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Special Invitation

Hey Sweetie, 

do you want to get THREE romance novels sent directly to your Facebook Messenger inbox? Simply click here and I will reach out to you personally!
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With love and talk soon,

Sarah





Prologue

Eight years ago

Kyle

My entire body was on fire. I had never felt so alive. My skin was slick with sweat, and my heart was pounding so hard I thought it would fly out of my chest. 

I was going to come. And come hard. 

“God, you’re amazing,” I rasped, my hips thrusting in time with hers. Her thick red hair was splayed out on the pillow beneath her head. I couldn’t stop tasting her. Kissing her. 

I literally wanted to fuck her forever. 

I felt as if I had been waiting my whole life for this exact moment. And now that I was in it, I could hardly believe it. I kept thinking I’d wake up at any moment to find myself jerking off in my sleep. 

“Fuck me harder,” she growled, her teeth grazing the side of my neck. 

My entire body trembled at the feel of her. I wasn’t dreaming. This was one hundred percent real. 

“Harder!” she demanded, sounding a mixture of frantic and pissed off. 

I wasn’t sure how much harder I could fuck her. We had already cracked her headboard, and the entire bed was in danger of collapsing. But I would give the lady what she wanted. So, I draped her leg across my shoulder, adjusted the angle of my hips, and started pounding away. 

Her loud, guttural groan was all the answer I needed. 

“Yes, oh my God, yes!” she screamed, arching her back. 

Her tits were things of absolute beauty. Pert nipples dark against creamy skin. I sucked one into my mouth. Her fingers clawed my back, and I could feel the walls of her pussy clench around my cock. 

We had been screwing like rabbits for hours. I had become intimately familiar with every plane, every crevice, of her gorgeous body. And it was everything I had imagined and better. 

I had been dreaming of sex with Whitney Galloway since I was old enough to fantasize about anything. I had been in love with her most of my life. Well, at least since I was a pimply-faced middle schooler. 

My best friends Adam, Skylar, and Meg—Whitney’s younger sister—gave me so much shit for it too. I wasn’t the kind of guy who played like I wasn’t into a girl when I was. I wore my heart on my sleeve. It seemed the only person that hadn’t realized I was crazy about the older Galloway sister was the girl in question. She treated me with all the benign indifference of the pretty, popular cheerleader she was. 

So how did I end up dick deep inside her?

“Wait, don’t come yet,” she demanded, slipping out beneath me. I took the pause in activity to try and get my breath back. This was harder work than playing a football game. I sat back on my haunches and ran a shaky hand through my shaggy dark brown hair. I could probably do with a cut, but Whitney said once she liked my hair on the longer side, so I wore it just the way she wanted. 

“Is everything okay?” I asked, worried that I had done something wrong. Because the truth was, this was my first time. Well, technically, this was the third time we’d had sex since I arrived at Whitney’s apartment late last night, but yeah, she was the first girl I’d ever been with. It wasn’t something I went around broadcasting, but yeah, I was a twenty-year-old virgin. 

Sure, I had lots of opportunities and had gone around the first three bases a few times, but I had never gone all the way. Deep down, I knew it was because I was saving myself for her. 

For Whitney Rose Galloway. 

Call me a romantic, or maybe delusional, but I wanted to share that moment with only her. 

Whitney gave me a smile that turned my insides into mush. She went up on her knees and pressed her impressive chest to mine, wrapping her arms around me. She kissed me long and deep. Her tongue practically touched my tonsils. When she pulled away, she turned around, went on all fours, and looked at me over her shoulder. “Come on, then, what are you waiting for?” 

Jesus …

I gripped her hips and slid back inside her. Slowly. Achingly slowly. I started pumping my hips, my balls slapping against her clit. “Yes, that’s it,” she urged, pushing her ass back against me, taking me so deep I wondered if she could feel me in her throat. 

This new position was fun and all, but I wanted to see Whitney’s face when she came. I wanted to look in her eyes and be in the moment with her. I wanted to touch her face and kiss her lips. I wanted this to mean something. 

Some might call me a sap, but I didn’t care. I had loved this woman half my life. I had wanted to be with her so badly I sometimes thought I’d go crazy with the need. So, yeah, I wanted more from this. I wanted the sex, but more than that, I wanted the connection. 

Not many twenty-year-old guys could think with more than their dick, but I wasn’t most twenty-year-old guys. I was rational and sensible, and I knew what I wanted in life. 

And I knew that I wanted Whitney. 

Yet it seemed Whitney wasn’t in the same headspace. 

When I emailed her a couple of weeks ago saying I wanted to come for a visit, she hadn’t seemed overly enthused by the idea. Yeah, it had been on a whim. I had been kicking around the idea of coming out to see her since she moved to California to try and break into the movie industry as a makeup artist. 

Our small hometown in Pennsylvania hadn’t felt the same since she left. It felt hollow. 

Adam told me I was setting myself up for a giant kick in the nuts. 

“It’s Whitney Galloway, man,” Adam said when I told him I was thinking of reaching out to the woman of my dreams. He was home from college visiting his parents, thankfully without his obnoxious leach of a girlfriend, Chelsea. We were drinking beers in the Decates’ backyard, and I was starting to wish I hadn’t mentioned the idea at all. 

Adam shook his head. “She’ll never give you the time of day. She thinks she’s too good for mere mortals. She’s out in Hollywood with movie stars and celebrities. What makes you think she’s going to want a visit from some guy who spent most of his adolescence drooling all over her high heels?” 

Adam’s words felt like a punch to the gut. Even though part of me believed he was right, I couldn’t help feeling like now was the time. We were both adults, and I was tired of waiting for something to happen. I had decided to take life by the proverbial balls, starting with Whitney. 

I had been saving money since I was old enough to start working and had put aside a nice chunk of cash. College wasn’t my thing, so I hadn’t had an opportunity to do much with it yet. I was still weighing options. I was lucky I had parents that supported me in whatever I chose to do. Being their only child, they put all their eggs in one basket, and I didn’t want to disappoint them.

I didn’t want to make any decisions about where I was going with my life until I saw for myself if something with Whitney was possible. I was willing to throw everything in on a chance with her. A lot of people would call me an idiot for hinging such monumental choices on the desires of a hot chick. But Whitney wasn’t just any hot chick.

She was everything.

“Slap my ass,” she shouted, pushing back against my crotch, my dick burying deeper inside her—though I hadn’t thought it possible. I was about to come again. It’s not like I could last long anyway. I was lucky to get past the ten-minute mark. 

“What?” I asked, confused. My brain was muddled, and I wasn’t sure I heard her correctly. There was no way beautiful, perfect, Whitney Galloway wanted me to smack her on the butt during sex. This was morphing in surprising and weird ways I wasn’t exactly prepared for. 

“Damn it, Kyle,” she snapped. She was doing all the work, gyrating her hips. Doing this little swivel thing that felt unbelievable. 

Had she done this before? With who?

Ugh, I didn’t want to think about that. 

I wouldn’t think about that. 

I tapped her firm ass cheek. Not hard, just a light brush of my fingers. 

“Not like that. Harder.” That seemed to be her mantra since we got naked. Harder. Rougher. 

This was a far cry from the sweet, gentle lovemaking I had pictured in my head. Okay, I was a dude—I had fantasized about pushing her against the wall and fucking her sideways. But there was always lots of kissing and touching and murmuring of sweet nothings. 

It seemed the traditional gender roles were completely reversed with Whitney and me. 

I felt the pressure increase in my balls, radiating up my shaft. I was about to blow my load. I couldn’t keep this pace much longer. 

“Wait a second, Whit …” I gripped her hips, trying to slow her down. I didn’t want to virgin out and lose it five minutes in. I was a newbie to the whole screwing thing, after all. And this position was making it hard to hold it together. 

Whitney wasn’t getting the memo. She rolled onto her back, wrapped her legs around my waist, digging her nails into my thighs. Her chest and face were flushed. Her eyes fluttered closed, and her full lips parted as she panted. Her dark red hair spilled out on the pillow, and I couldn’t stop staring at her. 

At her face. At her breasts. At her creamy, flat stomach.

I felt my chest tighten, and my eyes start to burn. Crap, I couldn’t start crying in the middle of sex. That would be a level of humiliation I would never live down. I bit down on the inside of my cheek and breathed heavily through my nose. 

I leaned down to kiss her, and she moaned into my mouth. 

The moan did it.

I shuddered and shot my load. 

Whitney’s eyes popped open. “Did you come?” she asked. It sounded like an accusation. I felt the familiar stirrings of embarrassment. 

“Um, well, yeah.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Well, I didn’t. So, what are you going to do about that?” 

“I, uh, well, uh …” I stuttered and stumbled over my words like an idiot. 

Whitney chuckled, and I felt her laugh in every part of my body. “I love your innocence. I want you to eat my pussy, Webber.” 

I felt heat climb up my neck. Whitney saying the word ‘pussy’ was both strange and a major turn on. 

“Oh. Okay.” I seriously sounded like a simpleton. 

I pulled my dick out of her and clumsily removed the condom, tying a sloppy knot in the end. I moved as quickly as I could, dropping it in the trashcan by the bed. Then I got on my stomach, my face between her legs. I had an idea of what I was supposed to do, but like actual sex, this was another thing I had never done before. 

Should I kiss her there? Lick her? What the hell? I was becoming annoyed with myself and wishing I had been more of a dude and watched more porn. 

I felt Whitney dig her fingers into my hair and push my face into her crotch. Okay then …

I started licking and sucking. She tasted incredible. After a few minutes of fumbling around with my tongue, I got the hang of it, and Whitney started writhing beneath my mouth. “Yes, like that. Oh my God, Kyle,” she screamed as I sucked on the sensitive skin. 

“Use your fingers too,” she gasped, her thighs squeezing the side of my head, her fingers digging into my scalp. 

I did as I was told, rubbing her with my fingers while I lapped her up. 

“I’m going to come. Oh my God, I’m going to come!” she squealed, and suddenly I could taste it in my mouth. 

Her legs collapsed on either side of me, and she let out what sounded like a long, contented sigh. 

I sat up, resting on my knees. Whitney’s bed was a double, but at the moment, there wasn’t a lot of room for me. She was sprawled out in the middle, making no move to let me lay down beside her. 

I figured this was the part where we cuddled. I really wanted to. I wanted to hold her body against mine and kiss the spot at the back of her neck that I had only recently learned drove her wild. I wanted to feel that connection I always imagined we’d feel. 

I angled my body so that I spooned into her side. Whitney’s face was turned away from me, and her eyes were closed. The air conditioner was blasting from the vent above the bed, and I was starting to get cold. I could see goosebumps along Whit’s arms and belly, but she made no move to pull the blanket over us. 

I tentatively put my arm over her stomach, my cock pressed against her hip. I pressed my nose into the side of her neck. Even though I had only seconds before had my dick inside her, I didn’t feel close enough. I was half hanging off the bed and wished she’d give me a few inches, but she didn’t seem in a hurry to make room. 

I kissed her shoulder and felt her tense. It was subtle, but it was there all the same. Was I being too clingy? Wasn’t this what people who were into each other did after sex? 

“That was awesome,” I said lamely, kissing her shoulder again and trying to pull her closer. 

Whitney resisted me, pulling her body away slightly and rolling her head to look at me. Her eyes were open now and watching me with an unreadable expression. Like her sister, my best friend Meg, she had bright green eyes. But while Meg’s were often teasing and warm, Whitney’s right now were dark and almost annoyed. 

“Yeah,” was all she said. Then she slid out from beneath my arm and got out of bed, reaching for a red and white striped robe that hung on the back of the door and quickly put it on, tying it tightly at the waist. 

“I need a drink. Do you want anything?” she asked, not looking at me. She pulled her long hair up into a ponytail and picked her phone up off the bedside table, staring at the screen, a small smile on her face. 

“Water would be great. That was quite a workout, right?” Ugh. I needed to put a sock in it. I sounded like a total douchebag. 

But Whitney didn’t seem to hear me. She was staring at her phone, still wearing that smile that had nothing to do with me or what we had just done. 

“I need to make a call,” she said distractedly, not bothering to look at me as she left the room, closing the door firmly behind her. 

Alright then.

Alone in her room, I sat up and took in the space I had barely paid attention to when I arrived. Things had progressed quicker than I had ever imagined once I showed up at Whitney’s Los Angeles apartment. She led me inside. We shared a beer on her patio, made small chit-chat, then she asked me why I came. 

“To see you,” was all I said, and then she kissed me. 

I didn’t question it. Why would I? This was what I wanted. This was what I had hoped would happen when I decided to make the trip to see her. I didn’t want to think too much about why, after all this time of ignoring my existence, she jumped into bed with me. Almost too eagerly. Too desperately. 

Now I sat amid Whitney’s black bed sheets trying to find clues to who the woman was. I thought I knew her. I had spent so many years cataloging every detail. Her favorite color was pink. Her favorite flower was a lily. She loved salty snacks and wasn’t a fan of chocolate. She got teary-eyed whenever I Will Always Love You came on the radio, and she had seen Dirty Dancing at least thirty times. She and Meg argued but never maliciously, and she and her dad did crosswords every Sunday morning. 

Okay, so listing all that stuff out, I sounded like a damn stalker, and I wasn’t. I swear it. I had just spent enough time with her family to pick up on things. So maybe I paid closer attention to anything and everything that had to do with Whitney Galloway. Like my grandpa always said, find something you’re good at and stick to it.

And I was good at loving Whitney. 

Only, I was beginning to think that the Whitney that was now talking on the phone in a hushed whisper wasn’t the Whitney I remembered from Southport, Pennsylvania. 

For starters, the clothes that spilled out of the tiny closet were nothing like the clothes she wore in high school. Not wanting to paw through her things, but unable to help having a snoop, I looked through the dresses and blouses that hung haphazardly. She used to be a girly girl, liking soft colors and modest hemlines. Clearly, that wasn’t the case anymore. There were more than a few dresses so small I wondered if they covered anything. Her shirts all were either mere scraps of cloth or had necklines I imagined left little to the imagination. There was even a leather skirt and thigh-high boots. I was sure she looked smokin’ when she wore them, but they were definitely different from what I was used to seeing her in. 

I also noticed that aside from a framed photograph of her parents, there weren’t any other pictures in her room. I remembered her bedroom back home had been covered with photographs of her friends and family. Whitney was a popular girl, and her room had shown that. 

Clearly, new LA Whitney didn’t care about surrounding herself with the faces of loved ones. 

Feeling awkward as I waited for Whitney to finish her phone call, I figured I should get dressed. I hadn’t been lying when I said I’d like a glass of water. My throat was bone dry, and my legs were a little wobbly after the sex marathon. Well, maybe not a marathon, but it sure as hell felt like it. 

I pulled on my boxers and the T-shirt I had been wearing on the plane. I gave the pits a quick sniff and promptly dropped it on the floor. No way I was putting it back on. I scanned the room and saw a grey T-shirt about my size over the back of the overstuffed chair in the corner. Not thinking much about it, I put it on and quietly walked out to the living room. 

Whitney’s apartment was small. Tiny even. It had a bedroom, a bathroom, and a room that served as a living room and kitchen combined. There was a balcony that overlooked a parking lot, big enough for two plastic chairs and a wilted plant. 

It was obvious Whitney wasn’t much of a neat freak. In fact, she bordered on slob. I could see dishes piled in the sink, cabinets open, and what looked like cereal spilled on the counter. The small, circular coffee table was covered in magazines mostly of the Glamour and Cosmopolitan variety. Shoes, socks, and random shirts were all over the floor. Discarded potato chip packets and boxes of snack cakes were piled precariously on one arm of the two-seater couch. 

I kicked a pair of gym shorts out of the way as I made my way to the kitchen. Whitney was standing at the sliding glass doors that led to the balcony, her back to me. Her head was bent, and she was talking so low I could barely hear her. 

I didn’t want to be the creepy guy eavesdropping on her conversation, so I quickly went to the sink and filled a glass with water as quietly as possible. I glanced over to Whitney, but she hadn’t turned my way, clearly not aware I was in the room. 

Figuring she was talking shop, I started to walk back to the bedroom to wait for her when I came up short. 

“I’m so wet for you, baby. I always am,” she purred into the phone. 

What the fuck?

Not caring if I was being invasive, I listened closely to her side of the conversation. And the more I heard, the more my heart sank. 

“You upset me earlier. I thought we were going to spend the weekend together. You promised.” Her tone was playful, but with an undercurrent of hurt that was easy to spot. Then she giggled. “Mmm, I can’t wait.” She sounded aroused. I should know, I thought I had heard the same tone in her voice only a few minutes ago. 

“Are you sure? You said earlier—” She was rubbing the back of her neck. She seemed tense but excited. “Okay, give me a few minutes to get my stuff together, and I’ll be right over.” She giggled. “I miss you too, baby. Not too much longer.” A pause. “I love you.” 

I all but ran back to her bedroom, feeling like I was going to throw up. 

When Whitney kissed me, I naively thought we were on the same page. Three sex romps later, and I believed that this was the start of something special between us. That our time had finally come. 

Clearly, that wasn’t the case. She was obviously involved with someone else. Not just involved, but seriously involved. She told them she loved them. 

Again, what the fuck?

Then why had she slept with me? 

What was going on?

And more importantly, how could I have so misjudged Whitney?

I sat down on the bed, not sure what I should do. Should I confront her? I wasn’t exactly a confrontational kind of guy. Even though I was tall and broad and had the physique of a linebacker, I wasn’t confident. I wasn’t the bravado type. I was the fall in love deeply and forever kind of man. 

And that had just bitten me on the ass. 

I braced my elbows on my knees, covering my face with my hands. I had gone from the top of the world to rock bottom in five minutes. 

I heard the door to the bedroom open, and I looked up at Whitney. She shot me a vague smile, not quite meeting my eyes. She pulled a dress out of the closet—one of the tiny ones that looked made for a toddler—and a pair of black high heeled shoes. “I have to head out. It’s a work thing. I probably won’t be back tonight. Sometimes these things go on all hours.” She wouldn't look at me. She spoke breezily as if she didn’t really care if she was convincing or not. 

“You can stay here, I guess. But work’s crazy this week. I’m not sure how long you’re planning to be out here, but I doubt I’ll be able to be much of a host, so maybe a hotel would be better. One of those places where you can get a package deal on Hollywood tours or something.” Whitney shrugged her shoulders and scratched at her nose. “So, yeah, that’s probably the best idea. Maybe we can meet up again before you go …” Her voice drifted off as if she had given up on any attempt at niceties. 

She was throwing me out. I had never felt so cheap and worthless in my entire life. Damn. 

I cleared my throat and readied myself to let her have it. To ask her who she was talking to on the phone. To demand an explanation as to why she would screw my brains out, then leave me to meet up with another guy while wearing a sexy dress she definitely hadn’t put on for me. A guy she apparently ‘loved’ even though she had just spent the last hour having sex with me. 

I wanted to tell her that I thought she was different. That I remembered her to be someone who was kind and gracious. Someone who volunteered her time at the old folk’s home and made blankets for newborns at the hospital. 

I wanted to tell her that I loved the girl from Southport, who made everyone feel special just by being in her presence. 

But the words froze in my mouth. I watched her gather her things and leave the room without waiting for a reply. She didn’t care what I did; she just didn’t want me there. 

And that hurt. 

No.

It broke me apart. 

Feeling like I was moving through quicksand, I got dressed. The man who had taken these clothes off was a mile away from the man who put them back on. 

Something had died inside of me in the last thirty minutes. Something I didn’t think I’d ever get back. 

When Whitney came back into the room, she was dressed to the nines. She was a makeup artist. I sincerely doubted she wore a little black dress and stripper shoes to work. She wasn’t even trying to hide the fact that she was going out—without me. 

Even though I was angry and hurt, I couldn’t deny that she was gorgeous. Her skin glowed, and her hair was piled at the back of her neck, a few strands falling loose around her shoulders. Her long legs looked amazing, and I forced myself not to think how they had been wrapped around my waist not long ago. 

The dress put her magnificent breasts on full display. The strapless number accentuated her neck, and I felt my groin tighten in response. This was a woman made for sex, and she knew it. 

She was a complete stranger. 

I realized at that moment that I didn’t know this Whitney Galloway. And I was pretty damn sure I didn’t want to. Because this Whitney Galloway didn’t seem to care that she had just stomped all over my heart—and my pride. 

She grabbed a beaded purse from the dresser and turned to leave, then as if remembering I was still there, she finally looked my way. 

Our eyes met briefly—the first time they had since I had my dick inside her. Something flashed there. Maybe it was regret. Maybe it was an apology. I didn’t really care at that point. She could go to hell for all I cared. 

Perhaps if I kept telling myself that, I’d actually believe it.

“So, you can find a place to stay, right? I just don’t want you to be bored since I won’t be around.” She grimaced as if in pain. Served her right. 

“Right, because you’ll be working,” I said pointedly, giving her revealing outfit a slow once over. It was very passive-aggressive, but it was the best I could do. 

For the first time, she looked almost contrite. Embarrassed even. “Kyle, I—” She stopped herself, her expression hardening. “I didn’t ask you to come. Am I supposed to put my life on hold because my sister’s buddy decided to make an impromptu visit?” 

“You knew I was coming!” I threw back at her. “And is that all I am to you? Your sister’s friend?” I didn’t want to sound like my heart was breaking, but it was. And I had never been one to hide things. 

She threw her head back and laughed. A shrill sound that wasn’t remotely sincere. “Now Web, don’t go thinking sex means anything. It never does. And definitely not in LA.” She never called me by my nickname. I was always Kyle to her. That was the final nail in our miserable coffin.

She walked over to where I stood in the middle of her bedroom, went up on her tiptoes, and kissed my cheek. Lips that had been melded to mine. Lips that I had worshipped for so long. 

She patted my arm like I was a cute dog or something. “If you need help finding a hotel, text me. Otherwise, let’s try to meet up before you head back to Southport.” 

I didn’t say anything, and she turned and left without waiting to see if I would. 

I heard the door click shut, and then I was alone. 

I picked up my duffel bag and unzipped it, pulling out the small stuffed dog I had brought with me. I held it in my hand for a few minutes, wondering if I should leave it. I had brought it for her because it looked like her dog Bongo that died during her senior year of high school. She had loved that dog, and I remember her crying for months over him. I had found a company online that would make stuffed toy replicas of your pets. And I sent in a picture of Bongo I had taken at the Galloway house when I was fifteen. 

I thought she’d love it. I thought she’d look at it and realize how much she meant to me. How much I knew her. 

So much for that. 

I tossed the dog onto the bed, not caring if she kept it or not. 

It didn’t matter anyway. 

I slung my bag over my shoulder and left Whitney’s apartment, heading straight for the airport. 

Los Angeles was definitely not the place for me. 

And Whitney Galloway wasn’t the woman I thought she was. 





Chapter 1

Present Day

Kyle

“Come on, Katie Bug, lie still for Daddy.” 

Trying to wrangle a wriggly one and a half-year-old toddler into a pair of pants was more difficult than trying to catch a greased pig. Katie giggled and kicked at me with her little feet. Most days, getting my daughter dressed was akin to engaging in an Olympic sport. I had to use all of my hand-eye coordination and quick reflexes to get the job done. 

And I wouldn’t change a second of it. 

“No, Dada.” She pouted with her full, rosebud lips, and I instantly melted. Less than two years old, and the little diva already had me wrapped around her cute little finger. 

“Yes, Katie. It’s time to get dressed. You have to go play with Nommy. She’ll be sad if you’re late.” I lifted her into a sitting position and pulled a yellow and green striped T-shirt over her head. 

Katie pointed at the dog that was pictured on the front. “Woof!” she announced with pride. Katie had been saying simple words for months now and was consistently trying to sound out new ones. It wasn’t me being biased as a proud dad, but my girl did everything fast. She was crawling at four months, pulling herself up on the furniture at eight months, and was full-on walking at a year. Dr. Samuels, her pediatrician, was surprised at how quickly she reached all of her milestones. 

“This one will be ready to run the country at ten. So, watch out,” the grizzled doctor had said, laughing as he watched Katie toddling around the examination room for her checkup. 

Given how rocky her early life had been, I was relieved that it hadn’t seemed to affect Katie much at all. She was too young to know what missing her mother should feel like. Sure, the questions would come later—I only hoped I’d know how to answer them. 

When she was finally dressed, I lifted her off the changing table, and she ran to her bed and pulled Fuzzles, her stuffed monkey, from his place on her pillow. “Fuss-ell!” She squished the ragged toy to her chest. She kissed it on its head and tucked it under her arm as she always did before we left the house. Katie never went anywhere without Fuzzles. It broke my heart a little every time she hugged and kissed it, not knowing that her mother had bought it for her right before leaving her behind. 

Maybe the kid knew on a subconscious level that it was the only thing she had to link her to the mother who couldn’t handle being a parent. Or maybe I was putting too much thought into a fucking kid’s toy. 

I lifted Katie, holding her firmly against my chest. She dropped her head to my shoulder. My heart was in danger of bursting out of my chest. Some days I could barely contain the amount of love I had for my little girl. Some days it felt like it would consume me whole. I hadn’t thought it possible to love another person the way I loved the twenty-five pounds of adorable sass in my arms. 

I was a guy that loved hard. It had always been my downfall. Just ask my mother, who warned me that my idealized idea of relationships would only lead to heartache. 

“You’re a good boy, Kyle. The best boy. But guard your heart against those who will only crush it,” she had intoned sagely after my first serious heartbreak at the age of twelve. Debbie Colter had been my girlfriend for an entire week. We had exchanged handmade bracelets and everything. Then Bobby Little caught her eye, and that was the end of the epic Kyle and Debbie love story. 

That’s not to say I didn’t play the field. I wasn’t some whiney bitch that sobbed into my cornflakes over every female that gave me attention. Women liked me, and I liked them. As long as I kept it casual, I was okay. 

It was the ones I loved that had always been the problem. 

I grabbed the overloaded diaper bag from the kitchen table and slung it over my shoulder. Balancing my squirmy toddler on one hip, I deftly poured coffee into my thermos and pocketed a baggie of cut-up carrots for Katie’s snack. I was getting pretty good at multitasking. Being a single dad meant juggling a lot of balls at one time, hoping they wouldn’t crash to the floor. 

Katie was babbling happily as I strapped her into her car seat. I tucked Fuzzles into her arms and gave her a loud kiss on the cheek. She giggled, kissing her palms and “throwing” it at me. I pretended to catch it and kissed my palm as well. 

After I checked Katie was secure and put the bag on the passenger seat, I hopped up into my Ford F-150 and pulled out of the driveway. “Octi! Octi!” Katie demanded from the backseat. I knew exactly what she wanted. I pushed a button on the stereo, and Octopus’s Garden by The Beatles came on over the speakers. Katie had been obsessed with that song ever since my dad had played it for her on the guitar a couple of months ago. 

I drove the five short minutes to my parents’ ranch rambler on a quiet cul-de-sac in the center of my hometown, Southport, Pennsylvania. My dad was already up and out front watering his flowers. His garden was a thing of beauty, and he spent more time with his hands in the dirt than he did with his family. It’s because of him I had developed my own love of plants and flowers, which was why I now owned my own landscaping business—Webber’s Lawn Care. 

I climbed out of my truck. “Hey, Dad. Already at it, I see?” I called out, unbuckling Katie from the back seat and lifting her out. Seeing her grandfather, she started flapping her arms in excitement.

“Paw-paw!” Her squeal of delight was infectious, and my dad immediately abandoned the hose and came over. He took her from my arms, giving her a loud, messy kiss on the cheek. 

“How’s my Katie Bear?” he asked, tickling her sides to make her laugh. My dad was a gruff, hardworking man. His age had done nothing to diminish his large stature—both in size and in personality. He was a guy who had spent his whole life working with his hands as a contractor, and it was only a back injury ten years ago that ended his days of mixing concrete. Now he spent his hours plodding around in the garden and otherwise driving my mother up the wall. Dad wasn’t the kind of man who took to retirement well, particularly when it wasn’t his choice. 

He wasn’t the kind of guy to tell you he loved you or dish out hugs. I got my sensitivity from my cookie baking, cuddle you when you were sick, mother. My dad was a man’s man. Except when it came to his granddaughter. Katie turned him into a giant pile of mush, who was happy to let her dress him up in a sparkly tiara and would sit with her for hours playing tea party. The first time I came home from work to find Dad with fake earrings dangling from his lobes, I thought I was having a stroke. 

“What? I think they look nice on me,” Dad had replied seriously while Katie clapped her hands in pure child-like joy. 

I was lucky that my parents doted on my child the way they did. It helped to fill the void in her life left by her absent mother. 

I grabbed the diaper bag and followed Dad into the house. “Nommy made you your favorite cinnamon rolls,” he was telling her, holding the door open for me. The air was warm and smelled like my mother’s baking. It was every good memory of my childhood rolled up in one amazing scent. 

“Nommy!” Katie called out. My mother appeared instantly, her lined face breaking into a grin reserved for my girl. 

“There’s my favorite little girl in the whole wide world,” my mother exclaimed, plucking Katie from my dad’s arms. She hugged Katie tightly before kissing me on the cheek. “And there’s my favorite boy.” She patted my cheek indulgently. 

“Nommy, hungy.” Katie patted her belly, and everyone laughed. 

“Well come on then,” Mom said, heading to the kitchen. “I just put on a fresh pot of coffee. Do you have time to have some before work?” she asked me.

I looked at the time. “I’ve got a few minutes,” I answered, going straight for the cabinet and pulling out two mugs.

My mom sat Katie down in her highchair and promptly put a fluffy cinnamon roll down in front of her. My daughter dug in with relish, her pretty little mouth covered in cream cheese frosting. 

“Nommy, yum!” Katie said with a grin. 

Katie’s name for my mother tore at my heart every time I heard it. Mom had adopted the moniker Nanny when Katie was born—a proper name for a grandmother. But when Josie took off, leaving my mother as the primary female figure in her life, Nanny became mixed up with Mommy—becoming Nommy. It broke my heart that in Katie’s need for a mother, she had latched the name onto the closest female who hadn’t walked away from her. 

Mom handed me a steaming mug of coffee. I took a sip. It was too sweet. There wasn’t a drink that my mother couldn’t ruin with too much sugar, but I drank it dutifully anyway. 

“How’s work going?” she asked, licking icing from her thumb. “Have you started work on the town square yet? Milly says some of your men were digging up the box hedges yesterday.”

I finished the last dregs of my coffee and rinsed the cup before putting it on the drying rack. “I had Todd and Jeff doing some work there yesterday, but today’s my first day on-site. The town improvement committee only approved the plans on Monday.” 

“Nommy, yum!” Katie cried, waving her hands in the air excitedly, meaning she wanted another cinnamon roll. 

“You’ve had enough, sweetheart. Have some banana instead,” my mother cooed, peeling a banana, and handing it to my daughter, who munched happily. Once Mom’s hawkish attention was no longer fixed on Katie, it quickly sought the closest replacement. 

Me.

“Have you heard from Josie?” she asked, a bite to her tone that was only noticeable when my ex-girlfriend was brought up. I felt my insides tightening, readying myself for her hearty disapproval. Even when it wasn’t focused on me, I had a physical reaction to my mom’s displeasure. Years of being a people pleaser had made me more than a little sensitive to it. 

I tucked my hands into my pockets so I wouldn’t be tempted to cross them over my chest defensively. “Not since two weeks ago,” I admitted. 

My mother’s face turned instantly sour. She had tried to like Josie—for my sake. But during the five years we were together, Josie had always rubbed my mom the wrong way. I could never really understand why. Josie had been a sweet woman. A good girlfriend in all the ways that counted. It just hadn’t been meant to be. And it was only after she became pregnant that I saw her true nature. Maybe Mom had been able to see the inherent selfishness that bubbled below the surface better than I ever could. 

Men were easily blinded by a nice pair of boobs and regular sex. Unfortunately, I had not been an exception. My only excuse was that I was young and inexperienced. 

And I had been trying like hell to get over—in any way possible—the girl that had unceremoniously broken my heart. 

My mom ran a hand over Katie’s head, her expression softening. “I don’t understand how anyone could abandon this beautiful little girl.” 

“She didn’t abandon—” I started to argue but then stopped myself short. I had grown accustomed to defending Josie, more out conditioning rather than true belief. When someone asked where Josie was, it was easier to say, “She’s taking time for herself, but she’s planning to come back soon.” I didn’t want to have to tell the real story. Because that one was harder and uglier. 

The truth was I was tired of defending a woman who, I was starting to feel, didn’t deserve my defense. Because she had abandoned her daughter. At first, I understood. She had postpartum depression. Allowances should be made for that. But the longer she stayed away and the less I heard from her, the rage that had been quietly simmering started to come to the surface. 

My shoulders slouched slightly, feeling defeated—and it wasn’t even 8:30 in the morning. “Yeah, well it is what it is.” I plastered a smile on my face for my daughter, who was making silly noises in that adorable way she did. “I’m just lucky to have this little gal in my life, whatever the circumstances.” 

I was relieved when my mom’s expression became gentle. “We can agree on that one,” she conceded, patting my cheek like I was still ten years old. “Okay, you better get to work. I was thinking of taking Katie to the garden center for lunch.” 

“That sounds great.” I kissed my mom on the cheek before bending down to nuzzle the top of my daughter’s dark head, the same color of walnut as mine. “Love you, munchkin. Be good for Nommy.” 

Katie held her arms out for a hug the way she always did. I squeezed her just enough. Leaving her would never get easy. Even if I was only leaving her to go to work, knowing she was in good hands. 

“Da-da,” she said with a toothy grin, patting my cheek in an imitation of what she had seen my mother do. 

“I’ll check in with you guys later,” I promised. My mom rolled her eyes, knowing later meant in about an hour. I never thought I’d be one of those neurotic helicopter parents. I was too laid back, too cool for that. Then I became a dad, and all those preconceived ideas of what a chill father I’d be went right out the window. 

Mom all but shooed me out the door, handing me a cinnamon roll for the road. I gave a final wave to my dad before climbing back into my truck and heading to the center of town.

I made it to the town square in six minutes exactly. Southport wasn’t exactly a sprawling metropolis. It was quintessential small-town America with flags on every lamppost and pretty flowers overflowing from window boxes on every business along the main street. It was about as apple pie as you could get and was filled with a nostalgic familiarity that was both comforting and suffocating. 

My family had moved there when I first started middle school. I hadn’t been too jazzed about leaving the excited, frenetic energy of Philadelphia for what felt like the backwoods of Pennsylvania. It sucked being the new kid. Particularly when you towered like a giant over all of your peers like some sort of Sasquatch. 

But then I met Skylar Murphy in homeroom that first morning. She was surly with a mop of dyed black hair that hung in front of her face and a perpetual scowl. Most people gave her a wide berth, but that hadn’t been enough to deter me. Even though I was less than thrilled with the move and was feeling more than a little self-conscious, I was an outgoing guy. I made friends easily. People generally liked me. So, I reached a hand out to the goth in training and introduced myself. 

“Are you like fifty?” she grumbled, ignoring my hand before resuming doodling skulls and tombstones on her notebook. She was such a cliché it had cracked me up. Even if she was a little on the crusty side, she must have felt bad enough for the new kid to invite him to eat lunch with her and her friends. I hadn’t been sure what to expect when I showed up in the cafeteria. I figured Skylar’s friends would be just like her. Miserable and pissed off. 

Color me surprised when I saw her sitting with a guy that looked like something out of a clothing catalog—full-on jock with perfectly groomed hair. He introduced himself as Adam Decate. The pretty girl with fire red hair opposite him said her name was Meg Galloway. I sat down next to Skylar and instantly felt I had known these kids my entire life. After that, we were an inseparable foursome. And what I thought was going to be a horrible move turned into something pretty great. 

“Hey, boss man,” Todd Vandy called out as I crossed the road to the square. My second in command was unloading bags of mulch from the back of his truck and piling them up beside the old oak tree that stood in the middle of the green space. 

The day promised to be warm. We had been blessed with a mild spring so far, and it seemed we were well on our way to summer weather. Which suited me well, considering my line of work had me outside all day every day. Nothing sucked more than having to work when it was pouring down rain or snowing. 

Since starting my business seven years ago, I had gone from being a one-man crew to employing five people. I hired Todd and Jeff Givens first. I knew both from high school and knew them to be hard workers. The three of us worked well together, but soon we had too much work to keep up with. I eventually hired Mary Childers, who used to work at Sweet Lila’s, the only decent bar in town. She was sick of working night shifts and wanted more sociable hours so she could spend time with her kids. She recommended I bring on her brother-in-law Matt VanHorne who had recently moved to the area with his family. Lucky Seacole was the last addition. 

“Hey, Lucky, did you get out to see your mother this weekend?” I asked the bronze-skinned older man who was digging holes for new posts. 

Lucky looked up, his expression always guarded, as if waiting for a punch to the face. Which was most likely a result of spending the last twelve years in prison for breaking and entering as well as armed robbery. Adam had told me I was crazy when I hired him. “He’s not exactly the poster boy for trustworthy,” he narrowed his eyes and drawled when I told him. 

Everyone in town knew Lucky. He was the local troublemaker. He was the black sheep of the Southport family. But my dad had instilled in me the importance of second chances, and I knew the man in his late fifties was down on his luck with no one willing to hire a convicted felon. 

So, when I saw him doing community service that involved trimming the bushes around the town hall, I impulsively offered him a job. He thought I was kidding at first and threatened to knock my teeth down my throat if I was fucking with him. After I convinced him that I wasn’t, he joined my crew and quickly proved to be a hard worker and completely dependable. 

Lucky stopped digging and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “I did. She loved the rose bushes. Thanks again for that. I helped her plant them in the backyard.” Lucky’s smile was tentative. Always waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

I inclined my head in acknowledgment. “I’m glad she liked them.” I didn’t make a big deal out of giving him the plants. I had offered them to him, saying they were extras from an earlier job. I suggested maybe he should take them to his mother, who he had a strained relationship with.

I took a cup from the cardboard carrier Mary had picked up from Coffee Cup over on Lane Avenue. I took a sip and made a face. I should have known it was herbal tea. Mary was always trying to get the rest of us off caffeine. We fought her every step of the way. 

“Hey, man, how’s it going?” Todd saddled up beside me, his dark skin slick with sweat already. The bill of his hat was pulled down low over his eyes. 

“Not bad. Sorry I’m a little late. Katie was a handful this morning,” I apologized. 

“I can’t believe that sweet baby girl was anything but angelic,” Todd retorted.

I snorted and then indicated the section of the green that Jeff and Matt were starting to clear. “Make sure to make the circle seven feet, leaving room for the gravel,” I instructed. 

Todd nodded. “The gazebo is due to be delivered later this week and the gravel this afternoon. I have Lucky erecting the new fence along the north side, and Mary is clearing out the old flower beds. As long as there’s no hang up on the deliveries, we should be good with the projected timeline.” 

I took another sip of herbal tea before giving up and tossing it in the trash. I’d pay Mary back for it later. “We gave ourselves some wiggle room with the timing. As long as we give the Festival Committee time to decorate for the Apple Blossom Carnival in three weeks, we’re good. Marla Delacroix extracted my oath in blood that they’d have a week to set up.” I grimaced, and Todd laughed. Both of us were more than aware of Marla Delacroix’s unforgiving personality. She had been on almost every committee in Southport for as long as I could remember, and she coordinated the annual Apple Blossom Carnival every single year. But this year was different. It was the seventy-fifth anniversary of the festival, so the town had agreed to a massive overhaul of the town’s central square that included a fancy new gazebo to go smack dab in the center. 

I had submitted a proposal along with seven other landscaping companies. I didn’t think I had a snowball in hell’s chance of being chosen, so I was knocked sideways when Marla called, offering me the job. 

My plans weren’t too bold—Southport couldn’t handle that. Instead, I went for something timely and clean. The square was the size of two town blocks and was rather nondescript except for the old oak tree and a half dozen benches that were starting to rot and had seen better days. 

“I’ll start digging up the bushes along Maple Street,” I said, turning toward the line of old box hedges that faced the law office of Jenkins, Decate, and Wyatt. 

“Okay, sounds good. Do you want me to help Lucky or Mary?” Todd asked. 

“I think Mary’s good for now. The fence is the bigger job, so go give Lucky a hand with the posts,” I told him. 

I picked up my shovel and headed toward the hedges. It looked like easy work. It wasn’t. The bushes were older than I was, and their roots ran deep. It was almost a shame to get rid of them, but half of them had been decimated by moths last summer and were nothing more than sticks. They would be replaced with symmetrical flower beds filled with seasonal flowers and plants native to the area. 

I was wrestling to get the bush out of the dirt when I heard someone calling my name. I looked up, sweat dripping into my eyes, to see my best friend, Adam, waving from in front of his law office. He had obviously just gotten to work. Looking both ways, he quickly crossed the road. 

“Hey, buddy. How’s it going?” he asked. 

I looked from my dirt-covered hands to his pristine slacks and pressed shirt pointedly. Adam laughed. “Mom was talking about your plans for the square. It sounds pretty awesome, Web.” 

“They met Marla Delacroix’s approval, so that’s enough for me.” I chuckled, leaning against the handle of the shovel. 

Adam let out a low whistle. “That’s high praise, my friend.” 

“Don’t I know it,” I said with a smirk. 

“You and Katie are still coming over this weekend, right? Meg’s been planning the menu for days. If you cancel, she’s liable to either break down or murder you in your sleep,” Adam intoned dramatically. He widened his eyes for effect. 

“I wouldn’t dream of canceling,” I promised. Adam’s wife—and also my best friend—Meg, was six months pregnant, and a ball of very extreme emotions. She had always had a fiery temper with moods that changed with little notice. Pregnancy had only amplified the more intense elements of her personality. But Adam was so in love with his wife that he took her threats of bodily harm paired with random torrents of tears like water off a duck’s back. 

“Good. Jeremy, Lena, and Daisy will be there too. And Skylar as well. Rob is up in the air. Says he has stuff to do, but he’d try.” Adam shrugged. 

“Sounds great. Should I bring anything?” I asked just as a blue Toyota Camry hybrid pulled up in front of Adam’s law office. 

I didn’t hear Adam’s reply because the sight of the woman climbing out of the driver’s seat was enough to render me deaf and dumb. 

It was Adam’s sister-in-law. Meg’s older sister. My first love. My only love if I was being honest with myself. 

And the woman who had taken my heart and stomped all over it. 

Whitney Galloway flicked a strand of dark red hair out of her face. She was dressed in a tight-fitting grey pencil skirt that stopped just above her knees and a loose yellow blouse. Her hair, which I knew to be long and thick, was held up with a large clip. 

As if sensing my eyes on her, Whitney turned her head slightly, her gaze meeting mine for only a second. One breath. Two breaths. 

That was it. 

Then she turned away and walked into Jenkins, Decate, and Wyatt, where she worked as the receptionist. 

Adam clicked his fingers in front of my face. “Seriously, Web? Why don’t you just go ask the woman out if you’re still drooling over her?” 

I drew myself upright and scowled at my friend. “Shut the hell up, Decate. You’re full of shit.” 

Adam looked ready to argue—as was his nature—but then miraculously stopped himself—for once. “Okay, whatever, it’s your business.” He checked the time on his phone. “Okay, I’d better get in there. So, I’ll see you and Katie around five on Saturday?” 

“Sure. See you then,” I said, trying not to look over his shoulder at the front door of his office building. 

I wasn’t the same guy who had gone out to California eight years ago, desperate for the girl I loved to love me back. I was a father now. I owned my own home and ran my own business. I was a far cry from the lovesick idiot I used to be. 

The door to Adam’s building pushed open, and my heart started beating against my ribcage like a sledgehammer … And then immediately slowed at the sight of Jeremy Wyatt, Adam’s partner and soon to be brother-in-law. 

Get a grip, Webber. 

With a final wave, Adam turned and headed toward Jeremy, who also waved a greeting, which I returned. 

I lifted a hand to shield my eyes from the sun, gazing toward the tall brick building. She was there. Just inside the window. Sat behind a desk. I could almost make out the intense focus on her face as she stared at her computer screen. 

I lifted the shovel and slammed it back into the dirt, taking out all of my frustration on the bush and pretending it had nothing to do with wanting the one woman I could never, ever have. 





Chapter 2

Whitney

 

It had been a crazy week at work, non-stop since Monday morning. Adam’s law office was booming, which I liked because if I was busy it meant less time being stuck in my own head. That was a place I definitely didn’t want to spend time. 

I walked into my parents’ house—well, technically it was my house now. I had bought the house from Mom last year. After dad died suddenly, she was unable to keep up with the cost of running her home. I had insisted it was a sound financial decision and the perfect way to use the savings I had accumulated over the years in my very good paying job. 

I hadn’t wanted to admit to anyone that my motivations were entirely emotional—though I was pretty sure my sister Meg saw right through me. 

Why did I care if people knew I bought my childhood home because I couldn’t bear the thought of someone else living there? Why did it matter if everyone knew that I came home because I missed Southport? That I missed the simplicity of the life I had there. And I missed the unconditional love of family that I had spent the last decade staunchly avoiding. 

Because at some point along the way, I had decided it was easier to exist as an emotionless zombie devoid of real feeling. If you didn’t care—you couldn’t get hurt. It was a lonely way to live, but it was an armor I had constructed carefully over time. Dismantling it would be difficult. 

The house was quiet. “Mom?” I called out, kicking off my high heels by the front door and making my way down the hallway toward the kitchen where I expected to find my mom. 

When she wasn’t there, I frowned. “Mom?” I said a little louder, looking for a note in case she had gone out. 

It was then I heard my mom’s laughter coming from the back yard. I instantly stiffened. It was strange to hear. I hadn’t heard the sound in a long time. My mom hadn’t done much laughing or smiling for that matter since my dad died. Meg and I both worried at how serious our normally boisterous mother had become. Grief had a way of leaching out the best parts of you, leaving behind pieces that were only fragments of the person you used to be. 

“Mom?” I said again as I stepped out onto the patio  … And came up short, shocked to find my mother sat at the wicker table, sipping a glass of wine with a man I vaguely recognized. 

Her face was flushed, and I surmised that the glass of wine wasn’t her first. Which was a fair assumption, given the almost empty bottle between them. 

Both of them glanced up at me. Clearly, I had interrupted something. I looked from Mom to the man, trying to place him. He was what most women would call a silver fox. Even though he was older, I could admit he was a handsome man. And it was obvious from my mother’s girlish giggling—which was really, really odd—that she agreed. Huh. 

“Oh hi, Whitney! I didn’t realize you’d be home already.” Mom sat up a little straighter, her eyes flicking to the man. “You remember Leonard Ship, your father’s friend from the basketball league? They knew each other for years. He bought the house across the street. The Vaughn’s house. He came by with some strawberries from the bushes in the garden. Wasn’t that nice?” She was rambling. And flustered. The entire situation was like something out of the Twilight Zone. 

Leonard got to his feet and held out his hand, and I took it a little reluctantly. I wasn’t naive enough to think my mother would never look at another man again after Dad died, but I could also admit that it felt strange. And truthfully, not in a good way. I wanted my mother to be happy, but ... 

“Little Whitney. You sure have grown up. You’re just as beautiful as your mother.” Even though it was a total line, Leonard didn’t come across as sleazy, or just trying to get in my mother’s pants. Yeah, I shuddered a bit at the thought. 

My mother giggled again. “Stop it, Leo. Flattery will get you everywhere.”

It felt like I was witnessing a senior’s dating reality show. 

I quickly extracted my hand from Leonard’s warm grip. “I think I remember you. Sorry, it’s been a long time since I was forced to sit on the sidelines of Dad’s games.” I tried smiling, though it felt strained. These were unchartered waters, and I was completely clueless on how to proceed. And I was super uncomfortable. 

“Your dad was a dear friend. I was at the funeral, but I’m sure you don’t remember me. There were so many people there. David was well-loved.” He gave my mother a kind smile that she seemed to eat up with a spoon. He then swung the smile my way, and it turned a bit sheepish. “I’m sorry if I’m interrupting. I see you’ve just gotten home from work. I hadn’t planned to stay so long, but I must confess I’m enjoying the company. It’s been lonely since my wife, Clara, died last year.”

He was a widower. This made it official. There were definite pheromones flying. 

Mom’s face grew serious. “Clara is truly missed, Leo. She was such a special woman.” And she meant it too. My mother loved most everyone. And everyone loved her. 

I watched as my mother reached out to put her hand over Leonard’s. They looked at each other with understanding and maybe something else. 

Definitely something else. 

Mom looked up at me. “I’ve invited Leo to stay for dinner. I thought about ordering Chinese takeout. Would you care to join us?”

Nope. Nope. Nope. I wasn’t sad enough to spend my evening watching my mother having more of a social life than I had had in years. 

“Actually, I’m just here to get changed.” I cut her off quickly. “I think I’m going to head out for a drink. Maybe see who’s at Sweet Lila’s.” 

Mom seemed surprised—and relieved. Which was understandable. I knew she had been worrying about me since I had moved back to Southport. Aside from Meg and Adam, I hadn’t spent time with many other people. There was the occasional family gathering that included the Decates and various other friends, but they were few and far between. The truth was I had purposefully kept to myself because while I had missed the comforting familiarity of Southport and the good memories I had here, I wasn’t keen to reintroduce myself to the gossip mill. 

I knew I was already the talk of the town the moment I moved back. I had been peppered with questions about why I came home, considering I had such a rewarding career as a Hollywood makeup artist. I was a Southport success story. Yet here I was—buying my parents’ house and working as a receptionist at my brother-in-law’s law firm. I didn’t have Meg’s excuse of being in love and wanting to start a family. No one could figure out why I’d leave the excitement of the west coast for hole-in-the-wall Pennsylvania.

It was almost like I was running from something. 

The less I gave people something to talk about, the better. So, I had stuck to myself. 

 But needs must be met and all that. 

“That sounds great. Maybe give your sister a call,” Mom suggested. 

“I doubt my very pregnant sister would want to come hang out with me in a bar,” I snorted. 

But then Mom and I shared a look, and both of us started laughing. I pulled out my phone and fired off a quick text to Meg. “You’re right. Of course, she’ll want to come.” 

“If you didn’t ask her, she’d get very offended,” Mom stated sagely, knowing—just as I did—how mercurial Meg’s moods were, particularly now you paired it with late-stage pregnancy. 

My sister’s response was almost instant. 

Of course! I’ll meet you there in ten!

“Well, there you have it. It looks like I need to go get changed.” I paused, turning to my new neighbor. “It was nice seeing you again, Leonard.” 

“All my friends call me Leo.” His smile was warm. He was clearly a likable guy, but the jury would stay out for a long time if he were hoping to be in my mom’s life. 

“Okay then, Leo.” I leaned down and kissed my mother’s cheek. “I won’t be late,” I promised. 

“Be as late as you want. Who knows, maybe you’ll meet someone.” She raised her eyebrows, and I swallowed the exasperated sigh. I knew she desperately wanted me to do normal things like date, get married, have children. She had no idea how impossible that felt for me. She wasn’t privy to the dark places of my life. Some things I had to keep close—under lock and key.

I didn’t bother to respond, so with a final goodbye, I hurried to my room to change out of my work clothes so I could meet my sister. 

**

“I mostly came to see if body snatchers had swapped my older sister for someone fun,” Meg teased, sipping her lemonade as we sat in a booth at the back of the packed bar. She had ordered me my old favorite—a Midori Sour. I had gotten shit faced on them at the field party after my high school graduation. Meg had no way of knowing that I hadn’t touched one since that night. 

I took a sip, trying not to grimace. “Ha, ha. Well, it was that or stay home and watch our mother make goo-goo eyes at the new neighbor.” I pushed the cocktail away, hoping Meg wouldn’t be insulted if I didn’t drink it. 

Her eyes widened twice their normal size, and she coughed. “Excuse me … Mom was doing what now?” 

“Do you remember Leonard Ship?” Meg shook her head. I shrugged. “Apparently he used to be on Dad’s parks and rec basketball team. He bought the house across the street—”

“The Vaughn’s place?” Meg asked. 

“Yeah, that’s the one. Anyway, he came over to say hi to Mom, apparently. They ended up sharing a bottle of wine and are probably enjoying Chinese takeout right about now,” I told her blandly. 

Meg rested her hands on her pronounced belly. She tended to rub it when she was amped up about something. “This is huge, Whit. I wasn’t sure Mom would ever be ready to date again. But I know she’s been so lonely. It’s better now that you’re back, but I can tell.” 

“Yeah, me too. But it’s weird, right?” I looked to my sister for confirmation that I wasn’t the only one off-kilter at the idea of our mother dating someone that wasn’t our father. 

Meg nodded, taking another long sip of her lemonade. “Oh, definitely. It’s totally weird.”  

We let that sit between us for a while, the quiet building up. Once upon a time, Meg and I had been really close. Best friends close. We had shared everything. But the years hadn’t been kind to our relationship, and I bore most of the responsibility for the deterioration of our once tight bond. 

The world of movies had changed me. In really horrible ways. When I thought back to the woman I became, I cringed inwardly. I couldn’t explain exactly what caused it, though I could place a lot of it at the feet of one individual. But he couldn’t take all the blame. I had been sucked into a world that was both overwhelming and completely consuming. It left little room for anything else. I had stomped all over a lot of people. 

However, karma put me squarely in my place. 

And I was back home now. Trying like hell to rebuild after I had systematically dismantled everything I used to have here, including my relationship with Meghan. We had had a heart to heart not long after I came back into town. It helped clear the air and allowed us to begin the process of making our way back to each other. 

But honestly, things were still strained. It only made sense. You couldn’t undo years of damage in the span of a few months. It would take a lot of work on my part for us to become something like the two young girls we used to be. 

“So, Adam says you’re picking up some new responsibilities at the firm,” Meg said, filling in the gaping silence. 

I swirled my drink with the tiny straw. “Yeah, with Lena cutting back on her hours now that she’s pregnant with baby number two, I’ve started to do some paralegal work.” I tried to sound excited. Truthfully, I had been surprised when my brother-in-law approached me about taking on the paralegal stuff. Sure, I was a competent receptionist, but I hadn’t quite blown everyone away with my amazing skills. The world of law wasn’t exactly my forte and not something I had a whole lot of interest in. But I appreciated the opportunity Adam and his partners Jeremy and Robert had given me, so I worked hard. However, the further I drifted from the career I used to have, the more it felt like I was losing a piece of myself. 

I had never dreamed of becoming Whitney Galloway—paralegal. 

Yet, it was a job. A good paying one too. I had learned that you didn’t turn your back on opportunities when they arose. 

But there was no fooling my eagle-eyed sister. 

“You don’t seem too jazzed at the idea,” she deduced. 

“No. It’s great. I’m excited—”

“You can’t bullshit me, Whit. You look the exact opposite of excited.”

I stared down into my untouched cocktail. “I appreciate everything Adam and his partners have done,” I started to say. 

“But it’s not what you want to be doing. I get that.” Meg rubbed her belly some more. My chest squeezed tight as I watched her, a mixture of happiness and soul aching sadness filling my insides. “Have you thought about looking for a makeup gig close by?” It wasn’t the first time Meg had suggested that. 

And it wasn’t the first time I would shoot the idea down as fast as I could. My tone turned cool. “That life is behind me. End of discussion.” 

Meg blinked, looking slightly taken aback. “But if that’s what makes you happy—”

“You don’t know what makes me happy, Meg. Just drop it,” I snapped, unable to help myself. It had become so easy to keep my sister at arm’s length. It seemed some habits were hard to break. I should apologize. Make it right. I was trying to repair our relationship, not rip new holes into it. 

Instead, I retreated. I got to my feet. “I’m going to get another drink. Want anything?” 

Meg glanced at the cocktail I hadn’t been drinking and shook her head. “Nope. I’m good.” She was pissed at me. And I deserved it. I always deserved it. 

I quickly headed to the bar, needing a few moments to collect myself before groveling at Meg’s feet for being an asshole—again. 

“Can I get a bottle of water?” I asked the bartender. 

“If it isn’t our local celebrity, slumming it with the common folk.” My back stiffened at the sound of bitter laughter.

I thought about ignoring the barb. I should. I paid the bartender, took the water bottle, and slowly turned to face my former friend. 

“Hi, Shelly.” I gave her a smile. “Laura too. Wow, the gang’s all here.” 

The two women had changed. A lot. Shelly Thompson had gained about thirty pounds, and Laura Randolph had obviously gotten Botox and bleached her once dark hair. At one time, we had been friends. We were all on the cheerleading squad together with me as the unquestioning leader. We had known each other since Kindergarten. 

But things changed. Including their affection for me apparently. 

Laura put a hand on her bony hip. “So, what did we do to deserve the presence of Southport’s golden girl? Hollywood sick of you?”

I shouldn’t have been surprised at their rancor; after all, we hadn’t spoken in years because I never bothered to return calls or emails, but it still stung. And irritated me. I may deserve some bitchiness, but I wasn’t going to be a whipping boy for everyone’s hurt feelings either. 

“So, Laura, how’s Dominic?” I asked innocently, knowing exactly how her former childhood sweetheart/husband was because I had just seen him at the grocery store walking around hand in hand with a girl barely out of high school. 

Laura’s face dropped, and I immediately regretted throwing Dominic in her face. What was I doing? Acting like the Whitney Galloway who didn’t care about treating others like crap. 

“Laura ... I shouldn’t have—”

“Must be hard coming back here with your tail between your legs,” Shelly interjected, cutting me off.

I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling heat crawl up my neck. “And how exactly do I have my tail between my legs?” 

Shelly leaned forward as if she was about to share a juicy secret—the way she would have done when we were younger. “Everyone knows, Whit.” 

I felt the blood drain from my face. 

“Wh—what?” I swallowed thickly. How? No one knew …

“That you’re a raging bitch that thinks she’s better than everyone in Southport,” Sally announced, straightening up. She flipped her hair behind her shoulder the way she always did as a teenager. “But newsflash. You’re not. You’re a Southie like the rest of us, no matter how much you try to hide it.” 

Was it sad that I was actually relieved by her statement? 

“Give it a rest, Shelly. Everyone can see you’re riddled with insecurity over getting knocked up after graduation and never going anywhere,” a deep voice piped up, and I wished I could crawl under the bar and hide. 

Shelly’s mouth thinned, and her expression soured. “Of course, Kyle Webber jumps in to defend the Queen of Southport. Some things never change.” She hooked her arm with Laura’s and turned away, ending the torturous exchange. 

I glanced at Kyle, steeling myself, but he was trying to wave down the bartender. “Thanks, but it wasn’t needed,” I said, feeling every muscle in my body clench. Looking at Kyle Webber was hard. It shouldn’t be after all this time, but if anything, it had gotten harder. 

Because when I looked at him, all I could see was the way he used to look at me. 

Like I was someone that mattered. 

Now when our eyes dared to meet, all I saw was disappointment and distance. 

“Shelly Thompson—now Givens—is a nasty piece of work. Always has been. I wasn’t just doing it for you; I did it for everyone who has ever crossed paths with her.” Kyle wouldn’t look at me. He seemed to be doing everything in his power not to look at me. 

God, it hurt. 

God, I wished it didn’t. 

“She seems to have gotten a little ... well, bitter, in the last few years. But she used to be really nice.” I felt the need to defend my former friend. If she was a jerk just now, it was because I deserved it. 

Kyle snorted and took a long drink from his beer bottle. I tried not to stare at his profile. Kyle was like a fine wine; he’d only gotten better with age. He’d always been good looking, but he used to be overshadowed by Adam, who was runway handsome. Adam was the hot one; Kyle was the nice one. But I had always thought that he should have been labeled the hot one too. Because he was. And now he was gorgeous. All thick dark brown hair and tanned skin from working outdoors. He was tall, taller than almost everyone I knew, with broad shoulders and thick, corded muscles. 

He was rugged and beautiful and at one time had been madly in love with me. 

I was full of enough self-awareness to know I had been a complete idiot to turn him away. But there was nothing I could do about that now. Too much time had passed. And by the way he refused to make eye contact and the stiffness of his well-toned body, I could tell he wanted to be anywhere but near me. 

I hadn’t seen much of Kyle since I had moved back, and the few times our paths had crossed had been awkward. There had been one time where we had talked—right around the time Lena, Adam’s younger sister, had found out she was pregnant. I thought that maybe we could be something like friends at least. 

But then ... nothing. 

And now it seemed he was back to avoiding me at all costs. 

“The only people who thought Shelly Thompson was nice were you and Laura. Everyone else knew better,” Kyle retorted. 

“Okay, then. Well, that’s news to me.” I didn’t know what else to say. Why were we even talking about Shelly? 

“Doesn’t surprise me you were oblivious. That seems to be your M.O.,” Kyle replied. 

Ouch. 

“I was wondering what was keeping you. Now I get it.” Meg appeared like some sort of guardian angel. As if picking up on the uncomfortable tension radiating between Kyle and myself, she angled her girth between us so that she could give her best friend a long hug. “You were hogging the best-looking guy in the room all to yourself, sis.” It seemed she had forgiven my earlier dickishness. Meg was a good person and an even better sister. 

I met Kyle’s eyes briefly, and a strange buzzing started in my ears. In unison, we quickly looked away. 

Kyle turned all of his attention to my sister, his face brightening, and his pretty hazel eyes were only looking at her. It was a similar look of adoration that he used to give me. I hadn’t realized how much I missed it. 

I swallowed thickly and took a step back, feeling the need for space. It’s what I did best, after all. 

“What are you doing out at a bar, Galloway? Shouldn’t you be at home with your feet up and Decate taking care of your every need?” Kyle chided her good-naturedly. 

“Eh, I’m a big girl, I can take care of my own needs, thank you very much,” Meg insisted, then realizing how that sounded, she and Kyle laughed, his deep timbre reaching down into my guts and swirling up all sorts of nonsense. 

“Whit texted me asking if I wanted to come out for a bit, and I jumped at the chance. I haven’t been out in forever. Skylar has been MIA for weeks working on that design project, and you and Adam keep leaving me out of all your guy stuff.” She pouted, and Kyle put his arm around her, pulling her into his side. 

Leaning down he kissed the top of her red curls, and I felt myself wither up and die inside. “You hate watching basketball. We were just saving you from hours of mind-numbing boredom,” he assured her. 

I watched the two of them chat, feeling like a total outsider. I never used to feel that way. Even though Kyle had been Meg’s friend, there was something between us—even from the beginning. I hadn’t known what it was for years. He had been my sister’s buddy. Slightly annoying in the way he followed me around, but deep down, I liked it. He was sweet and funny, and really smart. And he made me feel beautiful and funny and smart. It was easy to become addicted to that sort of feeling. I hadn’t known how addicted I was until I didn’t have it anymore. And then it was too late to do anything about it. 

“Come join us, Web,” Meg pleaded in a way that she expected his agreement. 

She underestimated his need to stay away from me. 

Kyle looked at me again. A dozen emotions crossed over his face. I only wished I could figure out what they were. 

“Yeah, join us,” I added weakly. 

Kyle’s eyes were troubled and perhaps a little conflicted. Then he was looking at Meg again. “I wish I could, but I have to pick up Katie from Mom and Dad’s,” he said. 

At the mention of his daughter, I perked up. “How is Katie?” I couldn’t help asking. I spent some time with the little girl over Christmas and had been completely enchanted by her. 

Kyle smiled then, and I found myself smiling back. “She’s great. Starting daycare in a few days. Mom loves having her, but keeping up with a toddler is hard work.” I could tell by the hesitation in his voice that he was nervous about taking her to daycare. 

I took a step toward him, my hand on the bar by his—not touching, but close. I could almost feel the heat of his fingers against mine. “She’ll do great. Plus, it’s good for kids to hang out with other kids. At least that’s what I’ve heard. Not that I would know anything about kids.” I laughed, but it sounded jagged. 

If Kyle heard it, he ignored the strangeness of my rambling. “Yeah, so I’ve been told. Anyway, I’d better get going.” Our moment, if you could call it that, was over. He gave Meg a squeeze and me a halfhearted wave before paying his tab and heading for the door. 

“Well, that wasn’t weird or anything,” Meg muttered as we made our way back to the booth where we had been sitting. 

“Hey, I’m sorry for being a jerk earlier. I don’t know what my problem was,” I told her. 

Meg frowned. “Sure, just stop being a jerk, okay?”

“Easier said than done, I think.” I tried to laugh again, but that edginess was still there. 

Meg swirled the melting ice in her drink. “So, back to you and Web. Do you think you finally want to tell me what happened between the two of you?”

“Kyle’s a good guy. I wasn’t so nice to him. End of story.” 

“Yeah, you said all that before. But things have been super tense between the two of you since you came home. It’s like you’re dancing around each other without acknowledging what’s really going on.” She raised an eyebrow. “You know he was majorly in love with you for years, right?” 

My heart swelled and then deflated like a popped balloon. 

“Yeah, I do. But that was a long time ago.” 

“And he went to LA to stay with you,” Meg continued. 

“He did.” I hated thinking about that weekend. It filled me with shame. And longing. And regret.

“What happened?” she prodded. 

“Why does it matter?” I countered. 

She leaned on the table toward me, her expression hard and unyielding. “Because he’s one of my best friends and you’re my pain-in-the-ass sister. And we live in this tiny, little town that isn’t nearly big enough for your issues.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no issue.” I downplayed it just right. She stared at me for a few minutes, obviously debating whether to make me tell her. She’d be waiting a while. Kyle hadn’t told anyone, and I wouldn’t either. There were some things best left in the past. 

“Okay, whatever. Keep your secrets.” She was irritated with me again. 

I took her hand and smiled at her. “Thank you for caring, though.” 

Meg’s expression immediately softened. “Of course, I care about you, doofus. You’re my big sister, and I love you. And I’m really glad to have you home.” 

Gah, she was trying to wear me down with her unrelenting affection. She was brutal. 

“Glad to be here,” I said with just enough sincerity to be believable. 





Chapter 3

Kyle

 

The sound of my cell phone ringing pulled me out of a deep sleep. 

I sat up, feeling discombobulated. My first instinct was Katie. Where was she? Was something wrong?

But once my mind cleared, I checked the time on my clock—it was 4:50 in the morning. Katie would still be asleep. She had started sleeping through the night at six months old, and I knew I had at least another two hours before she started calling for me. 

My next thought was my parents. What if something had happened to my dad? He wasn’t as spry as he used to be and had been at the doctor for a heart arrhythmia not long ago—

I picked up the phone, and when I saw the number, I wanted to throw it against the wall. I thought about ignoring it but knew that if I did, she’d only call over and over again until she got hold of me. 

With a deep breath, I put the phone to my ear and prepared myself for whatever catastrophe Josie Robinson had in store for me. 

“Hello?” I sounded groggy, my voice thick and rough. I felt myself tense, waiting.

“Hey, Web. Did I wake you?” Josie spoke softly, whispering so low I could barely hear her. 

“Well yeah, it’s not even five in the morning, Josie.” I tried not to sound irritated, knowing it would only escalate things, but I couldn’t help it. Josie was an inconsistent communicator, and her calls usually came at times that weren’t very considerate of me or our daughter. I had grown used to these late night/early morning interruptions. 

“I’m sorry.” And the thing was, she sounded like she meant it. Which, she probably did. As upset as I was with my ex and how she’s acted, I liked to think that deep down, she was a decent person. A messed-up person—but decent. Maybe that was naivety rearing its delusional head again. 

I rubbed the spot between my eyes, feeling a headache brewing. “What’s up, Jos? I have to be at work in a few hours, and Katie will be waking up soon.” 

“How is our Katie Bug?” she asked in that same strange whispery tone. Was she in the room with someone and didn’t want to be overheard? It was hard to tell with Josie anymore. At one time, I thought I knew her. We were together for years, even if it was years longer than we probably should have been. 

“She’s the same wonderful kid she’s always been,” I answered tersely, annoyed how she could still lay claim to the girl she’s had no part in raising. 

“Maybe I could talk to her?” The question seemed forced. As if she knew she should ask, not that she wanted to. 

“She’s still asleep like I said.” I tried to remain patient, but mostly I wanted her to get to the point of the early morning wake up call. “What do you need?” 

She cleared her throat. “I need you to send me some paperwork I left behind.” 

I sighed. “And you couldn’t wait for when the sun was up to ask? Or even send a text? This has to be done now?” I was done hiding my irritation. Josie Robinson gave selfish a whole new name. 

“I have an interview this week for a job, and I need my birth certificate. It should be in the fire safe in your office—”

“A job? So, I guess you’re staying in Florida then?” I cut her off sharply. She had been staying with her mother for over a year. It was meant to be a temporary thing even as one month turned to two then to three. But she always maintained that she’d come back for Katie. That she’d get herself together and be the mother our girl deserved. 

“Yes, for now. I thought we talked about that. It’s not like there’s anything left for me in Southport, Web.” I knew she was referring to me and our relationship. She took our breakup hard and had a difficult time accepting that I wouldn’t make a family with her simply because we had a child together. 

Her flippant words pissed me off. 

“Except for your daughter,” I snapped. 

“That’s not what I meant—”

“Yeah, it’s never what you meant,” I muttered. 

There was a gaping silence as all the bitter resentment between us vibrated like a taut string.

“Can you send it or not? I guess I can call the state office if I need to—”

“I’ll send it. Can I just scan it and email it, or do you need the hard copy?” I wanted to get off the phone. Talking to Josie depressed me. It made me angry and sad for Katie. It made me hate the woman I thought I sort of loved. And that wasn’t fair to either Katie or me. 

“Scanned would be great for now, but I will need the hard copy. Let me give you my address—”

“I have your mom’s address,” I interjected. 

More silence. 

“I’ve gotten my own place. It’s nice, Web. Two bedrooms too. There’s a great park down the road …” her words tapered off. 

“Why does that matter? Why do I care if there’s a playground down the road? Katie’s here, Josie. Not in fucking Florida.” I felt myself getting angry, despite my vow to remain calm when dealing with my ex. 

“You don’t have to be like that, Web. You know I’ve struggled. Things have been hard. I’m trying here—”

“And it’s not good enough, Josie. You think I haven’t struggled? Do you think it hasn’t been hard for me? Jesus, you’re so damn selfish.” I ran a hand through my hair. 

“We need to talk about some things. We really do. I—” I could hear shuffling around and knew her attention was waning. “Look, I have to go. Please email me the scan of my birth certificate, and I’ll text you my new address so you can put it in the mail. Thanks, Web. And let’s make time to talk through some things soon.” 

Before I could say anything, she hung up. 

I flung my phone down on the pillow. My entire body vibrated with barely contained rage, which was how I usually felt after talking to Josie. Well, I was up now, might as well get in the shower and get dressed. With all this extra time, I could make Katie her favorite pancakes for breakfast. 

I tried to put the conversation with Josie out of my head, but something bothered me about it. It felt as if she were building up to something, which didn’t sit well with me. 

I admitted to myself that she sounded better than she had in a while. Clearer. Focused. I was glad she was interviewing for jobs and got a place of her own. I had never cared for her mother, and their relationship wasn’t exactly healthy. But that also meant Josie was staying in Florida indefinitely. And that also meant there were no plans of her being a full-time mom to Katie. 

I hated it for my little girl, but it was probably for the best. It was Meg that put it succinctly after Josie left, and I was heartsick worrying whether I was up to the job of being a single dad and whether Katie would suffer for not having a mom in her life. 

“Web, it’s better for Katie to be surrounded by people who put her needs first.” We had been sitting out on the patio behind her and Adam’s house. Adam was getting the meat to put on the grill, and Katie, who was only six months old, was wrapped up, asleep, in the pack n’ play I brought with me everywhere. 

“That’s easy to say now. But what about later, Meg? What about when Katie is old enough to question where Josie is and why she isn’t around?” I was a wreck. I wasn’t sleeping—Katie was up half the night—and I was scared to death I was going to screw this whole parenting thing up. 

Meg reached across the table and covered my hand with hers. Galloway—now Decate—was the touchy-feely kind. She had always been all hugs and squeezes. I was the same. I had always been a physically demonstrative guy. She gave me a sweet smile while gripping my hand. “There are people in her life who love her, who will be there and stay there. Josie bouncing in and out of her life will be worse for her in the long run. And sure, she’ll grow up and wonder where her mother is. She’ll hurt and wonder if she wasn’t enough to keep her around. But she’ll have you, and she’ll know that your love for her is everything.” 

I’m not too manly to admit I had to swallow back tears. I had always been emotional, and since Katie entered my life, I became a big pile of mush.

I sat on my bed, still reeling from my conversation with Josie. It was too early to be dealing with this shit. 

I stood up and stretched, reaching for the sweatshirt I had flung over the back of the armchair in the corner the night before and pulled it over my head. Careful not to make any noise as I walked past Katie’s room, I tip-toed downstairs. The sun hadn’t come up yet, but the sky was starting to brighten with that early morning hazy light that I saw too often now that I had a kid. 

I went to the kitchen and turned on the coffee maker, wiping the last of the sleep from my eyes. While I waited for the coffee to brew, I leaned against the counter and surveyed the large, open room. I remembered when I bought the house. It wasn’t long after I started my business. Josie and I were together, and it was way before Katie. 

When I saw that it was going up for auction, I decided to try and buy it. Josie had thought I was crazy. 

“It’s a complete pit, Web. Why would you take that on? Why not buy one of the houses they’re building over on Chancery Lane. Chelsea says they’re really nice. She and Adam are looking at maybe buying one.” Of course, Josie was interested in whatever Chelsea told her to be interested in. Josie’s lop-sided friendship with Adam’s now ex-wife had been a source of tension between us from the very beginning. I had never liked Chelsea. Had never understood why Adam was so into her–except for her looks, she didn’t have much else to offer anyone. And Josie had been her minion since high school. But once away from Chelsea, Josie seemed different, which was why I fell into things with her initially. I liked the person she was when all the other people weren’t influencing her in her life. 

Regardless of Josie’s feelings on the “pit” of a house, I could see the sturdy bones beneath the mess, so I bought it. For cheap too. And spent the next year and a half slowly fixing it up myself. Josie hadn’t done much except tell me that the color I chose for the living room was all wrong. And why wouldn’t I put a walk-in closet in the master bedroom? 

But I loved the place. Every inch was covered in my blood, sweat, and hopes for the future. I had gone for an open floor plan downstairs mostly because the walls had been so full of dry rot, I had no choice but to rip them down. But once I had, I realized I liked the open space. So, the living room, dining room, and kitchen now bled into each other. Per my mom’s suggestion, I had decided to use leafy plants as a means of separating spaces. The foliage mixed with overstuffed furniture, most of which I bought on sale at the local furniture store. 

I left most of the decorating to Adam’s sister, Lena, and my mom. I had no idea what colors looked right together and what fabric the sofa should be. What they came up with was a comfortable space that I enjoyed being in. 

I was a pretty tidy guy, but since having Katie, the large space had become littered with toys, random shoes, and sippy cups. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

I filled a mug with coffee and quietly went out the front door, sitting down on the front stoop, sipping the hot beverage, and appreciating the quiet. 

I tried not to think about Josie and her disruptive phone call and instead focused on the day ahead. I ran through the list of things I had coming up. I had an order of bushes and shrubs due mid-day, plus another truckload of mulch. I was mentally coordinating the different tasks when a quiet voice broke through. 

“Hey.” 

I looked up from my mug to find Whitney Galloway, dressed in tight-fitting leggings and a workout shirt that molded to her fantastic breasts in a way that would make any man salivate. Me included. I forced my eyes to lift from her boobs to take in her face. 

Bad move.

Her cheeks were flushed from her early morning run, chest heaving. She was sweaty and hot and had never looked more beautiful. 

I had seen her so rarely since she had returned to Southport that for a moment, it felt like I was hallucinating. As if my subconscious had pulled her out of the locked away box where I kept her and manifested her to decimate my still too vulnerable heart.

“Hey,” I echoed, hoping I sounded nonchalant, thinking I had succeeded. I had worked hard to harden myself against the likes of Whitney Galloway. She had given me no choice. Not after the way things went down between us. 

Fuck. Now was definitely not the time to think about that weekend all those years ago. The things we did. The taste of her in my mouth …

Whitney fidgeted, bouncing from one foot to the other while wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “I didn’t know this was your house.” She looked up at my two-story brick colonial. “It’s really nice.” 

I glanced over my shoulder—it was easier than looking at her. “Yeah, it’s home sweet home. Katie and I are happy here.” 

Then silence. 

Awkward, awkward silence. 

It was the same tension I had felt when I saw her at Sweet Lila’s on Friday evening. Running into her was inevitable, talking to her unavoidable, given how our circles intersected all over the place. Watching Sally Thompson and Laura Randolph throw their bitchiness her way had ignited a protectiveness that she had always brought out in me. Not that she was the sort of woman that needed protecting—she seemed to have done a good job over the years all by herself. But a huge part of me still wanted to be that guy for her. No matter how decisively she had destroyed me. 

It seemed I was a sucker for punishment. 

“I should have known you lived here by the perfectly manicured lawn and flower beds. That wisteria is gorgeous.” She sounded strange. Nervous? Nah, that made no sense. Whitney had no reason to be nervous around me. I was a nonentity in her world. She had always made that perfectly clear. 

“Yeah, well, having an unkempt yard wouldn’t be a very good advertisement for my business, would it?” I sounded cold. I couldn’t help it. Call it a defense mechanism. 

“Oh, well, of course …” Whitney’s voice trailed away, and she seemed to be struggling to find something to do with her hands. We looked at anything but each other. History aching and straining between us. 

“So why up so early?” I asked. And even though it was weird between us, I found that I didn’t want her to leave. Which was always my problem when it came to her. I made decisions based on feelings rather than facts. I ignored better judgment just so I could look at her a little while longer. 

Whitney shrugged, a dismissive gesture. “I can’t sleep more than four or five hours a night. It’s this or lay there staring at the ceiling.” 

I found myself looking at her closely. She did look tired. “Why can’t you sleep?” 

Whitney looked at me, our eyes meeting, making my chest feel tight. “Sometimes it’s hard to stop thinking about things and what could have been different if—” She stopped herself abruptly, dropping her eyes. “Anyway, at least I’m getting my exercise. Sitting behind a desk all day will give me a fat ass.” Her laughter was hollow. 

“There’s nothing wrong with your ass,” I said before I could think better of it. Jesus, I was an idiot. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, I should probably get back in there. Katie will be up soon.” 

Whitney nodded, her head bobbing a little too vigorously. “Of course. I have to get back to my run anyway.” 

I got to my feet. “Okay then—”

“It was really nice seeing you, Kyle.” Her voice was warm and rich. I had always loved the way she said my name. Never Webber or Web like everyone else. Even Josie had always called me Web, never by my actual name. 

There were only three people in my life that called me Kyle. My mom and dad. And Whitney Galloway. 

“You too,” I said, not sure if I meant it. Seeing her was confusing. It reminded me too much of the stupid boy I had been. Of the dumbass I could so easily become again if I let the simmering feelings I would always feel for her take hold. 

What was it about Whitney, and why could I never let her go?


Before either of us could say another word, I went back inside. I pretended not to notice how she stood there staring after me. 





Chapter 4

Whitney

“I can’t believe you won’t even think about coming back! We need you out here, Whit,” Guisselle Montgomery complained in my ear. 

I had been debating whether or not to answer the phone when I saw her name on the screen. Guisselle and I were roommates for the last five years. We were both makeup artists, which was how we met. I hadn’t been particularly enamored of her at first. It had been the early days on set of a big Hollywood blockbuster, and Guisselle had obvious seniority, and she let everyone know it. She had a big head, and as I came to find out later—a heart that she opened to a select few. And when you were chosen, you felt as if you had won the lottery. 

During those first prickly few weeks where everyone on set jockeyed for position in the hierarchy, I sat back and waited. I worked and stayed out of the drama, and it paid off. Once Guisselle realized I wasn’t a threat to her and her status, she took me under her wing, introducing me to her contacts, helping me find work, and eventually asking me if I’d like to room with her after my landlord informed me she was selling the building where I was living. 

I could never tell Guis how much I appreciated her friendship; she hated all that touchy-feely crap, so I did the only thing I could—take her phone calls and not avoid her like I had everyone else I had associated with in California. 

“You don’t need me, Guis. Didn’t you just book the new Star Wars spinoff? I think that’ll keep you busy for a while.” I had gotten back from my run hours ago and was showered and dressed for work ages before I had to be there. I wasn’t surprised when Guisselle called wanting to chat. Like me, the woman never slept. 

I picked at my nails, a sure sign of heightening jitters. It was a physical response any time I thought about my old work. 

“You know, I was talking to Rog last week, and he mentioned he had landed some new comic book movie with one of the Hemsworths—can’t remember which one.” She sounded breathless, and I could picture her on her stationary bike, earbuds perched precariously. The woman was addicted to her workouts. It had taken the place of much worse vices she had fallen victim to in the past. 

At the mention of Roger Heiden, I felt my anxiety unleash into full-blown panic. Leaving Hollywood had been the best decision I had ever made for me and my mental health, but I had a lot of guilt over bailing on Roger. The plan had been for me to go to Romania to run the makeup department on the set of his next movie. I had been his go-to artist for years, and he had opened as many doors for me as Guisselle ever had. I cared about Roger, he was a decent guy, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t one to use his name to sleep with as many pretty young things as he wanted. Even if he was old enough to be my father, it didn’t stop him from making it very clear what he wanted from me when we first met. Yet, when I declined, he took it well—unlike others I had unfortunately encountered.

“What happened to ‘I’d rather die than hitch my wagon to the Marvel train?’” I asked, wanting to smile but unable to. 

“Well, when money talks, you listen, right?” I could hear Guis blow out a breath and knew she was ending her workout. I could hear the beep from her bike as she turned it off. “So, should I tell Rog you’re interested?” 

I started pacing around my bedroom. “Woah, hold up a minute. I never said I was interested—”

“Come on, Whit, you can’t be content there in Hicksburg, USA. You belong out here, babe. We want you here. Roger wants you here.” Guisselle was a force to be reckoned with. In some ways, she reminded me of Meg—all fiery emotion and unstoppable energy. Our mutual ambitions had always meshed well, and she was the reflection of my own selfish drive to accomplish more and more and more. 

But that way of life could drain your soul, and when everything came crashing down, I found the impact so much harder to bear. 

I could argue about my responsibilities to my family. I could try and reason with Guisselle about my mental health and how dried out I felt after spending so long in such a shallow, superficial world—but Guis wouldn’t understand. And some days, the part of me that had so readily stripped myself of emotion and connection, didn’t understand either. 

“Guis, I told you I needed a break—”

“He’s in Malta,” Guisselle interrupted, and I felt instantly nauseous. No. I wouldn’t talk about this. Not here in my safe place where I wanted to forget about all that. 

Guisselle interpreted my deafening silence as the go-ahead to give me the scoop I most definitely didn’t want. 

“He took Faith Horley with him. Remember her? The girl from that Disney show? She’s only just turned eighteen—it’s positively scandalous, but of course, no one’s saying anything. At least not within earshot. No one wants to be blackballed because they think his taste in fuck buddies is a little on the illegal side.” Guisselle snickered. I tried to laugh too because that’s what was expected of me, but I couldn’t. The need to vomit became almost overwhelming. 

“So, don’t be a dumbass. No one lets their hurt feelings get in the way of their job. That’s just stupid.” She sounded annoyed. Disgusted even. It seemed the sympathy associated with our close friendship had its limits, and I had most definitely reached it. 

“I don’t know. I’ve got a lot going on here,” I excused. I hated that the twinge of excitement I always felt at the prospect of a new job was still there. Deep down, I still wanted it. I missed it. I just didn’t miss the darkness that accompanied it. They went hand in hand. The happy and the horrible. 

“I hear it in your voice, Whit, you want to do this.” 

“I haven’t even heard from Roger. I’d think if he wanted me, he would have contacted me himself. Sending a messenger isn’t Roger’s style.” 

“He’ll call. He plans to in the next few weeks once he finishes up postproduction on this rom-com he directed,” Guisselle jumped in. 

“Oh, okay,” was all I could say. 

“If I don’t see you in Hungary, I’ll never talk to you again. And you know I mean it,” Guis threatened. Though it was good-natured, I knew she meant it. There was only so much room in Guisselle’s life, and if you didn’t fit in the mold she created for you, you were out. 

Did I care?

What did our friendship mean to me if it couldn’t exist outside of the world I had run away from?

“I’ll talk to you later, Guis. Thanks for the heads up,” I told her, trying to sound sincere. 

“Smooches, bitch. Love you.” Guisselle hung up, not waiting for a response. 

I sighed heavily, feeling a hundred pounds heavier after the conversation. 

“Everything okay, darling?” My mother breezed into the kitchen on a wave of perfume and hairspray. I noticed that she had started styling her hair differently. She no longer pulled it back away from her face but was instead curling it so that it laid above her shoulders. I wondered how much of this sudden desire to change up her look had to do with the new neighbor who had taken her out to dinner last night. 

“Fine,” I answered vaguely, tucking my phone into my purse. 

“I don’t want to be nosy, but I’m your mother, and I can’t help it. I heard you talk about Roger. Is that the director you worked with in the past? Roger—what’s his last name?” Mom poured herself some tea and mixed in a dollop of honey. Huh, that was new. It bothered me a little that I was watching my mother change, even if they were tiny alterations. Once you reach a certain age, you expect the consistency of your parents to be one of the few things you could count on. 

“Roger Heiden,” I answered. 

She nodded. “Right, Roger Heiden. I really liked him. Seemed like such a charming man.” Mom had met Roger at a party a few years ago when she and dad had come out to visit. Of course, Roger had charmed her socks off. He was good at that. And it made her feel as though someone was looking out for her eldest daughter. She had no idea how on my own I had truly been. 

“That’s Roger. Mr. Charming,” I said around a mouthful of muffin. 

“So ... what about Roger?” Mom prompted. I watched as she fluffed out her hair, glancing out the window to the blue house across the street. She was definitely dolled up for someone specific. 

“Guisselle mentioned he was about to roll onto a new movie. Some superhero thing. I don’t have any details, and it doesn’t really matter; I’m living here now.” 

Mom’s attention zeroed in on me—the man across the street completely forgotten. “Now why would that stop you from doing something you love? You’re an amazing makeup artist, Whitney Rose Galloway.” Uh oh, she had middle named me, which never failed to make me feel ten years old again. 

“I’m not interested in movie sets and temperamental directors anymore. That’s a young woman’s game,” I argued. And I meant it. While I missed the job, I didn’t miss the bullshit that was intricately tied to it. I hated the industry as much as I loved the work. 

“Okay, so find something else to do with your talent. Meg painted a mural when she came back for God’s sake. That’s a far cry from the painting she had been doing,” Mom pointed out. 

“There’s not exactly a ton of opportunities for a makeup artist in Southport, Pennsylvania, Mom,” I stated matter of factly. 

“But there is in Philadelphia. And New York City is only a train ride away. There aren’t any excuses if that’s what you still want to do.” Mom raised an eyebrow and gave me her all-knowing mother look that was hard to argue with. 

“You sound like Meg,” I grumbled affectionately. 

“She learned from the best.” Mom smiled. 

Not wanting to talk about it anymore, I quickly changed the subject. “So how was dinner with Leonard?” It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. 

Mom flushed and looked away. “Oh, it was fine.” 

“You were out pretty late. And on a school night. Tsk, tsk, Mom,” I teased. Even though it was beyond strange for my mother to be dating again, I was happy to see her happy. 

Mom waved away my comment. “Shouldn’t you be getting to work?” 

I laughed. “Okay, okay, I get it. We’ll talk later. Should I bring home Mexican for dinner? Or do you have plans with Leo?” 

“Stop it, Whitney. We’re just friends enjoying each other’s company. Don’t make it into something it’s not. I’m not sure I can think about anyone like that.” I didn’t like the wobble of her lower lip, so I quickly leaned down and kissed her cheek. 

“Okay, how about a girl’s night then? Greasy food, chick flicks, facials, the whole works,” I suggested, feeling bad for ribbing her about Leonard. 

“Sure, sounds great. Love you, sweetheart, and have a good day,” Mom called out as I grabbed my keys. 

I waved and was out the door. 

**

I sat at my desk, fielding dozens of phone calls. It was busy in the office today. I hadn’t stopped from the moment I walked in that morning and had only been able to snag twenty minutes for lunch. 

“Lena, your two o’clock is here,” I said into the phone. 

I heard Adam’s younger sister sigh heavily. “Can you give me ten minutes? I’ve been throwing up all day. Whoever called it morning sickness was delusional. Morning my ass.” 

Marlena Decate—soon to be Wyatt—was ten weeks pregnant with her second child. Her fiancé, Jeremy Wyatt, was a partner at the law firm and completely overprotective. I heard them arguing about her going home to rest only two hours earlier. It was followed by her door closing and the two of them coming out thirty minutes later looking a little more rumpled but less pissy with each other. 

It was hard working with so many happily coupled couples. I wasn’t the kind of woman to feel sorry for myself about my lack of personal life, particularly given my history of shitty relationships, but being surrounded by so much healthy love was almost too much to handle. Between Lena and Jeremy and my sister and Adam, I felt like I was in a damn romance novel. 

I looked out the large window that overlooked the street and square beyond. I could see Kyle and his crew working. Kyle was knelt down scooping mulch into flower beds. Even from that distance, I could see his muscles beneath his cotton polo. I could watch him bending over all day long. My mouth went dry, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. 

I had lied that morning when I had told him that I didn’t know where he lived. I knew perfectly well where Kyle’s house was. And maybe it wasn’t entirely by accident that I ran past the two-story brick colonial every morning when I couldn’t sleep. 

I wasn’t stalking the guy because I knew I wouldn’t see him. It’s not as if I was standing behind a tree and watching him through his window. But there was something weirdly comforting about running past the place where he slept. Where he played with his daughter. 

Kyle was a reminder of the girl I used to be. One that was worthy of being loved. 

“Excuse me, but is Ms. Decate ready for me?” an overweight man asked, looking annoyed. Crap, I had forgotten to tell Lena’s client she would be a little late. Damn Kyle Webber and his awesome muscles. 

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Mankin. She will only be another few minutes. She’s finishing up with something and will be right out.” Mr. Mankin huffed and sat back down heavily in his chair. The phone began to ring, and I quickly answered it as my eyes once again drifted to the landscaping crew digging up dirt across the road. 

“Earth to Whitney.” A hand snapped in front of my face, and I jumped. 

Lena laughed. “You okay? You look a little dazed.” 

The phone was still in my hand even though the call had ended a minute before. Jesus, I was ridiculous. I put the phone back in the cradle. “Sorry, I guess I’m a little spacey today.” 

“Clearly,” Lena retorted, clearly amused. She looked around the waiting area. “Hi, Mr. Mankin. Just give me a second, and I’ll be right with you.” I could hear the man’s irritated grumble, and Lena rolled her eyes, her back to him. 

“He’s such an ornery jerk,” she whispered. She leaned down. “Will you do me a favor?” She shoved a twenty-dollar bill in my hand. “I need a ginger ale and a sleeve of Saltines stat. I don’t want Jeremy to know, so be discreet. The last thing I need is for him to lecture me on how I should be at home resting.” She made a face, and I snickered.

I shoved the money in my pocket and got to my feet. “You got it. I’ll be right back.” I stepped outside into the balmy spring afternoon, careful not to look at the town square. 

The problem was I had to cross through it to get to the drug store. 

Head down. Pretend you don’t see him. Don’t make this more uncomfortable than it already is ...

As I walked close to Kyle’s crew, I could hear two of the guys obviously discussing me. 

“Damn, now there’s a hot piece of ass. Check out those legs.” The thin guy ogled me as I hurried by. I thought about stopping and telling the guys to take their sexist comments and shove them up their collective asses, but I didn’t want to create a scene, particularly with Kyle nearby. 

Don’t draw attention. Don’t let on that you’ve heard. Just keep going. 

I had learned the hard way the importance of keeping your head down and pretending things didn’t bother you. 

“What I wouldn’t give to have them wrapped around—” another guy started to say but was immediately cut off. 

“Don’t talk about her like that,” Kyle barked. 

I glanced up and met his eyes. Why was it every time that happened, I felt as if I was in slow motion? 

“We were just having a little fun, boss. We didn’t mean anything,” the thin guy complained, though he appeared ashamed. 

“Then keep your mouths shut. You shouldn’t talk like that about any woman. Ever. She deserves your respect, not your sexist comments. Think about your fucking mothers when you decide to harass a woman just trying to walk down the street,” he reprimanded sharply.

The two guys started to open their mouths, but he cut them off. “I’ll tell you right now if you engage in that sort of behavior, you won’t have a place on my crew. I don’t tolerate that shit.” Kyle’s face was dark and thunderous, and the men knew to back down. They hung their heads, clearly wanting to crawl into a hole. 

“Thanks,” I mouthed to him with a small smile. 

He inclined his head, and then he actually smiled back. It wasn’t the full-on grin I remembered from before, but it was something at least. 

I felt a little lighter as I made my way to the pharmacy to get Lena her soda and crackers. When I came back out with the bag, Kyle was drilling pieces of fencing together. Sweat caused the fabric of his shirt to cling to his skin. I tried not to stare. 

He looked up as I passed by, his dark hair falling in his face. He still had this boyish look about him, even after all these years. He hadn’t changed much from the teenager that hung out in my kitchen, eating all of my mom’s Snickerdoodles. 

He straightened up and walked over to me, his hazel eyes flashing. He may still look like the boy he used to be, but this was all man. 

“Hey, I’m sorry about that back there. My guys should know better. I hope it didn’t upset you.” Kyle sounded contrite, and it made my insides squeeze tightly. 

I tried to wave it away. “Eh, I’m used to it.” Then, realizing what I just said, I resisted the urge to smack my hand against my forehead. That sounded completely conceited. “I mean, women get used to it. Not me specifically. Not that I get catcalled all the time. I mean, why would I?” I was rambling. I wasn’t a rambler. I was confident. Cool. Together. 

I had always been the one in control when we were together. It seemed that was yet another thing that had changed over the years. 

Kyle’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he bit back a smile. “I’m sure you do get it a lot.” As if by their own volition, his eyes swept up the length of me, leaving me warm all over. Then he obviously remembered who I was—who we were—and he looked away quickly. It was like being dunked in ice water. “But just because you’re used to it, doesn’t mean you should be used to it if you know what I mean. I’d kick a guy’s ass if they spoke like that about Katie. I won’t condone that toxic masculinity bullshit.” 

“You’re a rare breed then, Kyle Webber,” I stated.

Finally, his gaze swung back around, clashing with mine in a way that hurt. “It sounds like you’ve spent way too much time around the wrong kind of men then, Whitney.” His words became brittle, and just like that, we were both remembering the history that always fell between us like a hammer. 

I had to close my eyes. Watching him watch me was too overwhelming. Brought back too much.

I could feel him everywhere. On my skin. Inside my body. There was nowhere to hide from him. I had thought sex with Kyle could be an easy, uncomplicated thing. I hadn’t anticipated the wave after wave of emotion that washed over me as he held me. The way my insides tumbled and pulled as he kissed me. 

I had to shut it down that night years ago. It wasn’t the life I wanted. There was no room for Kyle Webber in the world I was carefully constructing. 

But as he pressed into me, I knew a part of me would always be with him. 

I came back to the present.

“Maybe,” was all I could say. 

Awkward silence. Carefully avoided eye contact. 

Kyle turned away. “Well, have a good day. My guys won’t bother you again.” 

That was it. 

I hurried back to the office, my palms slick, my mouth dry. 

Feeling like a goddamn fool. 





Chapter 5

Kyle

 

“You’re late! But I’ll allow it because you brought my favorite little girl,” Adam boomed, opening the door and immediately taking Katie from my arms. She wriggled like a fish wanting to be put down. 

“Mimi!” she shouted. 

Adam rolled his eyes. “Is Uncle A chopped liver or something?” He kissed my daughter noisily on her cheek and put her down. “Mimi’s in the kitchen. Let’s go find her.” He took her hand and then looked at me. “Come on, man, the gang’s all here. As I said, you’re late.” 

I walked into the foyer, closing the door behind me, balancing the crate of beer I had brought along and the overstuffed diaper bag that kept sliding down my shoulder. “I know, I know, but Katie wasn’t really into wearing clothes today. It took a lot of bribery to get her dressed and out the door. I may have told her Meg would give her chocolate chip cookies when we got here, so I hope you have some.” 

Adam grinned down at Katie. “Of course, Mimi has chocolate chip cookies! She knew you were coming.” The two of them ran toward the kitchen, and I couldn’t help laughing at the sight of my best friend jumping around like a little kid with Katie. He was going to be a good dad. Hopefully, he’d learn from all the mistakes I had made with Katie and get it right the first time. 

I dropped the bag onto the hallway table and followed the pair into the kitchen. I could hear music playing, but it was a far cry from the thumping bass and crazy noise of the parties Decate held in the past. As I walked into the living room, I was greeted by all the usuals. Adam’s sister Lena and Jeremy were on the couch, their daughter Daisy between them chewing her fingers. 

Skylar Murphy, the other member of the fearsome foursome, was listening to something Robert Jenkins was saying and for once didn’t look bored out of her mind. Was she actually smiling? Skylar wasn’t the smiling kind and Robert Jenkins—Adam and Jeremy’s third partner—wasn’t exactly that interesting. A nice guy definitely, but interesting, not so much. Whatever he was talking about had her rapt as she didn’t even look my way when I came into the room. 

“Mimi!” Katie yelled as Meg walked in carrying a tray of cheese and crackers. 

“There’s my favorite girl,” Meg cooed, putting the plate down and immediately going down on her haunches, though I wasn’t sure how she was able to, given the size of her very pregnant belly. 

“I promised her cookies, Meg. It was either that or a full-blown meltdown.” I grimaced watching my other best friend fuss over my daughter. 

“Well, it’s a good thing I bought some today. Come on, Katie Bug.” She took her hand and walked her into the kitchen. I could hear Katie’s nonsensical words sing-songing the whole way. Katie loved Meg—her Mimi—and had glommed onto her the way she had my mother, in that heartbreaking way that showed that even at her young age, she missed having a mother. 

It was then that I noticed the other person in the room. Whitney had come in with Meg and was now sitting in the chair opposite Lena and Jeremy, her long red hair the same color as Meg’s, hanging down low on her back. It had grown considerably. I remembered she used always to cut it shoulder length, stating she hated how heavy it felt on her head when it got long. I also remembered telling her how much I loved feeling it between my fingers the one and only time I touched her like that. 

I gave myself an internal shake. Not going there. Nope. Not doing it. 

So what if I noticed she was wearing a skirt that fell just above her knees, her tanned legs going for miles, her tank top molded to every curve. For a makeup artist, she very rarely wore any makeup herself. Which was just as well; she didn't need any. 

Stop it. I wasn’t going to spend the evening drooling over Whitney Galloway. I wasted too much of my life doing that. 

I turned to Adam. “I’m going to put this in the kitchen and check to make sure Katie hasn’t coerced your wife into feeding her all the cookies.” I laughed, hefting the crate of beer in my arms for a better grip. 

“Probably a good idea. Meg has no willpower when it comes to your kid. I hope she gets some; otherwise, our son will be spoiled rotten.” 

“Hey Web, I’ll come with you. I need to freshen up my drink,” Skylar said, finally noticing my arrival. 

I gave her a one-armed hug, which was about all she’d tolerate. “Hey there, Murphy. I wasn’t sure you saw me. Rob seemed to really have your attention.” I bumped her with my shoulder, and she scowled at me, as I expected her to. 

“Don’t be an idiot, Webber. It doesn't suit you,” she snarked. I chuckled. To most people, Skylar Murphy seemed like a strange addition to our friendship group. Adam and I played football together, so we made sense. Meg and Adam had known each other since in utero, so it was only natural for us to spend time together. But Skylar was this moody goth chick that might stab you with her pencil if you looked at her funny. There was something untouchable about Skylar. She built her walls tall and wide. If you were one of the few she allowed to see what lay behind those barriers, you got to know what a beautiful person she was—inside and out. 

When Josie left, Skylar was the first person I called. Not Adam, even though I knew I’d get nothing but support from him. But there was something about Skylar’s no-nonsense approach to life and her ability to cut through the extraneous bullshit that was refreshing. And when I was dangerously close to spiraling into chaos, she could keep me together like no one else. 

I appreciated her steady friendship in a way that was very different from my friendship with Adam or Meg. 

“I just closed on my new place,” she said with something close to a smile. 

I bumped her shoulder again. “You did? That’s awesome!” Skylar had been back and forth over the purchase of a property just outside of town for almost six months. There had been some legal hang-up about the deed, but luckily, she had one of the best attorneys around as a friend, so Adam jumped on the case and got it figured out. 

“No idea when I’ll actually get to move in, and it needs a lot of work before I do—”

“Say no more. You know I’ll help you,” I cut in. 

Skylar shook her head. “You’ve got enough on your plate with your business and Katie. I can’t ask you to help me.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Well, it’s a good thing you’re not asking. Don’t be dumb, Murphy, I’ll be insulted if you don’t let me help you out.” 

“You’re so pigheaded,” she sighed. “Rob said he knew some people that will give me a good deal—”

“Rob? Jenkins?” I asked, surprised that the seemingly uptight attorney would know anyone that could help out with home remodeling. I liked Rob Jenkins. He was a good dude. I trusted Adam’s opinion about people, and he wouldn’t have gone into a partnership with a douche, but the truth was I didn’t know much about the guy. I wasn’t sure anyone knew much about him—even Jeremy and Adam. He was a man that seemed to keep a lot close to the chest. And I noticed Skylar was spending time with him—under the pretense of work and mutual socializing—but I knew my friend, and I could see her interest. 

“No, Rob Smith.” Skylar rolled her eyes. “Yes, Rob Jenkins. He says he has some friends back in Philadelphia who have their own home refurbishment business. Says they’ll give me a good rate because they know him.” 

“I didn’t know he was from Philadelphia,” I said as we entered the kitchen. Meg had Katie up on the counter and was feeding her cookies, as I suspected. 

“He’s not. But he went to school there.” Skylar looked at me as if I had lost all of my brains. Of course. They all went to university together. “Anyway, you can come by and give your opinion on the work that needs to be done if it’ll make you feel better,” Skylar conceded, making it clear she was done talking about Rob. 

“Yeah, I’ll do that. Let me know when you get the keys, and we can do a walk-through together. I mean, I did gut my own place and do all the work myself,” I reminded her. 

“And he did an amazing job too,” Meg piped up, putting Katie back on the ground. 

“Should you be lifting a toddler when you’re pregnant?” I asked nervously. 

Meg shooed away my comment. “Not you too. I’m not a damn invalid. Adam has been hovering around me like I’m going to keel over or something. It’s annoying.” 

“And sweet,” a voice chimed in from the doorway. “He’s only looking out for you, which is what he should be doing.” Whitney went to the refrigerator and got herself a bottle of water, unscrewing the top before turning to face the rest of us. I noticed how her eyes flitted over everyone, quickly passing me by. 

Okay then. 

“I guess so, but he doesn’t have to be so overbearing about it,” Meg grumbled, though I could tell there was no rancor to her comment. She smiled slightly. “If he wasn’t so damn adorable, I’d make him sleep somewhere else until I gave birth.” 

“Please. You’d rip his arms off if he weren’t attached to your hip and don’t pretend otherwise,” Skylar quipped, taking a beer from the box in my arms. 

I dropped the beer on the table, taking a few out and putting them in the already packed fridge. Whitney scooted to the side, making way for me. My arm brushed against hers as I opened the refrigerator. Every cell of my body was tuned into those few points of contact. My skin remembered her skin. It was like muscle memory. It pulled and ached and craved. 

I quickly shoved the beer inside and moved back to the other side of the room. 

“They’re talking about work, so I’m escaping in here. I don’t know how they talk about that stuff when they don’t have to,” Lena griped, coming into the room, Daisy balanced on her hip. Daisy looked exactly like a tiny Lena, down to the chin. I couldn’t see any of Jeremy on her tiny face. She was beautiful in that baby kind of way that was all sweet smells and soft hair. 

“Mimi!” Katie bellowed from the floor, reaching out for another cookie, which her doting ‘aunt’ happily obliged. 

“You’re going to give the kid diabetes,” Skylar said. 

“It’s a cookie; I’m not injecting sugar into her veins,” Meg protested but looked to me to make sure it was okay. 

I put some carrot sticks in a bowl and set them down beside Katie. “You have to eat your veggies too, Katie Bug,” I told her gently, taking a bite of one. “Mmm, yummy.” I handed it to her. She took it and looked at it with suspicion before promptly throwing it on the floor. I sighed, picking it up. “We’re having an aversion to vegetables at the moment,” I explained to my friends. 

“How about some stars, Katie?” Whitney said, appearing by my side, sitting down on the floor next to my daughter with a plate of cucumbers cut into star shapes. “I got them from the sky and put them on this plate just for you.” She tentatively put it down in front of Katie, getting back to her feet, making sure not to hover. 

Katie picked up one of the cucumbers, looking at it closely, then her mouth stretched into a gummy grin. “Star!” she exclaimed before putting it in her mouth. “Mmm,” she murmured, rubbing her stomach enthusiastically. 

“Nicely done, Whit. You’re a natural,” Skylar said respectfully. 

Whitney shrugged. “One of the producers on the last movie set I worked on had twins she would bring with her every day. They were about Katie’s age and also going through the whole I-hate-vegetables phase. The on-site nanny would cut them up into shapes, and it worked like magic. I figured it would work with Katie.” 

“Pretty smart,” I agreed, though begrudgingly. Not because I had a problem with her helping, but because it was hard for me to hold onto any sort of bitterness when she was being so damn awesome. 

Katie happily munched on the cucumbers then miraculously held her hands out to Whitney. “Pease.” 

“She’s asking for more,” I interpreted. 

“Her vocabulary is amazing, Web,” Lena said, putting Daisy down on the floor next to Katie, who handed the younger girl one of her cucumbers. “Is she in daycare?”

“I have her on the waiting list for one in the fall. She’ll be two by then,” I told her. I watched as Whitney dropped more cucumber stars onto Katie’s plate, and the two girls happily ate them. I was glad to see Katie sharing with Daisy. She was an only child, so she didn’t have much chance to share things with other kids yet. 

“Which one will she be going to?” Lena asked, taking the glass of orange juice Meg handed her. 

“Little Ducklings over on Weaver Drive.” I tried to answer Lena’s questions about preschools and daycares, but I was distracted by Whitney, who was now sitting on the wool blanket Meg had put on the floor, folding napkins into animals for Katie’s amusement. 

“We’ve had Stella, our nanny, with us since Daisy was three months old and I had to go back to work. Stella’s great, and Daisy loves her, but I want her around other kids. She needs socialization. Your mom watches Katie, right?” Lena asked. 

Whitney laughed as Katie made noises meant to be a bird. My kid’s little face scrunched up as she flew the paper crane around over her head. I had always loved Whitney’s laugh. It was rich and warm, not high pitched or fake. When she laughed, you knew she felt it. 

“Web?” Lena said my name, and I had to tear my eyes away from my little girl playing with the woman I had sworn I’d love forever. 

“Sorry, yeah, my mom watches her, but she takes her to a couple of playgroups a week. And I’m part of a playgroup that meets at the park every Saturday. Socialization is definitely important.” 

“There you are, Web. Since when do you hang out with the women in the kitchen?” Jeremy asked, appearing in the doorway. 

Lena playfully punched him in the stomach. “You’re lucky I know you don’t mean a word of the sexist shit you spew,” she said, her voice a good-natured warning. 

Jeremy held his hands up in surrender. “My life is completely controlled by females; I wouldn’t dare internalize any sexist shit.” He leaned over and kissed his fiancée on the mouth and then deepened it, pulling her close, not caring about the audience. 

“Um, there’s like five of us standing here,” Skylar said loudly, the rest of us laughing. Lena pulled away from Jeremy, swatting him. 

“Adam’s getting ready to light the coals. And I’m slightly worried about the house catching on fire. You might want to get out there and help him,” Jeremy told me. 

“Crap, yeah. Adam and grilling are a bad combination.” I turned to get Katie, but Meg stopped me.

“Leave her here with us. She and Daisy are playing nicely. There are enough of us here to keep an eye on her,” she assured me. 

“I won’t let her out of my sight, Kyle,” Whitney said softly, smiling at Katie, who was pulling on the necklace Whitney was wearing. 

“If you’re sure—” I hesitated. 

“Please, supervise my husband,” Meg pleaded. 

“Fine, fine, I’ll go.” I laughed, grabbing a couple more beers and heading outside. 

Adam and Robert were standing next to the overpriced stainless-steel grill that Adam had never figured out how to use properly. Considering how intelligent Adam was and how easy it was to grill food, it continued to surprise me how he ended up burning the meat every time he used the thing. 

“You’re using way too much lighter fluid on those coals. Do you want those expensive rib eyes to taste like chemicals?” I shoved my friend to the side and dumped more coals into the bottom of the grill. “Do you have some paper I can use to light these?” 

“Yeah, Robert, can you get that newspaper from the table? Will that work?” Adam asked. 

“Perfect.” I bent over and arranged the coals, so it was easier for them to light, and when Robert handed me the paper, I balled it up and shoved it beneath them. After a few minutes, the coals had caught fire and started smoldering nicely. 

“I don’t understand what’s so hard about that?” I joked, closing the cover of the grill and handing out the beers I brought outside with me. 

“Go ahead and take my dude card, because I suck.” Adam laughed. 

The rest of the party came outside. I noticed that Whitney was walking with Katie, her little hand in hers. Katie looked up at Whitney with something like adoration.

Skylar and Meg sat at the patio table while Lena and Whitney supervised the kids on the new wooden swing set and climbing structure Adam had just installed. 

“Don’t you think it’s a little soon to be putting up the monkey bars? You’ve got at least a year before you have to worry about that,” Jeremy stated. 

“You sound like Meg,” Adam retorted with a shrug. “But you know me; I don’t wait around. I saw it online, so I ordered it. Took me all weekend to put it up too, but I think it looks great.” 

“Is it safe?” I asked with some concern. Adam wasn’t the best at building things. Or grilling, obviously. I watched Katie scramble up the ramp, Whitney carefully watching her the whole time. 

“Of course, it’s safe. Don’t be an ass,” Adam scoffed, though his eyebrows knitted together as if he wasn’t so sure. 

“It’s fine. Clayton from the hardware store came by and checked it over. Says you did a great job too, babe,” Meg interjected, always coming to her husband’s defense. It had been that way all through middle and high school too. But then there were those years where they tried to pretend the other didn’t exist, even though they weren’t really fooling any of us. 

I glanced up at Whitney at the same time she looked my way. 

“Your sister really has a way with kids, Meg,” Rob said as Katie squealed with delight. Whitney pushed her on the swing, sending her a little higher—but not so high that I would have a heart attack watching them. 

“Yeah, she is. I hope one day she has some of her own.” Meg smiled indulgently at her sister. I started imagining Whitney as a mother and watching her, I could almost see her as one that a child would be lucky to have. I was close to sliding down a dangerous slope when Jeremy and Adam started talking about the new development being built on the outskirts of town that they were hired to litigate, and I could focus on something else. 

“It’s been a nightmare. Some out of town buyer snatched up all that land out by the lake. I had no idea Mr. Johnson was even trying to sell. Next thing I know, some woman named Kyla Reed is calling the office asking if Robert will handle the paperwork around the sale. Plans on building a bunch of condos and even some shops. Once old Marla Delacroix found out, she was none too happy, let me tell you. Says it will take away business from the downtown area.” Adam leaned over to check on the coals, smoke billowing into his face. 

“Why did she want you to handle it, Rob?” I asked. Robert Jenkins’ face was shuttered, per usual, but he seemed stiffer than usual. 

“That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it, Robbie” Jeremy added with a smirk. 

“Do you know her?” Skylar asked with a frown. 

Rob looked at Skylar, and it seemed as if something unspoken passed between them, though I couldn’t be sure. “I passed it on to Adam. He was better able to help her with what she wanted. My experience with real estate is limited.” 

I noticed he never answered Skylar’s question, and she did too. Her frown deepened, but for once she didn’t pry, shocking the hell out of me. 

“The firm doesn’t handle real estate transactions, but when she told me the number she was willing to cough up for the work, I told Decate he’d better take it on, or I’d kill him.” Jeremy laughed. 

“So, guess who’s been stuck doing all the grunt work,” Lena said, coming over to join them. Daisy was starting to cry, rubbing her eyes. Lena bounced her on her hip. “She needs a nap. Jer, did you bring the porta-crib?” 

Jeremy winced. “Uh, actually, I think I left it by the front door at home.” 

Lena groaned. “What the hell, Wyatt? I told you right before we left to put it in the car. Do I have to do everything myself?” 

“I have Katie’s in the truck if you need it. I’ll need to put Katie down in a little while, but you can borrow it,” I offered, intervening before the soon to be newlyweds erupted into one of their notorious arguments. Lena and Jeremy had matching tempers, which made them an explosive pair. 

“No, Web, Katie needs it. Jeremy will just need to go home and get it,” Lena seethed, glaring daggers at her fiancé. 

“Babe, I can’t. I’ve already had four beers,” Jeremy said and braced himself for Lena’s reaction. 

Adam’s sister looked ready to burst a blood vessel, but Meg quickly jumped in. “Lena, we have the crib already set up in the nursery. Put Daisy down in there.” 

Lena deflated slightly. “But then you’ll have to wash the bedding. We have a perfectly good pack n’ play at home.” She glared at Jeremy again.

“I’ll Uber home and grab it—” Jeremy started to say. 

“Don’t be dumb; just put her in the crib. Wyatt can come over later and wash the sheets,” Adam interrupted, grinning at his partner. 

“Absolutely. Of course, I will,” Jeremy promised. He took Lena’s hand. “I’m sorry, Marlena. I’m an idiot. How do you put up with me?” 

Only Jeremy could get away with calling Lena Decate by her given name, and that was only if she was in a good mood. Which she wasn’t. But he had a way of soothing her even if he was the source of her annoyance. Jeremy leaned down, kissed her gently on the mouth, and whispered something in her ear that had her flushing bright red. 

“Okay, well, if you’re fine with it,” Lena said to Meg after clearing her throat. 

“Of course, it’s fine,” Meg assured her. 

Lena took Jeremy’s hand. “Come on. You’re singing her the Monkey Song then.” 

The family left the room, heading for the stairs. 

“Well, we won’t be seeing them again for at least an hour.” Whitney laughed, carrying Katie over from the swing set. I tried to reach for my daughter, but she was velcroed to Whitney’s side. 

“Remember that time Rob caught them going at it in the garden shed?” Skylar said, pointing to the tiny building at the back of the yard. 

“They’d better not have sex in my son’s nursery,” Adam groaned. 

“We’re talking about Lena and Jeremy. Of course, they’re having sex in the nursery.” Meg giggled, and the rest of us could only laugh too. 

“I think this one might be getting sleepy too,” Whitney said to me, coming to my side. “She’s getting really clingy. Is that normal when she’s tired?” 

I peeled Katie away from Whitney and tucked her head beneath my chin. “Yeah. She becomes a stage ten clinger, that’s for sure. But she needs to eat some dinner first, and then I’ll put her down.” 

I put together a plate of apple slices and crackers and carried her back out to the patio where Katie decided she once again wanted to sit in Whitney’s lap. 

“It’s okay. She can sit with me,” Whitney insisted, letting Katie climb into the chair with her. 

“She’s not normally so attached to strangers,” I said, handing Whitney the plate. 

“Strangers? I’m offended. Katie and I are old friends.” Whitney smiled, handing Katie a piece of apple, which she took eagerly. 

With me out of a job, and Adam cooking steaks, I helped Meg and Skylar bring the rest of the food out to the table. We sat down together and started loading up plates. I went to take Katie’s plate and found her asleep, tucked into Whitney’s side, whose arm was protectively encircling her. 

My throat felt uncomfortably tight. “I should put her down. I’ll go get the pack n’ play.” I got to my feet and left before Whitney could say anything. 

I set up the portable crib in Adam’s office and went to get my daughter. Whitney carefully got to her feet and handed Katie to me. “I can come with you—”

“That’s not necessary. I know how to put my own kid to bed,” I snapped, then felt like an asshole for being snippy. 

Whitney dropped her hands immediately and took a step back. “I didn’t mean—of course. Sorry.” She sat back down and turned away from me. 

Skylar raised an eyebrow over the exchange, but I ignored her. I took Katie to her crib and carefully laid her down, praying she wouldn’t wake back up. Otherwise, she would be cranky as hell, and I’d probably have to take her home. Luckily, she stayed asleep, and I tucked her favorite blanket around her and made sure Fuzzles the monkey was in reach before softly closing the office door and tiptoeing down the hallway. 

I reached the foyer just as Lena and Jeremy came down the stairs, quietly laughing together and looking like they had definitely been screwing. They followed me back to the patio.

“Told you, Decate!” Meg declared loudly. Adam glared at Jeremy and Lena, who seemed confused.

“Told him what?” Lena asked, a little breathlessly, sitting down beside her sister-in-law. 

“That you two were going to bang out in the nursery,” Skylar announced, scooching her chair over to make room for me. I had purposefully avoided the chair beside Whitney, who was making a point not to look at me. 

I should probably apologize for snapping at her when she was only trying to help with Katie. But when it came to Whitney Galloway, I was raw and bruised and didn’t make the best decisions. I was ruled by emotion, particularly when I looked too long into her green eyes. 

“We did not bang it out in the nursery! I would never do that!” Lena exclaimed, looking mortified. 

“We banged it out in the guest bathroom, of course. We’re not complete animals,” Jeremy added with a wolfish grin.

Adam groaned, and Meg and Robert laughed. I smiled awkwardly, all too focused on the smell of Whitney’s floral perfume. 

Adam dropped the platter of steaks in the middle of the table. I took one, cutting into it hesitantly. “Wow, they’re not charred to a crisp, Decate. Nicely done,” I told him. 

“Mine might be still mooing, though.” Skylar cringed as she cut into the meat and a pool of red seeped onto her plate. 

“Is my steak supposed to be blue on the inside?” Rob asked, though I could tell he was joking. Even if his sense of humor was a little on the dry side. 

“Shut up, all of you, and eat your damn dinner,” Adam grumbled though there was no bite to it. We ate our food, laughing at old stories, and arguing over politics. I noticed Whitney was quiet. I remembered she used to be the girl at the center of everything. Times had definitely changed. 

***

“Stop staring, you’re embarrassing yourself,” Skylar hissed under her breath. We had taken our seats on the bleachers two rows from the back. We saved seats for Adam and Meg, who were still coming into the gym with their class. It was a pep rally for the baseball team who had made it to the state championship. Neither Adam nor I played baseball, one of the only sports we didn’t participate in. So instead of being down on the gym floor, we were going to be up in the bleachers. 

Which was probably a good thing, considering I was apparently embarrassing myself by staring at Meg’s sister gyrating to dance music in her super tiny cheerleading skirt. 

“She’s just so hot,” I groaned, feeling the twist and turning in my groin that I always felt when I looked at the older Galloway sister. 

“She’s dating Bryan Nichols; she couldn’t care less about some dinky sophomore,” Skylar stated matter of factly. She wasn’t trying to be mean, only stating facts. And facts sucked. 

“Bryan’s a dick. Everyone knows that,” I insisted, still staring. Still embarrassing myself. 

“Everyone knows what?” Meg asked, knocking my leg with hers as she sat down. Adam greeted a bunch of people as he made his way over to us—he was definitely Mr. Popular. 

“Nothing,” I muttered, not wanting to talk about Whitney with Meg, knowing exactly what my friend would say. 

“He’s drooling over your sister again, Meg. Tell him he’s an idiot.” Skylar put a piece of bubblegum in her mouth and blew a large bubble, popping it loudly. 

Meg shook her head. “Get over it, Web. I love my sister, but she’s so far out of your league it would take you a century to climb up to her.”  

“Plus, she’s dating Nichols,” Adam added, finally sitting down on the other side of Meg, who I noticed flushed red. Huh. 

“So I’ve been told,” I snapped. 

Meg put her hand on my arm, giving it a squeeze. “You need to get over her, Webby. She’s the queen of this school, and trust me when I tell you she has certain standards. And dating a lowly sophomore will never, ever happen. You’re a cutie, but you’re not the star of the baseball team going to state.” 

The four of us watched as Whitney was lifted into a basket toss and thrown in the air. Yeah, I stared at her ass as she tumbled toward the floor where she was caught by her fellow cheerleaders. When the routine was finished, the baseball team joined them, Bryan Nichols going straight to her side. Whitney kissed his cheek and took his hand, their coupledom on show for everyone. 

That was my life. Watching Whitney Galloway living hers and wishing I were living it with her. 

***

It was hard to reconcile the quiet, almost shy woman who sat across from me with the sweet, smiling girl she had been. Both were equally stunning. Both had me tied up in knots, whether I wanted to be or not. 

When the group finished eating, we migrated into the living room to play cards. While the others got settled, I went to check on Katie. I opened the office door a crack and peeked in. She was still on her back, arms splayed, snoring slightly. 

“I wish I could sleep like that,” a voice whispered behind me. 

I could feel her—she was standing close. Too close. I walked further into the room to put some distance between us. But there was nowhere far enough away where I could avoid this feeling that had always existed between us. 

Whitney lingered in the half-open doorway as I went to tuck the blanket back around Katie from where she had kicked it off. 

“Kids aren’t weighed down by real-world bullshit, that’s why they sleep so well,” I responded quietly, slowly backing out of the room and closing the door again. 

“That sounds about right. I envy them.” Whitney’s smile was brittle. 

“Were you coming to check on her or something?” My question sounded accusatory. I needed to work on that. 

Whitney’s smile melted away and disappeared. “Yeah, I was. I hope that’s okay. Your daughter is a pretty awesome little kid.” She wasn’t saying it to get points with me. That wasn’t Whitney’s way. I knew she meant it. 

“Yeah, she is. Too bad her mother doesn’t agree,” I found myself saying, the truth slipping out before I could hold it back. 

Whitney’s face turned wintery. “I don’t understand a woman that would turn her back on her responsibility to her kid. It seems biologically impossible. Particularly when that kid is Katie.” 

“Yeah, well Josie didn’t exactly want to be a mom for the right reasons.” Why was I sharing this stuff with her? Where was my resolve to keep my distance? Only a fool trips on what is behind him. 

It seemed I was a gigantic fool. 

“She had hoped we’d be one big family. She had a hard time accepting that wasn’t in the cards,” I continued, the words falling out of my mouth. 

“You can’t force something, Kyle. No matter how much you want it,” Whitney said softly, her eyes becoming glassy. 

“Yeah, well, I thought it was important to be upfront with Josie. I didn’t want to lead her on,” I replied sharply. We weren’t talking about Josie. Not really. Both of us knew it. 

“It sounds like you find it easier to say the words than other people do. Not everyone is as emotionally mature as you are, Kyle.” She was hurt. And probably a little angry too. Good. Now she knew how I felt all those years ago.

How I still felt if I was being honest. 

“It’s not about being emotionally mature, Whitney. It’s about having respect for the other person. It’s about taking into account someone else’s feelings. Josie deserved that.” I pitched my voice low, not wanting our friends to overhear us. That was the last thing I needed. 

Whitney’s defensiveness leaked out of her—like a balloon popping. “Maybe Josie was young and stupid and didn’t know what she wanted,” Whitney murmured. “Maybe she regrets being such a jerk. Maybe she wants to tell you she’s sorry.” 

I hadn’t realized how close we were standing. I could feel her warm breath as she looked up at me, her green eyes full. Her face was full of pain. So much pain. 

“Then maybe Josie should just come out and apologize then,” I said just as quietly. 

Whitney’s fingers slowly touched the back of my hand. Curling and wrapping around. They fit. They always had. 

“Kyle—”

The sound of Katie’s crying had us moving apart. Whitney pulled away, and I went instantly into Dad mode. I opened the office door and crossed the room to the crib, quickly picking up my sobbing little girl and holding her close to my chest. 

I rubbed her back, long even strokes, shushing her the whole time, rocking slowly back and forth. After a few minutes, Katie quieted and drifted back to sleep. I put her down in the crib, tucking Fuzzles under her arm. 

“You’re really good at that,” Whitney said, a note in her voice I didn’t understand. 

“There was a time I didn’t think I could do it. Being a parent is definitely something you grow into. It’s not something that’s instinctual. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, I’m sure, but I’m figuring it out. I have to. I don’t have an option.” I put my hand on Katie’s back, content with the feeling of her breathing. She instilled a calm in me that nothing else could. 

Then I felt Whitney’s palm press against my back, just as mine was pressed against my daughter’s. She didn’t say anything, and we stood that way for a while. Soaking in the comfortable silence of my little girl’s dreams.

A part of me wishing we shared them together. 





Chapter 6

Whitney

 

“Hey Kyle,” I called out as I got out of my car at the office on Monday morning. Seeing him made me flustered—and for completely pervy reasons. 

After he got Katie back to sleep at Meg and Adam’s, he turned to me with a smile that I remembered. A smile that I still saw sometimes in my dreams. We rejoined our friends, and the rest of the evening was a lot easier. There was none of the tension that had marked the beginning of the evening. As if those few moments spent together, watching Katie sleep had unlocked something between us. It felt good not to have to shoulder the weight of his disappointed heartbreak for one night.

There was something infectious about his laughter. The way he made everyone around him smile. I hadn’t realized how incredibly likable he was. How his friends looked to him when they needed to feel good. He had this way of enclosing those around him in his cozy warmth, and it made you never want to leave his side. 

How had I never seen what an incredible guy he was?

Because I had been too up my own ass and chasing all the wrong things. 

Katie slept for the remainder of the party. The adults played cards and listened to music—quietly, of course. It was a far cry from get-togethers I had attended in the past. But this was a group of people who enjoyed each other. They fit into each other's lives, and briefly, I felt as I could fit too. 

That night I had a very vivid dream about Kyle. His mouth on my breasts. His fingers inside me. I woke up touching myself close to orgasm. 

It happened again last night. Twice. 

It was disconcerting seeing real Kyle when the image of naked dream Kyle was still too present in my head. 

“Hi, Whit,” he called out, his deep voice resonating in the early morning. 

Christ on a cracker. My belly clenched, and my mind took me straight back to my naughty naughty dreams. 

“Whit.” Kyle stood in my bedroom doorway. For some reason, his shirt was off, but I wasn’t complaining. He was all hard muscles and slick skin. 

“Kyle,” I rasped. I was in my bed, wearing some skimpy thing that if I weren’t dreaming, I’d never in a million years wear. 

He didn’t say another word; instead, he strode into the room, his thighs straining against the tight material of his jeans. Once he reached the bed, he pulled the blankets away from my body and stared down at me with so much heat I was burning alive. 

“I’m going to fuck you,” he growled, reaching for me. 

“Please,” I keened loudly. 

Then because it was a dream, our clothes were magically gone, and his face was between my thighs. I could feel his tongue inside me. Lapping me up. I moaned, arching my back. 

“I could eat every inch of you,” he murmured, his mouth vibrating against me. 

Then he crawled up my body and claimed my mouth, his lips sticky from my wetness. He was touching me everywhere, and when he pushed his cock inside me, I thought I’d die from how good it felt to be like this with him. To be so close, but not close enough. I wanted more …

I woke up just as I climaxed. But it was from my fingers and not from the gorgeous man with the giant dick, which was really depressing. 

And now I had to look at him, face to face, not two hours after cumming with his name in my mouth. 

“You look ... hot,” I stuttered, closing my eyes in mortification. “What I meant was it’s hot out, and you look sweaty, and never mind.” I clamped my lips shut, willing myself to be quiet. 

“Yeah, it’s going to be a scorcher,” Kyle replied, smiling slightly. “So, you look ... uh ... hot too.” Was he teasing me? Did he mean I was hot hot or temperature hot? Why was I analyzing everything like a teenager? 

Spending time with Kyle over the weekend had seriously scrambled me up. And then there were the sex dreams. The very intense, erotic, and amazing sex dreams. I felt my thighs start to tremble. Crap. I needed to get out of there and fast. 

“Well, stay cool.” That’s it; I needed to find a shovel and dig a grave. Cause of death? Total embarrassment. 

“I’ll try.” Yep, he was laughing now. I guess it was better than ignoring me, which he had been doing a good job of since I moved back. 

I gave a pathetic little wave, which he returned with an incline of his dark head, and I hurried to work before I said something else that made me look like an idiot. 

The law office was buzzing with a peculiar energy when I walked inside. We weren’t open for another thirty minutes, but Adam was already there. I could hear his voice rising and falling on the other side of his door. 

Busying myself with my normal morning tasks, I brewed a cup of coffee and checked the messages, jotting items down to be left for the other partners. 

When the front door opened, I could sense him before lifting my eyes. 

“Hi again,” Kyle greeted, and once again I was picturing him with his clothes off. 

This was becoming a problem. 

“Yeah, hi. Long time no see.” Super, I was joking. Being easy-breezy. Small steps, Whitney. Small, tiny baby steps. 

“Still can’t stay away from me, can you?” I teased, then instantly wished I hadn’t. Something about those words seemed to make Kyle tense up. What had been sort of light and carefree between us had now turned frosty. 

Okay, so we were definitely not at that level in our whatever this was. I couldn’t make light of his former feelings like that. It wasn’t right. Even if I didn’t mean it that way. It had sounded bitchy. 

“I didn’t mean—”

“Adam texted me,” Kyle interrupted, not letting me finish. “He told me to come over. Sounded important. Meg hasn’t gone into labor or anything has she?” His voice was cool, and he wouldn’t look at me now. 

Way to go, dummy. 

I frowned, pulling out my phone. There weren’t any messages. “Not that I’m aware of. I’m pretty sure I would know if my baby sister was giving birth to my nephew.” 

Kyle pulled his lip between his teeth, a nervous gesture I remembered from when he was younger. And I was younger. When we were younger together. My head tried to take me back to sexy, sweaty places it shouldn’t go. Now was most definitely not the time for that. 

“Well, can you let him know I’m here—”

Adam’s office door flew open, and he came out in a rush of energy that instantly put me on edge. I had never seen Adam so off-kilter. What was going on?

“Web, there you are. Good. I need you to come into my office.” Adam turned to me. “Whit, do you mind getting us some coffee?” 

Kyle’s frown deepened. “Whitney doesn’t need to get us coffee. You just need to tell me what’s going on. You’re freaking me out, man.” 

Adam clasped Kyle’s shoulder. “Don’t freak out. We got this. But we need to talk privately.” 

“I’ll get you guys some coffee,” I said, hurrying to the break room. I watched Adam and Kyle from my periphery as my brother-in-law ushered them both into his office and shut the door behind them. 

I quickly made coffee. Adam’s black and Kyle’s with milk and sugar, just how I remembered he liked it from watching him make coffee at the Decates’ house over Christmas. Okay, that definitely sounded stalkery. I knocked on Adam’s door, waiting for permission to come in. 

When I entered, my heart went into my throat. Kyle was bracing his head in his hands, his elbows propped on his knees. He looked as if someone had just punched him in the face. 

“We have some options, Web. I know this sounds bad, but the important thing is not to jump to worse case scenarios.” Adam thanked me as I put his mug down on his desk, but his attention was on Kyle. 

“This is worst-case scenario, Adam!” Kyle yelled, making me startle. I had so rarely seen Kyle truly angry that it was a little terrifying to see. “How can she do this to me? After everything? After all the shit she’s put Katie and me through!” 

They were talking about Josie. And I knew that was my cue to leave.

I handed Kyle his coffee cup, and he took it, staring blankly ahead. Unable to help myself, I lightly touched the back of his hand with my fingers. I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help myself. He looked so desolate. So wounded. So angry. 

He looked up, his eyes pulling me in. They weren’t cold like they had been earlier. There was devastation there. And it tore me apart. 

“I don’t think she has much of a leg to stand on, but it’s important to remember that courts usually side with the mother in custody cases,” Adam went on, and I straightened. 

Was Josie filing for custody of Katie? Seriously? 

I knew I couldn’t ask, so instead, I quietly made my exit. I went back to my desk, answering the phone that was ringing off the hook, glancing at Adam’s door, waiting for it to open. 

Lena and Jeremy came in a little while later. Lena stopped at my desk as she always did, handing me a muffin. 

“Thanks,” I said distractedly. 

“Adam already at it?” she asked, sipping from her to-go mug. 

“He’s in there with Kyle,” I told her, not saying anything else. It wasn’t my place. I figured Adam would fill her in later. 

Lena frowned. “Kyle? Why is he meeting with Kyle?” Jeremy asked, coming up to stand beside her. 

“I don’t know,” I lied. 

“Huh. That’s strange.” Lena went and knocked on her brother’s door, poking her head in then promptly withdrawing. “Whatever it is, it doesn’t look good,” she reported, looking worried. 

Jeremy checked his watch. “I have my first client in ten minutes,” he said and then glanced toward Adam’s closed door. “If you need me, though, let me know.” 

“I forwarded a bunch of messages to your inbox,” I informed Lena, both of us watching Adam’s door like hawks. 

“Right, I guess I should get to it. Let me know if ... well, I hope everything is okay. Guess, I’ll find out later if it’s not.” Lena nodded and headed toward her office. 

Finally, an hour later, Adam and Kyle emerged, both looking as if they had gone into battle and come out a little scarred, a little traumatized. They were speaking quietly to each other, Kyle looking as close to tears as I had ever seen him. I tried not to take it personally when he walked past my desk without so much as an acknowledgment. 

Adam watched his friend walk back across the street to rejoin his crew. Kyle’s back was hunched as if he had taken on the weight of the world. 

“Is everything okay?” I had to ask when the answer was very obvious. No. Everything was most certainly not okay. 

“Web got some shitty news,” Adam said, his kind eyes turning to me. “Some really shitty news.” 

“Can I ask what it was?” Of course, I could ask, it didn’t mean Adam would answer. Though I was the receptionist, so I’d be privy to the goings-on of the office. It wasn’t out of order that I asked. But this wasn’t a client. This was Kyle. 

Adam obviously agreed. “This is Webber’s business. Maybe talk to him. He could use friends right now.” He patted me on the shoulder and went back to his office. 

Adam had to know how impossible that was for me. For us. I wasn’t Kyle’s friend. I couldn’t just go up to him and ask what had happened to make him look like his universe was ending. Even though I wanted to. I wanted to tell him I was there if he needed me. That I’d do whatever I could—

The door swung open, and Kyle was standing there, his face flushed, his dark hair wild. He looked at me, his eyes burning. “You want to get a cup of coffee?” 

I glanced behind me, wondering if Adam or Lena were there, and that was who he was speaking to. We were alone. 

“Me?” I asked stupidly. 

He didn’t smirk or laugh. He simply nodded. “Yes, Whit. You.” 

I grabbed my purse and followed him out to the sidewalk.

***

“Wait, what?” I asked, not understanding. 

“Adam received an email this morning from some lawyer in Gaitherstown, Pennsylvania, called Jacob Jasper. His specialty is family law. It seems Josie has decided to file for primary physical custody of Katie.” He drank his coffee in one big gulp, all but slamming the mug onto the table. 

“How can she do that? Has she said she was thinking of doing this?” I asked in disbelief. 

Kyle shook his head. “Not a peep. Though she did say the last time we spoke that she wanted to talk to me about something. But I thought she was just going to tell me she had no plans of seeing Katie because she’s staying in Florida full time. Jesus Christ, this is crazy.” He cradled his head with his hands as he had done in Adam’s office. 

I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. I couldn’t quite figure out why he was telling me all this. It’s not as if our history loaned itself to confidences. Sure, there had been some thawing in the ice Kyle had erected between us, but still ... 

None of that was the point. This had nothing to do with me and my relationship with Kyle. But if he wanted my support, he’d get it. End of story. 

“You said she got a job and a new place?” I confirmed. He nodded. “Sounds like maybe she’s finally wanting to be a mom.” Playing devil’s advocate didn’t sit well with me, but I had to try and see things rationally for his sake. 

“Well, she can’t just have her! She can’t think I’m going to roll over and take this! I won’t sit back and let her take my baby all the way to Florida!” His hands turned into fists. Then he took a long, deliberate breath as if trying to calm himself down. He closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them again, he looked contrite. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be unloading on you like this. This isn’t your problem.” 

This time I didn’t stop myself. I reached across the table and took his hand. He let me. It wasn’t the most intimate touch in the world, but I hoped it communicated everything I couldn’t otherwise say. “I care about you and Katie, Kyle. Unload away. And if there’s anything I can do to help, you know I'm there.” 

Kyle’s phone buzzed, and he pulled his hand away, looking down at the screen. “Shit, the gazebo just showed up. I have to get back to the square.” He paused. “Thanks, Whit. I know this is weird. Us talking like this.” 

“But it doesn’t have to be, Kyle. It really doesn't,” I said earnestly. 

“Yeah, maybe it doesn’t,” he agreed, looking tired and miserable. He got to his feet, and I followed suit. We walked to the door, and he held it open for me. Always the gentleman. One of the few men I had encountered in my life that acted that way out of bone-deep decency. 

We walked back to the square together in silence. He, lost in dark thoughts. Me, in how I could help him—whether he wanted me to help him—should I help him?

The thought of him losing his baby girl was more than I could bear. I was willing to do just about anything to prevent that. But I wasn’t sure there was anything I could do. What could a messed-up former makeup artist do to prevent Kyle from losing his kid?

When it was time to part ways, Kyle looked down at me. He took my hand, only for a moment. It was the first time in years he had initiated physical contact with me. I hated that it was due to such awful circumstances. 

“Thanks for giving me your ear. I think I needed someone outside of it all, you know. Someone not close to the situation. Not close to me, who could see things a little clearer.” 

He didn’t mean for the words to hurt, but damn if they didn’t. 

“No problem,” I replied feebly, sounding like I was being strangled.

Kyle didn’t notice. He had already turned away from me. 

I watched him leave, feeling heavy and inconsequential.





Chapter 7

Kyle

 

I was in absolute recoil. My entire world seemed to collapse in on itself. 

I left Whitney and walked straight to my truck. 

“Hey, Boss, where’re you going?” Jeff called out as I passed. 

“I have to go—” I couldn’t even finish what I was going to say. My words choked me. I felt sick to my stomach. I waved a hand, hoping he’d get the point. “I’ll be back in a little while,” was all I could manage. I climbed into my truck and peeled off down the street. 

Josie was filing for full physical custody of Katie. And the worst part was that she had a damn good chance of getting it. 

“Courts tend to side with the mother in these situations,” Adam told me, trying to soften the blow as much as possible. How do you even soften that? It was like a sledgehammer to my heart. 

“But she abandoned her, Adam!” I had tried not to shout. “I’ve been raising Katie by myself for almost two fucking years!” 

Adam looked at me with all the sympathy I didn’t want. “She was suffering from postpartum depression. Received treatment for it too. That will play strongly in her favor. You said she called you, says she got her own place and is looking for jobs?” 

I had nodded, bile rising in my throat. 

Adam’s expression turned even more serious if that was at all possible. “Then she’s obviously getting good advice on how to fight for this. She’s proving her willingness to provide Katie with a proper home. A stable environment—”

“She already has that! With me!” I had bunched my hands into fists wanting to punch something. Anything. Adam seemed to be steeling himself to be on the receiving end of it. 

I tried to settle down. How do you settle down when you’ve just been told there’s a chance your baby could be taken away from you?

“I know, Web. You’ve given her security and stability when her mother couldn’t. That will matter too.” 

“But it might not be enough. And there’s a chance Josie could take her,” I surmised, my voice cracking. 

Adam pressed his mouth into a thin line and nodded. “At worst, she could get full custody, and you would get visitation. At best it could be joint custody, with physical custody split 50/50—”

“But how is that possible when she lives in fucking Florida?” I demanded, my voice rising again. 

“Well, either you or Josie would be awarded physical custody during the majority of the year, with the other having physical custody during summer months and long holidays. And depending on who has physical custody, the other parent would be allowed visitation whenever it suited their schedule and is in the best interests of Katie,” Adam explained. 

The words had flowed in and out of my head. Physical custody. Visitation. Primary residency. It was a bunch of gibberish. 

Adam also told me—in no uncertain terms—not to contact Josie myself. That I should leave communication between our attorneys. Well, screw that. I needed answers. And I needed them now. 

I pulled over to the side of the road and pulled out my phone, calling the person who was responsible for messing up my whole world. 

Josie picked up on the third ring. “Now’s not a good time, Web. I’m about to go on an interview—”

“How could you do this? To Katie? To me!” I shouted into the phone, not caring that Adam would have my head for going against his instructions. 

I was answered with silence. I could hear her breathing, but she didn’t say a word. 

“You left, Jos. You snuck out of the house in the middle of the night and left. You left Katie when she was six months old!” I couldn’t stop myself. I had never been so furious. So frightened. 

That’s what this was. One hundred percent terror. 

“I’ve raised her every day since then. By. My. Self. Do you get that? You’ve never paid a cent toward Katie’s care. I’ve never asked you to either because I knew you were going through stuff. And I love her more than anything. I would burn this world down for her, you included. Don’t forget that.” My chest was heaving as I tried to breathe through the pain. Through the anguish. I wouldn’t let anyone take my little girl. It wasn’t going to happen. 

“Web, I know, and I’m so appreciative of everything you’ve done,” Josie finally said softly. 

“I don’t need your appreciation, Josie! I’m her fucking father!” 

“And I'm her mother, and I know I haven’t been there for her—for either of you—but I’m ready to change that. I want my baby.” I could tell by the way her voice trembled that she was crying. Josie could always put on the waterworks at the drop of a hat. I wondered, not for the first time, if there wasn’t a bit of manipulation in it. I could be really naive when it came to my trust in people, unfortunately. 

“What about what’s best for Katie? Have you even thought about that? You’re talking about moving her to a state she’s never been to. To live with people she doesn’t know! Her family is here, Josie!” I wiped tears away with my hand. I wouldn’t cry. That wouldn’t solve shit. 

“Her family is here too, Web. Her mother is here! Doesn’t she need me?” Josie was full-on crying now, and at one time, I would have felt bad, but not anymore. She lost that right when she filed paperwork to take Katie. 

“If you wanted to be in her life, Jos, you only had to talk to me. We’d work something out. I could fly her down in the summer, or you could come up here and stay for a week or two.” I changed tactics. Going for nice rather than aggressive, knowing you could attract more flies with honey than vinegar. 

“It’s not enough, Web,” Josie whispered. “I don’t want a week here and there. Only seeing you—seeing her—when it’s convenient. I deserve more than that.” 

I lost my temper. “This isn’t about you, damn it! Katie’s doing great. Here. With me.” I threw the words at her like knives. I hope they fucking hurt. 

“She needs me. My mother says—”

I let out a hateful laugh. “Your mother says? Your mother, who left you when you were five to go play house with her crackhead boyfriend? Pardon me if I don’t give a flying crap what your mother has to say about anything.” 

“She’s changed, Web. So have I. People can do that, you know. You’ve always had a hard time forgiving when people hurt you. Maybe you should work on that,” Josie countered. 

“Did your therapist tell you to say that?” I was being cruel. I didn’t care. 

“This conversation is getting us nowhere. I think we should hang up. Calm down. Then maybe we can talk about this again. Otherwise, things will be said that we can’t take back.” There was a threat in there. I could tell. She was willing to play dirty. These words were going to be used to hurt me. Goddamn it. 

“I won’t let you take my daughter,” I warned before hanging up. 

“You won’t have a choice, Web,” she snapped, and then the line went dead. 

I gripped my phone in my hand hard enough to break it. I took deep breaths and tried not to smash something. I felt wild. Out of control. This wasn’t good. 

More than anything I wanted to see my daughter. I wanted to hold her against my chest and never let go. But I knew I couldn’t go to my parents’ right now. They would know instantly something was wrong. I didn’t have the emotional capacity to tell them that Josie had decided she wanted to take Katie to Florida, and the rest of us be damned. I couldn’t let Katie see me like this. It would scare her. She would pick up on my mood in an instant. 

I was no good to her like this. 

I was no good to anyone. 

So, I drove around for an hour. Taking all the familiar roads. I blasted music and tried to drown out the dark, bleak thoughts that consumed me. When it got too much, I’d pull over and pound my fists against the steering wheel. I’d scream as loud as I could. 

As I sat there, willing my reality to change, I had the realization that I was letting Josie win. That this was what she wanted. She wanted me to fall apart. She wanted to punish me for not loving her the way she wanted me to. 

I remembered when she told me she was pregnant and how upset she became when I told her that it didn’t mean we were getting back together. I had promised to take care of her and the baby, but I wouldn’t force a relationship. 

“You loved me once, Web, you can love me again,” she pleaded, tears streaming down her face. I hated seeing her cry. It made me feel like the world’s biggest asshole. 

For a moment, I wavered. Maybe she was right. I thought I had loved her in the beginning. Sure, it wasn’t the crazy, passionate love that I had before. But it was nice. It was steady. I cared for her. And perhaps her passion for me could be enough for both of us. We could be a family. We could raise our child together. 

And I would eventually grow to resent her for trapping me. 

“I care about you, Jos. I really do. But I won’t live a lie either. It wouldn’t be fair to you. Don’t you want to be with someone that loves you? That wants to be with you? That would walk over broken glass for you?” I felt horrible saying these things. 

Josie sobbed harder. “I want you, Web!” 

“I’m sorry,” was all I could say, hating that I hurt her, but glad I was being honest. 

I could sit here and get angrier and angrier, or I could go back to work. I had bills to pay. I couldn’t let Adam do all the custody work pro bono. I had to pay him for his time. Plus, I needed to focus on something that wasn’t my rage. 

So, I drove back to the town square. My crew was all still there working their asses off as I knew they would be. They looked up as I made my way back over to the site. No one asked where I had been, clearly sensing it wasn’t a good idea, and that I wasn’t in the mood to talk. 

I started unloading bags of gravel from the back of Matt’s pickup and dropping them on a pile by the cleared area designated for the gazebo. I glanced toward Adam’s office. I could see through the window to where Whitney sat at her desk with her head bent over whatever she was working on. 

I hadn’t been thinking very clearly when I asked her to get coffee with me earlier. I had been running on pure emotion, and that emotion had led me to her. I didn’t want to think about what it meant. It was probably nothing. I had told her I simply wanted to bounce my thoughts off someone outside of the situation—and that was true. But it could have been one of my crew members. Hell, I could have grabbed a random person from the street. 

But I didn’t. I walked into Adam’s office and went straight to her. 

And talking to her, her silent empathy helped for a little while. Something was reassuring about the way she heard me. How she took in my words, my frustration, my pain, and didn’t try to fix it. She accepted it and didn’t judge me for it either. 

With a heavy heart, I focused on work and hoped I would find a way out of this without losing Katie. 

***

The last of my crew had just left. We worked a little longer today. We were ahead of schedule, which was great considering I had Marla Delacroix already doing regular drive-bys checking on the status of the project.

We had poured the cement foundation for the new gazebo. Mary had finished the borders for the flower beds, and Lucky was almost done staining the new fence. Jeff, Todd, and Matt had laid the last of the mulch and only had to plant the rose bushes. Building the gazebo would be saved for last, and with the way things were going, we would have everything done by the end of the week. 

I wiped my face down with the towel I kept in the cab of my truck. My muscles were sore, and I felt a little light-headed from the heat and being out in the sun all day. But the hard labor had done exactly what I needed it to do. It had kept me from losing my mind over the upcoming custody battle. 

“Good, you’re still here.” I looked up to find Adam crossing the road toward me. 

“Only just. I’m getting ready to head out.” I put my toolbox in the back of my truck and fished my keys out of my pocket. The office behind Adam was dark, meaning everyone else had already left for the day. I hadn’t seen Whitney leave, and she hadn’t come to say goodbye. I tamped down the disappointment. I didn’t have time to get wrapped up in my old feelings for her. 

“No, you’re not. You’re coming to Sweet Lila’s with me, Meg and Sky,” Adam insisted. 

I shook my head. “I’ve got to pick up Katie. I can’t leave her. Not now.” 

Adam’s expression softened. “You’re not leaving her, Web. You’re letting her have a sleepover with her grandparents, who love her more than anything. Dude, you’re a mess. I can see it all over your face—and rightly so,” he quickly added, holding his hand up when I started to open my mouth to argue. “But you need to let off some steam. You need to vent and be angry and drink your weight in liquor.” He clasped my shoulder. “You need your best friends, man. And we’re here for you.” 

My body sagged slightly. “I know you’re here for me, but I also need to be home with my kid—”

“So you can think all night about what Josie’s doing? So you can agonize over how this is all going to go down? Katie will pick up on your anxiety, and that won’t be any good for her. Let us take care of you this evening. You did it for me after my divorce, and when I thought I had lost Meg. We did it for Skylar after Mac left. Let us help you now.” I must have still looked uncertain because he shrugged. “Look, call your mom and ask. You know she’ll do it. You don’t have to tell her what’s going on. I’m sure you’re not ready for that conversation yet.” 

“And you’d be right.” I sighed. “I guess I don’t want to go home and obsess all night. I’ll drive myself nuts.” I pulled out my phone. “Let me call Mom.” 

Thirty minutes later, Adam and I were driving to Sweet Lila’s. After my mother enthusiastically agreed to keep Katie, Adam drove me to their house so I could give my girl a hug and thank my parents for being the amazing people they were. 

Katie barely paid any attention to me. She was too focused on the new doll her Nommy had gotten for her. But I needed those moments with her. It served to reinforce my resolve to do whatever necessary to keep her here. With me. With my parents. 

“You boys having a night out?” Mom asked after squeezing Adam. She loved Adam, treating him like another child. 

“It’s been a while since the gang has been out, and with Meg about to pop, we figured now was the time. Kyle agreed to help commemorate some of our last child-free days.” Adam playfully punched me on the arm. 

“You say it like it’s a prison sentence,” my mother said tutting. “Children are a gift. I’m so thankful for Katie, and once your little one is born, you won’t be able to imagine your life without him.” 

My throat felt uncomfortably tight, and Adam glanced at me with a worried expression. “You’re right, Mrs. Webber. Well, we’d better go and meet Meg and Skylar.” 

I hugged my mom. “Thanks, Mom, for being the best grandma Katie could ever have.” 

My mom pulled back and looked at me, puzzled. “Are you okay, Kyle?” She put a hand to my cheek. “Is something wrong?” 

I forced myself to smile. “Nope. Not a thing. Just appreciative of you and Dad.” 

“Well, thank you, sweetie. Now get out of here so I can spoil my grandbaby with fresh brownies and Barbie movies.” Mom shooed us out the door. 

“We’ll figure out a way, Web. I won’t let you lose her. I promise,” Adam swore after we got back into his car and were driving toward Sweet Lila’s. 

“I know, man. I know.” 

Sweet Lila’s was unusually quiet. Even weekday nights were busy at the popular drinking spot. We quickly spotted Meg and Skylar at our usual booth toward the back. They both waved at us as we made our way toward them. 

“Hey, you two,” Meg said, kissing her husband and squeezing my hand as we pushed our way into the booth. Adam put his arm around his wife, pulling her up against his side, and I bumped shoulders with Sky, who gave me an uncharacteristic smile. 

“Adam told you what was going on,” I deduced after Adam went to get us a round of drinks, plus a lemonade for his very pregnant wife. 

“He said you needed us. He didn’t really go into specifics. And that was all we had to know. You need us; we’re here,” Meg said firmly. 

I ran my hand through my hair. “Josie has filed for full physical custody,” I told them. Their reactions were exactly what I expected—and what I needed them to be. Complete disbelief and 100% anger. 

“She can’t do that!” Meg exclaimed, her hands balling into fists on the tabletop. “She’s crazier than I thought if she thinks she has a case against you! You’ve been Katie’s full-time parent this whole time, and you’ve done it alone!” 

“She’s a straight-up bitch. We all knew it even when you didn’t,” Skylar pointed out. “I’m tempted to drive down to Florida and let my fist meet her face.” 

“No need for violence.” I chuckled, appreciating the humor. I needed it. “Adam says the fact that she’s been in treatment for her postpartum and is trying to better her life and create a stable environment for Katie will look favorably to any judge.” I rubbed my temples, knowing the headache that brewed there would only be the first of many during all this. 

“It’s not fair!” Meg fumed. 

“I know. It sucks. But we’ll figure something out. Web is keeping his kid here in Southport, or I’ll die trying,” Adam stated, putting the tray of drinks down on the table and divvying them out. 

“Okay, so what’s the plan then?” Skylar asked, ever the pragmatist. She’d want to figure all this out. Tonight. 

“Drink!” Adam commanded, pointing to the shots. Skylar and I did as we were told, knocking them back without so much as a grimace. We were old hats at this. 

Meg watched us, sipping her lemonade, and made a face. “Trying not to be jealous over here.” 

Adam pushed two more shots toward us. Skylar raised hers in the air, and we all mimicked her action. “Here’s to fighting fire with even more fire,” she toasted. 

“Here, here!” Meg cheered. 

“It’s going to be a goddamn inferno!” Adam shouted. He put the shot glass to his lips and looked at Meg before drinking it. “You okay being the designated driver, babe?”

Meg rolled her eyes. “Oh, I see why I’m here now,” she huffed, but we all knew she didn’t mean it. She waved her hands at all of us. “Drink, drink. Get wasted. Mama Meg will take care of you. This is for our Webber.” 

Adam kissed her soundly on the mouth before knocking back his double shot of vodka. 

The alcohol worked quickly. I was already slightly buzzed, and the warmth that spread through my body made everything seem hazy. The coiled anxiety that had been sitting like a lump in my stomach all day loosened a fraction. It could be the booze, or it could be the company. Either way, I felt less despondent than I had earlier. Friendship was good for that. 

Skylar and I leaned into each other. “So, let’s think. What can we do about this?” Skylar raised her eyebrows, her eyes glittering darkly. “I know some people, Web. The right kind of people if you know what I mean.” 

“Okay, okay. I don’t think we need to resort to that kind of solution,” Adam interjected quickly, holding his hand up. 

“What kind of solution? What are we talking about?” Meg asked, ever oblivious. 

“Nothing, sweetheart,” Adam placated, kissing her temple. 

“I think we need more drinks.” Skylar waved down the waitress and put an order for another round. 

Thirty minutes later, three out of four of us were starting to feel sloppy. 

“You just have to prove you can provide Katie a shtable homeshlife,” Adam stated, his words slurring. 

Skylar waved her hands in the air like she was conducting an orchestra. “What do you think he’s been doing, dumb ass? Coaching a rugby team? He’s Mr. Stable. The stableist of stable people. He’s stable with a capital S!” 

Meg laughed. “That’s right, Skylar! You need a character witness, you’ve got one right there.” She pointed at our friend, who raised her hands over her head like a prize boxer. 

Adam frowned. “No, no. No character witnesses. It’s about proving stuff. You have to show …” His voice drifted off, his eyes focusing on something over my shoulder. I turned to look behind me, but there wasn’t anyone there. He seemed to have zoned out. 

“Hello? Anyone there?” I snapped my fingers in his face, and he blinked, giving his head a shake.

Adam glanced at Meg. “I just had a wild thought.” 

Meg balanced her chin on her fist and batted her eyelashes at her husband. “Do share what’s in that big ’ol sexy brain of yours.” 

Adam lifted a finger in the air. “My brain is huge. And sexy. Like other things.” He winked at Meg, and Skylar and I both made a show of dry heaving. 

“Please. Enough of that,” Skylar grimaced. 

“Seriously. I’m not nearly drunk enough to hear about Decate’s dick size. Though there was that time he was swinging it around like a helicopter propeller in the changing room at school—”

“This is serious, Webber. I think I have a plan. It’s a great plan too.” Adam cut me off. 

“Well, don’t keep us all in suspense. What is it?” Skylar demanded, slamming her hand on the table, making Adam jump. 

“Jesus, okay. So, the key is to prove a stable home life. That will sway the judge more than anything,” he began. 

“I think I can do. I have my own business. I own my house. My mom watches Katie, and she starts daycare in the fall. She’s way ahead on all her milestones,” I started to say. 

“It’s not enough, Webber!” Adam exclaimed, growing excited. “You have to have the whole package. Mom, Dad, white picket fence.” 

I frowned. I clearly wasn’t getting it. I must have been more wasted than I realized. “But I’m not married. Neither is Josie for that matter.” 

“She’s the mother, though. And she’s proving she’ll do what it takes to provide a home life for Katie. So, you need to up the ante.” Meg, Skylar, and I were looking at Adam as if he had grown a second head. 

“You’re not making any sense, Adam. Try spelling it out for the rest of us so we can understand,” Meg said, folding her arms on the table. 

“You need to get married,” Adam announced. 

There was a moment of silence, followed by us collectively laughing our asses off. Except for Adam. He appeared offended. 

“What are you laughing for? It makes total sense.” He had to raise his voice to be heard over our cackling. 

“Dude, you’ve had way too much to drink.” I slid Adam’s full beer toward me slowly. 

“Back off, that’s mine,” he barked, snatching it back. “You’re not listening to me. Who’s the lawyer here? Me.” He pointed at his chest—or tried to. He ended up poking his nipple. “I know what’ll work. And I’m your lawyer, Webber.” Then he pointed at me. “And I’m telling you this would work. If you were to get married, plus all your other stellar qualities, this could be a home run.” 

My brain was just fuzzy enough to think this made sense. 

“Yeah. Get married.” I mulled it over, though I wasn’t doing the best job, considering I couldn’t put two thoughts together. 

“That is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you say, Decate. And I’ve heard some dumb shit come out of your mouth,” Meg snapped, surprising everyone. 

“Hey, it’s not dumb. What are you talking about?” Adam complained, his eyes droopy. Yep, my buddy was hammered. 

“You’re telling Web, our best friend, to simply get married? And you think a judge wouldn’t see right through the convenience of that?” Meg was annoyed. Even as drunk as I was, I could tell. 

“She’s right. It doesn’t make sense,” Skylar piped up. She didn’t sound drunk at all, but Murphy could be three sheets to the wind and give a ten-minute speech on the greenhouse effect to a roomful of researchers. 

“It does make sense,” Adam argued. He started bobbing his head in time to the rock song playing over the speakers. “I love this song.” 

“Adam. Concentrate.” Meg lightly smacked the back of his head. 

“Stop being such a bully, Galloway,” Adam pouted. 

“It’s not Galloway anymore,” I reminded him. 

His smile turned goofy. “I know. Because she’s my wife.” He nuzzled into her neck, kissing her. “I’m so lucky too. The luckiest guy in all the world.” 

Meg rolled her eyes again but with less venom this time. 

“How do you deal with him?” Skylar asked her, shaking her head. 

Adam laid his head on Meg’s shoulder. “Sure, Webber can’t marry some stranger. It has to make sense. It has to be someone he has a relationship with. Otherwise, yeah, a judge will see straight through that, and that would be bad.” 

“So, who should he marry?” Meg asked, then looked at Skylar. “What about you?” 

Skylar and I glanced at each other and then in unison said, “Nope.” 

Adam sat up, his drunken haze clearing slightly. “But that might work. You guys have been friends forever—”

“And there’s not a person in Southport—or anywhere else for that matter—that would believe for a second we were in love.” Skylar made a face. 

“Hey, it wouldn’t be that bad, would it?” I asked, feeling a little hurt. 

Skylar put a hand on my arm. “You’re like my brother. And I’m like your sister. Do you want to have to make out with your sister to prove we’re happily married?” 

We both shuddered. “She’s right. Anyone that knows us would never believe it. Including Josie,” I admitted, trying to erase the thought of kissing Skylar out of my head. Not that she wasn’t a good-looking woman, but she was right. We were more like siblings. 

“Who else then? If you’re going to make a fake family work, it has to be someone no one would question Webber wanting to be with. It has to convince Josie too.” Meg tapped her finger on her chin. Then her eyes widened. She and Skylar shared a look, and then she turned to Adam, who seemed to have the same thought at the same time. 

“Are you thinking of the same person I am?” he asked.

“I think so,” Meg whispered. 

I looked between them. “Care to share?”

They ignored me, still looking at each other. 

“Whitney?” Adam asked, and Meg nodded. 

“It’s perfect.” 

My stomach turned over instantly. “What in the hell are you suggesting?” 

“No one would think twice if they ended up together. We’ve been calling it for literally years,” Skylar enthused with a grin that put me on edge. 

“No way,” I said instantly. 

“But would she do it?” Adam asked Meg, ignoring me once again. 

“Hey, what about the potential groom over here?” I interjected to no avail. 

Meg bit her lip and seemed thoughtful. I found myself holding my breath, waiting for her answer. Though it didn’t matter, this was insanity. 

“I think she would.” She glanced at me. “Actually, I know she would. She loves Katie. And I think …” she drifted off. “Well, let’s just say I think she’d do it.” 

Adam slammed his hand on the table. “It’s perfect. It ticks all the boxes.” 

“Except for the part where I marry Whitney Galloway!” I sat back in the booth, crossing my arms over my chest. “It’s fucking ridiculous.” 

Skylar smirked. “You’re telling me, marrying Whitney hasn’t been your number one fantasy since you were twelve?” 

My face felt hot. Must be all the booze. “Yeah, well, I’m not twelve anymore, am I? And things are different now. We’re different.” 

I couldn’t ask Whitney to marry me. Even if it meant keeping Katie in Pennsylvania. There were lines I couldn’t cross. And that was one of them. 

“Whatever happened between the two of you is ancient history—” Adam started to say. 

“Who said anything happened between us?” I contested belligerently. 

Meg, Adam, and Skylar all shared a look again. Clearly, I had been talked about when I wasn’t around. 

“If Whitney is willing to help you out, why wouldn’t you do it? Especially if it means keeping your kid? It doesn’t have to be forever if it bothers you that much,” Skylar explained as if I were slow. 

“This is freaking madness,” I muttered, my head starting to pound. I was overloaded. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take in without losing my shit. 

“It’s not as crazy as it sounds actually,” Meg said, looking all serene and wise. 

“Just think about it. We can talk about it more tomorrow,” Adam jumped in. Then he was ordering us more drinks. “Enough about all this tonight. I think we need to drink some more.” 

“There’s nothing more to talk about, Decate. I’m not asking Whitney to marry me.” Even as I said it, something in my chest constricted. 

I had promised myself I’d do whatever it took to keep Katie with me. 

Did that include this?

I downed two more shots, thankful when I could stop thinking for a while. 





Chapter 8

Whitney

 

I didn’t recognize the number calling me. I was tempted not to answer and let it go to voicemail, thinking it must be someone from the studio. Maybe one of Roger’s underlings trying to talk me into working on his new movie. 

But then I saw the area code. It was local. 

Curiosity had me answering. 

“Hey Whit, it’s Kyle Webber,” his deep voice rumbled in my ear. 

As if he had to add his last name. I only knew one Kyle, and I would know his voice anywhere. 

“Hey, Kyle,” I said, trying to hide how surprised I was to hear from him. “Uh, how are you?” I glanced out the window that looked across the street where his team was working on the square. They were just about finished, and it looked amazing. The set up for the Apple Blossom Carnival was due to begin early next week. Marla Delacroix had already started plastering the town with flyers. 

“Fine. Hot, I guess. I love the heat, but it’s too early for it to be this warm.” He laughed, but it sounded strained. 

“Definitely,” I responded lamely. This was weird. Why was he calling me? I tried to find him with his crew but he was noticeably absent. “I don’t see you out there.” Oh, God, I was doing it again. Sounding ridiculous. And slightly stalkerish. 

There was that strange tight laughter again. “I took the rest of the day off. I was feeling a bit rough. I went out earlier in the week with the gang and drank way too much. I’m still recovering, which is more than a little sad.” 

“So that’s why Adam called in sick the other day,” I surmised. 

“Yeah, he was the worst of all of us. I ended up crashing at his house. I’m too old for that crap, apparently, considering I’m struggling days later.” This time his laughter was less tense. 

“I could have told you that,” I joked, glad that this time I didn’t sound so stupid. 

“Yeah, so why I’m calling …” 

I waited. I tapped my foot on the floor impatiently. “Yes?” I prompted when Kyle still hadn’t said anything. 

“Can I take you out to dinner tonight? I have something I’d like to run past you,” he said in a rush. 

“You’re asking me out to dinner?” I repeated, not sure I heard him correctly. 

“Yes, I am. Like I said, there’s something I’d like to talk to you about.” There was a note of apprehension in his voice that made me a little edgy, but at the same time, I felt the stirrings of excitement I hadn’t experienced in a long, long time. 

“Sure. Sounds good. When were you thinking?” I tried to sound blasé. Not like my heart was hammering in my chest. 

“Does tonight work for you?” He sounded as if he were out of breath. Like he couldn’t get the words out fast enough. 

Tonight?

Was that enough time to emotionally prepare?

“Okay. Sounds good. I get out of here around 5:30.”

“How about I pick you up at seven? Or would you rather meet me somewhere?” 

This didn’t really sound like a date. “Meet you somewhere?”

“No, that’s stupid. I just thought—never mind. I’ll pick you up. Seven o’clock.” Why did he sound so frazzled? 

“Seven sounds perfect. I’ll see you then.” 

“Great. Thanks, Whitney.” 

I was left wondering what that was all about and whether my nerves could handle waiting until seven to find out. 

**

I agonized over what to wear. 

“You’re stressing me out, Whit. What’s going on?” Mom asked, watching me pull clothes out of my drawers and throw them on the bed. 

“Nothing,” I lied, and when Mom narrowed her eyes, naturally, I caved. No one can keep anything from June Galloway. “Fine, I’m going out to dinner. It’s no big deal.” 

“If it wasn’t a big deal, you wouldn’t be trashing your room trying to find something to wear. Who’s taking you out? The president?” She lifted a yellow shirt. “This is nice. Why don’t you wear this?”

I took the lacy top and made a face. “It looks like something a schoolteacher would wear.” I added it to the ‘no way in hell’ pile. 

“And schoolteacher is not the look you’re going for. Gotcha.” Mom ventured into my room and started going through the outfits in my closet. “Maybe if you tell me who’s taking you to dinner, I can try to find something suitable.” 

“It’s nobody. Just Kyle,” I told her, purposefully not looking at her. 

“Kyle? As in Webber? Meg’s friend?” Mom asked. 

“Yes, that Kyle.” 

Mom didn’t say anything for a few minutes, then handed me my little black dress. “Then wear this.” 

I held it up against my front and looked in my full-length mirror. It was definitely on the sexy side with a low neckline and a hem that hit mid-thigh. “Are you sure?” I turned left and right, trying to decide if this was the message I wanted to send him. 

“If you’re putting this much thought into what you’re going to wear for dinner with Kyle Webber, then yes, that’s the dress you want to wear.” Mom’s reflection in the mirror winked. “I wondered how long this would take. Glad I got to see it before I went senile.” 

I turned around, eyes wide. “What are you talking about, Mom?” 

“You and your sister really do think I’m stupid. Or blind. Maybe both. She didn’t think I noticed how she and Adam mooned over each other for years. I guess you didn’t think I noticed how that poor boy panted after you since he was old enough to know why he was panting.” 

“It’s not like that, Mom. He’s not interested in me. Not anymore.” I dropped the dress onto the bed and instead found a pair of black slacks and a nice green blouse that went nicely with my hair. Conservative and not giving out any messages. 

Mom didn’t comment on my change of outfit. “I didn’t raise my girls to be so obtuse.” She shook her head and started to leave the room. “Just text if you’re not planning to come home.”

“It’s not going to be like that, Mom,” I called out, but she was already halfway down the stairs. 

I looked at the black dress, then at the other outfit I picked out. The dress screamed date. But I wasn’t sure that’s what this was. Or what Kyle expected. He hadn’t sounded like a guy wanting to take out a girl he liked. He sounded ... freaked out?

Not letting myself get carried away, I changed into the slacks and blouse, even if I really wanted to wear the dress. 

**

Kyle showed up at seven on the dot. Of course, he was punctual. I hadn’t expected anything less. I opened the door, and he stood on the stoop, hands in his slack pockets, the light blue of his short-sleeved shirt molded to his biceps. 

His eyes started at my kitten heels and made their way upwards. He wasn’t slow about it like some men would be. Taking his time and letting you know he was doing it. His gaze swept over me, taking me all in, but not in an obtrusive way. Yet I felt warm all the same. “You look beautiful, Whit,” he said softly, his eyes tender. 

I had missed his adoration. At some point, it had become familiar. I had taken it for granted. But it wasn’t just about him wanting me, about him adoring me. It was about the way he made me feel when he looked at me like that. How I wanted to be the kind of woman that deserved Kyle Webber to look at me like that. 

“You look pretty amazing yourself,” I said, grabbing my purse. It was warm, so I didn’t need my coat. 

“Is your mom home? I’d like to say hi.” He peered over my shoulder, looking for her. 

“She’s out actually. I’m pretty sure it’s a date, though she won’t admit it.” I closed the door behind me and followed him to his truck. 

“A date? With who?” he asked, clearly shocked by the idea. 

“Do you remember Leonard Ship?” 

“Sure, he coached my little league basketball team when I was thirteen. Your mom’s on a date with Leo Ship?” Kyle opened the passenger side door for me. 

“They’ve been spending a lot of time together. He bought the house across the street. His wife died last year, I guess.” I hesitated, looking at how high the step was to get into the cab of the truck. 

“That’s right, I had heard Mrs. Ship passed. I was sorry to hear that. She always made this amazing trail mix that she handed out at practice.” He realized I hadn’t gotten in the truck and reached out a hand. “Oh, sorry, I know it’s hard to get up there. Let me help you.” Kyle curled his hand around my waist. I could feel the heat of his fingers through the thin material of my blouse. I looked up at him. He looked down. This felt like a moment. I licked my lips. His eyes grew heated. 

I leaned in ...

“Upsy daisy,” he said, hoisting me up. Then his hands were gone, and he was closing the door behind me. 

Alright then.

The inside of Kyle’s truck smelled like vanilla. A rich, sensual smell, not unlike the man himself. Once in the driver’s seat, Kyle fiddled with the radio. Some sort of screaming heavy metal blasted from the speakers, and I flinched at the volume. 

He winced and quickly turned the dial down. “Sorry, when Katie’s not in the car, I listen to stuff I can’t when she’s around. There’s only so much bubblegum pop I can stomach before I want to gouge my ears out.”

“That’s okay, no objections here. I just got Corrosion of Conformity tickets for later in the year,” I told him. 

Kyle looked at me in surprise. “You listen to C.O.C.? I never would have guessed it.” 

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.” The joke fell a little flat, and we fell into a weird silence. Par for the course. 

“So, where’s Katie tonight?” I asked, glancing back at her car seat. 

“Mom has her. I’m lucky that my parents love any excuse to spend time with their granddaughter. I have a great support network here in Southport. Katie has everything she needs.” There was an edge to his tone and an anxious pull to his mouth. I wanted to ask about the custody situation, but I didn’t feel it was my place to pry. 

I hadn’t spoken much to Kyle since we had coffee on the day of his meeting with Adam. We exchanged casual greetings for the rest of the week, but nothing more. He made no attempts to talk to me more than that, which was why his phone call asking me to dinner had shocked me. I thought maybe he had been embarrassed after spilling his guts over coffee. 

“She definitely does,” I agreed. I wanted to say more, but I didn’t. That was the story of my life when it came to Kyle Webber. There was an ocean of stuff left unsaid between us. 

“Change the music if you want. There are some CDs in the glove compartment.” Kyle reached over me to open the glove compartment, his arm brushing against my leg, his chest pressed into my arm as he drew closer. I could smell his cologne and the spicy scent of the mint he was sucking on. Our cheeks practically brushed, and I held myself still. So still. Wanting to turn my head slightly, wondering if he’d do the same. We were close enough to kiss. 

Then he was pulling out CDs and handing them to me before sitting back in his seat. 

“Really, this is fine,” I insisted, though I looked through what he had given me to be polite. I glanced over and found that he was tapping the steering wheel with his fingers in an irregular rhythm. His knee bobbed up and down. There was this amped up sort of energy vibrating around him. It reminded me of all the times I had been around him when we were younger. I had dismissed it as his crazy personality, but I wondered if it had more to do with the way our energies bounced off each other. 

***

“What’s up, Whitney?” Kyle came into the living room where I was watching Dirty Dancing for the thousandth time. I had just gotten home from cheerleading practice, and I was waiting for Shelly and Laura to come over so we could go to the big party down by the river. 

I hadn’t realized Meg’s friends were there. If I had, I would have locked myself in my room. Not that I didn’t like them, but Kyle Webber drove me nuts. He was a nice guy, for a sophomore, and he was relatively popular because he was on the varsity football and basketball teams, but he was just always around when he came over. Hanging around in the kitchen, eating all of our food, rambling about stuff that I didn’t care about. 

I swallowed my put-upon sigh and paused the movie. “Watching Dirty Dancing.” I looked up at him.

“You really like that movie, huh? You watch it all the time.” He picked at his lip. 

“I guess so.” 

“Maybe I could watch it with you sometime. It looks good,” he offered. 

Bryan never watched Dirty Dancing with me. No matter how many times I asked him to. He said it was a chick movie, and he wasn’t interested. Which was why I had dumped him. 

Kyle was grinning at me in that unnerving way of his. He was always smiling. Especially at me. I didn’t know if it annoyed or flattered me. 

“I heard you and Nichols broke up. Sorry to hear that,” he said, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet. 

“Uh, thanks. But it was no big deal. It’s not like we were married or anything,” I retorted dismissively. I didn’t particularly want to talk to Kyle about my breakup with Meg’s friend. Even if he was looking sort of cute in cargo shorts and a tight-fitting polo shirt. When had he started growing his hair out like that? I liked the way it fell across his forehead. 

Ugh. Stop it. He’s like sixteen and two years below me in school. I shouldn’t be noticing if he was cute or not. 

Kyle plopped down on the couch beside me. “You’re better off anyway. He’s a total dick.” His knees kept bouncing and jiggling. It was putting me on edge. 

“Yeah, everyone knows he’s a dick. I guess it took me a little too long to figure that out.”

Kyle pushed his hair out of his eyes. He really did have a nice-looking face. Full lips, straight nose, shiny, hazel eyes. Huh. I had never really noticed before. He really needed to stop fidgeting like that. It was irritating. 

“So, I guess you don’t have a date for Prom then.” Kyle licked his lips, staring at me. 

Rude much?

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business, Kyle,” I huffed, pissed off and embarrassed that he brought it up. 

“Oh, sorry. It’s just sophomores can’t go to Prom—”

“Rightly so,” I interrupted with a roll of my eyes. 

“But if a junior or senior asks them, they can totally go,” he went on, talking so fast I wondered if he was going to pass out.

“But why would they do that? Who would take a sophomore to prom?” I asked with genuine bewilderment. “Now can you shut up already; I’m trying to watch my movie.” 

“Oh, should I stay?” he asked, still fidgeting, still bouncing his knees. 

“That’s okay. I’d like some privacy, ya know?” I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. I had never noticed the small dimple in his cheek before. It was cute …

“I’ll see you later,” I said, hoping he got the point. 

Then Meg was there telling him to come on, and Kyle was getting to his feet, staring at me in that antsy way of his like he wanted to say something. But he never did. 

And I forgot about Meg’s weird friend and finished watching my movie.

 

“So where are we going to eat?” I asked, needing to fill the quiet with something other than his jangly music. 

“I thought we’d head out of town. There’s this great Greek place in Kirksville that I’ve been wanting to try. Do you like Greek food? Because if not, there’s Italian or Chinese, and I think there’s a Mexican place in Dryden—”

“Greek sounds great. I lived in Cyprus for six months for a movie shoot, so I could definitely go for that,” I assured him, wanting to assuage his nerves. Because his nerves were making me nervous. 

“You’ve really been all over the world, haven’t you? It must have been amazing. I’ve been here. And North Carolina on vacation. And California that time …” His voice drifted off, and he cleared his throat. Now the cabin of the truck was full of other things. Memories that were both sexually charged and wrapped in bitterness. 

“Yeah, well traveling was definitely a perk of the job,” I said wanting to change the subject—to move away from remembrances of that weekend years ago. I didn’t want the date—if that’s what this was—to tank before it even got started. 

“Do you miss it?” he asked, turning onto the main road that would take us into Kirksville. 

“The job?”

“Yeah.” 

“I do. I miss it a lot,” I admitted. I had purposefully not talked about the career I had left behind because I had chosen to come home and didn’t want to feel any regret. I had learned life was too short to second guess yourself, even if I second-guessed myself a dozen times every day for every tiny thing I did. 

“Do you think you’ll ever go back to it?” Why did the question feel loaded with subtext? 

“I don’t know. I don’t want to give it up entirely. I worked too hard. But I also needed a break. Things happened ... and I had to reevaluate what I was doing. I didn’t like the person I had become out there.” My voice was hoarse, and my mouth had become dry.

“Things happened?” 

“Isn’t that the turn off for Kirksville,” I said, pointing to the sign just as Kyle drove past it. 

“Shit, yeah, it was. Sorry.” He quickly pulled into a turnoff and put his signal on so he could flip around. “Hold on.” And then he put his hand on my thigh, gripping tightly as he did a U-Turn in the road. I slid across the seat and found myself pressed into his side, his fingers still holding on. His breathing seemed to deepen, and my belly flipped and rolled. It would be so easy to turn my head. To nuzzle into his neck. I could smell him. I could feel him. His heat. The searing burn of his hand on my leg. Every cell in my body responded to him. 

Once he had corrected the truck, he pulled his hand away. “Sorry ’bout that.” Then I had no choice but to move back to my side of the cab; otherwise, it would have gotten uncomfortable. Even if I wanted to stay where I was, glued to his side like I belonged there. 

Get a grip, Whitney. 

Thankfully, all talk about my past was forgotten as we pulled up in front of the Greek restaurant Niko’s. “Hang on,” he said, getting out of the truck. He rushed around to my side and opened the door for me, holding out his hand for me to take so I could get down. “Don’t want you falling on your face.” He chuckled, and I laughed too. 

He let go of my hand but moved it to the small of my back as he directed me to the front door. Once inside, the hostess greeted us and then led us to a booth tucked into an alcove beneath leafy vines hanging from the ceiling. 

“This is nice,” I observed, taking in the mosaic tile and crisp white linens. It was all very bright yet cozy, with candles in tiny lanterns on the table and Greek music playing from the sound system. 

“I discovered this place when I was working a job in town. I had been hired to re-landscape the town hall, and Lucky on my crew recommended we come here for lunch. After that, we came every day.” Kyle handed me a menu. 

“How many people work for you?” I asked. 

“Five right now, used to be six, but Daniel Alder moved to Virginia to take care of his mom who lives there,” he answered, lifting his eyes from the menu to meet mine. 

“It looks like you stay pretty busy. Business seems to be doing well.” 

Kyle shrugged. “It has its ebbs and flows. We’re busy now because we’re coming into summer. We’re usually slammed up until October, and then it dies off a bit during the winter months naturally. But we have enough regular landscaping jobs to keep us going even in the downtime.”

When the waitress came over, Kyle asked if we should get a bottle of wine. 

“Um, I really don’t drink. But you go ahead,” I said hurriedly. 

Kyle shook his head. “No, that’s okay. Can we get a bottle of sparkling water for the table? And the Aegean platter for a starter. Do you like shrimp?” he asked me. 

“I love shrimp,” I answered with a smile. 

Once the waitress went to put in our drink and appetizer order, Kyle gave me a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have assumed you’d want wine. I’d noticed you don’t drink. I should have been more considerate.” 

“It’s fine. I mean, I used to drink,” I waved away his apology. 

Kyle’s smile turned to a grin. “Yeah, I seem to remember that time you did keg stands at Tucker Baldwin’s field party. You drank the entire football team under the table.” 

I groaned. “I also spent the entire next day throwing up my insides. I’ve only had a hangover like that a handful of times in my life, but that one was the first and perhaps the worst.” 

Kyle laughed. “You were always a force of nature. You were the best at everything, even keg stands.” 

I laughed too. “I don’t know about being the best at everything, but yeah, I could hold my alcohol.” 

“What made you give it up? I mean, good for you. I wish I could, but a cold beer after work keeps me sane,” he said with a smirk. 

I started to pick at my thumbnail—a nervous habit. “Oh, you know, I just thought it was time. Getting wasted only led to bad decisions, and the party scene in L.A. is hard to keep up with unless you’re willing to leave your liver on deposit.” 

“I can see that. I’ve read TMZ.” Kyle lifted an eyebrow, and I chuckled. 

“If only it were always that glamorous. It’s a pretty dark place most of the time,” I found myself admitting. 

Kyle looked as if he wanted to ask more, but our appetizer and bottle of water showed up, and soon we were too busy eating and laughing when he dropped feta cheese in his lap. Despite the awkward beginning, we fell into an easy banter. I couldn’t remember the last time I stopped feeling the heavy lump that had taken up residence in my chest. 

We decided to order three different entrees because we couldn’t choose. “We’ll share,” Kyle suggested. “You can have some of my roast lamb as long as you share your calamari. And of course, we’ll split the Moussaka.” 

“Deal.” I grinned. “Though if I eat any more of these shrimp, I won’t have room for dinner.” I put my fork down and sat back, playfully groaning. 

“So how do you like being back in Southport?” Kyle asked, popping the last shrimp into his mouth.

“It’s strange. It’s all so familiar, but so different. It’s particularly odd living in my old house, sleeping in my old room, but my dad not being there.” I ran my finger along the rim of my glass. 

“I miss your dad. He was a great guy. Always treated me like one of the family,” Kyle said, his mouth turned downward in sympathy. 

“Yeah, he was amazing like that. Everyone that came into the house was immediately part of the tribe. He made everyone feel welcome.” There was an aching sadness that existed just behind my ribs that belonged solely to my dad. It seemed Kyle understood it without having to say anything. 

“You’ve definitely been the talk of the town, though. Everyone is curious about what could bring the famous Whitney Galloway back to Southport.” Kyle took a long drink of water, watching me closely. 

It was my turn to fidget slightly. “Is it so hard to imagine that I simply wanted to come home and help my mother out?” I didn’t mean to sound defensive, but I couldn’t help it. 

“It’s not hard to imagine at all. Most people would do the same, Whitney,” he said softly. 

“Yeah, but most people aren’t Whitney Galloway, are they? Royal bitch of Southport,” I spat out, balling my napkin. 

“No one ever said that—”

“They don’t have to, Kyle. I know what people think of me. They think I believe I’m better than them. That because I had a successful career and moved to Hollywood, that makes me some alien lifeform that doesn’t belong anymore. They think I’ve changed. And maybe they’re right.” I let out a noisy breath. 

Kyle cocked his head to the side as he regarded me. “I don’t know. I’m sitting here looking at a woman that reminds me a lot of the girl I used to know. The girl I liked a whole hell of a lot.” 

My cheeks flamed hot, and the warmth grew inside me, enveloping me. Our dinner arrived just then, and we spent the next few minutes sharing our food and smiling at each other. It was nice. Better than nice. 

But I noticed as the meal drew to a close, Kyle became antsy again—his mood restless. 

“Thanks for asking me to dinner, Kyle. I’ve really enjoyed this,” I said when our once easy conversation dried up. 

Kyle was tapping his fingers against the water glass. “Actually, Whitney, there’s a reason I asked you to dinner tonight.” He cleared his throat. 

Right. That something he wanted to run past me. I had started to think it was an excuse to ask me out without really asking me out. 

It seemed I was wrong. Big surprise there. 

“Okay …” 

“This custody thing with Josie is terrifying,” he began. It was the topic I hadn’t wanted to venture into until he opened the door. Well, here we were.

“I can’t even imagine, Kyle. Have you spoken any more to Adam about it? Have you heard anything from Josie?” I asked. 

Kyle folded his hands on the table, probably to stop them from shaking so much. “Yeah, I’ve spoken to Adam at length about my chances. And while the fact that I’ve been Katie’s sole provider for nearly two years will definitely matter, at the end of the day, Josie is her mother. And the fact that she’s undergone extensive mental health treatment and is making every effort to create a stable home life for her will also matter. It will matter a lot. There’s a good possibility we could be awarded joint custody, but Josie could get physical custody. It’s really all down to who looks the best on the day.” He cleared his throat again. “Adam actually had an interesting idea about how to improve my chances of maintaining physical custody.” 

I sat up straighter. “Oh, that sounds promising. It’s a good thing, right?” 

Kyle ran a hand through his hair. “Actually, I dismissed it initially. I told him he was nuts. That it would never work.” He let out a sharp bark of laughter. Finally, he met my eyes. “But the longer I thought about it, the more I think Adam might be right. It could work. And Whitney, I’ll do anything to keep my daughter. Anything.” 

Not able to help myself, I reached across the table and took his hand. “Of course, you will. That’s what makes you an incredible dad. I have nothing but respect for how you’ve raised Katie. She’s an amazing little girl, and you have yourself to thank for that. And I told you, if there’s anything I can do to help, I’ll do it.” 

Kyle squeezed my fingers. “I’m glad you said that because you’re part of this plan.”

“Me?” I asked, confused.

“Yeah. You’re the only one that can make this work actually. Will you hear me out? Don’t say anything until I’m finished explaining it.” His eyes pleaded with me. He was worried. And it had to do with me. 

What was going on here?

“So, because the courts generally rule in favor of the mother, I, as the father, have to prove that I can provide a secure and stable home life for Katie. And even though I think this is an antiquated notion, apparently being married will help that.” He started to gnaw on his bottom lip. “And since I’m not exactly dating anyone currently, I thought the idea was ridiculous.” 

My insides started to churn again. 

“But then I started thinking about losing Katie. About her moving to Florida with Josie, and I knew that I couldn’t allow that to happen.” His eyes started to glisten with tears, and I felt my throat getting tight at the emotion I saw on his face. I felt for him. His fear, his desperation. It clawed its way up my chest. 

“I can’t lose her, Whit. She’s my baby girl. My everything. So …” He took a deep breath. “Will you marry me?” 

My entire body went rigid. 

“What?” I gaped. Whatever I had been expecting him to say, it was definitely not that. 

Kyle’s grip on my hand became borderline painful. “I know how it sounds, but it won’t be forever. We’ll get married, you can move in with me, only until custody is determined. This will all be temporary. You can have your own room. We can live our own lives, but you’re honestly the only person that can sell this.” 

I pulled my hand back, breaking the physical contact. The Earth had just opened up beneath me. This wasn’t exactly how I had expected to be proposed to even if I had abandoned romantic notions years ago. 

“Why me? Why does it have to be me?” The words came out as a whisper. 

Kyle stared at me long and hard. His gaze was unwavering. His eyes deep and infinite. “Because of who you are to me. Who you’ve always been to me.” He swallowed. “No one will question that I would want to marry you. Particularly Josie. This entire town watched me make a fool of myself over you for years.” 

There was a lot to unpack there. And if I were in a proper frame of mind and not totally blindsided, I’d be slightly giddy by his admission. But I didn’t know if I could do what he was asking. 

He wanted us to fake a marriage. To pretend to be in love. 

It sounded like a plan destined to end in misery. My misery. 

“But it wouldn’t be real; I promise you that. Don’t think I’m putting pressure on you to make this into a real marriage. I wouldn’t do that to you,” he went on in a rush. “Just think of it as one friend helping another out. And you’d be really helping me, Whit. I know it’s a lot to ask, but I hope you’ll think about it. For Katie. And for me.” 

“It wouldn’t be real,” I repeated dully. 

“Of course not. But I don’t think it will be too horrible for you. I’m not that bad of a guy.” His lips quirked into the shadow of a smile before disappearing. “Please, Whitney. I can’t lose my daughter. I know this is unfair to put on your shoulders. We haven’t been in each other’s lives for years. But I trust you and your heart. I know you care about Katie. I’ve seen how you are with her. And I think you must still care about me; otherwise, you would have thrown your water in my face ten minutes ago.” 

“So, you’re telling me that you’re hinging your custody case on our ability to sell a marriage to the courts?” I didn’t know what I was feeling. Freaked out. Yep. Overwhelmed. Probably. Maybe a little sad. Most likely. 

“Well, we like each other. We’re friends. We’ve known each other forever. I was more than a little in love with you for a long time. We could sell the shit out of this, Whit,” Kyle begged. 

His casual reminder of how he used to feel for me made it more than clear that that was not how he felt anymore. And damn that hurt. 

But I cared about Kyle Webber. I cared about his beautiful girl. I didn’t want to see him lose her to Josie. It wasn’t right that that was even a possibility. 

What did I have to lose? It was a temporary fix to a very big problem. I could do it. For Katie. For Kyle. 

“I’ll understand if you tell me to get lost,” Kyle hedged, seeming to prepare himself for just that. 

“I wouldn’t do that,” I said. 

“You can think about it—”

“I don’t need to think about it.” 

“Oh. Okay.” Kyle winced, bracing for a blow. 

“Let’s get hitched,” I said, throwing my hands into the air. 

Kyle sat there looking dumbstruck. “Are you serious?”

“As a grave,” I retorted. 

Kyle sat back with a thud. “I really thought you’d tell me to go fuck myself.” He blinked a few times, shaking his head. “You mean it? You’ll do this?”

“I told you I’d do anything to help you, didn’t I?”

Kyle laughed without humor. “I’m sure you weren’t thinking becoming Mrs. Webber was part of that.”

“Yeah, okay, so maybe not, but I truly care about Katie, and I don’t want you to lose her. Let’s sell the hell out of this, Kyle.” Even though my heart hurt a little at the idea of a fake marriage with him, I meant it when I said I’d help him in whatever way I could. 

It was only for a little while. What harm could it do?

God, I was an idiot.





Chapter 9

Kyle

 

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Mom argued, rooting through her jewelry box until she found the tiny black velvet box she was searching for. 

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard this since I had shared the plan with her and Dad. I knew she wasn’t going to be overly thrilled with the idea of me entering into a fake marriage, but I also knew she’d put her feelings aside to do what was best for Katie. Even if she was vocal about her disapproval. 

“It’s the perfect idea, Mom.” I sighed, trying to stay patient. It was the big day—my wedding—and I was struggling with knotting my tie. I had worn one only a handful of times in my life, so I kind of sucked at it. Finally taking pity on me, Mom swatted my hands away and tied it for me. 

“I’ve known Whitney forever,” I reminded her. “She genuinely cares about Katie. Besides, what does it matter as long as my daughter—your granddaughter—gets to stay in Southport?”

I sat Mom and Dad down the day after Whitney agreed to marry me in name only and explained about Josie filing for physical custody and the idea Adam had devised to give me the best chance at keeping Katie. 

“That’s the most asinine thing I’ve ever heard. Was Adam drunk when he suggested that?” fumed my dad. “Why else would he encourage you to lie to the courts? That seems like bad advice to me. Maybe you need to get a new attorney.” 

“He’s not telling me to lie, Dad. Whitney and I are actually getting married. We’ve known each other since we were kids. We’re friends. It’ll be fine,” I assured them, but Mom had seemed worried. 

“And what about Katie? What if she gets attached to Whitney, you get custody, then Whitney leaves when this is over? Katie will be abandoned. Again,” Mom countered. My stomach had clenched at the idea of Whitney up and leaving when this was all said and done. And I’d be lying if I hadn’t agonized over that very thing. But Whitney had assured me she wouldn’t just up and leave Katie like Josie had done. 

“I’ll always be in her life, Kyle. As long as she wants me to be,” Whitney had promised, and I wanted to believe her. Even though I had trust issues that were deeply rooted in our history, there was something in the way she talked about my daughter that put me at ease. I wanted to trust her to put Katie’s needs first. If I was going through with this, I really had no other choice. 

“Whitney won’t abandon Katie. I know she won’t. She’s not Josie,” I bit out, my voice cold at the mention of my ex’s name. I had been tolerant of Josie and her bullshit for years. My tolerance had now run out. I was pissed. More than pissed, I was fueled by an incandescent rage that was hinged on my terror. I could be happy that Josie was finally getting her life together—but not at the expense of Katie’s happiness. 

Mom and Dad shared a look. 

“We always liked Whitney. I remember her as a sweet little girl who attended my Sunday school class every single week. But that was then. What do you really know about the person she is now?” Mom had asked.

“What does that mean?” I frowned. 

“She lived a very different life to yours for many years. She was in Hollywood, Kyle. Those people aren’t like us. Like you,” Dad contended. 

“What is she? An alien?” I had laughed, though my parents hadn’t found my comment funny.

“This will blow up in your face if you’re not careful, Kyle,” Dad warned roughly. And we didn’t talk about it again. Mom and Dad had made their feelings clear. They didn’t agree with it, but they would keep their feelings quiet, and they’d go along with the plan as long as it meant Katie stayed here. 

Clearly, Mom had been stewing, though. She handed me Grandma Webber’s engagement ring after she finished with my tie. She didn’t let go of the box, holding it tightly in her hand. “You really want to give Whitney your grandma’s ring? Don’t you want to save it for the real thing?” Mom’s brow furrowed in that way it did when she was feeling particularly critical.

I covered her hand with mine. “This is real, Mom. Legally anyway. Whitney will take care of Grandma’s ring.” 

Mom sighed again—she had been doing that a lot lately— and let go of the box. I opened the top and looked down at the antique gold band studded with diamonds. It wasn’t flashy, but it was elegant. It was perfect for Whitney. We hadn’t talked about an engagement ring in our haste to plan the whole thing, but it didn’t feel right for her not to have one. 

And maybe a part of me imagined that this was for real. 

No. I couldn’t let myself go there. I had to keep this marriage in perspective ... No imaginings. No complicated feelings. I had to do this for Katie. I couldn’t afford it to be for any other reason. I could tell by the way Whitney talked about her life in L.A. that whether she realized it or not, she missed it. Southport could never keep her. So, while she was doing me a huge favor, this was never meant to last. 

Just as well. The woman had broken every piece of my heart once already. It had never fully healed from the last time she crushed it. I wasn’t in a rush to hand it over to her again to do the exact same thing. 

If I was so worried about her hurting me, how could I go through with this?

I could hear Katie laughing with my dad downstairs. Her childish giggles made me smile. I would do anything if it meant making sure that kid had the life she deserved. So, I steeled my shoulders and locked away my heart. I would marry Whitney Galloway, and I would build a life for my kid that Josie Robinson could never dismantle. 

“I always pictured you getting married in a church. Dressed in a tux with a flutist playing in the background. Not at the town hall,” Mom grumbled, straightening the skirt of her floral print dress. She had insisted on buying a new one for the occasion. “Even if it’s a load of bull, it requires a nice dress,” she insisted with a frown. 

I hated disappointing my mom. I knew that for all her complaints, she was only worried. And I knew she wanted more for me. She thought I was shortchanging myself. But I wasn’t. This marriage would hopefully give me exactly what I wanted. Peace of mind. I put my arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “Hey, I’m wearing a suit,” I pointed out. 

Mom pulled away and looked at me, giving me the maternal once-over. “I guess it’ll have to do.” She smoothed her hand down the front of my jacket, tucking in my tie. She patted my cheek. “You do look handsome.” She squeezed my hand, and the heavy brick in the middle of my chest shifted slightly. 


This would work out. It had to. 

“We’d better get going. We’re meeting Whitney and her mom at 2:00.” I put the ring in my pocket where it sat next to the wedding bands I had purchased from the internet. Thank you for two-day shipping. I only hoped I got Whitney’s size right. 

We went downstairs to find my dad giving Katie a piggyback ride around the living room. 

“Dennis, look at you! Your shirt is untucked, and is that coffee on your pants?” Mom scolded. 

Dad looked down at himself sheepishly. “It’s fine.” 

“Your son is getting married today. Even if it’s all a big lie, you should still look presentable,” Mom went on, and I tried not to roll my eyes. She was the queen of passive-aggressiveness. 

“Come here, my little bug,” I said, holding out my arms so I could take Katie from my dad. My daughter launched herself at me, giving me a noisy kiss on the cheek. She was dressed in a pink frilly dress, with her dark hair pulled up into pigtails.

“Dada, pwetty.” She patted the skirt of her dress with a big grin. 

I lifted her into the air and swung her around. She giggled and waved her arms. “High!” she squealed, and I tossed her up, catching her quickly before my mom could have a panic attack. 

“You look beautiful, Katie Bug,” I said, letting her down once she started wriggling. She twirled in her dress. 

“Come on, Katie. It’s time to go. Do you have your basket?” Mom asked her. 

“Basket?” I wondered aloud as Katie picked up a small wicker basket from the coffee table. “What’s in there?” I peered inside. 

“Fowers,” Katie announced, taking a handful of fake rose petals and tossing them on the ground in a pile. 

I looked at my mom, who was quickly sweeping them up and putting them back in the basket. “I thought Katie should have a part in this wedding, or whatever it is. She’s why you’re doing this, after all,” Mom insisted while fussing around all of us, making sure we passed her sniff test. 

I felt choked up at my mother’s thoughtfulness. This. This was why I wouldn’t let Josie take Katie. I’d die before that happened. 

“Okay, let’s get going.” I grabbed my keys, and we headed out the door. 

Mom stopped me after I put Katie in her car seat. “I hope this works out. I really do. You deserve all the happiness, Kyle. Don’t forget that. Don’t forget yourself in this. Katie’s needs are important. But so are yours.” She gave me a quick hug and hurried to Dad’s Toyota. 

Fifteen minutes later, we had parked at Town Hall and were waiting in the reception area. Whitney and her mom weren’t there yet, but Meg, Adam, and Skylar were. 

Katie had gone straight to Meg, who pulled her onto her lap and let her play with the long necklace she wore. 

“You ready for this?” Skylar asked, her expression unreadable. Even though she had been all for the idea at Sweet Lila’s, it seemed sobriety had dampened her enthusiasm. 

“Whitney’s cool and all, but are you sure she’s the right one to do this?” Skylar asked me last night. The road from proposal to wedding had taken seven days. We were able to get a marriage license Monday, and here we were on Friday, ready to get married.

Skylar came over last night with pizza and a six-pack of beers. After Katie went to bed, we watched a crappy action flick and hung out. Skylar was good company. She wasn’t one of those people who filled silence with empty conversation. I had always appreciated that about her. We connected on a level that was different than my friendship with either Meg or Adam. At one time, I thought she may have had a thing for me, but I quickly realized that was never the case. 

“Are you rethinking your quick refusal, Murphy? Because if that’s the case—”

“No way, Web,” Skylar had laughed, making a face. 

I tossed a wonton over to her, and she ate it in one gulp, washing it down with beer. “Don’t worry, Sky. Whit and I are on the same page,” I assured her. 

Skylar raised an eyebrow. “Are you, though? Do you remember how you were after you came back from LA? You were a damn mess, man.” 

I tensed, hating that she brought that up. “This is different, Skylar.”

“Is it?” 

“Yes, it is,” I said firmly. “Because I’m not deluding myself about what this is. I’m not some sad kid who actually thinks Whitney Galloway might love me.” I took a deep breath. “I’m very aware that this marriage will be in name only. She’s my friend now, Skylar. I’m not holding out hope for some grand romance. Those fantasies are long dead.” 

Skylar had stared at me as if trying to search through my soul. I hated it when she did that. It made me feel as if she were scraping through all the painful crap I kept buried. Skylar saw through me in a way few people did. I was glad we were friends because it would suck to have her as an enemy 

“Okay,” was all she said and dropped it after that. But something told me she didn’t believe me, and that sucked. 

“Completely ready,” I told her, meaning it. I was more than ready. This was the right thing to do. I was convinced of it. 

The doors to Town Hall opened, bringing with it a gust of air scented with the rose bushes blooming out front. The sun haloed the figure standing in the doorway, a bouquet of lilies in her hand. 

Whitney and her mother closed the door behind them, and they walked toward us. June Galloway stopped and spoke to my parents, but I wasn’t looking at her. 

Because I couldn’t take my eyes off Whitney Rose Galloway. My heart, which I tried to keep firmly in my chest, threatened to explode out of me. 

“Hey,” she said softly once she reached me, her green eyes sparkling. 

“Hey,” I said back, giving her a smile. One that reached upwards and I felt all over my face. “You look gorgeous.” 

Whitney’s cheeks flushed, and she looked down at the knee-length cream-colored dress that flowed around her thighs. It had thin straps and a scooped neckline. I noticed she was wearing a simple white gold necklace with a single pearl. Her thick red hair was held back in clips and flowed down her back. She wore heels, so that made her tall enough that her head would tuck perfectly beneath my chin. 

“Thanks. You look pretty amazing yourself.” She pulled on the hem of her dress. “Sorry we’re late. Mom decided to impart some parental wisdom before leaving the house. It took longer than expected.” She cringed. 

“It seems there’s a lot of that going around.” I glanced at my parents, who were deeply engrossed in a conversation with Whitney’s mom. All three looked our way, and I knew they were discussing us. 

“You guys look wonderful! Let me get some pictures.” Meg stood up and got out her phone, snapping some candid shots. “Come on, get in close together.” She waved her hand. “This is supposed to be the happiest day of your life, remember.” 

I put my arm around Whitney’s slim waist, and she pressed herself into my side, leaning her head close. I could smell the heady fruity scent of her shampoo. Her hair brushed against my cheek. “Thank you,” I murmured into her ear. 

She looked up at me, her expression a strange mixture of things I couldn’t quite read. “Don’t thank me, Kyle. Please,” she whispered. I didn’t understand what she meant. Maybe I should have asked her, but then I forgot about all that. She was standing so close to me, and I could smell her and feel her, and it was like being back there in her apartment all those years ago when I was crazy in love with her and hoping for something magical to happen between us. 

I briefly thought of my mom’s words from earlier. “This will blow up in your face if you’re not careful.”

“Okay, perfect,” Meg called out, breaking whatever spell we had been under. I blinked and pulled my arm away. 

“Dada!” Katie called out, running over to us. Whitney immediately went down onto her haunches, so she was eye level with my girl. 

“Hey there, Katie Boo.” She smiled. “I like your dress.” 

Katie did a twirl and then threw her arms around Whitney’s neck, hugging her tightly. Whitney didn’t hesitate to hug her back, squeezing her close, holding her to her chest. And that was how I knew Whitney was the right one for this plan. Because of the way she hugged my daughter. 

“Webber and Galloway. The judge is ready,” the clerk said. 

“Okay, guys, let's do this.” I grinned at our family and friends. Whitney stood up and took my hand. My mom ushered Katie to the front, and we all laughed as she started dumping the fake flower petals on the floor.

“She’s adorable! I love that she’s our flower girl.” Whitney watched Katie with a tender look on her face. 

“I just feel sorry for whoever has to clean all that up,” I said with a laugh. 

Whitney elbowed me. “Don’t be such a killjoy. She’s loving it!” 

I stopped her before we reached the judge’s desk. “Actually, I want to give you something before we get up there.” I pulled out the velvet box and opened it, taking out Grandma Webber’s ring. 

Whitney gasped. “Oh, Kyle, it’s gorgeous!” 

I rolled it between my fingers nervously. “I wanted you to have a ring. A real ring. One that means something to me. Because I’m so thankful you’re doing this for me. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to express to you what you’re doing for my family.” I took a deep breath. “This is my grandma’s ring, and I’d be honored if you’d wear it.” 

Whitney sniffed, and I was pretty sure she was trying not to cry. “I can’t take this, Kyle.” Her voice wobbled. 

I took her hand and slid the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly—as if it were a sign or something. “Please, Whitney. Wear this ring for me.” 

She stared down at my grandma’s ring. It looked just right on her hand. Like it was meant to be there. She nodded. I took her hand again, and we made our way to where Judge Tucker was standing, waiting for us. 

The entire ceremony lasted all of fifteen minutes. Truthfully, afterward, I barely remembered anything the judge said. It was a blur. I recalled Whitney and I exchanging rings, and Meg and Adam signing the witness declaration. Then Katie was tossing the rest of the flower petals on the floor, and my mother was hastily trying to sweep them into piles, so they were easier to clean up. 

Then it was done, and our group was heading over to Mario’s Italian Restaurant for a late lunch/early dinner. I had made a reservation for three-thirty, and even though we were a little early, they sat us quickly. 

“To the bride and groom!” Adam announced, lifting his champagne flute into the air. Everyone did the same, toasting us. 

“I thought the clerk was going to blow a gasket when Katie dumped all those petals on the floor.” Skylar chuckled. 

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Mom defended. 

“It was a lovely thought, Gail. I loved the flowers,” Whitney said, smiling at my mom. Mom smiled back. 

“Pee-pee Dada!” Katie shouted over everyone. 

“I didn’t realize she was potty training already,” Meg said. 

“We just started. It’s touch and go at the moment. But she is pretty good about letting you know when she has to use the toilet. She doesn’t always make it, though.” I looked around for the bathrooms. “I guess it’s okay to take her into the men’s restroom. I hope they have stalls.” 

I started to unbuckle her from the highchair when Whitney put her hand on my arm. “I can take her. If that’s okay.” She looked at my mother too, which I appreciated. I liked how she was deferring to my mom not to seem like she was taking over now that she was technically Katie’s stepmother.

“Why don’t I come with you so I can show you what to do. After all, you’ll be taking over a lot of this for a while,” Mom suggested, her mouth only slightly pinched. But she offered Whitney a conciliatory smile. 

The two left for the bathroom, and as soon as they were gone, June, Whitney’s mother, turned to me. “Whitney and I dropped her things off at your house before we came today. She said you told her that was alright.” 

We had agreed that Whitney would begin living at my place starting tonight. This marriage had to have all the hallmarks of a true union—including living together. I had painted the guest room a nice yellow that reminded me of the color of Whitney’s room at her parents’ house. I had purchased a new bedroom suite as well. I wanted her to be comfortable. 

“Of course, it is. My house is her house.” I took a long drink of champagne. I had always gotten on well with Meg and Whitney’s parents, but I worried about what June thought of the situation. Her opinion mattered to me, and if she was anything like my parents, I didn’t think she was fully on board with it. “I hope you know that this means the world to me that Whitney is helping me like this. And thank you for your support June.” 

June covered my hand with hers. “I’ve known you for most of your life, Kyle. You were a good boy who has grown into a fine man. I know you love your daughter. I understand that you need to do whatever you have to do to take care of her.” She took a deep breath, her piercing eyes meeting mine. “But be careful with yourself and with Whitney. I know you think this is all very cut and dry, but life is often messy. And feelings make otherwise uncomplicated things very, very complicated.” 

I opened my mouth to respond but promptly closed it. I didn’t know how to respond. I could try to convince her that we had it under control, but the thing about our parents was they formulated their own opinions, and it didn’t matter what we had to say about it.

Mom and Whitney came back with Katie a few minutes later. Katie held onto both of their hands and was prattling on about God knows what. Whitney lifted Katie back up into her highchair, fumbling with the straps. 

“Here, like this,” I showed her, snapping the straps into place. 

Whitney gave me a sheepish smile. “I guess I’ll get the hang of this stuff.” 

I gave her arm a squeeze. “You’ll do great. I know it.” 

Everyone ate their food. There was laughter and conversation. Whitney and I shared our meals just as we had done at the Greek restaurant. 

When I looked down at her—this woman who was now technically my wife—I knew, deep in my bones, that I had done the right thing. 

This would all work out. 

It had to. 

I didn’t want to think about what would happen if it didn’t. 

 

 





Chapter 10

Whitney

I woke up disoriented. I sat up slowly, my unfocused eyes slowly adjusting to the bright light streaming through the thin, gauzy curtains. 

Where the hell am I?

Then it all came back to me. 

The wedding. 

The dinner afterward. 

Coming home with Kyle and the awkward goodnight outside my new bedroom door. 

Everything felt surreal. Like I had dreamt it. 

“Are you sure about this?” my mother had asked as she pinned up my hair. While Meg and Adam had been nothing but supportive, my mother had been more than hesitant about the idea of marrying Kyle to help him gain full custody of his daughter. 

“Completely sure, Mom. I don’t know why you’re worried. It’s Kyle.” I took the pearl necklace that my dad gave me for my sixteenth birthday out of my jewelry box and put it on. I brushed my hair over my shoulder. Mom had twirled my hair into braids in a fancy half up/half down style. It looked amazing. 

I reached for my lipstick, but my mom grabbed my wrist, stopping me. “Sweetie, it’s Kyle.” She said his name with emphasis. “The same man that caused you to stress about your wardrobe choice only a week ago. You’re telling me that this marriage is in name only? Who are you trying to kid? Me or yourself?” 

I didn’t like her questions. Mostly because part of me was concerned about the same thing. I had decided to marry him on impulse. The look on his face when he talked about possibly losing Katie had torn me apart. I was flattered that he chose me to be the one to help him; that, despite what happened between us before, he was trusting me with the future of his child.

But after agreeing, things moved quickly. Almost too quickly. And he was asking what color I wanted him to paint my new room and what flavor coffee I preferred. I had been thrown headlong into the planning of this temporary life and started to get lost in the fantasy of being Kyle Webber’s wife. Which was stupid. This wasn’t real. It never would be. He needed me to sell this story, and it made sense I was the only one that could. 

Only a handful of people knew the truth of our arrangement. To everyone else, we had fallen into a whirlwind romance. 

I had the misfortune of running into Chelsea Sloane—Adam’s ex-wife and Josie Robinson’s former best friend—in the grocery store only days after the tale of our quick engagement started to make the rounds in the Southport gossip circles. 

I had always loathed Chelsea. She had tried to play like she was queen bee when we were in high school, making my sister’s life a misery. I took every opportunity to put the snotty bitch in her place. And given that I, not Chelsea, was the queen bee of our high school, it wasn’t that hard. 

She hated me. Almost as much as she hated Meg. Which was just fine with me. I was never concerned with what people thought of me. Or I hadn’t been until I moved to L.A., and the opinions of others were your only currency. 

“Well, if it isn’t the soon to be Mrs. Kyle Webber.” Her voice was like nails on a chalkboard. I thought about ignoring her but figured might as well get the unpleasantness over with. 

Chelsea was holding two bottles of red wine, her shirt uncomfortably short, and her leggings so tight I could see the outline of absolutely everything. What did Adam ever see in a fake woman like that?

“I’m surprised to see you slumming it in Southport, Chelsea. I thought you had finally moved on. But I’ll make sure to tell Adam and Meg you said hello.” I kept my voice bland and uninterested, but it was too much fun twisting the knife. 

Chelsea’s expression soured, but only for a moment. Then she was smiling, showing off a mouthful of veneers. It was blinding. “Oh, how the mighty have fallen, Whit,” she tutted loudly. 

“What are you talking about?” I had asked her, knowing I shouldn’t have. 

Chelsea flipped her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I mean, look at you. One-time Homecoming queen, moved to California, became some big shot hairdresser—”

“Makeup artist. I was a makeup artist,” I corrected through clenched teeth. 

“Whatever. Then you move back to pokey little Southport, and now you’re marrying Kyle Webber? The same Kyle Webber, who you never gave the time of day to in all those years he followed after you like a sad little puppy dog?” She put her hand on her hip. “I just don’t get it.” 

“We fell in love. That’s what people with hearts do, Chelsea. You would know if you had one.” I checked the time on the watch I wasn’t wearing. “Oh, look at the time, I should get going—”

“Josie was pissed as hell when she found out.” 

The mention of Katie’s mother made me pause. Chelsea, realizing she had my attention, went on. “She’s very curious about the timing and all.” 

I felt myself go cold. This was not good. People couldn’t question the marriage; otherwise, it wouldn’t work. “Stop talking bullshit, Chelsea, and get to your point.” 

Chelsea shrugged, slowly and deliberately. “With Jos filing for custody and all that. Now here you are, getting hitched. If one of you were a foreigner, I’d say it was for a green card.” She giggled in a way a lot of men probably found appealing. Mostly because the majority of men thought only with their dicks. 

“It’s a good thing no one in Southport cares about what you think about anything, isn’t it?” I gave her a wide, put-on smile. “Enjoy your wine. Be careful, though, that stuff will make your face bloat.” I wiggled my fingers in her direction and walked past her down the aisle. 

Once I got outside to my car, I sagged in the seat. Then I dug my phone out of my purse and called Kyle. I knew he was finishing up the town square. I was headed back to the office, but I didn’t want to talk about my conversation with Chelsea with his crew watching from a distance. 

He picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Whit.” The way he said my name made me shiver. Now was not the time for that foolishness.

“Josie’s heard about our upcoming nuptials,” I informed him breezily. 

“Super. Saves me the trouble of having to tell her myself.” He sounded distracted, and I could hear people talking in the background. 

“Apparently, she’s suspicious about the timing.” 

“Wait. What? Who told you that?” Kyle demanded, his voice hard. 

“I ran into Chelsea at the grocery store, and she said—”

“This is according to Chelsea?” Kyle snorted. “Then take it with a grain of salt. She and Josie haven’t talked in years. She doesn’t know how Jos feels about anything.” 

“I don’t know; she sounded like she had spoken to her.” I chewed my bottom lip. I saw Chelsea come out of the grocery store so I quickly put my car in drive and pulled out of the parking lot before she could see me. 

“Chelsea Sloane is a shit-stirrer. She may have spoken to Josie, but I sincerely doubt Josie would have said anything to her worth sharing. Josie may be a lot of things, but she’s not a complete fool. She knows what kind of person Chelsea is and wouldn’t talk to her about any of this stuff.” He sounded so sure. And it sort of bothered me how he still defended his ex.

“I hate people speculating.” I turned onto Main Street and parked my car. I didn’t get out right away. I could see Kyle from where I sat. He was wearing a baseball cap to keep the sun out of his eyes; the sleeves of his polo shirt were rolled up, revealing his very impressive biceps. He had the phone pressed to his ear, and his head was bent.

I watched as he walked away from his crew. He stopped beneath the giant oak tree and leaned against it, rubbing his temples. He looked stressed and tired. “People are going to talk, Whitney. We can’t stop them. The only thing we can do is make them believe. And we will. Because it’s us.”

He sounded like he meant it. Like he believed it. 

That we were truly an ‘us.’ 

I tried to internalize his confidence. Absorb it into myself. I swallowed all the misgivings that threatened to overwhelm me. 

The wedding was sweet and simple. I had never been the kind of girl to fantasize about my big day. I didn’t think about what my dress would look like or what colors my bridesmaids would wear. I had never been fixated on marrying the perfect guy and having the perfect family. Those weren’t my dreams. 

But even still, what we threw together in seven days felt pretty perfect. I found a lovely dress that looked pretty good on me. Mom had insisted on taking me to a designer dress outlet to go shopping. “Whatever the reasons for this wedding, it needs to be celebrated. And you should do that with a gorgeous new dress,” Mom exclaimed before dragging me out to go shopping. 

I didn’t remember much about the ceremony itself. Judge Tucker had a monotone voice that was better suited to curing insomnia than officiating a wedding. But Katie throwing rose petals injected some joy into the proceedings. Her infectious presence gave it the levity it needed. 

My stomach had been in knots the whole time. My palms were sweaty, though thankfully, Kyle didn’t comment on them. I questioned myself a thousand times. Was this the right thing to do? Could I really be the person Kyle and Katie needed me to be? What if I ruined his chance to keep his daughter? I would never forgive myself. It was too much pressure. I would cave. It’s what I did. I’d run, and that would be the end of it. 

Then I looked at Kyle, his hazel eyes bright. And at Katie, his beautiful daughter, who I had grown to care deeply about in the short time I had known her. 

I had lived a selfish life for so long—closing the doors around me. It was time to fling them open. It felt good to do something that would help two people that had started to matter so much to me.

I swung my legs out of bed, my bare feet sinking into the thick rug pile. Kyle had done everything he could to make the room cozy and inviting. I could still smell the fresh paint on the walls. He had chosen yellow, which made me smile. It was practically the same color as my room at home. 

“I hope you like it,” he said, sounding almost shy as he opened the door to my new room. 

I had seen it earlier when I dropped my stuff off, and my mother and I had been shocked in the best way possible at the attention to detail Kyle had gone through in such a short time. 

“It’s perfect, Kyle. I love it.” 

He stood staunchly in the open doorway, not venturing inside. “I remembered you liked yellow. Or at least you used to …”

“I still love yellow. It’s a great choice.” 

Kyle looked around me to the stuffed toy on my bed, and he went still. A myriad of emotions flitted across his face, and I couldn’t get a read on any of them. 

“You kept it.” His voice was hoarse. 

I glanced over my shoulder at the stuffed dog that resembled my childhood pet, Bongo. I felt my throat tighten. “It’s the most thoughtful gift anyone has ever given me.” I didn’t tell him how, when I found it the next morning when I finally came home after spending the night with the man I had abandoned Kyle for, I cried. I had sobbed my eyes out because I knew at that moment that I was the biggest asshole that had ever lived. Kyle had left, most likely to go back home, and he left behind this reminder that he knew me. That he loved me. That he saw me. Better than most people. 

I had pushed those feelings down as deep as I could shove them and tried to forget they existed. But I kept the stuffed Bongo. I told myself it was to remember the dog I had loved so much. However, subconsciously I knew that it was just as much about the man who had given it to me. 

Kyle rubbed his eyes. “I thought you’d throw it away.” His words were strained. 

I had looked up at him, willing him to see—to know …

“Never,” I had whispered, unable to speak louder, the words becoming lost in all the things I couldn’t vocalize. 

We had stood there, not quite looking at each other, our eyes meeting then drifting away. His body was a coiled spring. Mine was just as taut. Anticipation thrummed between us, but it fizzled out before it could be realized. 

“Make yourself at home. I’d better go see to Katie.” He leaned down and kissed my cheek. A light peck. Nothing more. 

And then he was gone.

I looked over at the vanity table against the far wall. It was ornate and made of white stained wood, carved into intricate flourishes. Kyle had even gotten a large beveled glass mirror bordered with Hollywood style bulbs that dimmed. It was the most beautiful piece of furniture I had ever seen. 

“I thought you might need a place to keep your makeup,” he had told me when I went over and opened the drawers. 

He had no idea how considerate the gesture was. Right now, all my supplies were in boxes in the closet. I hadn’t gotten them out since I moved back, feeling there was no place for that part of my life here in Southport. But here was Kyle offering it back to me in such a small, significant way. He was a man of tiny, meaningful gestures. 

I could hear Katie’s laughter drift up the stairs, making me smile. I was quickly becoming attached to her, which I had to be careful about. I couldn’t pin my hopes for children on this child who wasn’t mine—would never be mine. Not really. This was all temporary, and I had to remember that. 

Not wanting to walk downstairs in my robe, I grabbed some clothes and hurried to the bathroom across the hall to get a shower. I quickly got ready for the day. It was Saturday. An entire day with nothing to do. I was filled with an awkward dread. 

Would we be doing something together? As a family? I supposed it was time to start this new act. I just didn’t quite know how to play my part yet. I got dressed and put my hair up in a bun then made my way downstairs. 

I hadn’t really paid much attention to the interior of the house when we came home last night. It had been a rush of getting Katie a bath and ready for bed. Kyle showed me my room and told me to make myself at home. But I didn’t really know what that meant. So, I unpacked my clothes and put them away. Then I waited. And when an hour passed and I hadn’t seen or heard Kyle, I went looking for him and Katie, only to find them both asleep; Katie curled up in her bed and Kyle in the chair beside her. I turned off the light and quietly closed the door, returning to my room, where I stayed awake wondering about this new life of mine for half the night. 

At the bottom of the stairs, the house opened up into a large open space. The kitchen and breakfast nook were at the back where there was a large glass door that led out onto what looked like a stone patio. I could see Katie sitting in her highchair, shoving food into her mouth. Kyle was at the stove flipping eggs. 

I stood there awkwardly watching them, not sure if I should be intruding. This had the feeling of a well-worn routine, and I didn’t know how to integrate myself into it. Or if I even should. 

We have to sell this. Might as well start now. 

“Good morning,” I called out, patting Katie on the head as I came into the kitchen. She looked up at me and babbled away, holding out a piece of toast. 

“She wants you to have some,” Kyle interpreted for me. When I hesitated, he laughed. “You just have to pretend to take a bite then hand it back to her. But I encourage her sharing, so I usually play along.” 

“Oh. Okay then.” I took the toast and made a big show of pretending to take a bite. “Mmmm. It’s the best toast ever!” Katie clapped her hands, clearly enjoying my efforts. I handed the toast back to her. “Your turn, Katie Boo.” She took the toast from me and shoved it in her mouth, enthusiastically imitating the noise I had made.

“Is it okay if I make some coffee?” I asked, standing there, not sure what to do. 

“I’ve already brewed a pot, so help yourself.” Kyle pointed to the coffee maker on the corner of the counter. “Mugs are in the cabinet there.”

I was usually a whiz at small talk. Put me in a room of strangers, and I’ll leave with five friends. But now, in this situation, I didn’t know what the hell to say. I was at a loss. I was pouring coffee in this house I was sharing with my new fake husband and felt as if I were drowning. 

“How do you take your eggs?” Kyle asked. 

“Um, well, I don’t really eat eggs,” I told him. 

Kyle frowned. “Oh, okay then. You’re not vegetarian, though; you ate meat when we went out.”

“No, it’s more of a texture thing for me. Not a fan of the slime factor.” I took a long drink of coffee. I sat at the table next to Katie, who promptly handed me her toast again. I repeated what I had done earlier, much to her delight. 

“How about toast then? Or yogurt? Granola?” Kyle opened the refrigerator, looking inside. 

“Honestly, don’t worry about me. I don’t usually eat until later. I’m not hungry first thing in the morning.” 

“First thing? It’s after nine.” Kyle laughed. 

“Nine?” I groaned. “Way too early for me on a weekend.” 

“You like to sleep in, I take it?” He put the eggs he had been cooking on his plate and sat down across from me on the other side of Katie. 

“Well, on a movie shoot, I sometimes didn’t go to bed until the early hours. My sleeping pattern is all messed up. It’s hard enough having to get up and be at Adam’s office by nine five days a week. I’m usually in bed until noon on the weekends.” I handed Katie back her toast. 

Kyle ate fast. I wondered how he didn’t get heartburn ingesting food like that. He was finished before I had even finished my coffee. “This one gets up at five every morning. She hasn’t learned that weekends are for sleeping in.” He ruffled Katie’s hair with a fond smile. 

“Five o’clock? AM?” I gaped. 

Kyle chuckled. “Oh yeah. I’m afraid while you’re living here, this one won’t let you sleep in. She’ll want you watching cartoons with her before the rooster crows.” 

“You need to learn to let your daddy sleep, Katie Boo.” I grinned, wagging my finger in her face. She grabbed hold of it and shook it, laughing. 

“It’s okay; I get a lot done in the day now that I don’t sleep.” Kyle smirked. “Speaking of, how did you sleep last night? Was the bed okay? The mattress is new, so it might be stiff. And I tried to air out the paint smell as much as possible, but I noticed it last night—”

“I slept great. Honestly. The bed is great. After the day we had yesterday, I needed a good night’s rest,” I assured him. 

“Not much of a wedding night, huh? Both of us passed out before ten.” When Kyle smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkled adorably, and that dimple I had noticed all those years ago became visible. 

“Ah well, it wasn’t your typical wedding. We’re just sticking to brand,” I joked, which fell a little flat. Kyle’s smile was quick and strained, and then he was up, rinsing off his plate and putting it in the dishwasher. 

“I’m not sure what you have planned for today. I usually take Katie to the park. There’s a group of moms that meet every week for a playgroup of sorts. Afterward, we get lunch in town somewhere. I got some charcoal at the store last week, so maybe we could cook out later?” he suggested. 

“Oh. Uh, that sounds ... yeah …” I stuttered lamely. 

“But if you have other stuff you want to do, don’t feel you have to hang out with us. I know you’re living here now, and we’re technically married, but that doesn’t mean you have to play family. Only when it counts, right?” He was rambling. Shit, I made him ramble. 

“I have no plans, Kyle. I’m not exactly Miss Social anymore. I’d love to hang out with the two of you.” I pretended to snatch Katie’s nose, and she squealed, which made me laugh. 

I looked up to find Kyle watching me, and I wished I knew what he was thinking. “Okay, then. Well, let me clean up our breakfast dishes and get Katie’s stuff together, and we’ll head out.” 

“What can I do? I mean, I live here now. I can’t expect you to wait on me hand and foot.” I rinsed out my coffee cup. 

“You could clean up the grub monster and maybe grab some snacks from the cabinet to put in the diaper bag,” Kyle said, wiping down the counter. 

“I’m on it.” I turned to the little girl who was literally covered in food. “Um, what do I use to clean her? Should I take her out in the yard and hose her off?” I teased. 

Kyle handed me a packet of wet wipes. “No hose necessary. This time at least. Wait until you see what she looks like after ice cream.” 

And then we went about our tasks. Kyle cleaning up after breakfast, and me getting Katie ready for the day. It felt so familial. Like a damn Norman Rockwell painting. All sweet domesticity. 

I looked over at Kyle just as he glanced my way. Our eyes met. We smiled. Then quickly moved on. 

I couldn’t get too comfortable. That would be dangerous.

**

“Should she be climbing that? What if she falls?” I asked as we watched Katie scramble up the jungle gym, seemingly unnerved by the height. 

“Are you going to be the one to stop her?” Kyle chuckled, going to stand beneath her in case she slipped. “She’s actually a pretty good little climber. I haven’t been able to keep her on the ground at the park since she learned to walk. She’s been climbing all over this thing since she was ten months old.” 

The park was crowded with children and families, all taking advantage of the good weather. I recognized quite a few people we went to high school with, but I couldn’t remember their names. It seemed Kyle knew everyone, and he made a point to greet them all.

When he arrived at the park, I grabbed the diaper bag, and he put Katie in her stroller. As he pushed her down along the path, he took my hand, holding it lightly in his, our fingers laced together. 

My heart speeded up at the contact, but then I remembered—we were in public. We had to make it look good. 

I noticed how everyone looked our way. Eyes widening. Whispers going back and forth. We were the talk of the Southport community park. I tried not to pay attention to it, but it was kind of hard when they were being so blatant about it. 

“Web, how are you? We’ve been missing this little cutie,” a woman said, leaning down to smile at Katie, who was already trying to make her way back up the climbing wall. 

“I’ve had to work the past few weekends,” Kyle was saying to the woman who seemed vaguely familiar. The woman, who had dark hair tied back in a ponytail, looked about my age, and from the way she was making goo-goo eyes at Kyle, and the lack of ring on her left hand, she was very, very single.

She played with a piece of hair that had come loose from her ponytail like a teenager with her first crush. She smiled wide and batted her eyelashes. I had to give her credit for her brazenness. “Well, we’ve all missed you at the kid’s playgroup. You shouldn’t work so hard.” She put her hand on his arm in an overly familiar way that I didn’t like. Not one bit.

Kyle, finally realizing how uncomfortable this was becoming, pulled his arm back and turned to me. “Dani, do you remember Whitney? Meg’s older sister?” 

Dani? Oh right! Dani Baker. She was a year older than me in school. A quiet girl who played the flute in the school band if I remembered correctly. It seemed, by the doe eyes she was throwing Kyle’s way, she’d gotten over her wallflower tendencies.

Dani’s eyes shifted to me and became decidedly frosty. “Whitney? Oh, right.” And that was it. Her lip curled slightly. Woah. What had I ever done to piss this woman off? I didn’t even know her. 

“Which one’s yours, Dani?” I asked, trying to be polite even if she wasn’t. 

Dani pointed to a little boy climbing after Katie. “Saville over there is three. He just loves Katie. They’re the best of friends, aren’t they, Web?” Then she was looking at Kyle again, batting those eyelashes of hers, putting her hand on his arm. 

“Aren’t all toddlers best friends at that age? I’m sure they’ll grow out of it.” I hadn’t meant to sound bitchy, but her proprietary attitude toward my husband was getting under my skin. 

I needed to take a chill pill. He wasn’t my anything. Not really. Only on paper. But if she didn’t take her hand off his arm, I was going to rip her fingers off one by one. 

Kyle gave me a strange look. “Yeah, well maybe,” was all he said. “Anyway, I’m not sure if you heard, but Whitney and I just got married.” He took my hand again, and I wanted to preen like a peacock. 

Take that, Dani.

“Oh, right. I had heard something about that. I thought it was only a rumor. You know how people like to tell stories in this town.” Dani looked as if she had sucked on something sour. 

Kyle lifted my hand and kissed my knuckles, making my stomach flutter wildly. “It’s true. This beautiful lady here decided to make an honest man of me.” He looked down at me, the corners of his eyes doing that crinkle thing again. His dimple on full display.

God, he was laying it on thick. My throat clicked as I tried to swallow. 

“Oh, well, congratulations then.” Dani turned to a woman who had just arrived with her two screaming children. “Oh, there’s Lydia. I’ll talk to you later, Web.” Her eyes flicked over me, but she didn’t say anything. 

“Bye,” Kyle called out to her retreating back. 

I rolled my eyes once Dani had left. “Are all these moms lusting after you? Am I going to have to don my armor and fight them all off?” 

Kyle feigned surprise. “Lusting after me? What are you talking about? Dani is a good friend.” 

“So, it’s common practice for good friends to eyeball your package? Do Adam and Jeremy give you the ol’ sex eyes when you hang out?

Kyle choked. “Excuse me? Eyeball my what?” 

I gave him a playful shove. “She wants in your pants, my friend. She was definitely thinking about you naked.” 

Kyle laughed. A deep, rich sound that I felt to my marrow. He still held my hand. It was nice. More than nice, actually. 

“Yeah, so these moms can be a little ... um …”

“Predatory?” I filled in. 

“Friendly is what I was about to say,” Kyle corrected with mock indignation. “I told you about the playgroup that meets here on Saturdays. I’m the only dad. So it can get a bit much sometimes. Dani means well, though. Her husband died right after Saville was born. Do you remember Kurt Handle? I think he might have been a couple of years older than you.” 

I nodded. “Yeah, I do. He was on the golf team, right? I hadn’t realized he passed away.” I was so out of touch with the news of Southport. I hadn’t known Kurt well, but I had known him. You couldn’t live in a small town without being familiar with most people’s names, even if you didn’t know them well.

“It was a car accident. He had been working the late shift at the processing plant over in Kirksville. He fell asleep behind the wheel.” 

Okay, now I felt bad for imagining ripping her fingers off. 

“Oh, my goodness. That’s awful.” I covered my mouth with my hand. 

“Yeah, it was pretty bad.” He looked around before dropping his voice. “But she was sleeping with three other guys at the time he died. The deputy that came to the house to tell her about Kurt found her there with Steve Young, the mechanic over at Hampton Tire and Auto.” 

My eyes widened. “Oh, thank God. I don’t have to feel like a bitch for wanting to smack her then.” 

Kyle laughed again. I almost wished he’d stop doing that. It did crazy things to my insides. “You can feel bad for her, but also want to smack her. It doesn’t make you a bad person. She’s a good mom, but a less than loyal partner it seems.” 

We spent the next couple of hours running around after Katie, who seemed to have an endless supply of energy. 

Finally, we convinced her to take a rest by bribing her with goldfish crackers and apple slices. Kyle pulled a blanket from the endless depths of the diaper bag and unrolled it beneath the willow tree beside the tennis courts. 

“Do you have the kitchen sink in there too?” I asked with a grin, taking an apple slice. 

“I’ve learned that you need to bring a little of everything, just in case. You never know when you’ll need a flashlight.” He pulled one out of the bag. “Or Katie’s favorite pair of socks.” He lifted a balled-up set of bright purple socks with orange polka dots. He rooted through the contents and pulled out something else. “Or a whiffle ball set, it seems.” 

“If there’s ever an apocalypse, I know who to come to.” I took a bite of the apple. Katie was looking at a book and shoving crackers into her mouth. 

“Take it easy, Bug,” Kyle coaxed, putting the sippy cup of juice to Katie’s mouth. With his daughter content with her book and snack, he stretched out his legs and braced himself on his elbows. “This is nice, Whit. Thanks for coming with us today.” 

I crossed my legs and let my hair down from the bun I had put it in. I combed through the thick strands. “You need to stop thanking me, Kyle. This is what I do now. I come to the park with you and Katie. We have meals together. We go places together. That’s what families do, remember?” 

I noticed Kyle watching me intently, his eyes following the movement of my hands in my hair. Then he cleared his throat and looked pointedly away. “I don’t want to overwhelm you. This is a lot to take on.”

“And I knew that when I agreed to marry you. So, stop feeling like you have to walk me through the shallow end first. I decided to take the plunge.” 

“Dada. Seep.” Katie tossed her book aside and crawled into Kyle’s lap, her eyelids drooping. She snuggled into his chest; her cheek pressed against his shirt. She stuck her thumb into her mouth. I could tell by how quickly she got comfortable in her father’s lap that this was a usual place for her. 

“Would you mind finding the stuffed monkey in her bag?” Kyle asked, sitting up so he could move Katie into a better position. 

I found the tattered toy and handed it to him. Katie immediately tucked it beneath her chin and was asleep in a matter of minutes, her breathing deepening. Her thumb popped out of her mouth, and she let out a little snore. 

“I think we’re going to be stuck here for a while. If I move her, she’ll wake up. And if she wakes up, prepare yourself for the reign of Godzilla.” Kyle cringed, and I laughed quietly. 

“That’s fine, as long as there are more apple slices in that bag.” 

“What’s mine is yours,” Kyle urged, and the way he said it made me warm inside. 

Slowly, he laid back onto the blanket, careful not to disturb Katie. He wrapped one arm to secure her to his chest and stretched his other arm out to the side. He looked up at me, his eyes heavy. “Come lay down with us.” 

“I don’t want to wake her up.” My heart hiccupped. 

“She’s out like a light. As long as she’s laying on me, she won’t wake up. Promise.” He patted the space beside him. 

“Well, okay then. I guess I could use a nap too. She makes it look appealing.” I gingerly laid down, leaving an inch or two between us. Not quite touching, but close enough to feel his body heat. 

Ever so slowly, Kyle wedged his arm beneath my head and pulled me closer—ever so slightly. 

I let out a contented sigh. I couldn’t help it. All of the tension I hadn’t realized I’d been holding onto evaporated in that instant with Kyle’s arm beneath my head and Katie’s soft, steady breathing. 

“I know you said not to thank you. But thank you,” Kyle said softly. 

My eyes started to drift closed, and I let myself sink into this comfortable serenity.

“I think I should be the one thanking you,” I said just as softly. 





Chapter 11

Kyle

 

“Whitney, do you need a ride to the office?” I called out. I finished getting Katie’s bag together and left her sitting in the porta-crib I kept up in the living room. For the time being, she was content playing with her blocks. 

In the two weeks since Whitney and I got married and she had moved in, I discovered she needed some prodding in the morning. She usually dashed out the door with five minutes to spare, leaving her purse behind, or her keys, or her phone—resulting in her having to rush back to get the things she left. I had started gathering her stuff the night before and putting them by the front door for ease. 

I had a late start myself that morning, and now I was trying to do a hundred things to get ready for the day. Today was the official ribbon cutting of the new town center I had designed. It wasn’t a big ceremony, only a lunchtime gathering of local businesses. 

I gave the crew the day off so they could attend. It had taken a lot of work, and I wanted them all recognized for their efforts. Nothing is a one-man job, and I always made sure my crew got as many kudos as I did.

I was also scheduled to meet briefly with Adam this morning, who had filed the custody paperwork in the local court a week and a half ago. We had agreed we’d file under both mine and Whitney’s names. 

“Damn it, where’s Frazzles?” I muttered. I checked Katie’s room, and he wasn’t there. Then I remembered she had him in the bathroom while I brushed her teeth. 

Whitney’s door was closed, so I assumed she was getting ready, which was the only reason I didn’t knock before barging into the bathroom. I walked into a face full of steam. My brain went into immediate slowdown, and I was rooted to the spot. 

Whitney screamed, scrambling for the towel hanging from the hook behind the door. The problem was the door was open, and I was blocking the way. 

“Have you heard of knocking?” she shrieked, trying to cover herself with her hands. 

I know I shouldn’t stare. If I were a gentleman, I would avert my eyes and hastily scramble out of the room with an effusive apology. Apparently, I wasn’t a gentleman because all I could do was gawk at her, my mouth hanging slightly open like a horny thirteen-year-old.

 Because fucking hell, she was gorgeous. 

Her hair was all wet tangles down her back. Her breasts were just as fantastic as I remembered. Large and pert, her nipples erect from the chilly air I had let into the room. Her slim waist and full hips were the stuff of every guy’s fantasy. The image of her naked beneath me came instantly to mind; I couldn’t help it, Not with her standing in front of me looking like a goddamn goddess. 

I felt the answering twinge in my shorts. A tightening in my groin that had me biting down on a moan.

She looked at me. 

I looked at her.

I lifted my hand. I wanted to touch her. All of her. I wanted to run my tongue from her throat to her thighs. I wanted to taste every exquisite inch in between. 

I was so hard it hurt.

“Kyle!” she exclaimed, shoving me backward. “Get out!” 

“Oops sorry. But you should have locked the door—” I started to say, but she had already slammed the door in my face, leaving me hot and bothered with a picture of her naked and wet playing on a loop in my head.

“Dada!” I heard Katie call, and it was like being dunked into a bucket of cold water. Shit. Shit. Shit. 

I ran my hand down my face and pulled myself together. 

I knocked on the door. “Uh, Whitney, is Frazzles in there?”

“What?” She sounded breathless. What was she doing in there?

“Katie’s stuffed monkey. I think she left it by the sink,” I called through the door. I pressed my hand against the wood, trying not to think about her on the other side. 

Then the door opened, and she stood there, now covered with a towel. She shoved the toy into my hand. “Here.” 

Her chest was flushed, the heat spreading up her neck. Only a scrap of cotton separated me from her hot, naked body. 

Stop it, damn it!

“Thanks,” I croaked. 

She licked her lips. I watched. I couldn’t help it. My dick strained against my zipper. 

“I need to get ready,” she rasped. 

“Okay,” I said but didn’t move. 

She smelled like roses and musk. A bead of water slid down her neck, disappearing into the crevice between her magnificent breasts. 

“Kyle, seriously, you need to move. I have to get dressed.” She sounded less turned on and more annoyed. 

“Sorry. I’m so sorry.” I stepped to the side and let her pass. She hurried to her bedroom and closed the door without looking back at me. I was left standing there feeling like a royal idiot. 

A pervy, royal idiot. 

I went back downstairs, forcing myself to forget about the beautiful naked woman upstairs. 

Whitney came down a few minutes later, not meeting my eyes, the air between us was so thick you could cut it with a knife. 

“Look, Whitney, I’m sorry about that. I should have knocked. Jesus. I didn’t mean to—”

“Stand there, ogling me?” She raised an eyebrow, and I honestly couldn’t tell if she was angry at me or not. Her tone was almost teasing. But there was a firm set to her mouth as though she were challenging me. 

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

“No guessing about it, you took your time leaving. I’d say there was definite ogling going on,” she countered.

“Okay, I was ogling.” I glanced at Katie, who was bouncing up and down in her pack n’ play, singing a song at the top of her lungs in her own gibberish way. I turned back to Whitney and smirked. “But can you blame me?” I wiggled my eyebrows, and Whitney laughed. 

“Enough, Casanova. We’re going to be late.” She headed to the kitchen to pour coffee into her travel mug. Watching her move with ease around my house made my chest tighten in an almost painful way.

In the weeks since we were married, I had watched as she slowly integrated into the space that had been mine and Katie’s. Whitney’s favorite travel mug now sat on the drainboard, where she placed it when she got home from work. Her coat hung on the hook behind the front door, and her shoes were placed in a neat row next to mine on the shoe rack. Her berry yogurts existed side by side with Katie’s Jell-O cups, and her favorite brownie ice cream was half-eaten in the freezer. It wasn’t overwhelming, and it wasn’t as if she had taken over. It was a considerate, easy process. A melding of three lives into one. 

I found that I liked having Whitney around. We ate dinner together as a family, and after Katie went to bed, if I hadn’t passed out, then we would watch TV together. Whitney was pretty funny when she was mellow and relaxed. 

There were moments when things were so peaceful between us that I could almost imagine what it would be like to be married to her for real. If things were different. 

If she wasn’t her and I wasn’t me. 

If our lives were meant to coexist long term. If we wanted the same things. 

Whitney grabbed her purse and slung it over her shoulder, then without my having to ask, she leaned down and lifted Katie into the air, settling her on her hip in a totally natural way—as if she had done it a thousand times before. Katie patted Whitney’s cheek, pulling on the necklace Whit was wearing. 

“Ready to go, Boo?” Katie asked her, kissing her temple. I loved the nickname Whitney had given my daughter. It was one only she used. I liked that they had something that was just for the two of them alone. 

I stood there for a moment and watched them and felt something both alien and familiar at the same time. 

This was what a family looked like. 

I followed them out to my truck. I was driving Whitney this morning since we were both meeting Adam first thing. I would be sticking around for the ribbon-cutting, then I’d head to another job in the afternoon.

“I’ll pick you up around five?” I asked her after we were settled in the truck. 

“Sounds good. Maybe I could try cooking dinner for a change,” Whitney suggested once we were on the road. 

“Is that safe?” I chuckled. Whitney’s less than stellar cooking skills were well documented. She freely admitted that she could barely boil water. I did the cooking; I wasn’t great at it, but it was at least edible. 

Whitney swatted my arm, and I liked the way her fingers lingered there. Or was I imagining it? “Ha, ha, Kyle. I’ve been watching this great YouTube show on cooking for beginners. I think I sort of know what I’m doing. I’ll start small, though. No sense in poisoning you both this early on.” Whitney turned in her seat and made a goofy face at Katie, who kicked her tiny legs and waved her arms frantically.

“Octi, Dada!” Katie demanded.

“Octi?” Whitney asked. 

I turned on the stereo, and Octopus’s Garden blared through the speakers. “My girl is a Beatles nut,” I explained as we pulled onto my parents’ street. 

“She’s got good taste.” Whitney turned in her seat again so that she could sing along with Katie, the two of them belting out the lyrics as loud as they could. Whitney had a surprisingly good singing voice. Though I shouldn't have been shocked. I had realized years ago that there wasn’t much that Whitney did that wasn’t amazing. 

I pulled up in front of my parents’ house and grabbed Katie’s diaper bag. “Can you get the kiddo?” I asked Whitney, who seemed suddenly tense. 

“Don’t you want to take her in by yourself?” Whitney bit down on her bottom lip in that way she did when she was feeling nervous. 

“What’s wrong?” I frowned. 

“I don’t think your parents are very happy we’re … well, married. I feel like I’m being judged every time we see them. They’re lovely people, Kyle. But I feel like I’m disappointing them.” Whitney’s eyes darted to me and then back to my parents’ house. 

My parents had been tricky since the wedding. They were unfailingly polite to Whitney, but they had never been very good at hiding their feelings about people, so of course, Whitney picked up on their unhappiness about the situation. 

I took her hand and held it lightly in mine. It was a gesture that was starting to become second nature. To touch her. These soft and simple actions that felt at times more intimate than…

And time to shut that down. Right now. 

“It’s not you, Whit. I promise. It’s how I’ve chosen to handle the custody situation. They simply worry that this—” I indicated the space between us. “They worry that it’s going to blow up in my face. They’re old-fashioned. But seriously, it has absolutely nothing to do with you personally. Mom and Dad have always liked you, and they think the world of Meg.” Spontaneously, I leaned over and kissed her cheek. Actually, it was more the corner of her mouth. I could taste her cherry lip gloss. 

Fuck.

I pulled back as if she had shoved me. Her eyes widened slightly, and we looked at each other in that endless way we had a habit of doing. 

“Nommy! Nommy!” Katie chanted from the backseat. I looked toward the front door of my parents’ house and could see my mother standing there, her arms crossed over her chest. 

Crap. How long had she been standing there? 

Whitney took a deep breath. “I need to get used to the in-laws, right?” 

“Right,” I agreed, feeling jangled and jittery after my stupid kiss. What had I been thinking? Then, without warning, the image of her wet, naked body filled my head. 

“You coming? I think your mom’s waiting,” Whitney said, pulling me out of my dirty thoughts. 

Christ, I had to get it together. I shouldn’t be thinking like that with my goddamn kid in the back seat. What was wrong with me?

We got out of the truck. Whitney unbuckled Katie from the car seat and carried her toward the house. Katie wrapped her tiny arms around Whitney’s neck. I noticed that my mother watched the two of them closely, taking in the way Katie clung to her new stepmom. And she didn’t seem too happy about it. 

I had a feeling I was going to get an earful the next time I saw her alone. 

“Good morning, Gail. There’s a little monkey here to see you.” Whitney kissed Katie’s cheek, and Katie did the same to Whitney. When had they started doing that? It seemed the two of them had already become genuinely attached to one another. 

By my mother’s furrowed brow, it seemed she was making the same conclusion. “Well, you’d better hand her over. Monkeys need their breakfast.” Whitney tried to pass Katie to her grandmother, but my daughter wasn’t having it. 

“No. No!” she yelled, burrowing her face into Whitney’s neck. 

Whitney turned to me with concern. “What should I do?” 

My mom patted Katie on the back. “Don't you want some of Nommy’s cinnamon rolls? I made them just for you.” 

“Ohhh, cinnamon rolls! That sounds good! You should go eat some!” Whitney enthused, trying once again to hand the clinging child to my mom. 

“No!” Katie screamed, hanging onto Whitney like she was drowning. 

My mother looked ready to cry. Katie had never refused to go with her before. I quickly stepped in and slowly unpeeled Katie from Whitney’s neck. “Come on, Bug. It’s time to go inside. I bet Grandad will let you dig in the garden. You love digging in the garden.” 

Katie lifted her head, perking up. “Dig?” she asked. 

My mom nodded a little too vigorously “Of course! Grandad has a patch for you to dig in. Maybe we could plant some flowers too.” 

Whitney had smartly taken a step back, extracting herself. 

“Cinnamon rolls and digging sound like so much fun!” I said with a smile, bouncing Katie until she laughed. 

After a few minutes, she finally let my mother take her inside. “I think we’d better get out of here,” I told Mom, not following her into the house like I normally did. 

Mom nodded, glancing at Whitney, who had retreated to the truck not to set off Katie again. Whit raised her hand in a wave. “Bye, Gail.” 

Mom waved but didn’t say anything; she was frowning when she turned back to me. “We’ll talk later, Kyle.” 

I had no doubt we would.  

“I’ll see you after work. Are you and Dad coming to the ribbon cutting at noon?” I asked her. 

My dad had come out from the back of the house, and Katie was now wriggling to get down so she could run to him. “I think it depends. Dad has his annual checkup at 12:30. If Katie isn’t napping, we’ll try to make it,” she answered stiffly, obviously still smarting from her granddaughter’s rejection. 

“You know how Katie can be, Mom. She takes a shine to some people. She’s a kid,” I argued quietly. Whitney had gotten back into the truck.

“I know, Kyle. Like I said, we’ll talk later. You’d better get going. Don’t keep Adam waiting.” Mom gave me her usual peck on the cheek and shooed me away.

Katie had already run to my dad, who was leading her out into the yard. “Bye, Dad. Bye Bug!” I called out. 

“Bye, Son.” Dad waved, and Katie ignored me, too focused on whatever fun thing her grandfather was about to share with her. 

I hurried back to the truck. 

Once we were pulling away from my parents’ house, Whitney blew out a noisy breath. “Well, that was awkward. I’m sorry if I did something wrong back there.” 

“What? No. You didn’t do anything,” I tried to reassure her. 

“Your mom looked pissed. Like I was stepping on her toes. I don’t know why Katie did that.” She picked at her nail, staring out the window. 

“She likes you, Whit. You don’t need to apologize for that. I’m glad she’s taken to you. I was worried having someone new living in the house would be hard for her, but you two seem to have hit it off.” I went to take her hand as I had done earlier, but stopped myself, pressing my palm to my thigh instead. “Look, Mom has been the only woman in Katie’s world for most of her life. Any upset to that order is going to be hard on my mother. She’s never been great with change.” 

“I’m not trying to take her place with Katie. I’d never do that,” Whitney exclaimed. 

I parked the truck in front of Jenkins, Decate, and Wyatt, shutting off the engine. “And my mom will figure that out. But don’t change how you are with Katie because my mom is getting her nose out of joint. Look, she’s a great grandmother, but you’re Katie’s stepmom now. You have to forge your own relationship with Katie.” 

“I won’t be her stepmom forever, though, right? We have to remember that,” Whitney replied softly, and I felt that sickening lump in my middle again. 

“Right,” I echoed dully. 

We sat there in silence for what felt like an eternity. 

“It turned out great,” Whitney said out of the blue. 

“Huh?” I asked, not understanding. 

Whitney inclined her head to the town square that was now perfectly manicured with brightly colored flowers and blooming rose bushes. The massive gazebo was bright white in the sun. The new stone fountain bubbled beneath the oak tree. I was proud of the final result. The crew and I had worked hard. It had even passed Marla Delacroix’s sniff test, which was the equivalent of winning an Olympic gold medal. 

“Yeah, it did, didn’t it?”

More silence. Then Whitney opened her door. “I guess we should get in there. Lena’s covering the phones for our meeting with Adam, and we’re already late.” 

“Shit. Right. Let’s get in there.” 

I followed her to the door, my hand finding its way to the small of her back as if it belonged there. 

“Hey, you two! Adam’s been asking where you were for the last ten minutes,” Lena greeted as we walked inside. 

“Did you tell him to keep his pants on?” I looked down at my phone. “We’re only two minutes late. Hardly time to call out the calvary.” 

Lena rolled her eyes. “You know how he is. He should have had ‘tight ass’ tattooed to his forehead at birth.” She got up and came around the desk to give both Whitney and me a quick hug. I noticed her belly was starting to show the signs of her second pregnancy. 

Lena hooked her arm through Whitney’s. “I want to show you the sonogram pictures from the doctor’s appointment yesterday. I wanted to know the sex, but Jeremy now says he wants to do one of those stupid gender reveal parties. Like what the hell is that about? He was like this with Daisy. All cocky and strutting around like he was the one incubating a human being in his uterus.” 

Whitney laughed, but I noticed a tightness around her eyes. What was that about? “I’d love to see them. But we’d better get in there before Adam starts getting too cranky.” 

We headed toward Adam’s office just as Lena yelled, “Too late!” 

“There you are. You know I have back to back appointments, Whitney. You need to keep this guy on a schedule,” Adam admonished good-naturedly, getting to his feet to kiss Whitney’s cheek and to give me a one-armed dude hug. 

“I’ve got a big update for you.” Adam waved his hand over the seats on the other side of his desk, which we promptly took. 

I felt suddenly nervous. The reality of the custody trial was a constant buzz in the back of my head, but most days I could almost forget about it. I hadn’t spoken to Josie since my phone call to her after finding out about her plans. And it was just as well. I wouldn’t have anything nice to say at this point. 

“Now that both sets of custody paperwork have been filed and given that both you and Josie are fighting for physical custody, a preliminary case for temporary physical custody has been set for Friday.” 

“What?” I all but shouted, starting to rise from my seat. “Already? I thought we’d have more time—”

“Calm down, Web. This is all standard. The judge will hear from both sides and given that you’ve been providing a stable and loving home for Katie for going on two years now, you will most likely be awarded temporary physical custody, though most likely Josie will be granted visitation. But they have to start the ball rolling, and since you and Josie have nothing on paper, they need to establish a path to custody now. Does that make sense?” Adam was watching me closely, gauging whether I was going to freak out or not. 

I had to control my breathing. This was all happening so damn fast. I wasn’t ready. I couldn’t do this—

“It’ll be fine, Kyle. Like Adam said, this is all standard.” Whitney reached out and took my hand. She laced her fingers with mine and I held on tight. I pretended not to notice the way Adam took in everything. 

“At this hearing, the judge will also appoint a guardian ad litem,” Adam continued when I was calm again. 

“A what?” I asked. 

“A guardian ad litem. It’s basically a lawyer that represents Katie for the custody hearing,” Adam explained.

“Why does Katie need a lawyer?” I jumped in, my nerves getting the best of me. 

“It’s normal to have one in custody cases, Web. Nothing to worry about. They will be acting as a completely neutral party, only taking into account what is in Katie’s best interests.” Adam gave me a reassuring smile. 

“Okay, so they’ll do what? It’s not like Katie’s being put on trial. Right? She won’t have to sit in a witness stand or anything, will she?” I didn’t mean to sound so ignorant, but I was clueless about what was going to happen. Which, I suppose, was why I had a lawyer. 

“First of all, I know this is stressful. When you’re dealing with the court system, it’s all red tape and legal loopholes. That’s why you have me, my friend.” Adam sat back in his chair. “The guardian ad litem will visit both your house and Josie’s. He or she will observe Katie at home, how you two interact with her. They’ll most likely interview everyone in Katie’s life, including your parents and Meg and me. The idea is to get a big picture of Katie’s life. What it’s like here for her and what it will be like should she live with Josie. Then they write a report that is submitted to the court to be included in the judge’s determination.” 

“So, who pays for this guardian? The court?” Whitney asked. I hadn’t even thought to ask that. My brain was running at a million miles a minute, hardly time to latch onto anything. 

“Well, you and Josie would be responsible for paying for it. It will get wrapped up in court costs,” Adam informed them. 

“Okay, so the next step is this temporary custody hearing, then?” I asked, running my hand through my hair. 

“Exactly. It’s scheduled for Friday morning at 10:00. Show up at least fifteen minutes early because it’s a bitch finding parking.” Adam’s phone rang, and he picked it up. “Sure, give me five minutes, Lena.” After he hung up, he looked at us again. “Have you started getting all that paperwork together I asked you to?” 

I nodded. “I have all my tax returns and itemized costs. I’m trying to figure out how much I’ve spent on Katie since she was born, but that’s pretty hard to come up with.” 

“Just give me a ballpark figure, Web. I don’t need it to be exact. We’re trying to paint a picture of everything you’ve done for Katie and everything Josie hasn’t. She hasn’t been very consistent in financial support, has she?” Adam started to get to his feet, our indication that the meeting was over. 

I laughed without humor. “Are you kidding? Except for a pack of diapers when she was still living here, I don’t think Josie has given a red cent toward Katie’s care.” 

Adam nodded again. “Good. That’s good.” He frowned. “Not that it’s good she’s been a shit mom, but that goes toward proving her unwillingness to provide for her daughter. It’s another tick in your favor, buddy.” He clasped my shoulder, squeezing it. “Try not to worry too much. Just keep being the great dad that you already are. And please get that paperwork to me no later than Thursday. I need to look over it before Friday morning.” 

Whitney and I left Adam’s office. We hesitated for a moment in the hallway, neither of us moving. 

“I know you’re probably freaking out over the hearing. But don’t. Or at least try not to. That all sounded really promising, Kyle,” Whitney said intently. 

“I hate this, Whit. I really do. I hate that I have to go and stand in front of a judge and convince them I’m the right one to take care of my girl when it’s been me, not Josie, who has taken care of her for her entire life. I don’t want some random person to come into my home and judge how I raise her. I can’t stand the thought of these strangers’ opinions dictating the rest of our lives.” I felt exhausted, a ragged heap ready to collapse at any moment. But I couldn’t. I’d stay strong. For Katie. 

Whitney put her hand on my wrist. “It’s not fair. Not one bit. But you have to play the game if you want to win.” 

“It’s not a game, Whitney. This is Katie’s future we’re talking about,” I snapped, then wished I hadn’t. She hadn’t meant anything by her statement. She was only trying to be supportive. 

Whitney dropped her hand as if I had burned her. “I didn’t mean it like that. You know I didn’t.” I had hurt her. 

“I know, Whitney.” I ran my hand through my hair. “I’m scared. Really fucking scared.” I drew a shaky breath. “What if I lose her? I don’t think I can survive Josie taking her to Florida and only getting to see her on holidays.” 

Whitney cupped my face between her hands. I could feel her breath on my face as she looked up at me. “You’re the best father there is, Kyle Webber. Anyone can see that. And the judge will see that too. So, will this guardian ad litem. We’re building a great family for Katie. Together. And that’s what they'll see.” 

I rested my forehead against hers. “Thank you, Whitney. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to repay you.” 

She closed her eyes. I closed mine. We stood there together, breathing the same air. Her hands on my face, my palms heavy on her hips. “You already are. Every single day, Kyle,” she murmured. 

I opened my eyes. She opened hers. We stared at each other. We were close. So close. A bare inch separated her mouth from mine. It would be so easy to kiss her. Here. Now. 

“Kyle,” she whispered, my name sounding so damn right in her mouth. 

I ran my thumb along her bottom lip. “Whit—”

“Beep, beep, I need to get through,” Lena announced, coming around the corner and stopping short at the sight of us. 

Whitney took a step back. Her hands seemed to be shaking. “I’ve got to get to work.” 

“Yeah, I told the crew I’d meet up with them for breakfast.” Why was it so hard to move? But I was reluctant to leave her. 

God, that was a problem. 

“You’re blocking the door, you two. Take your sexual chemistry out to the reception area, please.” Lena pushed past and gave us both a knowing grin. 

“Shut it, Sherlock,” I retorted, using her childhood nickname. 

Lena blew me a kiss and went into Adam’s office. I could hear her plain as day on the other side of the door. 

“Those two were about to go at it in the hallway. What did you say to them?”

Whitney and I looked at each other and started to laugh, even if it was laced with tension that was already palpable in everything we did. Was I the only one feeling it?

I had sworn to myself that I’d keep an emotional distance from Whitney. Who was I kidding? How do you keep a distance from someone living in your house, pretending to be your wife, taking care of your daughter? A woman who was also the same person I had spent most of my life loving.

“She’s incorrigible. She always has been.” Whitney shook her head. 

“She’s a Decate. It’s expected.” I followed her back out to her desk. “Are you coming to the ribbon cutting?” 

“Considering it’s only across the street, I think I can make it,” she joked. After our weird start to the day and that brief moment in the hallway, I was relieved that she seemed to be making an effort to be normal with me. Whatever our version of normal was. 

“How about I pop in when I’m heading over, and we can walk there together,” I suggested. 

Whitney’s green eyes sparkled. “That sounds nice.” 

I opened the door and stepped outside before looking at her one more time. “See you later, wifey,” I teasingly called back to her. 

She waved her fingers. “Bye, hubby.” 

Maybe we were making this believable after all. 

 





Chapter 12

Whitney

 

“That went like clockwork. I told you it was open and shut,” Adam exclaimed as we came out of the courtroom on Friday morning. 

The temporary custody hearing had lasted all of twenty minutes. Josie’s lawyer had been there, but of course, Josie wasn’t. Her attorney didn’t really challenge the temporary custody order, saying Josie was fine with maintaining the current arrangement as it was what was “best for Katie.” 

Kyle had snorted at that, and I had to elbow him in the side to remind him to keep his reactions silent. 

The judge quickly awarded Kyle with temporary physical custody but stipulated that Josie was free to visit whenever it was deemed suitable by both parties. He then named an attorney out of Philadelphia called Frederick Suthers as the guardian ad litem. Mr. Struthers was present, and we met him briefly after the hearing. He gave Kyle his business card and told him to call and set up a time for him to come by and do the first home visit. 

After Mr. Struthers left, Kyle crumpled the card in his hand before shoving it in his pocket. “Deep breaths, buddy. Deep, cleansing breaths,” Adam had instructed, patting his back. 

Now we were standing out on the sidewalk, the sun baking down. “I hate the word ‘temporary’,” Kyle said, shielding his eyes from the brightness. 

“Why is Josie being so agreeable? She didn’t even contest the temporary custody?” I asked, automatically suspicious of Kyle’s ex and her motives. I barely knew Josie. I only remembered her as one of Chelsea’s hangers-ons. Not a girl that was memorable in her own right. But if she had been friends with Chelsea “I think I’m hot shit” Sloane, it didn’t speak highly of her character, even if Kyle had been involved with her. 

“Because she can’t be asked to fly up here and fight for her daughter,” Kyle grumbled his expression hard. 

“That and it proves that she has Katie’s best interest at heart. Her lawyer says she’s finishing up training for a new job that she starts next week. She’s secured housing and is continuing to go to her weekly therapy sessions. She’s painting a picture for the judge. Just as you and Whitney are doing.” Adam checked the time on his phone. “Are you guys okay? I have a meeting in thirty minutes that I need to go and prepare for. But if you want to process some more, we can grab a coffee—”

“No, you go ahead. Thanks, man.” Kyle pulled out his keys, jangling them in his hand. 

Adam looked from Kyle to me. “Things good with you two?” There was a note of something in his voice. Something I didn’t want to look at too closely.

“Fine. Why wouldn’t they be?” Kyle asked, sounding defensive. 

“That’s good. Because you selling this marriage is going to be the lynchpin in this whole thing. You need to be a happy family when the GAL comes over.” He smirked. “That also means it’ll need to look as if you’re sleeping in the same room. Maybe you should practice to make sure you get it right.” 

Kyle shoved Adam. “Get the fuck out of here already. Don’t you have someplace to be?” 

Adam held his hands up in surrender. “I get the point. See you guys later.” He winked and then jogged to his car before Kyle could deck him. 

“Okay, so I’m going to call and set up the home visit now. Are you heading back to work?” Kyle asked, pulling out his phone. 

“I took the afternoon off actually. I told Mom I’d have lunch with her.” I paused. “You’re welcome to join us if you want.” 

“Thanks, but I’ve got to head over to the Jefferson Street job. I told Lucky and Mary I’d come help with the fence they’re staining.” He slid on his sunglasses, and I had to work hard not to swoon. He had no idea how handsome he was. No idea at all. “So, I’ll see you at home later?”

Every part of my body warmed up with the word ‘home.’ 

“I’ll be there.” And then I gave him a thumbs up. Jesus, I was so lame. 

Kyle gave me a quizzical look. “Okay, I’ll pick up take-out then. Any preferences?” 

“Nope. Surprise me,” I said with a smile. 

“Be careful what you wish for,” Kyle warned, holding the phone to his ear. “Do you need a ride to your mom’s?” 

“I’m fine. I told her I’d meet her in town.” When had this become so easy? Talking about rides and take-out and seeing each other at home. 

“Alright, then. See you later.” He reached out and squeezed my hand before heading to his truck. His touches were becoming frequent. A caress of his hand. A hug. A kiss on the cheek that lingered a little longer than was necessary. 

Did he realize what he was doing? What his hands were saying even when his mouth was silent?

I watched Kyle pull out of the parking lot before heading into town. I passed the town square and saw that Marla and her committee were starting to set up for the Apple Blossom Carnival, which was scheduled to start two weekends from now. Kyle and his crew had really done an amazing job on the square. 

I saw his pride at the ribbon-cutting ceremony. I had stood by his side, happy to share his accomplishment with him. I knew everyone watched us. Wondered about us. The quickness of our marriage was a source of endless speculation. But for once, I hadn’t cared. I was proud to stand beside him. To be his wife, even if it was only temporary. 

I walked into Dana’s Deli and immediately saw Mom at the front. She had claimed the two-seater table by the window. 

“Hey, Mom.’ I leaned down and kissed her cheek. 

“Hi, Sweetheart. How did court go this morning? I already ordered you an iced tea.” 

I sat down and took a long drink of the tea. 

“It went well. Kyle was awarded temporary physical custody, which was no surprise. Though Josie has been granted visitation, which I doubt she’ll actually follow up on. Katie has been given a guardian ad litem who will be coming around to do a home visit,” I told her, taking a menu and looking it over. 

Mom made a face. “Oh, that sounds invasive. How does Kyle feel about all this?” 

“He’s worried. And rightly so. It’s all so nerve-wracking. But I can’t imagine a judge on the planet that would look at everything he’s done for Katie and give Josie custody.” I was interrupted by the waitress coming over to take our orders.

When she was gone, Mom frowned. “And how are things with the two of you?” 

“Fine. Why wouldn’t they be?” I couldn’t quite make eye contact. 

“I know Kyle’s a good man, but it has to be strange living there with him, pretending to be married. It really seems so convoluted.” She shook her head. 

“We get along great. And I adore Katie. She’s a great kid,” I said. 

“She is a dear little girl. She reminds me a lot of how you were at that age. Smart as a whip and sassy as all get out.” Mom laughed. 

“She is definitely sassy. The other night she decided she wanted to try on some of my makeup, so I helped her put on lipstick and blush. She pranced around the house like the queen of Sheba.” I grinned at the memory of the way Katie had sashayed about. 

Mom was giving me a shrewd look. “Sounds like you’re getting awfully attached to her.” 

I groaned. “Don’t you start too.” 

Mom seemed taken aback. “What do you mean?” 

I patted my forehead with my napkin, still feeling sweaty even with the air conditioning blasting. It was the hottest May in fifty years. I couldn’t imagine what summer would be like. “Kyle says his mom isn’t too happy about my relationship with Katie, either.” 

“What could Gail possibly have a problem with?” Mom sounded indignant. “You’re a wonderful woman and a great role model for that little girl. She should be thankful you’re in Katie’s life.” 

I appreciated Mom’s instant defense of me. Even if she had her own misgivings, she got over it quickly in the face of someone else’s disapproval of me. “I think she’s more worried that Katie will become attached to me and that when this is all over, I’ll disappear in a poof, never to be heard from again.” I spoke about it in an offhand way, but Mrs. Webber’s criticism stung. 

“I suppose I understand her concerns. We’re talking about a two-year old’s feelings,” Mom said. 

“I’m not just going to drop out of Katie’s life like that,” I protested weakly, knowing why people would think that. Hadn’t that been what I did to this town? Hadn’t I disappeared, never to be seen again until I decided it was time to come back?

“I know you wouldn’t, Whitney. You don’t need to convince me.” 

I was saved from having to respond by the arrival of our food. 

The conversation was less serious after that. We talked about Mom’s garden and the new book club she and Adam’s mother started. 

“We’ve chosen “The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo” as our first book. Apparently, it’s very edgy,” Mom informed me. “Leonard says it’s a movie as well, and that when I’m finished, we’ll have to watch it.” 

“Oh, you and Leonard are still talking?” I asked, trying not to pry. I still didn’t quite know how to talk to my mother about her dating life. It was very uncharted territory. 

Mom trained her gaze on her plate, pushing lettuce around with her fork. “Yes, and he’s actually taking me away for the weekend to his cabin by the lake.” Her jaw was tense as if waiting for me to attack her. 

“Oh,” was all I said, taking a bite of my sandwich. 

Mom lifted her eyes to look at me warily. “You don’t have anything to say about it?”

“Should I have something to say about it?” I put a French fry in my mouth. 

“You can tell me if it bothers you. I understand it must be hard for you and Meg to see me with someone else. But Leo is a wonderful man. We’ve taken things really slow. We’ve only just slept together—”

“I don’t need the details, Mom,” I interjected, trying not to cringe. 

“I’m only saying that it’s not as if I’m jumping into bed with the first man to give me some attention. I’ve been asked out quite a bit since your dad passed away, I’ll have you know. And I turned them all down. Leo’s the first I wanted to spend time with,” she huffed indignantly. 

“Why are you being so defensive? Have Meg or I given you any indication that we’re not supportive? Has either of us made you feel bad for dating Leonard? Meg thinks it’s great, and I do too.” I took her hand, and she relaxed noticeably. 

“I don’t want either of you to ever think I’m forgetting about your father. He will always be the love of my life. It’s been so hard without him, but Leo makes life less lonely.” Her smile was a little watery and her eyes wet, but she seemed happy. The happiest she had been since my dad died. 

“We both want you to be happy. And if Leo makes you happy, then I’m happy. Meg is too.”

Mom patted the back of my hand. “And that’s what I want for you.” 

“I’m getting there, Mom,” I told her sincerely. “I really am.”

**

“How was your Mom?” Kyle asked later that evening. 

“She was good. Still seeing Leo Ship. He’s taking her to his lake house this weekend.” I took a pair of pajamas from the dresser in Katie’s room. Kyle was chasing his daughter around the room, trying to herd her into the bathroom for a bath. So far, she wasn’t having it. 

“Oh wow, getting serious then,” Kyle commented as Katie ran past him and out to the hallway. “Ugh, Katie, get back here! You can have bubbles!”

“No!” I heard her yell, followed by the pitter-patter of her footsteps, then the very loud slam of his bedroom door. 

“I think you might need reinforcements.” I chuckled. “May I?” 

“Please. You’d think I was going to dip her in battery acid.” Kyle sighed tiredly. He looked exhausted. I knew the stress of the custody trial as well as the increase in his workload was wearing on him. 

“Katie Boo, where are you?” I called out.

“No!” I heard her sweet voice shout from somewhere in Kyle’s room. 

I found her hiding under the blankets on his king-sized bed. 

“Oh, where oh where can Katie Boo be?” I sang before pulling the blankets back in a dramatic swoosh. 

“Ahh!” she screamed as I scooped her up into my arms and ran her down the hallway to the bathroom. 

“It’s time to wash the princess!” I declared. “Bubbles or no bubbles?” I asked, not giving her time to throw a fit. I had learned that keeping her occupied was the key to stopping temper tantrums. 

“Bubbles!” Katie yelled her hands in the air. 

“Bubbles it is. I think you need your magic wand, so they get extra big.” I handed her the plastic wand with the star on the end. “Now stand there and say the magic word, abracadabra. And we’ll watch the bubbles grow.” 

“Yes! Bubs!” 

The water was running into the tub, and I poured some bubble solution under the faucet. “Abracadabra!” I shouted, waving my hands around. 

Abacaba!” Katie tried to imitate. 

“Look at the bubbles, Katie!” I gasped, lifting her up again and bending her over the bathtub. 

“Ohhh,” she whispered in awe. 

Without any further shenanigans, I was able to get her undressed and into the bathtub, where she played happily with her rubber duck and wand. 

“You’re a natural. It’s like you were made for this,” Kyle said from the doorway, leaning against the jamb, watching the two of us. 

“Katie makes it easy,” I responded dismissively, feeling that clenching sensation in my belly at his comment. 

“No, I think it’s just you,” he argued, coming into the bathroom, and closing the door behind him. Even though the bathroom was fairly large with the claw-footed tub against the back corner and Katie’s changing table by the door, it was still tight for the three of us in there together. I loved this bathroom. Kyle had chosen black and white tile for the floor and a soft green for the walls. He had put up shelving that held pictures of Katie when she was an infant and an assortment of random sea-themed knick-knacks. There was even a giant bay window covered with plantation style blinds for privacy that overlooked the backyard. 

“Pay!” Katie declared from the bathtub, rubbing bubbles into her hair.

“She wants you to play with her,” Kyle interpreted, though it wasn’t necessary as I was becoming fluent in Katie language. 

“I guess I’m being summoned.” I laughed, kneeling by the tub, filling a plastic cup with bubbles, and dumping them over Katie’s head. 

“See, a natural,” Kyle mused, sitting down on the floor beside me. He flicked his fingers in the water, splashing Katie, who laughed harder. “Have you ever thought about having your own?” he asked. 

It was a simple question. Not really intrusive given that we were married and all, but it felt invasive. I had spent a long time avoiding that very question. 

I hesitated, and Kyle picked up on it immediately. “I shouldn't have asked that. I was being nosy. I’m sorry—”

I couldn’t look at him, so I focused on Katie instead. I squirted shampoo in my hand and slowly worked it into her dark hair, the same color as Kyle’s. She took after him so much that it was hard to see any of Josie in her sweet face. 

“I never really thought about it. Kids weren’t in my plan, ya know?” I cleared my throat, the words hard to say. “But that didn’t mean I didn’t want them eventually. I always figured I’d have them someday.” 

“You’re young. I get that.” Kyle handed me Katie’s washcloth, and I wiped her face. She was busy slapping her hands into the water that she didn’t mind. 

“Not that young, Kyle,” I laughed without mirth. 

“You have all the time in the world to have kids. I was just asking if you wanted them. I shouldn’t have. Forget I said anything,” he backpedaled. 

Silence. 

I could let it go. 

Let the dark secret remain where I had kept it all this time. 

Buried. 

Yet this time, I didn’t want to shove it away. I wanted to share the truth with this man who had opened up his life to me. I wanted to share with him the greatest pain I had ever endured. 

So, I opened my mouth and let the truth fly free. 

“I was pregnant once. About eighteen months ago,” I said softly. When Kyle didn’t say anything, I went on. “I had a miscarriage. The doctor said I had an abnormally shaped uterus if you can believe it. Apparently, it makes carrying a child to term impossible.” I wiped away the tears before they could fall. “So, no kids for me.”

“I’m so sorry, Whitney. I shouldn’t have brought it up—”

“No, it’s fine. But no one knows.” I looked at Kyle, hating and loving the sympathy on his face. “Not even Mom or Meg, so please can you keep this between us?” 

Kyle scooted closer so that our knees pressed together. “I’d never tell anyone, Whit. That’s your business.” He reached out his hand and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ears. It was an instinct to want to move away, particularly when I was feeling so vulnerable, but I didn’t. “Thank you for sharing it with me. I really am so sorry.” 

“Thanks.” My lips stretched into what was meant to be a smile. I felt as if I had been cut open, and Kyle could see my insides. It was alien but not entirely uncomfortable. I sort of liked Kyle being able to see me. To understand me. 

Together we finished bathing Katie. When the water began to cool, Kyle lifted her out of the bathtub, and I wrapped her in a fluffy pink towel. He carried her to her bedroom, and I got out her pajamas. In between tickle battles, we managed to dress her. Afterward, Kyle sat her in the overstuffed armchair and began to brush her hair.

“No, Dada!” Katie shook her head, moving her head around when he tried to brush the tangled knots. 

“She hates having her hair brushed. You’d think I was waterboarding her.” Kyle tried to take a swipe at her brown locks, but she screamed and tucked her head into the arm of the chair. 

“Maybe you need to distract her,” I suggested, picking up a pig hand puppet from her dresser. “Hello, my name is Mr. Wiggles.” I flapped the puppet about and affected a deep voice. 

Katie sat up and watched me, her eyes widening. “Pig!” 

“Yes, I’m a pig. And what are you?” I danced around with the hand puppet, bopping her on the nose to make her giggle. The distraction worked. Kyle was able to brush her hair in record time. 

“Mr. Wiggles says it’s time for bed,” Kyle said, scooping her up and flying her Superman-style to her toddler bed where he dropped her dramatically, but very carefully, onto the blanket.

Katie picked up the book of nursery rhymes on her bedside table and handed it to Kyle. I knew he read them to her every night. I usually stood in the doorway, not wanting to intrude, or I waited downstairs. I hadn’t wanted to force myself into their routine. This evening, Kyle handed the book to me. “You want to read tonight?”

“I’d love to.” 

Thirty minutes later, we tiptoed out of Katie’s room and made our way downstairs. This was the time when we’d either turn on the TV or Kyle would go on to bed because he had an early start. 

Tonight, things felt different. 

“How about we sit on the patio,” he proposed. 

“Sounds good.” I smiled, following him to the back of the kitchen and out the double doors that led outside. 

I hadn’t spent much time in the yard since I had moved in. Of course, it was perfectly landscaped like the front. It was large for in town, probably close to an acre. Kyle had put up new fencing and erected a jungle gym and swing set that put the ones at the park to shame. It was leafy and full of blooming flowers that scented the approaching night air. 

 “Do you mind if I grab a beer?” he asked. 

“Go ahead. Just because I don’t drink doesn’t mean you can’t,” I said. 

He came back a minute later with a bottle of beer and handed me a glass of sparkling water, complete with a lemon wedge. He sat down beside me, stretching his legs out in front of him and staring out toward the yard. “I don’t spend enough time out here. Lord knows I spent enough time cleaning it up; you’d think I’d enjoy it more.” 

“It’s beautiful. I love all the Magnolia trees.” I gazed up at the waxy leaves and huge white flowers. 

“They’re a bitch to clean up in the fall, though.” Kyle took a sip of his beer. He was silent for a few minutes before speaking again. “I really liked having your help this evening with Katie. It felt like what a family should be.” He took another drink, looking thoughtful. I didn’t rush to speak; it seemed he had things he wanted to say. “When Josie told me she was pregnant, I freaked out.” 

“That’s an understandable reaction,” I told him. 

He continued to look out at the trees and flowers. “We hadn’t been together for months. We had sex one time after we broke up. It was that one time that led to Katie.” He drew in a deep breath. “I didn’t want to be a dad. I’m ashamed to say I hoped that Josie would get an abortion. We weren’t together, and it was obvious Josie hoped having a kid would mean I would take her back. I didn’t want a child being used as a reason to stay together.” 

“Do you think she got pregnant to trap you?” I felt myself go stiff. Not because I didn’t believe Josie was capable of it, but I remembered all too well being accused of that myself. The bitter anger still resonated inside me after all this time. 

“I think Josie hoped I’d want to play happy family with her. I think it was an accident, but one she was willing to capitalize on.” His lips pulled down, and his face darkened. “When I made it clear that wasn’t going to happen, she didn’t take it well, but after a while, she seemed to accept it, and we tried to at least remain friends. After all, we were going to be co-parenting together.” 

“That was very mature of the two of you,” I conceded. 

“I stupidly had her move in here with me toward the end of her pregnancy. By that point, I had invested in being a dad and wanted to be around my kid all the time. Not just weekends and holidays. Josie understood that. She wanted me involved in every way possible. We were a team.” 

“What changed?” I asked him softly. He seemed to need to get this off his chest. It appeared to weigh heavily on him. 

“After Katie was born, Josie was diagnosed with postpartum depression. It was pretty bad too. Most days, she wouldn’t get out of bed. Katie would cry in her crib, and Josie wouldn’t do anything. It got to a point where I couldn’t leave her alone with Katie because I didn’t trust her not to do something in my absence.” 

I gasped. “That’s awful, Kyle. I can’t imagine what you went through.” 

“I tried to get her help, but she was resistant. This went on for months. I was a single dad from the very beginning. But I didn’t want to push Josie. My mom tried to help her out as much as she could because Josie’s mom was in Florida, and they had a shitty relationship anyway.” He took another long drink from his beer, putting the bottle down with a clang on the glass-topped table. “Then, one day I came home from work with Katie, and Josie was gone. All her clothes, everything. I tried calling her, but her phone was off. It stayed off for two weeks, and then she finally called me saying she had gone to Florida to stay with her mother. She said she wasn’t cut out to be a mom. That we were better off without her here.” 

“Jesus,” I breathed, not knowing what to say. 

“I tried to talk her into coming home. I hate to say that I even promised we’d be together if she came back, knowing how badly she wanted us to be a couple again. But even that didn’t work. She hated the idea of being Katie’s mother much more than she wanted to be my partner.” His hands balled into fists in his lap. “And now she decides she wants Katie after all. Like she’s a fucking couch or a pair of boots that she was iffy on, but now thinks will look great. I hate her, Whit. I really, really hate her. And I shouldn’t. Because she’s Katie’s mother, and I don’t want to have those kinds of negative feelings for the person who gave me my daughter. But God, it’s hard not to be consumed by it.” 

He looked so destroyed. So tired and overwhelmed. I wanted to put my arms around him. I wanted to kiss and hold him and make this better for him. But I wasn’t sure I should. So, I offered him the only thing I could. Empathy.

“I understand that kind of hatred. It makes you think ugly thoughts. It can make you ugly, too, if you let it.” Speaking the words aloud was difficult, but needed. 

Kyle looked at me, eyes clinging to mine. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

It was on the tip of my tongue to say no. It was my default reaction. I had spent a long time perfecting the art of packing it all away and closing it up tight. But here we were in this situation together, and I felt exposed and raw, and I wanted Kyle Webber to see everything. 

“You saw the person I became in California. You were given a front-row seat to my selfishness,” I started to say. Now was the time to pull out all the skeletons. I was tired of them jangling around in my closet. 

Kyle’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “We don’t need to go there, Whitney. It was a long time ago.” 

“We do need to talk about it, though. I owe you such a huge apology for how I treated you. It took me years to see what an ass I was and how badly I treated the people I cared about. You. Meg. My parents. No one was exempt from my shittiness; trust me.” 

Kyle chuckled darkly. “At least I know it wasn’t personal.” His face was tight. This was hard to talk about for both of us. But things needed to be said. 

“I hurt you. Badly I think,” I hedged. 

Kyle stared at me for a dozen heartbeats. One. Two. Three …

“Yes, you did. You broke my heart, Whitney. You smashed it to pieces. And I didn’t know why. I didn’t understand what made you do it.” And there it was. The old pain. The jagged pieces of his pride and anger. 

I ran my hands down my face trying to gather my thoughts. “I told you I got pregnant. The guy who got me pregnant was a director. A really famous one too. And he’s married.” It felt as if I was about to jump off a cliff. 

Here goes nothing. 

The truth. 

“I met him on the set of the first movie I worked on. He was this handsome, charismatic A-lister. He could open doors that I could never get through on my own. And he took a shine to me. No, that’s not right.” I shook my head. “He slowly and methodically over the years took everything from me. He made me emotionally dependent on him. He made me feel like I would be nothing without him. He molded me into this pathetic excuse of a woman whose sole purpose was to wait around until he decided he wanted me.” It was embarrassing telling Kyle this. It would probably change the way he saw me, but I deserved that. 

“He tore me down completely, and in turn, I pushed everyone away. That weekend you came out to see me, I was genuinely happy to see you. I thought we’d have a whole weekend together.” I drew a shuddery breath. “Then he called me and decided he wanted to see me because his wife was out of town, and like the idiot I was, I jumped at the chance to be with him.” I twisted my fingers in my lap, finding it hard to admit such horrible things. These deep, twisted pieces of my soul. 

“I spent eight years desperate for whatever scraps he tossed my way because I thought that was what love looked like. And he did help my career. I was given the biggest jobs. I got to travel the world. And all the while he kept me under this thumb.” 

“Who the fuck is this guy?” Kyle spat out. 

It was my instinct to protect him. This man who had used me up and tossed me away. Not to reveal his name. But I wouldn’t hide him anymore. “Do you know who Gavin Wiseley is?” 

Kyle’s eyes widened. “Gavin Wiseley? The guy who directed the Dark Spy movies?”

“That’s him. Five-time Oscar winner and Hollywood legend. He’s also a predator, but no one talks about that.” I heard the venom. I didn’t even bother to hide it. 

“Isn’t he like sixty years old?” Kyle’s lip curled in disgust. 

I swallowed; my throat suddenly dry. “He’s fifty-eight.” 

“Wait, how old were you when you got together?” Kyle asked, piecing things together. 

I closed my eyes. “I was nineteen. He was forty-six.” 

“God, Whit, that’s ... I can’t ... what the fuck?” Kyle didn’t seem to know what to say. 

“And then I got pregnant and at first, he swore it wasn’t his, even though I hadn’t been with anyone but him. I wouldn’t dare try. He’d blackball me in the movie industry. My career would be over. Even though he continued to sleep with everything that moved, I had to be completely devoted to him. Then when he finally accepted the pregnancy, he thought I was trying to trap him. Make him leave his wife. He called me all sorts of names. Demanded I get an abortion.” 

I laughed. A harsh, jarring sound that made Kyle flinch. “In the end, it didn’t matter. I lost the baby, and there’s no chance I’ll have another one. But he dropped me on my ass after that. Took off for some location shoot and took up with a new young thing. After the miscarriage, I couldn’t bear to stay in L.A. Dad had just died, and Gavin had left me. I was a mess. So I decided to come back here. Put all that behind me. Try to rebuild some of the bridges I had burned.” I gripped the glass of sparkling water so tightly that my knuckles turned white. I loosened my fingers, not daring to look at Kyle, scared of what I’d see. 

“So, I’m sorry I acted like such a jerk when you came out to see me. I used you because I knew you cared about me, and I was having a hard time caring about myself at that time. And you made me feel good. The way you looked at me. The way you touched me. Gavin never looked at me like that, but I was trapped. He accused me of trying to trap him when he had pinned me down for years.” 

It was my turn to stare out toward the darkened yard. The sun had set, and the solar lights Kyle had placed around the patio were glowing softly. There was a hush around us as if we were in our own bubble. I was terrified that by giving Kyle all of my secrets, he would hate me for them. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. 

“I hate the choices I’ve made, but I’m trying to make better ones now. Starting with buying Mom’s house and by helping you with Katie. I want to do better for the people that matter in my life. I want to make it up to you. For being so horrible to you because I hated myself.” 

I didn’t realize I was crying until I felt Kyle’s hands on my face, his thumbs wiping away the wetness. I turned to him, his palms cradling me, and I was astonished by what I saw there. He looked at me, not in disgust, but with something like wonder. 

“I’m sorry, Kyle. For being so, so stupid. For not caring enough about myself to care about you. I’m just so sor—”

He cut me off. 

By kissing me. 

His warm mouth pressed against mine, his hands still holding my face. And I was crying. Tears coated my skin. I could taste their saltiness as he kept kissing me. 

Finally, he pulled away, his lips swollen. Then he got to his feet, holding out his hand. I took it, and he pulled me to my feet. He led me into the house, closing the patio door behind us.





Chapter 13

Kyle

 

Whitney’s story had ripped me open in ways I hadn’t expected. I knew stuff had happened to her in Los Angeles, but I had no idea it would be something like that. 

I had shared my secrets, and she had shared hers, and somehow in the middle of all of that, the icy barrier that had encased my heart for years cracked and melted around me. 

This woman was amazing. She was saving my life, and I wanted to save hers. And more importantly, I needed her. I needed to erase the years of bullshit that had grown between us. The bad memories. The anger. The pain.

I needed her skin against mine. I needed her mouth. Her hands. I needed her inside and out. 

I led her into the living room. She stood in front of me, unsure. I leaned down and kissed her again, sucking her bottom lip into my mouth. Taking her tongue. I ran my hands down her back and cupped her bottom, pulling her up against me where she could feel my already hard and aching cock. She moaned deep and low and then startled as if surprised by her reaction. 

I chuckled, nibbling on her lips. “Touch me,” I rasped. 

Her hands were tentative at first. She pressed her palms against my chest. She must have been able to feel the frantic pounding of my heart. It was going a million miles a minute. I was worried I’d pass out before anything could happen. 

The memories of our first time together threatened to interfere with the moment. I remembered her looking up at me as I pushed inside her. Seeing me, but not quite. And then the way she left me alone afterward, feeling used and unwanted. 

No. I wouldn’t go there. This was different. I understood her now. 

And it seemed she needed me to take the reins. I unbuttoned my shirt, and she slowly pushed it off my shoulders, letting it fall to the ground at our feet. She placed her lips below the hollow of my throat. I could feel the warm wetness of her tongue as she made her way up toward my lips. Taking her time as she sucked my neck, my chin. 

Then we were devouring each other. 

I couldn’t kiss her enough. But there were still too many clothes between us. I all but ripped her shirt over her head and clumsily unhooked her bra, tossing it to the other side of the room, not worrying where it landed. It had been a long time since I had taken off a woman’s bra. It seemed I was a bit rusty. 

I pulled back a moment to look at her breasts. I had always loved them. They were full with large dark erect nipples. I cupped them, and they overflowed in my hands. I bent down and took one of her nipples into my mouth, biting down just hard enough to make her gasp. Her fingers buried into my hair as I worked over her boobs. She tasted incredible. Her skin was soft and hot beneath my mouth, and I wanted more of her. I dropped to my knees, kissing my way down her body, pausing to dip my tongue into her bellybutton. 

I looked up and found her head tilted toward the ceiling, red hair streaming down her back. Her lips were parted, and she was panting. With a smile, I unbuttoned her jeans and pulled them down over her hips. She kicked them to the side in a hurry. I hooked my pinky fingers through the waist of her white lace panties and slowly, so slowly, lowered them down her legs. 

I put my lips to her ankle, kissing lightly. Then I traced my tongue up the inside of her leg, grinning when her thighs started trembling. I hadn’t even gotten to where I was heading yet, and she was already falling apart. 

Once I reached the apex of her thighs, I nuzzled her with my nose, inhaling the sweet scent of her. I licked once. Savoring her. Twice. Then I lapped at her core, my tongue going as deep as possible. I sucked on her clit, burying my face between her legs. 

“Kyle, I can’t stand up anymore,” she exclaimed, her voice rough and hoarse. Her legs shaking, her fingers gripping my hair so tightly I thought she’d rip it out. I continued to suck on her clit, tonguing her, eating all of her until she let out a cry, and I tasted the rush that she released, swallowing it. 

Afterward, I got to my feet and took her mouth again. I slowly lowered her to the floor, discarding my shorts and boxers. 

Once again, I was transported to eight years ago. Whitney beneath me, her milky skin flushed, her eyes heavy-lidded, her magnificent breasts heaving. 

This was different. 

We were different. 

“I should get something—” I started to stand up, not sure if I even still had condoms in the house; it had been so long since I needed them. 

Whitney stopped me, her hand coming up to touch my face, her eyes sad. “You don’t need one, remember? I’m clean. And there’s no chance ...” Her voice broke, and I hated myself for not thinking. For being so insensitive after everything she told me tonight. 

I pressed my forehead against hers. “I’m so sorry, Whit. That was thoughtless of me. God, I’m an idiot.” 

She put her finger over my mouth and wrapped her legs around my waist, pressing her pussy against my rigid dick. “Shut up, Kyle. Just shut up and fuck me.” 

“I want to do this right, Whit.” I held myself poised at her entrance. I could feel her heat against the tip. I was afraid I’d come as soon as we got started. 

“You’re doing it all perfectly, Kyle. I want you inside me. Now,” she commanded roughly, grabbing the back of my head, and dragging me down to her, claiming my mouth, kissing me hard. 

Not wanting to wait another second, I plunged inside her. She arched her back and let out a cry. “Shh.” I laughed, pointing to the ceiling. 

Her eyes widened. “I forgot, sorry.” 

I reached between us and pinched her clit as I started to rock in and out. Diving deeper and deeper. I wanted her to feel me everywhere. 

“I’ve wanted this so long, Whitney. So damn long,” I murmured against her mouth as we moved together. Absolute synchronicity. 

“Oh my God, Kyle. Oh my God,” she moaned as I pressed into her, moving my hips, hitting all the right spots. 

“I’m so close. Please tell me you're close,” I begged. I didn’t think I could hold off the explosion much longer. 

Whitney opened her eyes, and we stared at each other. It was the moment I had been aching for the first time we were together. We were in this as one. So, I slid in and out, faster and faster, until I felt the release. The walls of her pussy clamped down around my cock, and we both shuddered and sighed and came in one violent burst. 

I was dripping with sweat. Wetness fell between her breasts, and I wiped it away with my thumb. I was still buried inside of her, not wanting to pull out. Not wanting to separate. 

“Whitney …” I started to say, my hand combing through her curls. I looked into her eyes and waited for it. The understanding. The beginning. 

She closed her eyes. Took a slow, deep breath, then opened them. Her gaze skimming past me, over my shoulder. “It’s late, Kyle. I think we should head to bed.”

My stomach flipped over, and I felt a crushing disappointment. 

Not again …

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” I sat up; my dick wet with her. The smell of sex was strong. 

“Kyle, this was ... I don’t know how to …” her words trailed off. She shook her head and quickly got dressed.

She wasn’t regretting it, again was she? I thought we had decided not to go down that road again. 

“I’m just tired,” she said weakly, giving me a sad impression of a smile. 

“I heard you the first time,” I replied gruffly. 

I turned off all the lights and followed her up the stairs. After everything tonight, I sure as hell hadn’t expected her total and complete shutdown. Not after all that she said. Not after the most amazing lovemaking of my life. 

We paused at the top of the stairs. Would she turn left to head to her room, or should I ask her to come to mine? We were married for fuck’s sake, why was this so damn difficult?

“I’m doing it, aren’t I?” she asked, taking my hand. 

“Doing what?” I wanted to hear her say it. To acknowledge it. 

“I’m pushing you away. I promised myself I wouldn’t do that.” She wrapped her arms around me and went up on her tiptoes, kissing me sweetly. “Your room or mine?” 

I leaned down and swooped her up in my arms. She let out a startled gasp and giggled, clinging to my neck. I kissed her hard. Never wanting to let her go. “This way, Mrs. Webber.” I carried her to my room, and we didn’t go to sleep until the sun started to come up. 

**

My phone buzzed with an incoming text. I took a bite of toast and read it, letting out a groan. 

“Fucking hell,” I muttered. I looked at Katie, who was babbling happily in her highchair, her hands in her applesauce. “Oops, I mean crap.” Not that she was paying attention to what I was saying, but the last thing I needed with the way her vocabulary was expanding was for her to pick up the f-bomb. My mom would love that. 

“What is it?” Whitney asked, pouring herself a cup of coffee. She looked beautiful this morning, her hair secured in a bun at the base of her neck, the pale green of her scoop-neck tank top hugging the breasts I had just sucked that morning as I fucked her senseless. 

It was Monday morning, and things were definitely different now. This no longer felt like a marriage of convenience. Especially not now that she was sleeping in my bed every night. 

Before Katie had gotten up, we had taken a shower together. My head was full of the memory of pushing her front against the tiled wall and taking her from behind. Our soapy bodies slipping and sliding as I screwed her brains out. 

“Huh?” I had forgotten the question. Forgotten why I was irritated. I was too busy thinking of when I’d get her naked again. 

Whitney raised an eyebrow as if reading my mind. “You seem pissy. Why?” 

“Oh, I just got a text from that guardian ad litem, Mr. Struthers. He needs to reschedule the home visit for this afternoon. I was supposed to be breaking ground on a new project today on the other side of town. It means I have to move a bunch of shit around. But I’ll do what I have to do.” I ruffled Katie’s hair. “This is more important.” 

“I’ll talk to Adam, Jeremy, and Rob, I’m sure they’ll let me leave early.” She poured the rest of her coffee into her to-go cup and screwed the top on. 

“I thought I had a few more days to prepare. The house is a mess.” I looked around at the sight of Katie’s toys everywhere. Then there was the matter of moving Whitney’s things to my room. I started to panic a little. 

Whitney, obviously picking up on my freak out, put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll come home at lunch and clean. And I’ll move my clothes to your closet. He’ll never know I sleep in the other room.” 

I grabbed her hand as she started to turn away. “Move everything over,” I told her. 

She frowned. “What?”

“There’s no need to go back to the spare room afterward, okay? I want you in my room.” I felt awkward. Even more so when she didn’t respond right away. 

She started chewing her bottom lip, which was a sign she was nervous. “This weekend has been amazing. But are you sure? We’re married, yes, but we hadn’t planned to do this for real. I don’t want you to feel you have to because we’re—” she glanced at Katie and dropped her voice. “Sleeping together.” 

I pulled her hand so that she fell into my lap. I situated her so that she was pressed against me and put my arms around her waist. “I want to sleep beside you at night, Whit. I want to wake up beside you in the morning.” 

“I don’t want you feeling sorry for me after what I told you—”

I kissed her, cutting off her words. I nuzzled her nose with mine. “I don’t feel sorry for you. What I feel for you is not sympathy. Can’t you tell?” I lifted my hips so she could feel my erection against her backside. 

She gave me a playful swat and kissed me one more time before standing up. “So, I’ll come home at noon and move my stuff and give the house a cleaning. Okay?” She was still looking for reassurance. Didn’t she realize I needed it from her just as badly?

We were both a hot mess. 

“Sounds good. I’ll text you and let you know when I can get off work. Mr. Struthers says he’ll be here around three, so I’ll try to get back 2ish.” I got to my feet and discreetly adjusted myself. “I’ll pick up Katie on the way.” 

“Or I can get her. If your mom won’t mind,” Whitney offered. 

I couldn’t help it; I had to kiss her again. Katie, finally seeing what we were doing, squealed and laughed. We broke apart, grinning at each other like fools. “I think that sounds great.” 

**

“The two of you haven’t been married very long, have you?” Mr. Struthers asked from his spot on the couch. He’d already been at the house for forty-five minutes. Whitney had done an excellent job of cleaning up. And when I was showing the guardian ad litem around, and we got to my bedroom, I smiled like an idiot at the sight of Whitney’s sweater over the back of the chair and her book on the bedside table. It looked like she had always been there. Which it sort of felt like she had. 

Whitney and I glanced at each other. We had been trying to be relaxed and casual, but it was difficult when the sole purpose of this man’s visit was to analyze us and decide whether our home was a suitable environment for Katie to live in. 

The kid in question was playing nicely with her dolls on the floor. Thank God she had been an angel during the entire visit, thanks to my mother putting her down for an extra-long nap today. Katie was a bear when she was tired, but an absolute darling when well-rested. 

“Almost a month now,” I told him as he made a note in his giant folder. Frederick Struthers was an older man with thinning blond hair that he combed over to hide his bald spot on top. He wore nicely cut suits, though. He seemed a decent enough guy, but very no-nonsense, which was fine. He wasn’t there to be our friend. 

I did appreciate how he took the time to sit with Katie for twenty minutes right off the bat and play with her. He crossed his legs and sat on the floor beside her, taking the dolls she handed him and speaking to her in calm, measured tones. 

“Only a month? What made you get married now? Had you been together long?” Here it was. The tough question. We had to play it right or this obviously very smart guy would see right through us. 

Whitney squeezed my hand. “We grew up together. I’ve known Kyle most of my life. We were together briefly years ago.” Her eyes flicked to me, her expression open and happy. “But it was after I moved back to Southport that we reconnected.” She answered vaguely, but with enough truth that it didn’t sound deceptive. “I fell in love with this little sweetheart, and it was natural how we became a family.” She beamed down at my daughter, and my heart felt the fullest it had ever been. I thought Katie was enough for me. That my love for her was all I needed. I hadn’t realized what I was missing until Whitney walked back into my life. 

Mr. Struthers smiled warmly. “It looks as if you have created a lovely home for Katie, Mr. Webber—”

“Please call me Kyle, Mr. Webber is my dad.” I laughed, and Mr. Struthers laughed too. 

“Kyle then. It’s clear that Katie is well cared for and loved. I’m impressed with her development. According to her medical records, she’s well above the curve for her age.” 

“She was talking at fourteen months. Understandable words. She learns something new every day. She’s even learning to count now,” Whitney cut in, obviously proud. 

It was my turn to squeeze her hand. Mr. Struthers made some more notes. 

“So, what are the next steps?” I asked him. 

Mr. Struthers closed his file and clicked his pen, tucking it into his pocket. “I’ve set up a visit with your parents. They are Katie’s primary daycare providers, correct?” 

“Yes, but she starts Little Ducklings in September. It’s the best daycare in the county, and Katie has been on the waiting list since she was six months old,” I informed him. 

“Yes, I have all that here. I will be visiting them as well, just to get a sense of what their provisions are. I’ll also be doing home visits with Miss Robinson, of course.” 

“So, you’ll be flying to Florida? Or will someone else do the home visit since it’s so far away?” Whitney asked. Good question. 

Mr. Struthers frowned. “I will be going to her place of residence here in Southport, of course. Though I am liaising with a guardian ad litem in Dade County to do the home visit there. Her mother will be on-site—”

“Wait a minute, her residence here? What are you talking about?” I interrupted, not caring that it was rude, and I was trying to impress this guy. 

Mr. Struthers looked confused. “Miss Robinson called and set up a home visit for her here in Southport.” He seemed uncomfortable. “This was so she could begin visitation without disrupting Katie’s routine. I assumed your attorney had been notified, and you were aware.” 

My fingers had become claws, digging into my thigh. “No, sir, I wasn’t aware that Josie had come back to Southport.” 

Mr. Struthers cleared her throat. “Well, I recommend you contact your attorney then.” He got to his feet. “I really should get going.” He held out his hand for me to shake, which I did, feeling numb. “I’ll be in touch soon. I’d like to come to see Katie again before I write up my report for the court.” 

I didn’t say anything. I was reeling with the bomb this unsuspecting man had just dropped.

Whitney jumped in. “Of course. Let us know.” She walked him to the front door. “A quick question, though … shouldn’t Josie have notified Kyle that she was planning to start her visitation? The judge said it had to be coordinated between them. Josie hasn’t told Kyle anything, let alone that she was coming back to Southport.” 

Mr. Struthers cleared his throat again. “Yes, Miss Robinson or her attorney should have notified either Mr. Webber—sorry, Kyle—or his lawyer. It’s not very good form, though I believe she has the best intentions. It does make it easier to reestablish contact with Katie if she’s close by, wouldn’t you say?” 

“I suppose. It just would have been nice to have a heads up,” Whitney retorted. 

“I understand. Like I said, contact your attorney and go from there.” Mr. Struthers looked back at me. I hadn’t moved. I was rooted to the spot. Katie continued to play in the corner, oblivious to how her world had turned upside down in the last two minutes. “I will talk to you soon, Kyle. Take care.” 

I lifted my hand in a wave and then Whitney was shutting the door behind him. 

“Kyle—” Whitney started to say

“I can’t ... I have to … What am I?” I couldn’t get the words out. What the absolute fuck? Just when I thought things were going well. 

“Call Adam. He’ll know what to do,” Whitney said, sitting on the floor with Katie.

“Right. I have to call Adam.” I pulled out my phone. 

“Maybe go outside. You’re obviously upset, and Katie might pick up on it,” Whitney suggested. 

“I’m so glad you’re here,” I told her, my voice breaking. I leaned down and kissed the top of Katie’s head then kissed my wife. 

I stepped outside and called Adam’s cell, not his work phone, though it was still business hours, in case he wasn’t at the office.

He answered on the first ring. “I was just going to call you,” he said by way of greeting. 

“Did you know Josie had moved back to Southport?” I asked, dropping heavily into the patio chair.

“I literally just got off the phone with her lawyer. It seems she wants to start her visitation. She’s moved back, signed a three-month lease on an apartment above the coffee shop in town. She says she wants to see Katie but doesn’t want to disrupt her life while custody is being decided. I’ve got to hand it to her; she’s playing this really well.” 

“What about her job? How can she up and leave Florida like that? How does she think that proves a stable environment for Katie?” I demanded, pounding my fist onto the table hard enough to make it rattle. 

“Apparently her new gig is work from home. She can technically do it anywhere. Sounds like she landed herself the perfect job if she’s trying to prove stability for Katie,” Adam begrudgingly admitted. 

“This is fucking crazy, Decate. Doesn’t she have to notify me she’s in town?” 

“She just did, Web,” Adam said softly. 

“Shit. Shit. Shit.” I got up and started pacing through the back yard. “What am I supposed to do?”

“What you’re doing, buddy. You keep being an amazing dad, and the court will see that. How did the home visit go? I’m guessing that’s how you found out about Josie.” 

“Mr. Struthers definitely caught on that I had no idea Josie was back in town. He’s a nice guy. A lawyer type—”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Adam joked.

“He said it was clear Katie had a safe and loving home,” I finished, ignoring his question. 

“That’s good, man. Really good. It sounds like you and Whit sold the whole married act then?” 

It was my turn to clear my throat, and I felt myself flush even though Adam couldn’t see me. “Uh, yeah. It was fine.” I cleared my throat again. 

“Why are you making that noise? You sound like you’re about to hack up a furball. What’s got you so nervous, Webby?” Damn Adam and his best friend senses. He knew me too well. 

“Nothing. I’m trying not to freak out about Josie being in fucking Southport, Adam,” I dodged. I wasn’t going to talk to him about Whitney and me. Not right now. There were other things I had to focus on. 

“Look, Josie is going to be contacting you to set up a time to see Katie—”

“I don’t want to talk to her. I don’t trust myself not to tell her what I think about her,” I growled. 

“I know you’re angry and rightly so, but you have to think about Katie. The judge granted Josie visitation. You have to do what the court says. And you have to play this right. You have to show everyone you’re willing to do whatever it takes as long as it’s in Katie’s best interest. Even if that means seeing Josie,” Adam instructed firmly. He was talking to me as my attorney, not as my best friend. I appreciated his ability to separate the two. 

“Fine. When will I be hearing from her?”

“Her lawyer said she’d call sometime this week to set up a time for the weekend. I did stipulate since Josie’s a stranger to Katie that you be present for the visit. They can’t argue with that because unsupervised visits out of the gate would be unreasonable for a child of Katie’s age,” Adam said, and I sagged, feeling a little relief. 

“Thanks, Adam. I appreciate everything you’re doing. I wish you’d let me pay you. You’re putting in a lot of hours on this—”

“Shut the fuck up. I won’t take a dime from you, and you know it. Pay me back in beers and wings.” Adam laughed. 

“I’ll be feeding you wings and beer until you’re eighty at this rate.” I chuckled. 

“Fine by me. Tell the wife I said she needs to pour you a stiff one and maybe rub your feet. You need to relax.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure that’ll go over like a lead balloon,” I said. 

We said our goodbyes, and I went back inside, feeling a little better.

Whitney looked up from pouring juice into a sippy cup. “What did Adam say?”

I closed the patio door. I could see Katie in the living room, pulling stuff from her toy box. She’d be occupied for at least a few minutes. 

I pulled Whitney into my arms, holding her close. “He spoke with Josie’s lawyer, and she’s moved back temporarily until custody is determined. She’s going to call me in the next few days to set up a time to see Katie this weekend.” 

Whitney put her arms around my waist and rested her head against my chest. “I’m so sorry, Kyle. I know this is the last thing you need.” 

“It is what it is. Sure, it sucks, but we’ll deal with it. Together.” I pulled back to look down at her. “Right? We’re a team in this.”

She smiled, and the heaviness lightened somewhat. “Team Webber. All the way.” 

Then I kissed her. 

Because how could I not?





Chapter 14

Whitney

 

It was the same unknown number that had been calling me for days. They never left a message, and I never answered it. 

It was just after midnight, and Kyle was sleeping soundly beside me. I hadn’t quite gotten used to sleeping in a bed with someone. I was a woman who liked my own space. In all the years that I was Gavin’s side piece, we never slept in a bed together, and there had never been any other men in my life romantically. So lying beside someone night after night was weird. 

But I was pretty sure I liked it. 

My phone stopped ringing and then immediately started up again. This happened three more times. I was worried it would wake up Kyle and was getting the feeling that whoever was on the other end wasn’t going to give up, so I carefully wriggled out from beneath Kyle’s arm and tiptoed down the stairs. 

I had become familiar with the creaks of the stairs. I knew what furniture to dodge in the dark. Kyle’s home was becoming as familiar as my own. I picked up Katie’s doll she had left on the living room floor and placed it on top of her toybox. 

Closing myself in the downstairs bathroom, I put the phone to my ear. “Hello?” I said quietly, even though there was no way Kyle or Katie could hear me. 

“Finally! You’re a hard woman to get hold of Galloway,” the gruff voice said.

I closed my eyes and silently berated myself for answering the call. It was one I definitely didn’t want to take. 

“Hi, Roger.” 

“That’s all you have to say to your dear friend after going incommunicado for months?” Roger Heiden guffawed. I could hear his intake of breath, meaning he was smoking. 

“I thought you were trying to quit,” I chastised, followed by his noisy exhale. 

“I can never hide anything from you. Well, I would have quit by now if you were here to keep nagging me.” Nothing like a late-night guilt trip to make you feel great about yourself. 

“Maybe you should quit because you’re not a young man anymore, and you’re going to keel over from a heart attack if you don’t start taking better care of yourself,” I lectured. Roger and I had a unique relationship for Hollywood. He genuinely cared about me and me, him, though it got twisted up in all the dark machinations of the movie industry, there was a legitimate undercurrent of affection between us. Even if one of our first meetings involved him trying to seduce me and me reminding him he was old enough to be my father. 

“Doesn’t seem to stop you from screwing Gavin Wiseley. He’s only five years younger than me, you know,” Roger pointed out drunkenly after I had naively told him that Gavin was different. I loved him, and he loved me, to which Roger had put his arm around me, shaking his head. 

“You dear, sweet fool,” was all he said. But funnily enough, after that, we became friends, and when he made a movie, I was the makeup artist he took along. He was the only person I spoke to when I thought about leaving Gavin when the honeymoon phase had ended, and I realized how trapped I was. 

“You’re a big deal, Roger. If you vouch for me, Gavin can’t blackball me, right? I’ll still get work if you hire me,” I had pleaded with him. 

Roger had taken my hand and given me a sad look. “I don’t have the clout I used to have. Gavin is one of those rare breeds that gets more famous the longer he’s around. He’s stayed relevant. Everyone clamors to work with him. I don’t think there’s much I can do to help you with this. You should have hitched your wagon to me instead, but you were in ‘love.’” His dismissive derision had hurt, but it was the truth. I couldn’t leave Gavin; I had to wait for him to leave me to save my career. 

Not that it had mattered in the end. Hollywood had become forever tarnished, and I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. 

Roger laughed, then it turned into a coughing fit. “Are you going to spend this phone call telling me what a jackass I am, or can I tell you what I want to tell you?”

“It’s not like I can stop you,” I muttered, though I couldn’t help smiling. I missed Roger. I really did. 

“So, I don’t know if you still read the trade mags now that you’re out there in that backwater town you’ve gone to hide in.” More coughing. He really needed to quit smoking.

“I’m not hiding,” I argued petulantly. 

“Sure you’re not. Anyway, I’ve nabbed the Tiger Girl movie. We’re talking a nine-figure budget with blockbuster written all over it. I’m flying out to Hungary tomorrow. Production starts in ten days. Valerie Helsley is starring. I won’t tell you the price tag to nab her.” He cackled again, enjoying himself. 

“Sounds great,” I told him, knowing exactly where this was headed. “But Rog—”

“I want you to come out there. We’ve scheduled shooting to last four months. I can pay you more than you’ve earned on any other movie. And there’s talk already of sequels. Guis will be here of course,” Roger rambled on. He started telling me about the locations and the aerial unit and special effects team he had gotten on board. “This is going to be the biggest thing to come out of Hollywood since The Avengers.” 

Against my better judgment, I felt it. The buzz. The excitement. But it died quickly. 

“I’ve given all that up, Rog. I don’t plan on going back,” I stated firmly. 

“If this is about Gavin, you’re not the first piece of tail to get burned by him. He’s a dick. And there’s talk that with all this hashtag Me Too stuff, some things are going to start coming out about him. His days are numbered, Galloway. You won’t have to worry about him anymore.” 

I would be lying if the thought of Gavin getting publicly crucified for being a sleaze didn’t fill me with immense joy, but there was more to my refusal. 

“I’m married, Rog.” 

Silence. 

I couldn’t remember the last time Roger Heiden had been rendered mute. This would go down in the history books. 

“You’re pulling my leg,” he said with a laugh. 

“I’m not. The wedding was a month ago.” 

“To who? It was only last year that you were crying over Gavin fucking Wiseley.” He sounded incredulous as though he suspected he was being punked. 

“He’s someone I’ve known for a long time. It all just sort of happened. He has a daughter—”

“Wait a goddamn minute; you’re telling me you’re giving up the chance to work on a blockbuster movie to play step-mommy to some kid? You’ve got to be kidding me. That’s not the Whitney Galloway I know and love.” I could almost see him shaking his head in disbelief. 

“People change Rog.” 

“Some people maybe, but not you, baby. Not my Galloway. Come on. Come to Hungary. Make some serious bank. That’s where you belong. Not married to a trucker and playing mommy in some backwater hicktown. Give me a break,” he scoffed. 

“He’s not a trucker.” It was the only part of his diatribe I could argue with. Because a tiny part of it hit home. And that bothered me. 

“Okay, well shooting starts in ten days. So, you have ten days to get your ass out here. Or not. The choice is yours. Though you’re a fucking idiot if you don’t. Let me know.” Then he was gone. 

“Damn it,” I seethed, clutching my phone in my hand. 

There was a knock on the door. “Whit, you in there?” 

Crap. 

I opened the door to find a very sleepy Kyle standing in the hallway. “I didn’t know where you had gone,” he said and reached for me. “I don’t like waking up and you not being there.” 

He kissed the side of my neck, and my entire body melted into him. 

I forced myself to forget the call with Roger.

This was what mattered. 

This was my choice. 

**

“I’m not looking forward to this,” Kyle muttered, his gaze scanning the park, looking for his ex. 

Josie had called on Thursday evening. I only heard Kyle’s end of the conversation, and he had kept it brief. They agreed to meet at the park on Saturday morning at 10:30. Josie would have an hour visit to start, and they’d build from there. They would slowly work toward unsupervised visits while custody was being determined. The plan was for Josie and Katie to get used to each other gradually. Adam had gone back to the judge and asked for an amendment to the visitation order to include supervised visits until both parties agreed. 

Josie had been agreeable to everything. She sure was playing the part of a well-intentioned mother to a tee. 

I took Kyle’s hand, lacing our fingers together. Katie was digging in the sandpit, unaware of how her life was about to change. That was the amazing thing about children. Aside from being resilient, their ability to focus on what was in front of them, tuning out everything else was something I wished I remembered how to do. 

“You just have to be civil. And remember this is for Katie. To keep her here with us.” I lifted his hand and pressed it to my chest. “We’re in this together.” 

He ran his fingers down my cheek. “Have I told you lately how amazing you are?” 

I tapped my chin. “Not in the past ten minutes, no.” 

He leaned forward and kissed me. A slow, tender touching of lips. “Let me rectify that then. Whitney Galloway Webber, you’re amazing.” He pulled back and looked at his phone. “She should be here.” 

I glanced toward the parking lot and could see a slim figure with long brown hair making her way in our direction. “Is that her?” 

Kyle’s entire body tensed. I could practically smell his anxiety. “That’s her.” 

Josie Robinson made her way over. She was pretty, with a sweet, heart-shaped face that made her look a lot younger than she was. She was also much shorter than Kyle, and when he stood up to greet her, they looked awkward beside each other. Seeing them together, I honestly couldn’t picture them as a couple. They didn’t fit. That was obvious. 

But the way Josie looked at Kyle was telling, and it put me on edge. She gazed up at my husband as if she were parched, and he was a tall glass of water. This was a woman in love to the point of agony. 

“Hi, Web,” she said, her eyes never leaving his face. Her voice was high pitched, like a child’s. It was a little off-putting. 

“Hi, Jos.” Kyle reached out for my hand, pulling me up to stand next to him. “You remember Whitney Galloway—well, it’s Whitney Webber now.” He put his arm around my waist, but it wasn’t done with affection, but more as if he were making a point. 

I saw the hurt flash in Josie’s eyes. She didn’t exactly try to hide it. Her brown eyes drifted down to where Kyle’s arm rested around my middle. She wouldn’t make eye contact, looking instead over my shoulder. “Hi, Whitney. I suppose congratulations are in order.”  

“Thanks, Josie,” I said, almost feeling sorry for her. I had been that woman once. Hopelessly in love with a man that could never, would never, love me back. 

“I shouldn’t be surprised the two of you ended up together. She was always there between us, after all.” Josie sounded so incredibly bitter. Her lip curled, and there was a flash of anger that she quickly tamped down. 

“You’re right. I never got over Whitney. We both knew that.” Kyle pulled me tighter against him as if he wanted to mash us together. I wasn’t sure why he was being so needlessly hateful. Why rub our relationship in Josie’s face? 

I pulled away slightly, not wanting to be a part of whatever this was. “I hear you’re staying in town for a while.” 

Josie’s eyes zeroed in on Kyle again. “Yes. Until things are settled.” 

Why did it feel like she didn’t just mean regarding custody?

“Do you want to see Katie?” I asked when neither Josie nor Kyle said anything else. Kyle looked angry and defiant, the exact opposite of our plan to remain calm and collected. And Josie came across like a lovesick schoolgirl. It was all very uncomfortable. 

Josie snapped out of her Kyle fixation and looked around, her eyes drifting right over Katie, who was only ten feet away. “Where is she?” 

How does she not recognize her own daughter? 

I tried not to judge her too harshly for that. She hadn’t been around Katie since she was a few months old. Even though Kyle had sent her pictures, it wasn’t the same as seeing someone in real life. 

But still …

Kyle knelt down beside Katie. “Hey, Bug, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.” He lifted her into his arms, not caring in the slightest when she rubbed sand down his arms. 

He carried her over to Josie, and with her balanced on his hip, he spoke softly to his little girl, who was about to meet her mother. “Katie Bug, this is your mommy. Can you say hi?” 

Josie took a step toward them and bent down so that her face was only inches from Katie’s. She plastered a smile on her face, her eyes widening comically. “Hi, Katie, I’m your mommy.” She spoke slowly as if talking to someone that was hard of hearing. 

“She’s not stupid, Josie. You can talk to her normally,” Kyle snapped. 

Josie held her arms out. “Can I have a hug?”

I saw the look on Katie’s face and knew instantly this was going very badly. Josie clearly didn’t know how to act around children. She was uncomfortable and awkward, and Katie was picking up on that. 

“Hug?” Josie asked again when Katie didn’t say or do anything. 

“No!” Katie yelled, burying her face in Kyle’s neck, clinging to him for dear life. 

Josie reared back as if she had been slapped. “What’s wrong with her? Why won’t she come to me?” 

Kyle glared at Josie. “Because she doesn’t know you. You’re a stranger. Let her warm up to you before you go getting into her face like that. First thing, take a step back, will ya?” 

Josie backed up, looking wounded. She seemed to wear that particular expression a lot. “I just want to hold my baby,” she said so, so softly, wiping a tear from her eye. 

I felt bad for her, but it was obvious Kyle didn’t. I could see the tick in his jaw. “And as you can tell, she doesn’t want that. It’s not about you, Josie.” 

“Maybe Josie can play with Katie in the sandbox. Something easy, with no pressure,” I offered, wanting to push through this horrible tension. 

“Sure.” Josie shrugged. 

“Fine,” Kyle said through clenched teeth, then his face softened as he spoke to Katie. “Want to dig in the sand some more?”

The little girl lifted her head and nodded with enthusiasm. Kyle settled her down into the sand and handed her the shovel she had been playing with before. Josie slowly sat beside her. Kyle stayed close by but otherwise allowed Josie to interact with her on her own. I sat down on the bench, feeling suddenly like a third wheel. 

It was odd watching the three of them together. Even though Kyle’s anger toward Josie was palpable and her infatuation was just as clear, they were Katie’s parents. I was the stepmom. Not even really the stepmom, given that the entire marriage was a farce. 

“Here.” Kyle handed Josie a bucket. 

“Do you want to put the sand in the bucket?” Josie asked Katie, thankfully dropping the slow cadence. 

Katie dug up a lump of sand and shoveled it into the bucket. When it was full, she looked up at Josie and pointed. “Pour!” Josie turned over the bucket and dumped the sand into a pile. Katie grinned. “Again!” she called out. 

We spent the next hour with Katie filling Josie’s bucket with sand and Josie adding it to the pile they were making. Katie didn’t talk much to Josie, but she didn’t get upset again. And Josie didn’t push the little girl. She sat there and talked a bit, but otherwise just held the bucket for her. 

The hour passed, and when the time was up, Katie was looking tired. Kyle picked her up. “It’s time for her nap,” he informed Josie, who slowly got to her feet. 

She handed him the bucket and shovel. “Thanks, Web. This has been really nice. I appreciate you letting me spend time with her.” 

“You’re her mother, Josie. I won’t ever stop you from seeing her, but we have to do this right. For Katie.” Kyle shoved the bucket into the diaper bag and handed it to me as he had done a hundred times before. 

“So, I’ll call you, and we can set up another time to visit. Maybe we could do lunch next time. You, me, and Katie,” Josie ventured, and I noticed I most definitely wasn’t included in those future plans. She couldn’t be more obvious if she tried. 

“And Whitney, of course,” Kyle added, glancing at me. 

“Oh, right. And Whitney. I just thought since I’m Katie’s mom and you’re her dad, it might be nice to have some family time—”

“Whitney is part of this family. She’s Katie’s stepmom. She’ll be there,” Kyle cut her off. 

Josie’s cheeks flushed red, though I wasn’t sure if it was with embarrassment or annoyance. “Okay, well, we’ll speak soon. Bye, Katie,” she said, touching her daughter’s arm.

Katie was too tired to protest, and she actually lifted her hand in an exhausted little wave.

Josie smiled and then turned it up a notch when she looked at Kyle. “Take good care of our girl.” 

“I have been for the past two years,” he countered, not smiling in return. He took my hand. “Come on, babe, let’s go home.” There it was again. That pointed remark meant to wound Josie. I didn’t like it. 

“Bye, Josie. Nice seeing you again,” I said politely as Kyle started to pull us away. 

“Bye,” Josie responded. And as we walked to the car, I turned to find her still standing there, watching us leave. 

**

Kyle tucked Katie into her bed and closed the door. “Come on,” he said, playfully pushing me down the hall to what was now our bedroom. 

He closed the door quietly once we were inside and then advanced toward me like a lion hunting prey. “I want you naked. Now,” he growled, pulling on my shirt. 

“Hang on a second. I think we need to talk about today.” I pressed my palm into his chest, trying to ward him off, which was hard because I was practically panting for him. My attraction for this man was off the charts. I understood why Josie had such a hard time letting him go. He would be impossible to get over. If it ever came to that. 

Kyle pulled me closer, nuzzling the side of my neck. “There’s nothing to talk about.” 

“You don’t want to process Katie seeing her mother for the first time since she was an infant? Or that weird energy between the two of you?” 

Kyle lifted his head and frowned. “Weird energy? What do you mean?” 

I sighed, moving away from him slightly. “I get that you’re angry at her for what she’s done to both you and Katie—”

“It’s not about me, Whit, it’s how she left our daughter,” he argued. 

“Right. I understand. But you used me to make some sort of point to her, and I didn’t like it. Not one bit,” I told him, crossing my arms over my chest. 

Kyle looked confused. “I wasn’t trying to make a point.” 

I cocked my head to the side. “Oh, really? Then what was with the territorial touching and PDA? She knows we’re married, no need to rub her nose in it. That’s cruel. Particularly since it’s pretty damn obvious she’s still in love with you.” 

Kyle covered his face with his hands and let out a groan before dropping them. “Okay, yeah, I wanted her to know there was no chance in hell that her being here meant she and I were going to start playing family. She’s always had this deluded fantasy that because we share a child, that meant I loved her the way she loved me. And maybe I was trying to make it clear that would never happen.” His face softened as he moved close to me again. “I wasn’t using you or rubbing it in her face. But I wanted her to see how happy we are together. That this is my family. You, me, and Katie.” He gently kissed me. “You’re all I want, Whit. And yes, I wanted Josie to know that. Better than be disappointed later.” 

Well, when he put it like that …

“I think you need to be nicer to her. It could backfire if she decides to play nasty,” I warned him, but he was kissing my neck again, and I was losing all sense of what we were talking about. 

He unzipped my shorts and maneuvered his hand down the front, finding me hot and wet for him already. “I think it’s time you and I get nasty.” He grinned as he pushed his fingers inside me. I gasped and then moaned when his thumb found my clit. 

“You really do play dirty,” I teased as he worked me over with his hand. 

He withdrew his fingers and pushed down my panties, dropping to his knees in front of me. He looked up at me through his lashes, a smirk on his beautiful face. “You have no idea,” he warned before sending me over the edge. 





Chapter 15

Kyle

 

I was completely and totally in love with Whitney Galloway. I could barely think of anything but wanting her and being with her. And fucking her brains out. It was hard balancing your insatiable need to screw your wife with every other aspect of your life.

But it wasn’t just about the amazing, mind-blowing sex that we were now having whenever and wherever possible—it was the way she fit seamlessly into my tiny life. She loved Katie. That was obvious for anyone to see. She had started picking her up from my mom’s after work, especially since my new landscaping job had me running late most evenings. 

I would come home to the sound of laughter and music. Usually, I would find the two of them dancing in the living room or playing in the backyard on the swings. Sometimes, if I were really late, Whitney would fumble through making dinner for all of us. 

Whitney seemed happy. I hoped she was. Because I could barely contain the level of joy I felt.

It sucked that the dark cloud of Josie hung over our heads, threatening to destroy everything. Josie had been visiting Katie three times a week. We typically met in neutral territory like the park or the ice cream parlor in town. But sometimes it couldn’t be helped, and she came over to the house. 

Last evening was one of those visits. 

Whitney had ordered Chinese for us. “Should I order something for Josie?” she had asked before placing the order. 

I sighed. “I guess. I can’t really sit down to a family dinner and not feed her. Of course, she had to pick dinner time for her visit.” 

Whitney raised her eyebrows. “I suppose when you shot down her suggestion of a cozy family dinner for the three of you, she found other ways to interject herself.” 

I hugged Whitney tight, kissing her temple, breathing in the smell of her. “This is Katie’s family. Right here. You, me, and her. Josie is on the periphery of her life,” I tried to reassure her. 

Whitney relaxed into me, our bodies fitting together almost as if we were made for each other. “She’ll never be on the periphery, Kyle. She’s Katie’s mother. You’ll always have to deal with her, whether you want to or not.” 

I tried not to focus on the fact that she said ‘you’ and not ‘we.’ Because even though this marriage was starting to feel pretty damn real, I still sensed the hesitance in Whitney, as if she were waiting to see if she needed to run. I made it my mission to convince her to stay. 

After everything she told me about Gavin Wiseley and the nature of their toxic relationship, I understood her baggage. And more than that, I appreciated how she was trying really hard not to let it interfere with what we were building together. But the cracks were still there. I only hoped my love for her was enough to keep the foundation in one piece. 

The doorbell rang right at six. I opened the door to find Josie standing on the stoop, smiling, a bag of McDonald’s in her hand. She held it up. “I brought dinner for Katie.” 

I opened the door and let her in. She walked past me, brushing against me as she went. “Katie doesn’t eat fast food, Jos. It’s not good for her. I’ve cooked her some pasta and peas, and we’ve ordered Chinese takeout for us, which you’re more than welcome to join.” 

Josie deflated. “Oh, I didn’t realize.” She looked down at the bag. “I suppose that makes sense. I’ll throw it out.” 

“I’ll pay you back for whatever you spent,” I told her, but she shook her head. 

“No, it’s my stupidity. I should have asked before I went and got it. I only wanted to do something nice for her.” 

I wanted to say that if she did a minute’s research, she’d know feeding greasy cheeseburgers to a growing toddler probably wasn’t the healthiest option. The more visits Josie had with Katie, the more it became clear that my ex had no freaking clue what it took to raise a child, nor was she really trying to learn. It terrified me that she may get custody of Katie. 

But I swallowed what I really wanted to say and instead offered her a smile. “You tried. That counts, right?” No, it didn’t count. Not in my world where Katie’s health and well-being were the top priority. 

“Right,” Josie brightened. “Take me to our baby,” she said, hooking her arm with mine. Her grip had always felt claustrophobic and way too tight. 

“Josie’s here,” I called out to Whitney, who was putting the pasta in a bowl for Katie. 

“Hi Josie,” Whitney greeted. 

Josie hurried over to where she was preparing Katie’s dinner. “Let me do that. You sit down and eat. I can take care of my girl. That’s what moms do.”

“Maybe you could stop and say hi to your girl first,” I said, not trying to hide my sarcasm. Josie was so transparent. Whitney threatened her. 

“Of course. I was just about to,” Josie retorted defensively. She knelt in front of Katie, making silly faces at her. Katie laughed, holding her hands out. Josie took one and held it awkwardly. “Hi, baby girl,” she cooed. 

“Hi!” Katie exclaimed. She was getting used to Josie. She would smile and play with her without hiding her face, but she still wanted either me or Whitney to hold her when she was tired and wanting to go home. She continued to seek Whitney to play with first. I knew it pissed Josie off, but what did she expect? She had no relationship with Katie. 

“Someone’s happy to see their momma,” Josie said, wiggling her fingers in Katie’s face to make her laugh again. Whitney and I looked at each other over Josie’s head. Whitney rolled her eyes, and I tried not to snort. 

“Did you want to give Katie her dinner?” Whitney asked when it was clear Katie was over Josie’s antics and was starting to get fussy because she was hungry. 

“Of course,” Josie replied, sounding indignant. She got to her feet and took the bowl of cheesy pasta. She hesitated. “Does she eat it with her fingers?” 

I opened the silverware drawer and pulled out a child’s fork. “You can try having her use this, but most likely yes, she’ll use her fingers.” 

“Kyle, can you help me dish up the Chinese?” Whitney asked, pulling plates down from the cabinet. 

“That’s so weird that you call him Kyle. I’ve only ever heard his parents call him that,” Josie piped up. I forced myself not to intervene as she dumped the pasta on the highchair tray and handed Katie the fork. 

“It’s what I’ve always called him.” Whitney shrugged. 

“Right, because you’ve known each other for a long time.” Josie looked from Whitney to me, her eyes narrowed. 

We brought the food over to the table and sat down. “Help yourself, Josie.” I started filling my plate. Katie was smashing the pasta with her hand, but Josie wasn’t paying attention. She was too busy snagging the crab Rangoon. 

Whitney got up and went to Katie, wiping her face. “Here, Boo, use your fork like a big girl,” she said softly, taking the utensil and showing her how to use it. She fed Katie a few bites before handing the fork to her. When Katie used it, Whitney clapped in approval. “Good job!” 

Josie’s expression soured. “Boo? What is she, a ghost?” She laughed. 

Neither Whitney nor I responded. Josie was being uncharacteristically combative this evening. During the other visits, while she made it clear she wished Whitney wasn’t there, she hadn’t been outright rude. 

Josie polished off the Lo Mein and wiped her mouth, looking around the downstairs. “Glad to see it hasn’t changed much. I always loved this house. Remember the first time we came to check it out? I told you that you were nuts to want to take on this project, but you promised me you’d turn it into a beautiful home for our baby and me. You were right. You did.” Josie put her hand on mine as if we were sharing a moment. 

She sure was laying it on thick. 

I slid my hand out from beneath hers. “I remember you throwing a fit about moving in here actually. You hated everything about it.” I wasn’t about to take her manipulated trip down memory lane. She was full of shit. 

Katie suddenly gave a loud cry. There was an orange spot on her cheek from where she accidentally hit herself with her fork full of cheesy noodles. Big, fat tears rolled down her face. Josie started to reach for her, but Katie started screaming, “No! No!” 

“Come to Dada,” I soothed, going to pick her up, but Katie wasn’t having that either. 

“No, Dada!” she wailed, still sobbing. 

I looked at Whitney, smiling at her. “You’re up, babe.” 

Josie watched with obvious irritation as Whitney picked Katie up. My daughter instantly tucked her face into Whitney’s neck and started playing with her hair, which she had started doing when she was tired. 

“Let me go clean her up, and I’ll put her down in the pack n’ play to rest for a bit. Nommy took her to the petting zoo today, so she’s probably exhausted.” Without waiting for a response, Whitney turned to do what she had done a hundred times before. Take care of my daughter. 

“I can do that—” Josie started to jump in.

“No, Josie. Let Whitney do it. When Katie gets tired, she gets wound up easily. Obviously, Whitney is the one she wants right now.” 

Josie sat back down slowly. 

“I’ll be back in a bit,” Whitney said to me, taking Katie upstairs to clean her up. 

Then it was just Josie and me. 

“This isn’t right, Web,” Josie said, not wasting any time. 

I bit off a sigh. “What’s not right, Josie?” I asked tiredly. 

“This is my family. Not hers. She shouldn’t be here,” she argued. 

I couldn’t hold back my anger any longer. “You left this family, Josie. And you haven’t been back until now. Whitney is my wife and Katie’s stepmother. And Katie loves her, as you can see. So put aside your bullshit and think about our kid.” 

Josie gave me a shrewd look. “She’s been your wife, what? Six weeks?” 

“So?” I challenged. 

Josie got up and came around to the other side of the table, sitting down beside me. She took my hand in her iron grip. “I know why you’re with her. You don’t need to replace me, Web, I’m back. I’m here now.” 

Was she deluded? What the hell?

I pulled my hand away ... again. “You think I married Whitney as some replacement for you?” I laughed. “Have you lost your mind? Why does everything have to be about you, Josie?” 

Josie’s eyes grew wet with tears. Here we go, the waterworks. She pulled them out at the most convenient times. 

“I love you, Web. I’ve always loved you. And you love our baby. And isn’t it the best thing for her for us to be together and to be a family? That’s what she deserves.” It was her same tired argument. The same one she used a thousand times when she was pregnant. 

It infuriated me. 

“I’m trying to be the mother Katie needs. Can’t you see that?” she begged, tears dripping down her face. Katie had obviously inherited Josie’s flair for the dramatic. 

“Then stop trying to force this happy family picture of you, me, and Katie. It’s not going to happen. I love Whitney. She’s my wife. We are a family. You can be in Katie’s life, Josie, and by extension, you’ll always be in mine, but that’s the extent of it. I am madly, deeply in love with the woman I married. Do you get that?” 

There was a cough, and I looked up to find Whitney standing in the doorway. “Sorry to interrupt, but Katie is passed out.” She seemed slightly uncomfortable. Did she hear what I had just said to Josie about loving her? We hadn’t said those words to each other. I sensed Whitney wasn’t even close to being ready to hear them. Shit. 

Josie got to her feet. “Well, there’s no sense in me hanging around then.” She stormed to the front door, not even trying to be quiet. “I guess I’ll text you about when I can see Katie.” She opened the door, throwing a mean look Whitney’s way, softening slightly when she turned to me. “I’ll see you soon, Web.” 

Whitney didn’t mention whether she heard what I had said, and I sure as hell didn’t bring it up. Even if the words ‘I love you’ burned inside me hot enough to consume. 

**

“You’re sure you can get off early enough to pick up Katie?” Whitney asked as we got ready for work. It took twice as long as it used to now that we shared space. And because getting ready typically involved a quickie before we showered. 

“Of course. I’ve already told Todd and Jeff. The crew can carry on without me. So where are you, Meg, Skylar, and Lena going? Nothing too crazy, I hope.” I came up behind her, where she was sitting at her vanity, putting on makeup. I leaned down and kissed the spot beneath her ear. 

“Just dinner. Meg’s about to pop any day now, so we figured we’d get one last meal in before she’s knee-deep in diapers.” She swiped lip gloss on and put on some silver stud earrings. 

“Well, have fun and don’t worry about us, I have a feeling a Barbie movie is in my future.” I chuckled. 

Whitney got to her feet and put her arms around me, going up on her tiptoes to kiss me. “Should I wake you up when I get home?” she purred, running her hands down my back to cup my ass, squeezing it. 

“Please do,” I growled, capturing her mouth and devouring her. We probably would have ended up back in bed if her phone hadn’t started buzzing from the bedside table. 

I handed her the phone, seeing an email had come in from Sunlight Studios. Whitney took the phone and opened the email, her eyes scanning it. 

“What is it?” I couldn’t help asking. 

“Did you know there’s an independent movie studio only forty minutes from here?” she asked, looking up at me, her expression hesitant. 

I scratched my chin. “Can’t say I did.” 

She rubbed the back of her neck, looking at her phone. “Mom’s been after me to explore opportunities in my trade locally. But it’s not like there’s a whole lot of movie production going on in Pennsylvania, but then Lena showed me an online article featuring this indie movie studio that’s picking up steam not far from here. Apparently, two rather successful movies have shot there in the past eighteen months, and there’s a lot of activity going on. So, on a whim, I started to do some research, and I contacted a couple of production companies that are scheduled to begin shooting at Sunlight Studios over the summer.” 

I felt as if she were building up to something; her excitement was contagious. “And? Don’t leave me hanging, baby.” I grinned at her as she nervously chewed her lip. 

“It sounds like there are some potential opportunities there for me. I have a phone call with the Head of the Makeup Department next week.” She shrugged as if it were no big deal. “So we’ll see.” 

What I heard in all this was Whitney was making plans to stay. That she was trying to make this work for us in the long term. My heart surged, and I lifted her to her feet, swinging her around. “I’m so proud of you, Whit. You’ll knock them off their feet, and they’ll be lucky to have you.” I kissed her soundly before putting her back on her feet. “I had no idea you still wanted to do that work. You’ve never mentioned it.” 

She shrugged again, taking my hand and pulling me into the hallway so we could go and get Katie, who was now singing at the top of her lungs. “I don’t exactly want to work in Adam’s office for the rest of my life, as grateful as I am for the opportunity. I’m good at makeup. I built a real career around it. I miss it.” She looked up at me through her lashes as if to gauge my reaction. 

I squeezed her hand. “As long as it keeps you here, I’m all for it.” I paused, taking a deep breath. We were just outside Katie’s room. I could see her dancing around, tossing her stuffed animals into the air. I took both of Whitney’s hands and looked down at her. “Because we need you, both of us do. I can’t imagine my life without you in it.” Deep breath. “Because I love you, Whitney. I’ve never stopped.” 

Whitney’s eyes widened. In shock? In joy? I couldn’t tell. Shit. Maybe it was shock. Or horror? Shit. Shit. Shit. 

“Kyle—” she started to say, but then Katie was between us, trying to climb up my leg. Our eye contact broke, and I bent down to lift Katie into my arms. The little monkey looped her arm around Whitney’s neck, pulling her closer. She hugged both of us, babbling in her incomprehensible way. We were perfect. The three of us. This was family. 

So why didn’t Whitney say I love you back?

**

“Hey, Mom. I’m here to pick up the little terror,” I said, stepping into my parents’ house after work. 

Mom kissed my cheek. “Hi there, come on in. She’s playing with your dad in the garden. They’ve been planting flowers all afternoon. I’m sorry, but she’s completely filthy.” Mom looked behind me. “No Whitney today?” 

“Uh, no, she’s gone out with Meg, Skylar, and Lena tonight. A girls’ night,” I told her, closing the door behind me. 

“Then you need to take some strawberry jam with you. I made some extra for Whitney because I know how much she likes it,” Mom said. 

“Whitney was raving about your jam the other day. She wants me to wheedle the recipe out of you, and I said I was more likely to hack into the CIA mainframe than get you to part with that recipe.” 

I called out to my dad, who was elbow deep in dirt. Katie was beside him, digging with a tiny shovel. She was so engrossed she hadn’t noticed I arrived. 

Mom laughed. “Maybe I could share it with her. She is my daughter-in-law, after all.” 

I widened my eyes dramatically. “Whoa, that’s serious stuff. You must finally approve,” I teased. 

My mother poured me a glass of iced tea and handed it to me. “I’ve always liked Whitney, but let’s just say I’m only happy that my fears don’t seem to be founded about this arrangement.” 

I took a sip. “Really? What changed?” 

I had noticed Mom and Dad’s attitudes about the marriage changing in the last six weeks. They seemed more relaxed. I was relieved because I didn’t want them to always be watching us, waiting for the whole thing to blow up in our faces. 

“That woman loves your daughter,” Mom began. 

“Yeah, she does.”

“And I know she will put Katie first. That’s all your dad and I want.” She waved me to the kitchen table. “Now, come sit. Katie isn’t going to want to leave yet, so visit awhile.” 

We sat down at the table, and Mom put a plate of cookies between us. “So, that lawyer was here today.”


“Mr. Struthers? The guardian ad litem?” I asked, taking a chocolate chip cookie. Mr. Struthers had been making the rounds, calling my employees, getting character testimony from my friends. He had arranged to come back to the house next week so he could finish his report.

“Yes, that’s him. He seems nice. Had a cup of tea, asked about you and Katie, watched her with your dad in the garden. It wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be.” Her eyes wandered to her granddaughter, who was currently dumping dirt onto her grandfather’s hands. Then she looked at me again. “How have the visits with Josie been going?” Her face hardened at the mention of Katie’s mother. 

“Tense,” I admitted. “Josie doesn't have a clue how to interact with Katie.” 

“That’s not surprising given that she’s never bothered to figure out how to be a mother.” My mom’s opinion about Josie was set in stone. She could turn into Mother Teresa and my mother wouldn’t believe it. 

“I guess she’s trying.” I took another drink. 

“But why is she trying? What’s this all about?” Mom demanded her tone hard. 

“I know you don’t like her, Mom, but I don’t want to speculate—”

“I ran into her at Martin’s yesterday. It looked like she was there picking out some new clothes for herself. She was very happy to see me.” Mom’s mouth pinched. 

“Oh, okay—”

“Do you know she didn’t talk about Katie. Not once. She only asked about you. And how surprised she was that you and Whitney got married. To her, it seemed to come out of nowhere, and she asked whether I thought it would last between the two of you. That’s all she cares about, Kyle. She’s made that very obvious.” She took a bite of her cookie. “I made sure to tell that to Mr. Struthers, just so you know.” 

I groaned. “Mom, that just sounds petty, and of course, you’re biased. Don’t bad mouth Josie to the guardian ad litem, please. It’ll make us look worse for it.” 

Mom frowned. “He needs to know what she’s really like and what her true motivations are.” 

“We don’t know that’s her motivation—” 

“Of course it is. You and Whitney need to be on guard; I don’t trust her.” 

I didn’t try to defend Josie. She didn’t deserve it. I don’t know why I was bothering. Habit, I guessed. 

Mom put her glass of iced tea down and took my hand. “I’m happy for you, Kyle. You and Whitney seem to have something special.” 

I couldn’t stop myself from smiling like a loon. “Yeah. We do.” 

**

“Wakey, wakey,” Whitney purred in my ear. 

I rolled onto my back, and Whitney straddled me. I opened my eyes, still half asleep. I had crashed when Katie went to bed at nine. I looked at the time on the clock; it was a little after eleven. 

“How was your night?” I croaked, my voice hoarse. 

“It was good. Meg was a little cranky, but her ankles are the size of watermelons, so I gave her some slack,” Whitney responded a little breathlessly as she quickly discarded her shirt and jeans and chucked them on the floor. “But I missed you. I missed Katie. I wanted to be with the two of you all night.” She leaned over me, kissing along the length of my jaw, her hair tickling my face.

I ran my hands up her back. “We missed you too.” Her lips moved down my neck, sucking on my collarbone. “You missed out on two hours of Barbie magic.” I groaned as she playfully bit down on my nipple. 

She slithered her hand beneath my boxers, wrapping her fingers around my erect cock, her thumb rubbing the tip. “Sounds like a good time,” she whispered, kissing a trail down my body. 

“It was—fucking hell, woman,” I cried out as she pulled my boxers down and took me in her mouth. 

“Mmmm,” she moaned as she sucked me back so far that I hit the back of her throat. Then slowly, she eased her lips upward, licking the slit at the tip before deep throating me again. She massaged my balls all the while she moved up and down my dick. 

I gripped her hair. It was so dark in the room I could barely see her. Just feel her mouth and her hair tickling my belly. 

“I’m gonna come,” I warned her, feeling the imminent explosion. 

She didn’t stop. She worked me harder. Faster. Then I was coming in her mouth. And damned if she didn’t swallow every drop. She sat up, wiping her lips with the back of her hand. 

God, I loved this woman. 

She crawled back up to lay beside me, both of us facing each other, her hand cupping my cheek. She opened her mouth, and I braced myself. Hoping. Praying. Wanting so much to hear the words I thought she was about to say. 

Then she leaned over and kissed me. “We’re not done yet, Mr. Webber,” she murmured, straddling me again, her hot pussy pressed against my cock. I felt myself harden again. It took me no time to be ready for her. My body always wanted her. 

I gripped her hips and eased inside her, filling her completely. “God, I love feeling you inside me,” she moaned, gliding up and down my dick. 

They weren’t quite the words I wanted to hear from her. But they’d have to be enough. 

For now. 





Chapter 16

Whitney

 

“I can pick up Katie and meet you at the carnival after you get off work.” I patted Kyle’s cheek. “I’ll even treat you to a corn dog if you’re a good boy.” 

We were engaged in our usual morning routine of breakfast and coffee all together before our day started. I should have been unnerved by how quickly we had fallen into this easy normalcy, but I wasn’t. 

Kyle grabbed my hand before I could turn away and kissed my palm. He hadn’t shaved that morning, so his whiskers were scratchy against my skin. I liked it when he let his facial hair grow. I liked the way it felt between my thighs. 

I started to flush, forcing myself not to think about Kyle’s tongue and what it had been doing to me only an hour ago. 

“Only if I can buy you an ice cream cone,” he countered, his eyes flashing. 

I loved how kind he was. How he was always putting others before himself. I loved watching him feed his daughter and laugh with her. I loved how he included me in all the intimate moments of his life. 

The truth was I loved him. Deeply. Truly. Totally. 

It wasn’t as if it snuck up on me slowly or slammed into me all at once. It had been there all along. Waiting for me to acknowledge it. 

Kyle told me he loved me. I had known it. I had always known it. I had known it eight years ago when he came to see me in Los Angeles, and I knew it now. 

So why didn’t I just tell him? Why didn’t I put it out there? Tell him I wanted this family with him? Because there was that part of me that still didn’t think I deserved it. That I would ruin everything. That maybe this wasn’t meant to be. I was my own worst enemy. My worst critic. I hoped one day that would change. 

That day wasn’t today. 

“I saw them putting up the rides yesterday. Looks like they’ve gone all out this year,” I said, handing Katie her sippy cup. 

“Yeah, they doubled the budget—”

My phone buzzed from where it sat on the table. Kyle picked it up before I could reach it, his eyes skimming over the message on the screen. 

“Excuse me, Mr. Nosy.” I laughed, holding out my hand.

But Kyle didn’t smile. He dropped my phone in my hand. “Whose Rog?” he asked a chilly note to his voice. 

“What?” I looked at the message that had come in and wanted to slap my forehead. 

Hey babe, leaving tonight. I hope I’ll hear you’re joining me. Don’t be stupid. Rog

“Where are you supposed to be going? And why is this guy calling you ‘babe?’” Kyle’s eyes were flinty. 

Okay, I get why the message looked bad. But couldn’t he ask me about it before jumping to conclusions? I thought we were past that. 

But why should he trust me? I’ve bailed on him before. 

Shut up, brain!

“Roger Heiden is a friend of mine. A director. That’s all,” I explained, stubbornly not wanting to go into it, annoyed that Kyle was acting as though he didn't trust me. 

“Another director? How many have there been?” Kyle scoffed, and I stiffened. The look on my face must have been bad because he paled. “I shouldn’t have said that, Whit. That was messed up. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it—”

“Yes, you did. Don’t lie.” I screwed the top on my travel mug and grabbed my keys, stooping to kiss Katie’s curls before walking toward the front door. 

Kyle chased after me, grabbing hold of my arm. Not hard—just enough to stop me from moving. “Can you tell me what he was talking about? Where does he want you to go?” His eyes begged me to wait. To make him understand. 

“It’s nothing. It doesn’t matter. I have to get to work.” I wasn’t being fair. I owed him an explanation. Reassurance. With everything going on, he shouldn’t have to worry about me. 

But his distrust hurt. And when I was hurt, I shut down. I retreated into myself. Gavin Wiseley had taught me well.

Fuck Gavin.

I wrapped my hand around the back of his neck and pulled him close. “Nothing could tear me away from you. From Katie. Roger is an old friend that offered me a job. I turned it down already. He just likes to be annoying.” I kissed him, closing my eyes, breathing him in. 

I felt his hands on my face. In my hair. “I’m sorry I questioned you like that, but I’m scared …” 

I opened my eyes to find him watching me. “Of what?” I whispered. 

“Of this disappearing.” 

We kissed again, not wanting to stop until Katie’s enthusiastic shrieks pulled us away from each other. 


“Katie and I will meet you at the gazebo around 5:30,” I promised.

“I’ll be there, ice cream cone in hand.” He smacked me on the ass as I hurried out the door. 

**

I was running late. I checked the time on the dash, and it was already 5:25. I had just picked up Katie, who was singing along nonsensically to the music I put on for her. 

Mrs. Webber had wanted to show me the terra cotta pots she and Katie painted today. “We did this one for you,” she said, picking up a pot that had been splashed with red and orange paint, with Katie’s green handprint right in the middle. 

Of course, I started crying. 

“Oh, I didn’t mean to upset you.” Kyle’s mom handed me a tissue. 

“I’m not upset. Not at all. I love it. Thank you so much. I’ll treasure it always.” Then I hugged her.

She patted me on the back. “We know you’ll always make sure our girl is safe. We appreciate that.” She looked a little uncomfortable. “Okay, well, you’d better get to the carnival. Kyle will be waiting.” She put the pot in a bag and carried it out of the car while I wrangled Katie and the diaper bag. 

“Thanks, Gail. For the pot. For trusting me with Katie. You know, for everything.” I smiled at the older woman then pulled out of their driveway. 

We were heading toward town, and I was driving faster than I normally would. Kyle had already messaged, asking where we were. With one hand on the steering wheel, I grabbed my phone, attempting to tap out a quick message to let him know we were on our way. 

“Whity!” Katie squealed from the backseat, and my heart flipped. Did she just say my name? I glanced at her in the rear-view mirror. 

“Oh, sweetheart—”

The impact was violent, the airbag activating and causing my head to whip backward at such a force I thought I had broken my neck. 

The car spun, slamming into a lamppost. I could hear Katie screaming from the backseat. I tried to turn around to comfort her, but I couldn’t move my body. The entire right side of the vehicle was crunched in, and Katie’s car seat had been crushed into the side. 

“Katie!” I yelled, pushing down on the airbag. “Oh my God, Katie!”  I was stuck; my legs were pinned beneath the dashboard. “Help! Someone, please!” I shouted and shouted until my voice went hoarse all the while Katie screamed. I could hear her pain. Her fear. Oh my God, what have I done?

Then someone was talking to me, telling me the police and paramedics were on their way and that I shouldn’t try to move. “Katie. The little girl in the backseat. Is she okay?” She had gone quiet, and that filled me with a terror I had never felt before. 

“Just try to stay calm,” the woman said, but I could hear the tremors in her voice. She was scared too. What was wrong with Katie. 

“Katie!” I sobbed, but I couldn’t hear her. “Katie,” I cried over and over again.

The paramedics arrived after what felt like an eternity. They pulled me out of the wreckage, and it was only then I saw how bad it was. My car was totaled. I had run a red light and was T-boned. The other car’s hood had folded like an accordion, but the man driving it seemed to be okay. He tried to talk to me. To ask me if I was okay, but I was focused on where Katie was. 

“Where’s my stepdaughter? She was in the back seat.” 

Somehow, I escaped the wreck without any major injuries, only a cut above my eye that would need stitches. The medics insisted I be checked out, but I wanted to know where Katie was. 

Then I saw her. Her little body was on a stretcher, and she was being pushed into the ambulance. “I have to go with her. I’m her stepmother!” I shouted, running over to her. 

“Okay, you can ride with her to the hospital,” one of the paramedics said as I was already climbing into the back. Katie was awake, her eyes wide as she looked around her. They had strapped her to the gurney, her neck being kept still in case of a spinal injury. She looked so small and scared. I took her hand and immediately started crying. 

“I’m so sorry, Katie Boo. I’m so, so sorry.” This was all my fault. I had done this. Gail had just told me they trusted me to keep Katie safe, and I betrayed that trust at the first opportunity because I was more worried about sending a message than driving. 

How could I have been so stupid?

I needed to call Kyle and tell him—

My phone was missing. It must still be in the mangled carcass that was my car. 

“I need to call my husband so he can meet us at the hospital. I don’t have my phone,” I said shakily, trying to keep the hysteria out of my voice. I didn’t want to frighten Katie any more than she already was. 

“Dada,” Katie whimpered, her big eyes full of tears. “Dada.” 

“My colleague can call him. What’s his number?” the woman EMT asked. I rattled off the number, and she made the call. I tried not to listen, instead, focusing on Katie. But I could hear his voice shouting through the phone. 

“They’re being taken to Southport General,” the woman EMT told him. After she hung up, she gave me a grim smile. “He’ll meet you there.” 

When we arrived at the ER, I could see Kyle waiting for us, his face a picture of grief and worry. Beside him stood Josie, wringing her hands. 

The back of the ambulance opened, and the paramedics rolled Katie down the ramp. Kyle was immediately by her side, Josie running along beside him. I could hear Katie call out, “Dada.” And I started to cry again as I watched him take her tiny hand. 

“Ma’am, you need to be checked out,” a nurse was telling me as I got out of the ambulance. I was trying to catch up with Katie and Kyle but was stopped. 

“I’m fine. I need to be with my family.” I tried to fend her off. I hurried after them as a doctor was now wheeling her into triage. 

“Whitney,” Kyle said when he saw me, his face wet with tears. “What happened?” 

“It’s all my fault, Kyle. I ran a red light. A car hit us. I’m so sorry.” I couldn’t stop shaking. My teeth chattered so hard it was difficult to speak. 

“Oh my God, Whitney. How could you?” Josie gasped, covering her mouth, her eyes red from crying. “Kyle trusted you to drive her safely.” 

“Shut up, Josie. Just shut up!” I snapped, not able to control myself. 

Kyle narrowed his eyes. “Now is not the time for this. I can’t—” he shook his head and turned to head back to where they had taken Katie. 

Josie immediately started to follow, as did I. A nurse stopped us. “Immediate family only.” She looked between us. 

“Well, I’m her mother. This is just her father’s wife.” Josie puffed up her chest with self-importance. 

Kyle had disappeared behind a curtain. I should be there for him. For Katie. 

This was all my fault. 

The nurse motioned for Josie to head back, then gestured for me to go to the waiting room. 

“I can’t go back there? I’m Katie’s step-mom—”

“Immediate family only,” the nurse repeated firmly. 

Immediate family only. And it was clear I wasn’t considered immediate family. 

I made my way out to the waiting room and sat down heavily in a chair. A nurse called me back to be checked out a few minutes later. I needed six stitches and had a bruised rib from the airbag, but I was otherwise okay. I returned to the waiting room to marinate in my guilt some more. 

Those horrible minutes after the impact kept replaying in my head. The sound of Katie’s screams, then the terrible moment they stopped. The fear. The gut-wrenching agony as I wondered what had happened to her. 

I could have killed Katie. 

All because I hadn’t been paying attention. 

What sort of parent did that make me? Who was I trying to kid playing house with Kyle and Katie?

I wasn’t a mother, never would be. 

“I didn’t know you were still here.” 

I looked up to see Josie standing there, her cheeks flushed, her eyes puffy. I jumped to my feet. “How is she? What did the doctors say?” 

Josie’s rosebud mouth curled in disapproval. Obviously aimed at me. I’d take it, though. I deserved it. “She has a broken arm and lots of bruising. She had a nasty cut on her head that needed stitches and a possible concussion.” 

“Oh my God!” I gasped, covering my mouth with my hand. 

“She’s in a lot of pain. They’re getting ready to move her to a private room in the pediatric ward. We’ve decided to put her on my insurance because it gives better coverage,” Josie felt the need to add. 

“Oh, I’m glad. Katie needs the best care she can get.” I clenched my hands together. I tried not to be obvious as I looked for Kyle, but of course, Josie noticed.

“I’m just going to the cafeteria to get Kyle and myself some coffee. He won’t leave her side. He’s such an incredible dad,” Josie said softly. 

“He is. The best,” I agreed. I wanted to ask if I could see them, but I knew Josie was definitely not the person to go through. Then a thought came to me. “How did you know to come to the hospital? Did Kyle call you?” 

She flipped her hair behind her shoulder. “We were together when the call came in. He invited me to the carnival to spend time with Katie. I’m so glad I was there too. It was important that I was here when they brought her in.” 

I tried not to frown. Kyle hadn’t mentioned Josie would be joining us at the carnival. But now was not the time to worry about that. 

“Can I see her?” I finally asked, unable to help myself. I had to see with my own eyes that she was alive. That I hadn’t ruined her. 

Josie pinched her lips together, her brows frowning. “I don’t think that’s a good idea right now. Kyle and I are with her. You heard the nurse, only immediate family.” She licked her lips. “And Kyle’s pretty upset right now. I’m sure you understand that. I don’t think he wants to see you.” 

What?

“I’m his wife, Josie. He needs me—”

“No, what he needs is someone who he can trust to take care of our daughter. You’ve proven that’s not you.” Her face smoothed out, and she affected a gentler expression. “I know you care about him and Katie, Whitney. It makes me happy they’ve had someone in their lives who can fill that gap while I got myself together. But I’m here now. Katie is my daughter. Kyle wanted us to raise her together, but I messed that up. Please, can you give me the chance to make that right?”

What was she asking me? I was confused. My head was a jumbled mess. 

Then Josie did the strangest thing. She took my hand and held it against her chest. “You’re a good person, Whitney. I know you understand what it’s like to screw up. To make bad decisions that hurt other people. To live a shell of a life.” She took a pained breath, and I felt something inside me shatter. 

Because I did understand. All too well. 

“I’m Katie’s mother. You must know how important that is. That relationship. All I want is a chance to be in her life. I’ve missed out on so much. Please give me my family back. Please.” She was crying now, and I didn’t know what to do. 

“Then why fight Kyle for custody?” I asked, overwhelmed. 

She shook her head. “I’m done with all that. Now that I’m here and with them, this is all that I wanted. I don’t want to hurt Kyle. I want him and Katie to be together. Our baby girl needs both of her parents. You agree, right?”

So where did that leave me?

Nowhere. 

But Kyle loved me. Surely that mattered … I remembered the angered betrayal on his face when he asked me what happened. I had let him down. I had almost killed his daughter. 

How do we come back from that?

The self-loathing was almost too much to bear. 

I tore my hand from Josie, and without saying a word, I turned and walked out of the hospital. 

My phone buzzed with an incoming text. 

I figured you needed a push, so I bought you a plane ticket to Hungary. See you soon. Rog

I opened my email to find an e-ticket. First-class, of course. 

I should talk to Kyle. I needed to see if this was salvable. 

Please give me my family back. Please. 

It was easy to run when you already knew how. 





Chapter 17

Kyle

 

I woke up with a start. My back was killing me. My neck was stiff. I stretched, forgetting for a moment where I was and why. I automatically looked for Whitney. 

That’s when it hit me. 

I was at the hospital. I quickly looked over at Katie, who was still asleep, the soft, persistent beep of the monitor a horrible reminder of why we were here. She looked so small with her tiny arm encased in a bright purple cast on top of the scratchy hospital blanket. 

“Hey, sleepyhead.”

I frowned at the sight of Josie in the chair opposite me. She had her phone out and had obviously been texting. “What are you still doing here?” I didn’t mean to sound assy, but the last thing I wanted was to deal with Josie’s bullshit when I was coming off less than two hours of sleep and the sickening worry for my daughter. 

Josie smiled. “I wasn’t going to leave Katie. What kind of mother would that make me?” 

Everything after getting that phone call that Katie and Whitney had been in an accident and were on their way to the hospital was a blur. I barely remembered that Josie had been there. She showed up at the carnival, making it look unplanned, but I knew better. 

“Maybe I can have dinner with you guys,” she suggested offhandedly. 

“We didn’t agree on visitation for this evening, Jos. I’m meeting Whitney and Katie.” I tried to shake her, but she wouldn’t leave. 

“Forget the formal agreement. Can’t we be spontaneous? You always liked that about me.” She took my arm, pressing against me. 

I extracted myself and glared at her. “Stop it, Josie. This is getting embarrassing. For you.” 

I made a motion with my head for her to join me in the hallway. I quietly closed the door not to wake up Katie. The doctor said she would be released today. It couldn’t happen fast enough. I hated hospitals. The smells, the sounds, the sight of so many sick and dying people. 

“You don’t need to be here. Go get some sleep.” I needed to get something to drink. My mouth felt like the desert. 

“I’m glad I could be here for you, Kyle. And for Katie too. You guys need me,” she insisted. 

Jesus, would her fantasies ever stop? I was well past having patience with her delusions. 

“I need to figure out where Whitney is. Have you seen her?” I pushed past her and headed toward the waiting room. I vaguely remembered her not being able to come back with Katie and me and Josie being there instead, but I was honestly not in the headspace to think about it. My entire focus was on Katie. Whitney would understand that. It’s why I loved her. 

The Emergency Room waiting room was already busy. I saw my parents in the corner and started to head toward them when Josie stopped me. 

“Why does it matter if Whitney’s here? She’s not Katie’s mother,” she stated with a whiny note to her voice. 

I stopped and turned to look at my ex. “No, she’s not. But she’s my wife, Josie. Do you get that? She’s my fucking wife and Katie’s stepmother. I want her here. I need her.” I shook off her hand and started toward my parents again.

“She took off sometime last night,” Josie said, causing me to stop in my tracks. 

“What?” That didn’t sound right. I pulled out my phone to see if there were any messages from Whitney. I had two from Adam, one from Skylar and another from Lena and Jeremy, but nothing from my wife. 

“She seemed upset. She knew how angry you were with her about what happened—”

“Angry? With Whitney? Why would I be angry with Whitney about the accident?” I rubbed my temples, the pounding in my head making me sick to my stomach. 

Josie narrowed her eyes. “Because she caused the accident that hurt our baby, Web! Of course, you’re angry with her! You’re livid!” 

What the fuck was she talking about? 

“The accident was just that. An accident, Josie.” I was starting to get an idea of what went down while I was tending to Katie. And I wanted to wring Josie’s delusional neck. 

“She ran a red light, Web! Our daughter was hurt!” Her voice rose to a screech, and I noticed we were gaining an audience. My dad had gotten to his feet, but my mother put a hand on him, stopping him from coming over. 

“Yes, she did. And it devastates me to think what could have happened. But Whitney would never—and I mean never—put Katie in harm's way. I trust her implicitly. She loves my baby like she was her own.” I leaned in closer to Josie. “What did you say to Whitney? Did you tell her I blamed her for this?” 

Josie crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m only looking out for you. It concerns me that someone so irresponsible is in your life. In our daughter’s life.” 

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Says the woman who left her newborn without a word and hasn’t seen her since. Give me a fucking break, Josie. Whitney has been more of a mother to our daughter than you have ever been.” I leaned in even closer so that she had to look me right in the eyes. “I know why you’re here. You have this idea that you can force my hand because of my fear of losing Katie. That we’ll be a family. I will tell you for the last time … it’s not going to happen. I love Whitney. She’s my family. Not you. And you can fight me for Katie, but you’ll lose. I promise you that. I’ve loved and cared for that little girl all by myself, and I’m married to a woman now who would do anything in the world for her. Can you profess to have that kind of selflessness where Katie is concerned?” I curled my lip in disgust and shook my head. 

“Because all I see is a sad woman who isn’t above using her own flesh and blood to get what she wants.” I took a step away from her, not wanting to waste another breath on her. “Get out of here. Unless you can be here only as Katie’s mother and leave these insane notions of us being together at the door.” Exhaustion gripped me, and I felt wobbly on my feet. “And if you’re going to be her mother, you have to put her first. Always.” 

Josie’s bottom lip trembled. “But I love you, Web. I’ve always loved you.” 

I looked at her with a sad sort of disappointment. “No, you don’t, Josie. You love something that has never existed. If you loved me or Katie, you wouldn’t be doing all this. You wouldn’t be threatening our happiness just to prove something to yourself.” Then I walked over to my parents, turning my back on Josie. Probably for the last time by the look on her face. 

And I was right. When I turned around, I saw her pushing through the emergency room doors, heading to the parking lot. 

“Hi, Kyle. How is our girl?” Mom asked, getting to her feet and hugging me. 

“She’s doing fine. A little banged up and a broken arm, but otherwise she’s okay. I’ll be taking her home later today.” I scrubbed my face with my hand. “Did Whitney call you?”

Dad nodded. “She called yesterday evening. We came last night for a few hours but figured you were staying back there with Katie. We got here first thing this morning.”

“Did Whitney come with you?” I asked, looking for her. Desperate to see her. 

Dad and Mom exchanged a look. “No. We haven’t seen her. I thought she’d be here. It’s not like her not to be,” Mom said with concern. 

“I think she and Josie had some words. I haven’t spoken to her. I’ve only just left Katie’s side. I think I’ll try calling her now. Would you guys like to go back and sit with Katie? I’ll let the nurse on duty know it’s okay.” 

Once my parents were settled in with a still sleeping Katie, I went outside to call Whitney. Part of me thought she wouldn’t answer, but I was pleased when she picked up.

“How is she?” she asked in a rush before I could say hello.

“She has a broken arm, some bruising, and a few stitches, but otherwise, she’s okay, Whit.” 

I heard her let out a shaky sob. “She’s okay?” 

“Yes, Whit. She’ll be fine. How are you? I should have come and made sure you were alright. Were you hurt?” In all the anguish over Katie, I had forgotten there was another person in that car. The thought of something happening to Whitney turned my blood cold. “Please tell me you’re okay.” 

“I’m fine, Kyle. Just some bruises.” She sounded distant. As if she were talking to me from far away. 

“Thank God. I couldn’t handle something happening to you. I was so scared, Whit. When I got that phone call—”

“I’m so sorry, Kyle. My God, I’m such an idiot. If I hadn’t been trying to send you a text, it wouldn’t have happened. I have no excuse. I was driving Katie; I should have been more aware of what was going on. This is all my fault, and I’ll never forgive myself.” 

“Whitney, it was an awful, horrible accident. Should you have been paying better attention? Yes. But I can’t beat you up any worse than I know you’re beating yourself up. I forgive you, baby. I don’t blame you. Not in the slightest.” 

She didn’t say anything. Not a word. So, I continued, “I’m going to bring her home this afternoon. Where are you? Do you want to come to the hospital? Katie will want to see you.” 

There was a deafening silence. I wondered briefly if she had hung up. 

“Whit?”

“I’m taking the job in Hungary,” she said softly. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Roger sent me a ticket. I think I need some space. I need—”

“No!” 

I heard her crying. I knew the sound of her tears. 

“Please, hear me out, Kyle. I’m not abandoning you and Katie. I’m not. But we really didn’t think this through. I’m not fit to be a mother. I think that’s obvious. I’m a screw-up. I freak out too easily. I don't think I can give you the settled, calm life you want.” She was talking so fast I could barely understand her. As if she were trying to get the words out before she lost her nerve. 

“Whitney—”

“It’s four months, Kyle. Four months. That’s it. And when I get back, we’ll talk. But while I’m gone, I think you should take the time to let Josie get to know Katie. She’s her mother. You owe it to yourself and your daughter to see what kind of family you can be.” 

There it was. I knew it. 

“These are Josie’s words. Not yours.” 

Shuddery breaths, more tears. “Kyle, I believe this. I can’t replace Katie’s real mother. It’s horrible for us to think otherwise. I don’t want you to lose your child.” 

“Did Josie threaten to take her? Is that why you’re doing this? It’s not going to happen. I won’t let it. But I need you here. Are you listening to me, Whit? I need you.” I was crying now too. It was all too much. Katie, the accident, Josie, now this. I felt on the edge of collapse. “Don’t leave, Whitney,” I begged. 

“Kyle, don’t. Please. This is hard enough—”

“Then come home. Katie needs you. I need you.” I was playing dirty. Maybe that wasn’t fair. But I couldn’t let her leave. Not like this. Not when we were so close to having everything we wanted. 

“I’m sorry, Kyle. I can’t be what you want me to be. I’ll talk to you soon.” Then she hung up. 

I squeezed my phone in my hand and let out a loud roar. 

“Webber? What’s wrong? Are you okay?” I looked up to see Skylar standing there, poised ready to strap me into a straitjacket if need be. 

“No. I’m not alright,” I said. Skylar opened her mouth, and I shook my head. “Katie’s fine. It’s not her. It’s Whitney. I need to get to her. Now.” 

“What about Katie?” Skylar frowned. 

I dug around in my pocket for my keys, then remembered Josie had driven to the hospital. My truck was still parked in the middle of town. “Shit, can you drive me to the airport? I have to stop her.” 

“Um, sure. What else do I have to do today?” Skylar shrugged.

“Wait here. Let me tell my parents where we’re going.” I ran back into the hospital. Katie was awake and chatting merrily with my parents. 

“Hey, Bug.” I breathed a sigh of relief at her big, bright eyes. I carefully kissed her head and gave her a light squeeze. “You look a lot better.” 

“Whity! Whity!” 

My chest felt tight. “I’m going to go get Whity, okay?” 

Katie nodded and tried to clap her hands, which was hard with the cast. “Whity!”

“Mom, Dad, can you stay here with Katie for a little? I have to go get Whitney.” 

Dad seemed confused. “Where is she?”

“At the airport,” I let out in a breath. 

“The airport? What’s going on?” Mom demanded. 

“It’s a long story, but I have to stop her from making a mistake. I have to keep her here.” I sounded panicked. 

“Whity!” Katie yelled again, more indignantly this time. 

“I don't understand, but this little girl needs Whitney. And you do too. Go.” My mother shooed me from the room. I gave Katie another kiss and then all but ran back to where Skylar was waiting for me. 

She had pulled her car up in front of the emergency room. She honked her horn. “Get in!” she yelled. 

I hopped in, and we headed toward the airport. 

I only hoped we got there in time. 

“You want to tell me what’s going on?” Skylar asked once we had pulled onto the highway. We were about an hour away from the airport. I didn’t know what time Whitney’s flight was. I wouldn’t be able to get through security. Crap, I hadn’t really thought this through. 

“I have to talk to Whitney. She’s getting on a plane to Hungary.” I bit on my thumbnail, a habit I hadn’t indulged in since I was in elementary school. 

“Hungary? Wasn’t she just in a freaking car accident? What the hell is up?” Skylar pulled out in front of an eighteen-wheeler, cutting them off. The truck laid on its horn, and she flipped off the driver in the rearview mirror. 

“She blames herself. Thinks she can’t be trusted with Katie. I don’t know. I think Josie said some shit too. God, it’s all such a mess.” I ran my hands through my hair. I needed a shower. And sleep. But all that would have to wait. 

Skylar glared with her eyes trained on the road. “Fucking Josie Robinson. I never could stand that bitch and her simpering sweet act around you and how she’d go jealous shrew anytime another woman was in the vicinity. I hope you nail her ass to the wall in court.” 

“I just care about keeping my kid. And my wife,” I muttered. 

Skylar’s phone rang, and I saw Robert’s name on the screen. She quickly sent it to voicemail. 

“Robert? As in Jenkins?” I asked, raising my eyebrow. 

Skylar’s shoulders stiffened. “We’ve been talking. But that’s over now. He’s too ... I don’t know.” She huffed in frustration. 

“He’s too ‘I don’t know’? What does that mean?” It was nice to focus on someone else’s messed up love life for a bit. 

“You know I'm not the most emotionally open person around,” she started to say, and when I snorted, she threw a nasty glance my way. “I don’t want to hear it, Mr. I’m Chasing my Fake Wife to the Airport.” 

“Touché. Sorry. Carry on.” 

“We’ve been talking. Nothing more than that. He’s an interesting guy—”

“Really? He always came across as kind of a dud to me,” I added. 

“That’s the thing, the first impression of him is really different from who he is. Did you know he holds the record for the quickest single person trek along the Appalachian Trail?” 

“Shit, really? That’s kind of impressive,” I admitted. 

“And he holds a patent for this app that is meant to increase interaction among senior citizens and decrease elder isolation. It’s reduced senior suicides by 30%.” 

“Okay, wow, that’s incredible.” I had no idea about any of this stuff. 

“He doesn’t talk about the things he does because he’s a very private person. But he’s a little too private. He won’t talk about anything serious. He won’t tell me about himself beyond things he’s done. He’s a total black hole. And as much as I appreciate a good mystery, life’s too short, ya know?” 

I nodded. “I get exactly what you’re talking about.” 

“Anyway, I’ve been blowing him off for a couple of weeks now. I thought he’d finally gotten the hint, but maybe not.” She shrugged again. 

“Maybe you need to give him a chance. Sometimes things are worth fighting for,” I said, looking out at the passing cars. 

“Don’t go and try putting your overly dramatic love life crap on me. Your situation is completely different,” Skylar snapped. 

“Fine. You do you, Murphy.” I let my eyelids drift shut. 

And then I was out.

Skylar nudged me thirty minutes later. “We’re here.” 

I sat up, wiping my eyes, and stared out at the busy airport. 

“Shit. Here goes nothing.” I opened the door and got out. 

“I’ll go park. Text me when you have her, or whatever. Let me know one way or another if you need a lift.” 

“You don’t mind waiting around?” I asked. 

Skylar smiled. “Call me a sucker for a good romance story.” 





Chapter 18

Whitney

 

I couldn’t shake the feeling I was making the biggest mistake of my life. 

No. This was for the best. Sure, it would hurt. Kyle and Katie would miss me. But it was better to make the break now than a year down the road. Surely I would fuck up even worse than I had already. I didn’t trust myself to be selfless. To be the wife and mother they both needed.

And Josie was right; they were her family. Not mine. The marriage was never meant to be real. It was a convenience. But now Josie was in the picture again, and it made sense I bow out. 

Right?

I wiped tears from my eyes as I moved through security. 

My mom hadn’t been happy when I told her what I was doing. 

“You’re running, Whitney Rose. And I didn’t raise you to hide from responsibility. You committed to that little girl and her father. What the hell is wrong with you?” I couldn’t remember the last time I heard my mother cuss. 

“It’s only for four months. You were the one encouraging me to resume my passion,” I reminded her weakly, knowing all arguments would fall flat. 

My mom shook her head. “I don’t know what happened to my strong, compassionate girl to turn her into a woman so terrified of being hurt and hurting others that she’d rather fly thousand of miles away that own up to a mistake and move forward.” 

“I almost killed her, Mom,” I whispered, my voice broken. 

Mom put her hands on either side of my face and looked me square in the eyes. “You had an accident. A bad accident. One that you could have died in as well, don’t forget. You take responsibility. You show your contrition, and you stick by those people that love you.” 

I wavered. My mother should have been a politician. Or a used car salesman. She could sell sand to someone living in the desert. 

Then I remembered the sound of Katie’s cries from the backseat. The image of Josie and Kyle going back to triage at the hospital. Josie’s pleas to give her a chance to be with her family. 

I’m the one in the way here. 

I gave my mother a kiss. “I’ll call you when I get settled. Don’t tell Meg until I’m gone, please. I don’t think I can take her disappointment too.” 

Mom shook her head. “I’m just sad for you, Whitney. So sad. You sabotage your happiness before it has a chance to bloom.” 

I got in the taxi waiting for me in front of my mother’s house and cried the entire way to the airport. 

And then Kyle called before I got there, and I almost had the driver turn me around. The brokenness in his voice almost unraveled my resolve. 

No. This was for the best. 

Now here I was, trying not to sob in front of all these strangers, my chest uncomfortably tight, my belly in knots, aching with missing Kyle and Katie, and I had only just left. 

I can’t do this. 

I can’t. 

How can I turn my back on them? 

I loved them. 

So damn much. 

But what if I hurt them?

I didn’t trust myself not to screw up. 

I could almost hear my father’s voice in my ear. He’d always been full of sage wisdom when Meg and I needed it most. 

That’s life, Whitney Rose. You mess up. You deal with the consequences, and then you move on. You learn from them. You become a better person. 

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out to see a message from Meg. 

What the fuck are you doing? Call me! Now!

So much for my mother not telling Meg. 

I turned off my phone and continued to inch forward in the line toward the metal detector. The airport was really busy, but my flight didn’t leave for a few hours yet. 

Was I really going to do this? 

I ran my thumb along Kyle’s grandmother’s ring; the diamond glittering in the overhead lights. The simple wedding band was already a familiar sight on my hand. Should I take them off?

I started to wiggle them over my knuckle and stopped. 

I couldn’t do it. 

I pushed them back on my finger. I wouldn’t take them off. 

Then why was I leaving?

“Don’t leave, Whitney.”

The memory of Kyle’s desperate plea would haunt me forever. 

I told him I was only going to be gone for four months. That we’d talk after I had some space. But did I mean it? 

Did I plan on returning to Southport?

I had paid off the house; I could sign it over to my mother. Absolve myself of the tie. 

I could file for divorce …

I felt as if I was going to be sick.

I broke out of line and rushed to the bathroom, making it into a cubicle just in time to lose the entire contents of my stomach. Once I could do no more than dry heave, I splashed cold water on my face and stared at the reflection of the sad, pathetic woman staring back at me. 

“It can’t be that bad,” someone said from beside me. 

I glanced over at an older woman, probably around my mother’s age, with iron-gray hair cut close to her head and twinkling brown eyes. She was wearing the sort of floral print dress that told the world ‘I’ve paid my dues and I’ll wear what the hell I want, so keep your opinions about my wardrobe to yourself.’

I respected that. 

I wiped my face with a paper towel, my hands shaking. 

“Afraid of flying? I take a valium before getting on an airplane myself. Do you want one?” She started to dig around in her purse. 

“No. I’m not afraid of flying. I’m just—” I tried to take a breath, finding it difficult to breathe. “I think I’m making a mistake.” 

The lady took my hand and led me from the bathroom to a bench in the terminal. “Sit down and talk to me about it.” 

I hesitated. Did I really want to share all my fuck ups with a complete stranger?

As if reading my mind, she patted my hand. “Sometimes telling your fears to a stranger is easier than telling someone you know. Less judgment that way.” She nodded her head knowingly. 

“I’m married to the most amazing man and stepmom to a beautiful little girl. I’m scared …” The words shook and trembled as they fell from my mouth. “I’m scared that I’ll hurt them. Disappoint them. That they want more from me than I can give them.” 

I pressed my hand to my mouth and squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself not to start crying again. 

“Oh sweety, if you love them, then you will do your best for them. And if they love you, they’ll take your best and cherish it. Relationships don’t function on a tally system. It’s not as if you keep track of the times you mess up versus the times you do things right. We accept each other for our faults, and we help each other be better versions of ourselves.” The lady continued to pat my hand. “So why are you here? In this airport?”

“I’m running away from them. Because I’m a coward.” I hung my head in shame. 

The woman put her finger under my chin and lifted my face. “You seem like a smart, caring girl to me. So, I want you to think and think hard. Will leaving make you happy? Don’t dwell on your answer. Tell me the first thing that comes to mind.”

“No,” I said without hesitation. “It won’t.”

“And will you be happy if you stay with your husband and stepdaughter?”

I nodded, tears flowing freely now. “I will. I love them. I want to be with them.” 

The woman got to her feet and pulled me up with her. “Then get the heck out of this airport and go to them. Listen to that instinct that answered those questions for you. Don’t listen to the fear. Trust me; life is too short for that.” 

“But—” I started to say. 

The woman picked up my purse and carry-on bag and handed them to me. “Go. No buts. They’re a waste of time. All the messes, all the mistakes, they can be sorted out with time.”

Was I going to listen to a complete stranger? Was I really going to take advice from a woman that didn’t even know me? 

I thought of Kyle. His sad, desperate voice. 

“Katie needs you. I need you.”

I quickly hugged the woman. “Thank you. Thank you so much—”

“Nora. My name’s Nora. Now go. Dry those tears and find those people you love and tell them.” She shooed me, and I let out a laugh that was mixed with a sob. 

With a final wave, I turned and all but ran to the terminal exit. I pushed through the glass doors to be met with a sheet of rain. 

And then …

“Whitney? Oh my God, Whitney!”

I turned to see Kyle running toward me. 

“Kyle?” 

His hair was plastered to his forehead from the rain. 

“Don’t get on that plane.” 

“Kyle, I—”

He grabbed my face and kissed me. His lips bruised mine with force. He kissed me with all his pain, all his fear, all his love. 

How could I have wanted to run from this? What the hell was wrong with me?

“I love you, Whitney. I love you so damn much. And Katie loves you. And we can’t live our life without you in it, and we don’t expect you to be Super Wife and Mom. We just want you there with us. And I know you blame yourself for the accident, but fucking stop it already. It was just that—an accident. But running away and leaving us behind for four months isn’t an accident. That’s just bullshit. And you promised you’d be there. For Katie. For me. I didn't take you for someone to go back on a promise.” His eyes were wild as he gripped my face. 

“Kyle, I know, I—”

He wouldn’t let me speak. “And I know we went into this marriage saying it was for appearances only, but you and I both know that’s not how it is now. This is for real. This is forever. Forget that weekend eight years ago. I don’t care about our past. I don’t care about any of it. I only care about now and our future and us being together with our daughter.” 

“But Josie—” I started to say.

“Fuck her. Seriously. She’s not interested in being a mom to Katie. And the court will see that too. It’s a good thing I recorded our conversations because they show what a messed-up person she is. And there’s no way she’s getting custody of Katie. Hell, she’ll be lucky to get visitation. But it doesn’t matter because we can fight her. Together.” 

Then he was kissing me again. His arms wrapping around me. 

“I love you. I love you so damn much. Come home. Please.” Kyle’s eyes were red, and I could see how exhausted he was. After everything he’d been through in the past twenty-four hours, I felt horrible for adding more to his plate. 

He didn’t need this. He needed me to be strong. He needed my love, not my fear. 

Finally, able to get my breath, I pulled back. “I was coming home to you. That’s why I was leaving the airport,” I told him. 

“You were?” he asked. 

“I love you, Kyle Webber,” I said. 

His eyes widened and then glistened with unshed tears. 

“I think I’ve loved you since that disastrous weekend eight years ago, but I was too stubborn to admit it. I came back to Southport wanting to see you, hoping to see you. Wanting to find a way to be in your life. Because you’ve always mattered to me.” 

He ran his hands up and down my arms, his smile watery. “That goes both ways, you know.”

“I’m sorry. About Katie. About leaving. About making a giant mess of all this. But I want to come home. I want you and Katie and our family. I want this forever.” I lifted my face and kissed him. 

“I love you,” I murmured against his mouth, finally giving him the words that had been his all along. 

“I love you, Whit.” He grinned before picking me up and swinging me around. “Now, let’s get you home where you belong.” 





Epilogue

Kyle

Two months later:

“Do you know where the streamers are? I can’t seem to find them anywhere.” Whitney dug around in the box of party supplies on the patio table. 

Our backyard had been transformed into every two-year-old’s fantasy, complete with bouncy castle and a face painter. In a few hours, our house would be taken over by toddlers and their parents here to celebrate Katie’s second birthday. 

“They might be in the bag in the kitchen,” I told her, filling the rest of the balloons with helium from the canister I had rented for the occasion. 

“Let me go check,” she said, walking past me. I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her toward me, making her squeal. 

“If you want to pass, you have to pay the toll,” I intoned dramatically. 

“Happy to.” She grinned, wrapping her arms around my neck and kissing me long enough to make my shorts tight. 

“Hey, you two, there’s no time for that,” Lena teased, coming through the garden gate carrying a large white box. “I picked up the cake as asked. Where should I put it?”

“Come with me. I’ll show you.” Whitney waved her inside. 

“I told her not to carry that heavy cake, but she won’t listen,” Lena’s husband Jeremy complained carrying their daughter Daisy. 

“I’m not an invalid, you moron!” Lena hollered from the kitchen. 

“She acts like me caring about her physical well-being is a bad thing,” Jeremy snipped, but you could tell he didn’t mean it. “Where’s the birthday girl?” 

“Upstairs with my mom getting ready. You can take Daisy up there if you want.” 

Daisy was wriggling in Jeremy’s grasp. “I think that’s a good idea. This monkey is full of energy today.” 

I clasped his shoulder as he walked past. “Glad you’re here,” I told him. 

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Jeremy replied. 

Over the next hour, Meg and Adam arrived, their two-month-old son Tyler asleep in his car seat. 

“Whit put up the porta-crib in our room, Meg. Katie’s baby monitor is already plugged in up there,” I told my friend. 

“Perfect. Thanks, Web.” She kissed my cheek. “Has my mother showed up yet?” 

“She’s inside cutting up vegetables. Leo went out to get more hamburger buns but should be back soon.” Whitney’s mother June and Leonard Ship had progressed in their relationship to full-blown dating. They were talking about selling Leo’s house and moving into June’s. Whitney had signed over the property to her mom a few months ago now that she was living here. 

“Hey, buddy, where’s the beer. I need one,” Adam asked, looking haggard. 

“The new parent gig is no joke, right?” I pointed to the cooler sitting in the shade at the far end of the patio. 

“Tyler has been waking up every two hours to eat. Meg’s breastfeeding, but I’ve been getting up with her so she’s not up all by herself. I fell asleep eating cereal this morning.” He yawned. “Anyway, I have good news.” 

He pulled up an email on his phone and passed it to me. It was from Josie’s attorney. It was the official notice that she had dropped her bid for custody of Katie. The visitation order still stood, but I hadn’t heard from Josie since she had gone back to Florida after the accident. 

It sucked, but it was better this way. Adam said that there was no way she’d be able to fight me for custody in the future now. And that’s all I really cared about. Maybe one day down the road, she’d get it together enough to want to be a part of Katie’s life, but that was on her. My baby wouldn’t suffer for it. Because she had parents that loved her and put her first. Always. 

Things had changed for the better since the accident. Whitney quit her job at the law office and took a position as head of makeup for an independent movie shooting at Sunlight Studios. It was a low paying gig, but it obviously made her happy.

“The best thing is I get to come home every night,” she breathed in my ear before kissing me in that way that always led to more. 

What had once been a fake marriage was 100% real. We were in this for the long haul. I loved her, and she loved me. And we both loved Katie more than anything. 

Skylar showed up next, followed by Robert. Ever since Skylar had told me about Robert, I had been looking at the quiet man in a new light. He was definitely an enigma, and it was obvious to anyone with eyes that he was crazy about Murphy. Even if she staunchly refused to speak to him. The thing about Skylar was once she had written you off, it was damn near impossible to change her mind. 

But it was a shame because I could tell she liked Jenkins. They spent more time pretending not to watch each other than anything else. Maybe one day they’d get it together. After all, it had only taken Whit and me fifteen years. 

“Hey, the kids from Katie’s daycare are starting to show up. Your mom is bringing her downstairs now. Battle stations,” Whitney whispered into my ear, her lips touching my skin. 

Before she could move, I grabbed her, held her tight, and kissed her. The way I could anytime I wanted. Because she was my wife, and we loved each other. 

“I love you, Mrs. Webber,” I said with a smile. 

“I love you too, Mr. Webber,” she said, smiling back. 

Mom came out, and Katie immediately ran over to us. “Dada! Whity!” I leaned down and scooped her up into my arms, Whitney embracing both of us. We kissed our little girl’s cheeks and tickled her until she squealed. 

Then Whitney led her to her friends, Katie’s tiny hand wrapped in Whitney’s larger one. And I watched the two of them with an overwhelming love that engulfed everything. 

“You’re a very lucky man,” my father said, looking on at my wife and daughter with affection. 

“Yes, I am,” I agreed. 

I was the luckiest man in the world. 

 

 

Forever.

 

The End

 

Dear reader, 

First of all, thank you so much for reading my books! It’s passionate readers like you that allow me to live my dream and do the thing I love most on earth, which is writing books and entertaining people!  

 

Do you want more of Whitney’s and Kyle’s world? Then make sure to get your copy of “Say You’ll Stay” now! This time it’s Meghan’s and Adam’s turn to fight against all odds for the love of their life!
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Get your copy here!

 

Until then, do you want more steamy romance?

Then make sure to keep on reading! I’ve included a preview of my novel “Unexpected Heat”! ;-)





Preview: Unexpected Heat
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Chapter 1

Mila

 

I love my studio, and right now, it’s super tidy with everything on my desk arranged neatly and the easels standing side by side. My gaze falls on my three work-in-progress portraits, and I know they’ll soon go to the trash can. They look terrible. 

A heaviness comes over my body.

How long will it last, this inability to work? The last time I turned out a good piece was almost a year ago. Thankfully, I’ve been prolific over the last couple of years, taking in portrait jobs that have earned me a nice nest egg. Money is not an issue. 

It is the growing hole in my chest where my heart should be and the feeling of restlessness that can only be relieved by my work. And yet, I can’t paint. What if my ability to paint never comes back? Panic spreads in my chest. 

Painting is the one thing that has always belonged to me, that kept me sane no matter what was going on in the rest of my life. Clay took with him my self-esteem and my ability to love again. But worse than those things, is that since the day he left, I haven’t painted. It’s as if my hands have forgotten how to move the paintbrush across the canvas, and my brain can’t fathom what is expected of it. 

The doorbell rings. The sudden noise jolts me out of my thoughts. A rare intrusion. I tick off all possibilities. There is only one person who would come to my house without calling first. The one person I never want to see again. The cause of my painter’s block. 

I leave my studio on the second story and sprint down the stairs. I peer through the keyhole. Clay’s dark eyes stare back as if he can see me. With a sigh, I fling the door open. 

“What do you want?” I say with no pretense of politeness. We are beyond that now. With the divorce final, there’s nothing to bind us together anymore.

“Is that any way to greet your husband?” he says and leans on the door frame. 

Anger coils itself around my insides. I inhale deeply. I cannot show him how angry he still makes me. “Ex-husband,” I point out, my tone casual. 

He has bags around his eyes. Once, that would have made my heart squeeze and brought out my protective feelings. Now, I observe him impartially. As one would a stranger. 

I take in his bushy eyebrows, long hair that falls to his shoulders, and I can’t believe that I once found Clay hot. He’s wearing a leather jacket even though the weather is too warm. He peruses me too, his eyes lingering on my chest. He always loved my big boobs. I fight the temptation to cross my hands across my chest to protect myself from his stare. He frowns as he takes in my flared shorts. Clay hated when I wore shorts or spaghetti tops. He insisted I cover up even when I wasn’t going to leave the house. 

I can’t tell you how liberating it has been to stay in my shorts all day without someone breathing down my neck. I flash him a smile of triumph. A genuine one. He shifts his weight from one foot to the other. 

“I just came by to check on you,” he says, and I stare at him in amazement. 

“We’re divorced, Clay. You don’t get to check on me,” I say, imitating his voice. 

He adopts a hurt look. I don’t care. I just want him gone. 

“Where’s Terry?” I ask him. 

“I’m done with Terry.” A crease forms across his forehead. “I told you that in one of the messages I sent you. You didn’t read them, did you?” He narrows his eyes. 

“You’re right; I didn’t.” My phone has been flashing with messages from him all week. I delete them without even taking a peek. 

“I can’t fucking stand it there,” Clay says. “I want to come back home, Mila. Those children don’t give you a moment of peace with all their screaming and shouting.”

His words are like a sword to my chest, and for a second, I can’t speak. “That’s why you left, remember? You wanted children.”

He had thrown it at me as he’d packed his clothes. He wanted a real woman. One who could give him a family. Never mind that we had never discussed children. 

I had known there was something the matter with me. In all the years that Clay and I had been married, I had never used contraceptives. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I had hoped for a surprise pregnancy, but when that didn’t happen, I let it go. We were happy and didn’t need children to complete us. That’s what I’d foolishly thought. Then Clay dropped the bomb. He was leaving. 

“How’s your painting going?” he asks with a smile that does not reach his eyes. 

His concern is fake. Clay had never shown any interest in my painting. He called it a hobby, and when the money started rolling in, he shrugged and dismissed it as a nice hobby. He worked as a marketer for a pharmaceutical company. A serious job compared to my little hobby.

It hits me now how many differences we’d had, and I briefly wondered how we managed to stay married for three years. We were such different people. 

“Why do you care?” I say and suddenly feel drained. “Please just go.”

I feel no anger or resentment toward him. He is just someone I used to know. Someone I once liked. Now I feel nothing for him. 

“We belong together, Mila,” he says.

I meet his stare. His dark intense eyes glower back unblinking. Something dances in them. Something wild. Mad. A stab of fear courses through my veins. I shake myself out of it. Clay is selfish, not dangerous. He would never harm me. Still, I take a step back into the house. 

“Please leave,” I say, hating the fear that creeps into my voice. I need to be alone right now. I try to close the door. Something jams it. Clay’s foot. 

“I made a mistake, Mila,” he says, his voice taking on a desperate tone. “People make mistakes, and they get forgiven, why can’t you forgive me?”

My hands tremble as I try to push the door. 

“Will you think about it?” he says, leaning against the door. 

I nod. Anything to get him to go away. He does, and I bang the door in his face. I peer through the keyhole and jump back when I come up against his face close to the door. He stands there, looking at the door, and I’m frightened that he’ll try to break in.

I tell myself I’m being silly. 

I run upstairs to my studio, sit down, and wait for my breath to return to normal. When it does, I pick up my phone, and with shaking fingers, speed dial Jessica’s number. 

“Please tell me you’re doing something that normal adults do at this time of day,” Jessica says by way of greeting. 

In the background, I hear children’s laughter and shouts. It reminds me of Clay’s words about children. A shiver goes through me. 

“Mila?” Jessica says. “Are you all right?”

“Kind of,” I say and then proceed to tell her about Clay’s visit. 

She knows him well. Her husband and Clay are cousins. That’s how I met him. Double dating with my best friend and her husband. I know Jessica feels bad about that, but no one could have predicted that two people so smitten with one another could end up divorced in less than three years. 

“You need to get a restraining order against him,” Jessica fumes over the phone. 

“It’s the first time he’s come around,” I tell her. 

“It won’t be the last. I can’t believe he thinks there’s a chance you would take him back after what he did.”

“I’m so tempted to go away,” I say. “Someplace where it’s hot throughout the year and where no one knows me.” The fantasy grows in my head. “I’d forget about painting for a while and just be someone else.”

“Have a hot affair,” Jessica quips. 

“Yes, a hot Adonis with eyes for no one but me,” I add with a giggle. 

“And fall in love,” Jessica says.

I snap back to the present. “Why do you have to spoil my fantasy?” I pout. “You know that’s out of the cards for me. I’m not averse to an affair, though.”

“You don’t have the temperament for it,” Jessica says. “You’re the romantic type of woman. Happy ever after and all that—the best kind of woman.”

“I used to be. Not anymore. I’m done with marriage and relationships and all that soppy stuff.”

“Now that is sad,” Jessica says.

It’s difficult for someone who has never been hurt to imagine the damage a man does when he leaves you for another woman. The dent to a person’s self-esteem. The pain that comes in waves, never completely leaving. The proof that you’re not good enough and will never be.That there will always be another woman who is sexier, better than you. That is the kind of pain I will never allow myself to go through again. I don’t expect Jessica, with a man who worships the ground she walks on, and three sweet boys that think the sun shines from their mother’s rear end, to understand. 

“Don’t let that worthless piece of shit spoil love for you. There are good men out there, Mila. You only need to find him.”

My lungs constrict, making it hard to breathe. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“Like your upcoming trip,” Jessica says, her voice cheerful. 

I love her for that. Her ability to know when to move on to less painful topics. She always knows when to push me and when to back off.

“I was thinking of LA. Forever sunny,” I say and lean back into my seat as the fantasy takes hold. 

“You should go,” Jessica says. “Seriously. What’s stopping you? It’s a chance to get away from it all.”

We both know ‘it all’ is referring to my painter’s block, but mostly Clay. The more we talk about it, the more the idea grows. My heartbeat races and drums in my chest. By the time we are finished talking, I can’t wait to get off the phone and check out homes to rent in LA. 





Chapter 2

Brad

 

“Hey, Brad, a couple of us are going out for a drink later, want to join us?” Ken, one of the guys asks me. 

I shake my head regretfully. As much as I used to enjoy spending a few hours with the guys, those are things I’ve pushed to the back burner for now. Life as a single parent leaves you little time for socializing. I don’t miss it, though. My life now revolves around my boy, and I’m happy this way. 

“Thanks, but no can do,” I reply cheerfully as I gather my gear. 

“I can ask Debbie to keep Isaac a while longer; she won’t mind,” Collins says. 

His wife picks up Isaac from kindergarten as she’s picking up their son and takes him home with her. I leave the fire station two hours later and go and pick him up from Debbie and Collins’ house. 

“Thanks, I appreciate the offer, but I’m beat, to be honest,” I tell Collins and slap his shoulder. 

I wave goodbye to the guys, pause briefly at the corner office to speak to the chief, and then I leave. I’m the only one of the firefighters in our station who works nine to five. All the other guys work in shifts. The chief arranged this for me after Brenda ran off with the neighbor, leaving me alone with a young baby. 

It’s been a year and a half now, and I’m only just feeling like I’m healing. I don’t look at Mike’s house and want to tear it down anymore. I know I’m healing because I can think of Brenda without my heart shrinking in my chest. The pain is gone now, but where my heart used to be is a huge block of cement.

The only love I have belongs to Isaac. I turn the key, and the engine of the SUV roars to life. Minutes later, I’m driving towards Collins’ house, which, luckily, is only a few minutes from the station. I whistle, pleased that it’s Friday, my favorite day. I get to spend two whole days with Isaac. 

Isaac must have been peering through the window because as soon as I pull up into the driveway, he bursts out of the house. Debbie’s dark head emerges, and she follows him to the car. I jump out of the car and laughingly catch Isaac as he throws himself against me. I hold him tight, and for a second, neither of us speaks. 

“Hi, buddy,” I finally say as I lower him to the ground. My voice is gruff as it always is when I see Isaac after a few hours apart. 

“Hi Dad,” he says and opens the door to enter the car. 

“Brad.” Debbie comes to peck me on the cheek. “Isaac was eager for his dad today, and the boys are all looking forward to tomorrow’s training.”

I grin. “Me too.”

I coach little league every Saturday, something I enjoy doing, but it also keeps Isaac and I busy on Saturdays doing something constructive. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow then,” I tell Debbie and slip back into the car. 

She waves and returns to the house. Isaac and I chat about his day on the way home. 

“Look, Dad,” he says to me as I park in our driveway. “There’s a new neighbor.”

Our drive is between our house and Mike’s house. Or rather, what was Mike’s house before he and Brenda ran off together. I’ve trained myself not to look at it, but now I turn as I kill the engine. My breath hitches as I stare at the most incredible pair of legs I have ever seen. 

Then, my gaze rises to her generous chest, and all the blood in my body drops to my cock. I’m glad to find that everything is working just fine down there because since Brenda left, I have never even looked at another woman sexually. 

The woman is lying on a lounger on the front lawn. She’s wearing shorts and a white top with the tails tied under her tits accentuating their size. I swallow a ball of saliva and force myself to look away. We get out of the car, and she still doesn’t open her eyes to look our way. 

I steal one last glance at her thighs, and then I propel Isaac toward the house. We’re both struck by the new neighbor, but our reasons are vastly different. 

“I’ll get dinner started,” I tell Isaac once we’re in the house. 

“Can I play with my ball outside?” he asks. “I’ll be in the front, and I won’t speak to strangers.”

I grin. He knows all my fears. “Okay, but keep the front door open and don’t go disturbing the new neighbor.”

“I won’t, Dad,” he says and bounds up to his room to get the ball. 

In the kitchen, I roll up my sleeves and get to work. I’ve become quite the chef since Brenda left. Trying out new recipes has been one way of keeping myself occupied. Over the last year and a half, I’ve learned survival techniques that have nothing to do with being a firefighter. 

Keeping busy is one of them, and ensuring that by bedtime, I’m so tired that it doesn’t take me more than a few minutes to fall asleep. The images of Brenda and Mike rolling around on Mike’s bed next door while I’m at work no longer haunt me. 

On the day she left, she had been in a vicious mood, telling me all the gory details of their affair. She planted images that haunted me for almost a year. How she spent the night at his house when I was working the night shift and excruciating details of how Mike fucked her. Things that a man should never hear about his wife. 

The only thing that had made me hang on to my sanity was Isaac. I’d been left without a wife, but Isaac had been left without a mother. He was three years old then, and after asking about her for months, he had abruptly stopped. We never speak about her. I don’t know whether that’s good or bad; I hate to bring it up and cause my boy more pain. I do wonder whether he has forgotten her in all his innocence. There’s no way to know without asking Isaac, and that is something I can’t bring myself to do. 

***

Dinner is ready, and I realize that I haven’t heard the sound of Isaac’s ball in the front yard. My stomach churns. I drop the kitchen towel and hurry out.

“Isaac,” I shout as I step out onto the porch.

There’s no response, and images of a frightened Isaac being driven off in a strange car fill my mind. I run out, and as I cross the front lawn, I hear his sweet voice. My knees almost buckle from the relief. I follow his voice, and when I see him, I smile despite my anxiety. 

He and the neighbor are lying side by side on respective lounges. Their chins are up, and they are looking at the clouds. 

“I see a car, Mila,” Isaac says.

“I see it too,” the lady says. Her voice is sweet and gentle, the kind you cannot imagine ever sounding angry. As I get closer, I realize that it’s not just her body that is hot. She’s beautiful with wide blue eyes, a full soft mouth, and blonde locks that frame her face. 

She hears my footsteps and turns her head. She stands up and smiles. Her smile deepens the dimples in her cheeks. My heart does a somersault in my chest. 

“Hi, my name is Mila, and I’m your son’s newest friend.” She sticks out a hand, and I take it. Electricity sizzles as our hands touch. I’ve never had such a reaction to a stranger. Her hand is slim and long and so soft. I don’t want to let go of it.

“And I’m Brad Bennet, sorry if Isaac—”

“Not at all. He’s an absolute darling,” she says, glancing at Isaac, who grins at her as if she’s an old friend. 

Her eyes rake me up and down, and I realize that I still have on my apron.

“Well, thanks for watching him. I was making dinner, and I realized I couldn’t hear him playing out front.” I’m blabbering.

“That’s fine. We had a good time getting to know each other.”

She has the bluest eyes I have ever seen. I’m about to excuse myself and Isaac when I realize how rude it is to just leave without inviting her in. 

“Would you like to join us for dinner?” I really want her to say yes. Something about the softness in her face makes me think she’d make a good dinner companion. I almost laugh at myself. Plain lust is making me poetic. She’s hot, and I wouldn’t mind spending the next hour ogling her sexy body. 

She shakes her head, and disappointment floods me. “Thanks, but I’m afraid I can’t. Lots of unpacking to do. I just moved in today.”

“Well, it’s a standing invitation. Whenever you’re free, let us know. We are a friendly neighborhood.”

Too friendly, I think to myself as I remember my ex-wife and Mike. I push away the thought, but it has already soured my mood. 

“Say thank you, Isaac,” I say.

“Thanks, Mila,” Isaac says and comes to my side. 

“Miss Mila,” I correct him.

She laughs. “Mila is just fine.”

She says goodbye and turns to enter the house. I stand and stare at her gorgeous ass. I imagine cupping it as I carry her to the bedroom and my cock stirs. She sways as she walks, and then I realize that she’s stopped. I raise my gaze and meet her stare. Her eyes drop to the bulge in my trousers. She looks away and hurries into the house.

Great. Now she thinks I’m a perv. We’ll probably never see her again. That thought leaves me feeling unsettled. I realize just how much I want to see her. To fuck her if I’m to be brutally honest. 

“Dad!”

I whirl around. Isaac is already at the front door.

“Coming.” I steal a last look just as she reaches the door. She slips in and doesn’t look back. 

I let out a breath I was not aware I had been holding. 





Chapter 3

Mila

 

“I hear swish noises; what are you doing? I feel like I don’t have all your attention,” Jessica complains from the other end of the phone call.

The swish noises she’s hearing are the sound of the curtains as I push them to the side and peek through the window. I feel like one of those nosy neighbors everyone dislikes, but I can’t stop myself. “Mmmm,” I manage to say. My eyes are glued to Brad and Isaac as they leave their car. My mouth waters as I take in Brad’s chest encased in a tight-fitting white T-shirt. From behind the curtain, I can tell that he’s been sweating as the T-shirt clings to his skin. 

“Mila,” Jessica says. 

“Hush, give me a minute. I’m eye-fucking my new neighbor. The one I told you about.”

She giggles. My attention returns to Brad. I imagine running my hands over his muscular thighs. A sigh escapes my lips. 

“Describe him to me again,” Jessica says, her tone urgent. 

“You’re sick and married,” I tell her as Brad and Isaac disappear from view. 

“Nothing wrong with looking,” she says. “Or hearing, in this case.”

I collapse onto the couch. I feel as if I’ve been running, and all I’ve done all day was to go out for groceries and do some cleaning. 

“Have you met him? What does he do? God, this is so exciting, better than a porn movie.”

“You watch porn?” I’m horrified. 

“Steamy, not porn and I watch it with David,” she says.

“I’d really love to indulge your fantasies, but I’ve got to go,” I tell Jessica as I remember Isaac’s ball that I picked up that morning from my garden.

“Hey, you can’t just go and leave me hanging,” Jessica says.

I laugh and disconnect the call. I adjust my denim shorts and a white sleeveless top. Then I get Isaac’s ball and head for the door. I try to talk myself out of it as I cross the driveway. Isaac will leave the house at some point. It’s only been two days, but I can already tell that he likes playing outside. 

What if he goes out and I’m not there to give him back his ball? 

I could leave the ball on their porch.

That’s just plain rude.

 I do this as I go up to the door. Suggest solutions and then answer why that won’t work. Before I know it, I’m knocking on the door. 

I’m about to give up when I hear footsteps from the other side of the door. It flings open, and Brad stands there smiling at me. For a few seconds, I can’t speak. He’s naked except for a towel wrapped around his middle. 

“Hi,” I croak and hold out Isaac’s ball. “I found this in my garden.”

His hair is damp and matted to his scalp. Brad looks good enough to eat. He doesn’t make a move to take the ball. 

“Why don’t you come in for a little while? I’m sure Isaac would love to see you.”

I want to say no, knowing I’m invading their privacy and their time together, but the communication between my brain and mouth is off. I nod and smile. And then I do the stupidest thing. I drop my gaze to the front of his towel. I see the outline of his cock. 

It jerks. I think. I’m not sure whether it’s my lusty imagination, or it actually moved. All I can tell is that it’s big. I drag my gaze to his face, and to my embarrassment, Brad is staring at me. My face heats, and I’m sure he knows that I spent half the night fantasizing about him fucking me. Madness. I know.

“Sure, just for a little bit,” I say quickly to cover up my shame. 

I step into the foyer and immediately notice how big their house is. Much bigger than mine. I look around appreciatively. 

“Give me a few to put something on,” Brad says as he shows me to the living room.

The house is tastefully furnished with deep comfortable chairs, a couch, and a gorgeous coffee table in the middle. A few rugs are arranged on the hardwood floor, and a few photographs hang from the wall.

One of the photographs is of a younger Isaac with his parents kneeling on each side of him. Sadness comes over me as I look at the pretty redhead who must have been Brad’s wife. I feel dirty, and I immediately regret my decision to come over. 

His wife is dead, and here I am, already clamoring for her man. Sick, that’s what I am. I make a move to stand.

“Mila!” Isaac shouts as he comes into the room. 

“Hi, Isaac,” I say. “Going for a swim?” He’s in swimming shorts, and a small towel is flung across his shoulder. 

“Yes,” he said and grins. He’s a gorgeous boy. His smile is contagious, and I smile back. “Do you want to swim too?”

I shake my head. “Another time. I could watch, though?”

He nods. “Okay.”

His dad joins us, and I try to keep my gaze away from his ripped chest. Isaac told me he was a fireman, and I wonder if he would be averse to putting out the fire in my pussy. The photograph pulls me again, and I shut down my filthy thoughts. 

I trail after them through the kitchen to the back door. The small pool is shaped like a bent sausage, and it makes me giggle. On the corner is a medium-sized trampoline. 

“You’re welcome to come and swim anytime you want,” Brad says as he pulls out a chair for me.

“Thanks,” I say. I might just take him up on that offer. 

Their backyard is glorious, nothing like mine, which is all cement except for a tiny patch of grass. Still, the house has an attic room made entirely of glass. The light there is out of this world, and as much as I told Jessica I was taking a break from painting, it makes me pick up my brush.

Brad goes back to the house, and I admire the backyard. Along the fence is a garden bursting with colorful flowers. A flowery scent permeates the air, and I let out a sigh. 

“Watch me jump, Mila,” Isaac shouts before he jumps and lands in the water with a splash. 

I laugh at the delight in his face. Brad returns with a jug of iced tea and three glasses. He pours us each a glass and sits down. 

“He’s a good kid,” I say as we both watch Isaac’s antics in the water. 

“That he is,” Brad says. “I don’t know what I’d do without him.” He sounds so sad. 

“I’m sorry about your wife. Isaac told me.”

He turns to look at me, and my heart skips a beat. He has dark brown eyes, but the longer I stare into them, I realize that they are not just dark brown. They are liquid chocolate brown. 

“What exactly did he tell you?” Brad’s voice jolts me. It’s not exactly cold, but it’s not friendly either. I worry that I have crossed a line. 

“He just told me that she’s gone. He didn’t tell me any other details. I’m really sorry. That must have been hard to lose your wife at such a young age. I saw the photograph, she was…”

Brad’s mouth opens. He stares at me incredulously. “Isaac told you his mother was dead?”

“Not in so many words,” I say feeling thoroughly uncomfortable. I’ve never been good with people and small talk. I always manage to put my foot in it, saying the wrong thing. I should be locked up. Worse yet, in this case, I don’t even know what I said wrong. 

“Brenda didn’t die,” Brad says. “She ran off with another man. She left us.”

My heart drops to my feet. Horror comes over me. “I’m sorr—” I start to say and then shut my mouth. I drop my gaze and stare at my hands. That is one pain that I’m familiar with. My own heartbreak pales in comparison. Clay and I did not have a child. 

“It’s fine; you didn’t know. Please think nothing of it. I’m just surprised that he told you anything, that’s all. We never talk about it.”

I raise my gaze. “If it makes you feel better, he didn’t dwell on it. He said it in a matter of fact voice.”

I can’t fathom how someone would run off with another man and leave Brad and Isaac. How? What or who could possibly replace these two?

Brad smiles sadly. “Thanks, I’ve been wondering about that.”

We exchange a look that goes beyond two strangers exchanging small talk. It feels as if we understand each other. “I do know a little of what you’re going through,” I say and immediately regret it. 

“Oh,” Brad says and waits for me to continue. 

I swallow a ball of saliva. “My ex-husband ran off with another woman. But we didn’t have any children.” My eyes meander to Isaac. 

“I’m sorry,” Brad says. “Your ex-husband is a fool!”

I’m startled by the comment. “Why?”

“Leaving a beautiful woman like you.” He stares at me as if he means every word. 

My insides shiver. A nervous laugh escapes my lips. I do that a lot when I’m nervous. I’m hot all over. With trembling hands, I pick up my iced tea and take a huge sip. Big mistake. It goes down the wrong pipe, and before long, I’m coughing like mad. 

Brad hurries to my side and thumps my back. As my throat clears, he rubs my back in a circular motion, shifting my bra every time. The slight movement makes my nipples harden.

“Better?” he asks.

I shake my head. I’m not ready for his hand to leave my back. His other hand touches my bare arm. Arousal sparks, awakening longings I had long forgotten. My thighs tremble, and my pussy quivers. I have never experienced such lust for a man. 

“Thanks, I’m better now,” I say, my voice weird. 

I’m so hot for him, it’s embarrassing. I gulp the rest of my tea and mark time until it’s a decent enough interval to leave. I need to relieve the rising itch in my pussy. 

 

Click here to read how the story continues!
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