Saturday, we get together as a family at the park in Ma’s community. Carmen has a couple of her friends with her, and they’re walking around the track. We just had a lunch of burgers, potato salad, and chips, and after cake, Rowan’s going to drop them at movies, where I’ll pick them up, drop off the extras, and bring Carmen home.   
 
     “Are we almost ready for cake?” Rowan asks, taking a seat at the picnic table next to Ma. “I can gather the girls.”  
 
    “Let them roam a little longer,” Ma replies, placing her hand on top of Rowan’s. “It’ll give us more time to talk.” She makes eye contact with me. “The three of us.”  
 
    “Ma, I don’t …” I trail off, afraid of upsetting her.  
 
    “Nonsense.” She waves a hand, motioning me closer. “I don’t want to discuss anything personal, but when it comes to Carmen, I have expectations.”  
 
    “Fine.” I huff, moving the food containers down the table and settling into the seat across from them. “I understand where you’re coming from, Ma.” I make direct eye contact with Rowan for the first time today. “We discussed it earlier this week, and we both agree. We start family therapy next week.”  
 
    “Delightful,” Ma says, smiling between us. “I think that’s a wonderful first step.”  
 
    “First step?” Rowan asks, bewildered.  
 
    “Of course, dear.” Ma turns to her. “Once all of these leftover, messy feelings are dealt with, the two of you can start working on repairing your relationship.”  
 
    “Ma,” I whine, hating that being around her makes me act like I’m a kid again. “Remember, this isn’t about Rowan and me. Only Car.”  
 
    “Fine.” It’s Ma who isn’t so happy now. I’m still flabbergasted she didn’t tear Rowan a new one when we arrived. She smiled and hugged her, and they put their heads together and whispered, and that’s it. That’s all there was to their little talk. “As long as my Carmen’s happy, I’ll keep my nose out of your business, no matter how crazy it drives me.”  
 
    “That would be appreciated.” I smirk, and it turns into a cheesy smile when Ma narrows her eyes.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Rowan says, drawing my attention to her. “I think Mrs. Carmichael knows what she’s talking about, and I could use all the advice I can get.” Her eyes stay on mine, and they’re deadly serious. “I know what I want.”  
 
    “Shit.” I’m up from the table like a shot. “Get the cake ready,” I call over my shoulder as I head for the track to collect the trio of teenaged girls.  
 
    Really, I’m just trying to get away. It’s too much for me. I’m in a constant state of confusion—part anger, part agony—and her forwardness only adds to my burden. If it were possible, I’d drop the pain in a flat second and take her into my arms to never let her go, but she’s betrayed me so badly that I can barely look at her, much less hope to ever be with her again.  
 
    I spot the girls and stick two fingers to my lips, releasing a loud whistle. “Cake!”  
 
    Carmen waves, and they start my way. Instead of turning back, I stay, my stomach knotting with the pressure of Rowan’s admission. Slow, deep breaths soothe my ire, and my head begins to clear, the confusion scattering. Knowing what she wants from me is the wise and healthy option. Everything being in the open makes it easier to navigate.  
 
    I repeat this over and over, working overtime to convince myself that knowing is a good thing. The right thing. But it’s also the more painful thing. It makes my heart ache to not be able to return her feelings when I want to so desperately. It’s a sick cycle.  
 
    Emotions—pesky little things.  
 
    “Hey, Dad,” Carmen says as the girls approach. “We still have an hour before the movie starts.”  
 
    “I know, kid,” I say on a sigh. “But I could sure use the distraction you and your friends provide.”  
 
    “Mom?” My daughter’s youthful forehead wrinkles, and guilt gnaws at my insides.  
 
    “She’s not doing anything wrong,” I say, reassuring her. “I’m just screwed up, and it’s still hard to be around her.”  
 
    “I get it.” Carmen bobs her head. “For what it’s worth, I think she loves you, Dad.”  
 
    “What the hell?” I ask, looking to her with a thundering heart and wide, shocked eyes. “You’re taking her side all of a sudden?”  
 
    “I’d call it my side.” She tilts her head for her friends to follow as she loops an arm around my waist, guiding us back toward the table where we left Ma and Rowan. “There’s no better outcome for me than my parents getting back together. And now that my anger at Mom has subsided, it’s what I want.”  
 
    “I don’t know if it’ll ever happen, Car.” I give her a side hug to lessen the blow. “I just want it to stop hurting so much.” 
 
    “It will, Dad,” she assures me, all confident and fourteen-sounding. “Dr. Porter is great, and she’s going to cure us all.”  
 
    I toss my head back and chuckle. “You think so?”  
 
    “In one session, I was ready to forgive Mom, so yeah, I give you three, tops.” She looks up at me, and I can see the dare in her eyes.  
 
    “You’re serious?”  
 
    “Wanna bet?”  
 
    “You’re on.”  
 
    And that’s when I realize I just bet my daughter I won’t forgive her mother in three therapy sessions. It’s fucked up all around, but she’s already off, running ahead with her friends, giggling and being a carefree teenaged girl. But that’s when the worst thought of all hits me. Rowan was only a year older than Carmen when she ended up pregnant. When I got her pregnant.  
 
    Perspective rocks me to my core.  
 
    For the last hour of the afternoon, I plant a smile on my lips and pretend everything is normal. I’m able to push away the anger because in its place now sits guilt. I was almost a man back then, nowhere near as much a kid as Rowan, and I failed her in every way.  
 
    Maybe this is all my fault, after all.  
 
    The following week at our first session, Dr. Porter explains that it’s all about Carmen. She gently guides our daughter, coaxing her to open up to us, and we sit and listen to her express her feelings of anger and resentment. It’s a tough pill to swallow, and hardly any of it is aimed at me, but my own guilt won’t allow me to feel absolved.  
 
    The next week, she turns to me, asking me to walk my family through all my emotions, both good and bad. Dr. Porter is a magician, pulling things from me I’m not sure I’m ready to admit—including my guilt over not being responsible enough back then. She doesn’t excuse me, but she makes sure I understand my feelings of betrayal are just. Teenage irresponsibility does not outweigh adult obligation, and she urges me to vent my frustrations.  
 
    After listening to both Carmen and me air our grievances for two weeks straight, it’s finally Rowan’s turn on week three. Dr. Porter settles in with her notepad and pen, her voice as calm and soothing as it’s been the past two weeks. She knows our story already, as she’s had plenty of details from Carmen and me, so she starts on a different path.  
 
    “Let’s talk about your parents, Rowan,” Dr. Porter says, surprising us all. “I imagine discovering their fifteen-year-old daughter was pregnant was shocking. Can you share that with us?”  
 
    “I can.” Rowan glances at me warily before nodding to the doctor. “I come from a very strict Catholic family, and I wasn’t allowed to date.” She shoots me an apologetic look, but I always assumed it was something like that. “The first morning I got sick, I didn’t think anything of it. I laid around for a few hours, and then I felt fine. It was the third day before my mother caught me coming out of the bathroom and took me to her room for a talk where my father wouldn’t overhear.”  
 
    She pauses and wipes an errant tear off her cheek. “She suggested I was pregnant right away, and I denied it, terrified, but that’s when she produced the stick and sent me to her en suite. I remember my hands shaking so bad as I waited for the results, knowing we’d had unprotected sex.”  
 
    My chest constricts as she gives a blow by blow of what she went through back then. I reach over and take her hand to offer my strength. It’s not that I forgive her, but I wasn’t there for her then, so I can damn well be here for her now as she relives what was probably the worst moment of her life up to that point.  
 
    We’d only been seeing each other three weeks when one thing led to another and sex became a regular occurrence for us. I don’t know why she even went for it. I was a teenaged boy who didn’t have a clue when it came to pleasing a girl. It was always quick and messy and in the backseat of my car.  
 
    Thinking back on it now, all I feel is shame.  
 
    “Once the test confirmed her suspicions, she marched me straight downstairs where my father was having breakfast and forced me to admit what I’d done.” She pulls her hand from mine and brings them to her cheeks, wiping furiously. “My father was already a cold man, but this turned him into a glacier. He refused any suggestion that we stay in Riverside, and he grounded me so I couldn’t see ‘that boy’ before he whisked me away.” Her red-rimmed eyes turn to mine. “But we both know I snuck out and came to see you.” Tears build to the point of spilling over. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth, but you couldn’t have stopped him from taking me.”  
 
    “How does this information make you feel, Ace?” Dr. Porter asks, turning to me. “Does it help you understand Rowan’s situation better?”  
 
    “It does.” I take a shaky breath and release it slowly. “If I’m being honest, deep inside I know she faced an impossible choice back then. But she’s had fourteen years since then, and that’s the hub of my anger now.”  
 
    “I understand,” Dr. Porter says, nodding. “And we’ll work on that in the weeks to come.” She sharpens her gaze back on Rowan. “Carmen and Ace have told us about their anger, but I’d like to hear your reasons for holding on to this life-altering secret for so long.”  
 
     “Okay.” Rowan clasps her hands in her lap, and her eyes fall to them. “It was never my intention to keep it this long,” she says, twisting her fingers together. “I missed the next year of high school, so I didn’t graduate until I was nineteen. I still depended on my parents to pay for college, and my mother was a huge help by babysitting Carmen while I attended. Though she’s deeply devoted to my father, who leaves a lot to be desired, she’s a good woman. My plan was always to come back here after I was on my own and be truthful to you”—she lifts her eyes to mine—“for better or worse.”  
 
    We’re locked in a silent stare-down as her eyes convey the honesty of her words. I believe them, but it doesn’t explain why she didn’t follow through. Words simply aren’t enough to erase the pain that thumps every time I take a deep breath, and she still hasn’t given me good enough ones to take away that hurt.  
 
    “So why didn’t you?” Dr. Porter’s soft voice interrupts our intense moment. “Do you have a specific reason for waiting so long?”  
 
    Rowan’s eyes never leave mine as she takes in the doctor’s question. “Not really.” They fall to her lap, but she shakes her head and lifts them back to mine. “Carmen was six by the time I earned my bachelor’s, and she was eight by the time I could afford our own place. So, while I could’ve come sooner, I think the result would’ve been the same then as it is now, and that fear is what held me back.”  
 
    “That’s not fair, Ro,” I say, my jaw tightening. “You took six more years from Carmen and me by doing that.”  
 
    “And I’m sorry,” she replies, refusing to back down. “But I did the best I could.” She swats at her tears, annoyed. “I’ll admit to allowing that fear to hurt Carmen for longer than it should’ve, and I’ll admit to not telling you the truth even after I came here specifically to do that, but I won’t take responsibility for you not being willing to listen.” She points a finger my way, a spark of fire burning in her eyes. “You did absolutely nothing to let me or help me tell you, even when I made it clear there was something important we needed to discuss.”  
 
    “Wait just a minute,” I start, anger churning to the surface.  
 
    Dr. Porter clears her throat, stalling the words in my mouth. “I’d like to hear Carmen’s thoughts on her grandparents,” she says, turning to our daughter. “How would you describe living with them?”  
 
    “I love Gran.” Carmen smiles widely. “She’s always taken me to church and babysat me when I was younger. Grandpa’s cool too, but he doesn’t say much. I didn’t realize anything was missing back then.”  
 
    “So you never blamed your grandparents for your father not being around?” Dr. Porter presses gently.  
 
    “No,” Carmen says, glancing to Rowan. “Mom and I argued about Dad for a long time, but it didn’t start until after we moved out. It hurt me a lot, but not so much that it erases all the years she’s taken care of me. She’s my mother, and I love her.” Her eyes flash from her mother to me. “Just like I love you.”  
 
    “I love you too, baby,” I say aloud for the first time, even though she knows it already.  
 
    “I think this is a good stopping point,” Dr. Porter says, laying her note pad on the desk. “We have everyone’s feelings in the open, so hopefully now we can start the healing process.” She pauses, looking between the three of us. “Do you think you can handle a homework assignment this week?”  
 
    “Like what?” Carmen asks, all chipper and smiley.  
 
    Dr. Porter hums. “How about a family dinner? At home or in a restaurant, either is fine with me.” She lifts a brow and looks between Rowan and me. “Do you think you could give this talk a few days to marinate and then have a family outing of some sort?”  
 
    Rowan smiles. “I’d love nothing more than to have dinner with my family.”  
 
    I look at her like she’s crazy but shrug anyway. “I guess I can try.”  
 
    In the truck on the way home, my illustrious fourteen-year-old turns to me. “So what do you think, Dad?” 
 
    “About?”  
 
    “Today’s session,” she says, looking at me expectantly. “Dinner with Mom.”  
 
    “Oh.” I shrug one shoulder as my mind hits replay on the revelations from earlier. “I’m not sure. I understand a lot of it, but it still hurts that she kept you away from me for so long.”  
 
    “It hurts me, too,” she replies, looking my way with those damn puppy eyes. “But I think if you’ll let her, she could also help make it better.”  
 
    I try to imagine the three of us as a happy family, and it’s hard. The image isn’t crisp and clear, but there is a vague fuzziness, where weeks ago, there was only the red haze of anger. It’s better now, the pain lessening, but I’m still unsure whether the picture will ever be completely clear.  
 
    “I don’t know, kid,” I say, turning into the driveway. “We’ll see.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Progress 
 
      
 
    “You should’ve seen her,” Rowan says, laughing. “She had on my apron, and it dragged the floor as she carried a bowl of Frosted Flakes. Milk sloshed over the edge, but she was determined not to let me help.”  
 
    “It was Mother’s Day,” Carmen says, defending herself. “And that was the best bowl of cereal ever.”  
 
    A wide smile graces my lips as I listen to them reminisce of days gone by, a time I wasn’t privy to. It’s both enjoyable and bittersweet, but it doesn’t hurt like I expected it to when they first started sharing old stories. It’s actually filling me up somehow. The emotions battling for space within me are good ones, and I call that a win. 
 
    Rowan’s laugh trails off, and she brushes a curl out of Carmen’s eye. “I sacrificed the carpet, but you’re right. That was the best bowl of cereal I’ve ever eaten.” She looks to me then. “Have you had the pleasure?”  
 
    “What?” I lift a questioning brow. “Cereal?”  
 
    “No, silly.” She swats my arm without thought, and a wave of goosebumps races across my skin. “Of Carmen making you breakfast. Back then, it was only cereal, but she can really cook now. Have her whip you up an omelet. They’re amazing.”  
 
    I pretend her touch didn’t just send me spinning into overdrive and shift my gaze to Carmen. “You been holding out on me?”  
 
    “Not really.” Her cheeks pinken. “I just haven’t had the opportunity to show off my mad skills.”  
 
    “Saturday,” I say, pointing her way. “Breakfast is on you. Let’s call it a celebration for leaving middle school behind.”  
 
      
 
    “Um, Dad,” she replies, furrowing her brows. “I’m the one who’s getting promoted. Doesn’t that mean you’re supposed to do something for me?”  
 
    Rowan laughs, and it’s a beautiful sound. “She has you there, Ace.”  
 
    “No, never mind,” Carmen interrupts, waving her hands. “I’d love to cook for you, even if it is the first morning of summer. Consider it your first of many Father’s Day gifts to come. I’m a few behind.”  
 
    “Okay, then,” I say, smiling. “I don’t think you’re behind at all, but you won’t see me complaining. Just make a list, and I’ll make sure to get to the grocery store before then.”  
 
    “I can do it,” Rowan says, and my eyes snap to hers. There’s an awkward silence as she realizes she inserted herself into our life. “I, uh, meant go to the grocery store for you. I already know the ingredients.” She’s nervous and fidgety now, unsure as hell, and so am I.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I say, blowing out a heavy breath. “I think you’re right, and I appreciate the hell out of it.” I take a second to make sure I know what I’m doing before I speak again. “As a matter of fact, I think you should join us.”  
 
    Her jaw drops, and her eyes get watery. “Are you serious?”  
 
    I pause for only a beat before nodding once. “I am. It can be our next family outing. Dr. Porter will be proud of us.”  
 
    She smiles. “I think so.”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Carmen quietly clapping her hands. The dynamic is changing between the three of us, and over the past few weeks, these family outings have turned us into exactly what we should be—a strong unit. It doesn’t mean Rowan and I are destined or will ever be anything more than co-parents, but it does mean we know what’s most important.  
 
    Carmen.  
 
    The rest of lunch passes with quiet, non-intrusive conversation and happy family smiles. One more outing is in the history books, and I’d call it a success. By the time we pull up outside Rowan’s apartment, Carmen is scrunched down in the seat with her head against the door. Her chest is moving up and down in a slow, steady rhythm, and her eyes are firmly closed.  
 
    “Looks like she might be napping,” I comment, watching her for any signs that she’s messing with me.  
 
    “Right.” Rowan gives me a look that says she isn’t buying it. “I’d guess not, but let’s give her the benefit of the doubt.” She grips the handle and turns to me with soul-seeing eyes. “Today was fun. I love our family time.”  
 
    “It was nice,” I agree, eyeing her hand. “Wait. Let me get the door.”  
 
    I get out and go around, pulling it open and holding out my hand to help her down. When our skin meets, electric sparks like I haven’t felt in months shoot up my arm and settle into my heart, causing it to slam against my ribcage. I’m frozen in my spot, half of me ready to drop her hand and run screaming and the other half dying to pull her closer to see if that feeling radiates through the rest of my body.  
 
    I don’t get to make a choice at all because she senses my indecision and turns it to her advantage. Slipping from her seat, she pushes close, so close that I can feel her breaths against my lips as she pauses one final time before committing. With a slow and practiced movement, they cover mine. She tastes like sugar and sin, and it makes me feel desperate and desolate at the same time. To want this so badly after the things she’s done is humiliating, yet I can’t bring myself to stop. My hands find purchase on her hips, and my tongue slips inside her mouth. It feels like it always has—hot, sweet, and inviting.  
 
    Shit! 
 
    I fist the back of her hair and pull her closer, my tongue delving deeper, exploring every crevice. Her hands anchor around my nape, and her fingers slip into my hair, causing me to groan from the pleasure. But it’s her moan of satisfaction that penetrates the lusty haze and brings me roaring back to my senses.  
 
    I yank my lips away, gripping her upper arms tightly. “What the hell?” I mutter, my eyes searching her face. “Sex can’t fix us, Ro.” I huff, stepping back. “I’m not ready for this. I don’t know if I’ll ever be.”  
 
    “How can you say that?” she demands, practically stomping her foot. “You were enjoying it. Me.” She slaps her chest and takes a step forward. “Why are you fighting this?”  
 
    I stand firm and stiff, refusing to cave against her seductive wiles. “Because I can’t forget what you’ve done. How you lied to me, and more importantly, how you made our daughter beg you to introduce us.”  
 
    “I’ve explained that,” she says, her shoulders slumping. “I thought you understood.”  
 
    “I do.” I take a deep breath and blow it out slowly. “Understanding why you did what you did and being able to pretend you didn’t do it are two different things.” I claw a hand through my hair, fisting it. “Look, Ro. You’re the mother of my child and someone I once imagined a future with, but I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to return to that place.”  
 
    “Can you at least try?” A tear spills onto her cheek, and she wipes it away. “Imagine how perfect and happy we could be together, the three of us, all the time.”  
 
    My chest tightens, and it hurts so damn bad. The picture she paints is one I still imagine, but something unpleasant always comes along and sweeps it away. Usually, it’s a sharp stab of pain when I remember all the years I missed with our daughter, but sometimes, the beautiful image survives even that. Other times, it’s the dark, cold anger that grips me when no one else is around. The anger at myself for allowing the scene to filter into my psyche at all.  
 
    I grip my biceps to keep from grabbing her and kissing her stupid, and I move over, propping against the bed of the truck. “Therapy’s helping me to compartmentalize my different issues, and I also enjoy the family time we’ve been sharing, but that’s all I have to give right now.”  
 
    She tugs her bottom lip with her teeth, wavering on whether to push me harder or pull back. I can see it in her eyes. Pull back must win because she smiles. “Okay.” She takes a deep breath and turns to saunter away but pauses and turns back. “Goodnight, Ace.”  
 
    “Night, Ro,” I reply, smiling slightly. “I’ll watch until you’re inside.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    The next couple weeks fly by. Summer’s in full bloom, and between therapy appointments, movie detail, swimming, and visiting Ma, we’re always busy—along with working and eating and sleeping. Rowan and I map out a schedule that works for both of us to make sure Carmen’s summer is fulfilling, including keeping our family outings a priority. 
 
    “Is there something specific you’d like to discuss this week?” Dr. Porter asks, looking between the three of us. “I think we’ve made great progress on a lot of fronts, so please feel free to bring any underlying issues to the surface.”  
 
    I look right and then left, seeing if my counterparts have anything they’d like to discuss. Carmen is practically bouncing in her seat. I quirk a brow. “Car?” 
 
    “Oh.” She turns to me, smiling. “I just think maybe you and Mom should take this session and work on your issues. I can go hang in the rec room or something.”  
 
    “Our issues,” I repeat, looking at her like she’s going to be in big trouble later. “I think we’re doing just fine. Our sessions have given us the proper tools to deal with our issues, and we’ve been wielding them hardily.” 
 
    “Hardily?” Carmen mocks, shaking her head. “Dad, you sound ridiculous.” She stands, placing her chair back against the wall. “Take this session. You and Mom need to do some soul searching.” She motions between Rowan and me. “I want my family to be whole.”  
 
    With that, she’s out the door before either of us can say a word—not that we have any. We’re all three pretty damn stunned, but Dr. Porter is the first to recover. “Well,” she says, grabbing her notepad. “I believe we know what needs to be discussed today.”  
 
    Rowan looks to me warily. “You don’t have to do this.”  
 
    I sigh, appreciating the offer but wishing like crazy that I thought it would help. “I just don’t want to be disappointed when it fails to fix everything.”  
 
    “You mean us,” she says, her eyes clear and sorrowful.  
 
    “Yeah.” I bob my head.  
 
    “You both sound as though you wish things could be repaired,” Dr. Porter remarks, and I’d forgotten she was there. “On a more personal level, I mean.”  
 
    Rowan responds first. “I’ve made it no secret.”  
 
    “Ace?” The doctor lifts a brow. “How do you feel?” 
 
    I shrug, unsure what she wants to hear. “I feel like time is the only thing that’s going to change anything between Rowan and me. Lots of it.”  
 
    “Am I to take that to mean you want there to be improvement?” Dr. Porter asks, poising her pen over the pad. When I don’t respond right away, she continues, “What I mean to ask is if you’d like things to be romantic between you again?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrivel under her piercing gaze. “Fine,” I grit, grasping the wooden arms of the chair tightly. “I’ve wanted it since she first came back, even before I knew about Carmen, but then …” My shoulders slump as the tale takes the same twist. “The lie feels like acid in my gut.”  
 
    “But you understand and accept her fear, the situation she was in as a young girl?” Dr. Porter asks, reminding me of the things we’ve already worked through. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I can kiss her and be with her without feeling resentment.” I shoot Rowan an apologetic look. I feel like we’ve talked it to death, but it has to be done. She wants what I’m not ready to give.  
 
    The doctor scribbles on her notepad and turns to Rowan. “You don’t seem surprised by this.”  
 
     Rowan looks to her fingers, picking at the pale pink nail polish. “He’s made himself clear.”  
 
    “Well, lucky for the pair of you, I have a degree in helping people overcome resentment.” When I lift my eyes to Dr. Porter, she’s smiling widely. “What?” she asks, placing her pen and pad on her desk. “As long as both of you want to work toward a relationship, I can help. How about we convert this session to couple’s therapy?”  
 
    “What about Car?” I ask, skeptical.  
 
    “What about her?” the doctor asks. “I already see her weekly, and I think you’re functioning well as a family.” She purses her lips. “There’s no need to include her unless you’re not ready to give that up.”  
 
    I look to Rowan, unsure how I feel about all of this. “What do you think?”  
 
    “I think I’d love it,” she says, unable to hide her smile. “I mean, if you’re okay with it.”  
 
    “Let’s do it,” I say, rubbing my palms against my jeans to quell some of the sudden anxiousness. “This is what Carmen and Rowan want, and I’m not opposed. It can’t hurt to try.”  
 
    Dr. Porter stands, prompting us to also, and holds out her hand. “Ace,” she says, placing her free hand over our clasped ones. “If you truly want this relationship, we’ll work hard to obtain that goal.”  
 
    I meet her stern gaze, swallowing. “I think I do.”  
 
    She smiles, making her appear less severe. “After a few sessions, I’m hoping we’ll be ready to drop the first two words from that statement.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Summer Heat 
 
      
 
    “It’s about damn time,” I say, rushing toward Niko to take one of the trays of chicken wings. “These should’ve been on thirty minutes ago.”  
 
    “Stop whining.” He brushes past me, headed for the grill. “You want them to taste good, yeah?” He pauses, waiting expectantly for my nod. “Then quit yapping and let me do my thing.”  
 
    “Fine.” I set down the tray. “Guests will start arriving any minute. I was hoping the food would be nearly done by now.”  
 
    “Hey, it isn’t only me.” He throws up his tongs. “The girls in the kitchen look like they could use a hand.”  
 
    My eyes widen. “Seriously?”  
 
    “Yep, I saved a pot of potatoes from boiling over before I came out.” He starts lining the wings on the grill. “Carmen was icing a cake, and Rowan seemed frazzled as she juggled a bunch of recipe cards.”  
 
    “Shit,” I mutter, clawing a hand through my hair. “You got this?”  
 
    “Go, fucker.”  
 
    I start toward the back door, my feet moving at a rapid pace as worry over what I’ll find increases with each step. Bounding through the back door, I hurry through the mudroom and come to a halt as soon as I’m in the kitchen. It’s in utter disarray. The cake looks complete in a closed container on the bar, but that’s where it ends. Both my girls are almost frantic in their movements as they rush around like chickens without heads to complete the sides they offered to make for our Fourth of July barbeque.  
 
    A smile creeps up my lips as I take in Rowan. She’s covered in flour, and her hair is piled on her head with random curls flying all over, more reminiscent of our younger years. Carmen isn’t much better, with her pony-tail swinging wildly and a smear of icing across her cheek.  
 
    I clear my throat. “Do you need any help?”  
 
    “Ace.” The relief in Rowan’s voice as she says my name does things to me. Strange, weird, and unspeakable things. “We tried to have the sides ready on time. I should’ve just ordered them from the supermarket.”  
 
    “Calm down.” I throw up my palms, soothing. “Niko just started the wings. There’s still plenty of time.” 
 
    “I feel like a failure,” she says, frowning. “I wanted to help, and all I seem capable of doing is ruining things.”  
 
    “Whoa.” I take a step, unsure whether I should stay rooted in my spot or go to her. “That’s not true.” I scan the kitchen to take inventory. “I see a yummy-looking cake, a bowl of potato salad that’s almost made, I smell baked beans, and is that slaw Car’s working on in the processor?”  
 
    She pouts as she looks around. “I suppose,” she agrees begrudgingly, and then her eyes widen. “Speaking of …” She grabs the oven mitts and brings out said pan of baked beans. “See? A couple more minutes and they would’ve been too dry.”  
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing you took them out just now.” I wink when her eyes snap to mine. “Just chill. You’ve got this.”  
 
    She takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly. “You’re right.” She nods once. “Carmen, finish shredding the cabbage while I get the potato salad ready and transfer these beans to a serving container.” She blows her hair out of her eyes. “We were going to do another dessert, but it looks like the cake will have to do.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” I reply, pulling out my phone. “I’ll text Rush and have them stop by and pick something up from the store on the way over.”  
 
    “Thanks.” She smiles before getting to work, much more focused this time.  
 
    Instead of leaving, I prop against the door jamb and watch my family in action. This is exactly where I’m standing when Ma and Gabe enter the room. “Oh my,” she says, looking around before settling her eyes on Rowan. “It looks like a madhouse in here. Can I help?” 
 
    “No, Mrs. Carmichael,” Rowan says, shaking her head. “You should go relax and let me handle this. We’re serving you today.” 
 
    My heart thuds at the way we’re falls so casually from her lips. It’s one thing to be we as a family who’s working through their issues, but it’s quite another to be hosting a get-together for my friends and family as a we. And maybe we aren’t, but her words imply otherwise, and I can’t decide how I feel about that.  
 
    Ma nods at Rowan and turns, spotting me. “Well, well, what do we have here?” She saunters my way with a knowing smirk and pauses by my side. “Bird’s-eye view, huh?”  
 
    “Stop it, Ma,” I whine, lowering my voice so the girls won’t hear. “We’re working on it. Okay?”  
 
    “Escort an old woman to the yard.” She holds out her elbow, and I take it. “You’ve all come so far over these past few weeks, so I don’t know why you’re wasting time you could be spending together.”  
 
    “It’s not a waste,” I say, my voice firm. “There are trust issues between us that still need to be worked through.”  
 
    “Is your therapist focusing on them?” she asks as I lead her down the porch steps.  
 
    “She thinks we’re ready for an official date,” I admit.  
 
    “And how do you feel about that?”  
 
    “I’m not sure.”  
 
    We stop at her rocking chair, which I’ve moved from the porch to under the large shade tree in the back yard. “I think today would make a perfect first date.”  
 
    Instead of feeling annoyance, I picture Rowan and myself walking around together, my hand on her lower back as I introduce her to my friends and coworkers. The image is a happy one, which leads me to question myself. Do I want her to be here as my date, in addition to being the mother of my child?  
 
    Maybe I do.  
 
    Gabe claps me on the shoulder as he passes, taking a seat in what used to be Pop’s rocking chair. “You should listen to your ma, Ace. I can tell you care for this girl, and sometimes, that just has to be enough.”  
 
    “I don’t think it can be that easy?” Even though it’s meant to be a statement, my voice is questioning. “Can it?”  
 
    Gabe chuckles. “Trying never hurt anyone.”  
 
    “I guess not,” I muse, my mind wavering back and forth on whether I should try or not. “I’ll be back. Would either of you like a drink?”  
 
    “Gabe will take care of us and any of your company that arrives,” Ma says, rocking back peacefully. “You go inside and let Rowan get changed. I’m sure she’d like to make a good first impression with your friends.”  
 
    “Shit.” The image of a flustered, flour-powdered Rowan flashes through my mind. “You’re right. We’ll be out to join everyone soon.”  
 
    “Take your time, son,” Ma calls as I hurry away.  
 
    I chuckle, shaking my head and mumbling to myself. “Jesus. What am I getting myself into?”  
 
    I find her in the kitchen, handing Carmen and Lee dishes to take outside to the picnic table. “Make sure those lids stay on until it’s time to eat. I want to keep the bugs out and the heat in.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Lee says, taking the cake plate and a clear Pyrex bowl with baked beans inside. “Is this all?”  
 
    Rowan hands Carmen two more bowls, these colored so I can’t see inside, and nods. “That’s all of it. I have a vegetable and dip tray, but we’ll keep that in the fridge until it’s time to serve.”  
 
    The kids scatter past me, Carmen giving me a smile and a wink as she goes, as if she can read my mind. Hell, I can’t even read my mind. Now that the moment is upon me, I feel like a chicken, afraid to open my mouth and speak the words. I watch her as she sighs and gets to work cleaning the counter, and that’s what settles it for me.  
 
    “Did you bring a change of clothes?”  
 
    She jumps, her hand flying to her chest. “Damn, Ace. You scared the shit out of me.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean to.” I step closer, my hands slipping into my pockets to keep from taking her in my arms. “You’ve done enough in here.”  
 
    “It’s only a little cleaning,” she says with a shrug as she goes back to scrubbing.  
 
    I take another step, this one putting us within a couple feet of each other. The words lodge in my throat, but I pause, take a deep breath, and expel them. “I don’t think my date should be cleaning my kitchen.” Her hand stops moving, but she doesn’t look up, so I take another step, this one bringing me right beside her. “Will you, Ro? Be my date for today?” 
 
    Her eyes lift then, and they’re a clear, questioning green. “Are you sure, Ace?” she asks, licking her lips. “I don’t want you to pull me in now only to push me away later.”  
 
    This close, the sprinkle of freckles across her cheeks are visible even under the flour that dusts her face. Her hair is wild and frizzy and every bit as endearing as it was when we were kids. I can see the hope in her eyes and feel the yearning in her heart. Everything about her draws me in, and for the first time in a long time, I’m okay with that. It doesn’t scare me or make me angry or even hurt.  
 
    “It has to be slow.” My voice is barely a whisper as I bring my hand up and grip her nape, pulling her lips to mine. No tongue, no deepening, nothing but soft and sweet. “I’m not ready to rush into anything.”  
 
    She lets out a shaky breath. “I can do slow.”  
 
    “Good.” I smile, holding out my hand. “Come and get cleaned up. I can’t wait to introduce you to my friends.”  
 
    She hesitates for only a second before taking my hand, and excitement radiates through me at her touch. It’s that anxious kind, where you’re going on a journey yet nervous about where it might take you, but you don’t care, because you’re along for the ride—no matter what. That’s how I feel right now, and it’s pretty damn nice. Maybe I can keep it. 
 
    Her.  
 
    By the time we make it to the back yard, everyone else has arrived. Rush and Niko are standing by the grill with a beer, and two trays of foil-covered wings are sitting on the rack to be kept warm. Ma and Gabe are still under the tree in their rockers, and Alyssa, Elle, Meredith, Jason, Lee, and Carmen are seated around the unlit fire pit, carrying on a conversation between them. When my eyes land on Jason and Elle, who’re chatting away, they follow a line back to Niko—and I laugh like a madman. 
 
    “What?” Rowan asks, leaning closer to my side.  
 
    I bring my hand to her lower back, just as I imagined, and urge her down the steps. “See the blonde over there talking to that black-haired guy?”  
 
    “I do,” she responds, watching them curiously. “Did you set them up?”  
 
    “No, though if that’s what they want …” I trail off, shrugging. “I think Niko has the hots for her.” I tilt my head toward him as I start guiding us toward the grill. “Let me officially introduce you to my best friends.” 
 
    “Will they hate me?”  
 
    “It’s not their place to judge you.” I snort, eyeing the two dufuses, who’ve spotted us coming their way. “Rush is crass and forward, but he’s not a bad guy. And Niko, he’s seen all kinds of shit go down in Rapture, so you got nothing to worry about.”  
 
    “If you say so,” she says, sighing deeply.  
 
    I move my hand from her back and take the one hanging at her side, twining our fingers together. “No worries, Ro. Our business belongs to you and me.”  
 
    “What the fuck, man?” Rush widens his arms as we approach, barely casting a glance at Rowan. “I thought we were eating sometime today.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “I bet we’re already missing twenty wings.” 
 
    “Nope,” Niko says, shaking his head in the negative. “I smacked his hand with the tongs every time he tried to snag one. You’d be proud.” He smiles widely, training his gaze on Rowan. “And who is this beauty?”  
 
    “Don’t act stupid.” I scowl. “You know who she is.” She squeezes my hand, gaining my attention to give me her own nervous scowl. Now I feel bad. She wants to make a good impression, and I’m screwing her over. “Guys, this is Rowan. She’s Carmen’s mom and …” I take a breath. “My date. Our first date, actually.” 
 
    “And you brought her here?” Rush asks, incredulous. “To your fucking house, where you made her cook food for all your friends? Jesus, did I not teach you shit?”  
 
    A giggle slips from Rowan, and I quirk a brow. “You think that’s funny?”  
 
    “It does seem kind of odd, now that someone’s mentioned it.” Amusement dances in her eyes. 
 
    Niko tosses his head back and laughs. “Oh, I like this one. She has spunk.”  
 
    I can’t take my eyes off her. “She does.”  
 
    “So, what’s the deal?” Rush asks, crunching his beer can between his palms. “Has all the shit between you been worked through? And more importantly, do I get the credit for it?”  
 
    “Whatever.” I give his shoulder a playful shove. “Really, though, yeah. You get a lot of the credit. Dr. Porter is damn good at what she does.”   
 
    “Oh, KAT is your project?” Rowan asks him, impressed. “It’s a wonderful place, and I admire the work you’re doing there.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Rush stands a little taller, like he needs anything to inflate his huge ego.  
 
    “Our therapy at KAT has helped us as a family, and now we’re going as a couple,” I say, squeezing Rowan’s hand softly. “It’s a great place, man, and I—”   
 
    “We,” Rowan interrupts, her eyes penetrating my soul.  
 
    “Right …” I trail off, caught up in her stare. “We can’t thank you enough.”  
 
     “Okay, enough of that shit.” Rush smirks, shaking his head. “Let’s eat.”  
 
    As everyone gathers at the picnic tables, I introduce Rowan to Meredith, my shop secretary, Alyssa, and Elle, who I’m admittedly worried might say something rude, but she doesn’t. Then I move to the shop guys, and Gabe is the worst. It’s obvious from the way he acts that he knows more about her, but she’s a good sport, and the look I get informs me that she’ll ask later.  
 
    Our Fourth celebration goes off without a hitch. The rest of the day is filled with food, family, friends, and fun conversation. Rowan fits right in with the other ladies, and they accept her like the fabulous women they are. Rush and Alyssa’s fall wedding is the talk of the day, and even Ma gets in on the excitement as the women huddle in a group and talk details.  
 
    Once the sun sets, we light the fire pit and gather around as we wait for the bright bursts of color to fill the night sky. I’m settled on a wicker lounger with Rowan perched near the end. As the inky sky explodes with color, all I can do is stare at her as shades of red, blue, green, and white reflect across her face. Unable to stop myself, I grab her hand and urge her to come closer, spreading my thighs for her to settle between.  
 
    She smiles as she rests her back against my chest. “Thank you for this.”  
 
    I sigh and pull her tighter against me, pressing a kiss to the side of her head. “It feels good to be at this point,” I say, leaning over so I can see her eyes. “You feel good in my arms.”   
 
    “I’m glad,” she says, the bright bursts in the sky reflecting a kaleidoscope of colors in her clear eyes. “I was afraid we’d never get here again.”  
 
    “We’re here,” I say, leaning in and pressing a soft kiss at the corner of her mouth. “And we’re going to take our time and do it right. Not only for our sake but for Carmen’s as well.”  
 
    “I feel the same.” She smiles, sighing softly. “I want long and lasting. I want my family to be complete.” Tears spring to her eyes, and she tries to blink them away. “I’m so ashamed.”   
 
    “We can’t go back, Ro,” I say, wiping away a lone tear. “We can only go forward.”  
 
    She nods, and I reposition us, settling her tightly against my chest and propping my chin on her shoulder. I scan the crowd around us, some lost in each other and some lost to the flashes in the dark sky. But one person … she’s lost in her mom and dad as they work to repair many years of damage.  
 
    “Thank you,” Car mouths before turning her eyes upward.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Us 
 
      
 
    “Both of you look happy,” Dr. Porter comments, lifting her eyes from her notepad. “I feel like we’ve made a lot of progress over the last month.”  
 
    “Things are good.” I can’t even say the words without smiling. “We’re taking it date by date.”  
 
    “That’s pleasing to hear.” She scribbles something else and lifts her eyes back to mine. “How many has it been now?”  
 
    “Five, if you count our Fourth of July celebration,” I say, glancing to Rowan with a smirk. “Rush chewed my ass for calling that one a date.”  
 
    “Ah, yes.” She laughs. “Mr. Kaplan can be a bit extra.” She takes a deep breath and lays her pad and pen on the desk. “I’m going to be frank. I believe you’ve arrived at a healthy place. We can continue sessions for as long as you’d like, but I’m of the mindset that you’re on the right path. The pain, anger, and resentment from before have all but disappeared.”  
 
    “That’s it?” My brows shoot up my forehead. “You think three months is enough?”  
 
    She rocks back in her chair, clasping her hands together in her lap. “Therapy doesn’t have a time limit, Ace. As I said, we can continue if you’d like. I just don’t see it as necessary. Of course, I’m not cutting you off today, but we’d begin by pushing your next appointment out a few weeks.”  
 
    Rowan reaches over and takes my hand, calming my anxiety almost instantly. “That’s fine, Dr. Porter. Carmen and I are going to Boston for a week on the nineteenth of August, so we’d like to have one more session before then, if that works for you?”  
 
    “Sounds perfect.” She rocks forward and opens her calendar. “I have a four o’clock on the fifteenth. Does that work for both of you?”  
 
    I nod, relieved Rowan’s taking charge. I almost feel like everything is going to fall apart if we stop seeing the therapist, even though we’ve barely touched on anything deep or painful in the last several weeks. It’s as if Dr. Porter’s the rock I’m clinging to as I climb the precipice of a life with Rowan.  
 
    Things between her and me are sublime, if I’m being honest. Our dates are fun, and we never run out of things to discuss. Chaste kisses end each one of them, but it’s becoming harder and harder to walk away at night. That’s the natural progression, of course, but the thought of muddling things by introducing sex is still terrifying to me. It’s as if I’m afraid of losing myself to her like I did before.  
 
    “Ace,” Dr. Porter calls, bringing me from my thoughts. “Is there anything specific you’d like to discuss with our last few minutes? You seem distracted.”  
 
    My face heats, and I look away from her inquisitive eyes. This is something I’ll work through on my own. “No, Dr. Porter. I think we’re good.” I shift my eyes to Rowan. “Things are progressing naturally, and you’re right. I don’t feel anger, pain, or resentment when I look at her.” A feeling of calm moves through me. “I feel happiness.”  
 
    Dr. Porter stands. “Then we can say you have another session in the books. I’ll see you in a few weeks.”  
 
    Rowan and I leave our appointment with the whole evening to ourselves. Carmen is a few houses down the street, spending the night with one of her friends. It’s scary, really, and I have to ask myself if I even want to open that can of worms and ask Rowan to do something. The safest route would be to drop her at her apartment and go home alone.  
 
    “What are we doing this evening?” I ask, contradicting every thought I just had.  
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” She cuts her eyes my way, questioning. “I know Carmen isn’t coming home, and things have been escalating between us. I don’t want to make a mistake.”  
 
    She’s stopped by the passenger door of my truck, and I slip my hands into my pockets to keep from caging her against it. “I don’t want to make a mistake either, but would it be?”  
 
    She anchors her arms around my neck, and her fingers comb through the back of my hair. “I think so.” Her eyes are bright and burning, speaking of things she’d like to do but won’t. “I can tell you’re still reluctant, and I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize this. Us. It means everything to me that we get it right.”  
 
    My heart flutters. “We are an us, aren’t we?” 
 
    She smiles, and it feels like the sun just appeared from behind the clouds. “Absolutely.”  
 
    “So what are we doing?” I ask, settling my hands on her hips. “Dinner and a movie?”  
 
    “If you’re sure.”  
 
    I smirk. “We’re on the same page, and that alone is enough to keep us on the right track.”  
 
    Dinner and a movie is as entertaining as always when I’m out with her, and it is hard to leave her at her door later that night, but I do it. I still think of her when I’m home and in the shower, but I have a feeling she’d be pleased to know she’s the star of my fantasies.  
 
    The next week flies by with work, a family outing, a night at Rapture, and another date. Ma and Carmen are giddy these days, and neither of them wants to spend time with us anymore, in favor of pushing us off together. I love going out with Rowan, but truth be told, it’s getting almost impossible to keep my hands off her while my mind still insists that I do.  
 
    I feel like an indecisive chick.  
 
    “I was surprised you called,” Dr. Porter says, motioning to a seat. “Is there something wrong?”  
 
    “Nothing’s wrong.” I palm the back of my neck as I take the proffered chair. “But I feel conflicted about something, and I was hoping you could help.”  
 
    She waves her hands for me to proceed. “I’ll do my very best.”  
 
    “How do I know when it’s okay to return to the other part of our relationship?” I ask, choking on the words as they leave my lips.  
 
    “You mean sex?” She laughs once, and I want to melt into the floor, but I nod instead. “Don’t be embarrassed, Ace. There is no right answer to this question, but if the thought still bothers you, then you may not be ready.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of.” I sigh heavily. “My body’s ready, but my mind isn’t.”  
 
    “Then we’ll work on this at your appointment next week,” Dr. Porter says, making a note on her pad. “Does Rowan know how you feel?”  
 
    I nod. “She knows I’m not ready for physical intimacy, so she treads lightly and doesn’t push. It’s becoming harder to stop things from heating up, though.” 
 
    “We can work through this,” Dr. Porter assures, looking to her watch. “My one o’clock will be here any minute, but my advice would be to try to keep your outings in public until we can delve into what’s holding you back.”  
 
    I stand, holding out my hand. “Thanks for seeing me.”  
 
    “Not a problem.” She smiles.  
 
    When I open the door to exit her office, I find Rush seated in a chair. “Hey, man.” He stands and we do a man-shake. “What’re you doing here?”  
 
    “What the fuck you think?” He looks past me to Dr. Porter. “I have issues for years, and Dr. Porter is the shit.”  
 
    “Right.” I clap his shoulder. “See you at Rapture later.”  
 
    “Eight o’clock,” he calls to my retreating form. “Don’t be late.”  
 
    Rowan and I spend the evening drinking with our friends—yep, I said our. She, Alyssa, and Elle have had a couple girls’ nights over the past few weeks, and she fits in with this crew perfectly. Neither Niko nor Rush have been anything but positive when it comes to her, this relationship we’re building, and that helps me to know it’s the right thing.  
 
    I deserve this.  
 
    Her.  
 
    Us.  
 
    At the end of the night, I make sure she’s safely tucked into an Uber before making my way to my own truck. The drive is quick and quiet, my mind replaying the evening with a smile. My headlights flash across the porch as I pull into the drive, and I notice something out of place. Rowan’s there, sitting in my swing, gently rocking back and forth. My heart jumps to my throat as I realize the house is dark, which means Carmen’s already in bed. I’m internally freaking. We’re not supposed to be alone like this, especially a few drinks in.  
 
    I pull up and park outside the garage, leaning my forehead against the steering wheel and taking deep breaths before shoving open the door and sauntering toward the porch. It’s a warm August night and she’s dressed in a short skirt and frilly tank. Her heels are kicked to the cement, and her head is laid back with her eyes closed.  
 
    She’s a vision, and resisting her is liable to kill me. I prop a shoulder against the column of the porch to admire her from afar. Getting closer will only breed trouble. I’m not sure why she’s here, and I’m also not sure I can trust myself to stay and find out. We’re already teetering on the brink. 
 
    She lifts her head, searching. “Ace,” she calls, knowing I’ve arrived but unsure where I’ve disappeared to. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Over here,” I respond quietly, drawing her attention. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    It’s dark, the streetlights barely casting a glow onto the porch, and the moonlight is non-existent. “Have I done something wrong?” she asks, her voice filled with hurt. “You’ve been different the past few days.”  
 
    I sigh, closing the distance and settling onto the swing next to her, propping my elbows on my knees. “You haven’t done anything wrong,” I stress, looking her way. “I just feel so damn conflicted. I want you so bad, but the churning in my gut is telling me I can’t have you.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” She scoots closer. “We’ve been taking things slowly, and it’s the next natural step in our relationship. Is there something wrong with me?”  
 
    “Definitely not you.” I rub my eyes so hard I practically gouge them out. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but it’s all on me. Every time things heat up, my stomach twists into knots.”  
 
    She stands, pushing me upright in the swing and straddling my lap. “Does it bother you to feel me against you like this?” she asks, lowering her lips to run across my neck and up to my ear. “Does your body react to my touch?”  
 
    Her being poised over me is both heaven and hell. “It does,” I groan, lifting my pelvis to seek friction.  
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” she asks, raising her head to look into my eyes. “How could taking the next logical step do anything other than strengthen us?”   
 
    “I don’t know.” I grip her hips, torn. “I just know I’m not ready.”  
 
    Leaning forward, she presses open-mouthed kisses along my jaw to my lips, and I surrender, unable to resist her lure. Her nails scratch against my scalp, and her hips thrust against my hardness, driving me mad. I’m lost to the feel of her surrounding me, invading me, pushing me beyond the bounds of safety behind which we’ve been hidden.  
 
    And I want it. I want it so damn bad, but the knot in my gut won’t allow me to embrace the sensations she stirs. The feel of her lips against mine turns sour, and her touch settles like lead against my skin, trapping me between what my body wants and what my mind refuses to accept.  
 
    My hands trail up her sides, over her breasts, continuing along the line of her slim throat until they’re grasping her cheeks. I thrust my tongue deeper, bending her to my will, trying my damnedest to feel anything other than the rotten apprehension that’s settled over me.  
 
    It’s no use, and I shift, pushing her from my lap and pressing my forehead to hers. “I’m sorry,” I rasp, my chest heaving. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”  
 
    “Shh,” she soothes, brushing her fingers across my cheek and up into my hair. “It’s okay, Ace. It doesn’t have to be now or next week or even next month.”   
 
    I kiss her again, an angry smash of lips. It’s no longer her my anger is directed at. “I briefly spoke with Dr. Porter today, and I admitted this was becoming an issue for me. We’re going to work on it in our next session.” I lean back so I can see her eyes. “I hope that’s okay.”  
 
    She smiles brightly, and all of that nasty apprehension fades as if it never existed. “Do you have any idea how happy that makes me?” she asks, pressing an excited kiss to my stunned lips. “You really do want this. Our family.” 
 
    “Jesus, Ro,” I say, getting choked up. “I absolutely do. Please don’t think this is about you”—I lift her hand and press it against my solid dick—“because my body still wants yours right this very second.”  
 
    I groan as she presses harder. “Maybe that’s how we should approach this,” she says, leaning closer to place soft kisses along my neck. “With baby steps.”  
 
    Her hand works, and my body reacts, but my mind won’t allow me to take without giving, and one thing will lead to the next and before you know it, I’ll be freaking. So I put a stop to it before it can properly begin by taking her hand and clasping our fingers together.  
 
    I bring them to my lips. “After I saw you in Rapture, I started looking into the future, imagining us in a position that would eventually lead to a family.” I pause, a small ache thumping in my chest, but it fades quickly. “And I’ve gotten to a place where I still want that, and we already have a family. I won’t let this tear us apart again, but it’s going to take a little longer to figure out what’s going on with me.” I reach up and twirl one of her red spirals around my finger. “Please don’t think this means I don’t want us, because I do.”  
 
    “Good.” She pushes close, her hand clasping my nape and bringing her face a breath away from mine. “I love you, Ace.”  
 
    The kiss that follows is soft and sweet and explorative without being frantic and lust-induced. It’s a silent seal to lock in her words. I hear them, feel them, and taste them. There has never been a sweeter sentiment, yet it’s one I don’t know if I should return just yet. 
 
    “I feel it, too.” I brush my thumb across her lips. “But I’m going to wait, if that’s okay?” I lick my lips. “I don’t want to give you something half-assed.”  
 
    “Shhh.” She covers my lips with her fingers. “I understand.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I say, standing and pulling her up behind me. “Want to stay the night? You can have my bed as long as you and Car take breakfast duty.”  
 
    She giggles as I lead her to the front door, her heels left under the swing. “I’ll one-up you with solo breakfast duty, and I’ll take the sofa.”  
 
    I swing her around to stand before me as we enter the living room. “No woman of mine sleeps on the sofa.”  
 
    “This one does.” She flops on said sofa and props her head on one of the decorative pillows, her eyes raking over me. “Now get to bed before I’m no longer responsible for my actions.”  
 
    I stand torn for only a brief moment before she pulls the afghan down over her shoulder from the back of the sofa. Turning off the lamp, I make my way to my room. It takes me a little while to fall asleep, knowing she’s down the hall, but when I do, sweet dreams abound.  
 
    Maybe I will be able to have it all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Epiphany 
 
      
 
    Dr. Porter rocks forward, clasping her hands in front of her on the desk. “I’m going to be honest, Ace. Nothing you’ve said today explains your resistance to becoming intimate.” She shifts her piercing gaze to Rowan. “Would you mind taking a stab at pinpointing the issue?”  
 
    Rowan glances at me before nodding to the doctor. “I think that since I’ve hurt him before, he’s afraid to give me that power again.” Her eyes fall to her fidgety hands. “I understand it, but it’s hard when all I want to do is continue to move this relationship forward.”  
 
    “I see,” Dr. Porter says, shifting her gaze back to me. “Does that sound familiar?”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I respond, considering what she said. “At least, I hope not.” I reach over and close my hand over Rowan’s, and she lifts her eyes to mine. “I suppose there’s a small part of me that’s afraid of being hurt again, but I also know you aren’t holding on to another devastating secret, so I don’t think that’s the real issue for me.” 
 
    “But that’s not exactly what I mean.” Rowan smiles, her clear green eyes sad. “I just think you’re hesitant to go all in with me because if I were to hurt you after, you’re not sure if you could come back from it.” She grasps my hands tightly, reassuring. “But I won’t do that, Ace. I love you. I want our family to be together. I want more kids, and I want them with you.”  
 
    “Shit,” I mutter, her boldness causing a mild panic to move through me. “I can’t even see that far because I’m hung up on the now.”  
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Dr. Porter says, reminding us both that we’re still in her office. “Explain what you mean, Ace.”  
 
    “It’s just …” I pause, clawing a hand through my hair as I try to organize my thoughts. “What comes next hasn’t even crossed my mind. I’ve been so focused on moving past the lie and reconnecting that I haven’t taken the time to see what that looks like in the long run.”  
 
    “Well, that settles it,” Dr. Porter says, scribbling something on her note pad. “For your homework, I want you to look into the future. I’d like to hear your thoughts on where you want this relationship to be a year from now, two years, and so on.” She looks between the both of us. “Each of you, and we’ll discuss it on”—she pauses, looking at her calendar—“the twenty-ninth at four. Is that acceptable?”  
 
    “Works for me,” Rowan says, standing and shouldering her purse strap.  
 
    I follow her lead. “I’ll do my best.”  
 
    In the parking lot, I stop Rowan before she gets into her car. “You wanna do something tonight?”  
 
    She pauses, shaking her head. “I don’t think so. How about we have dinner Sunday night as a family before Carmen and I leave?”  
 
    “Did I upset you?” I ask, confused.  
 
    “Not at all,” she says, pausing with her driver’s door open. “I just want us to both take Dr. Porter’s homework seriously. I hadn’t thought much about it before today, but you have the potential to break me. I need you to be certain about us before I invest too much of myself.”   
 
    “That’s fair.” I bob my head, taking a deep breath. “I hope you believe me when I say that I want this.”  
 
    “I do, Ace.” She smiles. “I want it too, and you’ll never know how truly sorry I am that we spent so many years apart.” Her eyes fill with tears. “I’m just thankful you’re willing to give me a second chance.” 
 
     I rush to her, pulling her against me and brushing my hand down her hair. “Ro,” I murmur, her coconut scent clouding my senses. “I’m more than willing.”  
 
    “I hope so,” she whispers, her face buried in my chest, but I hear her, and it makes my heart ache.  
 
    Pulling her away so I can see her teary eyes, I cup her cheek and brush my thumb across her lips. “I swear to you that I want this issue to go away. I just don’t know how to make it, but that’s why I brought Dr. Porter into it. She’s amazing, and I trust her to walk me through it.”  
 
    “I understand.” She nods, leaning into my palm. “I did this, so I have no right to push you, but I can’t deny that you being hesitant to take the next step hurts.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I murmur. I can’t take it back, because it’s how I feel, so I can only apologize for making her feel that way. “It pains me to see you hurting.”  
 
    She leans forward and presses a kiss to my lips. “We’ll be okay, Ace. We just need a little more time.” She turns and slips into the driver’s seat, and I shut the door behind her, a hollow ache throbbing in my gut.    
 
    After going our separate ways, we text a few times, but I don’t see her again until three days later. Sunday evening, we have our family dinner before they make a return trip to Boston to spend the week with Carmen’s grandparents. I don’t know what I’m going to do with myself without Carmen. Hell, either of them really, but I’m going to use that time wisely and focus on the task Dr. Porter has given me.  
 
    I want the uncertainty behind me. 
 
    “I’m going to miss the shit out of you,” I say, hugging Car tightly against my chest. “I guess it’s back to cold cereal for your dad.”  
 
    She rolls her eyes as she pulls away. “Tell me again how you survived before you found out I’m a whiz at omelets?”  
 
    “Grandma,” I say, chuckling as I tweak her nose. “I love you, Car. Be good for Mom.”  
 
    “I will.” Her brows furrow. “Is everything okay between you?” 
 
    I look past her and eye Rowan at the ticket counter. “It will be,” I assure our daughter. “We’re a family, and that’s not changing.” 
 
     “I just thought Mom would be living with us by now,” Carmen says, surprising me.  
 
    I chuckle to hide my unease. “We’ve only been dating a month and a half.”  
 
    “But you already have a kid.” She smiles widely and points to herself with fingers from both hands. “Isn’t that a good reason to skip a few of the normal steps?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Car,” I say, the unease slipping through the cracks. “It’ll happen when the time is right.”  
 
    “Fine.” She reaches up and places one last kiss on my cheek. “I’ll work on Mom while we’re away.”  
 
    Before I can say anything in response, she’s off, headed to the restroom. But in her place steps Rowan, who’s been unusually quiet, even at dinner last night. She goes right to fiddling with their luggage, and I almost feel as if she’s intentionally ignoring my presence.  
 
    “Ro,” I say softly, causing her to stop all movement. “Please, don’t leave like this. Have I upset you more?”  
 
    She shakes her head as she straightens and turns to me. “I’m just trying to give you the space you need to work through whatever’s holding us back.”  
 
    I tug her hand, pulling her close. “I don’t need space. I just need to get shit straight in my head.”  
 
    Her eyes fall to my chest. “Which is why I think this trip has perfect timing.” She sighs, her heartache evident. “We should get together after I get back and try to talk through things.”  
 
    I lift her chin and press a kiss to her pouty lips. “Stop making it sound like we’re no longer a couple. We’re still on.” 
 
    “Don’t feel oblig—”  
 
    I shut that shit up with a real kiss, the toe-curling, throat-exploring kind. I lock my arms around her and grip her nape, angling her head as I delve my tongue deep. She’s pliant beneath me, and her talented mouth doesn’t disappoint as she matches my fervency with her own.  
 
    Groaning, I pull away. “Shit,” I mumble, turned on entirely too much for an airport. “We will get through this.”  
 
    She throws her arms around my neck. “I hope it’s soon, because I’m tired of waiting.”  
 
    I close my arms around her and sigh as an announcement comes from overhead, reminding me they have to hurry through security. It’s probably just as well. I’m unsure how to respond to such a bold statement anyway, but it does make my dick throb in my jeans, which adds another layer to the confliction that’s plaguing me. I pray I have this all figured out by the time they return. 
 
    As I watch my family enter the secure area without me, I realize I’ve never felt real pain before now. A steady ache pulses inside my chest and intensifies with each new step they take. The throb is so intense my eyes get glassy, and I blink it away as they disappear from my sight.  
 
    “Damn.” I grab my chest to quell the achy-thump. “One week.” 
 
    Night one is a bummer, Carmen’s absence too noticeable in the silence of our home, but it’s manageable. Night two is quiet and lonely, and I can barely stand to be around myself. I’m so focused on the gaping hole they’ve left behind that I can’t be bothered to look to the future.  
 
    On day three, just before lunch, they surprise me with a FaceTime call. My beautiful girls, with their differing shades of red hair highlighted by the sun as they spend the afternoon at Boston Common with Mrs. Shaw—Rowan’s mother. It fills my soul and makes my day to hear from them, but it doesn’t help with the night. I spend it just as sad and lonely as the previous two.  
 
    “How are things?” Niko asks, sliding my beer across the bar. “Haven’t seen you in a couple weeks.”  
 
    I sigh, feeling like a total cliché as I tell the local bartender all my problems. “Been trying to work through some shit, and now I’m starting to wonder why I ever let it matter to begin with.” I take a long draw from the bottle. “Car and Rowan have gone back to Boston for a bit, and I miss the shit out of them.”  
 
    “Ahh,” he says, wiping the bar with his hand towel. “Did they leave to get away from you?”  
 
    “No, fucker.” I snort at his stupidity. “They left to visit her parents, but things were off, and it was all my fault. I just wish she were here so I could show her how much I care.”  
 
    He quirks a brow, disbelief in his eyes. “You haven’t already?”  
 
    “No,” I say, sighing. “Jesus, I suck.”  
 
    “You sure as fuck do.”  
 
    I roll my eyes and flip him the bird, waving him away. There are other patrons he can annoy. I don’t have the patience to be kicked any more than I’m already kicking myself. That night, I bury my sorrows in a bottle and can’t remember how I make it home or to the bed. I only know I wake with a hangover from hell and my truck nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Only three days left.  
 
    “Damn it,” I growl, slamming the wrench to the concrete and shaking my hand. I just smashed it between a tranny and the frame of a ’75 Camaro.  
 
    “Boss,” Lee calls, peeping under the car. “You all right under there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I respond, gripping the edge of the door and pulling so the creeper rolls out. “Smashed my damn hand.”  
 
    “That’s not like you, son,” Gabe says, standing there with his hands in his pockets as he looks me over. “You’ve been on edge all week. Wanna talk about it?”  
 
    “Nah.” I wave him off. “I’m just gonna put this car on the rack.” I look to Lee. “Get Jason and come help me push it over.”  
 
    “Will do, boss.” He salutes and prances off like the happy camper he always is.  
 
    “When are the girls coming home?”  
 
    My shoulders slump. Gabe’s so good at this shit, detecting the issue right away. “Monday.”  
 
    He chuckles. “Don’t sound overly excited about it.”  
 
    “I wish it were now.”  
 
    “I see.” He bobs his head. “You going to see your ma tomorrow?”  
 
    “I’m not sure.” I tug at my ponytail. “I’m shit for company.”  
 
    “All the more reason.” He claps my back and walks away.  
 
    That night, Friday, I still miss them like crazy, but I’m able to let my mind wander past this moment and into one further away. I start envisioning their return and how I’m going to prove to Rowan that I’m not a complete idiot. But I’m able to move even beyond that. My mind spins with regret as I realize how right Dr. Porter was, and the future opens up wide in my mind’s eye. I see it all, even the possibility of those other children Rowan mentioned. I sleep peacefully for the first time this week.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Ma asks as she sets a cup of steaming tea before me. “It feels very sudden.”  
 
    I take a sip, looking at her over the rim of my cup. “I thought you’d be over the moon.”  
 
    “Oh, I am.” She smiles. “I just want to make sure you know what you’re doing.”  
 
    “For the first time in months, my mind is completely clear,” I say, releasing a heavy breath and with it the burden I’ve been carrying. “I know exactly what I want.”  
 
    “Well, then,” she says, standing and moving to her bedroom. When she comes out, she places something on the table before me. “I think you’ll need these.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ma.” I snatch the box up and kiss her cheek. “Be ready in case I need ya.” 
 
    That night, with five less pleasant ones behind me, I sleep like a baby. My dreams are filled with images of things I hope to accomplish in the coming days. I’ll be the luckiest shit alive if Rowan goes for it, and I’ll spend the rest of my life making sure she doesn’t regret her decision.  
 
    The next day, Sunday, is spent doing some necessary research, having another FaceTime chat, and cleaning. For the first time since the lie, omission, secret—whatever it was—I feel normal. I’m beyond it. I know what I want, and I’m going for it.  
 
    It’s time to make my family whole.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Whole Again 
 
      
 
    The board says their flight has landed, and all I can do is pace restlessly while watching the escalator for any sign of either of them. A bundle of balloons—white, silver, and black—adorn one hand and a dozen red roses are cradled in the other. My pocket weighs the heaviest, as the most important treasure is buried deep inside.  
 
    The first hint of red sends chills racing over my skin and a large smile lifting on my lips. My girls are here, and our family is together again. Carmen is just as excited as me, bounding down the slow-moving steps and into my arms for a bone-crushing hug. When she pulls away, I offer her the bundle of balloons and direct my focus to her mom, who’s approaching at a much more cautious pace.  
 
    I step to her and press a solid kiss to her cheek, pulling back and offering the bouquet. “I’ve missed you”—I shift my eyes back to Carmen—“both of you.”  
 
    “I missed you, too,” Rowan says, her eyes on the flowers. “What’s all this?”   
 
    Without hesitance, I slip my hand into my pocket and drop to one knee, bringing it out and opening a small velvet box. Rowan’s jaw pops open, and she brings her hands up to cover her gasp. Carmen bounces around us like a rabbit, but she stays silent, holding her squeals behind a muffling hand.  
 
    “I’ve been a fool,” I say, the emotion threatening to choke me. “You hurt me, but living the rest of my life without you would hurt me more. I want us to be a family, a whole family. I love you, Rowan. Will you marry me?” 
 
    Tears pour down her cheeks, and I hold my breath as she searches my eyes. I know what she’s looking for, and I do everything in my power to give her the answers. I love you. I want this. You. Us. Now. Please, trust me. I won’t let you down.  
 
    “Say yes!” someone across the terminal yells.  
 
    She cracks a smile and passes her roses to Carmen before dropping in front of me. She cradles my hand between her soft ones, her tears causing her eyes to glow in the harsh fluorescent lighting. She’s so damn beautiful right now, and she holds the power to break me in two or make me complete. I hold my breath, anticipating her acceptance.  
 
     “Are you sure this is what you want?” Her bright, hopeful eyes trail from the ring to mine. “You’ve really thought this through?”  
 
    I lift the ring from the box, passing it to an over-eager Carmen, and take her left hand. As I push it onto her finger, I say, “I’ve thought of nothing else the past few days. Please say you’ll be my wife”—I take both her hands in mine—“today.”  
 
    The smile that was starting to form during my declaration freezes on her lips. “Today?”  
 
    “Yes, today.” I stand and pull her to her feet. “I’ve already checked and we can show up at the courthouse to get married right away.” Her brows furrow, but I keep going. “I know you probably have dreams of a fancy wedding, and we can do that whenever you want, but I want my family to go home with me.” I pause, taking a deep breath. “Today.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to s—”  
 
    “Yes,” I urge, wiping her cheeks. “Say yes.”  
 
    She hesitates for only one second before opening her mouth and making our family whole. “Yes.”  
 
    She flings her arms around me and buries her nose in my neck. I reciprocate, my eyes falling closed as I inhale her calming coconut scent. Applause breaks out around us, yet neither of us cares, lost to the moment and each other. It isn’t until a pair of small, strong arms joins us when we realize someone’s been missing from this celebration.  
 
    “Are you seriously getting married today?” Carmen asks as I bring her into the fold. 
 
    I look to Rowan to supply the answer. “Why not?” she says, smiling. “I don’t have to be back to work until Wednesday.”  
 
    I lift a brow. “You’re off tomorrow?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Don’t mind me,” Carmen says, being a little smartass. “I’ll stay the night with Katelyn. No way do I want to be anywhere near our house.”  
 
    I shrug. “Sounds good, kid, but first, we need to make this official.” I look to Rowan. “We’re gonna pick up Ma on the way to the courthouse. I thought she’d make a great witness, and she did supply the rings.”  
 
    “This is hers?” Rowan asks, brows arching high.  
 
    “It is,” I respond, hoping it doesn’t bother her. “She finally quit wearing them about two years ago.” I palm the back of my neck. “About the time she started pestering me to find a wife.” 
 
    “So you have the entire set? From both of your parents?” Her hands are shaky, and I grip them in mine.  
 
    "I do,” I say, bringing her fingers up to my lips and pressing a gentle kiss to each hand. “It’s not their original set but the ones they replaced them with after they could afford better. But either way, I hope that’s okay?”   
 
    “Of course,” Rowan says, cupping my cheek. “It’s touching, and it’s a gorgeous ring. I couldn’t ask for more.”  
 
    “You’re gorgeous,” I say, leaning in and pressing a kiss to her perfect lips.  
 
    “All right, time to get out of here,” our loving daughter interrupts, a handle to the rolling suitcases in each hand. “We have a wedding to get to.”   
 
    Rowan’s eyes widen, as if just remembering she’s agreed to become my wife … today. “This must’ve been some week,” she says, eyeing me curiously.   
 
    I take her hand and link our fingers together, following Carmen through the airport. “It sucked like you wouldn’t believe.”  
 
    We make a quick stop by the house, where both my girls shower and change before leaving to pick up Ma and heading to the courthouse. By the time we park, I have a truck full of over-excited women, and if I had to name my own emotion, it would be overflowing. I’m all filled up with love and gratitude.  
 
    I marry Rowan eight months after she shows back up in my life and four after I realize we share a daughter. She’s dressed in a frilly white summer dress with her hair piled on her head and not a stitch of makeup on her gorgeous face. The ceremony is short and simple, but the emotion that surrounds us is overwhelming.  
 
    When our lips connect for the first time as husband and wife, my chest nearly explodes from the heavy thundering of my heart. She’s tastes like cinnamon, and the way her lips feel against mine is a sensation I’ll remember for the rest of my life. I want her, to seal this union in a way I’ve denied us both for way too long.  
 
    A throat clears, reminding us of where we are, and I pull away, my ears burning. “Sorry.” I give Ma a sheepish shrug.  
 
    “That’s fine,” she says, pulling Carmen to her side. “Our Uber is here. We’re going back to my place, and you can pick Carmen up later.” She lifts her brows and looks between us. “You should probably go to Rowan’s and pack her things.”  
 
    The suggestion in her expression stuns me stupid, so I just stand there and look at her, but thankfully, Rowan isn’t as star-struck. “Thank you, Mrs. Carmichael. That sounds perfect.”  
 
    Ma steps forward. “None of that, dear. I much prefer to be called Ma, especially since you’re now officially my daughter.”  
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” Rowan sniffs, tears swimming in her eyes as she leans over and hugs Ma tightly. “I’m honored to be a part of the Carmichael family.”  
 
    Ma grabs her cheeks. “We’re honored to have you.” She turns then and takes Carmen’s hand. “We’ll see you two later this afternoon.” They’re out the door in the blink of an eye.  
 
    Silence falls between us, but it only lasts seconds as I whoop and lift my girl bridal-style. “Hello, Mrs. Carmichael. How about we do as suggested and go to your place?” I wiggle my brows, hoping she gets the hint.  
 
    Her finger trails along my cheek. “Take me wherever you want.”  
 
    “Shit.” My pants tighten, and I get moving, out of the courthouse and to my truck, where I set her in the passenger seat and run around to the other side. “How far are we?”  
 
    A happy giggle slips through her lips. “Eight minutes if you catch all green lights.”  
 
    I slam the shifter into drive and pull out between two cars. The blowing horn suggests one’s not very happy, but we all make it in a neat little row on the road. The drive takes ten minutes instead of eight, but I’m just glad to be here. The anticipation has made my dick into a solid shaft, and it’s aching to be inside my wife.  
 
    Jesus.  
 
    Rowan is my wife.  
 
    I’m out and around to her door before she can push it open, and I lift her into my arms. Her hands lock around my nape, and we stay like that the entire way to her apartment. She fumbles for the keys, and I steady her hand with a calming one of my own. Slowly, I pull her hand away and twist the key, pushing open the door. I drop the ring on the table just inside and continue, bypassing the living room, kitchen, and another closed door in favor of the one at the end of the hall.  
 
    The room smells just like her, coconut saturating the air, and I pause to breathe her in. Her fingers stroke my face and tug my lips to hers. This kiss is heated and passionate, filled with longing and suppressed desires. But we take our time, exploring the newness of forever and indulging in erotic twists of our tongues.  
 
    I release her legs, and she slides down my body, slow and torturously, mine sighing as it meets its perfect counterpart. The contact drives me mad, and I take it out on her mouth, unrelenting as my tongue wages war with hers. Clothes start flying as fingers release, hands tug, and feet kick to rid our bodies of the barriers between us.  
 
    “I love you, Ro,” I murmur, pulling my lips away and moving to her collar bone. “I’m sorry I’ve been holding us back. It was the worst mistake of my life.”  
 
    “No,” she breathes, lifting my face and forcing me to meet her eyes. “You were right. I did an awful thing, and expecting you to forgive me was a huge risk.” She presses a heartfelt kiss to my lips. “I swear, I won’t ever lie to you again.”  
 
    My dick is rock solid and bare, and she stands naked and glorious against me. Freckles fall from her cheeks and splatter across her creamy shoulders and chest. I burn to trace them with my tongue, but this quiet moment of holding her pressed close means as much as the physical still to come.  
 
    “I know you won’t, Ro,” I rasp, licking my lips to quell the thirst. “I’m over it. You and Car mean everything to me, and those other kids you mentioned?” I pull the butterfly clip from her hair, which allows it to spill in long spirals down her back. “I’m ready for those, too.”  
 
    “Are you serious?” she asks, her stomach pressing my hardness, causing me to groan. “I can dump the pill if you are.”  
 
    “So damn ready.” She shifts against me, causing my dick to throb between us. I lift her, eyeing the bed behind her. “Let’s start practicing.” 
 
    “Hell yes,” she says, and it turns to a squeal as I toss her through the air. The bed bounces with her weight, but she doesn’t notice as her legs fall open, and she crooks a finger. “Come fuck your wife.” 
 
    “Jesus.” I fist my cock, desperate for relief. “Let me see that pretty pussy, Ro.”  
 
    My hand slides up, then down as I watch her fingers twirl and pinch her nipples. One continues to tweak her breast while the other makes a downward path and spreads her lips wide. She’s pink and wet, and her expert fingers know just how to play her own body. Two fingers in and out to circle her clit. Once she’s fully soaked, she speeds her efforts, a breathy moan calling my name, and I can’t stay away.   
 
    Crawling up the bed, I brace my arms on either side of her, peering down as she continues to pleasure herself beneath me. I join her in her efforts, using my tongue to trace the freckles along her shoulder. Her back arches, the graceful line of her neck opening more skin to my exploration. I lick and suck and bite and twirl, doing everything in my power to heighten the sensation she’s creating, to send her flying high.  
 
    Sexy mewls rip through her chest and exhale with each escalated breath. Her fingers move faster, more precise, as she brings herself to the highest of heights. She shatters beneath me, and I’m a sick voyeur, content to watch her fall to pieces as I mentally prepare to pick them back up. Just as the orgasmic exertion starts to settle, I push her hands away and grip her thigh, hooking it over my hip.  
 
    One solid thrust and I’m deep inside. I don’t hold back to give her time to acclimate to the intrusion. Instead, I build on the dying storm inside her, ripping fresh lighting from almost dry clouds and filling them to bursting once again. The storm builds, raging and roaring and creating delicious static electricity.  
 
    My fingers pluck and tug and tweak before my lips take over, sucking her pebbled nipple between my teeth and biting down. She cries out from the pleasure-pain combination, and I scrape my teeth against her tit, eliciting a hiss.  
 
    “Come on, baby,” I murmur, barely hanging on. “I need you to come.” 
 
    “There,” Rowan calls, her nails clawing down my back to make her point.  
 
    “Here?” I growl, thrusting against the exact same spot.  
 
    “Ahhh,” she cries, tensing. “Pleasssse.”  
 
    A simple thunderstorm turns into a full-blown hurricane as I send us both spiraling out of control. A tidal wave of euphoria crashes over us, leaving me flying blind, but her sounds and movements are enough to guide me through the raging storm.  
 
    The clouds part and clear skies descend, leaving us both breathless and satiated. I’m on my back with her head on my chest, neither of us wanting to move a muscle.  
 
    “I was serious earlier,” I say, my voice sex-gruffed.  
 
    “About?” She doesn’t bother lifting her head, preferring to continue tracing abstract circles on my chest.  
 
    “Kids,” I respond easily. “I want them. With my wife.”  
 
    “Them?”  
 
    I reach down and tilt her chin upward. “More than one, in addition to Carmen.”  
 
    “Okay,” she says, sitting up. “We should probably put in a lot more practice while we wait for the effects of the pill to wear off.” Her hand slips from my chest to my stomach and then even lower. “I mean, we’d hate to be out of practice.”  
 
    “Right,” I growl, tensing as she strokes my dick to life. “Can’t have that.”  
 
    “I’ll make an appointment with my OB,” she says absentmindedly, licking her lips.  
 
    When I realize her intent, I want to stop her. To throw her onto her back and pleasure her for the rest of her life, but the sight before me is too enticing. It’s too much to turn down as her mouth closes around the head of my dick.  
 
    I fist her flowing red curls. “I love you, Ro.”  
 
    Her reply is mumbled, but she doesn’t have to say it. I already know. She loves me, too. When Rowan first hit town, all I wanted was a second chance at love, but the hidden teenaged daughter turned it into a fiasco.  
 
    Turns out, that fiasco just needed a little patience and a lot of therapy to morph into my dream life, complete with a beautiful wife and daughter.  
 
    THE END 
 
    If you’d like to follow, Rush and Alyssa, and Ace and Rowan further, you can find them in Men of Rapture III, NIKO, coming later this year :) 
 
    REVIEWS ARE LOVE <3 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 BOOKS BY FAYE BYRD 
 
    WANTED: DEAD OR ALIVE 
 
    At seventeen, Nathan King's livin' a hard but proud life with his ma and pa on the family farm. One fateful day, it all comes crumblin' down, and he's only got two paths in front of him.  
 
    Right and wrong.  
 
    The six-year journey that follows makes him infamous, but it's a shoot-out with the local bounty hunter that leaves him injured and on the run. Tired and bleeding, he takes cover in an old barn, but what he doesn't expect is to wake with a double barrel nestled under his chin. 
 
    "How'd ya get that wound, Nathan?" she asks, brow raised.  
 
    "Ran into some trouble 'bout a day's ride from here," I respond truthfully. "But don't worry, the other guy didn't make it." I smirk. She may not need a know all my business, but I don't want her thinking I can't be dangerous.  
 
    Josie Hess is a self-imposed widow with a history of her own. She lives a quiet life on the outskirts of town and mostly keeps to herself. But if you cross her, there's surely hell to pay.  
 
    Will Nathan see beneath her tough exterior, or will he become just another casualty? 
 
    SHARP TURN SAGA (the 3 book set)  
 
    Easton Wilder never thought she’d be in this predicament. Her young son is sick with a sudden and unexpected illness, but that’s not even the worst part.  
 
    He’s not the son she gave birth to.  
 
    By some screwed-up twist of fate, her always easy life—suddenly isn’t. No matter how much she wishes she could run away and hide, Cameron needs her to be the mother she’s always been.  
 
    That means finding his blood relatives … and her other son.  
 
    So when Trystan Ashby blazes into town seeking answers to questions he never asked, Easton understands his volatile emotions, but that doesn’t mean she’ll give him a pass when he suggests the unthinkable. Tempers flare and sparks fly as the two come to terms with their new reality.  
 
    Their lives are forever intertwined.  
 
    With only one option, Trystan uproots his life and brings his son, Blake, to Atlanta. What he doesn’t expect is the pull he feels toward Easton. The undeniable chemistry they share only muddles an already complicated situation as they follow a treacherous, rocky path filled with half-baked schemes and worthless agreements.  
 
    The battle to save their son is fraught with the ups and downs of burgeoning emotions and endless negative results until a spark of hope glimmers on the horizon. All the while, a ghost from the past is lurking on the periphery, seeking any opportunity to rip the fairy tale to shreds.  
 
    The Sharp Turn Saga is a story about two families who struggle to not only face the unimaginable but also navigate it, and maybe they’ll even make the most of it 
 
    RUSH (Men of Rapture I) 
 
    Rush Kaplan likes his women wet, his alcohol straight, and his drugs any way he can get them. He parties all night and sleeps 'til noon, only to wash, rinse, and repeat the next day. He flies as close to the sun as he dares, praying he'll one day get burned.  
 
    With his past haunting his every waking minute, he can no longer enjoy life's natural highs, so he instead settles for the manufactured kind. But the emptiness is always there, lingering on the edges of his psyche and threatening to swallow him whole.  
 
    All he wants is to feel alive.  
 
    Six months after graduating veterinary school, Alyssa Cole feels like she's making a difference. Her clinic is located in a working-class neighborhood, and she's enacted a sliding pay scale to make her services more affordable.  
 
    When she comes in early one morning to treat a sick pup, she finds a man covered in blood and passed out on the floor. But it just isn't any man. It's the same one she spied in the alley behind her clinic only a week earlier.  
 
    And he wasn't alone.  
 
    With the memory from that day still fresh, will the good doctor call the police and have him arrested for breaking and entering, or can she be the cure for what ails him instead? 
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