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Chapter One 
 
“Dump him.” 
Bella glared at the smug bastard who thought he had the right to tell her what to do just because they’d had one unforgettable night together over a year ago. 
She brought the wine glass to her lips as she tried to ignore her body’s reaction to his presence. She’d tried to avoid him whenever possible, but tonight was a special occasion. Her brother’s birthday. And since Loran was his friend and teammate that apparently earned him an invite. 
“I don’t take orders from you, Loran.” 
“You don’t take orders from anyone,” he muttered. 
“One of the perks of being my own boss.” She’d busted her butt to become a sought-after architect and now that she’d relocated to be closer to the people she loved she was broadening her horizons, exploring a new market. 
“What about the perks of dating a loser like that,” Loran asked, eyeing Bella’s date. “Can’t imagine there are many.” 
“You don’t even know him.” 
She knew Loran was just jealous that she’d had the audacity to show up with a man on her arm. Their fling had been brief but intense, ending with a huge argument after they slept together because Loran was convinced she’d left his room in the middle of the night to pick-up some random guy in a bar.
He couldn’t have been more wrong. The intensity of their night together rocked her. She’d gone to the bar looking for a stiff drink to right her world, not another man to erase Loran from her mind. Fourteen long months she’d been trying to erase that man from her mind and nothing seemed to work. Not even the sweet guy watching her from across the bar who seemed intent on making her happy. 
“And I don’t want to know him.” 
She looked at Loran out of the corner of her eye, trying not to focus on how handsome he was. It wasn’t fair that he had it all when other men had so little going for them. He was a pro baseball player with a huge contract, natural talent, and a face and body that routinely graced the covers of sports magazines. Most women’s dream man. And he’d become her nightmare. The man she couldn’t forget, no matter how hard she tried. 
“Why not? You might like him if you gave him half a chance.” But Bella knew he wouldn’t like the new man in her life any more than she’d like the new woman in his. 
“Not likely,” he said, reaching for his beer. “Men aren’t wired that way. If some dude has what you want you hate his guts. It’s instinctual.” 
His not-so-subtle way of telling her that he still wanted her. Bella knew that shouldn’t make her tingle, but damn it, it did. 
“Has he met your folks yet?” 
“That’s an odd question,” Bella said, watching Loran beckon the waitress who’d been flirting with him all night. The rest of their party was up dancing, leaving the two of them alone to finally clear the air. 
“Not really.” He ordered another drink for each of them before he said, “Isn’t that how you tell whether a woman’s serious? If she introduces a guy to her parents she’s in it for the long haul, right?” 
“I’ve never introduced a man to my parents.” She didn’t want to analyze what that said about her. She already knew she was a commitment-phobe.
“I’ve met them plenty of times.” 
“As my brother’s friend,” she corrected. “Not my boyfriend.” And her parents loved him, which irritated Bella to no end. They weren’t supposed to like a player like Loran. They were supposed to warn her to stay away from guys like that. 
He stared at her long enough to make her uncomfortable before he said, “That’s the first time I wanted that you know.” 
“What?” Though she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 
“To be someone’s boyfriend.” 
He leaned in close enough for her to catch a whiff of his spicy cologne, triggering an onslaught of dirty memories. Like the taste of his salty skin right before he pleasured her…
“I wanted to be yours,” he whispered in her ear, making her shiver. “I still do, Bella.” 
He’d made no secret of the fact he wanted to hit the re-set button with her. But she couldn’t let herself go there. What she felt for him scared her and she’d never experienced that kind of fear before.
She closed her eyes as she brought the wine glass to her lips. But that only made it worse. Images, memories, flashed behind her eyes, reminding her why this man was impossible to forget. He was an incredible lover, but it went beyond that. He got under her skin, became a part of her the night they spent together. 
“We shouldn’t be talking about this. I’m here with someone else.” 
She watched her date, an engineer she’d met on a business trip before she’d moved to the area to be closer to her family. He was chatting with her brother, but his gaze kept drifting back to her and Loran. She’d never told him they’d had a thing, but she suspected it was obvious just watching them together. They had that inexplicable something. Chemistry. That sent the message to everyone in the room that they’d either slept together or were one drink away from sealing the deal. 
“I’ve been watching you two together.” Loran stared at the man in question until he took the hint and turned his back on them. “He means nothing to you.” 
“How do you know that?” Sadly he was right, but she was curious how he could be so sure. 
“You don’t look at him the way you look at me.” He brushed her long hair over her shoulder. “You don’t tremble when he touches you.” He stared into her eyes. “You don’t look hypnotized when he looks at you.” 
She wet her lips, drawing his attention. “You don’t lick your lips like you want him to kiss you.” 
He had it all figured out and she hated him for being able to read her so easily. 
“You think every woman wants you,” she said, trying to play it off. 
“No.” His finger grazed her cheek as he watched her trying not to react. “But I know you do. What I can’t figure out is why you’re so determined to fight it. Why not just give in to it?” 
Her best friend and sister-in-law, Grace, asked her the same question and she didn’t have a logical answer for her either. But deep down she knew. Loran was the kind of man a woman never got over and she didn’t want to be the one left behind. So she’d left him before he could leave her. 
“I can’t believe you waste any time thinking about me.” She turned her phone over in her palm, checking the new text message from her assistant about an early morning meeting. “You must be too busy with all those other bed warmers.”
“That’s all they are you know.” His tone was low and intimate, as though they were all alone. “Just bed warmers. You were the real deal.” 
His acknowledgement that he was sleeping around hurt a hell of a lot more than it should have. “One time,” she said, clearing her throat. “It happened one time. You need to get over it.” And she needed to take her own advice. 
His fingertips skimmed her forearm and he watched with a smug smile as thrill bumps rose on her skin. “It was more than once, but I’m not talking about the sex. It was the weeks leading up to that. The way we talked and laughed. Secrets we shared. I’ve never had that with another woman.” 
She’d never experienced that before either, which was the crux of her problem. She’d tried convincing herself Loran was just a player who got off on using women. But he wasn’t. With her he was someone else. And if her brother’s take was accurate, Loran hadn’t been the same since their time together. 
“I don’t know what you want me to say,” she said, rubbing her forehead in frustration. “It was fun while it lasted. Now it’s over.” 
“But it doesn’t have to be.” He sighed when she didn’t respond. “Why did you really move here? And don’t tell me it was because of your family because we both know that’s not the only reason.” 
“Jeff’s transfer had a lot to do with it.” But that was a lie because her engineer had put in for the transfer from Chicago only after she told him she was moving to Kansas City. 
“No, it didn’t. That guy means nothing to you. You sure as hell wouldn’t uproot your whole life to be with him.” 
It irked her that he could uncover her lies so effortlessly. “You don’t know what I’d do. Maybe I’m finally willing to settle down and I think Jeff might be the guy for me.” Lies, all lies. 
“He’s not.” 
She finally met his gaze, hoping she wouldn’t see… exactly what she did. Loran wasn’t infatuated with her. It went way deeper than that. She could see it in his eyes, feel it in his touch, hear it in every deliberate pause. 
“I had no business getting involved with you.” She knew she had to try and explain herself. An explanation was long overdue. “You’re not my type. You’re the complete opposite, in fact. You’re everything I despise in a man.” 
Instead of appearing offended, he smiled. “You know my past choices don’t make me who I am.” 
“You’re still sleeping around! You admitted it!” And the fact that she was getting so upset about it proved that she cared. Too much. 
“And that bothers you.” 
“No—”
“Yes, it does. Just like it bothers me that you’re sleeping with him.” 
Her intimate relationship with Jeff was nothing to write home about. Another reason for her to end it. She needed a man who could rock her world… like Loran. 
“Would you have me take a vow of celibacy?” she asked, rolling her eyes. “Would that make you happy?” 
His eyes travelled over her body, dipping to the deep V-cut of her black dress. “I don’t want you to be celibate, Bella. I want you to be mine.” He leaned in closer, his warm breath ruffling her hair. “I want you to share my bed, no one else’s.” 
“Huh, but I suppose you’d be free to bed-hop just as you always have, right?” 
His expression was dark, laced with warning when he said, “You really believe that? Don’t you know that I’ve just been killing time with other women, waiting for you to come to your senses and admit we belong together?” 
Grace had said the same thing countless times, that she couldn’t shake the feeling Loran and Bella belonged together. But she was wrong. They were both wrong. 
“I’m better off alone,” she said, clearing her throat. “I’m not even sure I’m capable of being faithful and I know you’re not.” 
“You really think if I got another chance with you I’d be stupid enough to blow it by banging some random chick who meant nothing to me?” He sounded irritated, making Bella question everything. “And I know…” He curled his large hand around her wrist. “For a fact that you’d never want another man as long as you had me. I’d make sure of it. Every. Single. Night.” 
Cue the shivers. “You’re not around every night,” she said, forcing herself to look him in the eye so he wouldn’t think he had the upper hand. “You guys go on long road trips during the regular season. How do you know you could trust me?” 
“That’s how we ended up here, isn’t it? The fact that I couldn’t trust you? I was so sure you were in that bar, flirting with that guy…” He shook his head. “I was an idiot. I can admit that now. After what we shared in that hotel room there was no way you could have been interested in anyone else.” 
“Then why did you overreact?” Bella had tried to step between Loran and her newfound acquaintance but his blood still spilled all over the floor. “I seem to recall you calling me some choice names, telling me that I could fu—”
“Damn it, I know what I said!” He winced. “I’ve tried to apologize to you every way I know how. Flowers, gifts, voice mail messages, texts, emails.” He released a deep breath. “But I’ve never had the chance to say it face-to-face before.” He curled his thumb and forefinger around her chin. “Bella, I’m so damn sorry I hurt you. I never meant to offend you. And I sure as hell never wanted to give you an excuse to walk out on me.” 
*** 
Loran had been waiting for some face-time with Bella for over a year and he was sure when he got it he’d be able to convince her to give him another chance. But things weren’t going as planned. Instead she was dancing with her engineer and he was knocking back beers with her brother. 
“Did you two talk?” Ethan asked, giving him the side-eye. 
“You know we did,” Loran muttered. “You saw us talking.” 
“Yeah, but did you get anywhere?” His gaze drifted to his sister. “Since she’s with her date and not you I’m guessing not.” 
Loran scowled. “You’re a genius, man.” 
He didn’t mean to take his bad mood out on his friend, but it was finally starting to sink in. The only girl he’d ever really wanted was the one he couldn’t have and he didn’t know what the hell to do with that. 
“Maybe it’s not you,” he said, shrugging. “Maybe she’s really into this guy.” 
“You don’t believe that any more than I do.” 
Ethan watched his sister for a minute before shaking his head. “You’re right, I don’t.” 
“Which means it is me. She just doesn’t want me.” 
Chuckling, Ethan said, “She wants you. Anyone can see that. She just doesn’t want to want you.”
Ethan’s wife, Grace, returned to the table and dropped a kiss on his lips before re-claiming her seat beside him. 
Loran felt an unfamiliar ache when he watched them. They were so solid, so comfortable with each other. He wanted that too… with Bella. Only with Bella. 
“I should head out.” He smiled at Grace. “I know you didn’t invite me to your husband’s birthday party so he could listen to me whine and complain all night.” 
“Oh, don’t go!” Grace reached across the table and gripped Loran’s forearm. “Please. We’ve barely had a chance to talk.” 
“Fine,” he said, prepared to indulge one of his favorite ladies. “What do you want to talk about? Baseball? Your beautiful kids? The weather?” 
“Smart ass,” she said, slapping his hand. “You know what I want to talk about! I saw you and Bella talking. How did it go?” 
Loran knew Bella’s best friend was in their corner, trying to convince her to give Loran another chance, but even that didn’t seem to be helping his cause. “Hon, I appreciate you trying to bring us together tonight, but I think it might be time for all of us to just accept it. It’s a lost cause.” 
“No!” Grace was wide-eyed when she said, “You can’t give up now. Not with you two finally living in the same city, hanging out in the same circles. This is the time for you to step up your game, not back off.” 
“I’ve tried everything with her, you know that. There’s nothing left for me to do.” 
Grace scowled at him as she twisted her hair into a top knot and secured it. “Huh, never pegged you for a quitter. But if you’re ready to quit on my girl already you clearly don’t deserve her. She needs a man who’s willing to fight for her.” 
Loran’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious. All I’ve been doing for the past fourteen months is trying to win that girl over.” 
“Yet she’s been living here for three months and you didn’t get any alone time with her until someone else arranged it. Doesn’t sound to me like a man who's motivated.” She slipped her arm through her husband’s. “What about you, E?” 
Ethan tipped his beer back with his free hand before he said, “If that were you and me I’d have been beating your door down, demanding you listen.” 
Grace’s gaze drifted to the dance floor. “And you sure as hell wouldn’t sit back watching me dance with another guy.” 
Ethan chuckled. “Yeah, that definitely wouldn’t happen.” 
Loran got the message. They were trying to light a fire under him. And it was working. “Message received, guys. You can stop now.” 
Getting across the crowded bar wasn’t easy with baseball fans stopping him for selfies every few seconds, but he was happy to oblige. Their fans were the reason he loved going to the ballpark every day, because he knew they were as invested in every game as he was. 
Bella gave him a warning look before he tapped her date on the shoulder, but Loran ignored it. Grace and Ethan were right. It was time for him to be more aggressive and let this guy know he was in for a fight if he thought Bella would be going home with him tonight.
“Mind if I cut in?” It wasn’t a question and they both knew it. He was cutting in whether this guy liked it or not. 
“Uh, sure.” He took a step back. “I guess I should head out, Bella. Early morning and all.” 
“Sure, no problem.” She smiled. “We’ll talk tomorrow.” 
Loran watched him walk away until Bella grabbed him and pulled him in. “I thought you wanted to dance.”
“I can’t believe that guy just left you here. With me.” He wrapped his arms around her… for the first time in fourteen long months and it felt incredible. “He must be stupider than he looks.”
“He’s not stupid,” she said, raising her chin defiantly. “In fact, he’s very smart. He’s in line for a big promotion at work and—”
“Don’t care.” He grazed her lips with his, startling her.  
“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, her entire body stiffening as she dug her nails into his biceps. 
“I think,” he said, letting his eyes travel over her face before resting on her eyes. “I’m letting you know I want to kiss you.” 
She appeared dumbfounded before she said, “Well, you can’t.” 
“Fair enough.” His lips twitched before he said, “But you should probably know I’m the kind of guy who acts first and begs forgiveness later.” 
“You don’t think I know that already?” 
It was obvious they were both thinking about the night in that Vegas hotel. The night that marked the end of what could have been the most meaningful relationship of his life. 
“I make stupid mistakes sometimes, Bella. I’m only human. And I was reeling when I found you in that bar, chatting up that guy. You just…” Rocked my world. “Made me question everything I thought I knew. I’d always been in control with women. With you I wasn’t.” 
“I wasn’t in control either,” she said softly, staring at his chest. “I wanted to be, but I wasn’t. That’s why I had to leave your room instead of spending the night. I panicked.” 
Finally they were getting somewhere. “Why did you panic?” 
She looked up at him before closing her eyes as though she couldn’t stand to face the truth. “I couldn’t make sense of what happened between us, what I was feeling for you. What happened between us in that hotel room was… intense. At least for me. I knew you’d probably had hundreds of nights just like that, but for me it was… special.” 
“I’ve never had another night like that with anyone.” His voice was low as they moved in unison, just like they had that night. It was like his body was made for hers and vice versa, they were so in sync. “Before or since.”
“Have there, uh, been a lot of women since?” 
He winced at the question but vowed he’d never lie to her, no matter how hard it was to tell the truth. “A few.” 
She nodded, like that was the answer she’d been expecting. 
“But not a single one of them helped erase the memory of you, Bella. Not even for a second.”
She tipped her head back, looking him in the eye. “I want to believe you, but I can’t.” 
“Why?” 
“You’re… me.” 
“What?” 
“All my life I’ve been afraid to commit. So have you.” 
“I haven’t been afraid. I just haven’t found anyone worthy of committing to, until now.” 
“You can’t say that,” she said, shaking her head. “We don’t even know each other.”
“We spoke every day for weeks before Vegas. That’s a hell of lot longer than I talk to most women before we have sex.” He knew he’d just stepped in it when she glared at him. “But it’s not just about getting to know you. It’s how well I’ve gotten to know myself because of you.” 
“I’m not following.” 
He hated that they were surrounded by people. He wanted to have this conversation in private, where he could hear himself think. “Did you drive here tonight?” 
“No, I was planning to Uber.” 
“Let me take you home. I have a car and driver waiting. It’ll give us a chance to talk.” 
She looked around as though she was weighing her options before she said, “Okay, just let me say goodnight.”




 
Chapter Two 
 
Loran walked Bella to the table and said goodnight to Ethan and Grace. The rest of their party had either left or were dancing, so they waved to those remaining before making their way to the door. 
He raised a hand to get their driver’s attention and put his arm around Bella’s waist while the limo pulled up to the curb. He opened the door for her before the driver could jump out and watch her climb in. She was wearing a short black dress and he wasn’t ashamed to admit he took full advantage, letting his eyes trail all over her body while her back was turned. 
Once she’d given the driver her address, Loran raised the privacy glass and said, “Back to what I was saying inside—”
“Uh huh?” She crossed and uncrossed her legs, clearly trying not to fidget. “What about it?” 
“I’ve gotten to know myself better since what happened between us.” 
“Okay. What does that mean?” 
“I never gave much thought to relationships until I met you. I was happy just letting life happen. Outside of my career I never made any plans or worked hard at anything.” It wasn’t easy to admit he was a bit of a slacker, but he hoped it would help her understand him better.
“Sorry, I can’t relate,” she said, crossing her arms. “I’ve busted my ass to build my business and get where I am.” 
“Yet you walked away from it all because being close to your family meant more to you than financial security.” And he admired her even more because of that. Her family was tight, so tight that her parents spent eight months of the year in Kansas City too, so they could be close to their grandchildren and help Grace when Ethan wasn’t around. 
“I had financial security,” she corrected. “That gave me the freedom to try something new.” She was looking out the window as she said, “I take my reputation with me wherever I go and in my business that’s the only thing that really matters. I travel to work with most of my clients so they don’t care where my home base is.” 
He was used to dating women with jobs, not careers, who were hoping to bag a ballplayer so they’d never have to worry about money again. Hearing Bella talk about how much she loved her career was one of the things that had drawn him to her. 
“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, curling her hands around the outside of her thighs. 
“I respect and admire you. All that you’ve accomplished is impressive.” 
“Thanks.”  
He took a risk, reaching for her hand. “I’ll admit I never spent a lot of time thinking about the kind of woman who’d make me happy. But then I met you and it all became clear to me. That’s what I meant when I said I got to know myself better… because of you. Now I know what I want. I didn’t before.” 
“Okay, I’ll bite,” she said, looking wary. “What do you want?” 
“A family.” He let that sink in before he added, “I want what Ethan and Grace have. To be married to my best friend, to have kids and—”
“Whoa!” She inched back on the leather seat and threw her hand up. “Where the hell is all this coming from? I’ve never heard you talk about marriage or kids or commitment or—”
“You’re hearing it now.” His voice softened when he said, “I’d have told you months ago if you’d given me the chance.” 
She shook her head in disbelief. “No, you’re saying what you think I want to hear. But you’re wrong. I don’t.” 
He ignored her claim, determined to share his heart with her. Even if it meant he would be rejected. “When you and I were first getting to know each other I didn’t talk to you about stuff like that because, honestly, I wasn’t ready for it. It’s only been the past year, watching what Ethan and Grace have, while missing you that I finally figured it out.” 
She closed her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this right now. You know your timing really sucks, don’t you?” 
“Because of your friend?” He refused to call the engineer Bella’s boyfriend. He didn’t believe for a second he was. 
“He’s a good guy, Loran. I know you don’t want to hear that, but he is.”
He shrugged, letting her know the other man was of little consequence to him. It would take a hell of a lot more than that to get in his way, especially now that Bella was willing to give him the one thing most precious to him: her time. 
“He may be. But I’m sure you’ve met plenty of nice guys who did nothing for you.” He pressed when she refused to respond. “Am I right?” 
“Well, yeah. But I’m older, more mature now. I can’t keep discounting the nice guys just because they don’t…” 
Their eyes met and Loran smiled. “Go on, say it.”
She cleared her throat and looked away. “Just because they don’t…” She groaned, throwing her hands up in the air. “I don’t know!” 
“Yes, you do.” He knew challenging her was the only way to make headway. 
“Make me want to tear their clothes off.” She bit her lip, letting her gaze travel over his chest. “Is that what you wanted me to say?” 
“All I want from you is the truth.” He leaned forward, linking his hand loosely with hers. “You were always real with me. I loved that about you. Don’t stop being real with me.” He kissed her fingertips, turning her hand over to press his lips to her palm when she shuddered. “Tell me what you’re thinking right now. The truth.” 
“That I need to make a phone call when I get home,” she said, sounding breathless. 
“To who?” Like he didn’t know. 
“Jeff.” 
He nodded. “What are you going to tell him?” Tell him I’m the only man you’ll ever want. 
“That I need time to sort some things out.” 
“What things?” He knew it was stupid to push when he was finally getting somewhere with her, but subtlety had never gotten him what he wanted. 
“You and me… I’m confused.” 
At least she was finally willing to admit it wasn’t as cut and dried and she’d pretended. 
He moved to the seat next to her, draping his arm loosely around her shoulders as he pulled her back against his chest. She didn’t resist, which felt like a gold medal victory to him after so many months of dealing with her anger and resistance. 
“It’s okay to be confused,” he said, brushing his lips against her temple. “It took me a while to sort my feelings out too. But now I’m clear about what I want, Bella. Clear enough for both of us. And if it takes you a while to get there, that’s okay too.” Now that they were living in the same city he could afford to be magnanimous. 
“I thought I was clear,” she said, sounding frustrated. “Before I walked into that bar tonight I knew I didn’t want you.” 
“And now?” He held his breath, waiting for the only answer his heart would allow him to believe. 
“I just told you I’m confused, didn’t I?” 
“There’s one thing you’re not confused about.” He trailed his hand over her bare leg while his lips traced her neck. “You want me as much as I want you.” 
“I can’t sleep with you,” she said, sounding panicked. 
“I’m not asking you to.” Having her back in his arms was enough, for now. 
She tipped her head back. “You mean you don’t want to sleep with me?” 
He chuckled. “Of course I want to, sweetheart. But I’m willing to wait until you’re ready.” 
She rolled her eyes. “Why wouldn’t you be willing to wait, right? It’s not like you’d be waiting it out all alone.” 
“You want me to tell you I won’t sleep with anyone else while you’re making up your mind? Done.” She didn’t need to know it had been months since he’d been with someone else. Let her think he was making a supreme sacrifice for her. 
“Yeah right.” She laughed. “Like I believe you’d take a vow of celibacy for me.” 
“I’d do anything for you.” He let those words seep in, not only to her brain, but to her heart. “Anything.” 
She swallowed as her eyes glistened with emotion. “You can’t say things like that.” 
“Why?” 
“Because I might be tempted to believe it.” 
He smiled, leaning in to brush his lips against hers. It was barely a kiss, yet it shook him to his core because it was Bella. The one woman he never thought he’d have the right to kiss again. 
“Believe it.” He cradled her beautiful face in his palm. “Believe in me. Forget about the past. Let’s start over.” It might be too much to ask for, but he hadn’t gotten where he was without putting himself out there and risking rejection. 
  “Start over.” She repeated the words as though hearing them for the first time. “As friends?” 
“Sure.” It was a start. They’d started out as friends and maybe, just maybe, it could be the foundation they built their forever on. 
“Maybe I could do that,” she said, sounding thoughtful. 
*** 
Bella knew it was a mistake to invite Loran in for a nightcap, yet here he was, invading every inch of her small house as he made himself at home on the white sectional in her living room. 
“Will you design a house for me?”
Bella almost spit her wine at him. “Excuse me?” 
“Now that the off-season is here, I need a project. Can’t think of anything better than designing my dream home with the most talented architect I know.” 
“I’m pretty sure I’m the only architect you know.” Not that any architect in the city wouldn’t be falling all over themselves to design a house for him. It could put her new business on the map in this city, and she suspected he knew it. 
He smirked. “So, what do you say? You in?” 
She had a few other projects on the go, but that wouldn’t prevent her from taking on another, especially since it was local and Loran had a flexible schedule for the next several months. “I’m not sure it would be a good idea for us to work together.” 
“What if I promise to be on my best behaviour?” he asked, looking at her over the rim of his glass. 
She recognized a challenge when she heard one and he knew she wasn’t one to back down. “Is this because you want to be my… friend?” She knew he wanted a hell of a lot more than that, but she couldn’t begin to examine that yet. She was still trying to process everything that had happened between them in the past few hours. 
“It’s because I love this city and I’m finally ready to put down roots. Even if I get traded, this is the place I want to come back to at the end of my career.” 
“Why?” 
“Because you’re here, for starters.” 
Her heart raced every time he said something like that and judging by his smug smile he damn well knew it. “Nice try.” 
“Why won’t you believe me when I tell you…” He reached for her hand and placed it on his chest. Covering his heart. “That you own me?” 
She owned him? It felt like the other way around. She’d forced herself to spend time with other men, even to be intimate with Jeff, but Loran was always right there, coming between them. 
“Why do I get the feeling you’ve used that line before?” she asked, extracting her hand from his. She had to keep this light if she had a prayer of keeping him out of her bedroom tonight. 
“Never.” He looked so serious, like he was begging her to believe him. “Everywhere I go, you’re there.”
I know the feeling.  
“Every woman I’ve slept with since we met—”
“Don’t.” She shook her head firmly. She did not want to hear about his sexual conquests. 
“Is you,” he whispered. “I close my eyes and pretend it’s you. That’s what I’m chanting in my head… every goddamn time I let myself go there. Bella.” 
The way he said her name made it sound like a curse and a prayer. She could relate. She didn’t want him to have this hold over her, yet he did, and she didn’t know what to do about it.
“Now try telling me it hasn’t been the same for you.” 
“I haven’t slept with any other women,” she teased, enjoying the flicker of light in his eyes as he shook his head. 
“You know what I meant. Tell me you haven’t thought about me when you were with him.”
“How do you know I slept with Jeff?” 
He looked hopeful. “You mean you haven’t? Even better.”
“I have.” She didn’t know why she was confiding in him. He had no right to know, but that’s the way it had always been with him. He made her open up, whether she wanted to or not. 
“Son of a—”
“You have no right to be angry,” she reminded him. “You’ve been with other people too. Dozens, I’m guessing.” 
“You think I don’t know I don’t have the right to be pissed off?” he demanded. “That’s what pisses me off!” He slammed his glass down on the table and started pacing. “If I hadn’t gone off on you in that Vegas hotel we wouldn’t be having this conversation. We’d have been together long enough to be planning our wedding by now!” 
Her jaw dropped. “Our wedding?” 
“Yeah, don’t tell me you’ve never thought about being married to me.” 
“I haven’t.” Much. 
“The point is, you slept with someone else, because I left the door open for that to happen. And I hate myself for that.” 
When she found out Loran would be at the bar tonight she was afraid of what might happen. She didn’t trust herself, so she invited Jeff as a buffer. Yet they were still in the place she feared the most… confronting the truth. Their feelings for each other. Feelings she didn’t know how to process, much less acknowledge. 
“The timing wasn’t right,” she said, forcing herself to believe that was true. “You weren’t ready for anything serious when we met. Neither was I.” 
“And now?” 
There was no way to answer his question without lying to him or admitting the truth to herself. “I don’t know.” 
“You’ve been wasting time with the engineer. You wouldn’t have been doing that if you weren’t ready for a real relationship.” 
Her relationship with Jeff wasn’t real. He was safe. Someone she could spend time with who wouldn’t press her for more because he accepted her for what she was: a workaholic with a fear of relationships who had no real desire for a family of her own. Or so she told herself. 
“Or would you?” He stopped pacing long enough to wait her out, stare her down, and make her skin prickle with awareness. “Maybe you were using him us a buffer. You thought I’d back off if I believed you’d moved on.”
She stared into her glass before bringing it to her lips. Anything to avoid answering the question in his eyes. 
“That was it, wasn’t it? You knew Ethan and Grace would fill me in on what you’d been up to. You thought if I heard about the engineer I’d give up on you, move on. You could retreat back to your safe little bubble, right? Meaningless one-night stands or flings with guys so boring there was no chance of them holding your attention for the long haul.”
She’d never known a man who could read her mind as easily as he could. It was unnerving. “I made no secret of what I wanted. The same thing you did, I thought. Fun, no strings attached. So why are you accusing me of being shallow now?” Before he could defend himself, she said, “That’s the pot calling the kettle black, isn’t it, Loran?” 
He crouched down in front of her, resting his hands on either side of her thighs. “You want the truth? I was a shallow, self-centered, egotistical pig until I met you.” 
She diverted her gaze, trying to ignore the rapid thump of her heart. “We weren’t together long enough for me to have that much of an effect on you.” But she knew that wasn’t true. He’d made a lasting impact on her too. She was a completely different person, pre-and-post-Loran. 
“Look at me.” 
He wasn’t even touching her, yet his voice was soft and commanding, willing her to obey. And she wasn’t a girl who blindly obeyed anyone. 
“What?” She wanted to pretend she couldn’t see in his eyes everything he was feeling, but it was as obvious to her as if he’d said the words she was trying so hard to bite back. 
“You want me too.” 
“No.” 
“Yes, you do.” 
The fact that he was confident had never been a secret to her, but this assuredness was borne of a certainty that had nothing to do with his ego. Fate, that’s what he’d called it once. She laughed in his face then. But she wasn’t laughing now. 
“You should probably go.” She looked at the door, as though it would magically open. “It’s getting late and I have an early morning.” 
He nodded slowly. “I can wait, Bella.” He brushed his fingers over her cheeks. “As long as it takes.” 
“Don’t waste your time waiting on me.” 
“It’s not a waste of time.” His lips barely skimmed hers, but it was enough to make her mouth tingle. “It’s an investment in our future.” 
*** 
There was a reason Bella had a three-date rule. Anything beyond three dates required a messy, face-to-face break-up and she hated those. Yet here she was, in Jeff’s office, rehearsing her speech while she waited for him. 
“Hi,” he said, grinning when he spotted her. “My assistant said you were waiting for me. What’s up?” He kissed her cheek on his way to his desk. 
“I’m sorry to just stop by like this. I know I should have called or texted first.” 
“No problem.” He glanced at his watch. “But if you were hoping to grab lunch I’m afraid I can’t. I have a meeting in twenty minutes.” 
Good. That meant they wouldn’t have time for a long, drawn out scene. “I was hoping we could talk.” 
“Sure.” He smiled, swiping a hand over his freshly-cut brown hair. “What did you want to talk about?” 
She shifted, trying to recall the words she’d rehearsed. 
“This is about Loran, isn’t it?” he asked, frowning. “Did you go home with him last night?” 
Was she that obvious? “Actually, he did give me a ride home. But nothing happened.” It was true, he’d barely touched her. So why had her body been buzzing all night, begging for relief? 
“Okay, if this isn’t about him, what’s wrong? And don’t tell me nothing is. I know you better than that, Bella.” 
She’d allowed this to go on too long, trying to distract herself from thinking about Loran. It wasn’t fair to Jeff and now she owed him an apology. “I think you’re a great guy.” 
He groaned. “Please don’t tell me you’re setting me up for the friend speech.” When she couldn’t deny it he gave her an incredulous look. “I thought we were finally getting somewhere. Now that we’re living in the same city, we could start seeing each other more. You’d even told me you’d think about meeting my family next month.” 
“I know.” She glanced at her cell phone when it buzzed. It was peeking out of the pocket of her handbag and she could see the name flash across the screen. Loran. “Um, I know what I said. But I never led you on, Jeff. I told you I wasn’t looking for anything serious.” 
“I know what you said, but when we both decided to move here I thought—”
“You thought it was a step in the right direction.” She should have corrected his misconception sooner. “I’m sorry. I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you, but it wouldn’t be fair to go on wasting your time.” Last night’s claim echoed in her ears. Loran claimed he was making an investment… in their future. “I’m sure there’s someone out there who wants the same things you do, but you can’t meet her if you’re with me.”
“What if I want to be with you?” 
She wished it were that easy. Jeff was a nice guy, a safe bet. No risk of getting her heart broken with someone like him. “I’m afraid I…” Her stomach churned. She hated this part. “I don’t want to be with you, Jeff.” She reached for his hand across the desk when he winced. “Forgive me?” 
“No reason,” he said, looking her in the eye. “You can’t help how you feel.” He sighed. “Thanks for being straight with me.” He gestured to their surroundings. “And showing up here to tell me, face-to-face. I know you didn’t have to do that.” 
She’d thought about going to his place that evening, but his office seemed like a better option. “Well, I should let you get to that meeting. I have a pretty full day myself.” 
He walked her to the door and held his arms out before opening it for her. “I hope he’s worth it.” 
Their embrace was stiff and awkward as she said, “He’s not the reason I’m doing this.” 
“You may not think he is, but I know better.”




 
Chapter Three 
 
 Loran hated the off-season. He got so antsy without the daily grind to keep him busy. That’s why he was so psyched about this project with Bella. Not that she’d agreed to take on the job. Yet. 
“Oh, hey.” 
A pretty blonde looked up at him when he walked into Bella’s office with an armful of flowers. 
“You’re that baseball player. Loran, right?” 
“That’s me.” He nodded to Bella’s closed door. “She in?” 
“She is, but I think she’s busy right now. Can I…?” 
Before she could suggest he come back later, Loran tapped on Bella’s door and walked in before she could invite him. “Hey, gorgeous.” 
Her eyes widened before she sank back in her swivel chair. “What are you doing here?” 
“I wanted to talk a little more about that project we discussed last night.” He produced the assortment of flowers in a crystal vase. “And to deliver these.” 
“They’re beautiful.” There was a smile teasing her lips. “But I’m swamped today. I don’t have time to discuss your proposal.” 
“How about tonight then?” He’d much rather meet with her outside of her office. At his place, preferably. “You can stop by my house, do a walk through. I can tell you what I like and don’t like about the place. That might give you some ideas for my new house.” 
“I don’t recall agreeing to design a house for you.” 
He set the vase down on a corner of her desk after closing her door. “No, but you didn’t say you wouldn’t. We should at least talk more about it before you decide, don’t you think?” He wasn’t being unreasonable and they both knew she’d be crazy to turn down a high-profile project that could lead to other jobs. 
“I suppose I could stop by after work.” She consulted the calendar on her phone. “Does seven work for you?” 
“Perfect. How ‘bout I order Japanese?” 
“That sounds great.” Her smile slayed him every time.  
“Excellent. I’ll see you later then.” He closed his hand around the doorknob when he heard her whisper his name. “Yeah?” 
“Thanks for the flowers. They’re beautiful.” 
So are you. “My pleasure.” 
*** 
Bella believed seeing a person’s house was the best way to uncover their secrets. And she couldn’t wait to discover what Loran was hiding behind his front door. 
His house was a traditional Tudor, which surprised her. She would have pegged his for a modern, even austere-looking property. But this looked like a period home, complete with mature landscaping and winding natural stone paths splitting groomed perennials and emerald green grass.   
“Very nice,” she said, when he opened the door. 
And she wasn’t talking about his house anymore. He was wearing black jeans and a white button down shirt with that fresh-from-the-shower look she loved so much. 
“Thanks.” He smiled, nearly making her drool. “I like it.” 
“So do I.” She forced herself to focus on the house when he led her inside, since that was, supposedly the reason for her visit. “Honestly, if this were my house I don’t think I’d want to move.” 
The décor was classic, very traditional, in keeping with the period, but it was obvious a man lived there alone. Everything was dark and masculine, from the original wood floors to the doors and trim. Thankfully he’d taken out walls, enlarged windows, and selected light paint colors, so it wasn’t oppressive. 
“I love that you kept the original trim,” she said, running her hand over the polished wood banister. “It would have been a crime to paint it white.” 
He was standing behind her, so close she could feel his warm breath tickling her neck. She tried not to move, not even to breathe. It wasn’t him she was worried about. She didn’t trust herself. 
“I’m glad you came.” 
I haven’t yet. She bit back the words, but the ones that popped out were nearly as bad. “I broke up with him.” 
“You did?” He stepped in front of her, his eyes searching her face. “Why?” 
 “It was time.” She could tell Loran it wasn’t because of him, but she was a terrible liar. “The relationship had run its course, I guess.” 
 “It was doomed from the start, you know.” 
She stepped around him, needing a little space to re-group. “What’s a girl gotta do to get a drink around here?” 
He chuckled. “I’ve got a bottle of your favorite Chardonnay chilling. How does that sound?” 
“Perfect.” This wasn’t like a first date. He knew her, what she liked and didn’t like. Her hot buttons. What to say to make her mad… or give up the fight. “Thanks.” 
She followed him from the hallway, past the formal dining room to a kitchen at the rear of the house, just off the family room. “I love the reclaimed brick walls,” she said, admiring them in the kitchen and family room. “Was that you?” 
“It was all me.” He opened the bottle of wine and poured a glass for her before reaching back into the fridge and extracting a beer for himself. “I’m afraid this place had fallen into disrepair when I bought it. The lady who lived here was ninety-four. She and her husband bought it the year they married, almost seventy years ago. When she lost him…” He handed her the glass while his eyes locked with hers. “She let it go.” 
“I can understand that.” 
“Can you?” He tipped his head while he studied her. “Can you imagine loving someone so much your will to live dies right along with them?” 
It felt like a trick question. Of course she could imagine loving someone that much, but if she admitted as much he would only push her harder. “It would be hard for either of my parents to go on without each other.” She was deflecting and he let her as he followed her into the family room. 
She sat down on the arm of one of two sienna leather sofas facing each other. Her gaze drifted to the heavy wood mantle fastened to the natural stone fireplace. There was half a dozen pictures of Loran with family and friends, but the one that held her attention was a photo of him with a woman who was clearly his mother. 
“I never would have pegged you for a mama’s boy.” 
He grinned as he sat down on the sofa she occupied. “I’d do anything for her and she knows it.” 
It was hard for her to reconcile the skirt-chasing partier she knew him to be with a man who loved his mama as much as he claimed to. He’d spoken of her before, of course, but seeing a photo of them together, with Loran looking down into her smiling face as the camera captured a candid moment between them made it obvious. 
“They say you can tell a lot about a man by the way he treats his mother.” 
She watched him over the rim of her glass, wondering whether he’d try to impress her with stories about what a wonderful son he’d been since signing his multi-million dollar contract. 
“I owe her everything. When my parents divorced she was our rock. My dad didn’t want any more to do with us, so she was stuck raising us by herself.” 
“Can’t have been easy,” she said, wishing he wasn’t so hard to resist. 
“It wasn’t.” He eased back on the sofa and glanced at the framed photos. “By then I was already obsessed with the idea of making it to the big leagues. It would have been easy for her to tell me that dream died when my dad walked out, but she didn’t.” 
“No?” Bella knew it was dangerous, allowing herself to see him in this light, but she couldn’t help wanting to know more about him. 
“No, she busted her ass to make it happen for me. It wasn’t easy. She had to work two jobs, but she still managed to get me to my games, camps, all the travel…” He shook his head. “I don’t know how she did it, but she never let me down.” 
“Not like your dad did?” she said gently, knowing it must be a sore subject. He’d once told her his parents were divorced, but never went into detail about their split. 
“My dad was always selfish.” He took a long pull from his beer. “I shouldn’t have been surprised when he walked out on us.” 
“But you were?” 
“I was surprised he wanted nothing more to do with us, sure. What kind of father cuts his kids out of his life? That’s messed up.” He looked up at her, his dark eyes filling with emotion. “Don’t you think?”
She wanted to wrap her arms around him, to stroke his hair, to tell him that had been his father’s loss. Instead she nodded, fighting back the anguish she felt on his behalf. “I do.” 
“Makes me want to be a better father.” He cleared his throat. “When the time comes.” 
“You think about that a lot? Being a parent?” Bella felt like she was skating on thin ice, but now that he’d brought it up she had to know how serious he was about being a family man. 
“More now than ever,” he admitted, staring into the fire he’d built before she arrived. “More of my friends and teammates are settling down. The years seem to be slipping past in the blink of an eye.” 
“I know what you mean.” It seemed like she’d just celebrated her twenty-first birthday. How could a decade have passed since then? 
“You’re an amazing aunt,” he said, his smile soft. “You obviously value family. You can’t tell me you’ve never thought about having kids.” 
“Maybe I’m not cut out for being a mama. Could be I’m meant to be a doting auntie instead.” 
He seemed pensive when he asked, “You really believe that?” 
“I’ve never been good with commitment.” She didn’t know why she continued to remind him and herself of that fact. A defense mechanism maybe. “You know that.” 
“When something is important to you, you commit,” he reminded her. “School. Your business. Your friendships, family. You’ve never walked out on those things.” 
“True. But I loved those aspects of my life. Was passionate about them.” 
“And you don’t think you’d be equally as passionate about being a wife and mom?” 
She felt the warmth crawl up her neck as she laughed. “How did we get on this subject? I thought I was here in a professional capacity tonight?” 
“Right,” he said, curling a strong hand around his bottle. “The house.”
He’d seemed angry she was so determined to change the subject, to refuse to let him in. But it didn’t feel like she had a choice. Keeping her guard up with a man like Loran was her only option. He admitted he’d been with other women since the last time they were together, which spoke volumes about his headspace. 
“Do you have a piece of property?” she asked, clearing her throat. “To build on?” 
“I do.” He nodded slowly, as though forming a plan. “Maybe we could drive out and have a look at it tomorrow? That would give you a chance to see the exposure, help me decide where the site should be. It’s twenty acres, so we have some options.” 
“Twenty acres.” She whistled. “Wow, that’s a lot of land.” 
“I crave my privacy, the older I get. Don’t get me wrong, this is a great old house. Just a little too close to my neighbours for my comfort.”
She wasn’t surprised he was the kind of man who wanted some seclusion. So much of his life was spent under scrutiny. It couldn’t be easy to be on all the time. “I get that.” 
“Besides, I’m thinking about the future with this next house. There’s a pond for fishing, room for a pool. Even a multi-sport court, playground.” He grinned. “How great would that be? My kids could have their own private park?”
My kids. Bella couldn’t explain why that simple phrase hit her like a sledgehammer. Maybe because she imagined two little dark haired beauties who looked just like him chasing each other around a slide in their own backyard. 
“You okay?” he asked, gently. 
“Yeah.” She forced a smile. “Just thinking about that. You could even have your own baseball diamond, right? Batting cages?” 
He chuckled. “How’d you know I’d thought about that?” 
“I guess I know you.” She eased down on the couch beside him, forcing him to inch over to give her some space. Their eyes locked and she felt all of the oxygen sucked out of the room… especially when he leaned in to kiss her. 
A little voice in her head screamed bad idea, but she ignored it, inviting the kiss. It had been so long since she felt his lips on hers and the built-up in her mind didn’t begin to compare to the reality. His lips were full and soft, his technique slow and thorough, like he had all the time in the world to kiss her. 
When they finally broke apart, his smile was slow and easy, like kissing her had been inevitable. “Don’t ask me to apologize for that. It was just about the best thing that’s happened to me since the last time I…” His gaze drifted to her lips again when she licked them. “Since the last time I made love to you.” 
“We didn’t make love,” she said, feeling suddenly self-conscious as she remembered the level of intimacy she’d shared with him in that Vegas hotel room. “We had sex. There’s a big difference, Loran.” 
“Trust me,” he said, brushing her hair over her shoulder as he continued to stare at her. “I’ve been having sex half my life. What you and I did was different. That’s the only way I know how to describe it… I made love to you that night, Bella.” 
She felt it too, that contrast he described. She’d been able to keep things casual with other men. But something about Loran broke down all of her defenses. Just like he was doing tonight.  
“And that’s why I had to get out of there,” she admitted, holding her breath to see how he’d react. “It was so intense. I didn’t know what to say, how to react. I thought you’d play it off like it was no big deal and to me it was a big deal.” She took a deep breath. “So I bailed while you were asleep. Before you could wake up and make some joke about finally scratching that itch.” 
“I wouldn’t have said that.” His look was somber when he said, “I wouldn’t have said anything like that, sweetheart. I would have told you the truth, that you were special. That I’d never felt that way about anyone before.” 
“I guess I was scared,” she said, swallowing the fear lodged in her throat. She’d never been one to talk about her feelings, but with this man they seemed to pour out against her will. “That’s why I went down to that bar. I couldn’t go back to my room. I needed a distraction and didn’t feel like gambling so I thought maybe I could catch sports highlights or whatever.” 
“And you met him instead.” He spit the words out, like it still angered him to think about it. 
“We were just talking.” She placed her hand on his tense forearm. “Nothing would have happened.” 
“Did he know that?” 
That stranger had propositioned her, inviting her back to his room, but before she could tell him she was with someone Loran stormed the bar and made the announcement for her. “I would have told him if you’d given me the chance.” 
He set his bottle down on a wood tray in the middle of the oversized leather ottoman before cupping his head in his hands. “I still can’t believe I reacted that way. I saw that asshole with his hand on your back while he leaned in to talk to you and I just saw red.” 
“Why?” 
“Because you were mine.” He let that declaration hang in the air before he added, “At least I wanted you to be. I was pissed off when I woke up and you were gone. I thought maybe you’d just gone back to your room to get some stuff, but when I went there and couldn’t find you, I kind of panicked. I thought you’d bailed on me, maybe headed to the airport.” 
She could see the panic etched on his face even now, when he spoke about it. It was kind of sweet, his reaction to the thought of losing her. “But I didn’t intend to leave.” 
“Yeah, but I saw you with that guy and my mind started racing. I imagined you going back to his room and—”
“No way would that have happened,” she whispered, covering his lips with one finger. “I came to Vegas for one reason. To be with you. No one else. Just you.” 
“I’m sorry I was such an ass that night.” 
She chuckled. “I wasn’t the one who lost his front tooth.” 
He smirked. “Believe me, I paid the dude’s dental bill and then some. My lawyer told me to settle, so I did.”
“Sorry I cost you so much money,” she said, feeling a twinge of guilt. 
Even though Loran had overreacted when he saw her with someone else, she suspected she might have felt the same way if she’d found him in the hotel bar chatting up a beautiful woman so soon after… they’d been together. 
“You cost me a lot more than money,” he said, his voice husky. “You cost me sleepless nights. Hangovers. Broken crystal. A few games.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I couldn’t get it together. Couldn’t stop thinking about you.” He hung his head. “So I drank too much. Couldn’t sleep. Busted up shit. Started fights. Pissed off my manager. Rode the bench ‘cause of my bad attitude.” 
“I had no idea.” The team was usually tight-lipped when their starters sat out a game and managers typically chalked it up to a day of rest. Apparently in Loran’s case it had been a little more than that. 
“Your brother didn’t tell you?”
“He mentioned you were having a hard time but I told him I didn’t want to talk about you.”  
 “Why wouldn’t you talk to me?” He glanced at her. “I get that you were pissed when it happened, but when you cooled off, why wouldn’t you give me a chance to apologize?” 
“I had this boyfriend in college.” She’d never intended to tell anyone this story, but since it influenced what happened with Loran she thought he had a right to know. “It wasn’t serious, at least in my mind. But after a few months he got really jealous and possessive. He hated me talking to other guys. Threatened my friends, me, my family.” She shuddered. “It got ugly. I had to get a restraining order against him.” 
“I had no idea. I’m sorry.” 
“No one knows. Not even Grace or my brother.” 
“Thanks for telling me.” 
“It didn’t end there.” She could have ended the story there, but for reasons she couldn’t understand it was important to her that he knew her secret, perhaps so he could understand her better. “We were at the same bar one night. I left when I realized he was there, but not before he lifted my phone.” 
“He stole your cell phone?” 
“Yeah.” She shook her head. “He claimed he found it on the bar when he called my land line later that night to let me know he had it. I knew he was lying, but I couldn’t prove it. I just wanted my phone back.” 
“What happened?” 
“It was late, maybe three in the morning.” The scene flashed through her mind and she shivered. 
Loran took the wine glass from her hand and set it down on the tray before encircling her in his arms. “Go on.” 
“He told me he was parked across the street from the little house I rented. He said he could come to the door, but I didn’t feel safe letting him in so I told him I’d come out and get it.” 
He kissed her temple when she drew a shaky breath. “Take your time, baby.”
“He jumped out of the car as soon as he saw me. I thought about running back inside, but it was too late. He was on me, even before I could scream. He beat the hell out of me and left me in the middle of the road.” She was crying now, but barely noticed the tears as she struggled to get the words out. “I could have been hit by a car. It was dark. I was wearing black. I couldn’t move. I…” 
“That son of a bitch,” he said, his voice broken. “What the hell happened to him?” 
“I crawled on my hands and knees to the side of the road,” she said, ignoring his question. “But I didn’t have a phone so I couldn’t call for help. I laid there bleeding until my next door neighbour found me a few hours later.” 
“I can’t believe you went through that.” He stroked her hair while kissing the top of her head. “Tell me he’s in jail. ‘Cause if he’s not I’m going to hunt him down and—”
“He is.” He was a repeat offender, so the judge gave him the maximum, eighteen years. He could have been out by now, but bad behaviour meant he’d serve every day of his sentence. She hoped. 
“How could you have gone through this without your family and friends knowing?” 
“My college friends knew,” she said. “I just didn’t tell my family or friends back home. I was embarrassed and ashamed.” 
“You didn’t do anything wrong, Bella.” 
“I let him into my life.” And that still haunted her. 
“I get it now,” he said, his voice gentle. “Why you reacted the way you did when I went crazy that night.” 
“You were so jealous, so possessive,” she whispered, burrowing deeper into his arms. “You had that same look in your eyes that he used to get when he was confronting some guy that I was talking to. Then when you hit him—”
“I’m so sorry I scared you.” He grazed her chin with his finger, tipping her face up to meet his. “If I’d known what you’d been through, I obviously would’ve handled it differently.”
“I know.” 
She’d had a lot of time to think since that night in Vegas and she knew, deep down, that Loran was nothing like her college boyfriend. He had made a mistake that night, but that didn’t mean she should have compared him to her ex. 
“The way you reacted to seeing me with someone else last night kind of reinforced what I’d already figured out. You’re not some irrational, hothead who can’t stand to see me with someone else. You’re human. You overreacted after we’d spent an intense night together. I get that now.” 
“I have to admit, seeing you with someone else last night wasn’t easy.” He grimaced. “I hated the guy and didn’t even know him.” 
“Feelings of jealousy and possessiveness are normal when you care about someone.” Her therapist convinced her of that. 
“I do still care about you.” He brushed his lips over her cheek. “But I guess you figured that out already.” 
She nodded, linking her hand through his. “And honestly, I’m not sure what to do with that.” 
“That’s okay,” he whispered. “We don’t have to figure anything out right now. It’s enough that you’re here.”




 
Chapter Four 
 
Loran felt terrible after hearing Bella’s story last night. No wonder she’d written him off. She had every right to. But that didn’t mean he was giving up on her just because he’d made one stupid mistake. On the contrary, after the good-night kiss she’d initiated on his front porch last night he was more determined than ever to step up his game.
They’d spent the rest of the evening talking about his plans for his new home and he was more excited than ever to see that dream come to fruition in her capable hands. Watching her enthusiasm for the project just ramped up his eagerness to get started. 
He wanted her to share his vision, his dream. Not just for the house, but for the future. As he sat in his truck, staring out over the land he’d grown to love, he imagined the life they could build there. Kids. Pets. Family. He wanted to make memories with her, to build a life, from the ground up. 
She pulled up beside him in her convertible Audi and he grinned when she flashed him a smile and a wave. He was in love with her. He’d come to terms with that long ago, but having her back in his life intensified those feelings ten-fold. He just hoped he could make her see how good they could be together. To overcome her fears and convince her that he was the man she could count on to be there for her… forever. 
“Hey, sorry I’m late,” she said over the roof of her car. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long. I got tied up in a meeting.” She rolled her eyes. “Clients couldn’t decide how high they wanted the ceilings to be in the foyer. I swear this couple went back and forth for an hour. I was getting tired just listening to them.” 
He smiled as he rounded the front of his truck to meet her. “I’ll try to be the ideal client so you won’t have any horror stories to tell about me. How’s that?”
She smirked. “You say that now. Just wait a few weeks. You’ll change your mind fifty times about every little detail. That’s how these things usually work.” 
He’d been thinking about this build a long time. He even showed her some images he’d saved on his tablet so she’d have some idea of what he was looking for, but he had no doubt she was right about his indecision. He would likely have a tough time making up his mind about some things. Like how many bedrooms… based on how many kids he’d have. 
“This is the spot you were thinking about?” she asked, turning around in a slow circle so she could see it from all angles. “Perfect slope if you want a walk-out basement.” She bit her lip as she looked up at him. “That is what you had in mind, right?” 
“Huh?” It was hard to focus, especially when she pushed her sunglasses up on her head and he noted the way her eyes sparkled with excitement. 
“Where were you just now?” she asked, waving a hand in front of his face. 
“Thinking about you,” he admitted. “About last night.” 
She blushed. “I probably shouldn’t have kissed you—”
“I’m glad you did,” he said, curling his hands around her upper arms. “Real glad.” His lips were closing in on hers when she put a hand on his chest to still him. 
“Uh, Loran. I shouldn’t have mixed business and pleasure last night. That was a mistake. I’ve never done that before. I guess I was just feeling a little vulnerable after I told you my story.” 
He didn’t want her to think he was taking advantage, but keeping his hands off her while they worked closely together would be damn near impossible for him. “So what are you saying?” He took a step back, letting his hands fall. “You don’t want me to touch you?” 
“I didn’t say that.” She looked confused as she shook her head. “Maybe we could just set some boundaries. Business meetings, like this, are for business. That’s all I’m saying.” 
He knew this project would give them an opportunity to spend more time together, but if it meant he had to be on guard every minute, he wasn’t sure he could make any promises. “So you’d be open to spending time together outside of this project?”
“Maybe,” she said, seeming hesitant. “Why don’t we just take it slow, see where we end up?” 
He knew where he wanted them to end up and slow wasn’t even in his vocabulary when it came to her. “Take it slow?” he repeated, thinking those just might be his three least favorite words. “Meaning?” 
“Get to know each other.” 
He already knew her well enough to know that he was in love with her. What more did he need to know? “Okay, what do you suggest?” He reminded himself that a few days ago she wasn’t even speaking to him, so this was progress. 
“I don’t know, maybe dinner one night this week? Nothing fancy, just beers and burgers at a sports bar or something.” 
Sports bars weren’t the kind of place he’d take a woman he wanted to spend quality time with. He’d be accosted for autographs and selfies every five minutes in a place like that. 
“You don’t like that idea,” she said, quickly. “Or you have plans all week? Dates?” 
“Dates,” he repeated, wondering what the hell she was thinking. “You really think I have a different woman lined up for every night of the week?” 
She hugged her tablet against her chest as she eyed him warily. “Don’t you?” 
 “No!” He took a deep breath when her eyes widened. “I get why you’d think that. I sure as hell haven’t been an angel, but I’m serious about wanting a shot with you, Bella. I wouldn’t mess that up by seeing other women.”
“But seeing each other exclusively doesn’t sound like taking it slow.” 
She had him there. But the thought of her seeing someone else didn’t sit well with him. He’d wasted countless months on the sidelines while she figured out she wasn’t interested in the engineer. He had no intention of wasting any more time. 
“Then you want me to see other people?” 
She scowled, making him smile. “I didn’t say that.” 
“Then you don’t want me to see other women… while we’re taking it slow?” He knew he was pushing her, but he didn’t see any other way to make her see that taking it slow wasn’t an option when they already had history. 
“I don’t know.” She slipped her sunglasses back in place. 
“You want to see other guys?” He worked his jaw when he realized he’d asked the question through clenched teeth. “Be honest with me if you do.” 
She sighed. “This is all happening so fast. I never expected you and I to…” She touched her lips. “Reconnect. I thought it was over. I thought I wanted it to be over.” 
“And now?” 
“I’m seeing a different side of you.” She gave him a quick once-over. “And letting you see a different side of me. A side I don’t share… with anyone. I don’t do vulnerable, so last night was new for me.” 
“I love that you let me in last night,” he said, his voice gentle as he bent to look into her eyes. “I need you to keep letting me in. So if you need time and space to get used to the idea of us I’m willing to give you that.” 
“You’re sure?” 
He didn’t blame her for questioning him. She had every reason to doubt him, especially since he’d been pursuing her relentlessly. “Backing off just might be the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.” His mouth tipped up at the corner. “But if that’s what it takes, I’m game.”
“I appreciate that.” 
“And we’re on for dinner one night this week. As long as you let me pick the restaurant.”
She shrugged. “Okay, never let it be said I’m unwilling to compromise.” 
*** 
Bella was enjoying a rare lunch alone with her bestie while her mom babysat for Grace. 
“So fill me in,” Grace said, popping a bite of grilled calamari wrapped in spinach into her mouth. “What’s been happening with you and Loran?” 
“What makes you think anything’s happening?” He had been honoring her wish to take things slow, which was making her a little crazy. They’d had three meetings to discuss his house plans and had been out to dinner twice in the past two weeks. Both dates had ended with a kiss on her front porch… even after she invited him in for a night cap. 
Grace gave her the stink eye. “You’re really going to hold out on me? I know you’re designing his new house. You can’t tell me nothing’s happening.”
“We’ve been out together a couple of times,” she conceded. “Outside of work.” 
“And I’m just hearing about this now?” Grace looked genuinely hurt. “I thought we told each other everything. I know you think I’m busy with Ethan and the kids now, but I’ll always have time for you. You know that, don’t you?” 
“Of course I know that.” Bella covered her friend’s hand with hers. “And I love you for caring so much, but I know you.” She sat back, wagging a finger at Grace. “If I told you I was seeing Loran you’d be pressuring me about taking it to the next level and I don’t know if we’re ready for that yet.” 
Grace’s jaw dropped as she held her hand up. “Wait a minute.” She shook her head. “Let me see if I got this right. You guys are dating but you’re not sleeping together?” 
Bella gave her a dirty look when the waiter returned to re-fill their water glasses. “Will you keep your voice down? I don’t need the whole restaurant to know I’m not getting any.” 
Grace laughed, then covered her hand with her mouth. “You and Loran… two of the most sexually active people I know… have taken a vow of celibacy? You’re joking.” 
“Not a vow of celibacy.” Though it felt like that sometimes when she watched him walk back to his truck. “We’re just taking it slow. It’s different with him.” 
“Different how?” Grace asked, wide-eyed. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? That you’re in love with him?” 
“No! God no!” And why did that question make her heart race. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s only been a couple of weeks. Besides, you know I don’t throw the L word around.” 
Grace looked sad when she said, “I hate that you’ve never been in love.” 
“It’s no big deal,” Bella lied. “It’ll happen when or if the time is right. If it doesn’t, I’m okay with that too. I love my life just the way it is. I sure as hell don’t need a man to make me happy.” 
“You think that because you’ve never found the right one,” Grace said, gently. “Or maybe you have but you’ve been determined to keep him at arm’s length.” 
“Hey.” 
Bella jumped when her brother put his arm around her and gave her a kiss on the cheek before planting one on his wife. 
“Sorry to interrupt your lunch, but Mama called and said she couldn’t find the drops for Emma’s ears and she was getting kind of fussy. She didn’t want to bother you with it, but—”
“Oh shoot,” Grace said, holding up a small plastic bottle she’d retrieved from her purse. “I have them right here.” 
“I’ll drop them off,” Ethan said, reaching for the bottle. 
Grace gave Bella a look that begged forgiveness and understanding at the same time. “Would you mind if we cut our lunch short? I don’t want your mama to be pulling her hair out by the time I get back.” 
“Of course I don’t mind,” Bella said, waving off her concern. “Go. Lunch is on me.” 
“You’re the best,” Grace said, kissing her cheek before blowing one across the table to her husband. “But we’ll pick this up later. Promise?” 
“Sure.” When Grace left Bella asked her brother, “Have you eaten? We can ask the waiter to bring a menu.” 
“I just had a sandwich a while ago, I’m good.” He folded his arms as he watched her eat. “So, you and Loran, huh?” 
“Did he say something?” she asked, stabbing one of the strawberries in her salad with unnecessary force. She didn’t ask Loran to keep their relationships under wraps, but she assumed that would go without saying. 
“No, he shuts down whenever I mention it.” Looking amused, he added, “Kind of like you’re doing now.” 
She reached for her water glass while clearing her throat. “That’s probably because there’s not much to tell. I’m working on the plans for his new house, which I’m sure you already know, and we’ve had a couple of dinners together, but that’s about it.” 
“Mama mentioned you’re not seeing the engineer anymore. Is that because of Loran?” 
Yes. “No. It’s because I didn’t want to waste any more of his time. We wanted different things, that’s all. You know I don’t do commitment. That’s what he was after.” 
“You don’t do commitment,” he repeated slowly. “Have you told Loran that? ‘Cause I happen to know he’s not big on sharing.” 
She rolled her eyes. “How many women has he been with in the past year, E? Seriously.” Not that she really wanted to know. 
“A few,” he confirmed, watching her carefully, “and I can tell that bothers you.” 
“It does not,” she snapped. “Why would it? It’s not like we were together. Besides, I knew what he was like even before we slept together. That’s why I never expected anything to come of it.” 
“Don’t you mean that’s why you wouldn’t allow anything to come of it?” 
Now he was blaming her for what went down with Loran? So much for family loyalty. “I seem to recall you warning me to stay away from him because he was a player. Now you’re defending him?” 
“I’m not defending him.” Ethan leaned in. “And you’re right, I did warn you to stay away from him. But that was before I realized you were different.” 
She scoffed. “You just told me he’s been chasing everything in a skirt since—”
“That’s not what I said.” He held a finger up to silence her. “Don’t put words in my mouth. You asked if he’d been with other women and I confirmed what you already knew. That he had. But that doesn’t mean he wasn’t thinking about you or—”
“Spare me.” She didn’t even know why she was getting so angry. It’s not like he’d told her anything she didn’t already know about his friend. “I don’t need to sit here and listen to you defend him. I can form my own opinions about the man, thank you very much.” 
“I just don’t want your opinion to be colored by the things I said about him when you guys were getting to know each other.” He sighed. “You’re my kid sister. I was just looking out for you. But I can see now that I was wrong to interfere.” 
Bella suddenly felt bad for giving her brother a hard time. Curling her hand around his forearm, she said, “Relax. The fact that things didn’t work out between us had nothing to do with you.” 
“You sure about that?” 
“Loran has a temper. You know that. We’ve all seen it on the field when a call doesn’t go his way and he heads back to the dugout to smash a baseball bat to smithereens.” And it was that temper, not to mention his jealous streak that still made her a little nervous. As tough as she pretended to be, she knew she was no match for a guy like Loran… or her ex. 
Ethan narrowed his eyes and Bella realized she’d said too much. 
“You don’t really think he’d unleash on you, do you?” 
“No, of course not!” She lowered her voice when the waiter shot her a curious look. “But I guess that’s why I went for Jeff. I was looking for someone a little more… passive, after my experience with Loran.” 
“I’ve always wondered about that,” Ethan said, tossing his cell phone on the table. “Your taste in men. It doesn’t add up. You’re a strong woman, yet you seem to choose weak men, with the exception of Loran. Why is that?” 
Because they’re less likely to hurt me. 
She laughed lightly, trying to play it off as she continued eating. “I didn’t realize I had a type. I think you’re overanalyzing.” 
“I always assumed it was because you didn’t want to get serious so you went for guys you weren’t really into, so there was no risk of you getting in too deep.” 
“Seems logical.” If only he would let it go at that. 
“But there’s more to it, isn’t there?” When she didn’t respond, he said, “Loran is the first guy you’ve been into… maybe forever. He’s antitheses of the kind of man you usually go for—”
“Thanks for the psychoanalysis, big brother. It’s been fun.” She reached into her wallet and extracted a few bills so she wouldn’t have to wait for the waiter to bring the credit card machine. “But I really have to run. I have a meeting across town in twenty minutes.” 
Ethan grabbed her wrist before she could get away. “Give him a chance, sis.” His eyes locked with hers. “Forget everything I ever said about him and hear this: he cares about you. Don’t be afraid to care about him too.” 
Too late. She already cared about him. Maybe too much.




 
Chapter Five 
 
Loran was sitting across from the most beautiful woman he’d ever met and he couldn’t think of a damn thing to say that didn’t involve sex. He was dying to end their third official date at his place or hers, but things had been going so well with Bella he was afraid to ruin it with the suggestion of sex.
“So, uh, how was your day?” He chastised himself for resorting to small talk instead of manning up and talking to her about what was really on his mind: their relationship. 
“It was good.” She smiled as she spread the white linen napkin in her lap before reaching for her wine glass. “How about yours?” 
“Can’t complain. Did a bit of volunteer work.” 
“Oh yeah?” She sipped her chardonnay before asking, “Like what?” 
“Signed a bunch of autographs.” He shook out of his stiff hand for effect. “For some charity events my agent has me attending, visited the children’s hospital.” He cleared his throat when her eyes softened. “Passed by the local hospice, then hit the gym.” 
He chuckled. “A day in the life of a professional athlete during the off-season.” 
“I know a lot of athletes,” she said, leaning in. “And that’s not how most of them spend their off-season. Most are in a warm climate, lying by the pool or playing golf.” 
“My golf game sucks and the heat and humidity wears on me after a while.” He tipped his beer back. Even though they were in an upscale restaurant, he still ordered beer over wine. “Besides, if I can give back, why wouldn’t I, right?”
“Your mother raised a good man.” She smiled, raising her glass to his. 
“Yeah, that’s what my brother keeps telling me. Seriously, my mother works in social services. She’s always tried to get us to help out when and where we can. It only seems right.” He reached for a piece of bread, though he rarely ate carbs, just to have something to do with his hands. 
Opening up had never come easily to him and he didn’t want Bella to think he was trying too hard to impress her. He was just trying to be real with her about the kind of man he was and what she could expect if she got more involved with him. 
“I was blessed with the ability to play ball. I make a stupid amount of money because of that skill. Why wouldn’t I share the wealth a little, right?” 
“So you donate not only your time, but also your money?” she asked. “Now I’m really intrigued. To what kind of causes?” 
He didn’t like talking about his charity work, but he promised himself he would always be honest with Bella if she asked him a direct question about his life. “Local homeless shelters, children’s hospital and hospice mostly. That’s where I spend most of my free time too.” 
She gaped at him. “You spend your free time at a homeless shelter?” 
“Yeah.” He shifted, feeling more uncomfortable by the minute. “Why is that so strange? What else would you suggest I do… sit around and count my money? Work on my six pack? Calculate my macros?” He didn’t realize he was scowling until after he’d taken a deep swallow of his beer. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be an ass. I’m just used to people thinking I’m shallow and I guess by now I’d hoped you’d know me better than that.” 
“How could I know?” she asked, softly. “You’ve never told me.” 
She had him there. “I just didn’t want you to think I was trying to impress you. I’m not. I’m trying to be real with you.”
“Then try being real with me about why you do it.” 
He swallowed, staring at her. Trying to think of any excuse to break his promise to always tell her the truth. This was personal, deeply personal. Kind of like the secret she shared with you. 
“Shortly after I signed my first big league contract my old man hit me up for a loan. I hadn’t heard from him in years so I told him to go to hell.” 
“That’s understandable.” 
Bella smiled when the waiter placed their orders in front of them. Pasta in a rose for her and chicken and steamed veggies for him. 
“He abandoned you so why should you want to help him.” 
“That’s what I thought too.” He stared at his plate, wondering how he was supposed to eat when his gut was churning. “It wasn’t until after he died that I found out he’d been evicted from his apartment after he lost his job. He ended up homeless.” 
“I’m sorry,” she said, quietly, “but you had no way of knowing that.” 
“He told me, but I thought he was lying. He’d lied to me about so many things.” He could have ended the story there. He’d told her the truth, but there was more, and he suddenly wanted to share the burden with someone who mattered to him. Someone who might understand. “It wasn’t until his doctor called to tell me he’d died that I finally got his story. He lost his job because he was sick. Stage four liver cancer. He couldn’t work anymore. So he ended up in a government funded hospice when it got too cold out on the streets.” 
Her eyes filled with tears when she looked up from her plate. “It all makes sense now, why you do what you do.” 
“I was mad as hell at him for leaving us,” he said between clenched teeth. “But he was still my father. I should have helped him—”
“Don’t blame yourself.” She touched his hand. “There’s no way you could have known he was sick.”
“You know how many people in those places are sick and forgotten? Nobody gives a damn about them.” 
She grimaced. “It must be terrible.” 
“It’s not bad enough they’re dying. They have to do it alone.” 
“Is there anything I can do?” 
She couldn’t have surprised him more if she told him she was in love with him. “You’d really want to help?” 
“Of course. What can I do?” 
That question just reinforced his feelings for her. He’d never met anyone like Bella and knew he never would again. That’s why he had to figure out how to make her his. Because he couldn’t imagine living the rest of his life without her… and didn’t want to. 
“There’s always looking for visitors at the hospice where I volunteer.” 
“What does a visitor do?” she asked, digging into her pasta. 
“You just talk to them, read to them, watch TV with them. Some are well enough to put a puzzle together or do a crossword. It just depends.” 
“When do you plan to go again? Could I come with you? Or would I have to go through a background check and interview with someone at the hospice?” 
“Usually, but I could vouch for you, if you’re serious?” 
“Of course I’m serious. I really want to do this!” 
He could see the enthusiasm in her eyes and it made him fall a little deeper. She cared about other people enough to take time out of her busy schedule to help a stranger who was desperate for a little kindness and understanding. 
“Then I’ll make the call in the morning. When are you free?” 
She reached into her purse and scanned her phone. “Um, I could probably leave the office by 6:00 tomorrow. Would that be too late?”
“No, I sometimes pass by in the evening. Say about 7:00?” 
“That’s perfect. Thanks for letting me do this, Loran.” 
“Don’t thank me. I love that you want to do this with me.” 
“I love…” She let the word hang in the air so long he could have sworn he stopped breathing.  “That you’re the kind of man who does this sort of thing.” She smiled. “I never expected this, but I think hanging out with you just might make me a better person.” 
*** 
They were standing on her front porch and Bella was ready to scream in frustration when Loran once again declined her offer of a night cap. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked, finally. “Did we somehow end up in the friend zone here?” 
He threw his head back and laughed. “You’re kidding, right? After that kiss you honestly think I’ve friend-zoned you?” 
“How else can you explain the fact that you don’t want to be alone with me?” 
He rested his hand on the door frame, pressing her body into the raised panels. “Maybe I don’t trust myself to be alone with you. Ever thought of that?” 
“This is our third date.” She licked her lips when he groaned. He was clearly aroused, but still wasn’t doing anything about it, for reasons she couldn’t understand. “And it’s not like we’ve never been together before.” 
“You were the one who wanted to take it slow. I’m just trying to respect that.” 
 “By making me question whether you’re even attracted to me?” 
He hung his head, his breathing becoming harsher, almost broken. “You’ve got to be kidding. It’s killing me not to open that door right now, throw you over my shoulder and drag you up to your bedroom.” 
She wrapped her arms around his neck, and arched her back so their bodies were practically joined. “What the hell are you waiting for?” 
He curled his hand around her cheek and looked into her eyes. “The green light.” 
She blinked, hoping her green eyes flashing ‘Go’ would be the only encouragement he needed. 
“I just need you to be sure.” He drew a deep breath. “The last time we were together it was intense, to say the least. Then to have you leave the way you did—”
“I didn’t leave you. I just needed to catch my breath.” Like now. She could barely breathe when he looked at her that way. “You don’t think it was intense for me too?” She caressed his bristly jaw, remembering how those bristles felt brushing her inner thighs. “It was.” 
Tired of being coy, she nipped his full lower lip before licking it. “Believe me, it was. You got inside of me that night, Loran. Literally and figuratively. And I’ve never been able to get you out.” 
“Why would you want to?” he demanded gruffly, grabbing her hips. “That’s what I don’t get. Why the hell can’t we just go with it? So what if it’s intense? So what if it scares the hell out of both of us? Isn’t that what life is about, Bella? Taking chances?” 
Her mind turned to mush when his tongue started exploring her neck while his hand slipped inside her wool trench coat. “I’m not afraid,” she murmured, closing her eyes when her skin started to burn as his hands danced down her ribs. “If I were you wouldn’t be here. We wouldn’t be doing this.” 
He braced his forearms on either side of her head, locking her in. “As much as I want you right now, I refuse to do this if the only offer on the table is sex.” Before she could correct him, he said, “I know that’s what you do. Compartmentalize. You’re up for having a little fun, but once you think someone’s fallen for you, you start looking for a way out.” 
“I do not.” Do too. 
“Well you need to hear this, girl. I’ve already fallen. Deep. And I’m in this for real. For keeps.” 
“For keeps?” she echoed, feeling like a fool for repeating him. “What does that even mean? You can’t be talking about forever, Loran.” She pushed against his broad shoulders, feeling suddenly claustrophobic. “We’ve only been seeing each other a couple of weeks.”
“And I’ve been thinking about you every goddamn night since you stormed out of that hotel in Vegas and told me to go to hell.”
That night was still fresh in her mind too. So many regrets and what ifs still plagued her. “You know why I overreacted that night.”
“Yeah, and I know why you’re still holding back too. You’re waiting for me to screw up. You’re waiting to see some sign that I’m just like him… or like the out-of-control asshole I was in that hotel bar. Admit it. You think I’m going to let you down again, to disappoint you. That’s why you can’t let me in.” 
“I want to let you in.” She reached behind her and turned the knob. 
“No.” He took a step back, running a shaky hand through his hair. “Not now. Not like this.” 
“What are you talking about?” She couldn’t believe this! Was the only man she’d ever propositioned actually rejecting her? “Are you telling me you don’t want me? Because that’s what it sounds like to me!” 
“You know that’s not it.” He muttered a curse before swiping a hand over his face. “I do want you.” His eyes skated over her body. “So damn much, it’s killing me. But I can’t have you like this.” He reached for her hand. “I need you to trust me first, Bella.”
Trust. He was asking her to trust him? The last man she trusted left her for dead in the middle of the road. She closed her eyes, wishing she could turn tail and run inside. 
“I know I’m asking a lot,” he said, his voice husky. “I have a terrible track record with women. Hell, I have a shitty track record with you. But I’ve changed. You changed me.” 
“Don’t—”
“Ssshhh.” He pressed a finger against her lips. “Please. I just need to say this. I’ve never wanted a woman the way I wanted you. Not being able to have you taught me a few tough lessons. About patience, humility… and love.” 
Her heart slammed against her chest as that word reverberated through her head. Oh God, he did not say he was in love with her! “I can’t do this,” she said, shaking her head frantically. “I can’t have this conversation.” 
“You don’t have to say anything.” He reached for her hand, probably to keep her from fleeing. “Just listen.” When he seemed satisfied she wasn’t going to run, he kissed her hand. “We could be so good together, baby. Can’t you see that?” 
They were compatible in so many ways, but Bella was more concerned about the ways they were different. Would those differences eventually drive them apart, and leave her all alone again? She’d never been afraid of being alone before, but then she’d never had a man like Loran before either. 
“This is happening so fast.” 
He chuckled, sounding more irritated than amused. “First you accuse me of taking too long to make a move, now I’m going too fast. Which is it?”
“I don’t know.” He was right, she realized. She wasn’t making any sense. And she’d never been a flighty female who had trouble making up her mind before. That just wasn’t her. Or who she wanted to be. “I just know that… I can’t breathe when I think about… forever. Then I have trouble breathing when I think about you leaving me.” She laughed, fearing it could erupt into a fit of hysteria. “I’m afraid of you staying and I’m afraid of you leaving. How crazy is that?” 
“Earlier you said you weren’t afraid.” His smile was sad when he said, “Sounds like you’re plenty scared, sweetheart.” 
She knew she’d hurt him by admitting the truth, but she felt she owed it to him. “I’m sorry if it sounds like I’m confused. But I am.” 
“You’re allowed to be confused. I get that.” He let her hand fall and she immediately wanted to grab his back. “But until you figure things out, I think you’re probably right about us taking things slow.” 
“Loran—”
“I don’t intend to hurt you. Ever.” His look was so intense she couldn’t force herself to look away, even though it was laced with a pain that nearly broke her because she knew she’d caused it. “But I don’t want to get hurt either. And I’m afraid that might happen if we jump into bed before we’ve worked out our feelings for each other.” 
She was the first to break eye contact and she wished she had the words to make this easier. It felt like they were breaking up, even though she wasn’t certain they’d ever been a real couple. 
“I know how I feel about you. But until you figure out how you feel about me, I’d best keep my distance.”
“But your house,” she said, grasping at the only logical reason she might still have a place in his life. “Don’t you want me to continue working on that? We’ve made great progress already and I feel like I have a sense of what you want now.” 
“We can continue working together,” he said, walking backwards toward his truck. “But for now that’ll have to be all.”




 
Chapter Six 
 
Loran was stunned when he showed up at the hospice the next night and found Bella there talking to an elderly man with terminal cancer in the common room. 
“What is she doing here?” he muttered under his breath when the administrator came up behind him, slapping him on the back.
“She said she was a friend of yours.” He gave him a side-long look. “That not true?” 
“It is.” 
Loran tried to ignore the way her whole face lit up when she laughed and touched the man’s hand as he told her a story. He gave her a weak smile in response. Probably his first smile in weeks. 
“We did a brief interview and she filled out the paperwork for a background check, but I didn’t see any harm in letting her get to know a few of our residents.” 
The administrator rocked back on the heels of his dress shoes as he admired Bella. “She seems to have a way with people, doesn’t she?” 
Loran wasn’t deaf or blind. He could tell the attractive forty-something administrator was interested in Bella. “Listen Mark, I should probably set you straight about something.” 
“What’s that?” he asked, looking concerned. 
“Bella and I are more than friends.” After last night he wasn’t sure he even had the right to claim that anymore, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to stand by and watch a man he’d considered a friend make a play for the woman he was in love with. 
“Oh.” His cheeks turned a ruddy shade as he dipped his head. “I see. I didn’t realize that. She didn’t mention it.” 
“Probably didn’t think it was relevant.” 
He replayed their conversation, just as he’d done a hundred times since it happened. If he’d been smart he would have kept his mouth shut and gone inside with her. Instead he gave her an ultimatum that could have cost him the relationship he was so desperately trying to build with her. 
Bella stood and patted the old man on the back before spotting Loran. She blushed and bit her lip, but made her way towards him. 
“Hey,” she said, softly. 
“Hey,” Loran responded, trying to resist the urge to beg her forgiveness. He knew he hadn’t been wrong to stand his ground with her last night, but being right had never felt worse. 
“Well, I’ll leave you two alone,” Mark said, after an awkward pause. 
Bella watched him walk away before she said, “I hope it’s okay that I still came.” 
“You had to know I’d be here.” He told her he’d intended to work at the hospice tonight. 
“I did.” Her gaze dropped before she said, “I was serious about helping out here, but I wanted to see you too. I didn’t feel good about the way we left things last night.” 
“This probably isn’t the time or place to talk about it.” He didn’t know what she wanted him to say, but the only words on the tip of his tongue were the three she didn’t want to hear. 
“Can we get a coffee a little later then?” she asked, looking nervous. “I’ll understand if you say no, but please don’t.” 
He didn’t know if he’d ever be able to say no to her. “Yeah, we can do that. I usually spend about an hour here, if that works for you?” 
“Of course.” She looked around the open room, her gaze drifting from one resident to another. “Mark didn’t have a lot of time to introduce me. Maybe you could do the honours?” 
“Sure.” He led her towards one of his favorite patients, a seventy-six year-old woman with stage four lung cancer. “Let me introduce you to Stella.” 
She followed him until he reached the slight form in the wheelchair sitting by the window. Her frail form was wrapped in a blue crocheted shawl and she appeared to be working on another one as her thin fingers manipulated the needles in her hands. 
“Hey, beautiful,” he said, bending to kiss her wrinkled cheek. “What are you working on?”
“Another lap blanket for the nursing home,” she said, smiling up at him. “I hope I get it finished in time.” 
His heart broke every time she talked about the end of her life. He’d been coming to visit her every other day for two months and they’d built a friendship. She told him he reminded her of her grandson, who lived on the other side of the country. Apparently she hadn’t seen him in years, but she remembered going to his Little League games when they lived in the same town. She said it was always the highlight of the week for her. 
He promised her choice seats when his season started up again, but she only laughed and shook her head, reminding him she wouldn’t make it that long. 
“Stella, I want you to meet a friend of mine. Bella, this is—”
The old woman cackled. “Bella and Stella. Hey, that rhymes.” 
Bella smiled as she took the woman’s bony hand in both of hers. “It does, doesn’t it? It’s so nice to meet you, Stella. I hope we’ll have a chance to visit soon.” 
“Oh?” Her eyes lit up. “You’ll be coming back to see me?” 
Loran knew he was the only visitor Stella had. He imagined it would be nice for her to have another visitor to look forward to. 
“If you’d like me to?” Bella asked, rubbing her hand gently before releasing it. 
“Can you knit?” she asked, as though testing Bella. “Crochet?” 
“As a matter of fact I can,” Bella said, looking smug. “My grandmother taught me when I was about five. I haven’t done it in a while, but I’m sure with your expert guidance I’d remember.” 
“That settles it then,” Stella said. “You’ll come back and we’ll work on finishing this together.” She held up the half-finished lap blanket. “There’s a woman at the nursing home down the road who has a birthday coming up. She doesn’t get any presents, so I thought it would be nice to give her this.”
Bella’s eyes shone when she said, “I think that’s a lovely idea. She’s a friend of yours?” 
“No, I’ve never met her.” 
“Oh.” Bella looked confused as she looked from Loran to Stella. “Then how do you know—”
“There’s this nice lady who comes in here sometimes to visit her uncle. She runs a community program that donates gifts to residents of nursing homes who don’t get anything for birthdays or Christmas. Either they don’t have any family or their family wants to forget they’re alive.” 
“Sounds like a wonderful program,” Bella said, softly. 
“It is.” Stella shrugged. “She and I got to talking and she suggested I start knitting something for this lady, Mary, who has a birthday coming up. I guess she’s always cold and could really use a nice lap blanket to keep her warm.”
“I think it’s wonderful that you want to do that for her.” 
“I have this one to thank for the yarn though,” she said, pointing at Loran with her knitting needle. “Can you believe he went to the yarn store for me? Bought dozens of skeins.” She pointed to a wicker basket at her feet. “Even bought the basket for me. Isn’t that sweet?” 
“It sure is,” Bella said, looking a little stunned. 
Feeling uncomfortable with the praise, Loran shrugged, “It was no big deal. The lady who owned the store pointed me in the right direction. I just bought whatever she suggested.” 
Bella’s phone rang, saving him from further embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I really have to take this. Loran, I’ll meet you outside?” 
“Sure,” he said, trying to ignore the curious look Stella gave him. She was obviously trying to figure out the nature of his relationship with the beautiful stranger. And knowing his elderly friend, she wouldn’t hesitate to dig for dirt as soon as they were alone. 
“It was so nice to meet you, Stella.” 
“You too, dear.” Stella waited until Bella had left the room before she said, “Well, what are you waiting for? Pull up a chair. I want to hear all about your new love.” 
“My new love?” Loran chuckled as he pulled up a stackable chair and sat on it backwards, facing Stella. “You just met the woman. How do you know there’s anything between us?” 
“She’s the one you were talking about,” Stella said, matter-of-factly. “I asked you a few weeks ago if you’d ever been in love and you said you’d been seeing someone briefly but it didn’t work out.” 
Loran winced when Stella started coughing. It sounded so violent. She could barely catch her breath and every time she turned red and reached for his hand he braced himself for the inevitable twist of his heart. He felt so helpless. It was moments like those that reminded him all his money couldn’t buy the things he wanted most. 
He handed her the water in her cup holder as soon as she seemed able to take a drink. Watching her sip, his heart beat slowly returned to normal. Since he’d started working at the hospice he’d had to say good-bye to a lot of special people but he knew when Stella left this world she would take a little piece of his heart with him. He’d never known his grandparents, but he liked to think his own grandmother would have been just like Stella. 
“Tell me I’m wrong,” she said, shaking an arthritic finger at him. “And don’t even think about lying. You know I can tell.” 
“You’re not wrong,” he conceded. 
She smiled, looking delighted that she’d finally had a chance to meet the woman who’d stolen Loran’s heart. “Judging by the way that young lady was looking at you I’d say you managed to work things out.” 
“We’re still trying.” 
The fact that she’d invited him for coffee was a good sign. Unless she intended to tell him she didn’t need time to think because she already knew their relationship couldn’t go anywhere. 
Suddenly his heart was hammering for a completely different reason. 
“What’s wrong?” Stella asked, touching his hand. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, honey.” 
“Just, uh, wondering what Bella wanted to talk to me about.” He rarely held back with Stella. He was supposed to be here to help distract her from her problems, but he’d learned that probing into his life was her favorite distraction. 
“You seem worried. Did you two have a fight?” 
“Something like that.” 
She smiled. “When my Herbert and I fought he always brought me flowers or candy to apologize. You should do that.” 
“Thanks, I’ll think about it.” He could give Bella anything and everything she ever dreamed of and the only thing he wanted in return was her love. Was that too much to ask for? 
“She seems like a sweet girl.” 
He wasn’t sure sweet was the word he’d use to describe Bella. Sexy. Sassy. Strong. Opinionated. Ambitious. And he loved every damn thing about her. “She’s… special. That’s for sure.” 
“You want to marry her.” 
Stella always cut to the chase. She claimed she’d always been like that, but living with a terminal illness for months only made her less likely to put up with B.S. 
He stifled a cough behind his hand. “Uh, I—” 
“Well?” she snapped. “Do you or don’t you?” 
“I do.”
“So, what are you waiting for? Ask her already.” 
“It’s not that simple, Stella.” He gave her an affectionate smile. “We’re not there yet. Honestly, I’m not sure we ever will be.” 
She rolled her eyes. “You young people have to complicate everything. When you get to be my age you’ll realize that life passes in the blink of an eye and you don’t have a minute to waste.” 
Volunteering had taught him that lesson, the hard way. He heard so many stories of people who claimed they’d lived their lives for someone else or had never taken the kind of risks that could have made them happy. 
“I just don’t want to rush her.” 
“Rush her? How old is she? I’m guessing she’s been legal a good long time.” 
He laughed. That was the nice thing about Stella. Even though it was his job to cheer her up she never failed to make him laugh with her sharp tongue and quick wit. She claimed the cancer may be stealing her body but it wouldn’t take her mind. 
“Yeah, I guess she has. But marriage isn’t for everyone.” It pained him to admit it, but he said, “I’m not sure it’s for Bella.” 
“You’ve asked her.” 
“Yeah.” 
“And?” Her hands continued to work on her project while she stared at him, awaiting a response. “What did she say?” 
“She implied I was rushing her.” 
“If she loved you she’d know.” She touched a hand to her heart. “If she doesn’t, well, no amount of time will make a difference.” 
That was the last thing Loran wanted to hear. “You don’t think people need time to make a decision like that… whether they love someone? Whether they want to spend the rest of their lives with that person?” 
She tipped her head to the side, studying him. “That depends. Why is she uncertain? Is it something you did to make her doubt you?”
“Sort of.” 
She sighed. “I’ve told you everything there is to know about me. Bored you to tears some days, I’m sure.”
“Impossible,” he said, winking. 
In truth, Stella’s life had been interesting. She travelled the world and taught English as a second language until she met her husband in South Korea when she was twenty-four. They returned to the States to get married and start a family and he’d worked two jobs to put her through school so she could become an English teacher. 
They had four children, ten grandchildren, and she’d won Teacher of the Year for her work with underprivileged kids in low-income school districts. 
It was hard for Loran to believe all of those students whose lives she’d impacted didn’t keep in touch with her. If they had they’d have known their time was running out to let her know that she’d made a difference in their lives. 
“So, what did you do?” 
He couldn’t imagine talking to Stella about sex, but it was obvious she wasn’t going to let this go until he offered her some kind of explanation. “Bella and I went away together for the weekend. Vegas.” 
She dropped her blanket and clapped her hands together. “Oh I love Las Vegas! I haven’t been there in years!” 
He’d like to resurrect some good memories for her. “Tell me about it. Who’d you go with? What’d you do? Gamble, see some shows—”
“Oh no you don’t, young man. You’re just trying to distract me.” 
Damn. She was too smart for her own good. “I was?” 
“You know you were. Now tell me what happened between you and Bella in Vegas.” 
“Things were going well,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “We were getting closer.” 
She wiggled her thin white eyebrows and giggled. “As close as two people can get, I’m guessing?” 
He chuckled, certain she’d made him blush. “You could say that.” 
“So what’d you do to screw things up? You don’t strike me as the type who’d be selfish in the sack.” 
His jaw dropped. “Stella!” 
She laughed and slapped his arm. “You forget I taught raunchy teenagers most of my life. There’s nothing I haven’t seen or heard. Don’t worry about shocking or offending me. In fact, I’m pretty sure I could shock you.” 
“I have no doubt.” He shook his head, trying to shake that thought loose. “Anyways, my argument with Bella that night had nothing to do with that. I saw her talking to some guy in a bar and got angry.” 
“How angry?” She curled her little hands into fists and held them up. “Did you punch him out?” 
Loran smirked. “You’re too cute, lady.” 
“Well, did you?” 
“Something like that.” 
She nodded. “And your girlfriend got mad and dumped you.” She clucked her tongue. “She should have been flattered that you cared so much.” 
“She was upset that I didn’t trust her.” Loran had no doubt who was at fault that night. He was. “I hit first and asked questions later.” 
 She seemed to consider that before she said, “Trust is important in a relationship. That was one thing Herbert and I had going for us. He knew I’d never look at another man and vice versa.” 
“What does it take to get there?” Loran asked, wondering if he would ever get to the point where he could see another man check Bella out without clenching his fists. “I mean to be so secure in your relationship that you know nothing and no one could shake it?” 
“Time, my dear.” She patted his hand. “Just time. And fortunately you and your young lady have that on your side.”




 
Chapter Seven 
 
“I loved meeting Stella.” Bella peeled the lid back on her take-out cup and added raw brown sugar before stirring it. “Thank you for telling me about the hospice. I think it will be good for me to find a way to give back.” 
“There are plenty of other opportunities too,” Loran said, leaning back against the upholstered bench seat in the upscale café he’d suggested. “Like the homeless shelter. But you don’t have as much free time as I do. I know you’re trying to re-build your business and you don’t have time in your life for, uh, anything else right now.”
“Did I say that?” He made it sound like she couldn’t make time for him and she didn’t want to give him that impression. 
 “No, but—”
“I want more balance in my life.” She leaned in, closing her hand over his. “It’s been all work, all the time, for far too long. I want more than that now.” 
“You can’t say you haven’t made time for fun.” He seemed tense when he looked at their joined hands. “There’ve been quite a few men in your life, no?”
Wow. She didn’t see that coming. 
She sank back, staring at him. “Where did that come from?” 
He raised a broad shoulder after taking a sip of his cappuccino. “You’re always on me about the women I’ve been with but you once told me we weren’t all that different. You’ve always favoured sex over committed relationships too, right?” 
“Maybe that’s what scares me,” she admitted. “We’re too much alike. I don’t think I could date someone like me.” 
He scowled, obviously assuming the worst. “So you’re saying we can’t change, is that it?” 
“I don’t know, but I’d like to try.” 
His eyes darted to hers. “You would?” 
“Yeah, I would.” She smiled at his look of surprise. “I’ll admit I’m terrible at the whole relationship thing. And I know you are too. But maybe we could figure it out together. What do you think?” 
He grinned before reaching for her hand and bringing it to his lips. “That’s all I’ve wanted since the day I met you, Bella. Just a chance to prove to you that I can be the man you need me to be.” 
“If we’re really going to try and make this work we should probably set some ground rules.” She didn’t want to be unreasonable, but since this was new to both of them she didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings. 
“Sure.” 
His demeanour was completely different than it had been when they sat down. It was like the weight of the world had been lifted off his shoulders and it humbled Bella to know she played a part in that. 
“You must have girls calling and texting you for hook-ups all the time.” She hated the sound of her own voice right now, but she had to get this out there before she lost her nerve. “I mean, you’ve been single a long time. You know a lot of… women.” Gold-diggers. 
He chuckled. “I think I know where you’re going with this. He held his phone up. “Would this make you happy?” He set the phone between them so she could see the screen. 
Her jaw dropped when he started deleting contacts, one after another. “Wait.” She grabbed his arm. “What are you doing? I didn’t say you had to do that.” 
“I know. I want to.” He seemed completely unfazed as he continued scrolling and deleting. 
“But…” She cleared her throat as she scrambled to think of something to say. “What if things don’t work out between us? You’ll regret doing that.” 
“No, I won’t. I’m tired of random hook-ups. That’s all these women ever were to me. I want a real relationship.” His eyes drifted to hers before he said, “And I want that with you.” 
“I want that too.” It felt like her heart was so full she could barely breathe. 
When he was finished, he smiled before reaching for his mug. “That felt good. Cathartic.” 
“Oh yeah?” She pulled her phone out of her purse. “Maybe I should find out for myself.” 
He watched her go through the same process before he chuckled. “Damn girl, I think you have more contacts than I did.” 
She stuck her tongue out at him. “That’s probably because you purge regularly. I don’t.” 
“I only purge when I find out she’s bat-shit crazy.” He rolled his eyes when she shot him a questioning look. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.” 
“Oh, but I do.” When she finished with her phone she dropped it back in her purse and leaned in. “Tell me, what’s a girl got to do to get deleted from your contacts?” 
“Most pro athletes will tell you the same,” he said, shrugging. “Women get crazy-obsessed in no time. They think they know you because they see you on TV. They want you because of what you do, not who you are.” 
She’d seen her brother go through that over the years. Probably explained why he married his first love, the girl who knew and loved him before he got famous. 
“For the record, I could care less about what you do for a living or how much money you make.” 
“I know.” He seemed serious when he said, “That’s what drew me to you in the first place. You treated me like a real person, not like a ball player.” 
“You have to remember I grew up around ball players, Loran. Yet I’d never wanted to date one before.” 
He leaned back, resting his arm on the back of the bench. “I know for a fact more than a few of our teammates have had their eye on you. Ethan’s teammates must have been asking you out all the time while you guys were growing up. Why no interest?” 
“Because of the fact they were ballplayers.” She was ashamed to admit the truth, but he deserved to hear it. “I knew they had women chasing them everywhere they went. I just didn’t want to deal with that.” 
“But you’re willing to make an exception for me?” 
“Not like I have a choice.” 
She looked around and noticed several women staring at him. Two sitting together at a corner table and one waiting in line to order. They undoubtedly recognized him and were contemplating a selfie or an autograph, but didn’t want to intrude. 
“Why do you say that?” he asked, looking amused. “That you don’t have a choice? You always have a choice.” 
“You’re kind of like my favorite Belgian chocolate. It’s probably not as good for me as say, an apple, but I’ll chose the chocolate over the apple every time.” 
He laughed. “So I’m chocolate and your buddy Jeff was the apple?” 
“Something like that.” She loved spending time with him like this, just hanging out, talking. Getting to know him better. In fact, in the last few weeks she’d invested more time in Loran than any man since…
“What’s wrong?” 
She shook her head, trying to shake off the bad memories. “Just thinking about things I had no business thinking about. Sorry.” 
“Bella, if this is going to work, you’re going to have to let me in sometime.” 
Which meant sharing her thoughts and feelings with him. Point taken. “I was thinking about my college boyfriend.” 
His expression darkened. “The one who hurt you?” 
He was the one and only man she’d had a real relationship with in college. Or since. Until Loran. “Yeah.” 
“You want to talk about it?”
She loved that he was asking, instead of demanding to know more. “He was a nice guy… at first.” That’s what made it so hard to accept. She’d been duped. “We got along really well. Had a lot of the same friends. Seemed to have common goals, but I was young and didn’t want to be tied down. I still had a lot of years of school ahead of me, because I planned to get a Masters.”
“How did I not know you had a Masters?” 
“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.” She licked her lips as she gave him a suggestive once-over. “But don’t worry. We have plenty of time for pillow talk.” 
He groaned as he adjusted his jeans. “You’re killing me here.” 
She grinned. “That was kind of my intent.” 
“You wouldn’t be trying to change the subject, would you?” 
“Maybe a little.” When the disappointment flashed across his face she sighed and said, “Fine. I’ll tell you more. He told me he was in love with me after we’d been dating a few months.” 
“Surprised he was able to wait that long.” 
For the first time in her life she actually wanted to hear a man say those words to her. Maybe because she finally felt ready to say them back. 
“Anyway, I didn’t feel the same way so I started to pull back. Whenever I tried to end it he freaked out and told me he’d back off. He was cool with us being casual.” 
“But he wasn’t?” 
She sipped her coffee before shaking her head. “No, he wasn’t. Every time I went out with a male friend for a drink or a coffee after class he’d lose it. I even caught him scrolling through my text messages once. That was it for me. I was done and told him so.” 
“And he didn’t take it well?”
“He lost it.” It being his grip on reality. “Started calling me and texting me all the time. Showing up places he knew I’d be. Harassing my friends. I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to get a restraining order.” 
“Not that it did you any good, huh?” 
“It rarely does, unfortunately. But I’m one of the lucky ones. I’m sitting here talking to you, not six feet under.” 
He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. “God, it makes me sick when I think about what that sonofabitch did to you.” 
“Then don’t think about it.” She leaned forward and touched his cheek. “Seriously, don’t think about it. I try not to.” 
He held her hand against his cheek. “If anyone ever tries to hurt you again, just know that I’ll be there to—”
“Ssshhh, please. I don’t intend to live my life in fear, expecting the worst to happen.” She’d done that when she refused to give Loran a second chance after the hotel incident. She didn’t want to do that anymore. 
“I’ve never felt so fiercely protective of anyone.” He held her hand in both of his, resting his elbows on the table. “That kind of scares me, not gonna lie.” 
“It scares me a little too.” She’d seen the way he reacted the last time he thought someone was overstepping with her. “But I’m not going to let that hold me back anymore.” 
“I trust you, Bella. I need you to know that. If you tell me that you’re with me and only me, I believe that.” 
“Good, because that’s how it’s going to be… until we decide it’s not working anymore.” 
He dropped her hand and frowned. “We’re just getting started and you’re already thinking about the end?”
“No, not at all.” She’d laid awake most of last night thinking about this being the end of the road for them and it didn’t feel good. “I want this to last as long as we make each other happy. I don’t know how long that’ll be and neither do you.” 
“It could be forever.” 
She could tell he was challenging her. “Could be.” 
“And you’d be okay with that?” He was watching her carefully when he asked, “Spending the rest of your life with me?” 
“I’m not going to lie, I’ve never thought about spending forever with any man. It’s not something I thought I needed or wanted in my life. But then you came along and made me think… maybe.” 
“Maybe, huh?” He smirked. “I can tell that’s the best I’m gonna get for now so I’ll leave it at that.” 
“Does that mean we can get out of here now?” She was anxious to consummate this new relationship of theirs… at last. 
He laughed as he slid out of the booth. “Your place or mine?” 
“Yours.” She linked hands with him while the two girls in the corner looked dejected. “Definitely yours.” 
***
Bella may not know it, but she’d given him a new lease on life. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this stoked about the future.  
She was finally his. And as he watched her do a sensual striptease, he had to take a slow deep breath and remember to pace himself.  
“Tell me what you’re thinking.” 
“Just thinking about all the things I want to do to you.” 
“What are you waiting for?” She hooked her thumbs in her royal blue panties and eased them down her toned thighs. 
“Just enjoying the show, baby.” He wanted to drag her off to the bedroom and prove to her their first time together hadn’t been a fluke. 
“Why not get in on the action instead?” She crooked a finger, beckoning him closer. 
He took his time crossing the room, letting the anticipation build. He’d been waiting too long to rush this.
She reached for the hem of his shirt, closing her teeth over her lower lip as she bared his chest. “Damn. How is it possible that you’re even hotter than I remember?” 
That was another thing he loved about his girl. She wasn’t afraid to speak her mind.  
“Took to working out my frustrations in the gym.” He watched her reach for his belt buckle as he prepared to bare it all. “I couldn’t have you and that made me mad as hell.” He sucked in a breath when her hand grazed the front of his boxer briefs as she pushed his jeans over his hips. “I’d never wanted anyone the way I wanted you.”
“Yeah?” 
Her confidence made her sexy as hell and that was one of the many things that set her apart. She didn’t have to try to get his attention or fish for compliments. She loved herself and that made him love her even more. 
“Oh yeah.” He stepped out of his jeans and kicked them aside. “You got inside me, Bella.” He ran her hand over his chest, letting her feel how hard his heart was beating. “You wrecked me for all other women.” 
She laughed softly, shaking her head. “Liar.” 
“I mean it.” He held his breath while she traced her hands over his abs and pecs. “There was you… and then there was everyone else.” 
Her smile slipped as she asked, “Why did there have to be so many?” 
There weren’t as many as she probably suspected, but he knew what she asking. Why did he try to fill the void with sex? He’d asked himself that same question. Especially since it always left him feeling so empty. 
“Same reason I drank too much, I guess. To forget for a little while.” 
“Forget what?” 
“How badly I’d screwed things up with you.” His hands trailed over her bare skin while she got reacquainted with his body. This was nothing like their first time. That night they’d been tearing at each other’s clothes, puncturing the first condom in their attempt to seal the deal. 
He skimmed her neck with his tongue, grazing the delicate skin with his teeth when she whimpered and wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him closer. His arousal was throbbing, prodding her stomach…silently begging for some relief.
 “Let’s not talk about the past anymore,” she said, tipping her head back to look him in the eye. “I don’t even want to think about it. If this is going to work we have to wipe the slate clean.” 
He’d like nothing more than to forget his mistakes and he appreciated her more for giving him the opportunity to do just that. “Deal.” 
He held her gorgeous face in his hands, wondering how the hell he’d gotten so lucky. Being with Bella had nothing to do with his talent or his big contract or flashy championship ring. She was here because she wanted him and that blew his mind. 
Why would a woman as beautiful, educated, and successful as her want a guy who’d nearly lost his free ride in college because of his conduct and sub-par grades? Why would someone from a solid family want someone as broken and messed up as he was? With an old man who’d been a homeless alcoholic—
“Stop it,” she whispered, kissing him. “Whatever you’re thinking, just stop it. I don’t want to think about the past and I don’t want you to either.” 
Even though he felt like an idiot for asking, he had to know. “Why me? You could have any guy you want. Why me?” 
She laughed. “Aren’t I supposed to be asking you that? You’re the one who has strange women throwing themselves at you everywhere you go.” 
She laughed it off but there was a bite to her words that let him know he wasn’t the only one who battled jealousy. Silly girl. Didn’t she know he’d never look at another woman as long as he had her? 
“I’ll be washed up someday,” he reminded her. “But you’ll always be… you.” 
She smiled. “What does that mean?” 
“You’ll always be too damn good for me.” His stomach churned as he voiced his darkest fears. Would she wake up one day, long after he was just another retired athlete whose glory days were behind him and realize she could have done so much better? 
That would wreck him. 
“You don’t really believe that.” She frowned when he looked away, letting her know he wasn’t kidding. “Loran.” She grabbed his face, drawing his eyes back to hers. “You can’t be serious. You’re insecure?” 
“I’m just a guy, Bella.” 
He couldn’t believe he’d been stupid enough to bring this up now, with her standing naked in the middle of his living room. What if she walked out on him, told him to call her when he’d grown up and gotten over his petty insecurities? 
“I may wear the uniform, but that sure as hell doesn’t make me a superhero. I have the same fears every other man does.” 
“Tell me,” she whispered, rolling forward on her toes to brush her lips against his. “Tell me what you’re afraid of.” 
“That you’ll leave me.” His sigh was ragged. “That you’ll stop loving me.” He regretted saying those words as soon as they slipped past his lips. She’d never said she loved him. He was projecting because of the way he felt about her. “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “Forget I said anything. This is stupid.” 
He curled his hand in her long hair and tried to distract her with a kiss, but she pushed against his chest. Damn it. He’d screwed this up already. 
“It’s not stupid.” She grazed the scruff on his cheek with her palm. “We need to talk about this stuff. How else can we become a strong couple?” 
“Let’s go to bed, baby. We can talk about this tomorrow.”
She tugged on his hand, leading him to the sectional. Pushing him down, she straddled his lap, making him groan. 
“I want you to listen to me.” She raised her body enough to tease him. “I’m here because there’s nowhere else I’d rather be, no one I’d rather be with.” 
He nodded, trying to believe her. But why had she lived in the city for months and never paid him a visit?  
“You don’t believe me?” 
The hurt in her eyes was evident so he gripped her hips to keep her from going anywhere. “It’s not that I don’t believe you. But let’s face it, I’ve always been the pursuer in this relationship, the one trying to convince you that we had something worth fighting for.”
“That may be true.” They locked eyes before she kissed him. “But I’m a fighter too, Loran. When I want something or believe in someone, I fight like hell. And I believe in you, in us. It may have taken me a little longer to come around, but make no mistake about it, I’m all in.” 
“All in, huh?” His gaze travelled down her body, to where they were nearly joined. “I’d like to be all in right about now.” 
She gave him a sassy smile before gripping the fabric behind his head. “Is that right?” 
She raised her body enough to align him with her perfect breasts. He may not have had a 4.0 GPA, but he didn’t need one to know what she wanted. 
He lashed her soft skin with his tongue, curling his big hands around her perfect breasts. Whoever said more than a handful was a waste hadn’t been sitting where he was right now. 
Her breath came in short gasps as he swirled his tongue around her nipple before drawing it into his mouth. “You like that?” He knew she did. Her breasts were more sensitive than most and he intended to take full advantage of that knowledge. 
Raising her hips he whispered, “Watch.” 
His gaze fell to watch their bodies joining while hers did the same until she tipped her head back and released a slow, agonizing moan as he entered her inch by inch. It hadn’t been easy the first time, even with the benefit of alcohol, but this time made him clench his teeth while she held her breath. 
She wasn’t just tight. It felt like a vise-grip closing around him… and he loved every second of it. The only question remaining was how he was supposed to survive it. 
“Loran.” 
Her voice was broken, her eyes squeezed shut as she threw her head back. 
“Don’t tense up,” he warned, gliding his hands all over her body. “I need you to relax for me.” He reached between her legs, zeroing in on his best chance of distracting her from the pain. 
“Ah, yes…” 
He could feel her letting go, letting him in. “Bella, baby. I forgot the condom. Let me grab—”
“Do you really want to?” She held herself still, her eyes questioning him. 
“Sweetheart, I…” He wanted nothing more than to make love to her without anything between them, but he didn’t want to push his luck. She’d already given him so much to be thankful for. “I want whatever you want. You just need to say the word.”
“Have you been, um, careful?” 
She knew he had a full physical at the start of every season, but it had been months since his last one and she had every reason to be cautious. “I have. Every. Single. Time.” 
She nodded. “So have I.” 
He suspected she’d only been with one man since they were last together, but knew he didn’t have the right to ask since he’d rather not share meaningless numbers with her. “Then we’re good?” 
She answered him by sliding down his shaft with one lunge, making him gasp, as he held her hips to steady her so he could adjust to the sudden rush of being inside her again. 
“So good.” 
He guided her hips slowly at first until she took over, picking up the rhythm until she was grinding against him, making it nearly impossible for him to breathe. He reached between them, intent on getting her off before he lost it. 
“Oh, that’s it, right there,” she whispered, her body tensing while he worked her over, his thumb drawing slow circles. 
It was taking everything he had not to let go, but it was more important to him that she was satisfied. Just watching her come undone for him again was the highlight of his year. Not the no-hitter he’d pitched or the Cy Young Award he’d won. Not even their championship could match making love to her again.
Her body stiffened as she dug her nails into his shoulders. Her full lips formed a circle as her eyes locked on his and she was gone, riding the waves of pleasure until the tremors stopped rocking her body. 
She collapsed against him and he curled his hand around her cheek so he could take her sexy mouth in a sensual kiss that had her gliding against him and moaning all over again. He deepened the kiss, his need for her stirring a ferocity and hunger unlike anything he’d experienced before. 
He’d had drunk sex, angry sex, make-up sex, and every other imaginable type of sex. But this was different. This was like fueling an addiction, an obsession. The more he got, the more he wanted and needed her. 
“Not letting you go,” he said, wrapping his hand around the back of her neck when they finally had to come up for air. “Ever. Just know that.” 
“Not going anywhere,” she said breathlessly, as she clenched him purposefully. 
He groaned, swearing softly as he tipped his head back and gave into the inevitable, spilling deep inside of her while experiencing her throbbing only intensified his release. 
He reached out, hauling her against him and wrapping his arms around her. He could feel her heart beating against his chest while their breathing slowly returned to normal, but the last thing he wanted to do was let her go. 
“Don’t move,” he whispered in her ear. “I just want to hold you like this for a minute.” 
His face was buried in her neck, hiding his fear and weakness. He knew if she looked into his eyes now she’d be able to read the truth: he was so in love with her there was no going back for him. Life without her wasn’t an option for him anymore.
She wrapped her arms around his neck, stroking his hair. “Feels so amazing,” she said, softly. “Being with you like this again.” 
“I never want to take you for granted, Bella. This… you… it means everything to me. More than my career or money or fame. None of that means shit if I don’t have you.” 
Her eyes were soft and moist when she finally pulled away to look at him. “When you say that, I actually believe you.” 
 He knew it would take time for them to build trust, given their history, with others and each other. But every day, in small ways, he was determined to gain ground. “You better believe me, ‘cause I meant every word of it.” 
She smiled, a sweet smile that made his heart race. It felt like she was telling him, without words, how much he meant to her. He knew the words would come eventually, and in the meantime, as long as she kept looking at him like that, he’d be good. 
“Spend the night with me?”
She grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”




 
Chapter Eight
 
Waking up in Loran’s arms was the best feeling Bella had experienced in forever. She never wanted to move. Unfortunately, she had work to do, so she tried to slip out of bed without waking him. She’d followed him to his house last night so her car was waiting for her. She’d just have to run home to shower and change before heading to the office. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, wrapping his arm around her wrist. “You weren’t thinking about sneaking out on me again, were you?” 
This time was nothing like the last time she’d bailed on him. Then she’d panicked. This morning there was no trace of fear, just contentment, after their night together. “I didn’t want to wake you,” she said, leaning in to kiss him. 
“I would’ve lost it if I’d woken up and you were gone again.” His expression was serious when he said, “Don’t do that, Bell. Don’t leave me like that again.”
“I won’t.” She didn’t realize that was still a sore spot for him, but now that she knew she’d try to be more considerate in the future. “I have to get to work. But first I have to run home and shower.” 
“Let me make you breakfast. You can shower here.” 
“I can just grab a muffin and coffee at the café in my building. That’s what I normally do.” 
He frowned. “I can make you a cheese omelet with fresh fruit and toast while you’re in the shower. Doesn’t that sound better? Besides, it would give us more time together.” 
She wasn’t big on morning-after talk, but she could tell it was important to him so she said, “Okay, if you’re sure you don’t mind?” 
“Don’t mind?” He scowled while drawing her face closer to his. “Let’s get one thing straight. You’re mine now. That means I get to take care of you.” 
Whoa! Where had that come from? 
She laughed lightly while tapping his chest with her palm. She didn’t want to make too much of his statement, but knew she’d have to let him know how she felt about being a man’s possession. 
“I’m yours? Perhaps you’d like to rephrase that?” 
“You’re my girlfriend,” he said, as though it should be obvious. “You’re mine, just like I’m yours.”
She supposed she could live with that, as long as it went both ways. But she wasn’t big on labels. Girlfriend inevitably led to fiancé and the thought of marriage still scared the hell out of her. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked, frowning. “You’re not good with that?” 
“The commitment part, yes.” She didn’t want to upset him, but she wasn’t going to bury her feelings just to make him feel better either. That was no way to start a relationship. “But I still want us to take things slow.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“I want to spend time with you, getting to know you better. Dates, sleepovers, all that I’m good with. But that’s all for now.” 
“Meaning you’re not ready to move in with me. You want to maintain your independence, your own life.”
She could tell he wasn’t happy with her ground rules, but he’d have to learn to live with them if this was going to work. 
“Look,” she said, curling her hand around his bicep when he folded his arms over his powerful chest. “I know you’re not used to women wanting to take it slow with you. You’re probably used to girls who are ready to move in after the second date. But that’s not me.” She tried to keep her tone gentle when she said, “I can take care of myself and I like my life the way it is. I love my house and my job, my friends and my family. I didn’t need this relationship to fill a void in my life.” 
His jaw was tense and he was staring straight ahead when he said, “Good to know.” 
“That doesn’t mean I don’t want it. I do.” She sighed when he refused to look at her. “I just need time to get used to the idea. All of my relationships have been pretty casual up to this point and it sounds like you’re looking for… more.” 
He narrowed his eyes when he looked at her. “You know I’m looking for more. I have zero interest in keeping things casual with you. I thought I made that clear even before we slept together.” 
“You did and I’m good with that. Honestly, I am. But that doesn’t mean I’m ready to get serious right away.” She could tell she was screwing this up and the last thing she wanted was to leave with tension in the air, especially after the incredible night they’d shared. 
He looked stunned when he said, “This is already serious for me. I thought you felt the same way.” He shook his head. “I don’t get you. You know how I feel about you. You know how much I want this, yet you’re still playing games. What the hell are you afraid of?” 
“I’m not afraid of anything!” This was going from bad to worse. “And I’m not playing games with you. I’m trying to be honest with you about how I feel. Would you prefer I lie or allow you to pressure me into something I’m not ready for?” 
“Is that what you think I’m doing? Pressuring you?” 
Poor choice of words, Bella. “No, not at all. I just…  I’m sorry. This is coming out all wrong. Can we talk about this tonight? I’m going to be late for work.” 
“Yeah, by all means, go to work.” 
*** 
Loran was cursing his stupidity while he rinsed Bella’s scent off in the shower. He’d let her leave without breakfast because he didn’t want to pressure her into staying. That’s what he’d told her. And now he felt like an immature ass for expecting everything to go his way. 
She was a smart, successful, independent woman who wasn’t going to bend to any man’s will. And he loved that about her. So why did he keep pushing her before she was ready? It was like he couldn’t help himself. Every time he was around her he found himself saying and doing stupid things he couldn’t control. 
 He was toweling off when his phone rang. He thought about ignoring it when he saw Ethan’s name, but knew that wouldn’t help his mood. 
“Hey buddy, what’s up?” 
“My beautiful wife took the kiddies to visit my parents. I was thinking about grilling some burgers. Want to join me?” 
Loran knew his friend probably had an ulterior motive, like questioning him about his relationship with his sister, but since he didn’t feel like sitting around feeling sorry for himself and wouldn’t mind gaining some perspective from someone who knew Bella better than he did, he agreed. 
“I’ll pass by the beer store and be there in twenty.” 
Loran admired Ethan’s sprawling estate as he pulled in the circular drive. He’d been there plenty of times, but now that he was finally working on his dream home he found new elements of his friend’s house to appreciate. He knew that Bella designed it and hoped she could bring his vision to life the same way she had theirs. 
He didn’t bother ringing the doorbell since he could hear music streaming from the backyard. Opening the iron gate, he took his time crossing the stone patio. He thought about how he’d respond if Ethan started questioning him about Bella. He didn’t want to betray her confidence but he wasn’t used to holding out on his buddies either. 
Had it not been for Ethan he wouldn’t even have met Bella, nor would he have reconnected with her had it not been for the birthday party that brought them back together. Both Ethan and Grace had been supportive since they realized how serious Loran was about Bella and he didn’t want to seem like an ingrate. 
“There he is,” Ethan said when he rounded the corner. “How’s it going, man?”
Loran brought it in for a one-armed hug and handshake before Ethan snagged his favorite brand of beer out of his hands. 
“Thanks,” Ethan said, holding up the six-pack. “I’d just run out of this.” 
“Nice to be able to tip a few now and again, huh?” Loran said, opening the lid to the grill while Ethan added the bottles to his built-in ice chest. “One of the few things I like about the off season, to be honest. I can eat and drink what I want.” 
Ethan looked at him out of the corner of his eye before opening a bag of buns. He laid them out to toast before moving the burgers to the warming rack. “It’s not like you to drink a lot. Except for…” He cleared his throat. “Everything goin’ okay with you and Bella?” 
“Yeah, sure.” 
He turned towards the pool, smiling when he spotted a large pink elephant floating on the surface of the water. A few years back he would have found a few hot blondes in string bikinis floating around Ethan’s pool, not blow up toys. 
“You don’t sound too convincing.” Ethan thrust a plastic plate at him piled high with two burgers before gesturing to the table, where condiments were already laid out. 
“Thanks.” Loran was buying time, trying to figure out how to respond while he prepared his food. 
Ethan joined him before asking, “My sister still giving you a hard time?” 
“I just feel like I’m pushing her… all the damn time. I want her to want what I want.” He grinned when he realized he sounded like a toddler. “When I want it.” 
Ethan laughed. “Good luck with that. Have you met my sister? That girl has a mind of her own.” 
“I know.” Loran sat at one of the six chairs around the oblong teak table. “And I love that about her. I do. So why the hell can’t I just be happy that she’s back in my life instead of wanting more?” 
Ethan took a big bite of his burger before shrugging. “I think it’s human nature. At least for guys like us. You set your sights on something and you go for it. I’m the same way.” 
“Then you did that with Grace?” Loran knew it wasn’t the same thing. Grace and Ethan had known each other most of their lives before they hooked up. They trusted each other. 
“Sure did.” He laughed. “But you know that, since I talked her into marrying me that weekend we were all in Vegas.” 
“Sometimes I think I should’ve done that,” Loran muttered. “Talked your sister into marrying me that weekend. Then I wouldn’t be in this mess now, wondering where I stand with her.” 
Ethan gaped at him. “Did I just hear you right? You actually would’ve considered marrying her back then? But you didn’t even know her!” 
Loran knew it sounded crazy, but even then he knew Bella was the one. “I knew enough.” 
They ate in silence for a few minutes before Ethan wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “Can I give you some advice?” 
“Please.” Loran knew he needed all the help he could get where Bella was concerned. 
“Give her time to come around to your way of thinking. I know it’s not easy, feeling the way you do about her, but look how far you’ve come in the past couple of weeks. You guys are spending time together again and…” Ethan slipped his sunglasses up on his head. “I know this is weird as hell, bein’ my sister and all, and you can tell me to mind my own business…” 
“Just ask already,” Loran said, rolling his eyes. He had a pretty good idea what was coming. He wouldn’t like it, but he had been expecting it. 
“Are you and she… uh… you know… sleeping together?” 
Loran thought about telling him it was none of his business, but if it was his kid sister he’d want to know what the deal was.  “She spent the night at my place last night.” 
Ethan nodded before digging into his lunch again. “Then she’s serious about you.” 
“How can you say that? Didn’t you once tell me that sex meant as much to your sister as it did to me?” 
“Sure, when the guy she’s with doesn’t mean anything to her. Then it’s just sex. With you it’s not.” 
Loran wanted to believe that, but had to ask, “How can you be so sure?” 
“Because I know Bella.” 
Ethan may have thought he knew her, but she’d kept her brother in the dark about an event that shaped the person she became. Not that Loran would ever share that with him... or anyone. 
“And I know she’s into you. If you want my advice, let her set the pace. Even if you’re going slow, at least you’re moving forward, right? That’s a hell of a lot more than you could have said even a month ago.” 
He made a good point. That’s why Loran was grateful he had so many good friends who weren’t afraid to set him straight when he was on the wrong course. 
“I guess I’m just afraid of losing her.” His stomach turned and he pushed his second untouched burger aside when he thought about it. “I feel like if I nail her down, and we start making plans for our future together she’ll be less likely to bail on me again.” 
“That’s what you really want?” Ethan asked. “A future with my sister? We’re talking the whole nine? Marriage, babies—”
“Yeah, that’s what I want.” It should come as no surprise to Ethan, given how crazy he’d been acting since losing Bella. “But I’m not sure it’s what she wants. She says she’s never thought much about marriage. You think that’s true?” 
“That’s what she’d like people to believe, but I’ve seen the way she looks at my kids. She loves them so much, she’s so good with them. I know she wants a couple of her own.” 
“I want that too. I just don’t know how to walk this tightrope, man.” He’d come there determined to smother his frustration but it always found a way to rear its ugly head. 
“What do you mean?” 
“I feel like if I say or do the wrong thing she’ll be gone. And I’m not used to censoring every damn thing I say.” 
Ethan laughed. “Tell me about it. You have no filter.” 
“But with her I do. I find myself filtering everything I say.” 
“You shouldn’t.” Ethan frowned. “Seriously, just be yourself with her. Tell her what you’re thinking, what you’re feeling. Even if she’s not quite there yet, I’m sure she’ll appreciate knowing you are.” 
“You don’t honestly believe that?” When Ethan nodded, Loran frowned. “But won’t that seem like I’m pressuring her?” 
“Not if you let her know you’re not. Just tell her you don’t need her to say or do anything. You don’t expect a response. You just want her to know how you feel about her.” 
It sounded better than keeping his mouth shut. “I’ll try it.” 
“Good, now shut the hell up and eat. We’re starting to sound like a couple of women, talking about our feelings and shit.” 
Loran grinned, thinking it would nice to have this guy as his brother-in-law someday. 
*** 
Bella couldn’t explain how she’d ended up at the hospice on her lunch break, but she made the excuse of bringing Loran’s favorite patient a sandwich from the corner deli. 
Stella’s eyes lit up and she clapped her hands when she saw her. “You came back to see me!” 
“I sure did.” She handed over the brown paper bag with a smile. “Hope you like pastrami?” 
“Are you kidding? I love it! Thank you, dear.” 
To Bella it was just a sandwich, but to her new friend it seemed a reason to rejoice. “My pleasure. I’m glad you haven’t had lunch yet.” 
Stella wrinkled her nose. “They were serving beef stew. Not my favorite.” 
Pulling up the chair beside her, Bella said, “But you know you have to eat, right? Keep your strength up.” 
Stella’s look was so earnest that Bella’s heart skipped a beat. “It won’t make a difference whether I eat or not.” 
“Don’t say that.” It broke Bella’s heart to think every one of the people under this roof had been handed a death sentence. It wasn’t a matter of if, but when, they would die. 
“Doctors say—”
“Doctors don’t know everything.” Bella smiled as the older woman nodded thoughtfully before unwrapping the sandwich and taking a bite. 
“I suppose you’re right. They’ve been wrong before, haven’t they?” 
“And they could be wrong this time.” Bella didn’t know the nature of Stella’s illness. She only knew there wasn’t an illness that hadn’t miraculously been cured. “We have to believe that.” 
“Either way, I’m content.” At Bella’s questioning look, she smiled. “I’ve had a wonderful life. If God decides it’s time for me to go, so be it.” 
Bella couldn’t imagine finding peace in death. But she hadn’t lived as long. Maybe it was true what they said about age and wisdom. “Really?” 
She nodded. “I was just writing in my journal the other day…” She paused while taking another bite. “Do you keep a journal?” 
“No.” 
“You should.” Her eyes twinkled when she smiled. “It’s cheaper than therapy.” 
Bella laughed. “I guess it is.” 
“Anyways, I was writing about that very thing: peace and contentment. I’m happy.” She looked out the window at the bird feeder that had been placed outside the window for residents to enjoy. I don’t know how many days I have left, but I give thanks for every one. I may not have the strength I used to have, but I do what I can and always find reasons to be grateful.” 
Bella felt a little breathless as she listened to this woman, who was coming to terms with the end of her life, talk about peace and contentment and happiness. In the same position she expected she’d be experiencing fear and sadness and resentment. 
“You look surprised.” 
“Do I?” Bella shook her head. “I guess I am. I’ve never known anyone who looks at things the way you do.” Her parents had raised her to be grateful for the big things, like having a roof over her head and food in her belly, but she’d never considered how being grateful for all the little things might change her life and perspective. 
“I think that’s why Loran likes to talk to me.” She wiped her dry lips with the paper napkin the deli provided before Bella uncapped the bottled water she’d stuck in her oversized purse and handed it to her. “I get him thinking about things he never has before.”
“I can certainly see that.” 
“He’s been so focused on his career for so long,” Stella said, her gaze drifting to the window. “He hasn’t taken time to think about the things that really matter. Being famous, making a lot of money, that’s fleeting.” 
“I don’t know,” Bella said, charmed by her opinion. “Some ball players’ careers last a long time.” 
“Yeah, but what do they have to show for it when it’s all over?” She sighed. “A pile of money and some flashy mementoes?” 
“I think they have a sense of accomplishment,” Bella said, trying to consider how Loran and her brother would feel when facing the end of their career. “They set a huge goal and accomplished it. That’s got to be worth something, right?” 
“As long as the memories they have are enough. Because in the end that’s all they’ll have. If they lived every day of their careers soaking up every minute of it, living in the moment and giving it all they had, then it will have been time well spent.” 
Bella knew this could just as easily apply to her own life and career. She rarely took time to appreciate her accomplishments at the completion of a project before she moved on to the next one. 
“As opposed to?” 
“Chasing the next victory or championship. Moaning and complaining because this season hadn’t been as good as last or because their contract didn’t get renewed.” 
“I guess that’s what most people do, isn’t it? Instead of appreciating how good life is, they focus on the few things that might be going wrong for them.” 
Stella regarded her carefully before she said, “I’m guessing you’re guilty of that too.” 
“I suppose I am.” 
She nodded. “I was too. I went through most of my life like that. It wasn’t until my husband died and my kids left home that I realized it though. I was truly alone with myself and my thoughts for the first time in my life and that scared me.” 
Bella rarely had a spare moment in her day, a chance to just breathe or think so she could relate. “What did you learn about yourself during that time?” 
“That I’d wasted all those years not being grateful for the gifts I’d been given. My husband, my kids, my career as a teacher, those were blessings and I’d never expressed gratitude for them. Not out loud anyways. After I realized that everything changed. I changed.” 
She watched Stella take another delicate bite before she asked, “How did you change?” She never expected this visit to result in a talk that would shift her own perspective about life, but seeing things through Stella’s eyes made her think about all the days she’d already wasted complaining when she should have been praising. 
“I started telling the people in my life how much they meant to me. I started being kinder, more understanding, more forgiving, looking for ways to give back any way I could.” 
“Sounds like a powerful way to live.” Bella wondered how her own life would change if she adopted some of those principles. She was ashamed to admit up to this point she’d been pretty self-absorbed. 
“You have no idea.” Stella set the rest of her sandwich aside before taking a sip of water. “When you start living for other people instead of yourself it takes you out of your own head. Your problems start to seem insignificant when you realize other people have bigger problems.” 
Perhaps that’s why Loran told her about this place. Because he wanted her to learn that lesson too. If that had been his intent she owed him a debt of gratitude because she didn’t know how long it would have taken for her to learn it on her own. 
“We go through life chasing goals,” Stella continued. “Most young people do. I know I was guilty of it. First academic achievements, then landing a job, a promotion, a spouse, kids, the big houses and fancy cars.” She blew out a breath before a coughing spasm rattled her. 
“Are you okay?” Bella asked, fearing the answer. “Should I call a nurse or—”
“No, no,” she said, waving her off. “I’m just fine. Don’t you worry about me.” 
But Bella knew that she would. Now that she’d met Stella she knew she’d never forget her… or her words of wisdom.  
“We’re so busy running on that damn treadmill we don’t even realize we’re not getting anywhere. Not really.” 
It seemed apropos to Bella in that moment: a treadmill as a metaphor for life. 
“But it doesn’t have to be that way.” 
“It doesn’t?” As confused as she was, Bella couldn’t help but feel clarity was within reach. 
Stella reached in to the pocket of her wheelchair and took out a pretty pink book with flowers and butterflies. “This is a blank journal. Loran gave it to me.” 
“It’s lovely,” Bella said, smiling. 
“I want you to have it.” 
“No, I couldn’t.” 
She pursed her thin lips before thrusting it into Bella’s hands. “You can and you will.” 
“But I told you I’ve never journaled before. I wouldn’t know what to write.” That seemed to require a level of self-exploration she’d never been comfortable with. 
“Write about what makes you happy, what you’re grateful for.” Stella smiled when she slipped the book into her purse. “Don’t write about your complaints or your fears. There will be time for that later, if you choose. Right now what you need is clarity.” 
“How do you know that?” Bella asked, wondering if this old woman had some strange psychic power.
“I suspect you’re like most people.” She patted Bella’s hand. “Unable to see what’s right in front of you because you’re too busy focusing on the wrong things.” 
Bella suspected they were talking about Loran now, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask. “And you think this journal will help me to start focusing on the right things?” 
She tapped her own heart. “It will help you uncover what’s in here, sweet girl.”




 
Chapter Nine 
 
Bella sat on her bed that night staring at the blank page and wondering what to write. She started with the date, hoping the rest would flow easily. As her mind began to drift back to everything Stella said that afternoon, her pen started to shoot across the page as she poured out her heart. 
I don’t want to be selfish anymore. I don’t want to live a life that profits no one but myself. A little voice in her head told her that wasn’t fair, that her hard work helped her clients realize their dreams, but it still seemed superficial when she considered the people who were working at the hospice, helping those patients find peace in their last days. 
I want my life to count for something. She bit on the end of her pen, wondering what that even meant. Her life already counted for something… didn’t it? She designed homes that would hopefully still be around long after she was gone. 
Where were these feelings coming from? It must have been brought on by her talk with Stella, a woman at the end of her life, reflecting on the choices she’d made. 
Thinking of Stella made her wonder how many lives that sweet old woman had touched. Students who would always think of her fondly, perhaps tell their spouses and children about their favorite teacher and how she’d inspired them. 
Bella jumped when her phone rang. She’d been so lost in her thoughts she’d forgot about the outside world for a while. That never happened to her. 
She smiled involuntarily when she saw Loran’s number. After their chat that morning she wasn’t sure she’d be hearing from him again so soon. 
“Hey you, what’s up?” 
“Hey yourself. What are you up to?” 
Bella laughed. “You probably wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
“Oh yeah? Try me.” 
“Some other time.” She wasn’t quite ready to share her new hobby with anyone just yet. Especially since her journal entries sounded more like the musings of a crazy person than the cathartic release she suspected they were supposed to be. “What are you doing?” 
“Just driving around. Thinking.”
He sounded as lost as she felt and she wondered if maybe they could help each other. She’d never looked to another person for solace before, but maybe it was time she started. 
“How far are you from my place?” 
“Not far.” He paused. “You want me to stop by?” 
She was about to tell him it was up to him, but bit her tongue instead. If she wanted her life to count for something she had to form deeper connections with people outside of her family and closest friends. She had to put herself out there. Especially with Loran. 
“I’d love that.” 
She could almost hear the smile in his voice when he said, “Great. Have you eaten? I could grab a pizza.” 
“Sounds perfect. See you in a bit.” 
*** 
Bella closed her journal and stashed it in her nightstand when she heard Loran locking his vehicle. Her very first journal entry had been interesting, to say the least. She continued pondering the questions she’d asked herself and found that although she didn’t have the answers yet, she felt confident they were imminent. It’s like they were locked inside of her, but she had to find a way to release them. 
She ran to the door to greet him, throwing herself into his arms without thinking about the consequences. Thankfully he had quick reflexes or their dinner would have landed on her plush white carpet. 
“What’s that for?” he asked, smiling down at her, one arm around her waist while the other balanced the large flat box. 
“Because I missed you,” she said, honestly. For the first time she wasn’t trying to censor her thoughts and she wondered if baring her soul in her new journal had prompted that. “And I felt bad about the way we left things this morning.” 
“I did too,” he admitted, linking hands with her while she led him into the family room. “That’s why I was driving around thinking. I had lunch with your brother today and it made me… reflect, I guess you could say.” 
Bella laughed as she took the box from Loran and set it down on the coffee table. “Who knew my brother was so deep?” 
“He knows both of us well,” he said, looking serious. “It was good to get his perspective on things.”
She sat down on the sofa and tugged on his hand until he was sitting next to her. “I want to hear what my brother had to say, if you want to share, but I had an experience that…” She couldn’t think of the right word. Yes, she could. Her talk with Stella, her journaling, it changed her. She didn’t know transformation could happen in an instant, but it felt like it had. 
“That what?” he asked, looking concerned as she curled his hand around hers. “Are you okay? Did something happen to upset you, babe?”
“It didn’t upset me. It just made me question a lot of things.” 
“Like us?” 
She hated that she’d made him feel so guarded. He was worried about getting hurt, rightly so, because she’d been too afraid to let him in. 
“Like the fact I’ve been keeping you at arm’s length. And why.” She knew she had to spill her guts or risk losing him. “I had a talk with Stella and it really helped me put things in perspective.” 
He nodded. “Talking to Stella can do that. Part of the reason I keep going back, I think. I get more out of our visits than she does.” 
“She’s got it all figured out, doesn’t she?” Bella wished she could say the same. “Life. What it takes to be happy.” 
He chuckled. “She’s a hell of a lot more enlightened than I am, that’s for sure. But she’s helped me a lot. I’m closer to figuring things out than I was before I met her.” 
“Is she the reason you didn’t give up on me?” Bella had a feeling the old Loran wouldn’t have wasted so much time pursuing a woman who kept shutting him down. 
“Part of it.” He opened the pizza box but didn’t take a slice. Instead he took Bella’s hand and kissed it, holding her knuckles against his lips. “I wanted a love like the one she described when she talked about her late husband. And I thought I could have had that with you. More so than anyone else I’d ever met. I knew when you left I lost someone special. Stella told me when it happens, when you meet the right one, you just know. With you, I knew.”
Bella knew too. So why wasn’t she willing to jump in with both feet? She was still scared, even though she knew how Loran felt about her. 
“Am I freaking you out?” he asked, giving her a sidelong glance. “Going too fast? Too much, too soon, and all that?” 
“No.” She shook her head slowly, choosing her words carefully. “I want you to feel comfortable telling me anything.” 
“Same goes.” 
“Stella gave me a gift.” Something told her it might be the most important gift she’d ever been given. A gift that would help her understand herself in a more profound way. “A journal.” 
“I didn’t know you kept a journal.” 
“I don’t.” She cleared her throat. “I mean, I never have before. But hearing Stella talk about it made me want to try.” 
“Oh yeah? You think you have time for that?” 
“I’ll make time. In fact, I already have.” She bit her lip. “I started writing in it just before you got here. And the things that poured out were… unexpected.” She never expected to share her entries with anyone, but with Loran she felt comfortable enough to try. 
“What kind of things?” he asked, looking curious. 
“I guess the jest of it is I’m looking for more meaning in my life.” 
He nodded. “I get that. That’s why I started doing volunteer work. I’ve been so blessed. I needed to find a way to give back.” He smirked. “Or it wouldn’t feel right, ya know?” 
“I can’t believe I’ve never considered it before.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before wiping her sweaty palms on her white yoga pants. “What’s wrong with me? Can I really be that selfish?” 
“Hey, don’t beat yourself up. You forget I grew up with a mom who was a social worker. We always heard her talking about the less fortunate and giving back. Taking us to a soup kitchen at Christmas, that was a just a ritual in our family.” 
“I love that.” She smiled gently, wishing she’d known the boy he’d been. The one with little more than hopes and dreams of a better life, who cared enough to invest some of himself in people who were less fortunate. “When I have kids, I want to have traditions like that, so they know what it’s like to fall on hard times.”
“When you have kids?” His eyes traced her face before he said, “Last time we talked you weren’t so sure you wanted that.” 
“I never said I didn’t.” She’d been too scared to commit either way and she knew that wasn’t fair to him. If they were going to have a relationship he had a right to know whether they were on the same page regarding their future. 
He released a slow breath, turning her hand over in his. “Why don’t you tell me what you do want, Bella. And please, don’t tell me what you think I want to hear. I want the truth.” 
“You won’t have to worry about that.” Looking him in the eye, she said, “I promise to always be honest with you. As long as you can promise the same?” 
“Of course.” He sounded affronted. It hadn’t been her intent to offend him, but she needed to set that ground rule before they took it any further. 
“In terms of a family… do I want one?” She knew the impact her response could have on their relationship and held her breathe as she said, “I do. But not right away.” 
“Okay.” 
“I need time to sort myself out.” Only recently had she begun to recognize how messed up she was. “I’m not proud of the fact that I let things that happen years ago determine whether or not I could have a happy, loving, trusting relationship with a man.” She didn’t expect him to get it. He hadn’t walked in her shoes. 
“Hey, don’t beat yourself up. Any woman would have felt the same way in your position. You gave your trust to the wrong man. He abused it. It’s only natural you’d be fearful of making that same mistake again.” 
“But that’s just it…” She hoped she could explain this in a way he’d understand, but she still wasn’t sure she’d made sense of it herself yet. “I trusted myself, not him. I trusted my own judgement when I let him in. So it wasn’t so much that he’d betrayed my trust that wrecked me. It was that I didn’t feel like I could trust myself anymore. I started second-guessing everything after that. Whether I should stay on at school, my major, my living arrangements, my friends. Nothing in my life made sense anymore.” 
“You’d been through a traumatic event—”
“I’m still not sure things make sense.” She expected those words to jolt him and they did. “I built my life around the things I wanted before the attack, because I didn’t trust myself to make any major changes when I was still so vulnerable.” 
“Baby,” he said, curling his hand around the back of her neck. “I can’t believe you didn’t go to your family with this. You know they would have been there for you.” 
Her heart sank. “Please tell me you didn’t tell my brother about this. He can’t know. Not ever.” She knew her family would feel guilty they hadn’t been there for her, and angry with her for keeping them in the dark. 
“I know.” He leaned in to whisper, “I would never betray your confidence. You don’t have to worry about that.”
She closed her eyes and felt the gentle pressure of his touch. He was rock solid. Reliable. The kind of man she could count on. She didn’t know how she knew that only that she did. And it felt wonderful to feel her faith being reborn. 
“I know I don’t.” She wanted him to know that she believed him, that she trusted him. “You’re the only man who’s ever made me want to try.” 
“Try what?” he asked, his lips curling in amusement. 
“Try to have it all.” She’d long ago given up on the idea that was even possible, but with someone like Loran by her side nothing felt impossible. “A career. A family. The kind of love that lasts forever.” 
“I want that so much.” His grip tightened as the air seeped through his lips in a hiss. “You have no idea.”
“But I meant what I said earlier. I need to figure out how to fix what’s broken inside of me before I can make any promises to you about the future. I’d never forgive myself if I disappointed you—”
 “You’re too hard on yourself,” he said, leaning back to put some space between them. “No one expects you to be perfect at this. Least of all me.” He chuckled. “Don’t you know how clueless I am when it comes to this whole relationship thing? I’m no more experienced at it than you are.” 
“But you seem so confident.” While she got anxious every time she thought about settling down with someone. Even someone as amazing as Loran. “Like you’ve got it all figured out.” 
“Here’s what I know,” he said, looking somber. “I’ve been a lot of places, met a lot of women. But no one has had this kind of hold on me. I tried to forget about you. I told myself it was never gonna happen, that you were done with me. But I couldn’t let go. I kept hoping maybe we’d find a way back to each other someday.” 
“I guess that day came sooner than you thought, huh?” Bella never ceased to be humbled by his feelings for her. When he first told her she’d felt overwhelmed. Terrified even. Now it felt amazing to hear him speak the truth. 
 “Not soon enough.” He smiled. “I don’t know what you need. I’m not even sure you do yet. Just know that whatever it is, whatever I can do to help, I will.” 
There was no question in her mind about that as her lips met his. Her heart told her Loran was the man who could help piece her back together again, repair parts she didn’t even realize were still broken after so many years.




 
Chapter Ten 
 
The past week had been cathartic for Bella. She’d spent more time with Loran and Stella, but always reserved a block of time each morning and night for her journal. The morning was for her musings. The evening was, as Stella suggested, for her gratitude list. Both practices had been life-changing. She was more in touch with her feelings than she’d ever been and standing on her best friend’s front porch she knew exactly what the next step in her journey had to be. 
She’d texted Grace to ask if she could stop by, so her sister-in-law was waiting for her at the door when she pulled in the drive. She would have appreciated a few extra minutes to rehearse what she wanted to say, but since that wasn’t an option she settled for a deep breath and a prayer. 
Grace pulled her into her arms. “Your timing’s perfect. The kids are with your parents so we can visit for a bit without distractions.”
“But Ethan’s here, right?” She didn’t want to go through this twice. 
“Yeah, but he promised to stay out of our way.” She winked. “In case we wanted to indulge in a little girl talk.” 
“Um, actually I’d like to see him too.” 
Grace frowned as she squeezed her hands. “Honey, are you okay?” She brushed her hand over Bella’s cheek. “You look a little pale. Are you feeling alright?” She fisted her hand on her hip, putting on her stern mommy face. “Did you get busy at work and forget to eat lunch again?” 
“No, Loran brought me a sandwich from the deli and we ate at my desk.”
Grace grinned. “How are things going with that sexy man of yours?” 
“Good. Really good,” she whispered, still afraid of jinxing it. “I’m happier than I’ve been in a really long time, maybe ever.” 
Grace squealed before giving her a bone-scrunching hug as they swayed back and forth. “Eeee! I’m so excited. I just knew he was the one for you.” 
“He just might be,” Bella admitted, linking her arm through Grace’s as they walked into the family room. “But I’ve still got some stuff to work through before I know for sure. That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you and E about.” 
“Sit,” Grace said, pointing to the large beige sectional that faced a wall of windows, affording an amazing view of the grounds. “I’ll go get Ethan and grab some drinks. You want anything special?” 
“No, thanks.” She forced a smile even though her hands were shaking. “Whatever you have is fine.” 
“Okay, be right back.” 
Bella sank down on the couch with a heavy sigh, grateful to have a few moments alone. Loran knew what she was up to and offered to come along for moral support, but she told him she needed to do it alone. She was starting to regret that decision. Having Loran along would have made what she was about to do a hell of a lot easier. 
“Hey, you.” Ethan grinned when he spotted her. “I was just getting a quick work-out in.” He tossed a towel over his shoulder and pulled his damp t-shirt away from his body. “I’d give you a hug, but you’d probably smack me.” 
She winced. “Save the sweaty hugs for your wife. She likes you more than I do.” 
Ethan chuckled before sitting on the arm of the chair across from her. “Where’s Loran? Why didn’t he come with you?” 
“He had something to take care of.” 
He was yarn shopping for Stella, something that only made Bella love him more. Not that she’d tell him that. Yet. Once she dropped the L-bomb she couldn’t take it back and needed a bit more time to be sure before she said anything to him. 
When Grace returned and set a drink tray down on the coffee table Bella said, “Uh, so there’s something I need to talk to you guys about.” Before they could ask what it was, she plowed ahead. “I know I should have told you about it a long time ago, but I couldn’t.” 
They exchanged a concerned look before Grace sat down beside her. “What is it, honey? You know you can tell us anything.”
“I told Loran,” she said, swallowing her fear. “And asked him to keep it a secret. But I knew that wasn’t fair to him.” She ran her hands down her floral pencil skirt. “Besides, I decided I don’t want to carry this with me forever, like I have something to be ashamed of.” 
“Sis, you’re kinda freakin’ me out here,” Ethan said, paling. “Would you just tell us what you’re talking about?” 
“Something happened when I was in college.” Her breath was shaky when she forced her eyes to meet her brother’s. She knew he would take this hardest of all, because he hadn’t been able to protect her. 
“What happened?” He crossed his arms, looking anxious as he bit his lip.  
“You remember that guy I was dating?” She turned her attention to Grace, knowing for sure she would remember. “Daniel.” 
“Yeah, sure,” Grace said, frowning. “I haven’t heard you talk about him in years. Did he contact you—”
“No.” Bella shuddered. “Thank God.” 
Ethan swallowed before asking, “What about him, Bella?” 
She told them the same story she’d told Loran. They remained quiet while she spoke, but Grace put her arms around her when she broke down. 
“I’m so sorry you had to go through that,” Grace whispered, brushing Bella’s hair off her face. “If I’d known I could have been there for you.” 
“We both could have,” Ethan said, between clenched teeth. “How could you keep this to yourself? Why the hell would you want to go through something like that alone?” 
“Ethan,” Grace said, shooting her husband a warning look. “Bella told us when she was ready. We have to respect that it was her decision to make.”
“That son of a bitch is lucky he’s in jail,” Ethan muttered. “Or I’d tear him apart.” 
“That’s why I didn’t tell you at the time,” Bella said, gratefully accepting the tissue her friend offered. “You had your whole career ahead of you. If you’d gone after Daniel when it happened everything you’d worked so hard for all your life would have been for nothing. You’d have gone to jail too. For assaulting him, or worse.” She reached for her brother’s hand. “I couldn’t let that happen.” 
“So you suffered in silence?” Ethan bit out the words and it was obvious he was still trying to keep his anger in check. “You didn’t even tell Mom and Dad?”
“I wanted to.”  She sighed. “But I knew they would have worried about me staying on at school. And I couldn’t let him steal the future I’d worked so hard for.” She offered Ethan a wobbly smile. “You know what they’re like. Especially Mom. She’s a worrier. Knowing what I went through would have made it a thousand times worse. I didn’t want to put her through that.” 
“But why didn’t you tell me?” Grace asked. “I wouldn’t have said anything to anyone.” 
Bella understood why her friend was hurt that she’d kept her in the dark. She would have felt the same way had their situations been reversed. “You were trying to get through school yourself.” Her eyes darted to Ethan. “And trying to build a new life for yourself after your break-up with Ethan. I didn’t want to burden you with my problems.” 
“We’re family,” Grace whispered fiercely. “We always were, even before we made it official. Don’t ever say that your problems are a burden to me.” 
Bella leaned in to hug her, so grateful to have friends like Grace, who understood her. “I’m sorry. It may have been the wrong call, but I was doing what I felt I had to at the time. To survive.” 
“I still can’t believe it,” Grace said, closing her eyes. “It all makes sense now. Why you have so much trouble trusting men. Why you weren’t interested in a serious relationship.” 
“Until Loran,” Bella said, softly. “He’s different. It hasn’t been easy, but I’m finally starting to trust him. I know he would never hurt me physically, the way Daniel did, but seeing the way he reacted in that Vegas bar scared me off.” 
“That’s understandable,” Grace said, clasping Bella’s hand. “Any woman would have reacted the way you did, given your history.” 
“And most guys would have reacted the way Loran did,” Ethan said, jumping to his friend’s defense. “But I’m sure if he would have known your history he would have restrained himself.” 
“I know he would have.” He’d been so kind and understanding, so patient with her, since he learned the truth. Bella had no doubt he wouldn’t have resorted to violence when he got angry.  
“Did you talk to anyone about this when it happened?” Grace asked. “A professional?”
“I did.” She would never forget those therapy sessions. The overwhelming sense of sadness, frustration, and fear that marked her days and nights back then only subsided during the weekly hour she was able to lay it all at her therapist’s feet. “And it helped. But I recently found something that has helped even more.” 
She was a little nervous to tell them about her journaling. She’d never been particularly introspective and was worried they would tease her about trying something so out of character. 
“Well?” Ethan asked, rolling his hand. “What is it?” 
“Journaling.” She cleared her throat, feeling a sense of relief when neither of them reacted. “I met this lady at a hospice where Loran volunteers.” She looked at her brother. “Did you know about his volunteer work?” 
“Yeah,” Ethan said, nodding. “Now tell us about the lady you met.” 
Bella smiled when she thought of her new friend. “No words can do her justice,” she said, smirking. “Believe me, you just have to meet her.” And Bella was so glad she had. She knew that no matter what happened, she would never forget Stella or the influence she’d had on her life. 
“I’d like to,” Grace said. 
“Maybe I can bring you to the hospice the next time I go,” Bella said, thinking how much it would thrill Stella to have more visitors. 
“Okay, okay,” Ethan said. “Great idea. Now are you going to tell us how this journaling has helped you?” 
It was deeply personal, but she wanted her family to understand that she was getting better and finally starting to heal her past wounds. It was the only way they’d be able to let it go. 
“I’m journaling about what happened then,” she said, reaching for her iced tea. “But I’m also writing about what’s happening now. With Loran. A few years ago if I’d met a man like him I would have written him off because I was afraid of getting in too deep.”
“I still can’t believe this,” Grace said, shaking her head. “If someone had asked me to name the most fearless woman I knew it would have been you. Every time. I can’t believe—”
“It was an act.” It wasn’t easy for Bella to admit that, but if she wanted to be honest with herself and the people who loved her she had to start now. “I was afraid of men. I didn’t trust my own judgement and I was terrified of falling in love. I thought our first argument would end in a bloody battle or that I’d try to break up with him and he’d stalk me.” She shuddered, feeling the weight of oppressive fear settle over her. “Or worse.” 
“But you don’t have those concerns with Loran?” Grace asked, reaching for her hand. 
“Loran magnified those fears,” Bella explained. “In fact, he was everything that terrified me. Think about it. This big guy, dominant personality, used to getting what he wants, refusing to back down when I tell him I’m done with him.” 
“I can understand why you wanted nothing to do with him,” Grace said, shaking her head. “It makes perfect sense now. But what made you change your mind about him? When did you decide to give him another chance?” 
Bella smiled. “I’m not sure I decided. I think my heart decided for me. I just couldn’t keep shutting him down, especially not after I saw him again. Something about him made me feel strong. Brave.” She winced. “If that makes sense?” 
“It does,” Grace assured her. “That’s what love is supposed to do, make you feel stronger.” 
She’d never claimed to love Loran, but Bella wondered if the people who loved her most could see what she was too afraid to admit aloud. The depth of her feelings for this man. “The more time I spent with him, the more obvious it was to me.” 
“What’s that?” Ethan asked. 
“The more I learned about the kind of man he is, the safer I felt. He told me about his family, his work ethic, his volunteer commitments and I just realized, this is someone who’s been through some stuff too. And he’s not afraid to put himself out there. So why should I be?”
Grace smiled. “I love that he helped you to see that. I was so worried that you’d never find happiness.” 
 “It’s not that I’d been unhappy before Loran.” She felt a niggling of doubt that felt a lot like dishonesty. “I liked my life. Was happy with my career choice, family, friends, business, but—”
“There was something missing,” Grace said. “You can’t tell me you didn’t want that connection with someone, Bell. I know you did.” 
Did she? She’d never allowed herself to consider it because she didn’t think it was possible. “My life is better with him in it.” It was as simple as that. There was no comparison between her life pre and post Loran. 
“Does that mean you’re in love with him?” Ethan asked. 
She inhaled as she glanced up a family photo on their mantle. A candid shot taken over the holidays that encapsulated everything Bella wanted but had never dared hope for. A family. Safety. Security. The kind of love that defied words. 
“I think I might be.” 
The smile spread across Grace’s face as she gave her best friend a one-armed hug. “I’m so happy for you. Loran’s a great guy. And it’s obvious when he looks at you that he feels the same way.” 
“But I’ve never done this before,” Bella said, feeling the panic set in. “Had a serious relationship. What if I screw everything up? It’s easy now, during the off season, when we can see each other all the time. But what happens when spring training starts and we’re apart. Will my mind starting playing tricks on me, making me doubt what we have again?” 
“You just need to focus on building a strong foundation,” Grace said. “Before you have to be separated. If you’re confident in what you have by the time he has to leave, it’ll make it much easier.” 
“I hope you’re right.” Bella wasn’t looking forward to saying good-bye to Loran. Even for a few weeks. Not to mention all the tearful good-byes that would follow, with every road trip. 
“Hey, Mom and Dad invited us for dinner when we go to pick up the kids.” Ethan said. “She said she was going to call and invite you. Did you talk to her?” 
“She left me a message,” Bella said. “I haven’t gotten back to her yet.” 
“Come,” Ethan said. “And bring Loran.”
Bella already knew her parents loved Loran and would welcome him with open arms, but she hadn’t told them that they were a couple yet. When she considered backing out, she thought of the changes she was trying to make and said, “That’s a good idea. I’ll ask him.” 
*** 
Loran was at the hospice, dropping off Stella’s yarn when she pointed to a seat next to her rocking chair and demanded he sit. 
“Judging by that smile on your face I’d say things are going well with Bella,” she said, with a broad smile. 
“And I think I have you to thank for it,” Loran said, setting his phone down on the small table between them. “Her talks with you, not to mention the journaling, have helped a lot. She says she's sorting through her feelings in a way she never has before.”
“And she’s opening up to you?”
Loran thought about making love to her the night before, the way she’d held him. It felt like her heart was open to him, maybe for the first time. “Yeah, she is.” 
She clasped her hands, her eyes sparkling. “That makes me so happy. You’re both wonderful people. If I could play even a small part in bringing you together that would make my last days worthwhile.” 
Loran swallowed the lump in his throat. “Please don’t say that, Stella. You know I don’t like to think about that.” 
She reached for his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Death is something we all have to think about, my dear. But you and your young lady have your whole lives ahead of you. So much to plan for.” 
Loran responded with a tight smile. It didn’t feel right to think about the future when Stella’s time was so short. 
“Don’t you dare be sad for me,” she scolded, shaking a bony finger at him. “You know how I feel about pity.”
“I know, but—”
“No buts,” she warned. “I’m happy here.” Her stern expression softened into a smile. “I know that may sound crazy, but I’ve met some very nice people here. They take good care of me.” She patted his arm. “And if I hadn’t come to live here I wouldn’t have met you and Bella.” 
“Did you want to stay at home?” Loran had never asked her that question before. “I mean, if it had been feasible, if you could have gotten someone to come in and care for you at home, would you have wanted to stay?” 
She didn’t take even a second to think about it before she shook her head. “There were many wonderful memories in that house. My kids growing up there. Grandkids coming to visit. All the holiday meals and quiet nights just watching TV with my husband.” She shook her head. “I didn’t want that to be the place I died. I think it would have tainted it somehow.” She shrugged. “Besides, I needed the money from the sale of my house to pay for my care. Hopefully there will still be some left for my family, but…”
Loran’s heart broke for her. She shouldn’t have to worry about those things in her final days. “You shouldn’t have to worry about them now.” From what he could tell they weren’t too worried about her and that pissed him off. A woman like Stella should have loved ones lined up to spend time with her. 
“Besides,” she said, looking out the window. “I do enjoy being here. The grounds are lovely. The bird feeders, flowers, pond.” She smiled. “It’s all very peaceful. And the people have been so good to me.” 
“It would be hard not to love you.” 
This conversation made him realize it had been too long since he called his mother. Maybe he was no better than Stella’s family. He too got busy with life and forgot about the person who’d sacrificed everything for him. Tonight he would call her, remind her how much she meant to him.  
She pulled a lavender and aqua floral journal out of the side pocket of her bag. “When I pass I’d like you to have this, dear. It’s my final journal. I think it will give you peace, knowing how very content I was in my final days. Perhaps you won’t feel so sad about my passing if you know how much happiness you brought me.” 
Loran was overwhelmed. It was hard to imagine a day when he wouldn’t be able to visit Stella. “Thank you,” he whispered, knowing there was no point arguing that her gift to him was too personal, or should go to one of her family members. “I appreciate that.” 
“And I,” she said, gripping his hand, “Appreciate you. So very much.” 
His cell phone buzzed, letting him know he had a text, but he didn’t glance at the screen. Time with his friend was precious and he gave her his undivided attention when they were together. 
“See who it is,” she said, her eyes sparkling. She had clearly read the text when it flashed across the screen.
He picked it up and read Bella’s message. “Bella wants me to have dinner with her and her family tonight.” Even though he’d dined with them plenty of times before, he knew this was different. She was obviously ready to tell her parents about them. 
“That’s wonderful.” She paused when he didn’t agree. “Isn’t it?” 
“I love Bella’s family. They’re great people. But I’m not sure how her parents will feel about us. I mean, I know they like me, as a person, but they also know a bit about my history. What if they don’t think I’m good enough for their daughter?” 
She frowned. “You’re really worried about that?”
“Yeah, I am.” Bella meant everything to him and it would kill him if she started having second thoughts about them because her parents planted seeds of doubt in her mind. “Our relationship still feels really fragile. And this feels like the kind of thing that should maybe wait until we’re on more solid ground.” 
“She wouldn’t have invited you if she had any doubts. If you decline her invitation she’s going to think you’re the one with doubts.” She pursed her lips, letting him know she didn’t approve of his wavering. “Is that the message you want to send to the woman you love?” 
“No, but—”
“I didn’t think so.” She pointed to his phone. “So you text that girl back and tell her you can’t wait to have dinner with her and her family. You stop somewhere and find the most decadent dessert and beautiful flowers you can and you show up to their house and let them see the truth.” 
“What’s that?” he asked, feeling his stomach knot with tension. It felt like there was so much riding on this evening and he didn’t want to screw it up. 
“That you’re in love with their daughter,” she said, gently. “That you’ll only have eyes for her, as long as she’ll have you. You’ll treat her like the princess you believe her to be and would be honoured if you were the man she chose to be her husband and the father of her children.” 
 The knot in Loran’s stomach gave way to calm and assuredness. Stella was right. He just had to let them see what was in his heart. 
“If you let them see the man Bella has helped you to become they’ll forget all about the guy you used to be, sweetheart. Trust me, what you’ve done in the past won’t matter to them nearly as much as what you’ll do in the future… for and with their daughter.”




 
Chapter Eleven 
 
Bella’s heart melted when Loran showed up at her door with a dozen white roses tied with a lavender satin bow. 
“Thank you,” she said, kissing him. “These are beautiful.”
“I have flowers in the car for your mom. Carrot cake too.” He bit his lip, looking adorably uncertain. “I seem to recall your dad liking that. I hope it’s okay.” 
She wrapped her arms around his neck. “It’s perfect, babe. Don’t worry, you already know my parents love you.” 
He buried his face in her neck as he wrapped his arms around her waist. “It’s different now though. I’m not just your brother’s friend anymore. I’m their daughter’s boyfriend. How do you think they’re going to take that?” 
She wasn’t worried. Her parents had always trusted her judgement. Besides they were getting concerned that she’d never meet anyone she wanted to settle down with, so she suspected her relationship with Loran would put their minds at ease, especially when they saw how close they were. 
“I think they’re going to be thrilled.” 
His grip on her tightened. “But what if they’re not? Is that going to change how you feel about me… if your parents don’t approve?” 
She kissed his lips before looking him in the eye. “Nothing is going to change the way I feel about you.” 
“But family is important to you and—”
She silenced him with another kiss. “And so are you.” She took a step back before setting the flowers down on a side table. “I thought we were working on this trust thing, Loran. Don’t you trust me to still want you when things get hard?” She was trying not to let the hurt and disappointment seep into her voice, but she thought they were finally getting past all the uncertainty. 
“I do.” He closed his eyes when she gave him a pointed look, challenging him. “I want to.”
She scooped up the flowers and took them into the kitchen, forcing herself to take a few deep breaths when she heard the door slam. She didn’t know which side of it he was on, but prayed he’d stayed so they could work this out, once and for all. 
She finally released the breath she’d been holding when she heard his footsteps on the tile floor as he entered the kitchen. She reached for a vase above the sink, but he snagged it before she could. 
He reached around her to fill it with water and she relaxed into his strong body. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight with you, but I don’t want there to be this tension between us either. I need you to know how I feel about you.” She knew she was asking a lot, since she hadn’t been able to express with those all-important three little words how much he meant to her. 
“Then tell me.” 
His lips brushed her temple and she sighed with satisfaction. The slightest touch from him had the power to right her world, and calm the butterflies dancing in her tummy. 
“You know I think you’re amazing.” She cut the stems off the flowers as she considered all the things she loved about him. “I love that you’re passionate about what you do, but don’t let it consume your life. You’re confident, but not full of yourself, and that’s sexy as hell. Plus, you care about people. Even total strangers.” 
She smiled as his hands drifted over her hips while he kissed her neck. “You’re the kind of man I’ve always wanted in my life, when I allowed myself to admit I wanted someone at all.” It wasn’t exactly an admission of love, but it was close. She hoped he could read between the lines. 
“Go on.” 
She laughed as his hand slipped beneath her sweater. “How ‘bout I tell you how great you are later?” She turned her head to the side and whispered, “In bed.” 
He groaned and she felt his arousal. “You expect me to wait that long to finish this?” 
“Anticipation makes it more fun,” she teased, turning into his arms. 
His expression was serious, almost grave, as his eyes travelled over her face. “I love you, Bella. I think I’ve loved you since the first time we talked on the phone. You were cutting me up, making me laugh, and I knew right then you were different. You weren’t like all the other girls who tried so hard to impress me because of who I was and how much money I made.” 
He didn’t have to tell her he loved her. She could feel it every time he touched her. But it was really nice to hear those words pass his lips. “I was testing you,” she said, with a smile. “To see if your ego could handle it. I didn’t want a guy who took himself too seriously.” Not that she’d been thinking about making Loran hers way back then. That thought didn’t enter her head until days passed and he was all she could think about. 
“I wasn’t looking for you,” he whispered. “I wasn’t looking for anyone. I thought my life was pretty damn good the way it was. I was living the dream. Until I realized you were part of the dream.” 
She never expected a tough guy like Loran to be so open about his feelings, but she loved that he was. He wasn’t afraid to be vulnerable with her and that made her want to open up to him too. 
“You were my nightmare.” She tapped his chest at his look of confusion. “Falling for someone as hard as I fell for you had always been my worst fear.” 
“And now?” 
Seeing the uncertainty in his eyes confirmed her suspicions they still had a long way to go, but conversations like this one were helping them get there. “And now I’m not really afraid anymore.” He tipped his head, studying her, and she conceded. “I can’t say that I never let doubt creep in because I do. I’m only human. But the more time I spend with you the more time I want to spend with you.” 
His smile was slow, as though he was considering her response. “I like that.” 
“I like it too.” She rolled forward on her toes to kiss him. “I like moments like this, just talking. Hanging out and watching TV.” She lowered her voice, whispered in his ear, “And I love the way we cap off the day.” 
He’d either been spending the night at her place or she’d stayed at his. Despite her earlier protests that she didn’t want to cross that line, they were crossing it and she didn’t mind. 
He smacked her bottom, before a warning light flashed in his eyes. “You keep talking like that and we’re never going to get to your parents.” 
“The sooner we leave the sooner we can get home.” Home. Sharing a home with Loran was starting to sound better and better to her. 
*** 
“You guys look happy.” Grace smiled as she watched Loran pick up her daughter and toss her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry as he raced toward the tent they’d built with blankets in the sunroom. 
“We are.” Bella was still afraid to jinx it, but she was getting tired of denying the truth. Loran did make her happy. “He’s a really good guy, Gracie.” 
“Isn’t that what I’ve been trying to tell you?” she asked, nudging Bella in the ribs with her elbow. 
“I couldn’t let him get too close,” she whispered, turning to face her friend, her back to the group. “If I started needing him and he left me—”
“That’s a risk we all take when we fall in love, honey,” Grace said, looking sympathetic. “You wouldn’t know that, since you’ve never allowed yourself to fall in love before, but what you’re feeling, your fears, it’s perfectly normal.”
Grace knew it was. She’d talked to her therapist years ago about what it mean to let someone into her life, so she understood some of the reasons she’d chosen to keep men at arm’s length. 
“He says he wants to get married, have a family someday.” 
“And how do you feel about that?” Grace asked, watching the shenanigans over her friend’s shoulder. 
“He’s great with kids,” Bella said, stealing a glance at Loran over her shoulder. “There’s no denying that.”
“That he is. It’s obvious he’s ready to be a dad.” 
“How can you be so sure?” 
“I’ve known him awhile. Ethan’s known him even longer, and he said he wasn’t always like this. Their teammates had kids, but Loran wouldn’t play with them the way he does with ours. He’d be sweet to them, of course, but he wouldn’t be like this.” She gestured to Loran, who was lying on the floor, tickling Emma’s tummy while she squealed with delight and kicked her legs. 
Loran caught Bella watching them and smiled, looking slightly embarrassed at being caught. 
“Can you give me a hand in the kitchen?” Bella’s mother asked, touching her shoulder. “I need to get the desserts ready.” 
“Sure.” 
Bella excused herself and followed her mother into the kitchen, but as soon as they were alone her mother gave her a curious look. “So, you and Loran? How long has that been going on?” 
Bella found a platter in a cupboard and started cutting up a tray of brownies. “A little while.”
“Yet we’re just hearing about it. Why is that?” 
She shot her mother a side-long look before asking, “Why? You don’t approve?” 
“I didn’t say that. You know how much your dad and I like Loran, but he doesn’t seem like your type. You usually go for guys who are… safer.”
Her parents knew her too well. “I know Loran is different, but I think he’s good for me. Pushes me out of my comfort zone, so to speak.” 
“Is it serious?” 
Bella had expected this question, but still wasn’t sure how to answer. If she said it was, her parents would be looking for wedding venues, and she didn’t want to go there. Yet. 
“I care about him. A lot. I know he feels the same way, but we’re taking it slow. He’s a good friend of Ethan’s and I don’t want it to be weird if things don’t work out, ya know?” 
“No, I don’t know.” 
Bella knew that tone. She’d heard it every time she’d failed a math test because she hadn’t studied hard enough. 
“You shouldn’t be thinking about it ending when it’s barely started.” She wagged a finger at Bella. “That’s your problem, you know. You’re always looking for an exit strategy. In case things don’t work out, which they never do, because you’ve always got one foot out the door.” 
Her mother wasn’t the type to pull punches, but Bella didn’t expect her to call her out so soon after learning about Loran. “I don’t have one foot out the door. It’s different with him.” 
“Is it?” She didn’t look convinced. “Tell me how.” 
“We get along great. We talk and laugh. Have great chemistry. He really gets me and I get him too.” They were friends, in addition to having an intimate relationship, and she’d never had that before. 
“Will it be hard for you when spring training starts?” 
“Honestly, I haven’t thought that far ahead. We’re just taking things one day at a time right now.” 
“But you must be spending a lot of time together. Loran told me you were designing a house for him.” 
“I am. And we are.” Bella was satisfied to leave it at that, but she knew her mother wouldn’t be. 
“This house… what’s it like?” 
“It’s going to be beautiful. Everything he’s ever wanted, I hope.” That was her goal with this project, to exceed his expectations, and give him things he’d never even realized he wanted. 
“Has he given you any indication he’d like someone to share it with him?” 
Subtlety had never been her mother’s strong suit. 
“He says he’s ready for marriage and kids.” Bella tried to ignore the smug smile on her mother’s face as she dusted a tray of homemade lemon bars with icing sugar. 
“Is that so? I wasn’t sure he would be. I know he has a bit of a reputation. I thought maybe you two were just having fun. I know that’s always been your relationship strategy, have fun for as long as it lasts, then cut your losses and move on.”
That made her sound cold and indifferent and Bella didn’t think she was. Granted, she’d never been in love before, but that didn’t mean she’d felt nothing for the men she’d dated. 
Her mother touched her face gently, a small smile gracing her lips. “Don’t give me that look. You know I love you too much to sugar coat it. I just want you to be happy, and if Loran makes you happy, which he seems to, I just don’t want to see you screw it up because you can’t commit.” 
“I have committed to him.” Bella bit her lip as she realized it was true. For the first time ever she was all in with a man.  “He’s my boyfriend. That’s all I can tell you right now.” 
***
“Sorry,” Loran said from the kitchen door. “Didn’t mean to interrupt. Just came in to grab a few more beers for the guys.” He’d overheard Bella tell her mother that he was her boyfriend, which he supposed should make him happy. At least she was willing to label their relationship. 
“You’re not interrupting,” Bev said, smiling sweetly at him. “Honey,” she said to her daughter, “Would you mind taking that platter into the living room? The kids are probably ready for some sweets.” 
“Uh, sure.” 
Bella cast him an uncertain glance, but he winked to let her know he was cool with her mother peppering him with questions about their relationship. 
He dropped a quick kiss on Bella’s lips as she passed, making her mother smile. 
“You’re crazy about her, aren’t you?” she asked, as soon as her daughter left the room. “I’ve been watching you two and you’ve barely taken your eyes off her all day.” She poured two cups of coffee and handed one to Loran. “You don’t need another beer. Neither does my son. You’re both driving.” 
Loran smirked as he raised his mug. “Point taken.” 
“You didn’t answer my question.” 
“Am I crazy about your daughter?” He didn’t even hesitate. “Yes ma’am, I sure am.” 
“She’s not an easy girl to love,” she said, looking concerned. “She pushes people away when they get too close. I’ve seen it happen before.” 
“I know.” And unlike her mother, Loran knew the reason Bella was so guarded. “I’m not worried, Bev. I can handle this.” At least he hoped he could. 
“You’re a good man.” She seemed pensive when she said, “But—” 
“I have a reputation.” He was glad she’d had the courage to bring it up. He would rather address his past than pretend it didn’t exist. “I know that. I’m not proud of it.” He looked her in the eye. “But I’m not ashamed of it either. I was a single guy dating single women. I didn’t do anything wrong or hurt anyone.” Granted, there were women in his past who wanted more than he could give, but he’d made it clear from the beginning that he wasn’t interested in a relationship. 
“Was?” She bit her lip, the concern deepening the lines on her forehead. “Past tense?” 
“There’s no one else in my life, aside from your daughter. And there won’t be, as long as Bella will have me, which I hope will be for a very, very long time.” 
She visibly relaxed. “You’re in love with her.” 
It wasn’t a question, yet Loran felt compelled to confirm her suspicion. “I am.” 
“And she knows this?” 
“She does.” 
She nodded, appearing satisfied. “And she didn’t run. That’s a good sign.” 
“I think so.” 
She obviously heard something in his response he hadn’t been willing to vocalize because she added, “But she hasn’t said it back.” 
“Not yet. But I’m sure she will.” In his heart he believed Bella was in love with him. She just needed a little more time to come to terms with her feelings. He knew it was a big step for her and he didn’t want to rush her any more than he already had. 
She nodded, but that still didn’t ease the knot in Loran’s gut. She wasn’t convinced her daughter would get there, that much was obvious. 
“I don’t want to see either one of you get hurt.” 
“I appreciate that, but we can handle this.” Backing out wasn’t an option for him. Even if Bella destroyed him down the road, there was no way he could walk away now. 
She stepped up to him, her expression sympathetic when she said, “I know you think you can, honey. I only hope you’re right.”




 
Chapter Twelve 
 
Bella was immersed in Loran’s house plans when a tap on her office door distracted her. She assumed it was her assistant when she muttered, “Come in.” 
“Hey.” 
Her head snapped up when she heard a voice she hadn’t heard in a couple of years. A lawyer she’d been friends with, and dated, back home. 
“Oh my God!” She jumped up, crossing the room to hug him. “What are you doing here?” 
“I’m your new neighbour,” he said, laughing at her shocked expression. “Just moved in to my new office down the hall.” 
“What?” she was still holding his hands in hers when she stepped back. “When we connected on social media and you asked how I liked it here, I had no idea you were considering moving here yourself.” 
“I got a job offer from a pretty prestigious law firm. Junior partner. The opportunity was too good to pass up.” 
She gave him another quick hug. “Congratulations, Matt. I’m so happy for you.” 
“Thanks.” His gaze drifted to the flowers on her desk. Loran had been sending them every week since they started dating, claiming he wanted her to have an excuse to think of him during the day. Like that was a problem. The problem was keeping her mind off the man. 
“Nice flowers.” 
“Thanks.” She smiled. “My boyfriend sent them.” She wanted to make it clear to Matt friendship was the only offer on the table. 
“Ah, so it’s like that, is it?” He rocked back on his heels and slipped his hands into the pockets of his gray dress pants. “Who is he? Anyone I know?” 
“Uh, you might know of him. He’s a ballplayer.” 
“Loran.” 
At her questioning look, he said, “I follow you on social media, remember? You’ve posted a few pictures of you two together lately.” 
“I guess I have, haven’t I?” 
She didn’t know why she felt awkward talking to Matt about the man in her life. They’d been friends since high school and only dated a few times after college. Maybe it was because this was the first serious relationship in her life she’d ever been willing to acknowledge. 
She didn’t realize the door was still open until Loran cleared his throat, drawing her attention. His eyes were narrowed as he sized Matt up. 
“Speak of the devil,” she said, rushing to Loran’s side. “Hey, babe.” She rolled forward on her toes to kiss him and the tension was palpable when he wrapped an arm around her waist, holding her to his side.  
“Loran, this is an old friend of mine. Matt. We went to high school together. He just accepted a job at a law firm in the city. In fact, his new office is just down the hall.” 
“Is that right?” Loran continued to size him up. “That’s quite a coincidence, isn’t it? Did you know Bella worked here… in this building?” 
Looking uncomfortable, Matt glanced at Bella, before chuckling. “Uh yeah, I did. We keep in touch on social media. I asked her how she liked the city, where she’d set up shop, where she was living.” 
“Pretty inquisitive for a casual acquaintance, aren’t you?” 
Bella stepped out of Loran’s arms, shooting him a warning look. “We’re friends,” she said, emphasizing their relationship. “That’s what friends do, take an interest in each other’s lives.” 
“You have a lot of friends like this, Bella?” 
She was going to kill him for embarrassing her this way! What happened to the trust they were supposedly building? His jealousy and insecurity took her back to another time and place, another man, and she did not want to go there.
“Uh, I should get back to work,” Matt said, rubbing the back of his neck. 
Bella tried to see her friend the way Loran might have. He was good-looking, well-dressed, polished, some might deem him a little too slick, if they were meeting him for the first time, but she knew he was one of the good guys. She just had to convince Loran of that so he wouldn’t worry that Matt was a threat to their relationship. 
“I’m really glad you stopped by.” Her smile was strained when she said, “I’d love to take you out for lunch one day this week to celebrate your promotion.” 
Matt stole a look at Loran, who was daring him to accept without saying a word. 
“Uh, I might be pretty busy this week, getting settled in and all, but I’m sure I’ll see you around.” He offered Loran his hand. “It was nice meeting you.” 
He relaxed his clenched hand before offering it to Matt. “You too.” 
Bella waited until Matt left before she instructed her assistant to hold her calls before slamming the door. “What the hell was that?” 
“You tell me. Who was that guy? And don’t tell me he was just a friend.” He glared at her. “You dated him, didn’t you?”
“What does that have to do with anything? I dated a lot of guys.” 
She immediately wished she could retract her foot from her mouth. She’d dated Matt, she hadn’t slept with him. As far as she was concerned, that put their relationship in safe territory. 
“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” 
He crossed his bulging arms over his chest and Bella immediately felt sorry for Matt. He must have been intimidated as hell by her larger-than-life and obviously territorial boyfriend. 
“I thought we were supposed to trust each other, Loran.” She felt the sadness sweep through her as she began to wonder whether it was a hopeless proposition for two people who’d lived the lives they had to ever learn to trust each other. “This can’t work if we don’t.” 
“And it can’t work if you keep seeing guys you slept with under the guise of friendship,” he snapped, making her jaw drop. 
“We never slept together! Not that it’s any of your business who I slept with before we met.” She’d never asked him about his conquests and she was sure his tripled hers in numbers. 
“I’m an open book,” he said, spreading his arms. “I don’t have any secrets. And I can assure that I’m not friends with any of my ex’s.” 
“Maybe that says something about you then.” There was no way she was going to back down. She had a right to have male friends, even if they had dated a few times in another life. “I’m not going to justify my friendships to you, Loran. You either trust me or you don’t.” 
“Then you’re still going to see this guy… as friends? Knowing that it pisses me off?” 
She couldn’t believe he was being so unreasonable about this. Why would she cut Matt out of her life, just because Loran couldn’t handle the thought of her having an innocent lunch with someone she’d known since they were pre-pubescent teens? 
She started pacing the floor, trying to work off some of her anger and frustration so she didn’t blow up at him the way she wanted to. Relationships were about compromise. She knew they’d have their share of fights, like every other couple, but she wanted them to be able to talk it out, not walk out. 
“Why are you so intimidated by Matt?” 
He chuckled, though his lingering anger was obvious in his rigid stance. “You think I’d be intimidated by a guy like that? Think again, babe.”
“Is it because he’s… different than you?” She knew she was treading in dangerous territory, but she was trying to understand him better, so they wouldn’t have to continue having the same arguments. 
“He sure as hell is.” He sneered. “And if you were into that guy, it makes me wonder…” 
Her heart broke as she heard the words he wasn’t willing to say. “What I see in you?” 
“No!” 
He had his pride, she could respect that, but they had to be honest with each other, so she continued pushing. “Are you sure?” 
Loran scrubbed his hands over his face. “You’ve got to be kidding me. He held his right hand up, revealing his diamond championship ring. “You see this? That makes me a winner, Bella. No ex-boyfriend of yours could ever compete with that. I’ve got it all, remember?” 
“Then why are you so afraid of losing me?” she asked, gently. “To someone like Matt?” 
He sucked in a breath and the pain she saw in his eyes slayed her. 
After a beat of silence he said, “Because I won’t always be this guy. One day I’ll be just another retired ball player with some good memories and a few bucks in the bank. Will you still want me then? Or will a guy like that be more your speed?” 
It hurt that he had to ask her that, but if they couldn’t ask each other the tough questions there was no hope for them. “What do you think?” She tipped her head back and looked him in the eye. 
He closed his eyes briefly while curling his hands into fists. “Bella, I feel like I’m walking on eggshells with you. I’m so afraid to say or do the wrong thing and drive you away. I can’t live like that.” 
“I’m not asking you to.” Her heart rate kicked up a few notches as she imagined him walking out on her. 
“I’m not asking you to change who you are for me. You have a lot of friends, guys and girls, I get that. I thought I was okay with it, but—” 
“You’re not.” She didn’t know where they were supposed to go from here. She couldn’t concede on this point. It would mean he always felt he had the right to dictate who her friends were and that wasn’t right. 
“I don’t know.” He raked a hand over his hair. “This just kind of caught me off guard. I walk in and see you talking to this… good-looking guy. At first I thought he was a client, but when I heard that he’d moved here, knowing you were here…” He threw his hands up in the air. “What the hell am I supposed to do with that? What would you think?” 
Bella tried putting herself in his position. Maybe she wouldn’t like it either. But she knew Matt and she knew his reasons for re-locating had nothing to do with her. They’d been friends, just friends, for years. 
“I’m not saying you don’t have the right to ask questions. You do. And I’m happy to answer them.” Her voice softened, hoping he would relax, and take a breath. “You know the deal with Matt. I’ve been completely honest with you about everything. And let’s assume, just for a minute, that he had moved here to be closer to me, would that really matter?” 
He scowled at her. “How can you ask me that? Some other guy is after my girlfriend? Hell yeah, it matters.”
“Why?” She took a step closer, reaching for his hand. “Why would it matter? You know how I feel about you. Matt is just a friend. That’s all he’ll ever be. It doesn’t matter if he wants more. I don’t.” It seemed so simple to her, if only Loran could see it that way. “I want you. No one else. Just you.” 
He hauled her against his chest. “I just love you so much, baby. I don’t know what the hell to do with these feelings.” 
“Go with them.” She looked up at him, feeling the undeniable urge to tell him the truth. “Just like I intend to do.” She curled her hands around the back of his neck. “I love you too, Loran. And that… is all that matters.” 
He closed his eyes before lifting her up as he buried his face in her neck. “You don’t know how long I’ve waited to hear you say those words.” 
“I’m just sorry it had to be like this.” She hadn’t said it to reassure him, though she knew that’s the effect it would have. “I would have preferred a more intimate setting.” She licked her lips, inviting him to kiss her. 
Taking the hint, his mouth claimed hers in a deep kiss that made her wish she didn’t have a meeting in fifteen minutes. 
“I have to get back to work,” she said on a sigh when they broke apart. “Can we pick this up tonight?” 
“I wish.” He looked regretful when he took a step back, still holding her hand. “That’s what I came here to tell you. I have to leave town for a few days. I was kind of hoping I could talk you into coming with me.” 
She shook her head, wishing there was some way she could take a few days off to be with him. “I’m sorry, including yours I’ve got five projects on the go. There’s just no way I can get away right now.” 
“I figured as much,” he said, leaning against the door at his back. 
“What’s going on? Why do you have to leave town so suddenly? You didn’t mention anything about it last night or this morning.” 
“My mother called this morning. She’s been hospitalized with pneumonia.” 
“Oh no.” Bella covered her mouth with her free hand. She knew how much Loran’s mother meant to him. If anything happened to her it would destroy him. “Is she going to be okay?” 
“She said she would.” But his pinched expression told her he wasn’t so sure. “The antibiotics they put her on hadn’t worked as well as they’d hoped, so they’re hospitalizing her to try another course of treatment and monitor her condition.” 
“Damn it, I wish I could go with you.” But she had a dozen meetings scheduled over the next couple of days. 
“It’s okay. You’ve got your work. I get that.” Yet he still sounded disappointed. 
“Promise you’ll call and give me an update on her condition as soon as you can?” She didn’t want to tell him she’d be on the next flight if his mother took a turn for the worse because that would only make him more anxious. 
“Yeah, sure.” 
She led him to her drafting table, hoping he would feel better after seeing her revisions to his drawings. “The games room,” she said, pointing to it on the floorplan. “I added the closet to store your toys and—”
“They’re not toys!” 
She laughed, slapping his chest. “Call them what you want. I also bumped this out a couple more feet,” she said, pointing to one of the bedrooms. 
“To make room for a play area.” 
They hadn’t talked about his intentions for the three extra bedrooms, but hearing him talk about his future children, possibly their future children, made her stomach flutter. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked, brushing a hand across her cheek. “You look a little pale.” 
“Um, nothing.” She bit her lip as imagined a room finished with a pink area rug and bedding, shelves lined with stuffed animals, and a mural on the wall, depicting a scene from a fairy tale. “Just thinking.” 
“About?” He tipped her chin up when she didn’t answer him. “Tell me, Bella.” 
“I’m imagining a bedroom fit for a princess,” she whispered. “The kind of bedroom every little girl dreams of.” 
“Oh yeah?” He tipped his head as he waited for her to continue. “And how about this one?” he asked, pointing to the bedroom that would be across the hall from the first, mirroring its dimensions. “What do you see in here?” 
She narrowed her eyes as she considered the possibilities. “Maybe light blue walls, denim bedding.” Her finger ran across the width line. “Built in shelving here and here. He’d have to have somewhere to put his books and baseball cards—”
“Don’t forget his ball and glove.” 
They shared a smile and she couldn’t miss the hope in his eyes. He was waiting for her to confirm that he wasn’t the only one thinking about their future, the children they would one day have. 
“You’ve going to be a great father, Loran.” She took a step back, needing room to breathe. “I have no doubt about that.” 
“There’s still a but in there.” He sighed, tipping his head back. “When will you be able to say that without thinking ‘I’m not there yet’?” 
“I didn’t say that.” 
“You didn’t have to.” 
She didn’t want him to leave with lingering frustration, but she wasn’t going to pretend she was all in unless she was. Was it so terrible to need more than a few weeks to be sure? Even if this was someone she’d been thinking about for over a year? 
She turned to face him, praying she could make him see things from her perspective. “I just told you I love you. Can’t that be enough… for now?” 
He hesitated before nodding. “It is enough. It’s more than enough.” He pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry, baby. I don’t mean to pressure you. It’s just hard sometimes. I want you to feel the way I feel, but sometimes I forget I’ve had the past year to work out my feelings for you. You spent that time trying to get over me.” 
She couldn’t have said it better herself. At least he seemed to get it now. “Then we’re okay?” 
He smiled. “We’re better than okay. How can we not be? You said you loved me, right? That’s a hell of lot more than I expected when I walked in here today.” 
“I do love you,” she whispered. “So much it kind of scares me.” 
“Whenever you take a risk, like falling in love, it’s supposed to be scary. Moving here was scary, right? But that didn’t stop you from doing it.” 
“No, it didn’t.” She linked her arms around his neck as her lips met his. “And being scared won’t prevent me from giving you everything I have to give. I’m all in. Don’t doubt that just because I can’t quite think about marriage and babies just yet.” 
“I like hearing you say that.” His grin spread. “Babies.” 
She loved making him happy. “Babies, babies, babies,” she whispered, brushing his lips with hers. 
He growled as he cupped her bottom. “Keep that up and I’m gonna miss my flight.”
She hated to think of him being alone if his mother’s condition worsened. “If you need me, just call, okay? Promise?” 
“I will. But she assures me she’ll be fine. I just need to see for myself.”




 
Chapter Thirteen 
 
Loran walked into his mother’s hospital room and breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t look weak or frail, as he’d feared. She looked strong and healthy, though a bit tired. 
“Hey, beautiful,” 
Her green eyes sparkled and her hands covered her mouth. “What are you doing here? I told you I was going to be fine.” 
He pulled up a chair beside her bed and took her hand. “I wanted to make sure. Besides, I was planning to come home during the off-season to see you anyhow.” He brushed a kiss across her cheek, inhaling the familiar floral scent she’d been wearing since he was a little boy. 
“You look good.” She patted his hand. “Being in love agrees with you.” 
He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face when he thought about Bella. “She’s something special alright. I can’t wait for you to meet her, Mom.” 
“She couldn’t come with you?” 
“She’s slammed at work. But she told me to give you her love.” That was the last thing she’d said to him before he stepped out the door and it made Loran fall even harder, if that was possible. 
“Isn’t that sweet? Tell me more about her.” She squeezed his hand. “I know she’s your teammate’s sister and an architect, and that you live in the same city now, but other than that you’ve been pretty tight-lipped.”
“I guess I don’t want to jinx it.” He broke eye-contact because he was sure his mother would be able to read the fear in his eyes. “She’s the one, Mom. No doubt in my mind about that.” 
Her gasp was barely audible when she squeezed his shoulder. “Really? You think you’re going to marry her?” 
“I want to.” If he didn’t think she’d have a panic attack in the middle of his proposal he wouldn’t wait.  
“Then what are you waiting for? You’re not getting any younger, you know. In fact, neither am I. And I want grandbabies to spoil. What else am I going to do with my retirement?” 
It pained him to think his mother would be living so far away and wouldn’t be able to see his kids grow up. She’d been an incredible mother and he knew she’d make the same kind of impact on his kids that she’d made on him, given the chance. 
“Speaking of your retirement, you still planning that for March?” 
She nodded. “I’ve already told them. They tried to talk me into staying, but I explained it was time for me to start pursuing some interests outside of work. I’ve been blessed to do what I do, but I’m ready for a new chapter in my life.”
“You think that new chapter might include new scenery?” 
She shrugged. “Who knows? I’ve always wanted to travel. And that tiny house thing has always intrigued me. You know I don’t need much space, so if I sold the house I’d have enough money to travel.” 
It pissed Loran off that his mother still considered money. He’d paid off his childhood home with his first big-league contract, bought his mother a car every other year for her birthday. He knew she didn’t like it, but he didn’t give her a choice. There was no point making big bucks if he couldn’t spoil the woman who’d sacrificed everything to help make his dream come true. 
“Sell the house, pocket all the money. I can buy a piece of land down the road from where I’m building. There are a few for sale. You pick the size of house you want to build. I’m sure Bella would love to help you with the design and I can get my contractor to build it for you.”
Her jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious.” 
“I am.” He looked her in the eye. “Mom, I know you have friends here, but you could make friends anywhere you go. It would be amazing to have you just down the road. Especially if things turn out the way I hope they will with Bella.” 
“You mean if you two get married and make beautiful babies?”
He chuckled at her enthusiasm. There was no doubt she wanted that for him, and she hadn’t even met Bella yet. Maybe his mother could just see how happy she’d made him. 
“Yeah. I know you. You’d want to be a hands-on nana, right?” 
“You know I would,” she said, smacking his arm lightly. “Maybe I could even babysit sometimes.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Oh, that would be so wonderful. I’ve waited so long to see you happy and settled with someone special.” 
“I am happy.” He hesitated, not wanting to burst her bubble. “But it may take awhile for me to be settled. Bella’s never been big on commitment.” 
“Sounds like someone else I know,” she muttered. 
“Yeah, we’re too much alike in that regard, I’m afraid. So, it’s taking her a bit longer to come around. She’ll get there. I have no doubt about that. I just don’t want to pressure her.” 
“That’s understandable. Just take your time.” She patted his cheek. “It’ll all work out.” 
He was grateful that his mother understood and would undoubtedly give him some breathing room instead of pressuring him about his relationship with Bella. 
“So, if you like the idea of building a little cottage, instead of a larger house, I can have another look at those available lots. Pick the best one. I’ll give you Bella’s contact info. You guys can talk and send pics back and forth, via email. Maybe when she gets a break in her schedule she can come out and you can sit down and hammer out some of the details in person.” 
“Don’t you think you should talk to her first? Make sure she’d be willing to take on this project?” She raised an index finger. “A word to the wise, son. Women don’t like to be taken for granted.” 
“You’re right.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “No time like the present. Why don’t we call and ask her now?” 
She clapped her hands together. “Oh, that would be wonderful! I’d love to talk to her.” 
Loran laughed at his mother’s enthusiasm. She’d been waiting even longer than he had for him to find a woman like Bella. 
He hit the first number in his contacts and Bella answered on the first ring. “Hey, babe. Is everything okay? How’s your mom? Do you need me to come out there?” 
The genuine concern in her voice melted his heart. There was no doubt in his mind this woman loved him. He only hoped it wouldn’t be too long before she realized that she loved him too much to ever live without him.
“She’s fine.” He smiled at his mother. “I haven’t talked to her doctors yet, but she looks good. In fact, she’s right here. I’m at the hospital visiting her and we got to talking.” 
“About what?” 
“Not sure if I mentioned this, but she’s retiring in March.” 
“No, you didn’t. Good for her. What are her plans?” 
“As a matter of fact, we were just making some. There are a few lots still available just down the road from where I’m building and Mom was thinking she might like you to build something for her. Something small—”
“Oh my God! Seriously? Loran I would love to build a house for your mother!” 
He grinned as he gave his mother a thumbs up. 
She relaxed against the pillow with a serene smile on her face, making Loran wonder why he’d never suggested this before. It was the perfect solution for all of them.
“Thanks, Bella. Uh, if you have a minute, I can put my mom on. Maybe you could chat a bit about what she has in mind.”  
 “Of course I can make time for her.” 
“Great, let me put you on speaker then.” He pushed the button and said, “Mom, Bella.” 
“Hey, Ms. Loran. I wish we were meeting in person. How’re you feeling?” 
“Better by the minute, my dear.” She smiled. “I can’t wait to meet you. My son has told me so much about you.” 
Loran knew his mother would be pumping him for information all weekend, which he’d gladly provide. His mother would fall in love with Bella as quickly as he had as soon as she realized how special she was. 
“He’s told me a lot about you too. He’s been so lucky to have you in his life.” 
That was an understatement. Loran cringed to think where he’d be without his mother to guide him and help him believe in himself when no one else thought he stood a chance of making it to the big leagues. 
“Thank you. Now it sounds like he’s lucky to have you in his life. I just want you to know I couldn’t be happier for you two.”
 Loran shot her a warning look. Bella was still skittish and the last thing he wanted was for her to feel pressured. 
“Thank you.” Bella laughed. “I can’t say we didn’t have a bumpy road, but I guess that makes us appreciate what we have even more.”
Loran was surprised she seemed to be taking his mother’s comments in stride. 
“It certainly will.” 
“So, how exciting,” Bella said. “You moving here. Tell me about the house you’d like me to design for you, Ms. Loran.” 
“Oh, you have to call me Valerie. Val, in fact. All my friends do.” 
“Okay, Val.” The smile in Bella’s voice was apparent when she asked, “One or two-storeys?” 
“Just one. And something small. I don’t like to accumulate a lot of stuff. Actually, I’ve had all my furniture for a really long time so I’m not even sure it would be worth it to move it clear across the country.” She laughed. “The movers would probably charge more than the furniture is worth.” 
“Clean slate,” Loran said. “New furniture. All new stuff. Just pack up the mementoes that mean the most to you.” 
“I’ll have a garage sale,” she said, sounding excited at the prospect. “And whatever I can’t sell, I’ll donate.” 
“Whatever you want, Mom.” Loran couldn’t help but roll his eyes. He didn’t know why she’d want to go to the trouble of having a garage sale when she could just donate the lot of it. But his mother had always been frugal. That’s how she’d managed to raise a family by herself on a social worker’s salary. 
“Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out, Val,” Bella said, laughing. “So in terms of bedrooms? How many do you think you’ll need?” 
“Well, one guest bedroom would be nice. In case friends come to stay. Or my grand—”
Loran placed a finger over her lips. He was not going to let her go there. 
“Sorry?” Bella asked, sounding confused. “I missed that.” 
His mother gripped his wrist and tore his hand away from her mouth, narrowing her eyes at him. “I was thinking about one of those tiny houses, Bella. That’s all I really need.” 
“Well, those can be fun,” she conceded, sounding uncertain. “But I think I could design something even better if we went just a little bigger. I’m confident we could keep it under a thousand square feet, with an efficient use of space. How many bathrooms do you need?” 
“Oh, one is plenty.” She laughed. “When my boys were growing up all three of us shared a bathroom until I’d saved up enough to have a second one installed when they were teenagers.” 
It hurt Loran to remember how much his mother had struggled, but he’d never once heard her complain about having to take care of them by herself. She’d never made disparaging remarks about his father, or talked about how tired she was of being their sole provider. Loran only hoped he could be half the parent she was. 
“Okay, so two bedrooms, one bath. Got it. Do you need another room, a small den or craft room, maybe? How about a dining room?” 
“Oh, a craft room would be wonderful! Do you think we could fit that in and still keep the footprint small enough? I’m not even sure what this will cost to build… and buy the land. Hopefully I’ll get enough from selling the house here. Maybe I should talk to a Realtor first. Make sure the numbers make sense before we take this any further.” 
“Mom,” Loran growled. “This is my treat. Don’t think for a second I’m going to let you pay a dime.” 
“You can’t do that!” 
“Yes, I can. And I will. Now say good-bye to Bella.” 
“But—”
Loran started walking towards the door with his phone. “Say good-bye now or you’ll lose your chance.” 
“Oh, you! Good-bye, Bella. It was lovely talking to you, dear. I hope we’ll get to meet each other real soon.” 
“I’m sure we will, Val. And don’t you worry about a thing, other than getting well. Loran and I have this under control.” 
Loran liked that she was thinking of them as a team. It was definitely a step in the right direction. 
When he stepped out into the hall, he pressed his back against the wall as he returned the phone to his ear. “Sorry about that, baby. I hope you didn’t feel pressured into going along with that. I know how busy you are, but—”
“Loran, are you kidding? I want to do this for your mom. I know how much she means to you. Besides, she sounds like an incredible woman.” 
“She is.” He glanced through the window in her door. “Although a little misguided at times. She can’t wait to get me married off so I’ll be some other woman’s problem. She’s worried about me for long enough.” 
Bella laughed. “I’m sure she’ll always worry about you, even when we are married.” 
Loran could have sworn his heart skipped a beat. It was the first time she’d been the one to bring up marriage, as though it was a forgone conclusion. 
“Was I being too presumptuous?” she asked, sounding amused by his failure to react. “I’ve heard guys spook when a girl’s the one to bring up the M word.” 
“No way could you spook me. Hell, you could be the one to get down on bended knee and—”
“Yeah, don’t count on that.” 
He chuckled. “Just say the word, sweetheart. I’ll run out and buy the biggest rock I can find and slip it on your finger before you have a chance to change your mind.” 
“I’m not going to change my mind about you, or us. You know that, right?” 
He knew, but it sure was nice to hear her confirm it. Day by day she was assuaging his fears, making him believe that forever really was in the cards for them. 
“Yeah, I know. But anytime you want to remind me, I’m cool with that.” 
She laughed. “I have to go. I’ve got a business dinner to get to.” 
“It’s not with some good-looking single client, is it?” He was trying to work on his jealousy and insecurity, but he knew given the chance any guy would see in Bella what he had. 
She sighed. “No, it’s a semi-retired couple who wants to downsize.” 
“Sorry.” He felt like an idiot for asking. “I didn’t mean to—” 
“You don’t have to apologize,” she said, gently. “I get it. It’s going to take a little time for both of us to get used to this.”
“I love you, Bell.” 
“I love you too. I’m going to start working on your mom’s plans right away. Just text me her contact information so I can follow-up with some more questions for her when she’s feeling better.” 
“You got it. And thanks for doing this. It means a lot, to both of us.” 
“I’d do anything for you. Don’t doubt that.”




 
Chapter Fourteen 
 
Bella sank into an armchair when she got the call from the hospice. She’d known this day was coming, but couldn’t believe she was really gone. Stella had been an important part of her life. Their daily chats were often the highlight of her day, especially since Loran’s visit to his mother. 
She thought about calling him right away to break the news, but instead she reached for the journal she’d abandoned on the coffee table the night before. The one Stella had given her. It seemed fitting to pour her heart out in the way Stella would have wanted her to… with written words. 
Twenty minutes later, tears stained the page, the ink was smeared, and she felt emotionally spent. Stella had taught her life lessons that would stay with her forever. Be grateful for good health and the people who love you. Money and success are a small part of a happy life. Love with your whole heart, hold nothing back. Every day work towards being a better version of yourself. Give back whenever possible. 
Bella drew her legs up, resting her chin on her knees as tears streamed down her face, clogging her throat. She was so grateful she’d gotten to know the sweet old woman, but she would leave a void in Bella’s life that would be felt for years. She didn’t know if she’d ever be able to see a knitted garment without thinking about Stella and the countless hours she’d spent creating something beautiful for a stranger she deemed worse off than herself because she was alone. 
When Loran’s name flashed across her screen, Bella drew a deep breath. The hospice asked if they should call Loran, but Bella told them she would break the news to him. 
She cleared her throat as she accepted the call. “Hey, babe. How’s your mom?”
“She’s doing better.” He paused. “How are you? It sounds like you’ve been crying. Is everything okay?” 
She struggled to find her voice before finally giving into the pain. “She’s gone, Loran. Stella’s gone.” She would have given anything to feel his strong arms around her. 
“No.” 
“I’m so sorry.” If she was hurting, she could only imagine how he must feel. Stella had become like a second mother to him. “The hospice just called me.” 
“Damn. I should have been there with her. She shouldn’t have died alone.” 
Bella hated that he felt guilty when he’d done so much to make Stella’s last months as pleasant as possible. Stella told her that having Loran and Bella enter her life when they did was a blessing she never could have anticipated. 
“She wasn’t alone. She had the staff at the hospice. And the other residents. You know how much they all cared about her.” Bella didn’t know how the people who worked there endured the sadness of saying good-bye to friends, day after day. 
“But I should have been there.” 
She could hear the anger and frustration in his voice, and she understood it, but she knew that’s what Stella would have wanted. “You were with your mother,” she reminded him. “Stella knew that. You went to visit her before you left.”
“I know, but—”
“Babe, we knew this day was coming.” She knew Loran had been volunteering at the hospice for a while, but she suspected this was the first time he’d had to say good-bye to someone he’d grown to love. “We had to let her go sometime.” She wiped a tissue across her tear-streaked face, trying to stay strong in memory of her dear friend, for the man she loved.
“I know, but I wasn’t ready.” His voice broke. “How selfish is that? I know she was in pain, but I wasn’t ready to let her go. What does that say about me?” 
“It says that you loved her. It’s never easy to let go of someone we love.” She hadn’t had a lot of experience with letting go, but she knew if she remained on at the hospice it was something she would have to get used to. 
“I suck at letting go. That’s why I pursued you like my life depended on it, ‘cause I couldn’t stand the thought of letting you go.” 
“You pursued me,” she said, allowing a slight smile. “Because we were meant to be together.” 
“That’s true.” He sighed. “She didn’t want a funeral, you know.” 
“I know.” 
Bella tried to change her friend’s mind, telling her there were so many people who would want to honour her, but Stella insisted funerals were archaic rituals that left everyone feeling sad and depressed and she refused to allow the people who’d cared about her to feel sad in her name. 
“I want to do something, Bell. To honour her in some way.” 
“I know. I feel the same way.” 
“I could make a donation in her name. Maybe the high school where she taught? Set up a scholarship fund in her name there?” 
“That’s a lovely idea.” Leave it to Loran to think of the perfect way to honour his friend. That’s why Bella loved him, because he didn’t pay lip service to the people and causes that mattered to him, he backed it up with action. 
“I’d like to do something at the house too. Something to remind us of her.” 
Us. Bella loved that he was including her, as though he’d already assumed he would be sharing his dream home with her. “What did you have in mind?”
“Maybe a special place in the garden? A bench? How about a gazebo? We could plant her favorite flowers around it. Along with bird feeders. You know how much she loved to watch the birds from her rocking chair by the window.” 
“That’s perfect. I can speak to the landscape architect about it today. Get him to sketch something.” Since the outdoor space was an integral part of the home’s design, Loran had hired him at the onset of the project to work closely with Bella. 
“That would be great. Get him to sketch something and we’ll have a look at it. Tell him this is something we want to do to honour a special person in our lives. Make sure he incorporates all the things Stella loved. I’ll send you a list and you can add anything you can think of.” 
“Sounds good.” 
“I’ll fly out later today.” 
“You don’t have to do that. The hospice will take care of things on their end.” Bella couldn’t bring herself to say ‘her body’. The wounds were still too fresh. “And since she didn’t want a service—”
“She made me executor of her will.” 
“Oh, I just assumed one of her children would handle her affairs.” 
“I suggested that, but she said that would only cause friction between them if she appointed one over the others. She said it would be easier this way because I was a neutral party.” 
“Do you want me to call her children? I’m sure the hospice already has, but we should offer our condolences, right? Let them know how much their mother meant to us?” 
“Would you mind waiting ‘til I get home to do that? I’d like for us to speak to them together.” 
“Of course.” Bella was grateful he’d be there to hold her hand while she talked to Stella’s children. She didn’t trust herself not to fall apart when she told them how much their mother had meant to her. “You’ll let me know when you book your flight. I can meet you at the airport.” 
“That’d be great, thanks. Yeah, I’ll text you the details as soon as I have them.” 
“Loran?” 
“Yeah.” 
“I love you.” 
“Love you too, baby.” 
“And thank you for introducing me to Stella. I’ll never forget her.” 
“Neither will I, sweetheart. Neither will I.” 
*** 
They rode home from the airport in silence that evening, holding hands, lost in their thoughts. Bella was happy to see him, but she felt as sad and lost as he did. They wouldn’t be going to visit Stella tomorrow, as they always had. Instead, they would be picking up a box of her things while trying to avoid looking at her favorite rocking chair by the window in the lounge.
“I got her children’s phone numbers from the hospice. Stella asked them to give the numbers to us when she passed.” 
“Good. We’ll call them when we get home.” 
Loran was driving her car, and he appeared to be driving in the direction of his home, not hers. Not that it mattered to Bella where they went. She just wanted to fall asleep in his arms tonight. 
“I learned so much from her,” Bella said, staring out the window. 
She watched a mother pushing a baby in a stroller. A cyclist stopping to take a drink from a water bottle. An elderly man taking a stroll with the aid of his walker. Life went on as though Stella hadn’t died and she realized it would be the same way when she died. Only a few hearts would break. Only a few people would be impacted by the loss of her life. She looked at the man next to her and knew if she lost him her heart wouldn’t just break, it would shatter into a million pieces. 
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he whispered, squeezing her hand. 
“Just thinking about how fragile life is.” Her breath hitched and she experienced a tightness in her chest that felt like a crushing sadness. “Stella knew her days were numbered. She had time to make peace with it. But what about the rest of us? Our lives could be cut short and we wouldn’t even have time to tell the people who mean the most to us how we feel about them.” 
Loran looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “That’s one lesson Stella taught me. Don’t hold back. If you love someone, don’t just tell them, show them. Never let them doubt it.” 
“I love that.” It made her feel bad that she’d waited so long to tell Loran how she felt about him. “And you,” she whispered. “I love you so much.” 
“I love you too.” His smile was sad when he said, “I’m so glad you got to know her. That she had the same kind of impact on you that she had on me.” 
Bella couldn’t imagine their friend not having a huge impact on the lives she touched. She was different from anyone Bella had ever known. She listened like every word mattered. Like every conversation she had was the most important one she’d ever had. Bella wanted to be just like her, treating the people in her life like they mattered, because they did. 
“She taught me so much,” Bella said. “She taught me how to treat people. Before I met her I was so caught up in my own life. I thought my career was the be-all to end-all. Sure, my family and friends were important to me, but I didn’t make as much time for them as I should have.” 
“We’re all guilty of that, I’m afraid.” 
That was another thing she loved about Loran. He never made her feel guilty when she fell short. He just loved her as she was, flaws and all. 
“But knowing Stella makes me want to do better. For her. For myself.” She smiled at Loran. “For you.” 
His full lips tipped up and she reached across the seat to kiss him when he stopped at a red light. 
“For me, huh? 
“If we’re going to do this, we’re going to have to do it right.” 
“Meaning?” 
The old Bella would have held back, but losing Stella made her realize she couldn’t afford to live in fear any longer. Life was too short. Too precious for regrets. “You, and this relationship, have to be my top priority. Everything else is secondary.” Her mother once told her that was the recipe to a long and happy marriage, to let the other person know they mattered above all else. 
“I like the sound of that.” He grinned. “And you know it goes both ways.” 
It was different for him though. He didn’t have a nine to five job. He was a professional athlete with a long season and lengthy road trips. He had to be completely focused on his sport for more than half the year. Yet somehow her brother and Grace made that work. 
“Just say it.” 
Bella was still surprised he could read her so easily, like he’d known her forever. “Baseball is a huge part of your life. I know it won’t be easy once the season starts but—”
“Baseball isn’t my whole life, Bella. There was a time when it felt like it was. When getting this championship ring was the only thing that mattered. But a lot has changed since then.” 
The same was true for her brother. Now that Ethan was married with a family of his own he considered baseball just a career, not his life anymore. 
“Has it?” 
She hadn’t known Loran when he was breaking into the league or working his butt off to get into a starting rotation on a contending team. She could only imagined how determined he’d had to be to make his dreams come true. 
“Everything has changed.” He turned into his driveway and cut the engine before turning to face her. “Being with you has changed everything for me.” 
She didn’t know how she could love him so much after such a short time, but she knew better than to question it. Her heart was in charge where Loran was concerned. And she didn’t have to wonder where it was leading her. She always knew. Right back to him. 
“I feel the same way.” 
He brushed his hands over her fingers, rubbing the ring finger on her left hand. “I want to see a wedding ring there. Sooner than later would be good.” 
She nodded, fearing that less with every day that passed. “I want that too.” 
He didn’t look surprised, or question her, which let her know he was beginning to trust what they had. Just as she was. 
“You ready to go inside?” He took a deep breath. “To call Stella’s family and pass on our condolences?” 
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”




 
Chapter Fifteen 
 
After speaking to Stella’s kids Loran was emotionally and physically exhausted. He just wanted to wrap his girl up in his arms and shut the rest of the world out. 
“You feel like opening a bottle of wine and heading out to the hot tub?” he asked, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. It was a simple gesture, but so intimate, reminding him that he’d never had that with another woman. He’d never wanted to take care of anyone the way he did Bella. 
She looked adorably uncertain as she bit her lip. “I’d love that, but I don’t have a swimsuit.” 
He laughed and it felt good. For the first time since he’d heard about Stella he’d actually laughed and he knew that’s what she would have wanted, for him to be happy again. To remember all the special moments they had, not to feel sad about losing her. 
“I don’t think we have to worry about that. The property’s surrounded by trees out back. Unless you’re concerned about a squirrel getting an eyeful?” 
“Shut up.” She laughed and pushed against his chest. “Fine, you open that bottle of wine while I go slip into one of your bath robes.” 
He loved seeing her in his clothes. It felt cozy and familiar, like they’d always been a part of each other’s lives. “Grab one for me too.” 
“You got it.” 
He watched her walk up the stairs as he leaned against the wall, facing his internal struggle. His heart wanted him to quit wasting time and propose to the girl already, but his head was warning him to give her more time. 
His phone buzzed and he reached for it, smiling when he saw his mother’s name. “Hey, I just got in.” 
“Hi, honey. Just wanted to know how you were holding up?” 
That was typical of her. She’d just been released from the hospital the day before and she was worrying about him. “I’m okay. Bella’s here with me.” 
“Oh! I didn’t interrupt anything, did I?” 
He chuckled. He was sure his mother hadn’t meant that, but his mind immediately went there, thinking if she’d called in a couple of hours she likely would have been interrupting. “No, we’re just opening a bottle of wine. Gonna head outside for a bit, just try and process the fact that she’s really gone.” 
She sighed. “I wish I could have met Stella. She sounds like an incredible woman.”
Loran was sure Stella and his mother would have been fast friends. They were so much alike, which made him even more grateful he still had his mom in his life. “She was incredible. Just like you.” He cleared his throat, feeling the emotion creeping up on him again. 
“Thank you.” 
“You’re the best. You know that, right? I wouldn’t be where I am without you.” That was the reason he wanted to spoil her. It was the only way he knew how to show her how much he appreciated her sacrifices. 
“You’d have found a way, sweetheart. You were the most determined kid I’d ever seen.” 
He was determined. Because he wanted to give his mother and kid brother a better life. He was finally able to do that and it made everything he’d had to go through to get where he was more than worth it. 
“You never let me give up.” He’d never said these things to her, never let her know that she’d been his rock. “Even when I hated a coach or had to ride the bench, you told me I’d look back on those things and laugh when I made it to the big leagues.” 
“And I was right. Your mama is always right, young man. And don’t you forget it.” 
He smiled. “I won’t.” He thought of his conversation with Stella’s kids. They spoke with so much pain and regret, wishing they could have spent more time with her. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’re moving out here. It’ll be good for you. For both of us.” He would be on the road a lot, but he hoped Bella and her family would adopt his mother. 
“I can’t wait,” she whispered. “Truth be told, I’ve been kind of lonely.” She cleared her throat. “Probably being in this old house, with all the wonderful memories of you boys growing up here. Makes me wish things were different.” 
His mother wasn’t one to complain, so Loran had no idea she’d been struggling. “You ever think about getting married again?” 
She laughed. “Are you kidding?” 
“No, I’m serious.” After her divorce she’d devoted her life to raising her kids and earning a living, but the struggle was over now. Loran would love to see her find someone to love her. “You should think about dating again, when you move out here. There’s a senior’s centre not far from where you’ll be living. I bet you could meet some nice people there.” 
“I don’t know. Maybe. I’ll think about it.” 
“Promise?” 
“I will. What’s the deal? Just because you’re in love you want the whole world to feel the same way?” 
“I’m…” There were no words to describe his feelings for Bella, but he knew if anyone would understand, his mother would. She knew his heart better than anyone. “I’m in so deep, Mom. Like no way out without getting crushed. It kinda scares me.” He wasn’t used to admitting his fears to anyone, but where Bella was concerned they always rose to the surface. 
“I know it does, honey. But what’s life without risk? That’s what makes you feel alive, right?” 
He was all for taking risks. But not with his heart. That he’d always guarded. “Loving her makes me feel alive. Losing her would kill me.”
“You’re afraid you’re going to lose her?” 
It was beginning to feel more like an irrational fear, but it was still there. “What if she wakes up one day and decides I’m not the guy for her after all? Maybe after a couple of kids?” 
“Everyone who gets married takes that risk. Half the time it doesn’t work out. But you have to believe that you and Bella will be among the lucky ones. You can’t go into a relationship fearing it will fail.” 
“I know.” It wasn’t like him. He wasn’t a pessimist. He was the guy who believed good things could happen for him. That was how he’d been drafted in the first round. “I want to believe in us.” He sighed. “You don’t know how much I want to believe it’ll work.” 
“But?” 
“I’ve got this thing in the pit of my stomach. Like every damn day it’s there and I can’t get rid of it.” It felt like fear and dread, and nothing seemed to eradicate it. Not even hearing her tell him she loved him. 
“Why do think that is?” 
“You know how messed up I was after Vegas.” His mother didn’t know all the details, just that he’d fallen hard for a girl and it didn’t work out. “I almost ruined everything, self-destructed. And I have to wonder if anyone is worth that.” 
“Only you can answer that question,” she said, gently. “But if you’re going to live your life in fear, you’re going to live it alone. I don’t want that for you. And I really don’t think you want that for yourself.” 
He’d been alone too long. “No, I don’t.”
“Just think about it. There’s no rush. You’ve got all the time in the world to decide.” 
All the time in the world. It made him think of Stella. She was seventy-six when she passed. Not that old. He wondered if she’d thought she had a lot of years left before her diagnosis. 
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. Thanks for listening.”
“Anytime, you know that. I love you, honey.”
“Love you too. Talk to you later.” 
Loran heard the floorboard creak behind him as he swiped to end the call. “Oh hey, that was my mom. Just calling to check in.” 
She nodded, but her expression was blank. 
His stomach dropped. Something wasn’t right. “What’s wrong?” 
“Sounds like you’re having second thoughts about us. If you are you need to tell me. Now.”
“What?” His heart started beating so fast he felt like he’d run ten miles. “What are you talking about? Why would you think that?” 
“You just told your mother you didn’t think anyone was worth it… what I put you through last time.” 
“I…” He had said that, but he hadn’t meant it. Bella was worth it. She was worth anything. 
“I get it,” she said, wrapping her arms around her body. “I do. I get where you’re coming from. It’s a lot. Things with me are complicated. I have a lot of baggage. It would be easier with someone else, someone who would give anything to be your wife.” 
He closed in on her but his heart clenched when she took a step back before he could touch her. Damn it. They’d gotten so close, now he felt like they’d taken ten steps back. Just because he didn’t know when to keep his big mouth shut. 
“I don’t want anyone else.” When she didn’t say anything he dragged a trembling hand through his hair. “Jesus, Bell. You’ve got to believe me.” He didn’t know what he’d do if she wouldn’t… or couldn’t. 
 “You said you have this pit in your stomach.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Maybe it’s uncertainty? Maybe it’s your intuition telling you this is wrong. That we’re not right for each other.” 
“No!” Damn. She’d heard it all. Now he had to figure out how to convince her they weren’t the problem. He was. “That’s not it.” 
“Isn’t it?” 
She looked so sad. It tore him up knowing that he’d hurt her. “It’ll get better,” he whispered. “Easier. With time. We’ll learn to trust each other, to trust in what we have. The fear, apprehension, it’ll go away and—”
“You’re apprehensive?” A tear slid down her cheek and she brushed it away with her fingertips. “Why didn’t you tell me that? Why’d you let me fall in love with you if you were having doubts?” 
“Bell.” He grabbed her shoulders, trying to make her see the truth in his eyes. “Listen to me. I am not having doubts about us.” Except he was. Not about whether he wanted to be with her, but whether she would always want to be with him. 
“You’re lying.” She narrowed her eyes. “To me and yourself. I can see it when you look at me.” 
He dropped his arms and turned his back on her, reminding himself to breathe. This was shaping up to be one of the worst days of his life. He could not lose two people who were so important to him within days. He’d never survive that. 
 “You don’t understand.” He’d tried to suppress it but it kept bubbling up so he had to let it out. “I’ve played with guys who retired and lost it all. Their wives, kids, houses, money, all of it. Gone. They went from being on top of the world to having nothing. Some turned to alcohol, others drugs…” He shook his head, trying to ignore the images burned into his mind. Friends who were suicidal, trying to find one single reason to go on living. 
“And you’re afraid that’s going to happen to you?” 
“My father was a homeless alcoholic when he died. Is it such a stretch to think I could end up just like him?” He drew a deep breath. “Okay, maybe not homeless, but a drunk. After what happened in Vegas I hit the bottle. Hard. I almost lost my spot in the rotation. The Skip told me if I didn’t get my act together I was going down to the minors until I did.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that everything I’d worked for almost slipped through my fingers. So don’t tell me it can’t happen. It can and it does.” 
She stared at him, like she couldn’t process his rant. “And you believe it will.” Her voice was soft, raspy. “You believe you’ll retire and I won’t want you anymore.” 
He bit down so hard on his lip he expected to taste blood. His hands were curled into fists and it felt like there was ice running through his veins. 
“You can’t promise me you will.” He’d had friends whose wives promised they would never leave. But they did. “You don’t know what it’s like to live with a former athlete, a guy who’s lost his will to live because he can no longer do the one thing he’s loved since he was a kid.” He didn’t know why he was saying these things, why he was driving her further away, but he couldn’t help himself.  
It was the reason he’d never let himself fall in love before. Because he’d seen too many of his friends and former teammates lose their families the same year they lost the game they loved. 
“No, I don’t.” She looked up at him and he saw the anguish in her eyes. “Sounds to me like you’re letting your fear of something that may never happen get in the way of what we could have.” She held her hand up when he started to object. “Believe me, I get it. I did the same thing, remember? Let my fear get in the way.”
Why did they keep doing this, he wondered? Were they destined to keep hurting each other? “I’m trying to get a handle on this, Bella. Believe me, I am.” But he wasn’t doing a very good job of it, clearly. 
“I know you are.” She reached for the banister and started to make her way back upstairs. “I just hope you can. For both our sakes.” 
*** 
Loran woke up the next morning with the taste of bitterness, scotch and regret on his tongue as his talk with Bella came flooding back. It wasn’t even an argument. That might have been easier to deal with. What they had felt more like a resigned exchange. Like they both felt helpless to control their feelings or their fears. 
He forced his eyes open and stared at the ceiling, wondering what he should do next. He couldn’t just send her flowers and apologize for the things he’d said. He hadn’t said anything he didn’t mean and she knew that. 
His phone rang and he snatched it off the nightstand, praying it was her. He didn’t know what to say. He just wanted to talk to her. 
Ethan. “Hey, E.” Maybe he’d talked to his sister and was calling to let him have it for being a dumbass and hurting her again. Loran wouldn’t blame him. “What’s up?”
“You feel like hittin’ the gym today?” He laughed. “I know we both have home gyms, but sometimes I go a little stir crazy at home, ya know? Need to get out.” 
“Yeah, sure. Sounds good.” Loran wouldn’t mind working some of his frustrations out on the heavy bag. “You talked to Bella yet today?” 
“No, I kind of thought she might be there with you. She’s not?” 
“No, she went home last night.” 
Ethan paused. “Everything okay between you two?” 
Loran grabbed his forehead. Nothing was okay. It felt like everything was up for grabs. Again. “I wish I could say it was, but—”
“What the hell happened? You guys were so tight at my parent’s place.” 
“She overheard me talking to my mom last night.” If anyone would understand his fears, Ethan would. He’d seen it too, former ball players losing it all, and fighting just to get through the day. “I was telling her that I was having a hard time believing me Bella would…” 
“What?” 
He didn’t feel right giving a voice to his fears. In his heart he knew Bella would never leave him because he couldn’t play ball anymore. What scared him was that after his career he would become the kind of man she couldn’t love anymore. 
 “Don’t you ever worry about what’s going to happen to you after you can’t play ball anymore?” Loran felt his gut clench just thinking about that chapter in his life ending. Playing ball is all he’d ever known and the only thing he’d ever wanted. Except for Bella. 
“Sure, I think about it. But I’ve got Gracie and the kids. They’ll give me the reason I need to get out of bed in the morning. I’ll find something else, besides baseball, to give my life meaning. We both will.” 
Loran thought about the off-season. It had been torture for him to get through it the first couple of years, because he’d been young and dumb. Partying too much. Sleeping too late. Eating like crap. Not able to work out. Totally off his game. Things were better now. He took better care of himself during the off-season and had found causes that were important to him to fill his time.
“I guess I’m just scared of that. We’ve both seen some guys get pretty messed up after they retire. They lose so much, man. Their wives, kids, money…” 
“Yeah, but that’s ‘cause they weren’t mentally prepared for the game to end. They thought it could last forever. It can’t, you know that. Nothing can last forever.” 
Not even his relationship with Bella? Could that last forever or was he just kidding himself? “I don’t want there to come a time when I make your sister miserable because I’m going through life without a purpose. I don’t want to be a jerk to live with or—”
“Wait, a minute. What the hell are you talking about? Why are you doing this?” 
Loran propped another pillow behind his head. Damn. It smelled like Bella’s perfume. “Doing what? I’m just trying to be real with myself and with your sister. I want her to know what can happen to guys like me… and you… when it’s all over.” 
“I already told you that’s not gonna happen to me,” Ethan said, sounding annoyed. “And you don’t have to let it happen to you. It’s a choice. My family means everything to me. Nothing comes before Grace and my kids. The way I see it, they’ll be better off having me around all the time, not worse. I’ll be there for every ball game and dance recital. I’ll be there to scare the boys off on first dates and slip my son a fifty when he’s taking a girl to the movies. That’s a blessing, Loran. Being there for those firsts in my kids’ lives. No way could I see it any other way.” 
Loran listened to his friend. He knew he was right. They were so lucky to be in a profession that paid them so well and allowed them to retire early, with so much of their lives left to enjoy. 
“I guess it just freaks me out, having so many years left after I quit pitching, and having no idea what the hell I’ll do every day.” 
“Play your cards right and you could spend those days with my sister. Being a father to your kids. Lending your name and ugly mug to causes that mean something to you.” 
Loran smiled. Ethan was right. Just because his career was going to end didn’t mean his life had to. “Yeah, I guess.”
“You could start another business. Finish your degree. Coach. Hell, you can do whatever you want, Loran. You’re one of the best pitchers in the game. You can write your own ticket if you still want baseball to be a part of your life.”
Baseball wouldn’t mean much to him if he didn’t have Bella to share the rest of his life with. 
“I think I screwed things up with your sister.” 
“Again?” Ethan sighed. “You’re an idiot.”
“Thanks. You think I don’t know that?” 
“You’re not alone. I was an idiot with Grace too. We all go through that. The growing pains of new relationships.” 
Loran hoped that’s all it was. He couldn’t be sure Bella wasn’t ready to write him off after his meltdown last night. “You mind if I blow off the gym today? I think I need to go see Bella, make sure we’re good.” 
“Yeah, no problem. If you know what’s good for you you’ll make keeping my sister happy you’re top priority from now on. Quit sabotaging this relationship, Loran. We both know it’s the best thing that’s ever gonna happen to you.” 
Loran felt that knot in his stomach finally give way. Ethan was right. It didn’t get any better than him and Bella. As long as he focused on feeling good, staying positive and making his girl happy, nothing could shake them. 
“Thanks, Ethan. I needed to hear that.” 
“No problem. That’s what friends are for.” 
*** 
Bella’s hands were shaking as she gripped the steering wheel. She hadn’t checked her voice mail messages until she got home last night and there was one letting her know that her college boyfriend was appearing before the parole board day after tomorrow. She had a right to speak, if she chose to. It was his first parole hearing since he’d been incarcerated. The first time she’d ever had to see him face-to-face since the trial. 
She wasn’t the same traumatized girl she’d been then. She was stronger now. Older, more mature. But she knew it wouldn’t be easy, no matter how much time had passed since he attacked her. 
The phone rang and Grace’s number flashed across the screen. Since she hadn’t told anyone, other than her assistant that she was leaving town for a few days, she knew she’d better fill her best friend in so she didn’t worry. 
“Hi, Grace.” 
“Hey, what’s going on? I just passed by your office and found out you’re out of town. Where are you headed?” 
“Uh, something came up, kind of last minute.” She pulled into the parking lot of a Starbucks and took her seatbelt off. “Sorry, I didn’t have time to call before I left.” 
“Is everything okay, Bell? You sound kind of stressed.” 
She hadn’t slept much last night. Her talk with Loran combined with the knowledge that she’d have to make this trip, set her on edge. “I just have something to take care of, something I’m not looking forward to.” 
“Tell me!” 
“Parole hearing. My ex might be getting out of jail.” Just the thought of him walking free turned her stomach. That monster deserved to be behind bars for as long as the law would allow. “I need to say my piece, try to make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
“Oh my God, why didn’t you tell me? I could have gone with you. Wait, Loran’s with you, isn’t he?” 
“Uh no.” Bella rolled the window down a crack and turned the car off. “We kind of got into it last night. I’m not really sure where things stand, to be honest.” Tears welled up in her eyes but she refused to let them fall. “But I can’t think about that now. I just need to get through this parole hearing tomorrow, then I’ll worry about what’s going to happen with Loran.” 
“Oh no! I can’t believe you’re going through this alone. Did you drive or fly? Can I meet you somewhere or—”
“Gracie, stop. I love you for wanting to be here for me, but I really can handle this on my own. I need to.” It’s not that she wouldn’t have liked Loran’s strong shoulder to lean on, but if she had to go it alone, she could. She was used to being alone. 
“Will you at least text me the hotel where you’re staying?” She heaved a sigh. “So I’ll know where to find you if there’s an emergency?”
“Sure.” Bella was going to remind her friend that she always had her cell phone on her and charged, but didn’t feel like wasting her breath pointing out the obvious. “Listen, I’m sitting in front of a Starbucks right now, dying for a coffee. So I’ll text you the details about the hotel where I’m staying and let you know when I get there, okay.” 
“You better!” 
Even if she never found forever with her soul mate at least she had her best friend. That was more than a lot of people had.




 
Chapter Sixteen 
 
Loran stumbled back when he opened his door and Grace shoved him as hard as she could. “Hey, what the hell?” 
“I am so mad at you right now, Loran! What is wrong with you? You claim to love my girl, yet you keep screwing everything up!” 
Wow. Loran had never seen Gracie so fired up. He held his key fob up. “Relax, will you? I’m going to see her right now. I’ll make things right.” He hoped. 
“You’re a little late for that. She’s gone.” 
“What?” Loran slammed the door. “What do you mean she’s gone? Where did she go?” 
“She left town!” She threw her hands up in the air. “Alone, thanks to you.” 
He closed his eyes and tipped his head back. This was worse than he thought if Bella felt she needed to get away from him. “Where did she go?” 
Grace curled her hands into fists and propped them on her waist. “Apparently her ex is up for parole.” 
“What?” Loran felt the rage bubbling up. If they let that guy back out on the street he’d better find a damn good hiding spot because he’d find him. Jail was the safest place for him if he valued his life.  
“You heard me. He’s up for parole.” Her shoulders slumped. “And Bella felt she needed to go there and do her part to make sure he didn’t get out.” 
“Go where?” He couldn’t let Bella go through this alone. He only hoped he wasn’t too late. 
“You’re lucky,” Grace said, holding up her phone. “I made her tell me where she’s staying.” 
He jogged up the stairs to pack a bag, yelling over his shoulder, “Text me the details.”
“Not so fast,” Grace said, chasing him up the stairs to his bedroom. “I want to know what happened between you two last night. Bella said you had it out.” 
Loran loved Grace like a sister, but she could be nosy at times and right now he just needed a little peace and quiet to process his thoughts. Bella must have been really pissed at him if she left town without so much as a text to let him know she was leaving and when she’d be back. 
He grabbed a suitcase out of his walk-in closet and tossed it on the bed before he started rifling through his armoire. “I’m an idiot, okay. That’s all you need to know.” 
“No, it’s not!” She stepped in front of him, arms crossed. “If I’m going to trust you with my best friend’s heart you’re going to have to do better than that.” When he didn’t respond, she glared at him. “Listen, Loran. I let a man hurt her before, I am never going to do that again.”  
Loran understood why Grace felt so protective of Bella. Like the rest of them, she was reeling after learning what she’d endured alone. “I was just having some doubts last night—”
“You were having doubts?” She threw her hands up in the air. “What the hell is wrong with you? I’ve watched you mope around the past year, practically self-destructing because Bella wouldn’t give you the time of day. Now that you finally have her you’re having doubts? Are you kidding me?” 
Loran let Grace wind down as he continued packing. He didn’t know when the parole hearing was and he didn’t have a minute to spare. “I wasn’t having doubts about her. I was having doubts about me, about the kind of husband I could be to her after baseball. If she’d still want me if I turned into a moody—”
“Wait a minute?” Grace grabbed his shoulder. “You said husband. Are you thinking about proposing to her?” 
He’d been thinking about it every minute since she walked out on him. He wanted Bella in his life forever and watching her leave last night reminded him that he couldn’t live without her again. 
“Yeah, I am.” He bit his lip as he waited for Grace to say something. When she didn’t he asked, “Do you think I’m crazy? Is it too soon? Would I just push her away or spook her, proposing before she’s ready?” If anyone would know where her head and heart were it was Grace. 
“I think you’d be crazy not to follow your heart.” She patted his chest. “You clearly love her. You’ve told her that, right?” 
He nodded.
“And has she told you?” 
He nodded again when the words got trapped in his throat. 
“You know she’s never said that to another guy, right?” Grace smiled. “She once told me if she ever found the right man she’d tell him, but he’d be the only one she ever said those words to. I guess you’re the lucky one, Loran. Congratulations.” 
He felt like the luckiest man in the world to have earned Bella’s love. “I keep disappointing her.” And knowing that killed him. “I want to be the man she needs me to be, but I have issues too, Gracie. Things from my past that keep coming back to haunt me.” An image of his dad, drunk and slumped in the streets with all his worldly possessions surrounding him flashed through his mind. 
“We all have issues, believe me. It wasn’t easy for me and Ethan either. We had a past. We’d hurt each other. We had to rebuild the trust. Slowly. One day at a time.”
Now Loran didn’t know two people who were more in love or more trusting of each other than his friends. “So, you think me and Bella can get there?” 
“I know you can, if you’re willing to work at it. If you guys are willing to make your relationship your top priority.” 
That wouldn’t be hard for him, nothing was more important to him than Bella. “When is the parole hearing? I have a pit-stop to make on my way out of town, if I have time?” 
“You have time,” Grace said. “Parole hearing’s not ‘til tomorrow.” 
*** 
Loran showed up on Bella’s parents’ doorstep after a quick call to confirm they’d be home. He didn’t know if she’d told them about the attack yet, so he intended to remain tight-lipped about her whereabouts, if they asked. 
Bev opened the door even before he could ring the bell. “Hi,” she said, smiling warmly as she opened her arms to him. “This is a nice surprise. So, what brings you by?” 
He’d confirmed Bella’s father was home when he called. He couldn’t have this conversation without him. “I just wanted to talk to you guys about something kind of important.” For him it was life-altering. He just hoped they would be pleased. 
“Of course, come in.” She clasped Loran’s arm as she closed the door. “Dan is in the living room.” 
Bella’s father stood when Loran walked into the room, offering his hand. “Good to see you, Loran. I’ve got to admit I’m curious though. What’s this all about?”
Loran didn’t know if he was making a huge mistake. They’d just found out he was dating their daughter. Now he was about to drop a bombshell that might backfire. “Um, I wanted to talk to you about Bella.” 
Bev gestured to one of two chairs flanking the fireplace as she pointed to a tray with coffee and baked goods. 
“Is everything okay with her? I called her earlier, but she seemed kind of distracted. I assumed she was working, but when I call her at work she’s usually willing to take a quick break to chat. Today it was like she couldn’t wait to get me off the phone.” 
Bella clearly didn’t want her parents to know she’d left town or why and he wasn’t going to be the ones to tell them. “I think she’s just got a lot on her mind.” And he couldn’t wait to be with her, to help her process everything she must be going through. 
“Ethan tells me you two have gotten close,” Dan said, looking at him over the rim of his silver-framed glasses. “That true?” 
“Yes, sir.” Loran looked down at his laced hands, trying to find the words to put their minds at ease. “Very close. In fact, that’s why I’m here. I’m in love with your daughter.” 
They shared a smile before Bev said, “That’s not exactly a secret, honey.” 
“I guess it’s not.” He’d always had a great relationship with Bella’s parents, but that was when he was one of Ethan’s best friends. Not the man who wanted to marry their baby girl. “I can tell you both, in all honesty, that I’ve never felt about anyone the way I do about Bella. There’s no doubt in my mind she’s the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.” 
Bev gasped as her hand flew to her chest. “Are you saying you want to marry her?” 
Loran glanced at Dan, trying to gauge his reaction, but his expression was unreadable. “If I have your blessing?” When Dan didn’t respond, Loran said, “Look, I know you probably have a lot of reservations, given what you’ve heard about me. But I can tell you I would never, ever, cheat on Bella. She means everything to me and I’d never want to risk losing her.” 
“You have to understand,” Dan said. “This is a bit of a surprise. We know you and Bella have a bit of history, but you haven’t been dating all that long.” 
“I understand.” But he didn’t need to date Bella for years to know she was the one. “But I’ve known for a long time how I feel about her. It was a bumpy road for us to get where we are…” And it still wasn’t smooth. “But we’ve made it, and I think it’s made us stronger.” 
“It usually does,” Bev said. 
“I’m not perfect,” Loran said. “Neither is Bella. We accept each other’s flaws, forgive each other’s mistakes.” At least he hoped Bella would forgive his latest mistake. “Neither one of us is an expert when it comes to relationships, but we’re figuring it out together.” 
Dan smiled at his wife. “We certainly had a lot to learn when we got married. But we were committed to each other, so we made it work.”
“And I can tell you,” Loran said. “That I’m more committed to Bella than I’ve ever been to anything or anyone.” 
Dan shook his head. “That’s saying a lot, given how committed you’ve been to your career.” 
“My career is a chapter in my life. It will end eventually.” And the thought of that didn’t scare him as much as it had. He was beginning to process it, to accept it. “And I want Bella to be the person standing beside me when that day comes. I want the rest of my life to be about us, the life we build together.” 
“How does Bella feel?” Dan asked. “Have you talked about marriage or will this come as a surprise to her?” 
Loran knew she wouldn’t be expecting it, but he hoped it would be a happy shock. “She loves me.” Loran was certain of that. “And I really believe I’m the person she wants to spend the rest of her life with. It may mean a long engagement, while we both work through our issues and figure out how to be a solid couple and have an unshakeable marriage, but I’m good with that. I’d wait forever for that girl if that’s how long it took.”
Dan grinned as he held his hand out to Loran. “That’s what I like to hear.” 
“Then I have your blessing?” Loran asked, clasping Dan’s hand as he glanced over his shoulder at Bev. 
She was beaming when she said, “We can’t wait to welcome you to the family officially.” 
*** 
Bella was lying on her bed in a non-descript hotel room, mentally rehearsing the speech she’d prepared for the following day. It was impactful. She just hoped she could get through it without breaking down. 
A knock on her door made her jump, until she remembered she’d ordered room service. 
“Coming,” she called out, grabbing her purse. 
She opened the door and gasped. “Loran. What are you doing here?” He was wearing faded jeans and a black t-shirt with the logo of his favorite rock band. Damn. He was a sight for sore, swollen, crying eyes. 
“What do you think I’m doing here?” he whispered, pulling her into his arms. “You really think I’d let you go through something like this alone?” 
They heard a food cart making its way down the hall and Bella swiped at her tears as she said, “Uh, that’s for me.”
“I got this,” he said. “You go back inside.” 
She was sitting on the edge of the bed when he came back in with the tray of food she’d ordered. A burger and fries would sit in her stomach like lead after seeing Loran. She still didn’t know what he was doing here or what it meant. 
“Grace told you where to find me?” Bella should have known her best friend was up to something when she insisted on knowing where she was staying. 
“Yeah.” Loran hung his head. “I wish I could’ve heard it from you, but I get why you left town without talking to me first… after the way we left things.” 
He was standing half way across the room and Bella didn’t know why he was keeping his distance. Why wasn’t he reaching out to her? 
“It all happened so fast, to be honest. I got the message when I got home and I felt like I needed a day here to collect myself before I had to speak to the parole board.” 
He nodded. “I can understand that.” 
“Did you fly?” 
“Yeah. You?” 
“I drove. Needed the time to think.” They were making small talk and it was killing her. She needed to hear him tell her that he loved her, that everything was going to be fine. 
His eyes locked on hers. “What did you think about on that long road trip, Bell?” 
“Coming back here.” Her breath stuttered as she wiped her sweaty palms on her yoga pants. “How I would feel about it. Lots of memories here, good and bad.” Her college town was picturesque, but when she drove down the street where the attack took place she could see it in her mind like it was happening. She could still see her blood spilling all over the pavement. 
“I can imagine.” He finally sat down beside her on the bed and reached for her hand. 
She released the breath she’d been holding as she clasped his hand like a lifeline. She hadn’t realized how much she needed him until she felt his arms around her. She’d always prided herself on being independent and strong, but sometimes having someone to lean on just intensified that strength. 
“Did you think about us?” 
“Of course I did.” She’d spent every other minute thinking about him. 
“And?” 
She wanted to hear how he was feeling, but he clearly wanted her to take that leap of faith and go first. “Um, I know where my head’s at, Loran. My feelings for you haven’t changed. But I wasn’t the one having the doubts, you were.” 
He shifted so they were facing each other. “Don’t ever doubt how much I love you.” 
“I don’t.” Her fear wasn’t that he didn’t love her enough. Her fear was that he didn’t love himself enough to see how incredible he was and would always be, with or without baseball. “But you know what they say… sometimes love isn’t enough, right?” 
“Is that the way you feel?” His expression was strained when he asked, “That love wouldn’t be enough to get us through the hard times? Because I know there will be hard times, Bell. Everyone has them. We’re not immune.” 
“You mean like this?” She looked around the hotel room, thinking about the challenge ahead. “This feels pretty tough to me.”
He closed his hands around her face. “I would lay down my life to protect you. I hope you know that.” 
She leaned in, resting her head on his shoulder. 
His hand found the back of her neck, slipping into her hair as he massaged her scalp. 
She let his comfort seep in, warming all the cold places. She’d been lonely and scared too long. This man made her feel safe and loved, like she’d never have to face life alone again. 
“I love you,” she whispered, hoping he could sense how much. There were no words to let him know her heart had been waiting for him all her life. 
“I love you too.” He kissed the top of her head. “We have to face our fears. No more running.” 
“I know.” 
When she tossed her suitcase in the trunk of her car after her argument with Loran, it felt like she was bailing again, even though her heart was pleading with her to stay and work things out with him. 
“I don’t ever want you to question whether you can count on me to stay. I’ll never leave you.” 
Leaving was her MO. Always had been. She left before she got left behind. She knew Loran was asking her to promise that wouldn’t happen to him. 
She looked up into his eyes, needing him to feel and see what she felt for him. “Life without you…” She shook her head, not wanting to go there. “It’s not what I want. No matter how bad it gets, it’ll never be what I want.” 
 “I feel the same way.” His kiss was sweet, tender, sealing their deal. “Tell me what you need from me tonight. What do you need me to do for you?” 
“I need a distraction. Thinking about tomorrow is making me crazy.” She laid back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. 
“You want to go out to dinner? Catch a movie?” 
She reached for his shirt, pulling him down on top of her. “What I want,” she said, licking her lip, “is for my sexy boyfriend to make love to me.” She kissed him, lingering over his lips until she sighed in contentment. “Make me forget everything except you.” 
He grinned. “That I can definitely do, beautiful.” He stood, pulling his t-shirt over his head. “But first I need to grab a shower. Why don’t you eat while I’m in there?” he asked, gesturing to the silver-domed platter from room service. “I grabbed a bite at the airport.” 
She stood, feeling bolder, more like herself. “Eating alone is no fun.” Bella reached for his belt buckle while her gaze travelled over his defined abs. “I’d much rather join you in the shower.” 
“Oh yeah.” His smile spread when she un-did his jeans. “I can definitely get on board with that.” 
When he’d kicked his jeans off, she slowly peeled her clothes away, leaving only her black bra and panties. She reached for his hand and led him into the bathroom. Catching a glimpse of their reflection in the mirror turned her on even more as she reached into the shower to turn it on and warm the water. He was every woman’s fantasy… and all hers. 
She had no doubt, she’d finally found the man that would never want to leave her. 
She turned into his arms, rolling on her toes as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “You’re never getting rid of me, Loran.” Her lips teased his as she spoke. “I don’t care whether you’re a Cy Young winner or a retired ball player, I want you.” She pressed her lips to his chest, where his heart was beating. “I want you. Your heart, your soul. I don’t want the man who can throw a baseball a hundred miles an hour.” Though she had to admit that was pretty hot. “I want the man who loves his mama, who wants to take care of his kid brother.” 
Her heart swelled every time she thought of the things he’d done for others. Her brother warned her when they met that Loran was a self-absorbed womanizer. Maybe he had been at one time. But his father’s death changed him. She’d like to think she changed him. 
“I want the man who gives his time at homeless shelters, hospitals, hospices.” Her heart still broke when she thought of their sweet Stella, but it was because of the kind of man Loran was that she got the privilege of meeting her at all. 
She continued kissing his chest as his hands explored her body. The shower was getting hot, steaming up the bathroom, wrapping them in an intimate cocoon of steam. 
“I want the man whose heart melts when he plays with his friend’s kids.” Her eyes met his. “I want the man who makes love to me like I’m the only woman he’s ever been intimate with.” That’s how he made her feel every time they were together, like she was his first, last, and only lover. 
“I want the man who made me believe in forever. Who expressed his image for his dream house so vividly that he made me want to bring it to life… then share it with him.” 
He sucked in a breath and unclasped her bra when she reached into his black boxer briefs. 
“I want the man who showed me what an incredible husband he could be by loving me with his whole heart.” 
She watched him shed his boxers before lifting her up and placing her on the quartz counter behind her, her back to the mirror. 
“I want the man who made me want kids because every time he talked about them his face lit up, like being a daddy would make his life complete.” 
His kiss was deep, his hands plunging into her hair as he held her head, exploring her mouth. 
Her legs were wrapped around his waist, her ankles locked at the base of his spine. “I want that man, Loran. And with or without baseball you’ll always be that man. That’s the man I love, the one I want to spend the rest of my life with.” She’d never been so vulnerable… or felt so secure. She wasn’t afraid to express her feelings to him because he made her feel safe, like there was nothing she couldn’t tell him. 
He lowered his head, like he felt humbled by her words. “You make me feel like the guy I’ve always wanted to be.” 
She smiled as she wrapped her hands around his face, forcing him to look her in the eye. “Babe, that’s the guy you’ve always been. You just needed me to help you see that. Now that you do I’m never going to let you forget it.” She kissed him, wishing it was possible to pour all of her love for him into that simple act, so he could experience the depth of her feelings for him. 
“I’m never going to let you forget that you don’t need baseball to make your life complete. Your life is already complete, with or without baseball. It’s a part of you, for sure. A small part. And when you don’t have that anymore you’ll find something else, something you’re equally as passionate about, because that’s who you are, someone who gives everything he has to life and the people he loves.” 
And she felt blessed to be counted among the people he loved. 
“You make me believe that.” His caress was reverent, his lips barely skimming the contours of her face as he whispered, “You’re the first person who’s ever made me believe that life after baseball can be incredible.” His lips tipped up in a half-smile. “Never thought I’d say this, but I’m kind of looking forward to retirement now.” 
She laughed. “Then my work here is done.” 
“Not quite.” His look was sultry. “There’s still the business of letting your man show his appreciation for all you’ve done for him. For helping him get his head right.”
Her eyes trailed down his body and the teasing glint in her eyes spoke volumes about what she thought of his double entendre. 
She pushed him back a step and slid off the counter before slipping her panties off. She was the first to step in the shower, leaving the glass door open for him. The water was beating down on her, washing away the stresses of the day, but nothing could have soothed her like the sight of the man joining her. 
He was so strong, a looming presence that would have intimidated most people, but made her feel safer than she ever had. Life had never been the same since she’d been victimized. She spent it looking over her shoulder, wondering if someone would jump out of the bushes to finish what her ex started the night he’d left her for dead. But being with Loran washed all those worries away because she knew he would never let anyone hurt her. 
He told her he’d lay down his life for her and she believed him. Wholeheartedly. 
He reached for the lavender liquid soap she’d set in the shower earlier, along with her shampoo. He poured some into his hands and rubbed them together before letting them trail all over her body. 
Bella turned around, giving him her back. She sighed contentedly when he massaged her shoulders, and she felt the day’s fear and tension gradually slipping away under his masterful touch. 
When the water washed the soap away he kissed her neck, her shoulder, her collarbone, letting his tongue trail over her slick skin. 
She wanted him now, but had to suppress a sigh when he reached for the shampoo bottle. Apparently he was intent on taking care of her first and she couldn’t claim to mind. No man had ever treated her the way Loran did. Like she was his princess. 
Her eyes drifted closed as his hands moved over her scalp, rubbing the sweet smelling shampoo into her long dark hair. “My turn,” she whispered, reaching for the body wash. Once she’d poured the soap into her palms her hands glided over his body, relishing every dip and curve. His body was perfection and being able to explore it so thoroughly felt like a decadent treat. One she would have the pleasure of re-discovering for the rest of her life. 
Once they had finally tended to every inch of each other’s bodies he claimed her mouth, backing her into the marble wall. The shower floor was slippery, but he stabilized her body with his, pining her with his weight. It felt wonderful, being totally surrounded by him. 
He entered her slowly, giving her time to adjust. She was in no hurry tonight. Not after the sleepless night she’d had wondering if she would ever have this experience with him again. She wanted them to take their time, to take what they needed from each other. 
“I love you so much,” he whispered in her ear, finding the tempo that made her breathless. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Bella.” 
“You will.” She had no doubt about that. 
“I know.” 
It was knowing they were both finally secure in what they had that allowed her to let go, to surrender in a way she never had before. Sex with Loran had always been the best of her life, but there was something different about it tonight. Something had shifted in both of them. 
When she looked into his eyes as he made love to her she could tell he felt it too. 
“Forever,” he whispered against her lips. “You’re my forever, Bell.” 
And that, she realized, was the change. They’d finally found their forever in each other’s arms.




 
Chapter Seventeen 
 
Loran had a restless night sleep, holding Bella in his arms, wishing he could protect her from the day ahead. Feeling her curled up next to him, seeking comfort from him, felt incredible, but knowing she’d have to face her attacker again made his blood boil. He didn’t know how he was supposed to sit in the same room with the man who’d tried to kill the woman he loved and not lunge across the barrier and go for his jugular. 
But then he thought of Bella and all she’d been through and realized it wasn’t about him seeking revenge. It was about him being there for her. To hold her hand. To reassure her. To lend his strength and support to a woman facing the devil and showing him he hadn’t won. 
When he was led into the room, wearing a bright orange jumpsuit and shackles, Bella squeezed Loran’s hand. He could hear her sharp intake of breath when his dark, soulless eyes landed on her before shifting to Loran. 
Loran saw a flash of recognition and surprise when Bella’s ex looked at him. Must have a lot of time to watch sports behind bars. 
The proceedings passed quickly, with each side stating their case in favour of and in opposition to the prisoner being granted parole before Bella was asked to speak. 
She gave Loran a reassuring smile and nod before she stood, tugging on her fitted white sweater before she made her way to the front of the room. Facing half a dozen well-dressed men and women seated behind a long table, she set a rumpled piece of paper on the pedestal in front of her and cleared her throat. 
“The night this man tried to take my life,” she said, pointing at her ex. “He taught me a valuable lesson about survival. He taught me that I was stronger than I thought I was and my life was worth fighting for. Others may see me as a victim, but I see myself as a survivor. I’ll never be grateful for what happened to me that night, but I’ve let go of the fear and hatred I felt towards him. I’ve forgiven him. Not for his sake, but for my own. I deserve to be free. He doesn’t.” 
She looked him in the eye and Loran felt more proud of her than he’d ever been of anyone. The admiration he felt for his teammates after they’d persevered after a grueling series to take the championship was nothing compared to his respect for Bella. 
“The man who almost beat me to death was soulless. He showed no remorse.” Her voice was strong and steady, her gaze unwavering as she locked eyes with each person behind the desk. “I begged and pleaded for my life and he continued to beat me.” 
Loran swallowed his rage and curled his hands into fists, wishing for just five minutes alone with the guy who’d hurt her. 
“He was like a vicious animal. I pleaded for mercy. He showed me none.” She stared at him, narrowing her eyes. “Today he’s the one asking for mercy. I’m asking, for the sake of every woman out there he might victimize in the future, show him no mercy. He doesn’t deserve it.” She inclined her head in the direction of the parole board. “Thank you for your time.” 
Loran put his arm around Bella when she sat down, brushing his lips over her temple. Her ex turned to watch them but Loran’s savage look prompted him to turn quickly, facing the front of the room while he awaited his fate. 
The judgement came swiftly. Parole denied. 
Loran could finally breathe a sigh of relief as they led him away. Back to the living hell he’d created for himself, where he’d have plenty of time to think about the woman who’d put him there. And if ever tried to come after Bella again Loran would be there waiting for him. 
“Let’s go,” she whispered. “I need to get out of here.” 
As soon as they were outside the building she took a deep breath and looked up at the cloudless sky. “I’m so glad that’s over.” 
“You were amazing.” 
She smiled. “I’m really glad I came. Facing him again was liberating. Letting him know that he may have hurt me once, but he’d never get the chance again.” She held Loran’s hands and turned to face him. “I’m not afraid anymore. And you’re a big part of the reason. You make me feel safe. Secure.” 
He would spend the rest of his life protecting her from anyone and anything that tried to hurt her. He not only considered it his job. It was his privilege. “You have nothing to be afraid of, sweetheart. Not anymore.” 
She nodded as she reached into her purse for her keys. “Will you drive?” 
“Of course.” 
He threaded his hand through hers as they walked to her car. They’d stowed their suitcases in the trunk before they left the hotel, planning to leave right after the hearing. She told him she’d like to bring him back to her college town someday, to share her good memories of those years with him, but this didn’t feel like the right time for reminiscing. 
As soon as they were in the car and strapped in he turned the radio to a soft rock station. “Why don’t you take a nap, babe? I’ll wake you when it’s time to stop for lunch.” Like him, she’d had a fitful night’s sleep. 
 Her smile was soft, appreciative, as her eyes drifted over him. “How’d I get so lucky?” 
“I’m the lucky one.” He leaned in to kiss her. “And I promise I’ll never forget it.” 
*** 
After a couple of pit stops for food and washroom breaks they were finally rolling into town just before midnight. 
Bella had slept most of the way, so she wasn’t tired, but she knew Loran must have been after the thirteen-hour drive. “You must be exhausted,” she whispered. “I’m gonna head home so you can get a good night’s sleep.” 
“Don’t leave me tonight.” 
His request made her heart beat a little faster. She’d never want to leave him. “Okay, I’ll stay if you want me to.” 
“I do.” 
She was surprised when he took a turn that didn’t lead to his house or hers. “Where are we going?”
“To the lot.” He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “If that’s okay?” 
“Sure, but I figured you’d be tired. Don’t you want to go home and get some sleep?”
“Not yet.” 
She didn’t know why he’d want to drive out to the lot at night, but after all he’d done for her, she was willing to follow him just about anywhere. And she knew it might come to that. Life with a professional athlete involved trades, sudden moves, uprooting the life you loved. But she wouldn’t love her life nearly as much without this man, so if she had to, she’d start over somewhere else with him. 
“What are you thinking?” he asked, turning onto the dirt path that would soon be a stone driveway. 
“I was thinking about the future, and what might happen if you get traded.” Knowing that she could share anything with him, even her fears, meant everything to Bella. That kind of trust was something she’d always wanted but wasn’t sure she’d ever find. 
“It’s a possibility,” he said, staring straight ahead. 
There was a full moon that cast a bright light over the water and Bella took a moment to appreciate it, while she sensed Loran was contemplating his career and what being traded would mean for them. 
“Being traded is always a possibility,” he said, clearing his throat. “Especially as I get older. The team will likely want to get what they can for me.” 
It hurt her to hear Loran talk about himself like he was a commodity. To his team he was. But to her he was everything. “The life of a pro baller,” she said with a smile, trying to lighten the mood. “I guess it’s what you signed on for, right?” 
“But it’s not what you signed on for.” He bit his lip. “You just built a new life here, and I know you love it.” 
She let him continue, knowing whatever he said next could have a huge impact on their future. 
“I know you didn’t intend to fall in love with a professional athlete, Bella. Hell, you probably avoided it for this very reason, because you weren’t willing to give up everything for a guy. And I don’t blame you.” 
She reached for his hand, sensing he needed the reassurance. “That’s true, but you’re not just any guy. You’re the one.” His eyes drifted to her and she smiled. “My person.” 
He drew a deep breath before kissing her hand. “Hearing you say that means everything to me,” he whispered. “You don’t even know.” 
She had some idea. “It’s true.” 
“I know.” He lowered his head. “I love it here. I know you do too. I wouldn’t be building this house and having my mom move just down the road if this wasn’t the place I intended to call home. But you’re right about the trade. That could happen. And if it does—”
“We’ll deal with it. Together.” She wasn’t going to let anything else come between them. If he was worried she couldn’t handle a trade, he clearly didn’t realize how much she loved him. “Wherever you go, I go. Simple as that. During the off-season we come back here to be with our family and friends. When you retire, this becomes home, full-time.” 
“And you’d be okay with that? Your business—?” 
“Will survive.” She finally understood there was more to life than building her business. She’d spent years doing that. Now she was more interested in building a life… with the man she loved. “I’ll still be able to do what I love, Loran. Nothing can take that away from me.” 
“I would hate myself if I thought you had to sacrifice everything to be with me.” 
“You mean like Grace did for my brother?” 
Her best friend had given up her business, home, family and friends to be with Ethan and had never been happier. Grace was thriving in her new life and Bella knew the same would be true for her, no matter where baseball took them, because she’d be with Loran. 
“Well yeah, but—”
“No buts.” She pressed her fingertips against his lips. “Grace never regretted moving here to be with Ethan because she loves him. As long as she has him, she’s good.” She leaned in to kiss him. “And I’ve never been happier than I am with you. My career isn’t everything. I love my family, I love my friends, but they’ll always be a huge part of my life, no matter where we live.” 
“I just have to be sure you know what you’d be getting into. It’s a lot to ask of anyone.” 
She appreciated his concern, but after today she was more certain than she’d ever been that this was the man for her. “You’re not asking me to do anything for you. I knew when I fell in love with you what the deal was.” 
“Which is why you were so hesitant.” 
“Not true.” She ran a hand through his hair, curling her fingers around the back of his neck, coaxing him to look at her. “I was hesitant because I was afraid of getting hurt. I’m not afraid anymore. I know you’d never hurt me.” 
He turned his head to kiss the inside of her wrist, pressing his lips to her pulse. “I wouldn’t. Not intentionally.” 
He was reminding her there were no guarantees, and she knew that. There may come a time when they would inadvertently hurt each other, but she wasn’t going to live her life in fear of that anymore. If it happened, they’d deal with it. 
“I can see my life with you.” He gestured through the windshield. “I can visualize the house, the kids, even the dogs.” He smirked. “I can see it all.” 
She could too, and she loved the picture he painted. “I can too.” 
He looked her in the eye. “Step outside with me?” 
“Sure.” It was cold so she grabbed her wool coat from the backseat, reaching for his jacket at the same time. “Fresh air will do us some good after being cooped up in the car all day.” 
As she stepped out of the car she looked up and realized the sky was glittering with stars, illuminated by a full moon. “It’s a beautiful night,” she whispered, when he rounded the front of the car to meet her. 
“It is.” He slipped his hand in to hers and carefully navigated to the water’s edge. “I wanted to bring you here for a reason, Bell.” 
Her heart started beating faster and she didn’t know why. His look was intense, and she struggled to read him. “Okay.” 
He looked back at the site where the house would be built. “When I bought this land I had a vision of what I wanted my life here to look like.” When she nodded, he said, “And you’re the one bringing that vision to life. Not just with your incredible design, but with your smile, your compassion, understanding.” He pulled her close, whispering in her ear. “Your love. Without that none of this would be possible.” 
She shuddered in his arms, because of his words, not the cold, but he held her tighter and she wasn’t complaining. 
 “My dream would be one dimensional without you. I’d have what I’ve always had. The sport I love. Money to buy cool cars or build nice houses. But that’s all I’d have. You add the most important element to that dream, Bella. Hope. You give me hope and make me excited for the future.” 
Her sharp intake of breath as he dropped to one knee was followed by tears streaming down her cheeks when he opened the velvet box he’d slipped from his pocket. She could see the sparkle of the diamond, but not the size or shape. That didn’t matter. She didn’t care about the ring. She only cared about the man offering it to her. 
“I knew from the first time we spoke you were different.” He reached for her left hand, kissing it. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Then when I lost you, it felt like I lost a part of myself too. Having you back in my life this past little while just confirmed what I already knew. You’re it for me.”
And he was it for her. Without question.
“So, will you make my dream complete by agreeing to be my wife?” 
She sobbed before clasping her free hand over her mouth. “Absolutely.” 
He grinned before slipping the ring on her finger. He stood, scooping her up and holding her tight. “This is just the beginning, babe. It’s gonna be a crazy ride.”
“And I am so ready.”




 
Chapter Eighteen  
 
It had been four months since Loran proposed to Bella, and while they mingled in a fancy ballroom, celebrating the wedding of one of his teammates, Loran realized his life had never been better. The construction on their house had started. Bella was finalizing the plans for his mother’s little dream home. They were living together at his place. A wedding date had been set and his team had just signed him for another five years. 
He was a lucky man. And he never let a day pass without giving thanks for all his blessings. And Stella, the woman who’d reminded him how important it was to do just that. 
 Ethan handed him a drink, before raising his glass. “To the man who put that smile on my sister’s face. I owe you.” 
Loran tapped his glass against Ethan’s before letting his eyes drift across the room. Bella was chatting with a small group of his teammates’ wives, wearing a purple scoop neck dress that hugged her curves and made his mouth water. 
“I don’t think I’ve stopped smiling since she agreed to be my wife.” He still couldn’t wipe the smile off his face, even when he tried. “Still doesn’t seem real, to be honest.” 
“What do you mean?” Ethan asked, sipping his drink. 
“Bella.” He shook his head, trying to put into words what only his heart seemed able to express. “It’s like I knew from that first exchange with her that she was the one. Even before I met her, which is crazy.” 
“Not so crazy,” Ethan said, smiling. “Sometimes you just know.” 
“Losing my shot with her…” He still hated thinking about how stupid he’d been. “It changed everything for me. I knew I had to get her back. Didn’t know how or when, just that I couldn’t give up.” 
“Persistence pays off,” Ethan said. “No one knows that better than we do.” 
“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” 
He’d almost lost hope a time or two, but if he had he wouldn’t have been standing in this room, sharing a smile with the woman he loved, while imagining their future. It was all coming together. Their house was underway. Bella’s business was thriving and she was planning their dream wedding.  
As she crossed the room, her eyes fixed on him, he felt something shift as uneasiness crept through him. Her eyes were clouded with an emotion he couldn’t read and he thought he’d seen them all. 
“Looks like your fiancée wants to talk to you,” Ethan said. “I’ll catch up with you later, man.” 
“Yeah, sure.” Loran reached for her hand. It was ice cold. “Hey, baby. Havin’ fun?” 
She nodded, but her eyes were watery. “Can we step outside for a minute? I need a breath of fresh air.” 
“Sure.” He set his drink down on a nearby table and slipped his jacket off, setting it around her shoulders before they stepped out on the balcony. “You okay?” he asked, trying to calm the fear racing through him. She wasn’t herself. Something was wrong. He’d sensed it earlier, but accepted her excuse of stress and fatigue, when he pressed her about it. 
She shook her head and his stomach plummeted. 
“What’s wrong?” When she didn’t respond, he curled his hands around her shoulders. “I need words right now, Bell. Please, I’m going crazy not knowing what the hell’s wrong or how to fix it.” 
A tear slipped down her cheek before she dropped her head. “You can’t fix this. It’s too late. I screwed up and I hate myself. I’m so sorry.” 
His first thought was that she’d cheated on him, but that was crazy. Bella loved him. She didn’t want anyone else. But she travelled a lot for business. If she’d had a one-night stand with a stranger, after a few too many drinks, he’d… lose his mind. The thought of his fiancée sharing her body with another man. He couldn’t handle that. 
“Just tell me what you did.” So he could decide if he needed to hunt someone down and beat him within an inch of his life for taking advantage of a woman who never would have complied without the benefit of alcohol. That he knew for sure. 
She brushed away the tears sliding down her cheeks. “I went to the doctor today.” 
“The doctor?” His mind raced while the cheating scenario took root. Unplanned pregnancy? STD? What the hell was she going to tell him? 
“I had a miscarriage, Loran. I didn’t even know I was pregnant, but—”
“Wait! What?” He gripped his forehead, trying to process what she was telling him. “Was the baby mine?” 
She gasped before slapping him across the face. “You bastard! How can you even ask me that!” 
White hot rage, at himself, spiked before being displaced by shock, sadness, and fear. She’d been pregnant with his baby. And lost it. And he just accused her of sleeping with someone else. What the hell was wrong with him? 
“Baby, I’m sorry, I—”
“Take your hands off me.” She glared at him. “I mean it, Loran. Don’t touch me right now.” 
He swallowed the ball of fear lodged in his throat as he tried to find a way to un-do the mess he’d made. The woman he loved was crushed because she’d lost their baby and was clearly blaming herself, and he couldn’t even console her, or grieve with her because his stupidity cost him that right. 
“Just tell me everything,” he said, his voice shaky. “What happened? How—”
“I don’t owe you anything.” She narrowed her eyes, balling her hands into fists at her sides. “I’m heartbroken, trying to come to terms with losing a baby I didn’t even know I was having with the man I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with—”
“Don’t say that.” His gut trembled with nerves as he felt his whole world crumbling. “I was an idiot for even suggesting you could sleep with someone else, but the way you—”
“Take this,” she said, removing her engagement ring, and slipping it into the pocket of his suit jacket. “I can’t be engaged to a man who doesn’t trust me.” 
“Oh my God, what are you talking about? You can’t end this! Are you serious right now?” Just a few hours ago he’d been the happiest man on the planet. Now he was losing everything? This couldn’t be happening. 
“Dead serious.” 
The heartbreak was evident in her eyes. But the rage was lurking too, letting him know it would take more than an apology to make things right. 
“You just accused me of cheating on you. Of getting pregnant with another man’s baby.” 
When she said it aloud it sounded so outrageous he couldn’t even believe he’d been dumb enough to let that idea enter his mind. This woman was the love of his life, his best friend, she would never betray him that way. 
“I’m sorry.” His apology sounded so empty, so hollow, because they were just… words. They couldn’t possibly make up for the pain he’d caused her with that one stupid question. Was the baby mine? His stomach roiled when he realized those four little words could rob him, them, of everything. 
She looked at him like he was certifiable. “You’re sorry? You’re sorry you accused me, your fiancée, of sleeping around? Of—”
“I didn’t say you slept around.” His stupidity was only making a bad situation worse. He had to keep his mouth shut before his grave got any deeper. 
“But you assumed I’d slept with someone else.”
He knew how he let the doubt creep in. Late nights when she was supposed to be in her hotel room, working, but didn’t answer his phone. She’d told him she fell asleep, and he believed her, but apparently the fears and doubt had been lying dormant in his subconscious, waiting to re-surface.
“No.” 
“You’re lying.” 
She knew him so well, could read him so easily. “I thought maybe there was alcohol involved and…” He shook his head when she covered her face with her hands. “It doesn’t matter what I thought. I was a stupid bastard for allowing my insecurity to—”
“Still with that? Really?” 
Her shoulders slumped and she looked so weary that Loran just wanted to wrap her up in his arms and take care of her. But he’d forfeited that right when he accused her of the most egregious betrayal possible. 
“I thought we were past that,” she whispered. “I thought you finally trusted me. That you believed I’d never hurt you, or betray you, or leave you.” 
But she was leaving him. The engagement ring burning a hole in his pocket proved that. And it was all his fault. “It was just a moment of weakness, Bell. Please, you gotta believe me. I do trust you, but when you said you’d screwed up and hated yourself for something you did—”
“You naturally assumed I’d cheated and gotten pregnant with another man’s baby.” She widened the gap between them. “Wow. Talk about assuming the worst.” 
“I’m sorry.” He’d never be able to say it enough to make up for the mistake he’d made, but they were the only words he had. “I love you so much, sweetheart. Please. I can’t lose you.” 
“I screwed up,” she said, raising her head to look him in the eye. “Because I didn’t take better care of myself. I didn’t even know I was pregnant, so I wasn’t eating right. I wasn’t taking pre-natal vitamins. I was working too hard, too stressed out.” She shook her head, drawing a deep breath. “I’d been drinking some at parties too. The doctor said they couldn’t pinpoint the cause of the miscarriage, but I couldn’t help but blame myself.” Her hand drifted to her stomach and a fresh wave of tears spilled down her cheeks. “If I’d taken better care of our baby maybe…”    
“Don’t do that to yourself,” he whispered, trying to reach out to her before she pushed him away. “Don’t blame yourself. This wasn’t your fault. It just wasn’t meant to be, sweetheart.” 
“It wasn’t meant to be,” she echoed, staring at him like she was looking at a stranger. “That’s all you have to say about the fact that we lost our baby today, Loran. Really?” 
He was swallowing convulsively, trying to keep his emotions in check so he could get the words out. He wasn’t downplaying their loss. It tore his heart out. He just didn’t want her to blame herself. “I didn’t mean that—”
“Maybe you’re right,” she said, softly. “It just wasn’t meant to be.”
Panic rose when she crossed the balcony and reached for the door handle. As long as she was willing to talk to him, he still had a chance. But if she shut him down and cut him out of her life, it was over. 
“Don’t go. Please. Let’s talk about this. Let me make up for—”
“You can’t.” She shook her head, closing her eyes. “I just need time to think. Give me that.” 
***
It was killing Loran not to go after her, but he had to respect her wishes. If he demanded she talk to him now she might tell him the words he dreaded most: it was too late. The damage was done. 
“Hey, where’d Bella go?” Ethan asked. “Wasn’t she feeling well?” 
She hadn’t been feeling well when he guilted her into coming to the wedding with him. Now he knew why. She was reeling, trying to come to terms with their loss on her own, and he’d been the selfish bastard who was too blind to see it. He’d never hated himself more than he did in that moment, knowing Bella was probably at home, crying herself to sleep, because of him. 
Loran stared at the man who’d become like family to him. He didn’t want to tell anyone what he’d done, but if Bella wouldn’t let him support her, she’d need her family. 
“Step outside with me?” Loran asked. “We, uh, need to talk about something.” 
Ethan frowned. “Sounds serious. Everything okay?” 
He’d asked Bella the same question, not knowing that her whole world had just been turned upside down. 
“No, it’s not.” He led the way outside and waited for Ethan to close the door before he said, “I screwed up, man. Big time.” That was a gross understatement, but there were no other words to describe what he’d done. 
“What the hell did you do?” 
He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to breathe through the pain. “I…” He couldn’t get the words out. He cleared his throat, determined to try again. This wasn’t about him. Ethan needed to know, so he could be there for his sister. “Uh, Bella just told me that she’d had a miscarriage. We didn’t know she was pregnant. The doctor just filled her in today.” 
“Jesus.” Ethan hung his head, swearing softly. “I’m sorry, man. That must have come as one hell of a blow, to both of you.” 
Tears stung Loran’s eyes as the truth settled in his heart. He’d just lost a baby with the love of his life today. And based on his stupidity, it may have been their one and only shot to conceive. “Bella was wrecked.” He tried to clear his throat again, but the tears made it impossible. “She thought it was her fault that she’d miscarried because she hadn’t taken good care of herself.” 
“She shouldn’t blame herself,” Ethan said. “From what I know, miscarriages aren’t all that uncommon with first pregnancies and sometimes there’s no reason for it. Just wasn’t meant to be.” 
His own words came back to haunt him, and he knew that Ethan was only trying to help, but he understood how insensitive those words must have sounded to Bella. “She was pregnant with a baby we didn’t even know we wanted.” His voice was raw as he stabbed his fingers through his hair. “But now that I know… God…” He gripped the railing before dropping his head. His stomach was roiling. His heart breaking. If this was a nightmare he’d give anything to wake up. 
“I’m sorry, buddy.” Ethan stepped up beside him, leaning over the railing beside him. “I know it sucks, but you guys can try again. After you’re married, when things settle down and—”
He pulled the engagement ring out of his pocket and thrust it in his friend’s face. “Bella gave this back to me tonight. She’s done with me.” His heart and gut protested the statement, but he couldn’t deny the evidence staring back at him in the form of the ring she’d never taken off. Until tonight. 
 “What?” Ethan shook his head. “No way. I don’t believe it. You guys are so solid. Bella loves you, man. If you had some stupid fight—”
“It was more than that.” Spitting those words out was one of the hardest things he’d ever done, but it felt like penance, and he deserved that and more. “When she told me she’d lost the baby… I asked if it was mine.” 
Ethan grabbed him, hauling him up by the front of his jacket as he got in his face. “You asked her what?” 
Loran opened his arms. “Take your best shot. I deserve it.” He deserved to have all of his teeth knocked out and his head stomped on. 
Ethan shook him before swearing and stepping back. “How could you do that? You know how much that girl loves you! How could you even think she’d sleep with someone else?” 
“I don’t know.” It didn’t make sense. Bella showed him, every day, in every way, how much she loved him. No one, outside of his own family, had ever loved him the way that woman did. “I just…” There was no way he could excuse what he said, so he didn’t even bother trying. 
“What the hell are you doing here?” Ethan demanded, glaring at him. “You need to hunt her down, hit the goddamn ground and beg her on your knees, to take you back and forgive you for being the stupidest asshole—”
“You don’t think I want to do that?” Loran was so disgusted with himself he wouldn’t blame Bella if she never wanted to see him again. “But I can’t force her to forgive me or take me back. I need to give her time to sort this shit out and pray that when she does she’ll realize how much I love her and how sorry I am.” 
“And if she doesn’t?” 
“If she doesn’t…” My life will never be the same again. “I don’t know, man. I fought for her before. I’ll fight for her again. I’ll do whatever it takes. I’m not giving up on her. I can’t.”




  
Chapter Nineteen 
 
Bella was at work the day after she broke off her engagement, and lost her baby, trying to pretend the walls weren’t closing in on her. Just twenty-four hours ago she’d been on top of the world, now she felt like she was buried in a hole so deep she might never crawl out. 
“Hey,” Grace said, sticking her head through the half-open door. “Feel like a little company?” She held up a tray with a paper bag and coffee from their favorite bakery. “Apple danish.” 
She’d never been so happy to see her best friend. Bella was driving herself crazy with her own thoughts. “Get in here.” She studied Grace, trying to read her expression. “You know?” 
Grace set the tray down before walking around the desk and pulling Bella into her arms. “I am so sorry, honey. Loran told Ethan what happened after you left the wedding last night. I can’t even imagine what you must be going through.” 
Bella absorbed Grace’s warmth. Ever since she’d left the wedding she’d been chilled to the bone and couldn’t get warm no matter how many layers she added. Not even the hot bath or heavy duvet helped. It was like ice had settled into her veins. 
 She held Bella at arm’s length. “Talk to me. Tell me what you’re thinking, how you’re feeling.” 
“Honestly, I’m numb.” She didn’t know if Loran had the guts to tell Ethan the whole story or if Grace was referring to the miscarriage. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 
“Come here,” Grace said, putting her arm around Bella’s shoulders and leading her towards the two-seater sofa in the corner of the room. “Sit down. I can’t believe you’re even here today. You should be at home resting.” 
“Home,” she echoed, feeling a new sense of emptiness settle over her. Since their engagement, home had been the house she shared with Loran, but last night she’d gone back to her place. Thankfully the tenants she’d rented to didn’t move in for a few more weeks, so she had the place to herself until she figured out how to sort out the mess that was her life. “I’m not even sure where that is anymore, Grace. I thought home was anywhere Loran was, but—”
“After the horrible things he said to you, you’re not so sure?” She sighed. “I get that, believe me. If your brother had asked me that question when I announced I was pregnant with our baby I think I would have strangled him.”
“Then you do know the whole story.” Bella was surprised Loran had the guts to come clean with her brother. Maybe his conscience made him do it. 
“Yeah, Loran told Ethan everything.” She passed Bella the paper bag and pushed the tray of coffees closer. “It doesn’t make sense. Loran knows how much you love him. How could he even think you’d do something like that?” 
“I wish I knew.” Bella set the danish on a napkin to appease her friend, but she knew the delicious pastry would taste like sawdust. She’d hadn’t been able to eat anything since before her blow-out with Loran last night. “I guess it’s his old insecurities coming back to haunt him.” She pulled the plastic lid back and took a sip before wrapping her hands around the cup. “I thought we were past all that, but clearly I was wrong. He still doesn’t trust me, and if he doesn’t trust me now, he probably never will. And I can’t live like that, under a constant cloud of suspicion, when I’ve done nothing wrong.” 
“I don’t blame you.” Grace squeezed her arm. “But honey, you really need to think about this. Loran is…” She bit her lip. “God Bell, he’s the love of your life. I’ve known you forever and you’ve never felt this way about anyone. You’ve never been happier than you’ve been with him either. Maybe you guys could work this out? Counselling or--”
“He accused me of sleeping with someone else, Grace.” It still felt like a punch to the gut every time she thought about it. “How do you get over something like that?” 
“I’m not sure.” She bit her lip. “But I know couples who’ve moved past some pretty terrible things. Infidelity, secrets, lies…” She shook her head. “I’m not saying it would be easy. But maybe it would be worth it?” 
Bella wanted to believe it was possible to salvage their relationship, but would going back to him make her a fool? He’d already proven he didn’t trust her, and hadn’t gotten past his issues, in spite of the strong foundation they’d been building. How could she just overlook that? 
“Would it be worth it?” She took a bite of her danish, knowing she needed to put something in her stomach. “Or would I just be setting myself up for a lot more heartache down the road? What if he never learns to trust me? What if his jealousy eats away at him and erodes our marriage? I travel a lot, so does he, and if there are kids involved…” She swallowed, trying to push the pain back down. “It would be so much worse.” 
Grace closed her eyes. “I’m so sorry about the miscarriage, Bella. I know you guys weren’t planning to start a family yet, but still, it must have been a terrible blow.” 
“It’s weird,” she said, still trying to process her feelings about the pregnancy. “Having a baby hadn’t even been on my radar. I mean, I knew we’d have kids eventually, but I didn’t think it would be this soon.” 
“How did you find out you were pregnant?” Grace whispered, her expression pained. “Did you have any symptoms or—” 
“I’d had a lot of lower back pain, which is unusual for me. I didn’t want to say anything to Loran because I didn’t want to worry him. My cycle wasn’t normal either. It was more like clotting and the cramping was a lot worse than it usually is. So I went to the doctor and he did a blood test. It confirmed the higher HcG levels, so I was, or had been pregnant but—”
“It’s okay,” Grace said, taking the coffee and putting her arm around Bella when she started crying. “I know how horrible it must have been, finding out like that.” 
Bella covered her face with her hands, shaking her hand. “I was going to tell Loran as soon as I got home, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I was still in shock, to be honest. I just wanted to curl up and go to sleep for a week. But I let him talk me into going to that wedding and…” Reliving that day was almost as painful as living it had been. “I looked at him across the room and realized I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I had to tell him what happened.” 
“But you never expected the reaction you got,” Grace said, sighing. “God, I still can’t believe it. I can’t even imagine how you felt.” 
 “I don’t know what to do.” She shuddered and tried rubbing her arms to ward off the chill. “I know I ended it, but did I do the right thing?” She couldn’t imagine another alternative. It wasn’t only that he’d hurt her deeply with his question, but he’d acknowledged he didn’t trust her. And how could she marry a man who didn’t trust her? It didn’t seem possible. 
“I think you did the only thing you could do under the circumstances. In that moment, you were acting out of anger and fear. Disappointment and sadness.” She frowned. “He was supposed to be there for you and he wasn’t.” 
On the ride home in the Uber Bella realized that hurt almost as much as his accusation. He hadn’t even attempted to absorb her pain. He’d actually implied losing their baby may have been for the best, and she didn’t know how to process that. 
Loran wasn’t cruel. He wasn’t insensitive. And she never could have believed he would have hurt her intentionally, but there was no way she could just excuse his abhorrent behaviour. No man, no matter how much she loved him, or how sorry he claimed to be, was going to turn her into a doormat. 
A tap on the door made Bella jump. If it was Loran she didn’t want to see him. She wasn’t ready. Bella swiped at the tears streaking her face. “Oh God, I hate to ask, but would you mind running interference for me? In case it’s him? I just can’t deal with this right now.” 
“Of course,” Grace said, jumping up and crossing the room. 
Bella heard her assistant and Grace exchange a few words before her best friend re-entered carrying a crystal vase… containing a replica of the flowers she’d selected for the centerpieces at their wedding. He’d obviously ordered them from their florist. 
“I don’t believe this,” Bella muttered, staring at the array of white roses, clematis, and Japanese andromeda.  
 Grace set them down on the corner of Bella’s desk before plucking an envelope from the bouquet. “Obviously you know who they’re from, but do you want to read the card?” 
“I can’t believe he thinks he can make up for this with flowers!” Bella didn’t know how she expected him to make up for this, or whether he even could, but flowers definitely weren’t the answer. 
“Do you want me to read it?” 
Bella almost told her to rip it up and throw it in the trash, along with the flowers, but her heart protested. Twenty-four hours ago this man had been the centre of her world. She couldn’t be hateful or vindictive, no matter how much she might want to. 
“Sure, why not?” It’s not like he could say or do anything to make matters worse. 
“Bella,” Grace read. “I made the biggest mistake of my life last night. It was inexcusable and unforgiveable. If you’re done with me, I understand, but I pray you’re not, baby. I love you more than anything. And I want to be there for you, every day for the rest of our lives. If you’ll let me? Loran.”
Grace and Bella drew a simultaneous breath before Bella palmed her forehead, and whispered, “What the hell am I gonna do?” 
“Follow your heart, sweetheart. That’s all you can do.” 
***
Loran was gripping his phone, wrestling with the decision to call Bella. He was sure she’d gotten the flowers by now, but he couldn’t ignore the gnawing in his gut that told him he’d only made things worse by sending them. 
Flowers. Such a stupid, trivial gesture, when it felt like his whole future was at stake. You sent flowers to a co-worker for her birthday, not the love of your life after you ripped her heart out and stomped on it. 
His doorbell rang and his heart tripped as he said a silent prayer that it was her. If she was at least willing to talk to him maybe he could make her understand what he’d been thinking and feeling when he asked that… vile question. 
He swung the door open and his hope died. “Hey Grace, you come to tear me a new one?” He gestured for her to enter. “Do your worst. There’s nothing you could call me I haven’t already called myself.”
Grace looked miserable as her eyes met his. “I just have one question for you. Why?”
He sucked in a harsh breath, wishing it wasn’t so damn hard to breathe past the pain lodged in his chest. “Because I’m an asshole, that’s why. A stupid, thoughtless, senseless, inconsiderate—”
“Why?” she cut in. “Were you having second thoughts about marrying her? Trying to sabotage the relationship?” She pushed her thick hair off her face when it fell forward. “Because I’ve been wracking my brain trying to make sense of this and that’s the only thing that comes to mind.” 
 Loran couldn’t expect Grace to make sense of it when he couldn’t. He swiped a hand over his mouth as his mind drifted back to the previous night. Her words. His. The crushing realization that he could never take that question back and no amount of apologizing would erase it from her memory. 
“No, it was nothing like that.” 
She gripped his forearm, curling her fingertips into his skin. “Then please help me understand, Loran. You know I’ve been rooting for you guys all along, but you have to help me understand how and why you did this.” 
He’d expected her anger, but he’d never expected her pain and anguish. She’d obviously been to see her best friend and was heartbroken over the state she found her in. Thanks to him and his thoughtlessness. 
“The things she said.” He closed his eyes as he heard Bella’s voice reciting those words. “She said it was too late, that she’d screwed up and she hated herself for what she’d done. She said she was sorry.” 
Bella looked at him, confusion drawing her brows together. “I don’t understand. Why would she say that?” 
He tipped his head back, wishing he’d been able to keep his mouth shut long enough to let Bella have her say last night, before he’d jumped to outrageous conclusions. “She thought it was her fault that she’d had the miscarriage.” He shook his head. “Because of the stress she’d been under. Not taking care of herself, not eating right, or working too hard… I don’t know.”
“Oh God.” Grace drew a deep breath. “I’m a woman, I get it. You believe it’s your responsibility to protect your baby. When you can’t you feel guilty, even when it’s not your fault. Poor Bella.” She narrowed her eyes. “I understand why she felt the way she did. But you? I don’t get that at all.”
“When she said she was sorry, that she’d messed up…” He could kick his own ass for thinking the worst of her after she’d always given him the best of herself. “I wondered what she could have done that would have been so terrible. The only thing I could think of, that may be unforgivable, would be cheating on me.” 
“You really believe she’d do that?” 
“No.” He knew if she had there’d been extenuating circumstances, like alcohol and coercion involved. “But I thought maybe she’d had a few too many drinks on a business trip, or maybe someone slipped something in her drink and took advantage of her.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know, Grace. All these crazy scenarios were going through my mind. Then when she told me about the pregnancy, I was still thinking about that, the fact that someone may have taken advantage of her and she’d been too afraid to tell me, so I just blurted it out, not thinking about the consequences.” 
“What a mess,” Grace said, dropping her head. 
“You’re tellin’ me. Question is, what do I do to fix it?” When Grace gave him a sympathetic look, his gut tightened all over again. “Don’t tell me it’s too late, that I can’t fix it. I’m not hearin’ that, Grace. I can’t.” 
 “I wish I could help, both of you, but I don’t see how I could. My loyalty lies with Bella, you know that, but I know you love her. I don’t think you’d intentionally hurt her this way.” 
“I wouldn’t. I swear to you.” If only he could find a way to convince Bella of that. 
“Problem is, aside from what you said, and how much it hurt her, she thinks you don’t trust her. And that’s something she can’t get past.” 
Of course she would think that. In her position he’d think the same thing. But it wasn’t true. He’d trusted Bella with his life. And he knew the only way she’d ever go to bed with another man is if she was forced. Then… he’d have to seek retribution on her behalf. Because as long as there was breath in his body no one would ever hurt her, without paying the price. 
Ironically, that’s what he was doing now. Paying the ultimate price for hurting her. 
“Maybe I don’t deserve her,” he said, when that realization set in. “Maybe I never did.” 
“You don’t really believe that, do you?” Grace asked, slack-jawed. “After all you two have been through?” 
He thought back to the early days. The fight that almost ended them before they even started. That was the result of jealousy and insecurity too. Every problem in their relationship had one common denominator: his fear of losing her. 
 “I need to sit down.” He gestured to the family room in the back of the house. “You want a drink?” 
“No thanks. My mother-in-law’s with the kids. I have to get home soon.” 
Her mother-in-law was supposed to be his too, and the realization that may not happen now slayed him. He sank down on the sofa and tipped his head back. 
 “I asked you a question,” Grace said, sitting on the arm of the sofa across from him. “Do you honestly believe that you don’t deserve her?” 
He stared straight ahead, trying to sort through his feelings. Why the hell did this keep coming back to haunt him? No matter how good his life was, he felt the need to punish himself, because…
He didn’t feel worthy? He was struggling with guilt? Over what? 
Flashbacks taunted him. His childhood. Moments with his father. Their last phone call. The hatred he felt toward him for being greedy and selfish. The anguish over his death, when he realized he could have helped, but didn’t. 
It all made sense now. He couldn’t accept the fact that he deserved Bella and her love because he’d never forgiven himself for letting his own father die alone and penniless. He feared Bella would wake up one day and realize she didn’t want to be married to a man who would make the choices he’d made. But that wasn’t fair. His father made the choice to leave. To cut all ties with their family. It wasn’t his fault that his father left, and as much as it pained him, it wasn’t his fault he died. 
He could have made things easier for him, but his old man could have made things a hell of a lot easier for Loran too. They’d both made mistakes, and he had to forgive himself for the mistakes he’d made or he’d never believe he was worthy of a woman like Bella. 
“What are you thinking?” Grace asked. 
“I need to see her.” He had to share his epiphany with Bella and pray she understood. “Where is she?” He jumped up, grabbing his wallet, keys and phone off the coffee table. “At her office? At home?” Home was the house she shared with him, but he needed to convince her of that. 
“I don’t know if she’s ready to see you just yet.” 
Loran gripped Grace’s shoulders and bent to look her in the eye. “Listen to me, please. I’ve probably made one of the biggest mistakes a man can make, accusing the woman he loves of sleeping around, but I can’t fix this if I’m sitting here feeling sorry for myself while Bella’s heart is breaking.” 
Grace nodded. “She got a call from the contractor on your site,” she said. “She was headed out there when I left.” 
He leaned in, kissing her forehead. “Thanks, Grace. I won’t forget this.”




 
Chapter Twenty 
 
Their lot – Loran’s lot – was the last place Bella wanted to be, but she was the one to get the call when there was a question, since it was her design, and as far as anyone knew, their house. 
She’d addressed the contractor’s concern and agreed to bump out the closet in the nursery another foot to compensate for a beam. The nursery. God, they’d built all of their dreams around this house. And staring up at it now, from the very spot where Loran had proposed to her, made her heart break all over again. 
Could she really let go of him… of all of their plans for the future, as hurt and angry as she was? She wasn’t a vindictive person. She believed in forgiveness and knew people were entitled to make mistakes. Lord knew she wasn’t perfect. But she kept coming back to the trust issue. The fact that her fiancée thought it was conceivable that she’d sleep with another man left her feeling gutted. 
As soon as she recognized his truck pull in the long gravel drive she thought about bailing, but when he pulled up right next to her car, she knew it was too late. 
She saw Loran exchange a few words with the contractor before he gestured down the hill, to the spot where she rested on a rock in front of the lake. Busted. Not that she would have really cut and run. She wasn’t a coward. 
He walked slowly, giving her a chance to react, before they were finally face to face. 
“Bella.” Her name was a broken whisper, as though he was battling his emotions. 
He wasn’t the only one. It felt like there was a golf ball lodged in her throat. “How’d you know I’d be here?” she asked, finally. 
“Does it matter?” 
“I guess not.” She cleared her throat. “I’d ask what you’re doing here, but it is your house.” 
“Our house.” 
Those two little words cut to the quick, because they didn’t share the land, the house… or anything anymore. They didn’t even have a shared vision of the future after last night, something she’d been so sure she could always count on. 
“Can we talk?” 
She knew she couldn’t avoid it forever. She didn’t think for a moment when she handed back his engagement that would be the last time they spoke. He was one of her brother’s best friends. Godfather to his children. Of course she would see him again. 
“Might as well get it over with,” she said, gesturing to the rock beside her. 
He winced, but sat down. “I don’t mean to push you—”
“If that were true you wouldn’t be here.” She didn’t mean to be cruel, but she was still too raw to be kind. “You’d give me time and space to figure things out.” 
He looked hopeful when he asked, “Does that mean you’re still considering the possibility of…” He looked down at his laced hands and a pained expression crossed his handsome face. “Taking me back?” 
Loran was so perfect, but in so many ways, broken. She wanted him to heal, to recognize his worth, and the gift they’d been given, in each other. Why couldn’t he do that? 
When she didn’t respond, he sighed. “I came to realize a few things today, about myself, and us.” 
“I’m listening.” She appreciated the fact that he was willing to open up to her. A lot of men would just shut down instead of being vulnerable. 
“I’ve been punishing myself for a long time.” He stared out at the icy water instead of looking at her. 
“Why?” 
He cleared his throat, absently running his thumb over his bare left finger, where the wedding band she’d had made for him would have rested. “What happened with my old man. It hit me hard, Bella. I’m not making excuses, and I don’t want you to feel sorry for me. That’s not what this is about.” He finally looked at her. “I hope you believe that.” 
“I do.” She knew he would never use something as tragic as his father’s death to score sympathy points. He wasn’t that kind of man. 
He nodded. “Good.” He rubbed his eyes. “I, uh, hated myself for a long time after he died. The guilt was eating me alive.” 
She wanted to put her arms around him. In spite of the pain he’d caused her, she still loved him. “You had no reason to feel guilty.” 
He nodded, closing his eyes. “Maybe not, but I did, just the same. I can help strangers, but I couldn’t help my own father. What does that say about me?” 
“That you were hurt and angry, rightly so.” If she’d met Loran’s father she would have had a few choice words for him, knowing how much his actions harmed his son. “He doesn’t get a free pass, just because of the way he died. He still has to be held accountable for his actions.” 
He looked at her a long time before he said, “That’s what this is about,” he said, “accountability. Owning my mistakes. The ones I made with my father. And with you.” He sighed. “And those are linked, in ways I didn’t understand until today.” 
She’d always suspected he was holding on to a lot of guilt where his father was concerned, but he rarely talked about it and she didn’t feel she should force the issue. “How so?” 
“Like I said, I hated myself. Blamed myself.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I didn’t think I was worthy of love or forgiveness or… you.” 
She was itching to reach out to him, but held back. This was important and she didn’t want to muddy the waters by making this about them. This was about Loran and his past. The decisions that made him the man he was, and whether he was interested in forgiving himself, so they could both forge a new path.
“But I realized I am worthy.” His voice sounded stronger when he said, “It wasn’t my fault my father left. It wasn’t my fault he made the decisions he did, and it certainly wasn’t my fault he died.” 
“No, it wasn’t,” she said, softly. “I’m glad you understand that now.” 
“I do.” He licked his lips, bowing his head. “What I said to you last night, that was my fault. I own that.” He looked her in the eyes, his brimming with tears. “And you’ll never know how sorry I am.” 
“Why?” she whispered, letting her own tears fall. “How could you ever think—”
“I didn’t think you’d willingly sleep with someone else.” He sighed. “I thought maybe you’d gone on a business trip and had too much to drink or someone had slipped something in your drink. I know it sounds crazy, but your mind goes to all kinds of crazy places when you’re battling these inner demons, Bella.” 
She knew a thing or two about battling demons, so she could relate. And this man had been standing beside her, holding her hand, when she finally slayed hers. That had to count for something, didn’t it?  
He reached for her hand and she let him have it. The chill she’d been battling seemed to recede with the warmth of his hand pouring through hers. He shifted so they were facing each other and took her other hand as well, bringing them to his lips. 
“I hate that you miscarried and I wasn’t there to hold you when you found out.” He closed his eyes before looking into hers. “That’s something I have to live with. I hated myself for what I said to you last night, but I realized I can’t go on hating myself and loving you at the same time. It’s not right. Not healthy. That’s what happened this time. I was battling my hate for myself and my love for you and the hate won. It’ll win every time, Bella. If I let it.” 
“You don’t deserve to hate yourself.” She was still coming to terms with the things he said last night, but she knew two things for sure: Loran was a good man and he loved her. “And I could never hate you. I hope you know that.” 
He seemed hesitant, but finally asked, “But do you still love me?” 
“Of course,” she whispered, her lip trembling when he brushed a tear off her cheek with his fingertip. “You don’t just stop loving someone overnight.” 
“But can you still marry me?” When she didn’t respond, he said, “Please, Bella. Please say yes.” 
“I can’t.” She wanted to, but she needed more time to process everything that had happened. The things he said to her both last night and today. This was the rest of their lives they were talking about and she needed to be one hundred percent sure before they took their vows. 
His head dropped and he sucked in a breath. 
“I need more time, Loran. To think—”
“Then you’re not saying no?” His eyes were wide, hopeful. “You’re saying maybe?” 
“I guess I am.” 
“That’s enough for now, baby.” He drew her close, whispering fiercely as his lips caressed hers, “I love you so much, Bella. Nothing in my life makes sense without you.” 
***
Loran was slowly losing his mind. It had been two days since he and Bella had last spoken. He was trying to give her the time and space she’d asked for, but every hour without her felt like days, and it was tearing him up inside. 
He picked up her engagement ring off the coffee table and held it between his thumb and forefinger. It was a flawless diamond. Perfect, just like she was. He knew Bella had her flaws, just like everyone, but she felt so damn perfect for him. That’s what made this so hard. He hadn’t just screwed up with a woman he loved. He’d lost his soul mate. The one woman he believed he was meant to spend his life loving and protecting. 
He’d been so lost in thought he hadn’t heard the fall of footsteps until he looked up and saw her watching him. 
“Bella.” He stood, but didn’t know if he was supposed to go to her. Was she coming to tell him she was coming home or moving out? He stayed rooted to the spot, curling his hands into fists. “It’s good to see you.” 
She set her key on the sofa back table. The key to their house was on a keychain he didn’t recognize and it was all alone, instead of interspersed with a dozen others. That couldn’t be good. 
“Um, you want something to drink?” He was trying to delay the inevitable. If she was going to tell him it was over, he didn’t want to hear it. 
“No thanks, I’m good.” She crossed the room and sat down beside him, reaching for his hand. “I’ve missed you.” 
“I’ve missed you too, baby. So much.” 
“I had a lot of time to think though.” She pinched her lips together. “Even took some time off work to think, and journal, you know, just trying to process my thoughts.” 
“Did it help?” 
“It did. A lot.” She smiled. “I’m so grateful to Stella for that first journal she gave me. It really has changed my life.” 
“She’d be happy to hear that.” 
He’d been missing Stella something fierce the past few days. He knew his old friend would have some sage advice for him, on how to fix the mess he’d made with Bella. But she was gone and he didn’t want to burden his mother with his problems, so he’d suffered in silence. And, as Bella said, took time to think and process his own feelings. About himself, his father, their relationship, but mostly about the woman sitting next to him and how much he needed her in his life. 
“People make mistakes, Loran.” She squeezed his hand. “And I know you made a mistake that night. You didn’t mean to hurt me—”
“I didn’t. I swear.” He’d take a bullet for this woman, or beat the shit out of anyone who tried to hurt her. He hoped she knew that, or that he’d have a chance to tell her, and show her, every day for the rest of their lives. 
“We all say things we don’t mean sometimes, in the heat of the moment. I’ve been thinking about what I said to you and how it might have been misconstrued, especially given where your thoughts were taking you.” 
“It’s not an excuse, I know—”
She leaned in, pressing her lips to his to silence him. “I know.” Her eyes locked with his. “It’s okay. I know.” 
He felt like he could finally breathe. That didn’t feel like a good-bye kiss. It felt like the kiss of a woman who still wanted him. “You do?” 
“Yeah.” 
She glanced at a framed photo of them on the mantle. It was taken at a family gathering at her parents’ place and they were wrapped in each other’s arms. It was his favorite picture, because she looked so damn happy, like she couldn’t wipe the smile off her face if she tried.  
“It hasn’t been an easy journey for us,” she said, chuckling. “That’s for damn sure. But it has been worth it.” She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “I wouldn’t change a single thing. You know why?” 
He shook his head, getting caught up in how beautiful she was. When they’d first met it was her outer beauty that bowled him over, but after getting to know her, it was her inner beauty that hooked him. For life. 
“Because it made us stronger. As a couple, and each of us as people.” 
He nodded, because he couldn’t find his words when she looked at him like that. Especially since he feared he’d never see that look again. 
“I sorted out my mess over the attack. You sorted out your mess over your dad. And together we’ll deal with the miscarriage and how that affected us.” 
He leaned in kissing her cheek. “I want you to have my babies, Bell. More than anything. Don’t ever doubt that. I’ve grieved for this baby, believe me. And I know you have too.” 
She stroked his face, a sad smile tugging at her lips. “I have. I don’t know why it happened, but it did, and I have to accept that. But it did make me realize something.” 
“What’s that?” 
“I’m ready to be a mom.” 
He couldn’t hold back his grin. “Really?” 
“Really.” She smiled. “But it would probably be best if we waited until after the wedding. You know, because stress isn’t good for baby or mama.” 
He hauled her in for a kiss, curling his hand around the back of her head as he released all of his anger and fear and self-loathing. He felt free. Free to start over. Free to love her the way she deserved… and to learn how to love himself, for the first time in a hell of a long time. 
 “I love you so much,” he said, against her lips. 
“I love you too, Loran.” 
He reached for the engagement ring on the coffee table, knowing he would never take a single thing for granted again, especially where Bella was concerned. “The first time you agreed to be my wife there was still this niggling fear in the back of my mind, like maybe I’d do something stupid and lose you, because I didn’t trust myself to be able to love you the way I needed to.” 
“I love the way you love me,” she whispered. “Don’t ever doubt that.” 
“Something inside of me has shifted, Bell. I’m not afraid anymore.” 
“I’m glad to hear that,” she said, curling her hand around his cheek. “Neither am I. Thanks to you. You make me feel strong, like I can handle anything.” 
She made him feel the same way. The only thing he couldn’t handle would be losing her, but now he knew that would never happen. Their bond was unbreakable. 
“So, this time, when I ask you to be my wife, know that it’s coming from a place of knowing.” That was the only way he could think to describe that. “Knowing that this is right. Knowing that you’re the one. Knowing that we’re going to have the most beautiful babies and the most incredible life together.” 
She looked down at the ring in his hand and quirked an eyebrow. “Well? What are you waiting for, Loran? Put in on me already. I feel naked without it.” 
He laughed as he slipped it on her finger and hauled her to her feet, wrapping her in his arms. “This house has felt so damn empty without you.” 
“Well, I’m home, to stay.”
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