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      To my dad,

      Thank you for loving the three of us girls fiercely. You taught me what a strong man is and how to work relentlessly for the things you want. I’m honored to be your daughter. I’ll be forever grateful for your unrelenting love and support. I love you, Dad.

      

      Also, for my father-in-law,

      Thank you for raising the love of my life and loving me as your own daughter. We’ll forever miss you and cherish your memory. I love you.

      

      And, as always, for my husband,

      Every one of my heroes has pieces of you. You swooped into my life and showed me a love I didn’t even know existed. Thank you for inspiring me and caring for me through all of our seasons. I’ll love you every second of every day.
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      Ava

      

      Rrrrrrrip.

      Oh, no. Please, please, please, don’t rip. The shiny, brown front door to my brand new apartment comes into view as my foot lands on the next step. Only a few more steps until I make it to the door.

      “No,” I plead when the bottom flaps of the box start to open as another rip echoes in the stairway. “A few more steps.”

      My fingers press into the cardboard, holding it together by sheer will. The cardboard is soft and too flexible. That’s what I get for using boxes that have been used in more moves than I can count. Sweat rolls down my spine as I release a huge breath. My foot finally hits the landing. I waddle as fast as I can under the weight of the box. Using the toe of my shoe, I tap against the door. “Lilly. It’s Mommy. Open the door, sweetie.” Each word comes out as something between a gasp and a pant.

      My knee comes up, putting pressure against the box as I wait for her to come to the door. I fall to the side but manage to keep my knee up. A half-assed weekly yoga session in my living room isn’t cutting it. My lungs are on fire and every muscle in my body is quivering.

      I close my eyes, imagining my perfectly made bed. Fluffy, white euro pillows with the perfect karate chop in the middle. A bedspread so decadent it’s like lying on a cloud. The silky sheets would be cool as I slide between them and the pillow would cradle my head perfectly.

      That bed is my happy place, my happy place that will get me through this move in one piece and my reward at the end of the day. Unfortunately, my real bed is not that fancy, my throw pillows are from TJ Maxx, and my sheets aren’t a high thread count, but it will do.

      “What’s the password?” Lilly asks through the door. My eyes pop open. This morning I declared myself a genius as I set her up in our empty living room with its faint odor of fresh paint. I gave her some snacks, a couple juice boxes, and my laptop to watch movies. Every time I went down the one flight of stairs to my car to grab another box, I’d lock the door behind me and instruct her to only open it after I said the password.

      I’m not claiming the title of genius anymore.

      Right now, under the weight of this box, with sweat pooling in places where sweat shouldn’t be and trying to find enough air to speak the password, I’m more of a bad joke than a genius.

      Why is the last box always the heaviest? Why do the last few steps take the longest? I’ve been at this all day. Actually for a few days, considering I boxed everything up and cleaned our old apartment from top to bottom. A clean so thorough there’s no way they could deny me the deposit.

      “Sni—Snicklefritz,” I manage to say on what surely is the last breath of air in my lungs. Lilly’s soft giggles come through the door right before the lock turns with a snick.

      The door flies open, the knob cracking against the drywall. I wince as the door bounces back. Day one in our new apartment and my six-year-old is already causing damage.

      “Move out of the way, sweetie.”

      Lilly steps to the side, plastering herself against the wall. As soon as my knee leaves the bottom of the box, the flaps fall open, and everything inside spills to the ground. The shattering of glass makes my eyes close.

      Dammit.

      Deep breath in.

      Deep breath out.

      Breathe in the good.

      Exhale the bad.

      I open my eyes, and my gaze meets Lilly’s. Her mouth is a round little O with her dark blue eyes just as wide and round.

      “Go to the living room. Be careful of the glass.” I give her the best smile I can manage. My trembling hands are still clutching the now-empty box.

      “I can help, Mommy,” Lilly says, moving to bend down. Panic swells in my chest.

      “No! Don’t touch the glass. Just go to the living room, sweetie. I’ll pick this up.”

      Lilly nods and walks to the living room. I close my eyes again, turning my face toward the ceiling and count to ten.

      I square my shoulders and straighten my spine as I open my eyes. I can do this. Just a small bump in the move. If this one box is all that breaks, I’m going to call that a win.

      I toss the box into the entryway and look down at the shattered glass around my feet. Casserole dishes. It could be so much worse. Casserole dishes are replaceable. I can pick one up at TJ Maxx for a steal.

      After my paychecks start coming in, of course.

      I lean the box against the wall, then hop over the broken glass and make my way into the kitchen. Before I started bringing our belongings into the apartment, I left some necessities in the kitchen—a broom, trash bags, paper towels, toilet paper, and a few other items. I grab two trash bags and the broom propped against the wall.

      I sweep after cleaning up the broken shards, I double-bag the wreckage and leave it outside next to the front door. We’ll have a lot more trash when I start unpacking boxes, so I’ll take it to the Dumpster when I have more. Besides, I’m not sure I could make another trip up and down the stairs. I’d have to beg one of my new neighbors to drag me up the stairs behind them. It wouldn’t be the most appropriate introduction.

      My phone dings with a message from my back pocket.

      

      Lone Star Movers: We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.

      

      Finally. The movers are almost here. I scoured the internet for the best deal and snapped up a limited-time offer—fifty percent off of a move, an anniversary sale. If I hadn’t found that deal, I’d have had to beg some boys from campus to let me use their muscles and their trucks.

      I don’t exactly have friends I can call. I spent my college years either pregnant or as an overtired single mom. I kept my head down and focused so I could finish and start teaching as soon as possible. Spending the last few years at the front of the class, wholly focused on the teacher, and living off campus with my daughter hadn’t allowed for much of a social life.

      My body aches from all the boxes I lugged up the stairs, but the day isn’t over yet. I could only afford to hire the movers for the large items, like our furniture. The hourly rate plus the mileage from San Antonio to Austin is already putting a huge dent in my bank account—and that’s with the discount.

      Fifteen minutes is just enough time to throw together a sandwich for Lilly and myself. The only food stuff in the kitchen are snacks for Lilly and all the fixings for a ham and cheese sandwich.

      My lips turn up as I cut Lilly’s into a heart shape and wrap it up in a napkin.

      “Lunch,” I say, delivering the sandwich.

      She unwraps it and swivels toward me. The grin spreading across her face soothes my aching muscles and resupplies my energy level. I reach my finger out, tapping her on the end of her button nose.

      All of this is for her.

      Years of working, going to school, and raising her alone are finally going to pay off. In just two weeks I’m starting my first year as an elementary school teacher. Our lives are going to change for the better.

      This is the nicest apartment we’ve ever lived in. It’s fairly new and modern. The living room has a white shiplap wall with a fake fireplace and cedar wood mantel. There’s a nook for a TV and entertainment center. It’s a major step up from the places we’ve lived in the past. Family housing for students isn’t exactly luxurious.

      No more jobs with hardly any pay. No more late nights studying and early mornings taking care of Lilly. I’ll be able to sleep now. Actually sleep. Starting tonight. I only have to get through today and tonight, then I’ll sleep. Tomorrow I’ll transform this space into a home.

      There’s a knock on the door as I’m chewing the last bite of my sandwich. I rush to the door, flinging it open for the movers. When they’re paid by the hour, every second counts.

      “Hi,” I say, moving out of the way to allow the first mover inside.

      John is embroidered on his red shirt, above the company logo. “Are you ready to get started?”

      “Yes.” I wave him inside—a subtle hint to get moving. The clock started when they arrived at our apartment in San Antonio. I have money set aside for this with a tiny bit of wiggle room, but if we cut into that cushion money, I’ll probably break out in hives.

      John nods, looking down at this clipboard, and begins to list each item they removed from our old place and brought to our new apartment.

      “Yep, that’s it,” I state as he finishes listing our furniture.

      “Your contract has us only dropping off the furniture, not assembling anything.” He claps the clipboard against his thigh.

      “That’s right.” I curl a strand of my hair behind my ear before crossing my arms over my stomach, using my foot to keep the door open. When I hired the company I hoped they could move the beds fully assembled, but that wasn’t the case, they had to be taken apart.

      “I’m supposed to charge a flat fee of one thousand dollars for that, but I can do it for five hundred. Off the books.” The clipboard hits his thigh in a faster rhythm.

      One thousand three hundred thirty-six dollars. That’s all I have in my bank account until my first paycheck. Our expenses for the apartment are paid. The next rent check is due two days after I’ll receive my first check. One thousand three hundred thirty-six dollars needs to stretch for the next few weeks. It’ll have to feed us and entertain Lilly until school starts.

      My body begs me to take the man up on his offer, even if he offered out of pity. My mind slams the brakes on the idea though. Spending five hundred dollars would only leave me with a little over half of all my money.

      I plaster a fake smile on my face. “No, thank you.”

      “Okay, we’ll get started.”

      I hold open the door and direct as the movers bring in all of our furniture. There’s not much so it doesn’t take them long, thankfully. They’re in and out with every piece of furniture in just under an hour.

      Emotion and panic clog my throat as I swipe my card before they leave. I’m in a better spot now than I was right after Lilly was born, but the humiliation and fear that come with sliding a credit card through a machine hasn’t left me. My card has been denied too many times at too many places. Even when I know the money is in my bank account, I stare at the monitor with bated breath until approved flashes.

      I sag against the door when they leave. I reserved enough money for the move without having to tap into the extra cushion. I can now add the three hundred dollars back into my account, bringing the sum total up to $1,636.

      My goal for the day is to get Lilly settled and her room ready. The rest can wait until tomorrow. Lilly’s moved from the box she was perched on to the couch that was brought in first.

      “After I finish putting your bed together, I’ll need your help putting away your things.”

      “Okay,” she says.

      Without instructions, it takes a while to set up Lilly’s bed, but I manage to get it done just in time for a lame dinner of sandwiches and apple slices. My small trooper doesn’t complain though. She munches on her apples and chatters away. My brain barely processes any of her words, but I manage to nod and hum in the right spots.

      Once we finish dinner, we unpack her entire room. All of her clothes are put away, the toys are in her trunk, and the curtains are hung. I tuck her in when everything is settled and put away. She’s dead to the world by the time I plant a kiss on her forehead and exit the room.

      When I make it to my room, I want to fall to my knees and cry when I see the pieces of my bed leaning against the wall. It’s already late and I don’t think I can do one more minute of work.

      I push the mattress, cringing when it thuds against the floor. I wait for Lilly to come in wondering what the noise was, but I don’t hear any movement. My shoulders slump in relief.

      The sheets I washed earlier are in a crumbled pile on top of my dresser. I shake out of the flat sheet and place it on the bare mattress. I grab my pillow and a blanket and fall on top of the bed.
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      Hudson

      

      My tongue laps at the quickly melting snow cone in my hand. Red, sticky liquid is overflowing the sides of the white, triangular cup and coating my fingers, but it doesn’t stop me from licking the cold treat.

      I close my lips around the edge of the cup, sucking up some of the liquid. A dollop of bright red ice falls from the other side, plopping down on my thigh.

      “Shit.”

      I let go of the steering wheel with my clean hand and use the edge of my hand holding the snow cone to keep the wheel steady. My fingers scrape along my worn denim, picking up the ball of ice from my jeans. I jab my elbow against the button for the window and toss the ice into the street. The scorching air flowing inside glues my sticky hand to the steering wheel. I roll the window back up and go back in for another a lick.

      Every family barbecue, my job is to bring the ice and only the ice. None of them trust me enough to bring any kind of food. I’ve attempted to a few times over the years. None have turned out well.

      The first incident could’ve happened to anyone. I’m still not sure what exactly went wrong. I followed my friend Harper’s directions to a T. But my family cursed my name for three days after trying my buffalo chicken dip. If anyone mentions that dip anywhere near someone in my family, they shudder.

      Again, it could’ve happened to anyone.

      Every time I brought something after that, Mom would drop a place card in front of it labeled Hudson. And the dish would go untouched. A few times Mom even threw out the entire thing because it started to “make my kitchen smell.”

      Now, my job is ice.

      Last time, my brother Camden arrived with an entire brisket he’d paid some fucking grill master to teach him how to smoke. He hoisted that thing in the air as if presenting Simba to the fucking kingdom.

      It’s not easy to be the one who brings the best thing to the barbecue when the assigned item is ice.

      Here’s the thing about my family—we’re competitive. Very competitive. It’s the only reason I tried to make something. I don’t cook. I don’t even like to cook. But my brothers and I try to show each other up in every way possible, whether it’s food, chugging a beer the fastest, or completing a job before deadline and under budget. There are five of us. We’ve been competing our entire lives, competing to be the best. To be the favorite. To be the tallest. The strongest. The fastest.

      The one who can stuff the most marshmallows into our mouth.

      Whatever.

      Lately the competition between us has been worse. I’ve worked for my family’s business since I was a teenager, but I officially bought into Wells Builders a bit under a year ago, joining three of my older brothers. I’m the youngest to buy in. Dad made each of us wait until he deemed us ready. I bought in before my thirtieth birthday. Since the buy in, the competition between us has rocketed to a whole other level. It’s gone from fun and games to needing to best each other at everything.

      Which is how I ended up here, inside a snow cone truck, my hand on the sticky steering wheel as I drive through my parents’ neighborhood. I pry my hand from the fake leather wheel, waving at the kids playing on the expansive front lawns and soaking up their last weeks of summer vacation.

      The energy I get from this neighborhood is what I want to bring to my first project. Without a shadow of a doubt, this is a family neighborhood—whether the family has kids young enough to be playing on the front lawn and pointing at the snow cone truck driving by, or whether the kids are old enough to be driving said snow cone truck to visit their parents. Big, green lawns, large homes, and the Texas sun gracing every inch are just the cherries on top of a family-sized sundae.

      It’s what I scoured the Austin area for until I found the perfect location. My first build is going to be similar to this, but better. The big, green lawns will be massive lawns. The large homes will be fucking stately. The Texas sun will be joined by bluebonnets in the spring and some of the best views in the state.

      Pride surges through me as I turn onto my parents’ street, flicking a switch on the dash with a shit-eating grin on my face. Music blares through the speaker on top of the truck. My neighborhood is going to be the greatest first project out of all my brothers’, and none of them can compete with a snow cone truck either. When I turn in and honk the horn, my family files through the back gate off of the driveway.

      Mom’s hand is clutching the pearls at her throat, and her mouth opens and closes like a fish before she finally speaks. Through the windshield, I make out her lips forming the question she’s been asking all of our lives: Dear God, why?

      Dad and my uncle Rob burst out laughing. My uncle bends in half, his hands on his knees as he busts a gut. My cousins and their wives are shaking their heads and staring at me through the windshield like I’m crazy, but they’re all smiling.

      I save for last the reaction I’ve been anticipating since the idea popped into my head. My four brothers have their arms crossed over their chests, glowering. Their faces don’t disappoint. Outrage, shock, intense concentration as they think of a way to bring the attention back to themselves—it’s all there.

      Bested, motherfuckers.

      I roll down the window and lean out. “I brought the ice!”

      I lean back into the cab, switch the music off, open the door, and hop out. My grin grows as I amble over to Mom, bending to kiss her on the cheek. “I’m the favorite today.”

      “All of you boys are my favorite,” she says absentmindedly, shaking her head, still staring at the truck.

      “I even made sure your favorite flavor is stocked. I don’t know why anyone would want a pickle juice snow cone, but it’s there for you.”

      “Pickle juice snow cones are the best.” Her eyes shift to mine, narrowing slightly. “Don’t think a pickle juice snow cone will save you if you run over my flowers backing out of the driveway. And if this thing leaks oil . . .” She leaves her silent threat hanging in the air.

      I kiss her cheek once more and promise there will be no ruined bushes or driveways. After greeting everyone else gathered on the driveway, I saunter over to my brothers. The rest of the family goes into the backyard, leaving us out here.

      Under the taut silence between the five of us, the sizzle of meat on the grill fills the air, laced with low music playing through a speaker. I bite my tongue to keep from laughing and push my sunglasses up on my head.

      Maddox, my oldest brother, is the only one who didn’t go into Wells Builders. He’s a detective with the Austin Police Department. His mouth is set in its usual tight frown. My reflection shines back at me through his mirrored aviators.

      His brow arches over his shades. “Did you steal this?”

      “Would I do that?” I place my hand over my chest, taking a step back.

      “Yes,” Camden responds. He’s the second oldest and Dad’s right-hand man. He doesn’t oversee too many sites but instead has taken on the position of CFO. He’s a statistics nut and most of his interests point back to numbers in some way. Even his favorite sport—baseball. He’s the only guy who can turn an interesting and lively sports argument into something boring.

      “Definitely,” my other two brothers chime in.

      “I didn’t steal it, jackass.” A chuckle slips through. Camden probably does believe I stole it.

      “Did you buy it? Your dumbass would do that, too,” Dane says. Dane is closest to me in age. We’re just one year apart and we look like we could be twins.

      “I’ve told you, you can’t be that irresponsible with money,” Camden hisses, running a hand through his hair. This is part of the problem with my buy in and the site. Each of them believed Dad wouldn’t hand over any part of the company to me until I was fifty or something. My brothers will always see me as the troublemaker or the one who will do anything to win—including buying a snow cone truck. I want this neighborhood of mine to be the start of everything I’ve spent most of my life planning, but I also want it to be the piece of the puzzle that helps me prove myself to my family. I roll my eyes as Camden continues with his lecture. “Your inheritance should last you the rest of your life. Are you going to blow your budget on your project, too? If only you would let me help.”

      I don’t bother with a response. He wants to lecture me, not help me. I haven’t blown my inheritance and I won’t blow my budget. I could tell them that until the cows come home. They wouldn’t believe a word of it. I’ll have to prove it to them.

      “I rented it. Don’t be mad that you’re not creative enough to think of something like this.” My hand lands on Dane’s shoulder, patting him twice. He shrugs it off and lurches toward me, trying to put me in a headlock.

      Our three brothers step back to watch us.

      “Ten on Dane,” Maddox says.

      “I’ll take that bet,” Camden responds. “Dane is the underdog in this matchup. In fact—”

      “Don’t start,” Hendrix, the middle child, groans. “I don’t want to hear about your numbers. I’ll take the bet, too.”

      Dane and I crash into the side of the snow cone truck, both of us laughing while trying to secure the other’s head in a hold.

      “Get your asses over here,” Mom calls from the back gate. “I don’t care that you’re all over six feet tall. I will bend each of you over my knee and find my wooden spoon. Don’t test me.”

      I release Dane from my hold. “We’re sorry, Ma.”

      “Bunch of hooligans,” Mom mutters. “Dear God, why?”

      She walks back into the backyard. Dane shoves me one more time, making me chuckle before the five of us go after Mom.

      I wrap my arm around her thin shoulders when we get inside the yard. “You didn’t like my surprise?”

      “I’d be happier if you brought home a girl instead of a snow cone truck. It was very funny, but it’s time for you to grow up.”

      She walks away, leaving me speechless behind her.
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      Ava

      

      Lilly’s door creaks open and her feet drag along the carpet in the hallway as I’m whisking eggs and milk in a mixing bowl. A grin tugs at the corner of my lips when the dragging noises turn into a pitter-patter on the kitchen floor tile. I glance at her over my shoulder as she flops onto a dining chair.

      One little fist is rubbing her eye and her blond hair is in complete disarray. She’s been a fitful sleeper since she was a baby. With rumpled clothes, messy hair, and pillow creases marring her ivory skin, she looks like she’s been at a wild party all night.

      In appearance, she’s my little mini me. We have the some long, blond hair with a natural curl at the end and a pesky cowlick right at the crown of our heads. One day, I’ll teach her how to hide that spot with a hair dryer and round brush. Our eyes are the exact same shade of deep blue. She inherited her ivory skin tone, button nose, and petite frame from me, too. I don’t have pictures of myself from my childhood, but if I did, she and six-year-old me would look like twins.

      In the mornings though, I see her dad. If he didn’t need to be on base, he’d stumble out of bed and sit at our rickety table with his head propped against his hand, just like Lilly is doing right now. My heart pangs in my chest. I can almost visualize the grin he’d shoot my way if he were sitting at that table next to his daughter. The dull ache of losing someone never truly leaves. After six years, it’s not quite as sharp, but it’s a dull bruise that will never heal.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead.” I sing each word, forcing as much cheer into them as I can, and turn back to the task in front of me. Setting down the mixing bowl, I pluck a few slices of bread from the bag.

      Lilly grunts her response, showing me a glimpse into my future with a teenage daughter. When she’s old enough to drink coffee, she’s going to mainline the stuff. If she’s a zombie in the morning at this age, I don’t want to know what she’ll be like later. I can’t believe she’s almost six. It feels like a week ago I was in labor with her, and now we’re barreling toward first grade. Tomorrow, it’ll be college. Now that I have Lilly, every day passes in one second and it never feels like enough time.

      “I’m making french toast for breakfast.”

      This perks her up. She raises her head, looking at me. A small smile starts to spread across her face and the last bit of sleepiness disappears completely.

      “There she is.”

      “Have you sprinkled the magic dust?” Lilly cranes her neck to the side, trying to see over the breakfast bar and past me to the stove.

      “Of course not.” Lilly’s favorite part is sprinkling the cinnamon sugar on top of the bread. I use a fork to flip each piece in the egg-and-milk mixture.

      French toast is kind of my jam. When I left my mom’s house with very little kitchen knowledge, I survived on cereal for a long time—until I never wanted to look at a bowl of cereal again. French toast was the first breakfast meal I made without messing it up.

      “Come over here. It’s time for the magic.”

      Lilly skips over to the spot next to mine. When Lilly was younger, we ate french toast at a diner. She asked what made mine better and I said, “Magic dust.” Ever since, she’s insisted on applying the stuff herself. I hand her the shaker of cinnamon sugar and help her spread some over both sides of each slice of bread. It’s taken some practice. The first time I let her shake the powder over the bread, she tried to use the entire bottle. Now she knows the right amount for each piece.

      I swirl the melting butter with a spatula around the hot pan and pop in the first two pieces of bread. My hands land on Lilly’s shoulders to keep her back from the heat. She looks up at me, grinning, before facing the sizzling toast. We lean in at the same time, inhaling the sweet and spicy scent of the cinnamon sugar mixing with the melted butter.

      Lilly bounces on the balls of her feet. “Yummy!”

      “I know.” I release her shoulders and tug on a tangled lock of her hair. “Go sit at the table. It will be ready in a few.”

      Lilly spins and follows my directions, sitting back down at the table, waiting for her breakfast.

      “It’s our last week until school starts. I vote we end the summer on a high note and have fun every day this week. The last few days we’ve been either packing or unpacking. I think it’s time to have to some fun.”

      Planning activities with Lilly outside of the house is important to me. My mom never cared to spend time with me. She always chose men over me. The only time I did anything like going to parks, museums, or amusement parks was on field trips or if a friend invited me to go with them.

      “Yeah!” Lilly’s arms fall from the table as she bounces in her seat. “Can we go to the zoo?”

      I hesitate and my smile falters a bit. I hope the zoo here is free, or at the very least extremely inexpensive. “Maybe.”

      I pile the French toast on top of a plate and drop the next pieces into the hot butter mixture.

      “I think we should explore some parks first until we find your favorite one.”

      “The one with the best jungle gym!”

      “Exactly.”

      Last night I spent time looking for every park in our area. Lilly loves to play outside in the fresh air. And she’ll climb on anything she can. Since we’ve always lived in an apartment and never had a yard, I try to take her to a park as often as possible, even if it’s only for a few minutes.

      “Our park at home had the curvy monkey bars. Do you think any park here will have them?”

      At home.

      I bite my lip. I’ve tried to explain to Lilly that this is our new home. She seems to get it, but right now she’s still calling San Antonio “home.” I tried to find a teaching position in San Antonio but couldn’t. The only position I was offered was here in Austin.

      “I don’t know, baby, but we’ll try to find a park with curvy monkey bars. What else do you want?”

      “A really high jungle gym. One that touches the sky!”

      “Maybe not quite that high. What else?”

      Lilly hums, tapping her chin with her fingers. “A fort with a rock wall.”

      She continues to chatter about everything she wants her new park to have and sneaks in how much she wants to go see the giraffes at the zoo as I finish making our breakfast. As we eat, it continues to be a one-sided conversation. I know she’s itching to get out. We’ve been cooped up the past few days finishing unpacking all the boxes.

      All the boxes are empty. All of our clothes are hung up. Pictures are on the walls. Lights, water, internet, and cable are on. We’re completely moved in.

      A new city. A new park. A new zoo. A new life.
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        * * *

      

      The second I step out of the car, the sweltering sun on my skin overwhelms me. As I round the back of the car to get Lilly out, my eyes scan the acres of freshly cut grass and the playground area, looking for some shade. Every spot of shade is filled with parents and all the empty benches are smack dab in the sun.

      I release a resigned breath. It’s going to be a long, hot day. At least I brought a couple bottles of water for Lilly and me.

      When I open Lilly’s door, she’s already unbuckled the belt and hops out of her booster seat. She moves to take off running, but I grab her hand, stopping her progress.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hold your horses.”

      “Mom!”

      I cluck my tongue. “You know the rules. We walk over there together, and I find a spot so you know where to find me.”

      “But it’s right there,” she says, pointing and jumping up and down. The arm attached to me by her hand is wiggling like spaghetti.

      I scan my pick of hot benches and settle on the one right in the middle. It has the best view of the jungle gym, and the monkey bars are just to the left. The only part that’s slightly out of view is the swing set. Lilly doesn’t swing all the time; she prefers to climb.

      Lilly drags me toward the playground. I can’t blame her. Our lives have revolved around moving for the past few weeks. I’m determined to make this last week before real life starts the best it can be for the both of us. Lilly is starting first grade at a new school. The same school where I’ll be teaching third grade.

      Lilly takes a step toward the playground, but I hold on to her arm, keeping her by my side. “Sunscreen.”

      She groans, staring longingly toward the other kids playing and laughing. I pluck the sunscreen from my huge bag. It’s packed with everything we may need—water, snacks, a scorching-hot romance novel for me, and a coloring book for Lilly. Trying not to chuckle, I slather the sunscreen on Lilly as quickly as possible.

      “I’m going to be on this bench right here. Have fun.” Lilly takes off running before I even finish speaking, launching herself onto the braided rope netting and clambering to the top. Then she turns around, grinning at me.

      I wave, smiling back, and watch her disappear. I reach inside my purse, hunting for my sunglasses. Bottom of my bag, of course. I put them on and remove my camera from the bag next, popping off the lens cap. Flicking the on switch, I bring the camera to my eye and snap a few candid shots.

      The hot metal scalds my skin when I lean back on the bench. I scan the shady areas again. All the parents are still huddled underneath the trees, hogging every inch of shade there is. With that many people under the trees, the shade can’t be much cooler, but on the other hand, they aren’t being scorched by the sun.

      I flinch when a whoop goes up, startling me, followed by riotous laughter. I crane my head around and then chuckle.

      Four cackling kids are hanging off a tall man. A young boy hangs from each arm, their feet swinging back and forth with each step. A girl sits on each of his feet, their arms wrapped around his tree-trunk thighs. The added weight doesn’t seem to affect his walk in the slightest. Every long and powerful stride makes the girls attached to his legs clutch harder and giggle.

      The blond man is laughing, too. The man has his biceps flexed like he’s Mr. Universe. Every woman in his vicinity takes notice, but he hasn’t glanced at a single one of them.

      My mouth goes dry and the Texas heat ratchets up a few more notches.

      As he gets closer, cool sweat coats my palms and my heart starts galloping in my chest. Everything from the chiseled jaw, blond hair, and muscular form sets me on alert. I haven’t felt butterflies stirring in my stomach in a long, long time.

      Women creep out from the protection of the shade, inching closer to him. I snicker, watching the display. There’s hair fluffing, shirt straightening, and even a woman applying a fresh coat of lipstick.

      I can’t blame them.

      I’ve never seen someone as good-looking as him in real life. He belongs on a billboard in Times Square. When he reaches a bench and the kids leave him to run to the playground, the first woman approaches.

      I shake my head and turn my focus back toward Lilly. My heart drops into my stomach and my hands clutch the camera in my hands. She’s dangling upside down from a rung on the monkey bars. Her torso is swinging, each move gaining her more momentum until she catches another bar, just like an acrobat.

      The wild, fearless streak didn’t come from me, it came from her dad. He, too, loved defying gravity and testing the limits of physics. His idea of fun was strapping a parachute on his bag and launching himself out of plane a thousand feet above the ground with his US Army squad dropping right along with him.

      Lilly’s legs drop from the bar and the breath I’ve been holding whooshes out. My white-knuckled grip loosens from around my camera. Until she starts swinging again and her legs go back through the hole between two bars. Once again she’s hanging upside down with a smile on her face, and my entire body is frozen solid watching her.

      I flinch when a hand lands on my shoulder. My head whips to the side as I yank my body away. I already wasn’t breathing because of the acrobatic tricks my daughter was performing, but if I were, I would’ve lost my breath all over again.

      The man with the kids hanging off of him is sitting next to me, sans kids. His sunglasses are pushed to the top of his head, and crystal-blue eyes are focused on my face. There’s a crease between his dark blond brows as he stares at me. “Are you okay?”

      The deep timbre of his voice sends a shiver racing up my spine. “Are you okay?” He repeats his question after my continued silence.

      “Yes?” The statement comes out like a question. I clear my throat and slide a couple inches away from him. “Yes.”

      “I’ve been sitting here for a minute, trying to talk to you, and I swear you stopped breathing.”

      “My daughter—” I start, but stop, turning my face back to the monkey bars. Lilly is now swinging from the side of the monkey bars, rather than from the middle. I don’t know what she has planned, but she’s sure to send to me to an early grave. “I wasn’t breathing.” I point toward Lilly. “Do you see the blond girl hanging from the monkey bars? The one perfecting her circus routine?”

      “Yeah.” The stranger next to me slings an arm across the back of the bench, his warm skin is a hairsbreadth from my own.

      Lilly heaves her body one more time, swinging through the air, and let’s go of the monkey bars.

      We both gasp as she tucks her legs, does a backflip, and lands perfectly.

      “That’s why I wasn’t breathing.” I shudder but raise my camera, capturing Lilly with her chest puffed out and arms in the air, the pose she’s been striking since learning it in gymnastics.

      The stranger laughs.

      I shift my position, turning to face him slightly. “You were trying to speak to me?”

      His lips tip up on one side. “Yeah. I’m begging you to save me. I spotted you over here alone and told those women you’re my wife.”

      I laugh. “You had to tell them I’m your wife?”

      He shrugs. “It worked. It got me over here with you.”

      I roll my lips between my teeth to keep from smiling. “Where’s your real wife?” With the four kids he came with, he must be attached to someone.

      “Don’t have one. They’re not my kids. I’m babysitting for my cousins. They’re my nieces and nephews.”

      “Girlfriend?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      He smirks. “Interested?”

      I scoff and shake my head. “I’m not sure I’ve ever met a single man who’d spend his weekend watching four kids.”

      “I love kids.”

      My eyebrows shoot up into my hairline. A strange mixture of bafflement and pleasure swirls through me. It’s a simple statement, yet it packs a punch. I push aside the pleasure, not wanting to examine why it sort of thrills me that this insanely attractive and too charming man loves kids. I nod and go back to watching Lilly run around the playground, snapping a couple shots of her and the park. The stranger’s eyes are still on me, watching. His gaze rolls over my body like a caress.

      “What’s your name?”

      I glance at him again, raising my sunglasses to the top of my head. Even though the sun is burning my retinas, I hate having a conversation with someone when one of us is wearing sunglasses.

      “I knew your eyes would be amazing.” His deep voice has turned into a whisper. The compliment is so soft, I’m not sure he even meant to say it. I glance down at my lap, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. My chest and cheeks warm with the rush of crimson filling them. When I meet his gaze again, I’m mesmerized by the unabashed way he’s staring at me.

      I want to gather my things, my daughter, and run for the safety of home.

      I want to beg him not to look away.

      I’ve never felt a war like this inside of my own mind.

      “Ava.” A thousand questions swirl through my mind, but my name is the only word that surfaces.

      He smiles. “I’m Hudson.”
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      Hudson

      

      “Is your husband going to come along and blow my ruse? Is he going to throw me back to that pack of wolves?” I force my gaze from her eyes and down to her hands. No rings.

      Ava’s tongue pokes out between her twitching lips to wet them. I trace the movement with my eyes, unable to look away from the show. “No husband. I may blow your ruse though.”

      I lean toward her. “You’d do that? But you look so sweet.”

      And it’s true. The blue tank top, the exact shade of the blueberry snow cone I ate the other day, makes her tanned skin look lickable. It’s what first caught my eye as I carried the kids down the trail to the playground. When I took in the added bonus of long blond hair and tits just the right size for my palms, I walked faster.

      Four kids hanging off my body isn’t exactly easy, but the fiery adrenaline pumping through my veins made each kid feel featherlight. I was on a mission. I barely glanced at the women who approached on my walk toward Ava.

      That’s a first for me.

      I notice women. All women. Every size, shape, color, I love them all. The only thing that matters is that they’re at the very least twenty-one. Any younger would just be wrong.

      Once my eyes locked on Ava though, the other women fell away. What other women? There are no other women in the universe anymore. It’s a new experience, a new sensation. It’s just fucking new. And I want more of it.

      The last time I experienced this kind of heart-pounding, exhilarating, unknown adrenaline rush was when I stood on a platform at the state fair with a bungee cord attached to me.

      She shrugs and turns her face away from mine. “Looks can be deceiving.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second,” I say, challenging her. I want her bluebonnet eyes back on me. Is her blood running hot, too? Is her heart getting ready to burst from her chest?

      Ava scrunches her nose and shakes her head. “You’re right. I’m nice. I won’t sacrifice you just so I can sit alone on a bench.”

      My cheeks hurt from my grin. “I appreciate that.”

      Ava keeps her face turned away from me and pointed toward the playground. She raises the camera from her lap to her eye, and her finger presses the shutter button in rapid succession. My eyes drift that way, too. I do a quick head count, making sure all four of my cousin’s rascals are accounted for.

      “So,” I say breaking the silence. “No husband. Boyfriend? Girlfriend?”

      Ava chuckles, putting the camera on top of her bag in between us and placing her elbow on her knee, her head in her hand before facing me. “None of the above.”

      “Good.”

      One of her eyebrows arches higher. “It’s not too late to change my mind and throw you back to the wolves.” Ava and I both look toward the closest tree. The most aggressive of the pack slides her sunglasses down her nose, eyeing me like I’m her next meal and Ava is the fluffy little bunny in the way.

      I return my focus back to Ava just before she does the same to me.

      “Looks like they’re still waiting for you,” she chides.

      “I’m single, too. In case you were wondering.” I give her my sweetest smile, the one that saved me from Mom’s wooden spoon more times than I can count. Here’s hoping she doesn’t send me back over there with my tail tucked between my legs.

      “I wasn’t.” Ava brings her hand to her brow, shielding her eyes from the sun, and scans the playground. She lets out a groan. I bite back a laugh when I find the source of her anguish. Her daughter has moved on from the monkey bars to the obstacle course for big kids. She’s climbing a rope at a surprising speed to get to a small platform about six feet off the ground.

      “You weren’t wondering if I’m single?”

      “Nope.” She pops the p and doesn’t even look my way, but I don’t miss the small twitch at the corner of her lips before they twist into a grimace. Her hand reaches out for the camera, picking it up and aiming it at her daughter.

      “If you hate watching her do those daredevil tricks, why do you take pictures of it?”

      Ava sighs, her lips pursing as she sets the camera down between us again. Her hand comes up to her chest and rubs lightly. “When she’s older, I want her to have pictures of her memories. Even if she’s doing things I wish she wouldn’t, she loves it, and I don’t want to crush her spirit.”

      I open my mouth to ask more questions, like Who crushed yours? I want to pry into every nook and cranny of this woman’s mind. But I start off easy. “Are you a photographer?”

      “No.” She flicks her eyes to me. They get trapped on my lips, but when I smile she shakes herself and looks away. “I’m a teacher. Or I will be soon. It’s my first year.”

      “I’m surprised you’re actually using a camera. Most people use their phones for photos.”

      “Then they never get printed or hung on a wall. I like to fill our space with photos.”

      I can’t wipe the grin from my face. From the past minutes staring at Ava and catching glimpses of her daughter of the playground, I can imagine those pictures are something to see. And I want to see them.

      And, even stranger, I want to be in the pictures with them. I don’t understand why it’s crucial that I get to know Ava, I just know I want it more than I can fathom. When I find something I want, I always go for it with bullheaded force.

      “Are you from Austin?” she asks, changing the subject.

      “Born and raised. What about you?’

      She glances at me from the corner of her eye. “We just moved from San Antonio.”

      “I’d love to take you out. Maybe show you around.” I want to punch myself in the face for using that line. How fucking cliché. But I can’t let the opportunity to ask pass me by. My smile turns into the charming grin that I’ve heard is impossible to resist.
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        * * *

      

      “She turned you down?” Carmen asks, laughing.

      “Yes.” Ava. Beautiful Ava. I groan. She actually said no. Since I handed out my first valentine in kindergarten, it’s been a pretty consistent string of yeses.

      Ava said no.

      I’m not done trying. So she turned down a date. That’s okay, I’ll be her friend first. That worked for Liam and Savannah. She turned him down and now they’re married with a baby.

      Even the fact that Ava already has a kid doesn’t scare me off.

      I clap my hand against the granite countertop. “But I’m not giving up.”

      “Oh, mijo.” Carmen rolls her eyes, her head falling into her hands as she shakes her head. It’s a sight I’m familiar with. I’ve been on the receiving end of that gesture since I was kid. “As charming as you think you are—”

      “I’m very charming.”

      “—you can’t make a girl date you. She said no. She must have a reason to say no.”

      I wrap an arm around Carmen’s shoulders, bringing her short, round frame careening into my side. Carmen’s eyes light with delight. The wrinkles around them are deeper now, and there’s more gray spreading through her dark hair every year—each strand of which she attributes to me or my brothers. “I’ll give her a reason to say yes.”

      She taps my cheek like I’m a child. “Mijo.” I hear a lecture coming on. Growing up, I received as many lectures from her as I did Mom. Carmen may as well be my second mom. She was the Wells family housekeeper since before I was born. She even helped Mom through a surprise labor with me. She’s family.

      And, without her, I’d probably starve.

      “I know she said no. So I’m going to be her friend,” I say, staving off the lecture before it can begin.

      “Whose friend?” Brae asks as she walks into the kitchen from the back door, Callan hot on her heels.

      A year ago, Callan escaped the mafia with two bullet wounds as a parting gift, his little sister in tow. They’ve been living here for a while now while Callan works for me. At first, Callan was a friend of a friend I volunteered to help out. Now, he and Braelyn are just two more additions to the extended Mills clan, and I can’t imagine them living anywhere else. I like having them here. Without them, the six-bedroom, six-bath house can feel a bit lonely at times.

      “Hudson fell in love,” Carmen answers Brae’s question.

      “I didn’t fall in love.” I rub my middle finger along my brow. “I’m . . . interested.”

      Callan snorts. My head lifts, and I glower at him.

      “You’re ‘interested’?” Callan asks, quirking his brow.

      “Yeah.”

      Brae bounces on the balls of her feet and claps her hands in front of her in the way only an excited teenage girl can. Callan takes a seat on a barstool and pops a grape from the bowl sitting in the middle of the island into his mouth.

      “Is she going to be your girlfriend?” Brae asks.

      Callan snorts. “She turned him down.”

      I ignore him and turn to Braelyn, waggling my eyebrows. “She said no to a date. I’m going to convince her to be my friend. And if sparks fly . . .” I trail off and shrug, grinning.

      Braelyn sinks onto a barstool and swoons. “I love it.”

      “You would,” Callan mutters.

      Braelyn is obsessed with love. I don’t know if that’s normal for teenage girls, but she’s constantly reading romance books and wants everyone to be in a relationship.

      Much to Callan’s dismay, our young Brae has a friend/boyfriend situation. She swears they’re only friends, but they’re glued at the hip and can’t take their eyes off each other if they’re in the same room.

      “Where did you meet her?” Brae asks.

      “At the park. I was babysitting my cousin’s kids. She was there with her daughter.”

      “Dios mio,” Carmen hisses. “She’s a mom? You’re interested in a single mother?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh my gosh, I could babysit!” Brae exclaims.

      I smile at her. At least one person is on my side. Even if it is a teenage girl.

      “She is single, right?” Callan asks. “You’re not trying to hook up with a married lady, right?”

      “Yes, she’s single.” I shoot him the middle finger behind Brae’s back.

      “What’s your grand plan?” Callan asks sarcastically.

      “I’ll go back to the park. I’m sure she’ll show up eventually.”

      Callan stares at me blankly before throwing his head back and laughing.

      I pull my shoulders back, ready to defend myself.

      “You don’t have a kid,” he points out.

      “I know. I can still go to a park.”

      “So, let me get this straight,” he says through laughter. “A dude. Alone. Watching kids on a playground. Perfect plan.”

      Shit. I side-eye Braelyn.

      “You’re not taking my sister with you to try and hook up with this chick.”

      “It won’t be a hookup.” I know in my gut that this is different. I’m not saying I want to take her on a month-long vacation to a deserted island, but I sure as fuck want this to last longer than one night.

      “I’m too old anyway,” Brae pipes in. “Teenagers don’t really play on playgrounds where little kids do.”

      I just need a plan B. Ava will be my friend, one way or another.

      And once that happens, we’ll take it from there.
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      Hudson

      

      The blazing sunset beats down on the tall grass, turning it golden instead of green. A weak breeze rustles the grass, the empty field stretching into the distance. Other than that, silence. I place my brand-new, gleaming hard hat on my head.

      One of my favorite memories is sitting on Dad’s shoulders, him in work boots and a hard hat, as he looks over a piece of land before him. I’ve grown up on job sites and worked my way up through my family’s company since I was a kid.

      It was a foregone conclusion that I’d work for the company. Dad wouldn’t have forced me to though. He was perfectly content to let Maddox choose his own path—a path that strayed far from the company. But this, working for Wells Builders, is the only thing I ever wanted. And I knew I would be a part of the building process, not at a desk in the corporate offices.

      Sure, I have my office and I have to go there sometimes. It’s not my favorite, but it’s necessary on occasion. This is where I like to be. This is what I’ve always wanted.

      I crouch down and spread my fingers through the dirt. Soon enough, there will be a house standing here. The back will have floor-to-ceiling windows to showcase the prime view. After that house is complete, seventy-three more will go up right after it. A neighborhood with unbeatable views, large lots, custom homes, and premier amenities.

      Tomorrow we’ll start leveling the lots in preparation for the foundation. The dirt underneath my hands will be turned, the grass will be gone, and, before the end of the week, the foundation for the model home will be setting. And everything from the first shovelful of dirt to the last lick of paint is in my hands. This is my first time managing a project alone for the company. Everything from concept to execution. It’s a huge task, but one I’m more than ready for. I’ve been dreaming of my own neighborhood since I understood what my father built.

      Homes.

      My imagination takes off. Kids whizzing down the street on their bikes. Families hosting barbecues in the park. Block parties on the Fourth, watching fireworks light up the sky. The fictitious happy families in my mind morph into Ava and her daughter. Ava watching her daughter play on a jungle gym I’ve commissioned with her in mind.

      Ava hasn’t strayed far from my thoughts, cementing the fact that this is different. I’ve had one conversation with her, but she’s popped into my mind every hour since and I wish I had a way of contacting her.

      A car door slamming ruins my daydreams of a blond beauty. My head jerks up, turning toward the intruder. I’ve dreamed of having this moment to myself for a long time. Unease winds its way through me and my teeth grind together when my intruder, Camden, steps out of his sensible four-door gray Audi sedan.

      His fists prop on his hips as he surveys the land in front of him, his lip curling. Immediately my hackles rise.

      I push up from the dirt and stand, crossing my arms over my chest. Camden’s perusal of the area ends and his gaze lands on me. “Hudson.”

      “What are you doing here, Cam?”

      “Seeing what you’re willing to gamble your family’s life’s work on.”

      I spent the better part of a year searching for the right piece of land to build my first neighborhood. Our company does a little of everything—commercial buildings, apartments, affordable homes, and luxury living. Luxury is the most fascinating to me and the sector I want to master.

      There were many parcels of land for sale, but none of them were right until this one. I won it in a bidding war. Things go wrong on job sites. It’s part of the nature of this industry, but I need most things to go right to ensure my investment is profitable. There’s padding in my projected schedule, but I want to come in ahead of time.

      I didn’t choose this land without thinking about it, and I didn’t pick it with the intention of failing. Failure is not an option. My first project is bigger than any of my brothers dared after they bought in, but that doesn’t mean I’ll fail.

      I sneer. “Fuck you, brother.”

      The purr of an engine grabs our attention. Dad’s freshly washed truck pulls to a stop before he climbs out of the cab.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Standing on a build site the night before ground breaks is one of Dad’s traditions. It’s something he usually does alone, but he’s taken each of his sons with him a time or two. He takes in the land, touches the dirt, and prays.

      He knew I would be here, but I never thought he would come interrupt me. When I approached him about a luxury project, he didn’t balk. He just asked if I was ready. I assured him I was.

      I kneel down again, trying to find calm in the land beneath my palms. I’ve never really been one for prayer, but as my hands slide through the dirt and the grass tickles my arms, I think about each person who will come to this land. My crews of men and women working dangerous jobs, the families that are depending on me to give them a safe and secure home, and my family . . . who doesn’t have faith in me not to fuck up this job.

      “Dad,” I greet when his boots come into my peripheral vision.

      “Son.” He puts a hand on my shoulder. “Just wanted to see how you’re feeling about tomorrow.”

      “Confident.” I stand, facing my brother. “Why are you here?”

      “Checking in with Kevin.” Cam looks down at his shoes, kicking the dirt before raising his gaze to meet mine again. “There’s a buyer interested in this land. We can still get out of this. There’s still one signature needed to close. If you don’t sign, we can get out of this.”

      “Why would I want to get out of this? I’m putting every goddamn thing into this.”

      “If you fail—”

      “I’m not going to fail,” I roar, taking a step toward him.

      “Boys.” Dad steps between us. He doesn’t need to do this often. I’m not usually one to lose my temper, but dammit. My shoulders are starting to buckle under the disappointment of a family that apparently doesn’t believe in me. “Stop this.”

      My chest is heaving as frustration pours through me.

      “Hudson,” Dad says calmly, “I don’t think you’re going to fail, but maybe we should put this on hold. If it doesn’t turn out to your projections, we will hemorrhage money in the next quarter. There isn’t enough to pick up the slack.”

      “There won’t be slack to pick up,” I insist. When another rumbling engine catches my attention, I groan.

      It’s another black truck, an exact replica of mine. The only difference is the damn license plate.

      “This is just getting better and better,” I mumble under my breath.

      Kevin Thurber. He stumbles out of his truck, waves at us, and walks through the grass with a grin on his face. It’s the same grin that’s followed me everywhere since Cub Scouts. Kevin likes to pop up in my life like the worst game of whack-a-mole ever. Most of the time, it’s an annoyance I can swat down. Today though, he has the last contract I need to sign. Today, his presence is fucking welcome.

      When he reaches us, he steps up to me, holding out his hand. When I shake it, he tugs me forward, bringing me in for a hug. His over-the-top enthusiasm whenever he sees me is what annoys me the most.

      “I have that contract,” Kevin says. “How are you, Mr. Wells? Camden?”

      Both Dad and Camden grunt their responses. Kevin isn’t their favorite person either. I’m not sure what Kevin did to gain our account at his firm, but when he started popping into our office to say hello at least twice a week, none of us were happy.

      “Thanks.” I take the manila envelope from Kevin. I’ve read through this contract and only have to sign it again because of a damn typo in the last one. I pull the papers from the envelope. Kevin hands me a pen and I bend down, using my thigh as a table.

      “Dammit, Hudson,” Camden says. “If you screw us over . . .” He glances at Kevin, not wanting to air our dirty laundry in front of him.

      “I’m sure it’s going to be great,” Kevin says. “Everything Hudson touches turns to gold.”

      Over the fucking top, as usual. I hand back the signed contract. “Thanks.”

      Kevin puts away the papers, grinning. “Congratulations.”

      I nod my head but keep staring at him, hoping he’ll take the hint and leave.

      He falters for a moment, then looks down at his shoes, trying to hide his disappointment. “Let’s try to have lunch this week. My treat, of course.”

      “I’ll be busy with the site.” I know I’m being a dick, brushing him off, but after dealing with my family’s “support” tonight, I’m out of patience.

      Kevin finally walks away, leaving me with my family.

      “You shouldn’t have done that. You should’ve listened to reason,” Camden says.

      “That’s enough,” Dad says. “It’s done. He needs our support now. And we all need to hope this doesn’t destroy everything. Keep sharp, Hudson. I know you like to have your fun, but don’t let it distract you from what matters. You have the ability to take this on, but don’t throw it aside the minute a more appealing offer comes along.”

      My chest tightens and my hands curl into fists. Funny thing is, I thought I already had Dad’s blessing on this project. Bitterness floods me as my nostrils flare. I can’t stop myself from voicing my thoughts. “What happened to the support I had when I approached you with this project?”

      Dad stares into my eyes, taking the cowboy hat off his head and running his hand through his hair. “With each passing week, you seem to be growing this neighborhood more and more, scaling up the home sizes, adding a park and then a community center. It hasn’t stopped. This isn’t the same neighborhood you first pitched.”

      “I can handle this,” I say through gritted teeth. No letting on that his words have shaken me.

      Dad nods, placing his hat back on his head, looking out into the horizon before turning back toward me. “Make me proud.”

      I nod and watch Camden and Dad leave. I take a few more silent moments to try and recapture the feeling I had earlier. I’ll prove to them that I’m ready.

      As the sun sinks below the hills, I turn in a slow circle, taking in the uninterrupted land one last time before heading back to my truck and climbing up inside.

      As the engine roars to life, my phone rings. Marla flashes across my screen.

      I hit the button on the Bluetooth in my ear as I make my way down the freshly paved road. “ ’Lo.”

      “Your nephew is really upset,” my cousin’s wife says in lieu of a greeting.

      My brow furrows. “Which one?”

      “Gunner.”

      “Really?” Gunner is seven months old. He can’t talk.

      “No, dumbass.”

      “You’re sweet,” I reply dryly.

      Marla clucks her tongue. “Eli. Eli is really upset because you took his cousins to the park but didn’t take him.”

      “Justin and Lauren needed a babysitter. They have four kids. Four. There’s only one of me. If I’d taken your brood along, that would have been six kids. I can’t handle that.” I lift my hand from the center console and rub it along my jaw. I can’t even imagine the chaos of watching that many kids.

      “I need a babysitter. Only for Eli though. Gunner has a doctor’s appointment. I hate dragging him with us and making him wait through all that.”

      I sigh. “When?”

      “Tomorrow. School is about to start, so if you’re going to take him out, then it needs to be tomorrow.”

      “I’m working.”

      Marla doesn’t reply. Rustling noises come over the line, like I’ve been put in a pocket, followed by low murmurs too quiet for me to make out.

      “Marla?”

      “Uncle Hudson?”

      Fuck. “Hey, Eli. What’s going on, man?”

      His breath hitches and his voice breaks when he starts speaking again. “I want to hang out with you, too.”

      I have to be at the site in the morning when they break ground, but I had been planning to head to the office after that. It’s not ideal, but I can shuffle things around or bring some work home tomorrow night. I grit my teeth before plastering a smile on my face. “How ’bout tomorrow, bud? Just you and me.”

      As if those were the magic words, the quiet sounds of him tearing up vanish and he cheers into the phone. A moment later Marla is back on the line.

      “You’re playing dirty.”

      She laughs. “See you tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      “Lions!” Eli roars, mimicking a lion. We arrived at the sprawling Austin Zoo a couple minutes ago and he’s already requested to see three different animals first.

      Shrieking children stream from every direction. I cringe and crack my neck, wiping the sweat from my forehead. We aren’t the only ones to come to the zoo today. I haven’t been here in a long time. The packed walkways are going to be difficult to maneuver.

      “You want to see the lions first?” Any hope you’ll only want to see the lions, kid?

      I don’t have the patience for this today. The knot that started forming this morning when my family showed up just as the engines of the scraper roared to life is only getting worse, thanks to kids screaming, the stench of body odor in packed spaces, and the demands of my nephew. I just want to sit on a stool at The Cellar, slugging back a cold beer.

      “Yeah! Lions first!” His fist shoots into the air and his torso leans forward. I fist the back of his green shirt, keeping him from taking off without me.

      “Grab my hand.”

      I turn my hand over, palm side up, waiting for him to grab it. A man herding his kids almost bowls Eli over, but I tug him against me before he has the chance.

      “Watch it,” I growl at the passing man. “Come on, grab my hand, kid.”

      Frustration edges my tone. Frustration I’m trying to push aside for my nephew, so he can have a good day.

      “I’m not a baby, Uncle Hudson.”

      Fuck. He sounds like me just this morning as I argued with my brothers. Each of them criticized me for everything—the crew I’d chosen, how many lots I was leveling on day one, how I’d scheduled deliveries. When Dane stepped in, trying to hand out instructions to one of my workers, I’d had it.

      They may be my big brothers, but I’m far from the irresponsible class clown I was in high school.

      Their mutters as they returned to their cars have clogged my ears all day and kept me on the verge of snapping.

      “It’s my hand or I’ll find one of those leashes,” I say, pointing to a kid on a leash as he walks by with his parent behind him.

      Eli’s hand immediately snags mine. That’s what I thought. I look around, reading the signs. When I spot a wooden arrow with yellow writing pointing toward Big Cats, I tow Eli through a swarm of people in that direction.

      “Are lions your favorite animal?”

      “I don’t know. What’s your favorite animal, Uncle Hudson?”

      A grin tugs at one side of my mouth. The knot at the base of my neck eases a little bit. “Lions.”

      Eli smiles brightly and bounces up and down on his feet. “This is the best day ever! Much better than the park.”

      I glance down at Eli. His smile hits me square in the chest and he’s looking at me like I’m Superman. My shoulders ease down from the tense position they’ve been locked in all day. This five-year-old may not know exactly what I do, but he believes in me, and I’m going to take it.

      So this morning didn’t go as planned. At the end of the day though, my neighborhood is starting. Soon enough, homes will be towering into the sky. I’m not trapped in an office. Instead, I’m hanging with a pretty cool kid.

      I bend over, swinging Eli up onto my shoulders. He winds his hands into my hair, trying to steer me. I let him drop back to the ground when we reach the lion enclosure.

      Eli finds an open spot among the group, pressing his face against the glass as the massive animal strolls past, heading toward a rocky landscape. The lion jumps his way to the top, leaping from rock to rock as Eli watches, entranced. “Whoa!”

      The lion pauses on the highest rock, looking down through the glass at the humans watching him below, and roars. Eli spins around, stretching to his tip toes, throwing his head back, and releases the most ferocious sound he can create from his little body.

      I dig into the pocket of my jeans, grabbing my phone. “Do it again.”

      I snap a couple pictures while he roars again. As I swipe through the new photos, picking one to send to his parents, Ava with her bulky camera pops into my head. Maybe I should print this one out. If she were here with her kid, she’d be snapping away for sure. I could distract her while she took pictures, brush her long, silky hair behind her shoulder, plant my lips at the base of her jaw—

      Eli crashes into me, ruining my daydream before it can turn into a fantasy.

      “What’s next, kid?”

      By the time we’ve made it through the tigers, bears, and elephants, my earlier frustration has morphed into contentment. Eli and I mimic each animal, taking pictures and videos of each other.

      We’re walking through the shade under a canopy of trees in the African Safari park, full of hot dogs and funnel cake, when Eli tugs on my hand.

      “Look! Those people are feeding the giraffes.”

      I follow his pointing finger and come to a complete stop.
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      Ava

      

      “They’re so tall!” Lilly grips the smooth wooden railing, watching the giraffes amble through their enclosure. Iconic African trees are spread throughout the enclosure, providing some shade for the animals as a rocky river runs through the center. One giraffe is comically leaned over, drinking water from the river.

      My nose scrunches as I step up next to her, watching three giraffes pass us. These giraffes need a bath. Do they give zoo animals a bath?

      “Can you ride a giraffe?” Lilly asks.

      “No, sweetie, but you can ride a camel.”

      Lilly whips around, staring at me with wide eyes and arched brows. Her open mouth slowly curves up and I want to eat the words that just came out of my mouth. Her eyes glaze over and I know she’s picturing riding a camel. It’s going to be something that she sets out to do.

      “We don’t have camel rides here, but y’all can feed the giraffes.”

      I turn slowly, glaring at the guy who opened his big mouth.

      Lilly claps her hands and nods frantically, her hair bouncing all over the place as she stares up at the man in wonder. “I can feed them?”

      A zoo employee just had to approach us. He can’t possibly realize he’s killing me slowly, but come on, does he have to use children to upsell their parents? Sure, the guy looks innocent enough. Twenty something, earnest. The shocking red mop on top of his head, pimpled face, and polite smile all communicate an honest love of animals. He’s only doing his job. He can’t know my financial situation.

      But I do feel a bit conned. He asked her, not me. Does he expect a young girl to say no? Hell, I don’t want to say no, and I’m twenty-four.

      The man grins and dips down. “Of course you can feed them.” Aaaand here it comes. He turns to face me. “I can take cash or card right here. It’s thirty-eight dollars per person.”

      A choked laugh escapes me. Forty dollars to feed a giraffe? What are they feeding it, straw made of gold?

      I glare at the zoo employee. He raises his brows, oblivious. I want to lift him up by his green polo and feed him to the giraffes. Or the lions.

      “Four for the giraffe feeding,” a deep voice says from behind me. Even under the blazing sun, my skin breaks out in goose bumps.

      I look over my shoulder. My eyes immediately lock on Hudson’s. His light blue eyes are crinkled in the corners and dancing with mischief.

      I spin toward him. He’s close, almost too close. If I inhale deep enough, my chest will graze his. I want to. I’m tempted to test my theory, just once.

      “Are we going to feed them, Uncle Hudson?” The young boy at Hudson’s side is barely in my peripheral vision, but I can’t tear my focus away from the brawny man in front of me. I can’t stop myself. I take a deep breath. The fabric of my top skims along Hudson’s chest just for a moment.

      His crystal-blue orbs ignite and smolder but don’t stray from mine as he answers the little boy. “Yeah.”

      When Hudson hands over a credit card, I’m snapped from my daze. “I can’t let you pay for this.”

      Hudson shrugs. “It’s already done. My treat. It’ll be fun.”

      “Hudson.”

      His big hand lands on my shoulder, his thumb sweeping across the exposed skin. He squeezes once before letting go. “Please.”

      His touch only lasted a second, but the heat lingers on my skin. After a moment, I nod once, agreeing. “Fine. Thank you.”

      Hudson grins.

      “I’m Lilly. Mommy says I can’t ride a giraffe. Will you let me?”

      I take a big step back from Hudson. He makes me forget where I am when he stares at me with his bright blue eyes, his deep voice entrancing me. He frowns slightly before sliding his focus to my daughter. His lips stretch across his face again.

      “Nice to meet you, Lilly.” He holds his hand up for a high five. Lilly jumps, slapping his hand as hard as she can. “I’m Hudson. You can’t ride giraffes, but you can ride an elephant.”

      “An elephant and a camel?”

      Hudson laughs. “Yeah, sure can.”

      “Do you know my mom?” Her blond hair cascades down her side as she tips her head to the side, regarding him with her mouth screwed to the side and furrowed brows.

      “I met her the other day at the park while you were playing. We’re friends.”

      I snort. I’m not sure I would call us friends. We’ve barely had one conversation. His finger brushed my shoulder. I’m more turned on by that small action than I have been in years. We’re not friends. I should stay far, far away from him.

      Hudson is trouble.

      Devilishly handsome trouble.

      Trouble walked in and out of my mom’s life for as long as I can remember. And her anger and hatred toward me grew worse and worse after each man left through her revolving door.

      “This is my nephew Eli,” Hudson says to Lilly.

      Eli tucks his hands into his pockets and lifts his chin in the way some men do. I cough to cover my snicker, but Hudson lets his laugh break free. Lilly’s round cheeks turn rosy as she waves at Eli, clutching my hand in hers. Eli slices his eyes to Hudson and stands a little bit taller under his uncle’s approving gaze. Eli could be Hudson’s son, they look similar enough, and Eli clearly worships him.

      I rub my free hand along my neck, covering my racing pulse point. Watching Hudson with kids cannot send me into a tizzy. I can’t let that happen.

      The teenage con artist struts back, handing Hudson his card with a grin so wide I can see his molars. I purse my lips. That grin has to be because he went from suckering two people to four. He guides us toward a balcony, motioning to the spots where we should stand for the easiest access. Lilly’s and Eli’s fidgeting gets worse the longer he carries on with his careful instructions.

      Hudson and I stand next to each other as the kids wait for the giraffes to come toward us. I nab my camera out of my bag and take a few shots of the kids. My brave girl steps up first, holding her steady hand out to the giraffe and smiling the entire time. When she reaches her other hand out for Eli and he grabs it, tears prick my eyes.

      Hudson nudges my shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Thanks for this. She’s loving it.”

      Hudson stares into my eyes. “I’m loving this, too.”
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      Ava

      

      It’s three seconds into the school year, and I’m ready to run out of this classroom, find a dark room, and curl into a ball while rocking back and forth.

      During my last year of college, I student taught as a requirement for my degree and teaching certification. I’ve led a classroom of young kids before. This time though, there isn’t a more seasoned teacher next to me, helping guide me.

      It’s just me and twenty-three pairs of eyes staring at me. Class officially started eight seconds ago. And I’m standing here wringing my hands and counting the seconds ticking by in my head.

      Smile, Ava.

      My mouth forms a tremulous smile.

      Okay, good. Kind of.

      Speak, Ava.

      Thirteen seconds of complete silence pass before I open my mouth.

      “Welcome back to school. I hope y’all had a great summer. I’m Ms. Kincaid. I’ll be your third grade teacher. I promise that we’ll have fun as well as learn.”

      I stop speaking, letting my introduction settle over the students. I make eye contact with a few kids, then sweep my gaze over the whole classroom.

      My limbs sag with the weight of their stares. I glance at the clock hanging in the corner. Forty-five seconds. Six hours, fifty-nine minutes, and ten seconds to go. I have to fill this silence all day.

      Hopefully Lilly is faring better than me.

      I edge closer to my desk, pressing my thigh against the corner to ground myself. My shaking knees feel like they’re about to give out.

      “First things first, let’s get to know each other a bit and share a thing or two about our summers. I’ll go first. I’m new to the Austin area. I’m from San Antonio. My favorite animal is a giraffe. The highlight of my summer was last week, when my daughter and I went to the zoo. We had the opportunity to feed the giraffes.”

      A memory of Hudson standing close to me rockets through my mind. Just the memory of his skin brushing mine raises the hairs on my arms. I shake my head, forcing back the reverie.

      I don’t know how many seconds have passed now, but I feel like a giant failure.

      The classes I student taught for weren’t filled with vicious third graders. Those students seemed nicer. Here, there’s not one student smiling at me.

      My trembling hand wraps around my lukewarm coffee cup, bringing it to my lips, but my hand is shaking so violently some spills over the side, landing on my white blouse.

      Wonderful.

      I grab a handful of tissues, dabbing the spot. Determined to push through and act as if nothing has happened, I smile at each student. One student snorts and another outright laughs, but it’s the few students in the front of the room who smile back that give me the confidence to keep the ball rolling. “Any volunteers to go next?”

      A girl sitting at the first table, her glasses electric blue, shoots her hand in the air. I grin and point at her. The moment she begins to speak, the clamp on my lungs eases a bit and my breath starts to steady.

      I keep my smile in place as I walk to my desk to grab my seating chart. Currently it’s blank, but as we go around the room, I’ll fill it in. I’m quick to memorize names, but I need to have a seating chart handy for subs, just in case. Though I really shouldn’t be thinking about the need for substitute teachers on day one.

      I move through the class, one student at a time. Each tells me their name and a little about themselves and their summer. My chart is coming along nicely. It’s only when I get to one student that I pause.

      “My name is Hudson . . .” He doesn’t trail off, but I don’t hear the rest of what he says. I manage to keep a smile on my face, but my mind drifts to another Hudson for the second time in a matter of minutes. One with blue eyes and blond hair and a devastatingly handsome face.

      His eyes captivated me and held me prisoner the first time we met. When he asked me out, I wanted to say yes, but no came flying out of my mouth without any hesitation. Hudson’s eyes widened and his eyebrows rose slightly before he schooled his features. Just before he nodded his head and accepted my refusal, his eyes bored into mine and his shoulders pulled back. He didn’t press, simply nodded his head and continued to chat with me until his niece was ready to go home.

      As much as I wanted to say yes, saying no was the right decision. I know his type. Without a doubt, he’s a playboy. That’s the only type of man my mom brought around, and I can spot one from a mile away. I’m sure he goes from girl to girl. He was obviously surprised when I said no. Has he ever heard a refusal before? That guy is not an option for me. I can’t bring that type of instability anywhere near Lilly.

      When Lilly and I ran into him at the zoo though, he didn’t ask again. A part of me I’m trying to ignore was upset and a little disappointed that he didn’t ask, but I moved past it. I’m sure I’ll never see him again. Even if he were looking for more than a one-night stand, he would have no idea what he’s getting himself into with a single mom.

      The fact that he’s already distracted me twice from my class is just another confirmation that I made the right decision.

      I tune back into my class just in time for student Hudson to finish his introduction.

      “That sounds like a great summer,” I say. Here’s hoping he didn’t talk about sitting at home on a couch the entire break.

      My sweep of the open-plan classroom for the next volunteer snags on a woman standing in the back. A mass of tight curls frames her round face and pudgy cheeks. A cold sweat breaks over my skin under her head-to-toe perusal. The stain on my shirt feels magnified under her icy stare.

      I don’t wait for another student to volunteer. I call on the boy who laughed when I spilled coffee on myself.

      “My name is Warner and this is dumb.”

      My eyes fly to the back of the classroom. The imposing woman standing there, the freaking principal, shakes her head before continuing her walk down the hall. I hold back a groan and turn to face Warner. Was she there long enough to notice me staring off into space?

      “That is not the question I asked you to answer. You are required to complete every assignment, regardless of your opinion. Every single person in this classroom deserves respect and we will all give it to each other. Start over. Tell me your name, something about yourself, and something about your summer.”

      Warner stares at me. A couple of his friends snicker. A proud smirk crosses his face before he opens his mouth again. I’d hoped to be graced with the best of students, the perfect classroom full of kids eager to learn. We’d bond and they would remember me fondly as they went on to the next grade at the end of the year.

      What a joke.

      I match Warner’s stare and wait for him to answer the question. He does. Reluctantly. It feels like a minor win this morning.

      By the end of the day, the brown coffee stain on my shirt mixes nicely with the orange french dressing on the other side of my top. I look like I’ve been in the middle of a food fight. My hair is frizzy and has completely lost its bouncy curl. I’ve been choking back tears for the last two hours. It wasn’t until the last thirty minutes that I realized dry-erase marker was streaked across my cheek.

      I underestimated Warner. By the time class assembled after lunch, he’d roped other students into joining his little army of torture. The barbs and laughs kept coming all day. I tried to restore order. I failed.

      Lilly is sitting at one of the tables in my now-empty classroom with her head down on top of her arms. We’ve agreed that she’ll come to my room at the end of the day and wait for me until I’m done with bus duty. I collapse into the desk next to her and turn toward her.

      My arms open up and Lilly crashes into me, wrapping her arms around my neck. Her squeeze is so tight she’s expelling all the oxygen from my body, but the warmth of my little girl against me after a long day is filling me with life.

      I lean back, running a hand over her tangled hair. “How was your day?”

      “Fine.”

      So her day wasn’t exactly a peach either. “Did you make any friends?”

      She shakes her head. “No, but I still have my friends at home.”

      “Honey,” I say, preparing myself for a breakdown, “this is our home now. We can still visit your friends in San Antonio, but we need to make new friends here.”

      Her teeth run over her bottom lip and her eyes fill with tears before her fist wipes them away. “Okay.”

      I sit silently for a few more seconds, waiting for a tantrum, but it doesn’t come.

      “Ms. Kincaid.” I spin in my seat, turning to meet the hostile glare I caught several times throughout the day. Her eyes fall on Lilly and her lips flatten into a thin line. “May I speak with you? In the hallway.”

      “Of course.” I stand, sweeping my hand over Lilly’s head one last time before marching to my slaughter.

      When I shuffle into the hallway, Eunice Pritchett, the principal, is standing ramrod straight with her hands clasped in front of her. The boxy purple suit she’s wearing looks as crisp and starched as if she’d just pulled it off a hanger fresh from the drycleaner.

      Her eyes sweep my hair down to my top and then to the run in my stocking. The bridge of her nose crinkles. “You have toilet paper stuck to your shoe.”

      My chin quivers and my hand falls to my stomach. Sure enough, there’s a strand of toilet paper stuck under the toe of my shoe.

      “Just a second please.” I turn, hustle back into my room, grab a tissue, and tear the offending item off the sole of my shoe. My nose stings and my eyes burn, but I take a deep breath and scurry back into the hallway.

      “Eunice,” I begin. “I’m—”

      “It’s Mrs. Pritchett.”

      The scolding tone knocks me back. Suddenly I’m three feet tall in front of my mother, listening to her berate me for coming out of my room when one of her “friends” was visiting. Bile works its way up my throat and steals my ability to speak. I nod, hating myself just a little bit. Hating that just a tone of voice can send me back to my perpetually angry mother and the vile way she made me feel.

      “It’s the first day of school and you’ve already lost control of your classroom. It’s embarrassing and, frankly, disgraceful. This school is known for its high-performing students and excellent test scores. I will not have you ruining our streak.”

      “Mrs. Pritchett—”

      “I witnessed you distracted multiple times throughout the day and I even saw you with your cell phone out while the children were working on an assignment.”

      I close my eyes. I forgot to silence my phone this morning. It hardly ever goes off. Lilly is always with me and it’s not like I have friends beating down my door. Except this morning I received a phone call. Spam. At the worst time. I hadn’t even noticed Mrs. Pritchett in the hallway as I dove to silence my phone. Hudson popped into my mind a couple times throughout the day, entrancing me from far away. Damn those baby blues and the dimples that poke out when he smiles.

      Between the phone incident, daydreaming about Hudson, and first-day-of-school nerves. I wasn’t on my A game. I wasn’t on my B game, either.

      Hell, I wasn’t even on my D game.

      I swallow. “I’m—”

      Mrs. Pritchett cuts me off again. “I’ll be monitoring you more throughout the week. Get your act together and eliminate your distractions or that class will eat you alive.” Her eyes move to the wall of bookcases that divides my classroom from the hallway and the other open-plan classrooms. To Lilly, on the other side of that bookcase.

      She spins before I can say anything or even attempt to stand up for myself. But before she gets more than a couple feet down the hallway, she stops, turning on her heel. “You should have your husband come get your daughter after school. You should use this time to focus on lesson plans and be available for meetings.”

      “I’m a single mother.”

      Her eyes rove over me again and she sighs. “Of course. My mistake.”

      My bottom lip trembles and heat creeps up my neck and cheeks. The single tear I’ve held back all day finally falls from one eye. I wipe it away, walking back into the classroom with a smile on my face for Lilly.
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      Hudson

      

      My knuckles rap against Roman and Harper’s front door. This is my last shot. My cousins are busy doing stuff as a family, and Savannah flat out refused.

      “Answer the door, Roman,” I call out, turning my face toward the hidden camera. Roman’s house is rigged with cameras at every angle. The guys from his security firm regularly monitor the exterior of their house. I wave at the camera in case Kiernan is working behind the screens.

      I haven’t seen Ava in over a week. It’s the weekend now, so hopefully she’ll be at the park with her daughter. I just need an excuse to go to the park. Seeing her will turn this shitty week around and get my mind off of the missing materials at the site.

      Roman opens the door, his body filling most of the frame.

      I start speaking before he can even open his mouth. “Is Harper here? I need to ask both of you a question.”

      Roman steps back from the door, allowing me past him. “Come on.”

      I follow Roman into their living room. Harper is sitting on the massive sectional, buried deep in its depths, holding their son Caden and feeding him from a bottle. Roman plops down next to her, stretching his arm around her.

      The picture-perfect family.

      Before Roman stormed back into Harper’s life, this is what Mom wanted for me. She wanted me to be the man planted on that big couch with my arm wrapped around Harper while she held our child.

      Harper is a fucking knockout, it’s true.

      But she’s like my sister. Although, I did pretend to be her boyfriend for five minutes when Harper wasn’t ready to forgive Roman for his ten-year absence. I didn’t like him all that much at first, but now, he’s one of my closest friends.

      “Hudson. What are you doing here?” Harper sits up straight, adjusting Caden in her arms and resituating the bottle.

      I stand in front of them and prop my fists on my hips. “I need to borrow your baby.”

      Roman’s dark eyebrows shoot up his forehead and Harper jolts. I stand my ground. I’ve been turned down by everyone else. Roman and Harper will let me take their baby to the damn park.

      “Excuse me?” Harper asks.

      I repeat myself. “I need to borrow your baby. Roman, do you have one of those baby backpack things?”

      Roman grins, shaking his head. “Baby backpack?”

      “You know, those things that you stuff a kid into. You don’t have to hold them, they’re just like strapped to you?”

      Harper nestles Caden closer to her. “You’re not stuffing my baby into anything!”

      Roman cracks up, his arm skimming up and down her arm in a calming gesture. “Yeah, we have one of those. Why do you need to borrow my boy?”

      “He has a name,” Harper mutters, tucking Caden even closer to her. She pulls the bottle from Caden’s mouth and he smacks his lips. He’s fucking cute. He’ll be perfect.

      “I know he has a name.”

      Harper rolls her eyes, sagging against Roman. “Okay. I’ll bite. Why do you want to ‘borrow’ Caden?”

      The quotes around the word borrow are accompanied by another eye roll.

      I hesitate, scratching the back of my neck. “To go to the park.” It’s not a lie. It’s also not the full truth.

      “Are you wanting to use my son to pick up girls?” Her mouth is hanging open as she stares at me. “Seriously?”

      I cringe and shudder. The last word was in a high enough in octave that only dogs should’ve heard it. “No, not girls. One girl. Woman. Singular.”

      Roman laughs again. “Yeah, take Caden.” His face drops into Harper’s neck. “We could use some alone time.”

      “Absolutely not,” Harper says, leaning away from her husband.

      “I won’t let anything happen to him. Caden and I will enjoy some bonding time at the park in the sunshine. It’ll be good. I promise.”

      Roman takes Caden from Harper’s arms and hands him to me. He crashes against my chest, giggling. I run my palm down his back and bounce him.

      “Hey, little man,” I whisper. “I’m gonna need to you to look extra cute today.” He grins and pats my cheek while laughing, like he knows exactly what I’m asking him to do. “Yeah, just like that, little man.”

      “I’ll go get the baby backpack.” Roman chuckles as he walks out of the room.

      “Oh my God. I can’t believe I’m letting this happen.” Harper stands, then walks up to me and jabs a finger in my chest. “If you let anything happen to him, I will kill you myself, Hudson Wells. And if this woman is a prostitute or something, I’ll double kill you and then have Roman hide your body.”

      I press Caden’s head to my chest and cover his exposed ear with my hand. “You let your son hear such violence,” I joke. “I don’t pay for sex. I do just fine on my own.”

      She scoffs.

      “She’s a teacher and a single mom. And so damn beautiful. I’m taking a page from Liam’s book. I’m going to be her friend first, and hopefully she’ll go out on a date with me later.”

      “A date?” Harper asks, raising her brows.

      “Yeah.” I take my hand from Caden’s ear and bounce him in my arms.

      She grins. “This is going to be fun.”

      “What?”

      “Watching someone knock you on your ass. Can I be there when you tell your mom you found someone? She’s going to throw a parade if one of her boys gets hitched.”

      This is probably true. I groan. “Slow down. I’ve met her once. I want to take her on a date, not take her to Vegas and give her my name.”

      Harper’s grin turned into a full-fledged smile. “Yeah, we’ll see.”

      Roman comes into the room carrying a green diaper bag and the baby holder. He puts the bag on my free shoulder and drops the baby holder and a set of keys into my hand. “Take my truck. His car seat is in there. Get out of here.”

      Roman turns to his wife and bends over, shoving his shoulder into her stomach and tossing her over his shoulder. Harper laughs as Roman strides down the hallway.

      “Take care of my boy,” Roman calls out. I shake my head and walk out of the door.

      I got the baby. Now I just hope Ava’s at the park so I can get the girl.
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      “How the fu—” I glance up at the baby still sitting in his car seat. “Sorry, little man.”

      How in the hell does this thing work? The baby backpack has so many straps I’m not sure what goes where. I thought I had it the first time, but it ended up being upside down. Caden would’ve fallen straight through. I’m pretty sure Harper would serve my balls up in a skillet if I let that happen.

      “Wanna give me a hint, Caden? How does this thing work?”

      He laughs and claps his hands together, spit drooling out the side of his mouth.

      “It’s funny, huh? The big guy can’t figure this out.”

      “Bah. Gah.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      After a few more minutes of struggling, I figure it out. I take Caden out of his car seat and tuck him into the pocket on my chest. My hand braces under his butt and I grit my teeth as I release him, praying he won’t fall through.

      “Told you I’d get it.” I keep one hand braced underneath him anyway, just in case this thing decides to fall apart on me.

      I nab a baseball cap from the front seat of Roman’s truck and pull it down on my head. I start for the trail that leads to the playground and benches, hoping she’s there.

      I’m taking a shot in the dark. My cousins say this is the best park in the area, plus it’s the first weekend since school started. Which I know because a few guys from my crew took Monday morning off to take their kids to the first day of school.

      As soon as I round the bend in the walkway, I spot her. Raw, frantic energy zips through my veins. My body has one mission. My feet pound against the pavement as I speed up. My eyes go right to her. She’s standing next to the wood fort with her hands on her slender hips, staring up at her daughter. Lilly is kicking a pointed toe in front of her, then bringing it down in front of the other foot as she slowly crosses the railing of the bridge. Her arms stick straight out at her sides like it’s a balance beam.

      I grin. Ava’s got a little hellion on her hands. I hope she has some of that same fire inside of her.

      “Ready, Caden? I need you to work your magic, buddy. Turn on that charm. Your dad got your mom with that swagger of his. Show me some of that, kid.”

      Her melodic voice drifts over to me as I get close. “Lilly, get down right now.”

      “I’m almost there, Mom.” Lilly’s tongue is sticking out the side of her mouth. I stop at the edge of the dirt, watching them together. Ava’s daughter is like a tiny replica of her. The same eyes, blond hair, and sun-kissed skin.

      “Lilly, get down. Right. Now.”

      Lilly huffs and jumps. Ava yells her name at the same time I suck in a lungful of air as Lilly jumps from the bridge to the ground. She sticks the landing.

      “Not what I meant, Lilly.” There’s an edge in Ava’s voice that I haven’t heard before, but I’ve heard it plenty from my own mom.

      “I’m sorry, Mommy.” Lilly’s head turns toward the ground and her shoulders slump forward.

      I slowly back toward the benches, giving them some privacy. Caden coos when I reach the bench and start bouncing him.

      A moment later, Lilly takes off running back toward the fort. Ava is crouched on her knees. She rubs a hand along her forehead. Her shoulders heave once on a deep breath before she stand and turns toward the benches.

      And freezes.

      A bright flush creeps up her chest and neck. I don’t take my eyes from her as she makes the decision to walk over. My smile grows with every step she takes.

      “Are you a manny?” Ava props a hand over her eyes, blocking the sun.

      “Nope.” My face feels like it’s going to split in half from my grin. I’ve been quick to smile and laugh my entire life; I chase every good time I can find. But with just a sentence from Ava, I’m having the time of my life and smiling in a way I didn’t know was possible.

      “You just happen to have a flock of children at your disposal?”

      I shrug. “Something like that.”

      Caden turns his head as much as possible in the carrier, craning to see Ava. When his eyes lock on her, he starts gabbing in his baby language.

      “I think someone wants to meet you.” I incline my head to Caden.

      Ava’s eyes drop from mine to the excited baby strapped to my chest. She gasps and rushes forward to the little amber-eyed guy. Caden is Roman’s twin with the exception of his eyes. That whiskey color comes straight from Harper. They’re shocking against Caden’s olive skin.

      “Oh my gosh. You’re so handsome.”

      I swear Caden smirks.

      Ava chuckles, stroking his cheek with the back of her finger. “Is this your move?”

      “My move?”

      “To get me to go on a date with you.” Ava curls her hair behind her ear. I have the urge to reach out and feather the strands between my fingers. Would it feel like silk? How would it feel wrapped around my hand while I’m buried to the hilt inside of her?

      I give her a sheepish smile and shrug. “No date, but I figured you couldn’t say no to being my friend if I had this little guy as my wingman.”

      Ava stares at me, her eyes bouncing back and forth between mine. “He is hard to resist.”

      The “he” in that sentence is meant for Caden, but the warmth that fills her eyes gives me hope that she secretly means it’s me who’s hard to resist. I lift Caden’s hand and clap it against my own. “Nice job, little dude.”

      Ava chuckles. “Friends?”

      “Yeah, friends.”

      Ava turns her eyes back to the playground for a minute, scanning the vast area until they lock on her daughter, and then back on me. “Okay,” she finally says.

      “Let’s get a drink together.”

      Ava laughs. I take in every part of her while she laughs—her shaking shoulders, arched neck, and bouncing tits. “That sounds like a date.”

      I shake my head. “Friends go get drinks together. I go get drinks with my friends all the time.”

      After another minute of silence, I decide to add a little bit more to my offer. “Coffee. Tea. Lunch. Anything, really.”

      Ava straightens her spine, rubbing the palms of her hands down the tops of her thighs. “I’ll have to find a sitter.”

      Carmen’s face immediately pops into my mind. She’d be thrilled. It’s two wins in one. “I know someone who will do it. She’d love to watch your daughter. Anytime you want, really. She loves kids.”

      “I’ll have to meet her.” Her teeth run over her bottom lip. Her stare is fixated on her daughter playing on the monkey bars.

      “Consider it done. Whenever you want, I’ll set it up.”

      “I haven’t found a sitter since moving here, so I really appreciate that. Who is she?”

      I gesture toward the bench. When she sits, I take the spot next to her, leaving hardly any space. I’m going to be her friend and hope that it will turn into more, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to go easy on her. Ava’s breath hitches when our knees graze each other. I know she’s feeling what I’m feeling. I just need her to admit it.

      “Her name is Carmen. In short, she’s my housekeeper, but really she’s like my second mother. She’ll jump at any chance to take care of kids. So will my mom, but I thought it might be too soon for that. We’ll save meeting the parents for another time.” I wink.

      Ava gives me a weak smile before sighing. “Hudson.”

      I squeeze her hand gently. It takes every ounce of willpower I possess to remove my hand from hers afterward, but I manage. “It was a joke. Honest. We’re friends. There’s no meeting the parents happening here.” I nudge her with my elbow.

      It works. Her face brightens again and her posture relaxes. “Do you think Carmen would come to my apartment?”

      “I’m sure she would. Where do you live? I can set up a time for y’all to meet.”

      “I live in the Bridgestone Apartments, not far from here.”

      “No way.” I throw my head back and laugh. “That’s where Carmen lives. This is even better.”

      Ava’s eyes are bright and excited as her smile widens into an open-mouthed grin. “Are you serious?”

      “Yep.” As cheesy as it sounds, the stars are fucking aligning. Fate is stepping in. Kismet. Whatever I want to call this, it’s happening. “How’s later this afternoon?”

      “Sure,” she says.

      After Ava gives me her apartment unit and contact information, I fire off a message to Carmen, asking her if she’d meet with Ava and Lilly and possibly babysit. Just as I knew she would, she’s ecstatic at the thought of helping someone out.

      “So, when we met, I told you I’m a teacher. You didn’t tell me anything about yourself. What do you do?” Ava sweeps her hair to one side, exposing the long column of her neck. I hone in on that spot, desperate to get a taste of her. My gaze slowly slides up her neck, to her lips, mimicking the trail I want to trace with my tongue. I put my hand on the back of Caden’s head, reminding myself I have a baby against me and I cannot get hard right now.

      I cough before meeting Ava’s eyes. From the mirth dancing in them, she knows the thoughts racing through my mind.

      “I co-own a construction company with three of my brothers and my dad.” My teeth grind together. I’ve never uttered that sentence with so much bitterness. Most of the time, I’m happy to talk about it. Not after this week. Materials have been disappearing.

      I didn’t notice at first.

      Camden dropped in one day “just because.” He was the one to discover that half a pallet’s worth of drywall was unaccounted for.

      Yesterday, an entire delivery of brick up and vanished. I was questioning Cesar, one of my crew, when Dane popped up behind me and heard about the missing brick. Within twenty minutes, I’d received a call from my whole family—minus Maddox, who couldn’t give a shit about our projects.

      “Three of your brothers?” Ava’s brows arch high over her eyes as she mouths wow.

      “Yeah, I have four, but one didn’t join the family business. He’s a detective for the APD.” Pride for Maddox swells in my chest. He rose in the ranks of the department quickly after he returned from serving our country. The rest of my brothers are bastards though. No feelings of pride for them.

      The divide between us is new and only started when I bought into the company.

      “Did that upset your dad?” There’s a subtle hesitation in her voice.

      I wave my hand. “Not at all.”

      When Caden lets out a snore, my eyes lock with Ava’s and we chuckle. He fell asleep against my chest a few minutes ago. There’s a wet spot forming beneath his drool, but I don’t give a rat’s ass.

      “When do you need to get the little guy home to his parents?”

      I take a peek at my watch. “Soon. Harper is probably ready to send out a search party. Roman might need some more time though.” I smirk.

      “More time for what?” Her brows are pointed down and her head tips to the side.

      “When I left, Roman had just thrown Harper over his shoulder and was marching to their bedroom.”

      Ava’s hand claps over her mouth and her breath hitches again. I’m coming to really like that little hitch. When she removes her hand, her voice comes out slightly raspy. “I thought that only happened in books.”

      I suppress the groan that wants to break free. My cock hardens with the promise of the things I would do to Ava, for Ava. I’d carry her caveman style and fuck her all over my house. I bite my tongue to cover the groan that almost slips free with that thought. My voice is strained. “Nope.” I look right into her eyes. “That doesn’t only happen in books.”

      “Oh,” she breathes, her bright blue orbs glued to mine.

      “Mommy, I’m hungry.”

      Our connection breaks as our heads swivel toward Lilly. A streak of dirt is smudged on her sun-stained cheeks.

      “Lilly, remember Hudson? And this little guy is Caden.” Eyes matching Ava’s pin me to my place.

      “Hi,” Lilly says, grinning.

      “Hey, blueberry.” The nickname just slips out. Ava’s eyes remind me of a bluebonnet field, and Lilly’s color matches. A bluebonnet and a blueberry. Lilly giggles.

      “Ready to go, sweetie?” Ava asks Lilly.

      She nods and waves at me.

      Ava gives me a wave, too. “Bye, Hudson. I’ll see you soon.”

      Soon as in tomorrow.
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      I set a bowl of orange slices on the table in front of where Lilly is working on her homework. She has to complete an art project depicting her summer.

      I pick up the scissors and the picture of a giraffe we printed at the library earlier.

      “A new friend of mine is coming over soon.” I slowly trace the giraffe’s skinny legs with the blade of the scissors, making the cut as clean as possible.

      “Okay.” Lilly’s tongue is poking out the side of her mouth as she draws a swimming pool with a little girl waving in the middle of the water.

      “She might watch you sometimes if I need to go out.”

      “Why can’t Susie watch me?”

      I put down the scissors and rub her arm. She hasn’t broken down about this move. Perhaps she’s young enough to just bounce back from the change. But a breakdown could happen at any moment, set off by anything. “We live too far away.”

      “Will I see Susie again?”

      Susie and I met in college and quickly became friends. She was a recently divorced empty nester and I was a new mom barely in my twenties. My old friends slowly drifted away after I found out I was pregnant. No college freshman wants to hang out with a screaming baby.

      I related more to fifty-year-old Susie than to my college-grad friends.

      “Of course you’ll see Susie again. She said she’d come up for your birthday. She just won’t be able to babysit you.”

      I brace for tears, but none emerge. She shrugs and goes back to coloring. “Okay.”

      I relax into the chair and munch on an orange slice, thankful a tantrum or breakdown has been avoided for another day.

      An hour later, a heavy knock sounds through the apartment. I open the door, expecting Carmen, but it’s a food delivery driver. His bright blue T-shirt is wrinkled. There’s a white earphone hanging around his neck and the other is stuck in his ear.

      “I’m sorry. I think you have the wrong apartment. I didn’t order any food.”

      He glances down at the paper receipt in his hand while blowing out an exasperated breath through his lips. “Are you Ava Kincaid?”

      I edge the door closed an inch, blocking the inside of the apartment. “Yes?”

      “Here you go.” The deliveryman hands me an envelope and then a bag of food and turns.

      “Wait,” I call out, stepping into the breezeway. “What do I owe you?”

      “It’s taken care of,” he responds as he jogs sideways down the concrete stairs.

      I take the bag of food and the envelope into the apartment and set it on the kitchen counter. I open the envelope first. A thick piece of stationery falls out. It’s heavy white card stock with a linen texture. A thin, black border meets in two letters at the top.

      

      HW

      

      Hudson Wells.

      I place my hand over my stomach, trying to calm the racing butterflies.

      

      Every new Austinite needs to eat Torchy’s. Happy housewarming, friend.

      —Hudson

      

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek to stop my lips from turning up. This can’t be happening. My heart shouldn’t be racing for a “friend.” My fingers skim over his initials at the top of the card.

      Steam rises from the bag when I open it. I peer inside and snort. There are enough tacos to feed us for a week. Either he thinks we’re carbo-loading for a marathon or he ordered the entire menu. I groan when I pull a to-go bowl from the bag and smell the queso. My weakness.

      Each wrapped taco is still hot as I take them from the bag and pile them on the counter. A mixture of smoky fajita, spicy jalapeno, and doughy tortilla scents hit me so hard my stomach growls. This is much better than the meal I planned for tonight.

      When I’m done piling the food on the counter, we have twenty-five tacos—twenty-five!—bowls of salsa, guacamole, and queso, and three bags of chips. There’s even a side salad, but with the taco feast in front of me, I’m not too concerned about eating enough greens tonight.

      Maybe I’ll take the salad for lunch tomorrow.

      No, I’m taking the leftover tacos.

      My finger taps against my lower lip as I stare at the tacos. My hand strikes out, grabbing my phone when I can’t ignore the smile anymore. This is a treat. Lilly and I don’t go out to eat often. I reserve that for special occasions or the rare time I can spare the cash.

      If Hudson were standing in front of me, my first urge would to be to kiss him. I’d want to properly thank him by tasting him before and after the tacos. My cheeks are flushed as I type out my message.

      

      Ava: They have Torchy’s in San Antonio.

      Hudson: It’s different when you’re in Austin.

      Ava: Thank you. How’d you know I didn’t want to cook tonight?

      Hudson: Because I’m your friend. ;)

      

      I shake my head and chuckle.

      

      Ava: It’s only been a day and you’re turning out to be a pretty decent friend.

      Hudson: I’ll be the best damn friend you’ve ever had.

      

      An ache hits me between my legs. A sensation I haven’t felt in a long time. Why do I feel like the word “friend” is turning into something dirty?

      Before I can reply, another knock sounds at the door. At the door, I find a short, curvy, older Hispanic woman. Her beautifully tan skin and dark hair highlight her amber eyes. A smile spreads across her face, accentuating the wrinkles lining the sides of her mouth.

      “So, you’re the girl who turned down my Hudson.”

      I balk, my mouth opening and closing, unsure what to say. She’s smiling, but did I offend her by declining a date with Hudson?

      Carmen starts laughing. “Good for you, chica. A woman saying no to him is exactly what that boy needs.”

      “Wh-what?” I stammer.

      “You are the first girl he’s actually interested in. That boy needs to learn to work for it. What he wants usually comes too easily.”

      This confirms my fear. He’s a playboy. A total playboy. That doesn’t matter though because we’re friends and it’s going to stay that way. My mom easily fell for the charms of men, and once they’d had their fill of her, they would leave her without looking back. I won’t repeat her mistakes.

      Anyhow, I’m not interested in him.

      Liar, my heart screams while my mind contradicts and plants a sign declaring stay away.

      “Come on in.” I sweep my arm, gesturing Carmen inside. “Which building are you in?

      “The one right next door. I’m in unit 3714.”

      “That’s great,” I respond with genuine happiness. If Lilly likes Carmen, which I don’t foresee being a problem, it’d be great to have someone so close in case of an emergency. Hudson is our only friend in the area, so I won’t be going out all the time, but it’s nice to have the option.

      Sometimes I need an afternoon by myself in a dark theater with a bucket of popcorn and chocolaty candy.

      Carmen sits on the floor next to Lilly and starts helping her with her art project, immediately winning her over. One of Carmen’s hands is anchoring the construction paper while Lilly smooshes glue over the surface. Carmen’s other hand is holding a taco. I sit in the kitchen, watching them bond while eating my own tacos. After Carmen leaves, Lilly starts asking when she can see Carmen again and if she can stay over for a slumber party.

      When I crawl into bed, I can’t resist one last text for the night.

      

      Ava: Carmen is a godsend. This has been the best day since moving to Austin and it’s because of you, friend.
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      Hudson: Can I see you tomorrow?

      

      I stare down at the phone in my lap, waiting for a reply. It’s been ten minutes and still nothing. The game on the TV screen goes completely ignored by me. My attention is focused on the blank screen of my phone.

      Callan knocks his knuckles against the wall before coming into the room and slumping into the chair next to mine. I take the offered beer from his hand, wrapping my fingers around the cool neck.

      The low grinding noise of Callan’s teeth is audible over the sound from the TV. His eyebrows are pinched together and his hand is clutching his bottle tightly. “I’ll figure out what’s happening on the job site.”

      I twist off the top, tossing it into the trash can in the corner of the room, and take a swig. “It’s not your fault, man. We’ll figure it out.”

      “You’ve trusted me.”

      Callan has come a long way from the grumpy, angry Chicago transplant. He’s quickly become someone I trust. “I still trust you. I know this shit at the site isn’t you. You’re not the one stealing, and it’s not your fault.”

      This morning, Callan opened three different five-gallon paint jugs. Each was empty, with no explanation for where the paint had gone. Our numbers aren’t adding up and the shit keeps piling on with each new lot started.

      I’ve been ignoring Camden’s calls since he discovered the missing drywall. I know he’s combing through the files on my computer to see if I’m ordering more material because I’m mismanaging the site. The truth is worse: the stuff is growing legs and walking off.

      “Callan, we’ll figure it out.” My family’s constant contact and the looks they’re giving me, as if this is going straight to hell, is stressing me out. The added problem of theft makes it feel like an elephant is sitting on my chest, but this is my problem, not Callan’s.

      “It’s my responsibility. You put me in charge of each of the guys.”

      “Don’t take this on, brother.”

      He grunts, but changes the subject. I’m happy to let him. “How’d your baby plan work out?”

      “Great. I borrowed Caden and he charmed her. She agreed to hang out with me as friends.” I want to pump my fist in the air. I made progress with Ava today. I have her number and potential plans to see her. I want it to happen tomorrow.

      Callan snorts, twisting the cap off his bottle. “Think you can really be her friend?”

      “I’m going to try.” I don’t know what it is about Ava or why I’m so completely drawn to her. All I know is I want to peel back her layers, know every inch of her body, and simply be with her. No, I don’t want it. I need it. “I sent her Torchy’s to welcome her to Austin.”

      “Damn, man. Should I be offended you didn’t take Brae and me to Torchy’s when we moved in? Are we not special enough?”

      Callan flicks his bottle cap at me, laughing.

      I punch his shoulder. “Shut the fuck up.”

      “When are you hanging out with her?”

      “Tomorrow, if I have any say in the matter.” I look at my phone again, bringing the screen to life.

      No messages. I scrub a hand over my face, my scruff scratching against my palm.

      “Carmen is going to babysit her daughter.” I open my messages app, checking to make sure I didn’t miss a notification or dismiss it on accident. Fuck. I’m turning into a teenage girl.

      I force the phone back down onto my lap. Callan’s eyes are on my phone until they meet mine. He smirks. “No shit?”

      “Yeah, they live in the same complex.”

      The smile slides off of Callan’s face. He rubs his hand along the back of his neck and squeezes hard, emphasizing the tension in his shoulders.

      “What’s going on?” I sit up straighter in my chair, pushing the mute button on the remote.

      “There’s a two-bedroom opening up in Carmen’s building. Right across the breezeway from her. I put in an application today. Who knows if I’ll actually get it, but it’s time for Brae and me to get out of your hair.”

      “You can stay here as long as you want. You’re not an issue and neither is Brae. I love that kid.”

      Callan nods. “ ’Preciate it, man. But I need to get us our own place. You haven’t charged me rent and I finally have enough stashed away that I can really do this. I need to do this for us.”

      I take a drink of my beer, washing away the disappointment. Callan and Brae brought life into my house. But this is something he deserves and something he’s worked hard to provide for Brae. “Understood. When?”

      “Unit opens up in a month. I should hear back about the application in a few days or so. Carmen put in a good word for me at the front office, so hopefully they’ll overlook the shit on my background check.”

      “Dude, you got custody of your younger sister and a steady job at the most profitable construction company in the city. They’d be fools to turn you down.”

      Callan keeps his past mafia life quiet, but he came forward about his record when I offered him a job. He was too honorable to take it without coming clean to me, but it’s just a few misdemeanors that he worked off with community service. The fact that it tarnishes his name isn’t something he is willing to let go, however.

      “They don’t know me. They only see what’s on paper. That shit will mark me for the rest of my life. You hired me and let me live here because James is like family to you.”

      This is true. Or at least, it was initially. James is like a brother to me. And James considers Callan like his brother, therefore he’s mine as well. We take care of our own. Callan’s love for his sister, his dedication to every job, his honesty and strength made me admire him. He gives Brae everything he never had and makes me damn proud to call him family.

      “You’re always welcome here, man.”

      “Thanks,” Callan says, squeezing the back of his neck. I know it hasn’t been easy for him to accept everything our group has given him. I hope one day he’ll get used to having people at his back who care about him and his sister.

      When my phone dings, I type my password wrong three times before I get it right.

      

      Ava: Tomorrow is Sunday. For this mom and teacher, that means it’s a day of work getting ready for the next day and I go to sleep early.

      

      I blow a breath through my lips. Fuck.

      My phone chimes again.

      

      Ava: If Carmen is available next Friday, how about that drink?

      

      Carmen will be free. Even if I have to pay her to cancel plans with her bingo buddies and be available. I’ll do it.

      

      Hudson: Can’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava

      

      I collapse against the empty wall in my closet, staring at the clothes hanging across from me. I told myself I wouldn’t let myself get distracted by him, but it’s been a long week at school where things are getting better at the speed of a turtle. Going out with Hudson tonight is a little bit of a treat for me. What am I supposed to wear on a non-date with a friend that I’m attracted to as way more than a friend?

      Hell, I don’t even have date clothes. I scrub my hands down my face. I should’ve already done my hair and makeup, but my hair is still in a clip and my face only has moisturizer on it. I’m running out of time.

      Carmen showed up two hours ago, taking Lilly to her apartment. Two hours I should’ve been using to get ready, but instead, I wasted a good portion of that pacing the floor in front of my bed and mindlessly scrubbing the already clean kitchen counter. What am I doing? Can I actually hang out with Hudson “as friends”?

      I know he wants more.

      I want more.

      I haven’t had sex since the night Lilly was conceived. I’m hardly a virgin, and Wes wasn’t my first time. It’s just been a long time. After Lilly, I was so consumed with motherhood and finishing school that I didn’t even think about it. That part of myself mostly lay dormant, but now it’s awake.

      The fingers Hudson used to skim my shoulder at the zoo have been on my mind. His rough hands and strong wrists. Every outfit I stare at, I think about the places he could caress me with those fingers.

      And I shouldn’t.

      This is not a date. Why do I keep having to remind myself of that fact?

      “Choose something,” I scold myself. I groan, raking my hand through my hair. I take a deep, settling breath and approach my clothes again.

      A light pink top I bought for school catches my eye. It’s sleeveless with buttons up the front, completely appropriate for work, but it can also be sexy if I don’t button it up as high as I normally do. That top would work perfectly with my favorite pair of jeans.

      The pair of jeans every girl has. The pair that makes every curve irresistible.

      A weight lifts from my shoulders when I place the outfit on the bed and go into the bathroom. Pinching the clip and letting my hair fall, I take inventory and breathe another sigh of relief. It’s not bad at all. I’ll need to smooth a few places with my curling iron, but really it dried nicely.

      I rush through my makeup process, keeping it light and simple. I’m swiping on light pink gloss when Hudson knocks on the door.

      When I open it, he takes my breath away. His jeans are tight over his muscular thighs, highlighting their power. His deep gray Henley is tight across his chest and shoulders.

      “Hey, bluebonnet.”

      My head tilts to the side. “Bluebonnet?”

      “Your eyes,” he says. “They’re the exact shade of bluebonnets.”

      I laugh. “I think that’s the most Texan comparison I’ve ever heard.”

      Hudson’s smile is charming as he shrugs. “What can I say? Texas runs deeps in my veins.”

      I laugh again.

      “Bluebonnets are kind of my good luck charm.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “I’ll tell you about it at dinner. Are you ready?”

      I grab my purse from the entryway table. “Ready.”

      Hudson stands close to me with his hand on my lower back as I lock the door. He keeps his hand in that position as he escorts me down the stairs and all the way to his truck. My skin breaks out in goose bumps when his thumb caresses my back in a slow stroke. When his hand falls away to open the passenger door, the heat lingers.

      “Mind if we make a pit stop on our way to dinner?” he asks.

      “Not at all.”

      Hudson grins and puts the truck in reverse. Those damn butterflies come back every time I catch him glancing at me during our ride. Hudson’s low, gritty voice sings along with Dylan Scott on the radio. An adorable Texas twang I haven’t heard from him comes out with “My Girl.”

      The defenses I shored up against him are crumbling down around me, and the excuses running through my head don’t seem to matter as much as they did earlier.

      Hudson pulls into a new neighborhood development. There aren’t any houses yet and there’s no sign on the neighborhood entrance.

      “Do you plan to bury me out here or something?” I ask. The neighborhood is sitting near the top of a hill. There aren’t many other neighborhoods up here.

      “If I did that, I wouldn’t have anything pretty to look at.”

      I scoff. “Is it normally that easy for you? A smooth line and that’s all it takes?”

      Hudson parks, turns off the truck, and scrubs his hand over the back of his head. His lips push together as if he’s holding in a laugh.

      “Stay there,” he says as he gets out of the truck and jogs around to my side. I’ve just unclicked my seatbelt when the door opens. I hop down with Hudson’s help. His hands clutch on my hips and there’s a sliver of space between us. My hands fist at my sides. I refuse to lay them on his chest.

      Friends.

      We’re friends.

      His eyes roam all over my face before pausing and locking on my lips. His tongue wets his bottom lip and his thumbs move under my top and brush along my hip bones.

      “Yeah,” he says. “I won’t lie, it’s usually pretty easy for me.”

      I smirk and raise a brow. I had him pegged the moment I saw him. He swings through life going from girl to girl. I can’t offer him that.

      Hudson uses his grip on me to close the tiny bit of space between us. His strong form is pressed against me and my hands start to tremble with the longing to touch him. My breath hitches.

      One hand releases my hip and moves to the side of my neck. His thumb pushes my chin up, until my eyes are staring into his. The roughness of his thumb glides along my jaw and cheek.

      “I know tonight is about ‘friendship.’ ” I can hear the quotes around friendship. “Make no mistake though. I want you. It’s been easy for me in the past, but you aren’t them. I didn’t want them the way I want you.”

      Before I can form a response, Hudson bends and kisses the edge of my jaw. “Come on.” He tugs my hand, moving me away from the truck and I’m still stunned silent and trying to keep up.

      “My company started construction on this piece of land recently. It’s going to be a luxury neighborhood. It’s the first project that’s been solely mine. It took me a while to find the right parcel of land. When I saw this place though, I knew it was the one.”

      He grins at me and guides me to an open field. The view from this point is amazing, the best parts of Texas spreading before us. A dirt trail winds through the grass.

      “Stay right here,” Hudson says and takes off at a jog toward a trailer parked on one of the lots. He’s back almost as quickly as he left. A huge cardboard box is in his hands and a charming, boyish grin on his handsome face.

      “What’s that?” I ask pointing to the box when he’s close enough to hear me.

      “Patience,” he says, shaking his head. “The lots in this neighborhood are big, but a lot of the land will go mostly untouched. I’m adding a trail that winds through the neighborhood. When I found this parcel, it was filled with bluebonnets. I had to have it as soon as I saw it. The bluebonnets sold me on it. I plotted the entire neighborhood to preserve the areas densest with flowers. They’ll surround the houses, trails, and parks come spring.”

      Hudson places the box on the ground and opens the flaps, taking out something dark blue. He holds it up for me to see.

      Bluebonnet Trails. The sign is metal and painted a dark blue. The letters are elegantly curved and strung together.

      “That’s what I’m naming the neighborhood. So, you see, bluebonnet,” his smile turns teasing at his newly minted nickname for me, “bluebonnets are kind of my thing.”
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      Ava

      

      My knees are between Hudson’s legs. The two-top bar table we’re sitting at has a view of downtown Austin, but neither one of us is staring at the view the glittering city lights. We’re completely focused on each other. Hudson’s eyes heat every time they drop from my eyes to my lips and slowly scan the rest of my face before landing on my eyes again.

      “Tell me about Lilly’s dad,” Hudson says. “Is he in the picture?”

      “That’s a little personal,” I mumble. I’d rather avoid the topic, as well as further irritating the dull bruise of loss. I laugh nervously.

      “It would be for a first date, but we’re friends. Friends ask each other the hard questions.” Hudson grins, arching an eyebrow. I lick my lips wondering if I should pick up the gauntlet he just threw down and admit this could be a first date.

      Instead, I laugh and push his shoulder, shaking my head. “Fine.” I take a moment to start. “He’s not in Lilly’s life.”

      Hudson grumbles something under his breath and shakes his head. “Let me guess, he found out you were pregnant and he took off on you? You’re better off without him.”

      I scoff. “No, not at all.”

      Hudson leans forward. “So why isn’t he in her life? I can’t imagine turning my back on that little girl.”

      “His name was Wes.” His name comes out on a sigh. “It was a one-night stand. He was stationed at an army base in San Antonio.” My friends and I had to use fake IDs to get into the bar where I met Wes. God, I was so young. But after that one night, I had to grow up fast. It was going to be a wild night to kick off going to college to have even more wild nights. Soon after my wild nights transformed into sleepless nights with a newborn and a broken heart.

      “Does he know about her?” Hudson asks, leaning forward more.

      I’m not ready to answer his question, even though I should have seen it coming. The first time I walked into that bar, it was cheap and loud and so full. So many men watching me. I hated that I was so desperate for attention, but it’s not like I got any at home. Wes gave me a lot of attention that night.

      Thankfully, the place was popular with the people stationed at the base. When I found out I was pregnant, I went back to that bar a second time to see if I could find him. He was there that night, so I didn’t have to keep coming back. As soon as I walked in, he came right up to me and I spit it out. He was shocked to say the least.

      “We never had a relationship,” I finally answer, “but we became best friends over my pregnancy and he took care of me after my mom kicked me out.”

      “She kicked you out? What about your dad?”

      “Don’t know him.” I sink as much don’t go there into my tone as possible.

      “Fuck. I want to know about that, too, but tell me what happened with Wes.”

      “Wes stood by me. I had Lilly, and the next day, he was driving home to get the car seat because we’d forgotten it in our haste to get to the hospital.” I swallow, then force the next part out. The words still hurt to this day—a bruise that will never quite heal. “He was killed by a drunk driver.”

      “Fuck,” Hudson hisses, reaching out to grab my hand. I swallow past the pain and meet his eyes when he squeezes my hand, anchoring me to our spot in front of the Austin skyline.

      “Yeah. He loved Lilly so much.” My throat closes up. He was so excited to be a dad and he would’ve been the best. I miss him every day. I try to tell Lilly stories about him all the time. I only had him in my life for a short time, but for that time, he was truly all I had. And, even in his death, he took care of me. The money he left me was the only reason I survived.

      “Ava,” Hudson says and brushes his knuckles along my cheek. “I’m sorry Wes can’t watch Lilly grow up.”

      I swipe the single tear off my cheek and take a long drink of the beer that’s starting to go warm. “Me, too.”

      “Why did your mom kick you out?”

      I puff up my cheeks, then release a long breath. “She saw me as a waste of space. Coming home knocked-up as a teenager was unacceptable. She threw me out that night. She would only see Lilly as another mouth to feed.”

      “Have you ever tried to contact your mom?”

      “No,” I say, shrugging. Not everyone understands why that decision was easy for me, but not everyone had a parent like mine. “I wasn’t ever close to her. It hurt, don’t get me wrong. But I mourn and wish for what I wanted, not what I had. If she wanted no part in my life and Lilly’s life, then that was her loss. Wes really helped me keep that in my mind.”

      I didn’t know anything different until sometime in elementary school, when I saw other girls bonding with their mothers while mine wanted me to disappear. Something that only got worse when I hit puberty—wouldn’t do to have “competition” for her flavor of the month. As if I’d voluntarily go anywhere near the men she brought home.

      “Wow,” he says.

      “I actually saw her once,” I confess.

      “Where?”

      “At the grocery store. Lilly was only a few weeks old. I had just buried Wes. She came down the cereal aisle and saw me there, holding Lilly. She looked at me for less than a second before turning her cart around and leaving the aisle.”

      “Damn,” Hudson says, shaking his head. “I know I shouldn’t call women bitches, but . . . your mom is a bitch.”

      I laugh, though the sound lacks mirth. “She is. Always has been. Maybe that’s why I didn’t let the loss of her affect my life.”

      “Hudson.” A voice says from our side. “Hey, man.”

      An annoyed expression crosses Hudson’s face before he wipes it clear. “Kevin.” His tone is dry and lacking its usual warmth. His jaw is ticking.

      “How are you?”

      Kevin is dressed eerily similar to Hudson. Same jeans, same Henley—though his is black, not gray. Kevin’s hair is even styled the same way, and each move Hudson makes, Kevin seems to mimic.

      “Good. On a date.”

      I let it slide because it’s clear he’s trying to get rid of whoever this guy is. Kevin stretches out his hand for me to shake. “Hi, I’m Kevin. Hud and I go way back.”

      Kevin throws his head back laughing—at what, I have no idea. I raise an eyebrow and mouth Hud? to Hudson. He shakes his head and rolls his eyes.

      “Hi, I’m Ava.”

      “Hope you don’t mind if I say this. You’re gorgeous, Ava. Hudson always gets the pretty girls.”

      I give a tight-lipped smile and raise my eyebrows.

      “That’s in the past,” Hudson says, placing a hand on my knee. “Good to see you, Kevin.”

      “Good to see you, too. You have to come over sometime.”

      Hudson nods and waves. Kevin stares at him for another moment before turning and starting to walk away, but he snaps his fingers and turns back around.

      “Camden asked for copies of the contracts. I’ve heard what’s going on over at the site—tough break. Sounds like all hell is breaking loose.”

      Hudson tenses next to me, grinding his teeth together. There’s a tic along the edge of his jaw as he stares at Kevin. “Don’t send him anything.”

      “S-sure,” Kevin stammers, dropping his smile.

      After he walks away, I jerk my thumb over my shoulder. “Friend of yours?”

      “We went to school together. He’s always been around. He would follow me around sometimes and then steal my stuff. I run into him a lot, but I try to avoid him. He’s not a bad guy, we’re just not going to be friends like he’s been trying to force me into for the last twenty years.”

      I chuckle. “Understood. What’s going on at your job site? You seemed really thrilled when you showed it to me earlier.”

      “Just another mole I have to whack,” Hudson mutters under his breath, running his hand along his brow bone.

      “What?”

      He sighs. “Someone is stealing all kinds of building materials. Drywall. Brick. Paint. Whatever they can get their hands on, it seems. It’s not wholly unusual for people to steal shit from a construction shit, but this is more than petty theft.”

      “Wow,” I whisper, placing my hand over his on his shaking knee. “Why does your brother want the contracts?”

      “This is my first solo site. My brothers think I’m going to fail.”

      I muster all the bravery and courage inside of me, leaning forward and sliding my hand up his chest to his neck. I lean in close and stare into his eyes. “You’re not going to fail.”

      Hudson’s gaze drops to my lips. “Ava.” He breathes my name. The sound sends tingles all through me, and my core floods with desire for this man in front of me.

      Hudson leans in a little more, our lips almost brushing, just a centimeter apart. His warm breath fans across my face. The tips of my fingers play with the hair at the base of his neck. I lick my lips when his palm lands on my hip, gripping me tightly.

      Lilly, my disastrous first day of school, the pile of bills on the counter all slam into my head.

      “I can’t. Not yet.”

      His thumb sweeps across my cheek. “Okay, bluebonnet.”

      I lean back, trying to gather my wits and slow my racing heart. I haven’t even kissed him yet and it’s already the best kiss of my life. Before I travel down this road, I have to be sure. I have to have a better handle on my job, on myself.

      “So, all those women are in the past.”

      “Yep,” he says, no hesitation. “Only one has my focus now.”

      “You’re trouble, Hudson. You’re going to be so bad for me.”

      “No, I’ll give you everything good. I’ll do bad things to you.”
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      Hudson

      

      “I’m not sure about this,” Ava mutters. Her eyes sweep over the room and she bites her lower lip. Lilly doesn’t have her hesitation. As soon as we walked inside Jumping Bean, the trampoline park, she sat on the floor and got to work taking off her shoes.

      I’ve completely inserted myself into Ava’s daily life, even if it’s only a text message. I’ve never worked this hard to gain anyone’s attention before. Eventually, she’ll see that I want her as more than a friend. 

      Two kids run over the trampoline closest to us, crashing into each other and falling before bouncing in the air. Ava winces.

      “Definitely not sure about this,” she says again. 

      I wrap an arm around her shoulders giving her a squeeze. “Lilly will love it. They’re laughing.” I point toward the kids that crashed into each other before falling onto to backs and bouncing.

      They’re clutching their stomachs and fall a few of times as they try to stand. I kick off my shoes, gathering mine and Lilly’s from the floor. I hold out my hand for Lilly. She takes it.

      Lilly started to trust me quickly. This is the first time we’ve been together as the three of us, but I’ve stopped by their apartment a few times and stayed for dinner. 

      “We’re going to have fun. Join us.” I smirk and wink. Ava bites her lip as her eyes flick from Lilly to the kids and adults bouncing and jumping.

      “Come on, Mommy,” Lilly says while tugging on my hand, pulling me toward the trampoline area. 

      Trampolines cover most of the giant warehouse space. The spectating area, lobby, and ceilings are the only things not covered. Even the walls, from floor to ceiling, have trampolines. 

      “I’ll meet y’all out there in a minute,” Ava says. 

      I take Lilly to one corner of the huge area. It’s clear of other people. I don’t want us to step on to the trampolines and accidentally get crushed by the other jumpers. 

      Lilly steps on and starts hopping up and down, I do the same next to her, controlling my jumps so I don’t send her flying through the stratosphere. She starts moving, going farther in. 

      I swallow and watch for other kids in the area. Suddenly, some of Ava’s hesitation makes sense. I want to block Lilly from anyone else and keep a shield around her. Kids and adults whiz by as they race from one end to the other.

      Lilly’s eyes are on the people bouncing off the side walls and doing flips. A slow smile starts to spread across her face and she runs toward one of the walls. I chase after her but lose a little ground when I have to come to a sudden halt to stop from crashing into a little kid.

      When I look back up, I’ve lost Lilly in the sea of people jumping around chaotically. 

      Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

      Fuck.

      I spot her blond head still racing toward the wall. I chase after her. A teenager is running backward. He’s going to mow over Lilly. If he lands on top her, he’ll fucking crush her.

      I run faster to close the distance between us. “Watch where you’re going,” I yell at the teenage boy, but he doesn’t hear me or doesn’t know it’s him I’m yelling at. 

      My arm snags around her waist, lifting her, and pulling her back to my chest right before he crashes into her. I release a slow breath. Lilly leans her head back against my shoulder, laughing, completely oblivious she just took ten years off of my life.

      Ava stops next to us, out of breath.

      Her hand runs down the back of Lilly’s hair. She smiles and shakes her head slightly. I expect her to look at me with fury, but when her eyes meet mine there’s humor and exasperation.

      “Good job,” she says. 

      Lilly wiggles in my arms, ready to get down and back to business. I’m still reluctant to release her. “I want to do a flip,” she says and pushes against my forearm.

      “You can let her go,” Ava says, chuckling quietly. 

      I release Lilly, setting her down slowly. She takes off toward the wall again. Ava and I go behind her, not bouncing as enthusiastically as Lilly is.

      “Think I lost some years,” I mutter.

      Ava snickers. “Welcome to my life. You did a great job. Thank you.”

      “Thought you would be mad,” I admit 

      She shakes her head and grabs my hand, squeezing it once before letting go. And, like a pussy, I already miss the feel of her hand in mine. I fucking want this woman.

      “I’m not mad. She’s a little wild. As her mom, I’d rather it not happen, but the reality is, she’s going to get bumps and bruises sometimes. Even when she’s older. There are some things I can’t stop. One day some kid will run into her and she’ll bruise. One day a friend might betray her. One day she’ll get her heart broken and I can’t stop any of it.”

      My gut sours thinking about anything harming Lilly. I have no claim over her, but I want to pick up Ava and Lilly and shield them away from anything that could possibly hurt either of them. 

      We move the final few feet toward Lilly. She’s running toward the wall and jumping to bounce off of it. Every time she crashes down on her back, I tense. 

      I blow out a breath. “Want to do a flip?”

      She bounces and spins toward me while she’s in the air, landing right in front of me. “Yes!”

      I pick her up, put her back to my front, my arm banding around her stomach and holding her to my chest. “Tuck your legs.”

      She tucks her legs close to her body. Ava steps back, smiling. “I wish I had my camera out here.”

      I grin. I wish she had it, too. I want to be in the photos in her apartment. 

      I hop up and down gaining momentum from the springs beneath the trampoline. When I have enough height, I tuck my legs and propel my body backward. The laugh that emerges from both Ava and Lilly makes my heart pound and my chest fills with a warmth I’m unfamiliar with.

      I flip with Lilly a few more times before releasing her. She bounces off the wall again, still laughing along with Ava. Their smiles and laugh make the warmth radiating through my chest turn into a fire within my soul.

      Ava tugs on my arm and crooks her finger. I lower my head toward her, she stands on her tippy toes and kisses my cheek. 

      I grit my teeth. It tests my resolve to not grab her and kiss the hell of out her. Our almost kiss is seared into my brain. 

      It’s going to happen between us. 

      Sooner or later, I’m making Ava and Lilly mine.
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      Ava

      

      The lid snaps into place on my new coffee thermos and I stick a straw through the hole. It may not be conventional to drink hot coffee through a straw, but after two more coffee incidents in front of my class, a straw and a lid are now a must in my world.

      It’s been a month since my disastrous first day of school. The first week, every day was a battle and I hoped only to survive the war. By the second week, I could feel myself gaining traction and control. And now, a month in, the terrified nerves have faded away and a newfound confidence is setting in.

      Each time a student raises their hand to answer a question unprompted, surprises me with a hug, or kicks butt on their assignment, it feels like a victory. Each small victory has built my confidence.

      If only I could get a handle on not spilling coffee on myself.

      With a few minutes to go before class starts, I check to make sure my phone is set to silent for the third time this morning. As I’m opening my drawer, the screen comes to life with a new message from Hudson.

      My thumb quickly swipes across the screen, opening his message while my heart pounds a furious rhythm inside of my chest.

      

      Hudson: Is it inappropriate if I tell my friend I had a really great dream about her?

      

      A new message appears as I’m reading the first.

      

      Hudson: Really fucking great.

      

      My thighs press together. My heart hammers against my ribcage as the fantasies I haven’t been able to ignore pour into my mind. Since our almost-kiss the first time we hung out, he’s consumed my dreams and brought out desire I didn’t know I was capable of feeling.

      When I wake up in the middle of the night breathless after dreaming of Hudson, my hand wanders down my body and into my panties.

      He hasn’t tried to kiss me again, but I see the want swirling in his eyes every time we’re together. He’s taking this friendship seriously and is getting to know me. And Lilly.

      Even though he’s constantly on my mind, he hasn’t been the distraction I feared he’d be. Hudson learned my schedule and never messages me while I’m in class. And he hasn’t tried to pawn off Lilly on Carmen every time he wants to see me.

      Every day that passes and I get a new piece of the man, my walls crumble a little bit more. He may not have tried to kiss me again, but hasn’t curbed the flirting and I’ve almost given in to my urge to wrap my legs around his waist and kiss his tempting lips.

      I read the messages again.

      

      Ava: Depends what the dream was about. Inappropriate or not—this friend wants to know all the details.

      

      Instead of just dropping my phone into my desk drawer, I power it down completely, throw it in the drawer, and slam it shut. I can’t believe I invited him to tell me about a dirty dream.

      At least, I hope it was dirty.

      I take a drink of my warm caramel coffee and glance at the clock hanging in the corner of my room just as the stampede starts outside the door.

      It’s time for another day.

      When I open the door, ready to greet all of them, the first student races into the room. Most of the students smile as they come into the classroom, but Warner avoids eye contact with me every day.

      This morning as he strolls past me to his seat, his head is down, staring at his shoes.

      “Good morning, Warner,” I greet with a smile. He’s been the most problematic student by far.

      He doesn’t say anything in response, but he does move his head. That’s about as good as it gets with him. A hole on the shoulder of his shirt catches my eye. I scan him, taking in details that I hadn’t catalogued before.

      The faded blue shirt he’s wearing is a bit on the tight side, just shy of skimming the waistband of his jeans. There’s about half an inch of his ankle showing under the hem of his dark-wash denim jeans. The entire outfit looks like it’s in need of a good wash.

      The worst part is, his feet look like they’re about to pop the laces of his tennis shoes.

      The issues with the clothing are minimal enough that they could be overlooked though. It’s also possible he’s experienced a big growth spurt since the beginning of the year.

      I make a mental note to keep a closer watch on him. I haven’t been able to get a handle on him. There are days when he’s quiet and accepts every assignment with ease, and then there are others when he lashes out.

      I follow the last student into the room, striding with my head up to the front of the class. Today’s lesson on narrative writing is already written on the board. After I wrote on the board, I took out the handheld mirror I’ve been storing in my desk to make sure I didn’t have any marker streaks on me before the day even began.

      Mrs. Pritchett strolls down the interior hall, doing her morning rounds. When our eyes clash, she gives me a subtle nod before moving on. Each week, she’s come by less and less, which gives me hope that the improvement since day one isn’t only in my head.

      “We’ve been discussing the art of narrative writing, and today we’re going to learn a new trick to bring it alive. It’s easy and something each of you do every day. Any guesses?”

      The class clown, Kyle, whips his arm into the air. From his quivering lips, I know he’s about to crack a joke, but he’s the only one with an arm in the air, so I call on him anyway.

      “Kyle.” I call out in a knowing tone.

      A grin breaks across his face. “Fart?”

      The class giggles and some of the girls wrinkle their noses. I allow myself a chuckle and shake my head. “I’m not sure what farting has to do with writing, but that answer is incorrect. I’ll give you a hint. I’m doing it right now.”

      A girl at the first table raises her hand and waits for me to point at her. “Talking?”

      “Yes! In a narrative, it’s called dialogue. I’m going to tell you two stories and then y’all will tell me which one is better. Since Halloween is next month, I’m going to stick with a spooky theme.”

      I launch into the same story but told in two different ways. The first is a story without any dialogue, unlike the second. By the way eyes around the room light up when the characters in the story speak, I know my point is driven home. When it was time to vote, they all chose the dialogue story—except Warner, who never raised his hand.

      “Take out your journals. We’re going to practice writing with dialogue. Something short and sweet, but stick to the Halloween theme. It can be a memory or an idea of what you want to dress up as this year.”

      The unzipping of backpacks fills the room and the pencil sharpener whirls to life as the students prepare to work.

      Warner just sits glaring at the desk, his arms crossed over his chest. I approach him, crouching down to his level. He scowls.

      “Do you know what you’re going to write about?”

      “I’m not doing it.” His brows furrow more as the scowl deepens.

      “Warner, you have to. It’s a class assignment that will be graded. You can’t pick and choose which assignments you complete and don’t complete. You must do all of them.”

      “This is stupid. I hate this. You’re the worst teacher ever.” He launches himself from his chair as his chin trembles and his eyes start to fill with unshed tears.

      My throat feels like sandpaper as I try to speak, but before the first word comes out, he pushes his chair out of the way, running from the classroom.

      “Warner,” I call as I chase after him. He stops just outside of the classroom door. I step outside with him, keeping my foot in the door and one eye on him and one on the classroom.

      Warner’s jaw is locked tight and his eyes are screwed shut as he inhales deeply. “Halloween is stupid,” he spits out.

      I curl a piece of hair behind my ear and speak low enough that the class couldn’t possibly hear. “Would you complete the assignment if it wasn’t about Halloween?”

      He nods.

      “Okay. I’ll allow that. What do you want it to be about?”

      “Does it have to be real?” His eyes open. The tears are gone. They’re bloodshot and bright green. I’ve never seen such a vulnerable look emanate from him before. He swallows, waiting for my answer as if it holds the keys to everything.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sometimes I write stuff, but it’s stuff that doesn’t actually happen.”

      I smile. “That’s great. Yes, absolutely. Write something that hasn’t happened. How long have you been writing?”

      A bit of light starts to come back into his eyes. “A long time. It’s fun.”

      “It is,” I say. “Are you ready to go back to class?”

      He nods.

      As the day continues on, I keep a close watch on Warner and try to remember each time he snapped. The worst times that pop into my head stemmed from assignments that edged on the personal.

      Could there be issues at home?

      After my bus duty, I set Lilly up in my room and march to the office, knocking on Mrs. Pritchett’s closed door.

      “Come in.”

      I swing open the door, take a step inside, and shut the door behind me. I come to a stop behind one of the scratchy maroon chairs on this side of her desk.

      “Ms. Kincaid, what’s the problem?” Her head inclines to the chairs.

      I take the invitation and sit across from her, folding my sweaty hands in my lap. “Warner, one of my students, is occasionally having tantrums in class.”

      “Do you need help enforcing discipline?”

      “No. I think it’s something deeper than an out-of-control student. Each breakdown seems to come whenever I ask something personal. And I’ve noticed his clothes aren’t clean and seem to be ill fitting.”

      Mrs. Pritchett stays quiet. I continue, filling in the silence.

      “Today for example, I introduced dialogue in narrative writing and asked for a story having do with Halloween—either a memory or what they wanted to be this year. He almost broke down in tears. I allowed him to complete the assignment by focusing on another subject. He asked to write something fictitious. I think there are problems at home, but I don’t know how to proceed or what school policies apply in this instance.”

      “Have you noticed any signs of abuse?”

      “No, no signs. No visible bruises or anything.”

      “First, let’s arrange to have a parent-teacher meeting. I would like to be there, but you can arrange it.”

      “Okay.” I nod, rubbing my palms against the fabric of my skirt.

      “If that’s all . . .” Mrs. Pritchett trails off, dismissing me, but I don’t mind. She didn’t shut me down, and she didn’t dismiss my concerns. This is the first good conversation I’ve had with her. With that, my newfound confidence soars.

      Though the thought of calling in Warren’s parents adds a sour note.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava

      

      “Lilly, sweetie,” I call from my bathroom, where I’m curling my hair and swiping on mascara. When I became a mom, I learned how to multitask while doing everything. I don’t always have to, but this morning it’s necessary.

      I wanted to be there extra early this morning, get in some extra prep time and lesson planning. It’s easy to relate the narrative lessons to personal stories, but I’m going to work on broadening that, which should hopefully help Warner.

      And it doesn’t help that yesterday, when Lilly and I stopped to get an oil change after school, the mechanic gave me a whole slew of issues that needed fixing. Every time I walk into get my car fixed, I’m worried about being taken advantage of. I didn’t have anyone to teach me about cars or what happens when a light turns on.

      After Wes died, the first time I needed to take my car to shop, I studied. I combed articles, references books from the library, and my tattered user’s manual before stepping into the store.

      “Yes,” Lilly calls back.

      “You need to be ready quickly. We have to leave earlier than normal today.”

      I’m factoring extra time into our schedule due to our transportation issues. My car won’t be ready for another week. I’m grateful I received my first paycheck, but Lilly and I will be using a ride-share app until the insurance company approves a rental car.

      No matter what, my bank account is going to take a hit from this. I finish getting ready in record time and go to the kitchen to make breakfast and pack a lunch for Lilly. I glance at the clock hanging on the wall. I’m running out of time.

      A knock sounds on the front door. I groan. I don’t have time for this. Lilly and I have to get out of the house and I need to pull up the app and schedule a car.

      I open the door, plastering on a fake smile for my morning intruder. My cheeks flame when my eyes connect with Hudson’s light blue eyes. The flirty message before school yesterday took a steamy turn last night. Hudson told me about his dream in detail. The added detail of his husky voice only made his words sound dirtier. And more delicious.

      “Hudson.”

      His name comes out on a soft breath, just like it did in my dream. I dreamed of every explicit thing he said over the phone. I couldn’t get the thought of his tongue all over my body out of my head.

      “Good morning.” He leans in and kisses my cheek. “You look gorgeous.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Giving you and Lilly a ride to school.”

      I open my mouth, then close it and open it again. No words tumble out. I shake my head. “What?”

      “You don’t have a rental yet, do you?”

      “No,” I answer. “But, I didn’t tell you my car woes so you would drop everything and come help me.” I barely even mentioned it during our conversation last night.

      “So, you need a ride to work and your daughter needs a ride to school. That’s where I come in. Come on, this is what friends do, help out another friend. I can also help you out with what you’re thinking about.”

      “What I’m thinking about?”

      My nipples peak beneath my bra and my body sways toward him. Hudson’s eyes are making promises I’m not sure I want him to keep.

      “We’re going to be more, Ava.” The moment stretches taut with need, but before I can bring myself to break it, he looks at the watch strapped to his wrist. “If we leave soon, we can pick up breakfast at this coffee shop near the school. Their cinnamon rolls are great.”

      “I don’t have time for this conversation. I’ll have to take your word on the cinnamon roll.”

      “Are you going to let me in?”

      I huff. “Fine. Come in.”

      Hudson chuckles and follows me into the kitchen, where he watches me finish making lunch for Lilly. He’s standing so close I can smell his clean scent and feel the pulsing heat of his body.

      I concentrate on spreading the peanut butter all the way to edge, but I’m hyperaware of Hudson’s stare.

      “I’ll pick you up this afternoon, too.”

      My head pops up. “I can’t let you do that.”

      “I want to,” he says, sliding his hand across the countertop and laying it over mine. “I want to spend time with you any way I can. If it can only happen while I play chauffeur, then that’s what I’ll do.”

      “Hudson,” I sigh. I want more from this, too, but I don’t get why he does. “I don’t get what’s happening.”

      “Let it happen, bluebonnet.”

      It’s not as easy as just letting it happen. As much I crave him and want to see him above me and feel his skin beneath my palms as he moves inside of me, there’s too much else for me to think about.

      I place Lilly’s sandwich, chips, and banana into her lunch box. I glance at the clock on the wall again. “Damn,” I whisper.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t have time to make a lunch for myself. I’ll have to buy something.”

      “I’ll bring you something.”

      “Don’t you need to be at work?”

      “My schedule can sometimes be flexible. Today it will be flexible.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t bring me anything. I barely have time to eat. I’m great with a sandwich from the school.”

      Hudson cocks an eyebrow. “Okay.”

      Lilly comes bounding out of her room. “I’m ready.”

      She freezes when she sees Hudson and then crashes into him, giving him a hug. Lilly has loved every second of Hudson being in our lives. “Hi, Hudson. I had a dream about the giraffes last night.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He asks, touching the end of her nose with his finger. “Do you like cinnamon rolls?”

      “Yes.”

      “Want to get one before school? I know a place that has the best cinnamon rolls.”

      “Where’s your backpack?” I cut in.

      Lilly takes off running to her bedroom and comes back with her lion backpack—complete with a wild mane. Since going to the zoo, Lilly has been obsessed with all things safari. “I’m ready for cinnamon rolls.”

      I grab her lunch from the counter and my purse. “Okay, let’s go get cinnamon rolls,” I say, forcing a smile to my lips.

      Hudson grins. “You won’t regret this,” he whispers.

      I don’t know if he’s talking about himself or the cinnamon rolls.

      “Is Hudson your boyfriend, Mommy?” Lilly asks on the drive to the bakery, taking me by surprise. He glances at me from the corner of his eye before his lips tilt up. It’s the first question she’s asked me since Hudson appeared. While I finished getting ready, he kept Lilly entertained, then snapped her booster seat into his car with ease as we were leaving.

      “No.” My answer isn’t only for Lilly, it’s also for the grinning Hudson in the driver’s seat. He winks.

      I can’t afford the distraction Hudson brings into my life. Am I attracted to him? Yes. Do I think about him all the time? Unfortunately. Do I want to explore things? Yes. But I can’t allow myself that opportunity. It’s my first year teaching, and I’m already on my principal’s shit list. It seems to be getting better, but we’re definitely not besties. Lilly is still going through a lot of change this school year, too. It wouldn’t be fair to add more to her plate. Or mine.

      “For the record, Lilly, I want to be your mom’s boyfriend. Is that okay with you?”

      My head whips toward him, my entire body jolting with his words. I slide my hand over the console and slap his thigh. “Hudson,” I hiss.

      “Will you hang out with us?” Lilly asks from the back seat.

      “As much as I can,” he answers, watching her in the rearview mirror.

      “I think my mommy needs a boyfriend. Will you be her boyfriend?”

      And now my six-year-old daughter is a matchmaker. I can’t help laughing, clutching my stomach. “That’s not how it works, sweetie.”

      “If we hurry,” Hudson says, “we should be able to eat inside and get y’all to school on time.”

      “Sounds good,” I say.

      When we walk into the bakery, my mouth waters from the decadent smells. Hudson leans over, his lips grazing the shell my ear. “Find a table, girlfriend?”

      I groan. “I’m not your girlfriend.”

      “Maybe if I kiss you, I could convince you,” Hudson whispers. “Find a table, bluebonnet.”

      I take Lilly’s hand in mine and find a table close to the front door. Lilly and I sit and wait for Hudson.

      “Lilly, do you like Hudson?”

      “You need a boyfriend, Mommy. Samantha said her mom has a boyfriend and he’s a lot of fun. I want to have fun.”

      I chuckle, shaking my head. It’s as simple as having fun for her. She doesn’t understand the emotional turmoil of bringing someone new into our lives. I sit straighter, hoping to force some steel into my spine. I want to take a page from Lilly’s book and have fun.

      I can enjoy this and see where it goes without planning my and Lilly’s entire life.

      Can’t I?

      Hudson returns with two cinnamon rolls, the largest cinnamon rolls I’ve ever seen. Lilly’s eyes bug out of her head as she stares at them. He sets a cup of milk down in front of her, a coffee in front of me. He drops the forks he was holding in his other hand.

      He sits in the chair next to me but grabs my chair bottom and slides it across the floor until we’re touching knee to knee, thigh to thigh. His arm drops onto the back of my chair and his fingers slide up and down my spine, leaving shivers in their wake.

      “Dig in.” Hudson watches the two of us without touching the gigantic roll in front of him.

      Lilly takes a big bite and moans. Hudson smiles, watching her. “I think this was a good choice for our first outing as boyfriend, girlfriend, and girlfriend’s daughter.”

      “Not my boyfriend.” I shove a bite of cinnamon roll in my mouth, ignoring the heated stare hitting the side of my face.

      Hudson shrugs, slicing off a big piece of his cinnamon roll. “I want it. Lilly wants it. This should be a democracy. Two out of three votes. Lilly and I win.”

      “We win!” Lilly shouts, pumping a fist in the air.

      Hudson strokes my lower back with his thumb.

      I shake my head. I shovel another bite in my mouth, keeping my hand around the fork. I want to reach out and put my hand on Hudson’s thigh. I want to give in. It’s the shouldn’t that’s stopping me. “I’m not sure I’m going to like this arrangement if you two are always ganging up on me.” I spit the lie out through my teeth. I’d love this if I could make it work. But something holds me back.

      Is Hudson taking us on as a challenge? As soon as he wins, will he be out the door while I pick up the pieces of my heart and Lilly’s too? The men in my mother’s life never had a piece of my heart, but they left plenty destruction behind anyway.

      Despite my internal angst, the rest of breakfast is spent laughing and chatting with each other. There’s true ease between the three of us. Being pressed against Hudson and having his hand stroke my back feels natural.

      “Mommy, can I go look at the desserts?” Lilly’s skinny finger points toward the glass display at the front of the shop. The shelves have towering cakes and cupcakes the size of her head.

      “Sure. Stay where I can see you.”

      “You have some icing on your face, bluebonnet,” Hudson whispers.

      My hand goes to my cheek, wiping. He shakes his head.

      “Not there.”

      “Where?”

      He inches closer to me, hot breath fanning over my face, stealing all the oxygen from my lungs. I sway toward him, watching his eyes trail a path across my features.

      “I want to kiss you.” Hudson’s voice is low and gravelly. Wetness pools inside of my panties in an instant. My chest saws up and down with my shaky breaths. I slide my eyes to the side; Lilly’s face is plastered to the glass as she stares in wonder at the treats.

      “Okay.” Wait, what? That was supposed to come out No way.

      Hudson’s lips fuse with mine. He sucks my bottom lip into his mouth and a quiet rumble sounds through his chest. A denial was the right answer. But this was the right answer, too. My nipples pucker beneath my blouse. One kiss, one sound, and my body is ready for him.

      His tongue coaxes my mouth to open for him. I do. Our tongues tangle together. He tastes like icing and cinnamon and something unique. Whatever it is, I’m instantly addicted to it.

      My mind races with images of us. Us with Lilly. Us on dates. Us rolling around in a bed, lost to pleasure. The bright, happy images break apart, revealing something uglier beneath. Me holding Lilly as she cries and asks why Hudson doesn’t come see us anymore. Me alone trying to hide my own tears and heartache. Me getting fired from my job for being too much a wreck to do it right.

      I break our kiss, putting a hand against his chest. My heart is still racing and my lips are tingling.

      “That was the best first kiss of my life,” he says.

      “It can’t happen again, Hudson.” I manage to make the words sound firm despite the shakiness I feel—and Hudson’s tight features. His mouth is pinched and his eyes are narrowed. He’s not hiding the pain, want, and confusion swimming in his eyes. “Please, I need you to be my friend.”

      “I can’t regret that kiss, Ava.”

      “I’m not asking you to. I’m only asking for you not to do it again. I want you around, but I can’t do it in the way you want.”

      “I’ll take you anyway I can get you.”

      Lilly runs up to the table, breaking the moment. I steal glances at Hudson as she prattles on about kolaches, alligator sugar cookies, and cupcakes with bear ears.
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        * * *

      

      Five days.

      It’s been five days since Hudson kissed me. He still texts me every single day. He didn’t let anything change when I turned him down. Selfishly, I’m glad. I love the decadent way it makes me feel when I receive a message from him. Warmth flows through me and my heart feels lighter, as if I’ve had a glass of champagne.

      Five days and my lips are still tingling from his kiss.

      I roll in bed, pushing my face deeper into my pillow and hugging another one to my body. A slow smile slides across my face, despite the grogginess and throat tickle I feel this morning. My hand glides across my nightstand, grabbing my phone.

      I can’t muster the energy to get out of bed. I hit the snooze button. A few minutes later, my alarm hasn’t sounded yet. I glance at the time— how many minutes do I have left to snuggle in bed?

      I gasp.

      Zero minutes. I have zero fucking minutes to stay in bed. I’m going to be so late. I jump out of bed, ignoring my protesting body. My aching muscles and bones are so weary, but I have no choice except to launch myself from the bedroom and down the hall, where I find Lilly still asleep in her bed, too.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Lilly,” I call. “Wake up, sweetie. We need to get ready quickly.”

      I usher Lilly out of bed and get her started on dressing before I go back to my room to get myself ready. One glance in the mirror and I remember the horrible decision I made last night.

      My eyes slam shut.

      I’ll shower in the morning.

      What a dumb, fruitless idea that never works out the way I want it to. I look wrecked. I have no choice but to shower—my hair is past its dry shampoo usage. I hop in the shower, washing my body and hair as quickly as possible. I’ve never showered this fast in my life.

      I pray to the hair gods that today will be the day my hair cooperates and dries in record time. With a towel still wrapped around me, I plug in and turn on my hairdryer. My hand weaves into my wet locks, agitating the strands for a quicker dry.

      My nose tickles, trying to place the new scent filling the air. What the hell is that?

      Flames shoot out of the hairdryer in my hand, and I drop it into the sink in front of me. A loud shriek leaves my throat. I rip the cord from the wall, and the flames stop when the dryer turns off.

      I look at myself in the mirror. A shocked laugh bursts out of me a second before the tears start falling. My hair is still soaking wet. Lilly and I should’ve left the house five minutes ago. At this point, there isn’t a hope in the world that we’ll be on time.

      I crouch down, looking in the cabinet below my sink. I wish I were the type of person to keep an extra hairdryer. Yet desperation has me looking anyway.

      I do have a bottle of mousse. That’s all I have. I grab it, sighing, and settle into the fact that I’m going retro with my hair today. Early 2000s here I come. I haven’t scrunched my hair since I was a teenager, but the water dripping from my hair leaves me little choice.

      Lilly is quiet on our way to school. Her head rests against the window and her eyes are closed every time I glance in the rearview mirror.

      “Are you okay?”

      Lilly’s eyes slowly open, meeting mine in the mirror. “I’m sleepy.”

      “Me, too, sweetie. It’s Friday though. We’ll have all weekend to rest.”

      Lilly nods and goes back to resting her head against the window until we pull into the school parking lot. We sprint across the pavement, racing against the clock.

      My feet come to a dead stop. Mrs. Pritchett stands in the center of the lobby with her arms crossed, her stare fixated on the mess of my hair.

      “Go to class, sweetie,” I whisper, pushing her toward the hallway. Lilly takes off and I face Mrs. Pritchett. My already horrible day sinks even lower.

      Lilly lurches down the hallway, oblivious to the rising tension between Mrs. Pritchett and me.

      “More trouble?” Mrs. Pritchett asks.

      “My hairdryer caught fire.” The words coming out of my mouth sound too much like my dog ate my homework.

      “You would do well to remember that being punctual is necessary but not sufficient. Looking professional is almost as important. Showing up with a mess of wet hair may not seem like a big deal to you, but the students will feed off your obvious distress.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I say, maintaining eye contact even thought I want to look down at my shoes.

      “Have you contacted Warner’s parents?” Mrs. Pritchett changes the subject, but the ice in her tone hasn’t thawed at all.

      “I’ve tried multiple points of contact. Several phone calls and voice messages, emails, and two notes home with Warner.”

      “I’ll place a call and see if I can make any headway.”

      I nod and begin my walk of shame to my classroom.

      “Ms. Kincaid.”

      I spin around. Her eyes are on my hair again. “I recently purchased the Buttercup hair dryer by Drybar. It’s a good hair dryer. It’d certainly never catch fire.”

      I manage to stutter a thank-you before she leaves me stunned in the hallway.
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      Hudson

      

      Ava: Busy.

      

      Ava’s last text message to me is a clear blow off. I want to see her tonight. It’s finally Friday and I can spend the entire weekend with her and Lilly, but she doesn’t want to see me. In fact, her communication has felt off all day.

      Instead of hounding her and forcing her to see me, I go to Liam and Savannah’s house. I shake my head and stare out at the lake. The water is choppy, fighting against the wind with its natural current. Choppy—and fighting against something natural—is exactly how I feel. Usually, this backyard oasis on the lake puts me at ease, but not tonight.

      Lighter fluid fumes burn my nostrils from the tiki torches, but it’s necessary to keep the mosquitos away. The moon is hanging high enough in the sky to create a rippling light show across the wavy surface of the water.

      Harper picks her hair up off her shoulders, holding it in one hand and fanning the back of neck with her other hand. We don’t get to The Cellar, our usual bar, as often as we used to, not since Savannah and Harper had their babies.

      “Are you hot, sugar?” Roman asks. My gaze falls on the two of them. They had to overcome insane obstacles to sit where they are today. Ava and I aren’t up against the same thing, but it hasn’t happened. I want her here next to me so I can check on her, watch Lilly play with the babies. I want to mix Ava in with my life. Not just her, but Lilly, too.

      “Yes,” she says, her hand flapping faster. “I’m so ready for fall weather.”

      It’s technically fall already, but Texas weather doesn’t exactly abide by the calendar. She has her own mind.

      Callan snorts. “Texas doesn’t get fall weather. You go from the devil’s sauna to the slightly cooler hell’s waiting room. It’s past nine and it’s still damn hot.”

      I snort. I’m going to miss Callan’s sense of humor when he moves out. He was approved for a lease. Callan and Brae will only be around for a couple more weeks before they leave my house.

      Harper scrunches her nose. “Unfortunately that’s true. Do you miss Chicago weather?”

      Callan stiffens slightly. “I miss nothing about Chicago. I miss having seasons, but I can get that somewhere far away from Chicago.”

      “Go inside, sugar,” Roman says, kissing the top of Harper’s head. “I want to hear about Hudson’s make-believe girlfriend.”

      Callan smirks. “She’s not his girlfriend.”

      I silently add on yet. “She’s not make-believe.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Harper says. “I want to know everything about your little imaginary friend.”

      “Not imaginary,” I grumble.

      “If it works out, maybe your mom won’t be mad at me anymore.”

      I grin. “Probably. Although you did break her heart.”

      “I give her baby time,” she says, shaking her head but smiling. Mom and Harper bonded almost as soon as they met. My mom wanted me to be with Harper, but she’s nothing more than a friend.

      When Roman stormed back into her life and they had a baby, Mom got mad at Harper. And me. She asked why I hadn’t knocked her up. She’s never quite understood that Harper and I really are just friends. She’s like a sister.

      Though if I brought Ava home, all would be forgiven.

      “Hudson,” Harper says hesitantly. “This isn’t some game to you, right? You don’t only want her because she turned you down. It’s not okay to mess with people like that.”

      “Jesus, Harp.” I slam my beer on the wooden table. “Really? That’s what you think about me? I was always up front with everyone I slept with. And I’m up front with Ava, too. I want more. With her.”

      Harper frowns. “I’m sorry. I thought you’d be fifty by the time you were ready to settle down.”

      My phone chimes in my pocket. I take it out, expecting it to be one of my brothers. A smile takes over my face when Ava’s name pops up instead.

      

      Ava: Are you free?

      

      I stand from the table. “Be back.” I walk toward the water and hit dial.

      “Hello?”

      “Bluebonnet.” Her nickname spills from my lips at the sound of her voice. I’ve missed her soft, lilting tones. It’s only been a few days. I haven’t yet convinced her to take a chance on us, but she’s infiltrated every part of me. Her voice sounds off though.

      “What are you doing tonight?”

      “I’m at a friend’s house.” I take a few steps closer to the lake. The wind has calmed and the surface of the water is smoothing out before my eyes. I wish Ava were next to me gazing up at the stars while I gazed at her.

      “Oh.” She’s barely said a word, but her voice sounds worse with each syllable.

      “What’s going on?”

      A sob breaks over the line.

      “Ava?”

      “Can—” Another sob breaks from her, and my chest sags open while my heart cracks in two. “Can you come over?”

      I race out of the house, goodbye barely out of my mouth before I’m pushing the pedal to the floor.

      Fifteen minutes later, I still haven’t taken in a full breath. My fist knocks against the door of her apartment, the black and orange wreath sporting spiders and bats rattling with each beat. Halloween not for another few weeks, but Lilly is excited to go trick or treating in my neighborhood.

      At the sound of Lilly crying, knocking turns to pounding. There could be anything on the other side of this door. I need to get on the other side of it, see both my girls with my own eyes.

      Come on, Ava, baby. Open the door. Open the door.

      Finally, after what feels like an hour of slamming my hand against the door, it opens. My heart freezes in my throat. Ava stands there, propped against the doorframe, her hand clutching it as if it’s the only reason she’s still standing. Her blond hair, which is usually free and curling down her back, is falling out of a bun on the top of her head.

      A long, wet stain is smeared across her shirt. Her eyes are red rimmed, bloodshot, and glassy. Her bottom lip quivers as she stares at me. My eyes roll over her from top to toe. Three times. After confirming that she’s okay, she’s without holes or broken bones or any other terrible thing that was torturing my mind on the drive over, I suck in a deep breath. My first real breath since she called.

      “Ava,” I whisper.

      Her gaze falls to her bare feet, a hand coming up to her face as her shoulders start to shake. I reach out, pulling her toward me until she crashes into my chest. My hand weaves into her tangled hair as my other arm bands around her back. Ava’s fists come up between us, resting on my chest. She cries harder when my lips land on the top of her head.

      “What’s happening, sweetheart?”

      “Why?” she whimpers.

      “Why what?”

      “Why would you want this?” Her fists tap against my chest with each word. She tries to back up a step, but I keep her tight against me. “Hudson, let me go. I have vomit all over me.”

      “I don’t care.” My hold becomes a death grip. “You ruined me in a single glance. Why wouldn’t I want this?”

      “Because I have a six-year-old inside who’s sick and projectile vomiting everywhere. It’s all over the place, including on me. Now it’s on you,” Ava mutters the last part, taking a deep breath before continuing. “It’s everywhere, Hudson. I’m sick. Lilly and I are trading turns in the bathroom to throw up. When I’m not hunched over a toilet, I’m desperately trying to get Lilly’s fever to break and scrubbing my floors so one day I can get my deposit back. I can’t afford to lose my deposit.”

      “Ava—” But she cuts me off with a shove to my chest as she steps out of my hold. Her arms come up and out to her side.

      “Why do you want this?” she hisses. “Before you met me, you were a young, single guy who’d never had a serious relationship. You meet me and you jump feet first into a relationship with a single mom. What kind of crazy person are you? What sane man would stick around and not run for the freaking hills?”

      “Mommy!” Lilly shrieks from inside the apartment. My head pops up. All the air is knocked out of my lungs when I see Lilly standing there, the perfect mini-me of her mother. Throw-up is streaked across her shirt, too.

      Ava spins around, hustling toward Lilly. I’m right on her heels. She bends, taking Lilly’s fevered-face in her hands. “What’s wrong, baby girl?”

      “I-I-I threw up again, Mommy. I-I-I tried,” she cries. My heart breaks with every single word and tear filling her blue eyes. I circle my hand around Ava’s bicep, gently pulling her into a standing position.

      “Go to bed, Ava. I’ll take care of this.” I stroke her warm cheek with the backs of my knuckles. I don’t think Lilly is the only one with a fever, and knowing Ava, she hasn’t taken anything for herself yet.

      “Hudson—” she tries to argue, but I cut her off.

      “Go.” I point down the hallway toward her bedroom. When she doesn’t move, I repeat myself, holding firm on my order. “Go.”

      She swallows, staring at me as her eyes fill with new tears, and nods. “Lilly, I’ll be in my room if you need anything, okay? Hudson’s going to help us.”

      Lilly nods. I crouch down in front of her as Ava walks away. Lilly’s cheeks are stained red and her blond hair is matted to her head. My hands fall to her small shoulders, and I give her the best smile I can manage. “Hey, blueberry.”

      “Hi,” she whispers. “I don’t feel good.”

      “I know, baby. Let’s get you cleaned up. Okay?”

      I stand and swing her up into my arms, carrying her down the hallway toward her bathroom. There’s a fresh pile of vomit right outside of her bedroom door. I place her on the edge of the tub. I take a towel and new sheets from the linen closet, put the towel on the counter, and walk out of the restroom after telling Lilly I’ll be right back.

      Inside of her room, I find her a fresh set of pajamas and quickly change her bedding. When I walk back inside the bathroom, she’s leaning against the wall, her cheek pressed to the cool tile.

      “Can you change into these PJs for me, blueberry?”

      She nods, taking them from me. I turn around and focus on wetting the towel. My eyes stay trained on my task. I’ve been around plenty of kids. I love kids, but I’ve never bathed one and definitely don’t know the protocol.

      Even though Lilly and I have bonded, I can’t put her in the shower. I’m not comfortable with that. I put a little soap on the wetted towel and rub it together to make it sudsy.

      I wash off Lilly with towel, making the process as fast as possible so I can get her to bed.

      “Have you taken any medicine?”

      “Yes,” she mutters and wipes her eyes when they fill with tears.

      “Oh, blueberry. It’s going to be okay, sweetheart.”

      She falls forward, burying her head in my neck. Her skin is hot to the touch and my chest tightens. Her cries are gutting me. I’d sell my soul to the devil to make sure she’ll be okay.

      I finish washing her off and lift her in my arms to bring her to bed.

      “Do you want to read a story?”

      She nods and points to a book sitting on her nightstand. It’s a mystery book for kids. A smile tugs at the edges of my mouth. Even in her reading choice, this little girl is adventurous.

      I kneel next to her bed and open the book.

      “Hudson,” Lilly whispers.

      She’s at the very edge, on the opposite side of her bed. “Can you hug me? It feels better when you hug me.”

      Fuck.

      This little girl and her mother are going to be the end of me. They already are the end of me.

      I fit myself as best as I can on Lilly’s bed, but half of me is hanging off and my feet are on the ground to hold me up. Lilly slides back over and rests her head on my chest.

      My lips land on the top of her head, the gesture effortless. One hand rubs her back and the other holds open the book.

      She’s asleep by the third page.

      “Night, blueberry,” I whisper.

      I wiggle my way out from under her, trying not to jostle her awake. Thankfully, she stays sound asleep as I tiptoe out of her room.

      After cleaning the vomit from the floor and putting Lilly’s and Ava’s dirty clothes in the wash, I rinse off in the hallway bathroom before getting into bed with Ava.

      She tenses when my arm wraps around her. She has a fever, too. “It’s just me, bluebonnet.”

      Ava turns in my arms and shoves me away. She might as well have sucker-punched me. Tears are streaking down her cheeks.

      It’s breaking me to see her cry.

      “Lilly’s okay,” I insist. “She’s clean and sleeping. I’ll wake up in a couple hours to check her fever. Baby, it’s okay.”

      Ava shakes her head and pushes harder against my chest. “Go. You need to go.”

      “Like fuck I’m going anywhere,” I growl. “What’s happening here?”

      “Why do you want this, Hudson? This is my life. It’s messy and dirty. Having a daughter isn’t always playing at the park or jumping around having fun at trampoline park.”

      “I know that.”

      “Why do you want this? You’re young, you’ve never been in a relationship, and suddenly you’re vying to be a surrogate father.”

      “I want you. And I want Lilly. I want this.”

      “I want you, too, but—”

      “No. I want all of you. The good, bad, messy, crazy, fun. All of it. Give me every piece of you.”

      Ava rolls her body on top of mine, groaning. I want to groan, too, but for a far different reason. For her, it’s aching muscles. For me, it’s an aching cock that’s spent too much time wondering how her body would feel against mine.

      “Every piece, Ava,” I repeat, winding my hands into her feather-soft hair. Her face is pale and drained of color, but her eyes light with warmth. The smile that spreads across her face makes me lightheaded with relief.

      Fuck.

      It’s going to happen.

      “I want you. Too much. It scares me, Hudson.”

      “You have all of me, bluebonnet. You’ve had me from the beginning. Don’t you get that? I’m here. I’m fucking here and I’m not leaving.”

      Ava kisses my cheek, but I turn her head, chasing her lips with mine. “I’m sick.”

      “Don’t give a fuck, baby. I have to feel your lips.” I press my lips to hers again, hard, thanking her for the gift she’s given me. “Sleep. I’ll help you get better. Don’t worry about anything.”
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      Hudson

      

      Ava’s been officially mine for two weeks. I’ve considered her mine since I first saw her sitting on that bench. We haven’t spent the night together yet, at least not since I stayed over to care for her and Lilly. But it’ll happen soon.

      The smell of fresh-baked goods assaults my nose as I open the door to the coffee shop. If the noises from the coffee machines weren’t creating a dull roar, everyone in this shop would’ve heard my stomach growl. The cup of coffee I had before leaving the house this morning isn’t cutting it. I’m fucking dragging today.

      I’d love to steal Ava away from school and curl up with her in my bed for a long nap. Well, maybe a nap after I explore some more of her body. I can’t wait for tomorrow night. Callan and Brae are moving out tomorrow and Lilly is having her first sleepover with new friends from school. An entire night completely uninterrupted. My dick twitches behind my zipper thinking about the wicked plans I have for her.

      I’ll run my tongue over every inch of her velvety flesh and memorize every expression. The one she’ll make when I sink into her for the first time. The one she’ll make when she calls my name. The one she’ll make when she climaxes.

      Fuck.

      The twitch has turned into a full-blown problem.

      I force my mind away from Ava and onto the bakery case in front of me. An idea forms when I spy a blueberry muffin in the display.

      “Can I help you?” the young barista asks. Her cropped purple hair is poking out from under the cap on her head, and the tiny stud in her nose blinks under the lights.

      “I’ll take a coffee—black—a skinny vanilla latte, and three blueberry muffins to go.”

      There’s only one mission on my mind when I exit the coffee shop with a bag of muffins clutched in one fist and a drink carrier balanced in my other hand. Ava’s school isn’t far from here or my office, so her coffee and muffin will still be warm by the time I get there. I scarf down my own muffin while driving toward her school.

      Before heading inside of the building, I nab a pen from my center console and scrawl a short message on the bag. My phone starts ringing while I’m finishing the message.

      Callan’s name appears on the screen.

      “What’s going on?” I answer. “I’m dropping something off with Ava and then I’ll be on my way to the site.”

      “Hudson.”

      The pen stops scratching across the bag and I sit up straight in my seat. The inside of my truck fills with the tensions pouring off of me.

      “Fuck,” I hiss. “Don’t tell me it’s the tile. I checked it last night after I dropped it off. There weren’t any broken pieces.”

      “Tile isn’t broken. You need to get here.”

      “Callan. What. Is happening?”

      “Just fucking get here. I’m not saying this shit over the phone. No fucking way. Get your ass here.”

      The line goes silent. I hit my fist against my steering wheel. Goddamn Callan, the call, and the fucking unknown. There better not be anything else happening with the site. These little nuisances are popping up too fast for me to whack on the head. Callan can be paranoid though. Maybe that’s all this is.

      I hustle into the elementary school lobby. Behind the desk stands a woman in a severely starched blazer. I know who she is as soon as I see her: my woman’s nemesis or mentor, depending on the day—Mrs. Pritchett. I have to say, Ava’s description of tight curls and pudgy cheeks was dead on. I bite my cheek to stop myself from chuckling.

      I pull out my most charming smile. “Hi!”

      She stays silent, but her pen points to a sign-in form just to my left.

      I shake my head. “I don’t need to sign in. I want to drop this off for Ava Kincaid. Can you make sure she gets it?”

      “Hudson!” I turn at the high-pitched shout. Lilly breaks away from a single-file line of little girls and boys and throws herself at my legs. I bend, picking her up, hugging her close. The smile she shoots me wipes away the frustration from Callan’s phone call.

      I face Mrs. Pritchett again with Lilly still propped on my hip. The frown deepens into an angry scowl. I open the bag, give two muffins to Lilly, and then hand the bag to Mrs. Pritchett. She reads the message I scrawled to Ava, and as easy as that, the scowl fades and a girlish smile spreads over her face.

      “You have to get back to your class, blueberry.” Lilly’s teacher is waiting patiently in the hall, but I don’t want to hold her class up.

      “We’re going to watch a movie about outer space!”

      “You’re going to learn about aliens?” I tuck a piece of hair behind her ear, just like Ava does.

      Lilly scrunches her nose. “I don’t think so.”

      The chuckle I’ve been holding in finally escapes. I bend, plop Lilly on the ground, and drop a kiss on the top of her head. “Have a good day, blueberry.”

      But Lilly doesn’t get going just yet. Before I can chase her off to class, Mrs. Pritchett interrupts. “This is sweet.” She gestures to the note on the bag.

      “She’s sweet,” I respond.

      Lilly giggles. “The blueberry muffins are our favorite because I’m Hudson’s blueberry! Want one?”

      She holds up her palm, presenting a slightly squished blueberry muffin to Mrs. Pritchett. The woman’s brows shoot up to her hairline, but then her face softens as she turns to the little girl in front of her.

      Lilly has that ability. She can melt anyone with just her sweet smile. Pride bursts in my chest. I run my hand over her hair. She looks at me, smiling. These girls are mine.

      “Thank you.” Mrs. Pritchett accepts the muffin from Lilly and takes a small bite. “They’re wonderful.”

      Lilly grins and squeezes my waist in a hug before she runs back to her watching class. “Bye, Hudson!”

      I wave as Mrs. Pritchett clears her throat. “I’ll bring this right back to her.”

      “Thank you.”

      I give her a nod and turn, heading back into the late summer air.
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        * * *

      

      My truck rocks to a stop on the pavement. Before me, the house is coming along quickly. There haven’t been any bumps in the road, and we’re on schedule to break ground on a few more homes in the next couple of weeks.

      I hop out of my truck, regretting the blueberry muffin. My gut clenches as Callan walks toward me with his hands clasped behind his head and his face turned toward the ground.

      Fuck.

      Whatever it is, it’s bad.

      Callan takes a deep breath, dropping his hands to his waist. “Man. You know I’m not judging, but . . .” He turns his face toward the horizon.

      “Not judging what? Tell me what the fuck is going on.” My demand comes out on a near growl.

      “The tile.”

      “The tile?”

      “No one else saw it. I don’t know if you got your boxes mixed up, but I’m the one who opened the box you left here. I’m not judging, Hudson, but fuck. I can’t get mixed up in shit like this. I think you took the wrong box.”

      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, Callan. Get mixed up in what kind of shit?”

      Callan’s wary eyes scan my face. “Shit,” he mutters. He spins on his heel and hurries into the framed house. “In here,” he calls over his shoulder.

      I follow behind him. We jog into the unfinished garage. Another worker is in there, stacking drywall.

      “Jordan, take a break.”

      Jordan’s head pops up, his eyebrows arched. It’s barely nine thirty in the morning, too early for a break. Callan doesn’t break his stare. He’d never done construction before but he took to it quickly and soon became a leader among the crews.

      Jordan nods and exits the garage.

      Callan’s head inclines toward the box of tile at his feet, the tile I dropped off last night after picking it up in Wimberley. The hand-painted tiles are the perfect accent for the backsplash in the kitchen.

      “Lift the top two rows.”

      My knees hit the ground next to the box. I peel back the flaps and lift the top rows of tile, then my stomach rolls at what’s underneath. All the air in my lungs stops circulating and the only thing I can hear is the rush of my heartbeat.

      Callan’s voice is too distant to make out any of his words.

      “What the fuck?” I mutter. I carefully place the tile back in the box.

      Callan lifts his brows. “Guessing you didn’t know that was in there.”

      “It wasn’t in there. I inspected each piece of tile when I dropped them off last night.”

      “Fuck.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Call Maddox. I don’t know what to do with bags of cocaine. No one else knows, right?”

      Callan shakes his head. “As far as I know. I came in to see the tile and saw it underneath. No one else has come in or tried to look at it since. I’ve been watching.”

      I nod and pull my phone from my back pocket, pressing Maddox’s name in a rush.

      “Wells.”

      “Brother.”

      “I’m busy,” Maddox sighs. He hates taking family calls while he’s working.

      “I need you to come to my job site up on the bluff.”

      He stays silent for a moment. “What is it?”

      “Found some shit that shouldn’t be here, unsure what to do with it or who put it there.”

      “On my way.”

      My hand rubs the back of my neck hard enough to take skin off. Motion off to the side catches my eye. David, the head of the drywall crew, pauses when he reaches the open garage door. When he spots Callan and me standing there, a tremulous smile crosses his face.

      “H-hey,” he says.

      “Did you finish the master closet insulation?” Callan asks.

      “No.”

      “Get back to it then,” Callan commands.

      When David walks away, still skittish my stomach turns queasy. David has worked for Wells Builders for years. So has Jordan and most of the twenty-man crew on site today. Not to mention the army of subcontractors who have been in and out since we broke ground. Sure, we have a new apprentice or two running around, but they, too, have been vouched for by people who’ve worked for the family for years. Not one person here is a stranger, which makes this so much worse. I turn toward Callan. “Please tell me this isn’t one of my guys.”

      He shrugs. “It’s the obvious choice. Hoof beats and zebras or whatever.”

      I snort. “Right. Were you in here all morning?”

      “Yeah. After I saw it, I didn’t walk away. Busied myself in here until you got here.”

      I nod. Thoughts race through my head and my eyes don’t stray from the box at my feet until Maddox arrives a half hour later. His black Charger rumbles to a stop at the curb.

      “Be right back.”

      Callan nods. His stance hasn’t changed since we entered the room. His feet are planted shoulder width apart and his arms are crossed over his chest. If this were a different situation, if I didn’t have everything riding on this, I’d find it funny that he takes guarding a damn cardboard box so seriously.

      Maddox peels himself out of his car, striding toward me with his usual confident manner. He’s been out of the military for years, but his stick-straight posture and purposeful gait show the military hasn’t left him.

      Tim, another of my crew and a genius with cabinetry, walks across the yard with a couple two-by-fours over his shoulder. He freezes when he spots Maddox, and the wooden boards tumble from his shoulder. A gust of wind ruffles Maddox’s suit coat, revealing his gun and badge.

      Maddox doesn’t miss the action. He stops midstride, his aviators trained on Tim. Tim picks up the two-by-fours and rushes across the yard and down the side of the house. Maddox turns his face back to me when he disappears and lifts his brow.

      What the fuck is happening here?

      “What do you need?”

      “Come on.” I gesture for him to follow me.

      “Callan,” Maddox greets when we reach the garage.

      Callan inclines his head but doesn’t move or try to greet him in any other way. Callan is out of his former life, but I think being around any cop is uncomfortable for him. Even if he now lives life on the right side of the law.

      I dip down, opening the box, and slide the top tile pieces out of the way. I twist my torso toward Maddox. He pushes his sunglasses up his face to rest on the top of his head and stares into the box.

      He crouches down next to me, taking a pen from the inside of his suit coat and using it to move the bags around.

      “Talk.”

      I take a deep breath and speak low. “I picked up this tile in Wimberley last night and delivered it here. When I dropped it off, I checked every piece to make sure they hadn’t broken on the ride over. That shit wasn’t in there. Callan called this morning and told me to get here.”

      Maddox’s spine straightens and his jaw hardens as he turns his gaze on Callan. “You found it?”

      Callan nods.

      “He watched the box until I arrived, making sure no one else saw,” I add. “I don’t know who did this or where the missing tile is.”

      “I’ll call one of my guys. I can’t do the report on this since it’s yours. The man that fumbled with the wood earlier, he looked scared when he saw my badge. What’s his name?”

      “David.”

      “He came into the garage a few minutes before you arrived, acted shady. Not sure this is him though. He looked too terrified to run this amount of snow.” Callan lets out a low whistle. “This shit takes steel balls.” Callan lets out a low whistle as runs his hand over his chest.

      Maddox nods. “Do you have cameras anywhere?”

      “No,” I say. “Internet isn’t connected out here yet, and it’s too much of a pain to store video on site.”

      “Let me make some calls. Keep this quiet for now. Don’t need to alert anyone. Are you two the only ones who touched the box?”

      “As far as we know, it’s just us and the guy I bought the tile from. I don’t know who boxes the tile, but the tile guy handed it to me, and I checked every damn piece. There weren’t any drugs in there.”

      Maddox steps away to make phone calls. “You can get back to work. I’ll stand guard now.”

      Callan’s lips twitch. “Sorry for assuming it was yours.”

      “Don’t be. I get it.” And I do. His past is riddled with people he can’t trust, people who do things like hide drugs underneath tile.
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      Ava

      

      “Are we leaving, Mommy?”

      My shaking hands grip the steering wheel. There are two bags in the back of the car, one for Lilly’s sleepover at her friend’s house and one for me for my sleepover at Hudson’s. It will be our first night together.

      Lilly is jazzed for her sleepover.

      I’m terrified.

      It’s been so long for me. What if I forgot how to have sex? Is that possible? Can a person forget how to have sex?

      “Yes, sweetie. In just a minute.”

      Lilly is coming with me to Hudson’s this morning to help Callan move, and this afternoon, I’m going to drop her off at her friend’s house. Thank God she finally made a friend, but I’m still sitting on the edge of my seat with her moods, waiting for the moment she realizes we’re really never going back to San Antonio.

      Callan and Braelyn will be gone.

      It’ll just be Hudson, me, and a whole lot of flipping desire.

      Not that it would help if they were there. I haven’t met any of Hudson’s friends yet. We’ve been seeing each other for over a month, but it always happens at my house. I don’t want to pawn Lilly off on a babysitter all the time. And Lilly loves Hudson.

      So, not only am I nervous and anxious to spend the night with Hudson, but I’m also nervous to meet a couple of his friends. At least there will be movement all day, things to occupy my time and mind.

      Once I leave the parking lot, there’s no turning back. Hudson is going to be the first man to see me naked since I had Lilly. I know Hudson won’t pressure me tonight. I also know I won’t be able to last beside him in a bed all night long without touching him and kissing him. I know where this is going.

      I want it to go there.

      I need it go there.

      I take a deep breath and place my hand on the gearshift. “Ready, baby girl?”

      “Donuts!” she shouts.

      I grin. Of course, she’s most excited about our first stop. I’m picking up donuts and coffee for Hudson, Callan, Braelyn, Lilly, and me.

      After our pit stop at the donut store, we make our way to Hudson’s house. I’m surprised by the number of cars lining the street. Hudson is outside, directing me into the driveway. His faded jeans and t-shirt mold to his body. The shirt is tight across his chiseled chest. A building ache starts in my core as I stare at him anticipating tonight.

      He opens my door, grabs my face, and plants a too quick kiss on my lips. I miss his lips the moment they leave mine. “I missed you, bluebonnet.”

      My heart swells in my chest and the nerves wash away. “I missed you, too.” I glance at Lilly in the rearview, returning her crazy grin.

      “You’re a princess, Mommy. Princes always kiss the princess.”

      Relief steels through me with her acceptance of us kissing and being affectionate in front of her.

      Hudson helps me out of the car before moving to the back door to help Lilly from her booster seat. “Blueberry.” He kisses her cheek, which makes her giggle and her cheeks turn red. Lilly grabs his face, squishing his cheeks together, and lays a smacking one on his cheek.

      “I’m a princess, too. I got a kiss, too.”

      “Hudson isn’t a prince, sweetie.”

      “Look at his castle!”

      “Want to storm the castle?” Hudson asks her, laying another kiss on her cheek and tickling her sides. Contentment fills me from top to toe, a true, warm content feeling. Watching Hudson and Lilly together solidifies the desires to make this last. Hudson and I are so new and I’m still nervous, but I can’t deny the images of a life with Hudson. Kids, trips, grocery shopping. Anything. It’s too soon to admit that anywhere else besides my mind.

      Lilly’s bonded with Hudson quickly. She eats up the attention he gives her. I’ve never brought a man into her life, so this is completely new territory. I didn’t realize how much she was missing out on.

      “We brought donuts,” she says.

      “Yeah?”

      She nods and jumps onto the driveway. Hudson turns back toward me, affection radiating from his eyes. “You didn’t have to do that, babe.”

      I return his grin. “I wanted to. There’s coffee, too. Lilly isn’t excited about that though.”

      “Why not?” He asks Lilly, one hand on his hip and the other on mine.

      “Blech.” She sticks out her tongue and scrunches her nose. “It’s gross. I got milk.”

      “Chocolate milk?”

      “Is there another kind?” Someone is full of sass today.

      Hudson laughs, picking her up and tossing her over his shoulder. She yells and hits his back while laughing. “Hand me the coffee.”

      I hand him the carrier, then grab the donuts and follow him up his walkway to the front porch.

      I take in the house for the first time.

      It’s a monstrosity. Lilly wasn’t kidding, compared to the places we’ve lived, Hudson’s house is a castle. It’s the first time the difference in our incomes has been so in my face. It’s something I’ve known, something I’ve struggled with, but it’s never been so apparent.

      My cheeks fill with heat. How quaint he must think my apartment is, and it’s the nicest place I’ve ever lived. “Your house is gorgeous.”

      Dark gray stone is lined around the edges of the house and framing the entryway. The dark gray stone is a beautiful contrast against the warm, light gray stucco. The black double front door is tall with wrought iron over the glass. The sun spills into the large windows across the front of the house.

      “Thanks, bluebonnet. It’s the first one I designed myself. I bought the house that was on this lot, then bulldozed it to the ground and built something new in its place.”

      I smile. When Hudson says bulldozed it to the ground, I’m certain he was the one behind the wheel of that bulldozer and laughing the entire time.

      My eyes are on my feet as we step into the entryway.

      “Everyone, this is my bluebonnet and blueberry.”

      My head pops up at everyone.

      “Wow,” I breathe. “I don’t think I brought enough donuts.”

      Thirteen sets of eyes stare at our little group. I was expecting Callan and Braelyn.

      Not thirteen people, including two babies.

      “Uh,” I manage to sound out. “Hi.”

      “Ava, Lilly, this is everyone.” Hudson sweeps his arm out, indicating the people frozen in place.

      “Oh my God. She does exist,” whispers a blond woman.

      “I thought for sure he was lying,” a woman with a stunning mess of black curls and gorgeous dark skin says. “To keep his momma off his back.”

      “Did he pay you to be here?” asks a handsome, tall, blond man with green eyes.

      “Kiernan,” the blond woman hisses, then backhands his chest. As he rubs it, the tall Latino standing behind her laughs.

      “What?”

      “You just insinuated that she’s a . . .” Her eyes fall on Lilly. She turns back to the man she called Kiernan. “You know. A woman you pay . . .”

      “I meant an actress. Jesus, Harp. Really?” Kiernan focuses on me and steps forward from the mostly still frozen group. “Sorry about that.”

      Hudson smacks him on the back of the head. “I didn’t pay her.”

      “How else would you get someone as pretty as her?”

      I chuckle, which causes Lilly to giggle.

      “Oh my God. They’re going to make me melt. How adorable are they?” the curly-haired woman says.

      Hudson grins, his eyes crinkling in the corners, and meets my eyes. I raise my eyebrows, trying to hint he should do more introductions. Everyone isn’t cutting it. He nods and motions me closer.

      I walk to him, melting into his side with Lilly at my front.

      “That huge guy over there is James.” Hudson points to a really tall man, who is also broad and muscular. His eyes are gray and fiercely intense. The auburn-haired woman standing in front of him looks tiny in comparison. “The girl who’s too cute for his ogre-looking self is Tatum.”

      “Hi.” I wave lamely.

      “Call me Tate.” She grins. The big man behind her gives me the barest hint of a smile.

      “I think you figured out that’s Kiernan.”

      “Hey, beautiful,” he says, winking.

      “Don’t,” Hudson growls. He’s staring Kiernan down and the room goes so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Until James chuckles. Soon riotous laughter fills the room. Lilly joins in even though she doesn’t know what they’re laughing at.

      There’s a chorus of mutters and agreements that they never thought they would see the day Hudson found someone.

      Found someone.

      That phrase sounds serious and permanent. I wait for the doubt to creep in, but it doesn’t. My hand presses harder into Hudson’s back. I look up at him and find he’s already staring at me. He bends down, kissing my nose. “Pretty as a bluebonnet,” he whispers.

      Someone gasps.

      “They do that a lot,” Lilly says.

      I chuckle and turn back to Hudson’s friends, waiting to learn the rest of their names.

      “That’s Gabe and his wife, Valerie.” Hudson gestures to the curly-haired woman and her redheaded man.

      “Callan and his sister, Braelyn.” Both Callan and Braelyn have the most shockingly clear eyes I’ve ever seen, like crystals glowing against their tan skin. Braelyn waves. “The kid next to Braelyn is Corbin, her boyfriend.”

      “Not her boyfriend,” Callan grunts. Hudson’s told me Callan is incredibly protective of his little sister.

      Corbin and Braelyn look at each other and smile shyly. They may not be a couple right now, but I’d bet they’re heading that way.

      Next is a brunette couple. The gorgeous guy has a baby girl cuddled against his chest. “Liam, Savannah, and their daughter, Avery.”

      The final couple is also holding a baby, one I recognize from the park. The man is tall, dark, and insanely handsome. His wife suits him well. The blond hair and amber eyes combo on her is stunning. “That’s Roman, Harper, and their son, Caden, who you’ve met. Think you got all that?”

      I grin. “I’m a teacher. That was easy.” I point to each person as I go down the row. “James, Tate, Gabe, Valerie, Kiernan, Callan, Braelyn and her non-boyfriend, Corbin, Liam, Savannah, Avery, Roman, Harper, and Caden. Did you get it, Lilly?”

      She’s been armed with my memory. I’d be surprised if she didn’t know their names. “Yep,” she says, popping the p. “Can we have donuts now?”

      “I brought donuts, too.”

      I peer around Hudson at the new voice entering the house. Hudson tenses at my back.

      “Kevin.” Hudson’s tone is full of surprise. I remember him from a couple months ago, on our “friend” date, but from Hudson’s tone, the man wasn’t expected.

      “I overheard at the office that Callan was moving out. Thought I would surprise you and come by to help.”

      Hudson’s demeanor relaxes, the tension seeping from his muscles. “Thanks. We could use it. We haven’t even started yet.”

      Hudson points everyone toward the kitchen and the donuts but doesn’t follow the herd himself.

      I hang back, stopping to whisper into his ear. “Something wrong?”

      “What’s he doing here?”

      “It was nice of him to come.” Though it is a bit odd to show up unannounced and uninvited. But the guy seems like a harmless, if awkward puppy. It’s good of Hudson to let him stick around.

      “It’s just a little weird, right?” Hudson asks, echoing my inner thoughts. “I try to be nice to the guy, but when he shows up, it skeeves me out. I swear, I could go to Africa and he’d find a way to ‘coincidentally’ run into me.”

      I chuckle quietly. “Stop.”

      “I know.” Hudson kisses my nose. “I’ll be nice. He’ll be helpful, and bonus—he has a truck, so that’ll make things easier.”

      As we walk into the nook off the kitchen, Kevin pulls out the two chairs on his right. “Saved y’all a spot.”

      “That was sweet of you,” I say, taking the seat next to Kevin so Hudson can have a day where no one brings up his job site. I’ll field it for him. I haven’t spent the past twenty years being badgered by Kevin. I can definitely handle him for a day.

      Later that afternoon, I’m reminded of when I moved into my apartment. I’m about to carry one of the final boxes downstairs and my arms and legs are jelly. I juggle and rearrange the box in my arms so I can walk sideways down the stairs.

      “Want some help with that?”

      Down the hall Kevin is exiting Hudson’s office. Why was he in there? We’re moving out Callan and Brae, not Hudson. My confusion must be written on my face though because he points with his thumb over his shoulder. “Dropping off a contract about a property I thought he might be interested in after Bluebonnet Trails is finished.”

      “Oh. Can you do me a favor? Don’t mention it to him today? He’s been stressed.”

      A twinge of guilt spreads through me, but Hudson has been looking forward to the weekend and leaving work behind for a few days.

      “My thoughts exactly. It’s why I just put it on his desk. I’ll shoot him an email later in the week.”

      “Thanks.”

      I bounce the box in my arms, hoping it doesn’t fall to the ground and crash like my casserole dishes did. Kevin comes rushing forward. “Here, let me help you.”
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      Hudson

      

      With the whole group helping, we get Callan and Brae moved into their new place in pretty good time. I sold most of my furniture to Callan. He insisted on paying me for every piece, but on his next check, there will be a bonus in the exact amount he paid me.

      The big pieces of furniture were loaded into the trucks and SUVs that would fit them. Ava helped Brae pack her clothes with a little trick she used on her own recent move. The clothes were left on their hangers and stuffed into a trash bag with the hanger’s hooks poking through.

      Not even Kevin’s obnoxious presence could put a damper on Ava meeting my friends. Ava handled herself with the group perfectly. She fits in like she belongs.

      Because she does belong. To me.

      Every time I looked at her today, I swelled with pride, with the knowledge that she’s mine. We’re building something together. Something I didn’t see coming, but now I’m determined to devote my life to.

      We’ve been moving quickly since deciding to be together, but it feels right. Nothing has ever felt this right in my life. Nothing has ever brought me so much peace. Even with all the shit swirling around at work, having Ava’s warm presence centers me. She keeps me grounded and I can’t wait to sink myself into her warmth and truly get lost in bliss.

      After the move, when we dropped Lilly off, I got out of the car with Ava and walked them to the door. Lilly’s friend’s mom assumed I was her dad. The moment before Ava corrected her, I wanted that. I’ve never felt that before.

      Mom is going to throw a parade when she sees how serious I am about Ava and our future.

      Ava and I spent the rest of the afternoon and night enjoying our first time alone together. After dinner, she fidgeted before we made our way to my bedroom to get ready for bed.

      I feel like a shaken soda bottle, ready to explode at any second. I swear I can hear our heartbeats echoing in the empty space. Without furniture filling the rooms, the house feels empty, but Ava’s presence fills it with something I can’t name.

      My body has been anticipating this all night. I try to calm down and remember that I need to take this at her pace, not pounce on her as soon as she comes out of the bathroom. It may not even happen tonight. She may not be ready.

      If only my hard dick would get that memo.

      A moment later, Ava comes out of the bathroom and there’s no way I’ll be able to calm my dick down.

      She’s wearing a dark blue nightie. The laces covering her breasts barely hide her nipples and the skirt stops at the top of her thighs. My mouth waters as I stare at her.

      “You . . . you’re stunning.” My voice is hoarse and my body is coiled tight, ready to launch off the bed and ravish her. It takes every ounce of will power I posses to let her walk to the bed on her own.

      I move to the edge of the bed. She walks straight between my spread legs and brushes her hands up my naked chest to my neck, then behind my head.

      I crane my neck back to meet her eyes. My hands skim up her silky thighs and skate over her ass. When my hands land on her lower back, I pull her to me. “I’ve never wanted anything more.”

      Ava swallows, wrapping her hands in my hair. “It’s been a long time for me, I’m sorry if I’m . . . rusty.”

      “If you only stood in front of me all night, just like this, it’d be perfect. It’d be the best time of my life.”

      “You’re a lot more experienced than me.” Her eyes cast away from me and her voice softens as she speaks. In some ways she may be right, but on every level that matters, she’s wrong.

      “I’ve never experienced this,” I confess.

      Her brow furrows.

      “I’ve never experienced the way I feel about you. I’ve never made love, and I know that’s what this will be.”

      “Kiss me,” she breathes and tightens her fingers in my hair.

      I bring her closer to me until she’s flush against my chest. My mouth finds hers and my tongue traces her lips until she opens for me. My tongue delves inside of her mouth, savoring her taste.

      Ava breaks our kiss and stares into my eyes for a moment before kissing me again. Our tongues dance together, caressing each other. My hands skim down her back and squeeze her ass. Her fingers trail down my neck and coast over my chest.

      She’s not wearing any panties. My fingers are greeted by wet, warm pussy. Ava whimpers as I tease her clit with light touches.

      She breaks our kiss, breathing heavily, and whips her nightie over her head, tossing it behind her. My mouth immediately descends to devour her perfect tits and rosy nipples.

      I run my teeth over one taut nipple, making her arch and moan my name. I move to her other breast, lavishing it with the same attention as the first. My hand at her side slides down the outside of her leg. I bring her knee onto the bed next to my hip and lean back.

      All of her is exposed to me like this.

      “Please, Hudson.”

      Her lips find mine again. My fingers circle her clit, increasing the pressure with each new pass. Her back bows off the bed and her breasts press high into the hair. I flick the hard nub between her legs with my thumb and run a finger down her slit before pushing inside of her.

      Energy, power, and pure male pride run through my veins as she moans my name against my mouth. My dick is straining against my sweatpants.

      I didn’t lie to Ava. Her standing in front of me clothed was already the best experience of my life, but adding this tops every sexual experience I’ve ever had.

      I work another finger inside of her. Ava rocks against my hand.

      “That’s it, baby.”

      My thumb keeps working her clit. Ava clutches my shoulders as she rides my fingers. My other hand skims her body, finding her puckered nipple. I roll it between my thumb and forefinger, plucking in time with the flicks to her clit.

      Ava’s pussy starts to clench around my fingers. I lean back so I can watch her face.

      “Let me see you, bluebonnet. Give me everything. I want it all.”

      Her eyes open, locking onto mine at the same time I send her over the edge. My fingers continue to pump, coaxing her through every wave and moan.

      I pull my fingers out and graze her clit one last time. My hands rub over her ass and up her back, and I bring her to me. Her lips are hovering over mine and our breaths mix together.

      “Best I’ve ever had,” I whisper.

      Her eyes close and she takes a deep breath, shaking her head. “Can’t talk.”

      I lift her by the waist and lay her down on the bed. Her legs spread open, inviting me to come between them. As I move to cover her with my body, she stops me and pushes down my sweatpants.

      My cock springs free and Ava gasps. A tentative hand reaches out and wraps around me. She moves it up and down a few times, squeezing with a firm grip. Her hand rotates on her slide from root to tip, and her thumb caresses the head of my cock with each pass. I push her hand away so I don’t blow before I can even get inside of her.

      I’ve been worked up all night, and watching Ava come apart under my fingers has pushed me to the edge. I need to get myself under control if I don’t want to embarrass myself.

      As soon as Ava’s hand is off of me, I fall on top of her, and my hands rove over every inch of her delectable body.

      Our mouths are fused together and our bodies are sliding against each other, a sheen of sweat covering us.

      I sit up and lean over to grab a condom from my drawer. “Are you sure, Ava?”

      She nods.

      “Words, baby. We can stop right now. I won’t be disappointed. If you don’t want this right now, tell me.”

      “I need this, Hudson. Please. I need to feel you inside of me. I think I’ll go crazy if you stop this right now.”

      My teeth rip open the condom packet and I roll it on in record time. “You’re mine, Ava.”

      She nods but doesn’t answer. I know there’s still some lingering doubt about us, mostly centered around Lilly. If she only understood how much I want them both in my life, maybe this would be easier for her.

      “Kiss me, bluebonnet.”

      Her dark blue eyes shine with desire as she closes the distance and kisses me.

      I sink inside of her as our lips lock together. I roll my hips, each thrust grinding me against her clit, and her pussy flutters each time I hit her G-spot.

      Ava meets me with every thrust. We’re moving as one and I finally understand what people mean when they call sex beautiful.

      This right here with Ava underneath me is fucking gorgeous.

      Our eyes connect and we watch each other fall off the cliff.
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      Ava

      

      It’s been two weeks since Callan moved out. In those two weeks, Hudson and I have been almost inseparable. Lilly and I haven’t stayed at his house yet, but he’s stayed with us a few nights. He’s almost always here for breakfast and dinner.

      This morning when I picked up laundry, some of it was his. We check in with each other multiple times a day. He mentioned in passing that when he sees my name on his screen, it helps with the stress that’s been piling on top of him at work. There still aren’t answers for where the drugs on his site came from. I can’t imagine the pressure he’s under, but he never lets his worry spoil our time together.

      We’re full steam ahead in this relationship.

      So I don’t know why his request takes me by surprise. It’s a normal marker in any relationship.

      “You want me to meet your family?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Surely he’s joking. I push against his chest and lean back so I can see his face. But he’s not joking. Not at all. “Did you already tell them we’re coming?”

      “Yes.”

      I pinch his chest.

      “Ow. What the hell was that for?”

      “Well, you’re asking me if it’s okay, but you’ve already concluded that it is and your family is expecting us. Is Lilly invited?”

      “Of course she’s invited. My mom is really excited to meet her. She’ll adopt her as her granddaughter by the end of tomorrow night.”

      I gulp. “Okay.”

      Lilly understands the concept of a grandparent, but she’s never truly had one. Wes’s parents are still alive, but they couldn’t handle being in our lives after Wes was gone.

      “Why are you worried? Everyone will love you.” His large palm cups my cheek, his thumb smoothing the skin along my cheekbone.

      “The last family I was involved with was my own. You know how that turned out,” I say. I sigh, trying to reassure myself that this will be okay. “I’ve never met anyone’s family.”

      “What about Wes’s family?”

      My heart squeezes. I rub the aching spot over my chest. “Only at his funeral. I spoke to them a few times on the phone while I was pregnant. That’s it.”

      “Why aren’t they in Lilly’s life?”

      My eyes follow my finger as I trace Hudson’s hard chest. I bite my lip and the old pain of abandonment resurfaces. Hudson speaks highly of his family and I’ve never been a part of anything like that.

      “They really struggled with Wes’s death. He was their only child. The reminder was too painful for them, I think. They didn’t want to be around us. I told them that the door is open if they change their minds, but after six years, I think they have pretty firmly shut that door.” I shrug and force my voice to be lighter. “They didn’t want us. It’s their loss. We’re pretty great.”

      When my voice breaks at the end, Hudson’s eyes close. When they pop open, his jaw hardens and his eyes lock with mine. “It is their loss. I can’t imagine how anyone wouldn’t want either of you. Now that you’re mine, I’m not letting go. My family is going to adopt you both today. Mom will be planning our wedding by the time we leave. And I don’t think I’m going to stop her.”

      I swallow a gasp. Not because that sounds bad. But because it sounds wonderful. It’s a heady thing to realize I’d walk down any aisle if Hudson met me at the end. Is he really thinking so far ahead?

      “It’s going to be fun, don’t worry.” Hudson kisses my forehead and brings my head back to his chest. I trace circles along his skin and watch his muscles twitch beneath the surface.

      “Can I bring anything?”

      “Just Lilly.”

      I smile. “Is that enough?”

      Hudson rolls on top of me. My legs fall open, allowing his hips to come between my legs. His hard length is thickening against me. I roll my hips. “You two are always enough,” he says just before he kisses me.

      My hand slides down his naked back into his shorts. I grab his firm ass and roll my hips. The groan that erupts from his throat is so masculine it sends a rush of heat through my body. Every nerve ending stands at attention.

      “Hudson,” I moan when one of his long, thick fingers pushes inside of me.

      A half hour later, once our bodies are sated, Hudson cocoons me against him, my head resting on his hard chest and my arms wrapped around him. Our legs are a tangled mess, and his arms are holding me tight.

      “Thank you for taking a chance on me, Ava. Winning you was the hardest and most important battle I ever fought.”

      “Thank you for not letting me down, Hudson.”

      Every ounce of trepidation I’ve felt since meeting him has slowly been sliding away. When we met, I put him in a category with my mom’s exes. That wasn’t fair and that’s not who Hudson is. He hasn’t lost interest now that we’ve had each other.

      He’s taking me to meet his family.

      His interest is growing.

      We kiss one last time before drifting off to sleep, wrapped in each other. My heart is tumbling faster and faster toward the edge. Since it’s Hudson, I know it’ll be worth the fall.
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        * * *

      

      My sweaty palms smooth down my dress for the millionth time. I tug down the hemline, trying to bring it closer to knee length. The seatbelt is choking me, so I yank it away from my body, holding it a couple inches away from me.

      “Stop fidgeting.” Hudson drops his hand on my knee, caressing the outside with his thumb. His eyes flick from me to the road and back to me. “It’s all going to be okay, I swear. There’s nothing to be nervous about.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’ll never have to meet the family with me.”

      “I had to meet your daughter,” he returns. “Getting a six-year-old to like me wasn’t easy. My family is easy. They’re laidback and fun. Relax, bluebonnet. I wouldn’t take you anywhere I thought would turn into a bad situation for you.”

      I close my eyes and concentrate on inhaling and exhaling. My lids fly open. “The flowers are okay, right? Your mom will like them?”

      “Love ’em.” Hudson’s hand squeezes my knee.

      I turn in my seat to check on Lilly. She’s staring out the window, watching the passing houses and fields. She’ll be okay. She’s outgoing and spirited. She makes friends wherever she goes, but she’s also happy to be by herself. No, it’s only me I’m worried about. I will myself to forego any drinks without a straw. And absolutely no french dressing.

      We file out of the truck and make our way up the driveway to the back gate. Hudson unlatches a large wooden fence door and motions me to go first, but I shake my head and widen my eyes. He chuckles and goes through the gate. Lilly follows him without a second thought.

      I take a deep breath, then go through the gate door into the back yard. Hudson is standing there, turned toward the gate and waiting for me with an outstretched hand. Beyond him, too many blond people to count are staring at us.

      Lilly waves. I take Hudson’s hand and keep my eyes on his approaching family members. “Why do all the groups in your life have to be so big?”

      He laughs, taking his hand out of mine and wrapping it around my shoulder. He leans down to kiss my head.

      “Goodness.” A petite blond woman steps forward. “My dreams are coming true.”

      “Ma,” Hudson says. Ma? This is Hudson’s mother? How did she birth five boys the size of linebackers? She’s tiny and they all tower over her. I can’t imagine any of them being small babies. “This is Ava and Lilly.”

      His mom’s hand is covering her heart as she stares at me and tears fill her eyes. “Oh my God. They’re gorgeous. Hi, girls. I’m Monica.”

      “Hi.” I extend my hand. She swats it away and enfolds me into a tight bear hug.

      “I’ve been waiting for you for a long time,” she whispers in my ear.

      I don’t know how to respond. When our hug slowly breaks, I extend the flowers Hudson and I picked up on the way over when he bought bags of ice.

      “Thank you so much for inviting me to your home,” I say.

      She takes the flowers from my hand and brings them to her nose, inhaling their scent. “They’re beautiful. Thank you.”

      Her eyes move to Lilly. Her eyes become even brighter.

      “This is my daughter, Lilly. Lilly, this is Hudson’s mom, Monica.”

      “Hi,” Lilly says, opening her arms for a hug. Monica crouches down to Lilly’s level and hugs her while smiling up at me.

      Hudson introduces me to the rest of the brood. They’re just as nice and welcoming as his mother. His brothers are as handsome as he is, though I personally think he has a bit of an edge on them.

      Eli, Hudson’s cousin’s son, comes straight up to Lilly and hugs her tightly. My frown deepens at Lilly’s blush. Eli takes Lilly’s hand in his and they run off into the expansive yard together.

      “That’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen,” Monica says.

      “It terrifies me,” I confide.

      She throws her head back, laughing. “You’ll have so many of those moments you won’t know how to handle it. She’ll grow up so fast right in front of your eyes and you’ll beg time to stand still.”

      “I’m already doing that.”

      She rubs my back. “I understand, honey.”

      And in that moment, a moment so easy and real, I’m more comfortable with her than I ever was with my own mother.

      “Sit down, honey. Sit down.” Monica sits in a cushy deck chair, patting the one next to her. I take the seat and cross my legs. Hudson picks up a pitcher from the table and pours some iced tea into a glass and hands it to me. No straw. Well, here goes nothing.

      “Thanks, honey.”

      Terms of endearment from me to Hudson are new. But they’re coming more naturally and Hudson grins each time. When he looks at me with that mix of wonder and awe, I turn into a pile of goo.

      “Hudson says you’re a teacher?” his mom asks.

      “Ma,” he says, standing at my back. “Leave her alone. Don’t start asking a thousand questions.”

      “It was one question,” I say. “It’s okay. I want to get to know your family.”

      A mixture of wonder and awe morphs Hudson’s face. He bends down, curving his body around the chair, and drops a kiss on my lips. I pull back, wide-eyed. In front of his mother? After I just met her?

      She laughs. “He can kiss you.”

      I lick my lips. It’s going to be a while before blatant affection in front of his mom is anything but uncomfortable. I change the subject back to her original question. “Yes, I teach third grade. It’s my first year teaching. There’s been a hell of a learning curve.”

      While my progress this year ought to feel like a triumph, I feel like a failure because I haven’t been able to get in touch with Warner’s mom. She called me back one time, leaving a brief message, and I haven’t been able to get ahold of her again.

      Monica smiles. “I’ll bet. Does your family live in the area?”

      “Ma,” Hudson says again coming to my defense. While I appreciate his protectiveness, it’s not necessary in this case. I’m ready for this.

      I pat his hand, which is resting on my shoulder. “My mom lives in San Antonio. We haven’t spoken since I found out I was pregnant. I never knew my father.” Despite the calm words, my nose starts stinging. I tried so hard to make things different for her, but Lilly never knew her father either. But today, here she is, running through the yard with Hudson’s nieces and nephews.

      “Honey?” Monica whispers.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “I didn’t have this growing up.”

      I gesture toward the massive lawn with giant oak trees, one complete with a dilapidated tree house, a kidney-bean-shaped pool off to one side, and, most importantly, a backyard filled with family. “None of it,” I repeat. “I don’t know what you imagined Hudson bringing home, but if he and I continue, I’ll never take any of this for granted.”

      Monica continues to ask me questions as the afternoon wears on and I answer each one honestly, letting her know who I am. There’s just something about the woman that makes me want to open up.

      In return, I get to know Monica—and each of Hudson’s brothers. They’re all vastly different, but fascinating and fun. I love the way they rib each other. I dreamed of having siblings when I was growing up. I dreamed of having a family exactly like this one.

      One day, maybe I can give Lilly siblings. I’d love for her to know the type of bond I never got to experience. She’s having the time of her life playing with the other kids here. They’re running around playing tag. Her graceful laughter floats through the air, centering me even more.

      I could get used to days filled with Hudson and Lilly. And nights surrounded in Hudson’s warmth. And holidays, birthdays, and weekends surrounded by this family, their love for life and each other.

      Hudson stands across the yard, in a huddle with his brothers. As if feeling my gaze, he turns, smiles, and winks. My heart tumbles right over the edge.
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      Hudson

      

      My family falls in love with Ava in a heartbeat. She fits right in with my family, and Lilly doesn’t have any trouble going off to the play with the other kids. Every member is enamored with both of my girls.

      My mom has been begging her sons to bring someone home for as long as I can remember. While I was in college, she asked about girlfriends just as often as my grades. Having a large, chaotic family with generations at her fingertips is her dream. She and Dad were high school sweethearts and when none of us followed in that tradition, I think it broke her heart a little bit.

      Before, I only thought about having fun. I didn’t think about what it would be like, bringing someone home. Now, not only did I get to bring Ava, I got to bring Lilly, too.

      Ava is falling in love with my family, just as they are falling in love with her. I watched the anxiety leave her as she and Mom bonded. She opened up about Wes, her mother, her upbringing, which was vastly different from mine. Someone in her situation could easily be closed off, but Ava is ready to welcome people into her fold.

      Camden hands me a beer and clinks his against mine. “She’s great.”

      I grin, standing up straighter. “I know.”

      “What’s she doing with you?” Hendrix asks. I’d punch him if he weren’t smiling.

      Truth is, I don’t know what she’s doing with me or how I convinced her to take a chance on me. “Never thought I’d want to beat any of you to the altar, but I know I’m going to win that one.”

      Camden shudders. “You can win that one. It’s not really losing if it’s a game you don’t care to win.”

      “It’s losing,” I insist, riling him up.

      “If I wanted to win, I’d win.”

      “Don’t test him,” Hendrix laughs. “He just might leave here and go pick up a bride in Vegas.”

      “Fuck that,” Camden says. “I want to stay single for another ten years at least. I like my life just the way it is.”

      “I’m happily losing this round, too,” Hendrix agrees. “Besides, I still don’t think you can convince Ava to marry you. This could still be one of your elaborate schemes. Is she a hired actress?”

      What is with people asking that question? “No,” I growl and shove his chest.

      Dane approaches, knocking his shoulder against mine. “If you fuck this up with Ava, I’m taking a shot with her. She’s fucking hot. Kid’s cute, too.”

      “Back the fuck off.” I take a step toward him. A smile splits his face in two and Camden and Hendrix bust a gut laughing. “What the fuck are you laughing at?”

      “Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” Hendrix chuckles.

      “I didn’t fall. I jumped.”

      “Can y’all stop acting like assholes?” Maddox asks, joining us with a beer in hand. His ever-present aviators are perched on his nose and his mouth is set in a hard line. The mirrored shades are pointed at me.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say to Maddox, stepping away from my other brothers.

      “If this is about the company—” Camden starts.

      “Leave it,” I grit out through my teeth, walking farther away from them as Maddox follows me to a corner of the yard.

      “They know about the blow, right?”

      “Yeah,” I confirm. The beer sours in my gut as I think back to that conversation with Dad. I called him and then each brother, explaining what had happened in detail. Who found what, etc. They weren’t great conversations. Each phone call was a stab to the gut.

      “Any updates?” My question is more of a demand. I’ve been in the dark too long and I need some fucking answers.

      “Every crew member was interviewed,” says Maddox. “We have nothing. It’s possible it’s still a member of one of the subcontracting crews or some guy one of them knows, but there’s no evidence pointing to anything and everyone has an alibi for the night it happened.”

      “So it’s a dead end?” My fingers tap a beat against the bottle in my hand as I think about each person I work with. Could any of them be capable of something like this? Would any of them hurt my family this way? “What about David? He acted strange that day.”

      Maddox grunts. His tell for when he wants to laugh but is holding back. “He confessed as soon as I sat across the interview table. He’s stealing from you. I told him that on behalf of Wells Builders, he was fired. He asked if charges would be filed, I assured him there wouldn’t be. The company can eat the cost. It’d be worse going into a legal battle for drywall, paint, and bricks.”

      “Fuck,” Camden says, walking up to join us. “That’s not your decision, Maddox. You walked away from the company.”

      Just what this pile of crap needs—more opinions.

      The mirrored shades swing Camden’s way. Maddox’s jaw hardens. “I’m still part of this family, fucker. I fired someone who has been stealing. You good with me firing him, Hudson?”

      “Yep, saves me the trouble,” I say. “Camden, I can handle this situation. Let me talk to Maddox.”

      “I need to know exactly how much went missing,” Camden says before walking away. Maddox shakes his head.

      “There has to be more than just a dead end,” I insist.

      “That’s all I got.”

      “What about the detective working the case?”

      If Maddox weren’t my brother I wouldn’t notice the tiny tightening of his lips. “Won’t give me shit.”

      Something dark steels over me. Maddox and his coworkers usually work closely together, but it seems they’re locking him tight out of this one. “Can’t you look in the system or something, read their reports?”

      Maddox pinches the bridge of his nose. “Not the way it works, little brother.”

      “Thanks anyway,” I say, clapping him on the shoulder. The conversation only made the ulcer forming in my gut worse, but I know when to stop with Maddox. If he had any answers, he’d share them. “I think Ava and I are going to head out after I talk to Dad.”

      “I was looking for you, too,” Dad says from behind me, surprising me. Maddox takes off without a word. The unknowns in this case are affecting him just as much as me, only in a different way.

      “Did Maddox have any news for you?” Dad asks.

      “No.” I fist the neck of the beer bottle tighter.

      “Hudson.” Dad removes his cowboy hat, running a hair through his hair before replacing it. “I’ve moved some things in my schedule. I can take over Bluebonnet Trails.”

      “What?” My word barely makes it out of my strangled throat. Take my project from me? My first solo project? “Absolutely not. I’m handling this.”

      Bile burns my gut and rushes up my throat. I hold it back as he speaks. “This is more than normal job site pressure. What’s next? Heroine? We need to be smart and vigilant.”

      “I’m being vigilant,” I growl. Instant guilt fills me. I hardly ever speak to Dad that way, but the betrayal and rejection are flaying me wide. “Nothing else will happen. You’re not taking this from me.”

      Before Dad can respond, I walk away from him and scan the yard for Ava. She’s sitting with Mom, an empty glass of wine dangling from her hand. I walk up behind her, brushing the hair away from her neck, and run my knuckles down the column of her throat, my hand landing on her shoulder.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Sure,” she replies.

      We stand and say our goodbyes to my family and then pile into the car together. Lilly falls asleep on the drive to my house.

      “Are we going to your house?”

      “Yeah,” I say, grinning. “I have a little surprise for Lilly.”

      “What is it?” She asks as she reaches over and rests her palm on my thigh.

      “You’ll just have to see.” I lace my fingers through hers and bring her hand to my mouth for a kiss before dropping it back on my leg. I never knew something so simple could feel so good.

      I drive the truck into the dark garage. Ava and I quietly get out, careful not to wake Lilly quite yet. I take her from her booster seat and carry her inside. She’s draped against me like a rag doll.

      I asked Liam’s mom to help get me new furniture, and I made a special request for one room. Ava follows me up the stairs to the room Brae used to sleep in. It’s close to the master in case she ever needs us, but far enough away that Ava wouldn’t have to silence all her sounds during our nighttime fun.

      I stop next to the closed door and wait for Ava. When she’s at my side, I push the door open. A double bed sits against the center of the long wall across from us. A mossy green bedspread hangs over the sides, draping close to the floor. Sitting at the foot of the bed is a tall stuffed giraffe with a saddle on it. She may not be able to ride a real giraffe like she wants, but she can pretend on this guy.

      I’ll make every damn thing that girls wants possible.

      A marula tree, a tree native to Africa, is painted in the center of the far wall, with giraffes, elephants, and zebras grazing in the grass around it. One of these days, I’ll take my girls to see giraffes in the wild.

      Ava’s breath hitches and her palm rests against her stomach as she takes in the room.

      “You did this for Lilly?” she asks with tears swimming in her eyes.

      My arms wrap around her from behind, the guilt, tension, and fear threatening to consume me subsiding with the joy on Ava’s face. My lips graze the shell of her ear. “I did this for all three of us.”
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      Ava

      

      Outside of Mrs. Pritchett’s office door, I’m bouncing from toe to toe waiting for her to acknowledge my knock.

      “Come in.”

      I burst through the door in a rush. My hands are shaking with excitement, nerves, and a bit of pride. Finally, after weeks of missed calls, I actually got Warner’s mom on the phone.

      Words tumble out of my mouth. “Warner’s mom can come in for a meeting today after school. She said it’s her only available time.”

      Mrs. Pritchett picks up the plastic, black-framed reading glasses from her desk, pushing them up the bridge of her wide nose. Her hand jiggles her mouse, waking up her computer.

      The silence is killing me. It’s my lunch right now. I haven’t eaten yet, but first I needed to make sure Mrs. Pritchett can join the conversation with Melissa, Warner’s mom. After this, I need to call Hudson to see if he can pick up Lilly and watch her after school. If there’s any time to spare, I’ll use it to shovel some food into my mouth.

      Learning to eat quickly and during any spare moment should’ve been a degree requirement in college.

      “This afternoon works for me. We’ll meet in here for more privacy.”

      “Great. I’ll see you this afternoon. I told her to check in at the front desk, so I’ll alert Mary Anne to escort her here.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Kincaid.”

      Mrs. Pritchett’s lips turn up at the ends. I blink. Am I imagining things? It’s not quite a smile, but it’s not the admonishing frown I’ve grown used to either.

      The long, stacked gold necklaces I’m wearing bounce and jingle as I rush down the hallway to my room. I flop into my chair so hard it rolls back and hits the wall behind it, but I don’t waste a second before grabbing my cell phone from my desk drawer.

      Hudson answers on the second ring.

      “Bluebonnet.” His deep baritone voice is filled with delight and I can hear his smile.

      “Guess what?”

      “You’re not wearing any panties?”

      I laugh and lower my voice to whisper into the phone. “Hudson. I teach third graders. I can’t teach if I’m not wearing any underwear.”

      “Damn. That would be a good phone call. What’s up, baby?”

      “I finally spoke with Warner’s mom. She can meet with me after school. Is there any way you can pick up Lilly today?”

      “Of course,” he answers automatically. “That’s great. I’m proud of you for making this meeting happen. Hopefully it helps Warner.”

      Gratitude surges through me and my heart flutters. “Are you sure? Is everything okay at Bluebonnet Trails today?”

      “So far, so good,” he says. “Camden has backed off now that the thefts have stopped. Dad showed this morning, and since he was here, we laid some tile together. I think it’s his way of apologizing.”

      “That’s great, honey.”

      “Yeah, it is. I’d be happy to pick up my girl from school today. I’ll bring her back to my place and you can meet us there after your meeting.”

      I melt into a pile of goo when he calls Lilly his. None of the deadbeats my mother brought around ever tried to get to know me. Hudson is so far removed from what I feared.

      One day, maybe Lilly really will be his.

      “I want to kiss you right now,” I confess.

      Hudson groans. “You have no idea the things I would do right now to feel your lips against mine.”

      Before either one of us can get carried away, I reroute our conversation. “I have about six minutes to eat my lunch. I better go. Thank you for picking her up.”

      “Go eat. Anytime, babe. All you have to do is ask and I’ll do anything for you.”

      Later that afternoon, I walk Lilly outside, towing the booster seat from my car to Hudson’s truck and thanking him with a quick peck to the lips.

      “When do you think you’ll be home?” he asks.

      Home. A simple word with a profound meaning. Hudson’s home isn’t my home or Lilly’s. We’ve been bouncing back and forth every couple of nights. Spending some nights with him at his place, some nights at mine, and some by ourselves.

      The only thing that feels like home is when the three of us are together.

      “I’ll be there around five, hopefully.”

      “Sounds good.” Hudson turns in his seat, looking at Lilly strapped into her booster seat. “Pizza for dinner?”

      Lilly chants, “Pizza! Pizza! Pizza!” while I mock glare at Hudson. He winks.

      “Democracy, remember? Two against one.”

      “Why am I always on the losing side?”

      “At least you get our cute faces as a consolation prize,” Hudson says. I giggle, leaning in for another kiss.

      I dash back to my room to gather all the materials I prepared for the meeting and then to Mrs. Pritchett’s office. Mary Anne is escorting a tall and thin woman through the door just as I reach her office.

      Melissa Forde tugs at the threadbare sleeves of her top and purses her lips. Her faux leather heels sport a tear on the right toe.

      “Mrs. Forde,” I greet, sticking out my hand for her to shake. Her bony hand wraps around mine, surprising me with icy skin. She smiles tightly and tucks a strand of stringy, blond hair behind her ear. She doesn’t look well. The dark circles under her eyes are so pronounced it looks like she hasn’t slept in months.

      Exhaustion steels through me just from looking at her.

      “I’m Ms. Kincaid, Warner’s teacher.”

      Mrs. Pritchett rounds her desk, introducing herself as well and motioning for us to sit down in the maroon visitor chairs. I open the folder on my lap, passing a printed piece of paper to both women. I’ve included Warner’s grades and a list of assignments where I remember him acting out.

      “These grades are good. So why am I here?” Melissa crosses her arms over her chest.

      “Warner is a very bright boy,” I say gently. “The problem isn’t his grades. It’s with his behavior. He acts out, causes scenes, and will sometimes use foul language with me and other students.”

      Mrs. Pritchett chimes in. “Behavioral problems are just as important as grades. We want to keep Warner’s grades up, but if his behavior continues, they could slip. Out of concern, Ms. Kincaid has been lenient with him. Not every teacher would do the same.”

      Melissa’s hand rubs up and down her arm, her gaze bouncing between the principal and me. Mrs. Pritchett glances at me, signaling me to continue.

      “After one particularly bad blow-up over an essay about Halloween, I began to think through the assignments. I noticed a pattern. It seems . . .”

      I trail off as Melissa’s eyes fill with tears. Her hands come up to her face and a ravaged sob erupts. I glance at Mrs. Pritchett, suddenly out of my depth.

      “Mrs. Forde, are you all right?” Mrs. Pritchett asks in a soft tone. It’s the kindest I’ve ever heard her speak. She stands, rounds the corner of her desk, and puts a comforting hand on Melissa’s shoulder.

      I pull a tissue from the box on the desk in front of me, handing it to Melissa. She takes it, wiping her eyes. The tears have subsided, but she still looks wrecked and her face is creased with pain.

      “Warner’s father is a truck driver. Over the summer he left for a delivery. He texted,” the last word is spit with a sneer, “that he wasn’t coming back. Ever.”

      My body sags against the chair. Melissa became a single mom overnight. It’s an unlucky bond that we share.

      “Warner and his father loved Halloween. Now, his father hasn’t called him in months. I’m scrambling to pay the bills, feed and clothe a growing boy, and keep our heads above water. I was a stay-at-home mom. I haven’t worked in years. No one wants to hire me.”

      Tears start spilling down her cheeks again. My throat burns with the need to cry, but I shove the urge aside. This isn’t about me, it’s about her. “I’m so sorry this is happening to you. Now that we know the problem though, we can help. I’m going to recommend Warner speaks with our guidance counselor once a week.”

      Melissa’s chin quivers. “I thought about therapy for him. He’s been withdrawn since I told him about his dad, but I don’t have the money.”

      “Our guidance counselor will help. He won’t change overnight, but with a healthy outlet for his emotions, hopefully we can steer him back onto the right track. I noticed he lashes out when I request something personal from him. I’ve been letting him make up his own stories, which I have to say are wonderful.”

      Melissa’s smile is wobbly, but there’s genuine happiness beneath the pain and pressure she’s up against. Mrs. Pritchett sits silently, letting me guide the conversation.

      “As for a job, we’ll keep our ears to ground and see if we can find something that suits your schedule and allows flexibility for Warner.”

      Hopefully Hudson won’t get angry that I’m hoping he can offer up a job I don’t know is available, but it’s a large company. Somewhere in the mix there’s got to be a job opening. I don’t want to promise anything, but I’m definitely going to ask Hudson if he knows of anything.

      Hopefully. Also not going to mention the current issues to her if it works out. Drugs being found on a construction site may not be a big selling point to a newly single mother.

      “That would be wonderful,” Melissa whispers, bringing a shaking hand to her throat. “I’ve been searching and applying everywhere. I’m working a shift at local diner, but it’s hardly enough.”

      Mrs. Pritchett regards me with an expression that looks a whole lot like pride. She carries that expression through the rest of the meeting.

      When we’re done, Mrs. Pritchett stops me on my way out of the door. “Well done, Ava.”
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      Ava

      

      I use my key to open Hudson’s front door. I’ve been smiling since the meeting. It went really well and I’m confident we’ll get Warner on track. Mrs. Pritchett said Good job, which from her is a ringing endorsement. 

      Hudson and Lilly’s laughs meet my ears making my smile grow even larger.

      Thump. Thump. Thump. 

      What is that?

      I walk farther into the entryway, the bottom of the staircase comes into view. Their laughs and the thumping noise is getting even louder. 

      Lilly and Hudson sail past me and out of sight again as they slide across the floor.

      What the hell?

      I run to the stairway. Lilly and Hudson are sitting on a bare mattress. Lilly has a football helmet on her head. They’re both clutching their stomachs laughing. I look from the set of stairs back to them.

      Did they just slide down the stairs on a mattress?

      I clear my throat.

      Hudson’s head whips to the side. His mouth drops open and his eyes widen in alarm.

      “She has a helmet on,” he says.

      I bust out laughing. Lilly stands, stumbling off the mattress. I go and hug her.

      “Was that fun?”

      “We need stairs,” she says giggling while trying to pry the helmet off of her head. Hudson crouches down in front of her, unsnapping the helmet and pulling it off of her.

      He holds it up, shrugging. “My old football helmet.”

      I lean down, pecking him on the lips and grin. “At least you protected her head.”

      “I’d never let anything happen to her,” Hudson vows. 

      “I know,” I whisper, cupping his cheek and he stands. He pulls me into his body, hugging me tightly and kissing me again. 

      “Can I watch TV?” Lilly asks.

      “Sure,” I say. I watch her run off to Hudson’s living room before turning my gaze back to Hudson’s. 

      “How’d it go?” he asks.

      “So great,” I answer. “Think you might have an opening at Wells Builders for an assistant or secretary or something? His mom really needs a job.”

      Hudson kisses the tip of my nose. “With all the shit happening right now, I’m not positive, but I’ll see what I can do, bluebonnet.”

      I stand on my tiptoes, kissing him. His tongue traces my lips until I open for him. I whimper softly relishing the taste of him.

      “Proud of you,” he whispers pulling back and pecking me softly. “Come upstairs. I want to do something for you and then your girl and I are cooking dinner.”

      I smirk. “You cook?”

      “I can handle it.”

      I take Hudson’s offered hand and go upstairs with him. He leaves me sitting on his bed as he goes into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him. He opens it a few minutes later, motioning for me to come to him.

      I stand from the bed and walk to the bathroom, smiling the entire time. My eyes slide from him to the bathroom. It’s dim and candles are set around the tub creating a beautiful glow. Steam rises from the hot, bubbly water.

      I gasp.

      “I haven’t had a bath in a long time.”

      “Relax tonight, bluebonnet. You deserve it.”

      Hudson reaches around and unbuttons my shirt. I slide the zipper down my skirt. 

      When I’m naked I step into the hot bath and sink down into the water while groaning. My eyes snap open when Hudson grazes a knuckle over my nipple.

      “You’re so beautiful.”

      He’s kneeling next to the bath, staring at my half-covered body. He pulls his hand away and meets my eyes. The l-word surges into my brain. At this moment, I want to scream it from the rooftops.

      “This is the sweetest gift anyone has ever given me.”

      “I hope to make you say that a lot, bluebonnet. I’ll always treat you the way you deserve.”

      He leans down pressing another kiss to my lips. 

      “I’ll come to get you when dinner is ready.”

      I sink further into the water as I watch him go and trust him to take care of me and Lilly. My eyes fall shut as I relax and let the water soothe my muscles. 

      Hudson consumes my mind while I relax. If Lilly had been sledding down a set of stairs with anyone but Hudson, I’d probably have lost my mind. I trust him to take care of her. He’s shown me over and over that he will be there for us.

      My first impression of him may have been true, but it’s not anymore. 

      The fire alarm rings through the house. My eyes pop open. 

      “We’re good. It’s all good. Keep relaxing,” Hudson yells. I laugh as I imagine how he’s destroyed dinner. It doesn’t matter though, he could’ve done anything to it, as long as it’s him and Lilly, it’ll be perfect.
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      Hudson

      

      Since Ava came into my life, I’ve been waking up and cruising through my morning routine with a smile on my face. Since she met my family a couple weeks ago, the girls have been staying with me a couple nights a week. Ava insists on some nights alone so Lilly can adjust to the new pace. When they’re here, they bring life back into my house, which is too quiet the rest of the time, now that Callan and Brae are gone.

      Pulling my shirt over my head and tugging down my torso, I finish getting dressed. Ava is already dressed and working on getting Lilly ready for school. I grab my boots from the closet, pad across the bathroom to my bedroom, and sit on the edge of my bed.

      When I bend down to shove my feet inside of the boots, the smell of coffee and bacon hit me through the open doorway. Both of them are moving around in the kitchen. My fingers start lacing the boots faster so I can get out there to join my girls.

      All materials on the job site are accounted for since we fired a few people with sticky fingers. There hasn’t been another appearance of drugs, which appears to be restoring some of my family’s faith in me. Though, it probably has more to do with meeting Ava.

      Ava is standing in front of the stove with a spatula in her hand. Her hair is hanging in loose waves down her back. I love her teaching outfits. She dresses conservatively for work, but that just makes her more enticing. Each outfit hugs her body but leaves the skin beneath all to the imagination. The fact that I’m the only man who knows what’s underneath her layers makes my dick hard.

      Her ass is pert and deliciously round in her skirt. I’m having trouble taking my eyes off it. Until Lilly calls my name and gets my attention. Ava looks over her shoulder and her eyes light up when she spots me.

      “Guess what we’re having?” Lilly says, sitting on her knees on the barstool at the island. She’s already in school clothes and her backpack is on the chair next to her.

      “What are we having?”

      “Blueberry pancakes!”

      I walk over to her and tickle her sides. She squirms and laughs. “Your mom is putting you in the pancakes? Do you taste good?” I lift her arm to my mouth and pretend to bite her.

      “No, silly,” she says, still cackling. “Real blueberries!”

      “They’re ready.” Ava turns from the counter to the island with two large plates in her hands, one with a stack of blueberry pancakes and the other stacked high with bacon.

      I reach over, taking the plates from her, and put them in the middle of the island. She’s getting silverware from the drawer when I crowd in behind her and sweep her hair to one side.

      “Morning,” I whisper against her neck.

      “Morning.” She shivers against me as I graze my lips along the column of her neck. But I’m a good boy and step back, not staying long enough to start something when there’s a child in the room.

      I set a plate in front of three barstools and grab the syrup. Ava meets me at the island with the silverware and coffee.

      “I like this,” I say.

      “I like it, too,” she confides with a tiny grin on her face.

      I never want this to change. I want them here every morning for the rest of the time left I have on this earth. I want the chaos that comes with Lilly. I want the beauty that comes with Ava. I want them to fill this house with their stuff and their noise.

      “You’re still coming over after work, right?”

      Ava looks up, then holds up one finger while she finishes chewing. “Yeah. We’ll be here tonight. Just like we discussed yesterday, goof.”

      “Good,” I say, grinning. “I should be home by the time y’all get out of school, but in case I’m not, you remember the code to get into the house?”

      “Yep,” she responds.

      I flip my wrist and check the time. I need to go if I want to be there when they start the dig on our second block. I pick up my plate, rinse it, and place it in the dishwasher.

      “I have to go, ladies,” I say, kissing them both.

      I walk out of my kitchen while my girls are still eating and starting their days. Part of me is reluctant to leave, but another part is delighted that they feel free to use the kitchen as their own.

      Callan is standing with a few workers when I pull up to the site. He lifts his chin in greeting when I step out of my truck.

      “Ready to get started?” I ask the group. I’m ready to break ground on the next street and then get lost with some manual labor on the homes that are already framed. When building a neighborhood, from the outside, it looks like the houses pop up overnight. But inside, the entire home is nothing but a skeleton.

      I like to get involved with each project, put my own stamp on it in some way. Whether it’s laying tile, hanging drywall, or painting, I want to be involved. I especially want to be involved now that this home division is mine.

      “Let’s do it, boss,” Jimmy says and hops up into the cab of the backhoe.

      Callan and I take a step back when Jimmy starts to move the huge machine.

      Callan claps me on the shoulder when the first pile of dirt is scooped up and dumped. The grin slides off my face as the second pile of dirt cascades from Jimmy’s bucket, something glinting in the early morning sunshine. That can’t be what I think it is.

      “Did you see that?” I ask Callan.

      “See what?”

      I shake my head and wave at Jimmy. “Stop!” I yell. I keep repeating the word at a yell until Jimmy hears me inside of the rig. He shuts down the backhoe and stands from his seat.

      “What’s up, boss?”

      I jog toward the pile of dirt he just dropped on the ground. “I need a shovel,” I call out over my shoulder.

      “Hold on,” Callan says.

      A moment later he returns with a shovel and plants his fists on his hips. “What’s happening?”

      “I saw something and I really hope I’m wrong.”

      I use the shovel to move the dirt around without picking any of it up. My heart skips a beat when the sun catches on a piece of metal peeking through the dirt. I wipe away more.

      A gun.

      “Fuck,” Callan groans.

      I look over my shoulder at the small hole in the ground. Gripping the shovel in my hand, I stride toward the hole in the ground and repeat the same process of slowly moving around the dirt.

      I freeze when a head appears.
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      Hudson

      

      The shovel falls to the ground. I swipe my hand down my face and release a pent-up breath. I take the phone from my pocket as Callan appears at my side, halting midstep when he sees the head.

      His surprised eyes swing my way. Neither of us says anything as I dial my brother’s number.

      “Wells.”

      “I just dug up a body and a gun on my job site.”

      There’s no time for a greeting. The words come out a jumbled mess. I’ve learned enough from my brother to not dig anymore and to not touch anything, but beyond that, I haven’t a clue what to do and I need him here right now.

      “Be there soon.”

      I shove the phone back in my pocket as Jimmy walks up. “Jesus. Is that—”

      “A human head? Yeah, it is,” Callan answers.

      My chest feels like it’s on the verge of an explosion and pain pulses behind my eyes. “Fuck.” I rake a hand through my hair, tugging on the ends.

      A few minutes later, the blare of sirens roars up the hill, followed by flashing lights. Maddox is at the front of the cavalry in his Charger. Two unmarked cars are following behind him, a black-and-white behind that.

      Maddox’s tires squeal as he slams on his brakes. He’s unfolding himself from the car even before the engine dies. His strides are long and quick as he makes his way over to me.

      “What the fuck is going on, Hudson?”

      I point to the head peeking out from the dirt. Maddox crouches as the other men with him approach. He pulls a pair of gloves from his pocket and shoves his hand inside of each one, though he doesn’t actually touch anything.

      “You said there was a gun?” Maddox asks.

      I point toward the pile of dirt. “It’s right on top.”

      One of the cops goes to inspect the gun, pulling gloves out of his pocket.

      Over the next few minutes, Maddox makes several calls, but his eyes are glued to the man beneath the dirt. The forensic team shows, marking places with little tented numbers and taking pictures, and finally the coroner arrives.

      I stand rooted in my spot, activity buzzing around me.

      When the coroner’s people final start exhuming the body, head first, a single gunshot wound is exposed on his temple. Maddox curses under his breath, twisting to look at the officers with him.

      All of their eyes meet, silently communicating with each other.

      “What?” I ask.

      Maddox sighs. “This is one of the biggest drug dealers in the city. Specifically cocaine.”

      “Is this related to—” I pause, unable to finish my thought. First drugs were found here inside of a box and now there’s a fucking body. “Fuck.”

      Maddox stands, taking off his sunglasses. His fists land on his hips and he stares down at his boots for a second before meeting my eyes. “We’re going to have to shut your project down. It’s an active crime scene now.”

      “Fuck.” My vocabulary has been reduced to a single word.

      “I’m going to need to take statements from everyone on your crew,” another detective says. He sticks out his hand for me to shake. “Forest Smith.”

      I give his hand two firm shakes and him a closed-lipped smile. “Hudson.”

      “Maddox won’t be able to do anything due to conflict of interest, but we’ll take good care of this and get you back to work as quickly as possible. This man,” he indicates the body, “has a list of enemies a mile long.”

      “It doesn’t look like it happened here. This is just the burial site,” Maddox interjects.

      I nod. I thought the same thing. There’s no pool of blood around him. He was just underneath the dirt, barely hidden.

      “Have you called Dad?” Maddox asks.

      I shake my head. That’s a conversation I don’t want to have with him or any of my other brothers.

      Jimmy and Callan have been silently standing by my side since the cops arrived. Jimmy’s almost green. Callan is still fixated on the body that is becoming more and more uncovered.

      The sound of an approaching car makes my head turn. Another crime scene unit and a coroner’s van are pulling up to join the party.

      “How long will I be closed down?”

      Maddox shakes his head. “There’s no way to tell. It could be quick or it could drag on.”

      I rest my hand on Callan’s shoulder. His concentration breaks and he stares at me. Turmoil is swimming in his eyes. This must be a bleak reminder of his past life, the life he just escaped from. He’s only just landed on his feet, and now life is dragging him back down to the pits of hell.

      “Can you gather everyone?” I ask.

      He takes off toward the house, Jimmy following behind him. I blow out a breath. I need to make the phone call I’m dreading before the questioning starts. If Dad hears about this from anyone but me, he’ll never forgive me.

      I step away from Maddox and Forest, looking out over the horizon. The phone rings twice before Dad picks up the line. “How’s the second block coming along? I’d like to be there for one of them. I’m proud of you, son. I really think this community is going to be great.”

      A vise squeezes my chest, making it impossible to breathe. I can hear his smile over the phone, a smile that hardly ever fades. I’m about to crush that smile into smithereens.

      “There’s a problem.”
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      My mind has been on Hudson since our phone call at lunch. We talk every single day at lunchtime. Those few minutes with his voice always make me happy, but today he sounded distant.

      He assured me he’d tell me later, but it’s made the day drag by. Doubt and worry have filled my belly. There hasn’t been another lead on the cocaine, but the theft has stopped and the development is otherwise progressing on time. Things are finally looking up, but given today’s conversation, something must’ve taken a turn.

      My math lesson is interrupted by the assistant principal, Mrs. Newton. She stands in the back of the room, waving to catch my attention. I write three math problems on the board.

      “Work on solving these silently, please,” I say, walking to the back of the classroom. “Mrs. Newton?”

      “Lilly was brought to the principal’s office just a few minute ago. Mrs. Pritchett sent me to come and get you. I’ll watch your class while you go down there.”

      Panic claws its way up my throat. “Is she okay?”

      “Yes, she’s fine. She was sent for her behavior.”

      I reel back, shocked. “Her behavior?”

      Lilly is a model student. She’s never disrupted a class before, even in daycare. This has to be some sort of mistake or misunderstanding. I don’t waste another second wondering though—I haul ass down the hall and straight into Mrs. Pritchett’s office without knocking.

      Lilly is sitting in one of the chairs. Wetness coats the front of her pale blue shirt around the neck. I drop to my knees as her chin quivers. Splotchy red spots are popping up on her cheeks and neck.

      My eyes move to the chair next to Lilly’s. Jaclyn, Lilly’s first friend, is in about the same shape as Lilly tearstains down her red cheeks and all.

      “Are you girls okay?”

      “She started it!” Lilly yells. My gaze moves back to hers as my eyebrows climb up my forehead. I turn toward Mrs. Pritchett. She’s sitting at her desk with steepled hands, watching the three of us in front of her.

      “What happened?” I ask Mrs. Pritchett.

      Lilly starts to yell again. “Jaclyn was being mean—”

      “Lilly,” I cut her off. A new wave of tears spills down her cheeks.

      “The girls got into a verbal and physical argument in the classroom.”

      “What?” I stand to face Mrs. Pritchett, my hand on the back of Lilly’s chair.

      “They started to yell at each other. Before Ms. Hemphill could calm them down, the girls started to shove each other.”

      I stare down at Lilly, not recognizing a word coming from Mrs. Pritchett’s lips. This is so far removed from Lilly’s normal behavior.

      “I’m about to phone Jaclyn’s mom, but I thought I would give you the opportunity to talk to Lilly and figure out the story. Both girls are to remain in the office for the rest of the day but will be able to return to class tomorrow.”

      I nod woodenly, holding out my hand for Lilly. She grabs it and I drag her into the hall behind me. I release a slow breath, tapping the space between my eyebrows to calm the fury.

      That type of behavior is unacceptable.

      “Lilly, what were you thinking?”

      “She started it.” Her hand props on her hip. I’ve never seen this display of attitude or heard this tone of voice from her before.

      “What happened?” I try to speak softly so we don’t disturb any other classrooms or offices.

      Lilly bursts into tears, her entire body shaking from the sobs. “I don’t know where to keep my stuff,” she yells.

      “What?”

      “Jaclyn made me a friendship bracelet. It’s in my room at our house. I didn’t have it at Hudson’s house and she’s mad at me for not wearing it. I pinky promised I would wear it every day.”

      Every bit of fury slides away, guilt seeping into its place.

      “I don’t know where to keep my toys,” Lilly repeats, wiping her eye with a fist.

      “At home,” I say, lowering to my knees to look her in the eye. “All of your things belong at home.”

      “Is home our house or Hudson’s house?”

      “Ours, sweetie.”

      “I like my room at Hudson’s house better.”

      My heart rips apart. I can’t give her that type of room, but I’ve made it worse by giving her two rooms. “We don’t live there, honey.”

      “Then why do I bring stuff there sometimes?”

      I sigh. “Sometimes we have sleepovers there, but we don’t live there.”

      “Why?”

      Because Mommy and her boyfriend haven’t dropped the l-bomb yet. “We have our own home.”

      Lilly shakes her head, still wiping her eyes. “We left home.”

      I hang my head. I knew she was having trouble with the move. I was even waiting for a breakdown, and yet, I got so wrapped up in Hudson that I forgot. Of course she’s confused by sleeping in two different places. And I’ve been oblivious to her stress. “We have a new home.”

      “I don’t like it,” Lilly grumbles. “I like my room at Hudson’s. I want to leave all my stuff there.”

      “It doesn’t work like that, honey. We need to stay at our home. Do you understand?”

      After a moment, Lilly nods. My shoulders fall. I told her the truth. We do need to stay at our home. Lilly needs consistency. I walk her back into the office, where she’ll spend the rest of the day.

      When she sits in the chair, she turns to Jaclyn. “I’m sorry.”

      “Me, too,” Jaclyn says, wiping a tear from her cheek.

      If only everything were as easily solved as little girls’ friendships.

      When the longest school day ever finally ends, I pick Lilly up from the office and load her up in the car. I want to take my time driving to Hudson’s. Dread sits in my stomach like a lead anchor. I’m not ready to have this conversation with him. I’m not sure how he’ll react when I tell him we have to pull back, but it needs to happen. It’s too confusing for Lilly. I can’t put her through this.

      The problem is, Lilly wants to be at Hudson’s. She loves her room there and feels at home. It’s our apartment that she doesn’t like. I can’t exactly tell Hudson that we’re moving in though. He hasn’t asked or hinted about us staying there long-term. He never minces his words and assures me he loves having us there, but staying for a night or two is different than moving in.

      When I want red lights, I hit every single green light. His truck is in the driveway, parked off to the side, leaving his garage clear for me. Even though his truck is here, there aren’t any lights on in the house. From the outside, the house feels like it has a shroud over it.

      Lilly and I enter through the back door. It’s silent inside.

      “Hudson?” My voice echoes off the walls and there’s no answer. My hand clasps tighter around Lilly’s as we walk through the kitchen to the living room. I freeze when I see Hudson sitting on his couch in front of a dark TV.

      There’s a tumbler of amber liquid clutched in his hand. There are also two beer bottles on the table in front of him.

      “Hudson,” I say quieter than a moment ago. His body jolts and he turns around. Deep creases mar his usually smooth forehead and his mouth is pinched and turned down at the sides.

      “You’re early.” He sets the tumbler on the table and rises to his feet. He walks quickly around the couch and envelops me in his arms. I keep Lilly’s hand in mine but use my other arm to hold him close. He takes one arm away and brings Lilly into our hug.

      Normally, this would warm my heart, but today it’s only making me more anxious for the impending conversation. Seeing him like this reminds me he didn’t have a good day either.

      Hudson’s lips are next to my ear. “I needed this,” he says on a sigh, pressing me tighter to his hard body. My hand makes a fist in the back of his shirt, unwilling to let go of him for even a second.

      “What’s happening?” I whisper.

      Hudson leans back, looking into my eyes. He glances down at Lilly. “Later.”

      I nod in agreement. Whatever we both need to say, it needs to happen later. Hudson’s lips crash down on mine in a hard kiss. I can feel emotion spilling from him and his desperation to take this further, but we can’t right now.

      He breaks the kiss, panting, his hand moving into my hair. “Ava,” he whispers closing his eyes. “I’ve needed this all day. You and Lilly here with me.”

      “I’ve needed it, too,” I confess.

      Hudson plants another quick kiss on my lips before taking a step back. He plasters a smile on his face and claps his hands together. “Do you want a snack, blueberry?”

      “Yes, please,” she says and takes a step toward Hudson, wrapping her arms around his waist. Her mood improved as soon as Hudson pulled her into a hug, but she needs one home, not an overnight bag being carted back and forth to her mom’s boyfriend’s house. “You look like you need a hug.”

      Hudson scoops her up in his arms and hugs her tight to his chest. “You’re right, I did need a hug.”

      “Are you okay?” she asks softly. “I had a bad day.

      “I am now. I just needed you and your mom here. What happened?”

      “Later,” I say.

      Lilly shrugs before asking her next question. “Do you have Cheez-Its? Cheez-Its make me feel better.”

      Hudson’s smile turns genuine. “What kind of house would this be if it didn’t have Cheez-Its?”

      Lilly shakes her head, her mouth in a pout. “Not a very good one.”

      Hudson and I laugh, locking eyes and sharing in the delight of Lilly. The anxiety that’s been clawing its way up my throat eases some.

      Hudson bends, placing Lilly on her feet, and goes into the kitchen to fix a snack for her. He turns before he reaches the pantry. “Do you want anything?”

      I shake my head. “I’m okay right now.”

      He nods. “We’ll have to go somewhere for dinner.”

      “Can I cook?” I ask. “I’d like to make us something here. I’ll run to the store if you watch Lilly.”

      “I can go to the store for you.”

      “I love that you’re willing, but it would be a lot faster if I went.” And it would give me more time to pull myself together, a cowardly voice in my head points out.

      “Okay,” he agrees. “I’ll stay with Lilly. You’re taking my card though.”

      I give him a noncommittal shrug. I can pay for groceries for dinner, but I also don’t want to argue with him right now. It’s obvious neither of us can take it today.

      “What are you going to make?”

      “It’s a surprise,” I answer, forcing a grin. I’m going to make my favorite comfort foods. All three of us are in dire need of some comfort tonight.
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        * * *

      

      I leave the grocery store with all the fixings for a good old-fashioned Southern dinner. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, green beans, and a salad mix, just to add some health factor. I even picked up an apple pie.

      A pie from scratch would be ideal, but there’s no time for that tonight. The one from the bakery will do though.

      I turn onto Hudson’s street and gasp. There are flashing lights in front of his house and an armada of cop cars. My eyes scan the lights for an ambulance, my mind immediately going to Lilly. I press on the gas before slamming on the brakes and coming to a screeching halt in front of his house.

      I jump out of the car and race across the front lawn, which is teeming with people. I can’t breathe. Where is she? I finally spot her blond hair. Her hands are on her face and her body is racked with sobs. Hudson’s brother Maddox is standing next to her with his arm around her.

      I rush to her side, dropping to my knees. “Lilly.” I run my hands over her frame. She collapses into me, her face hiding in my neck. “Lilly. Are you okay?”

      She cries harder and sobs. “Hu-Hu-Hudson.”

      I look up at Maddox. “Where’s Hudson? Is he okay? What’s happening?”

      Maddox swallows and nods toward the area behind me. I turn my head while still holding Lilly. Hudson’s eyes are on me, but his hands are cuffed behind his back. An officer is escorting him into a police car.

      Maddox’s voice sounds like it’s coming from underwater. It’s white noise in my ears as I watch the man I’ve fallen in love with sink into a police car.

      “—murdered man. The gun they found is registered to Hudson.”

      My brow furrows. What is Maddox saying? Gun? Murdered man?

      Hudson shakes his head, mouthing something at me. He has to repeat it twice before I finally understand.

      I’m sorry.
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      Ava

      

      “I know, sweetie,” I whisper to Lilly. She’s still crying, but not as hard. She’s too terrified to tell me what happened, but I will get it out of Maddox.

      He’s hovering in the kitchen, waiting for me to settle Lilly so we can talk. He almost left with the rest of the officers but I demanded that he stay and talk to me.

      When the police car with Hudson in the back took off from the house, my mind froze, gawking at the empty driveway and police officers strolling in and out of the house with cardboard boxes of “evidence” they found during their search. When my brain started working again, overwhelming fear set in. Now the sharp edges of panic are cutting up my insides and clawing up my throat. Panic and fear I have to push aside, so I don’t make things worse for Lilly.

      My nose is burning with the threat of tears, but I can’t cry yet. If I cry, Lilly will cry more and become more upset.

      How do I explain that Mommy’s boyfriend was arrested? Arrested for something he didn’t do?

      The only thing she knows about police officers is they take the bad guys away. When she asked me if Hudson was in trouble and if he’d done something bad, I didn’t know what to say.

      For many reasons.

      One, I have no fucking clue what is happening. Hudson had a bad day, but I don’t know why he had a bad day. I can’t believe he would do something like this. He couldn’t have hidden his true self from me all this time.

      Two, I don’t know how to explain that sometimes mistakes happen and good people are arrested. That would terrify her.

      Three, she loves Hudson. She’s worried about him and wants him to come back. We both want him to come back. I just don’t know if that’s what’s best for us.

      Four, I have no fucking clue what the hell is happening.

      When Lilly is finally settled enough, I turn on the TV and find something appropriate for her to watch. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I’m going to talk to Maddox and then we’re going home. Okay?”

      She sniffles, wipes her nose, and nods her head. She falls back into the couch and zones out, facing the TV. I’m sure the emotional turmoil she’s feeling is making her tired.

      My eyes fall shut and I count to ten, centering myself, before walking into the kitchen to confront Maddox. He’s standing by the kitchen windows with his hands in his pockets. I can feel the tension radiating off of him, making the large room feel tiny and me nauseous for what I’m about to learn. The unknown terrifies me. What I’m about to find out about a man I’m falling in love with terrifies me.

      “Maddox.” He turns and watches my approach. I step close to him so Lilly won’t be able to hear our conversation. “What the hell is going on?”

      “What has he told you?”

      “Obviously nothing. I go to the store to get dinner and I come home to my daughter falling apart on the front lawn and my boyfriend being arrested.”

      “You know nothing about today.”

      I huff. My hands curl into fists at my sides. “He called me during my lunch break and he sounded upset, but he said we would talk later. It was the same when Lilly and I arrived here this afternoon. He was visibly upset, but Lilly was with us.”

      Maddox shakes his head and turns his face to the window. “Fuck. This should be him explaining.”

      “Well, it’s not,” I snap, resisting the urge to stomp my foot.

      His eyes swing back to mine. They’re the same shade of blue as Hudson’s, but so vastly different. Hudson’s shine with warmth, light, humor, and good times. Maddox’s are clouded and sealed tight, not allowing anyone to see more of him than he’s willing to give.

      “Hudson and Callan found a dead body and a gun on his job site today.”

      I suck in a breath and my hand clutches my throat. “What?”

      “The man was a large cocaine distributer in Austin.”

      “Oh God,” I whisper. “Is this connected to the drugs he found?”

      “We think so.”

      “I don’t understand. Why does this mean Hudson was arrested?”

      “Detectives questioned the drug dealer’s wife and mistress. The mistress said he was with her the last time he was seen, and he left with a man matching Hudson’s description and a car with his plates.”

      “What?” I yell, then clap my hand over my mouth and turn toward the living room, making sure Lilly isn’t going to come in here.

      “When did the . . .” I pause and close my eyes. “Murder happen?”

      “Two nights ago,” he says. “Was he with you?”

      I think back and clam up. We weren’t together two nights ago. I shake my head slowly, looking to the ground. The tears I’ve been holding at bay rise up. I blink a few times, clearing them away. “No.”

      “Fuck,” Maddox murmurs.

      “You don’t think . . .”

      Maddox’s head whips up. “No,” he growls and pauses. “Do you?”

      “No. I don’t know what’s happening or how Hudson is involved, but I know he wouldn’t do that.”

      “No, he wouldn’t.”

      “Why can’t you do something?”

      “I’m doing everything I can,” he hisses, stepping forward and looming over me. Anger breaks through his usually calm features. “I was taken off the case because he’s my brother, but I will do everything I can to figure this out.”

      I take a step back from him. “I know. I’m sorry. What’s going to happen now?”

      “He’ll be questioned, there will be a line-up, and depending how that goes, he’s either charged or let go.”

      I nod. “He’ll be let go.” My voice quivers, betraying my confident words. “Who would set him up?”

      Hudson doesn’t have any enemies. He’s a good man from a good family with several friends. He doesn’t hold grudges with anyone. Who would set him up this way? And why?

      Maddox doesn’t answer my question. “I need to get to the station.”

      “I need to get Lilly home.”

      Maddox hands me his phone. “Put your number in here. I’ll call if I have an update.”

      “Thank you.” I hesitate before stepping forward and wrapping my arms around his waist. “Please protect him.”

      Maddox squeezes me quickly, then heads out the door.
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      Hudson

      

      Even though my brother has worked with the Austin Police Department since he got out of the military, the closest I’ve come to seeing the inside of a room like this is on TV. It’s exactly how they depict it.

      Dreary with a single light about the silver table. The chairs are hard and uncomfortable. I’ve been here for God knows how long. It feels like hours but could be a minute or a fucking day for all I know. Without windows and my ass cramping from the metal chair, time has stopped existing. Heavy footsteps march past the door every few minutes, but the door for the room I’m sitting in has remained closed.

      Are Ava and Lilly okay? She was so terrified when the police came to the door and pinned me against the wall. Maddox showed up a few minutes after them, asking me why I hadn’t been answering my phone.

      Why the fuck hadn’t I answered my phone?

      I left it on the coffee table after Ava and Lilly got home from school. When Ava left to go to the store, I didn’t pick it up, just sat next to Lilly, helping her with her homework.

      I could’ve at least tried to prepare Lilly or put her in another room, something so she wouldn’t have to see that. I couldn’t console her when she started crying, and when I tried to speak to her, the cop told me to shut up, which terrified her more.

      Luckily Maddox showed up quickly, then Ava not too long after that. Every time I close my eyes, the devastation and confusion on Ava’s face and the tears streaming down Lilly’s cheeks are all I see. My chest feels like it’s being ripped open from the inside out.

      I stare into the two way mirror. Is someone on the other side? Are they watching me? I want to launch my chair into the glass, demanding someone tell me what the hell is happening. I want someone to come in here, so we can get this mix up over with and I can get back with my family.

      Maddox comes into the room and takes the seat across from me.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      His eyes flick to the camera on the ceiling in the corner of the room. “I can’t answer that. They’re letting me give you your cell to call a lawyer. Know any?”

      The only lawyer I can think of is Kevin. He annoys the fuck out of me—he has since I met him at age five—but I know he’d show up in a minute. He helped move Callan a few weeks ago without even asking, so I know he’d come no matter what time it is. For some reason, he’s always tried to insert himself into my life. I know this isn’t his area of expertise since he’s the company’s real estate lawyer, but he’s the only lawyer I know.

      Maddox hands me the phone.

      “Just the phone call,” Maddox orders. “To a lawyer. Not Ava.”

      “Yeah.” At the same time, I’m pulling up Ava’s name to send a quick message.

      I’m so sorry, bluebonnet. I’ll call as soon as I can. I hope Lilly is okay. I’m thinking of you both.

      I almost type out I love you, but I stop myself. I can’t confess I love her while my ass is stranded in a damn police station. That’s real fuckin’ romantic.

      I find Kevin’s information and press call.

      “This is Kevin Thurber.”

      “Kevin. It’s Hudson.”

      “Hey, man. What’s up? How are you?”

      “Listen.” I hesitate, inhaling and running a finger along my brow bone. “I’m in a situation. I’m at the police station on Cypresswood and could use your help.”

      “I’ll be there soon. I promise.”

      I roll my eyes at his tone—like I’ve just invited him to the Super Bowl, not to a police station to help me get out of fucking jail. “Right.”

      “See you soon, Hud.”

      I shake my head, not bothering to correct him. He’s coming to help me. I need to be grateful and appreciative of that, not annoyed by his over eagerness.

      I hang up the phone. Maddox takes it from my hands before I can look to see if Ava has replied. He looks down at my phone, up at the camera, then at me and gives the barest shake of his head. The movement is so minuscule, I almost miss it.

      “Do you need water or anything?”

      “Only thing I need is to see Ava.”

      “You need a lot more than that, brother. Keep your head on straight.”

      “Was she okay?”

      “She’s tough.” With that, he leaves the room, and once again, it’s a waiting game. Ava is tough. She’s the strongest and most resilient woman I’ve ever met and I have some pretty badass females in my life. Harper and Savannah have been through some crazy shit and only came out stronger. Tatum showed up for James in a huge way.

      For me, Ava tops them all.

      She’s everything.

      I’m still in the dark for the most part. I’ve been told I was brought in for questioning about the body that was found on the site and that I’m a suspect. How the fuck can I be a suspect though? Just because I’m the one managing that area? Because I was there? Is that why?

      Dammit.

      I hope Callan doesn’t get dragged into this shit.

      I put my elbows on my knees and my hands behind my head. The floor is concrete with small cracks running through it. That can be a sign of foundation issues. If I’m really lucky, maybe the whole place will collapse on top of me.

      The door opens again and Kevin walks in. Damn, he got here really fast. In a suit, too. Does he sleep in the thing? He breaks into a smile when he spots me.

      “Hey, man. What’s up?” he asks like we’re at a fucking picnic. Dammit. Maybe calling him was a mistake, but he’s the only lawyer I know and I didn’t exactly have time to do some research.

      Didn’t think I would be in a situation like this.

      “Just hanging out,” I spit out sarcastically.

      Kevin chuckles, but hurt crosses his face.

      I run my tongue over my lips. “Sorry, man. Just pissed.”

      Kevin nods and takes a seat beside me. “Understandable. We only have a minute before they come in. They want to get this moving quickly.”

      “Do you know what’s going on?”

      “I was briefed before I came into the room. You’re a suspect in a murder case. There’s witness testimony claiming you were with the victim at the time of his murder. The witness alleges he was in your car.”

      “What the fuck?” I whisper. “I never saw that man before my backhoe dug him up today.”

      “That’s not the most damning part.”

      “What?” Dread coats every inch of my stomach.

      “The gun they found was yours.”

      Before I can process that revelation, a detective, one I’m unfamiliar with, enters the room. Is he friends with my brother? If so, this could go well. If not, this could be a fucking shit show.

      “Don’t answer unless I nod,” Kevin whispers in a low tone.

      The detective takes the seat across from me and leans back in his chair. He’s older and barrel chested with a mean scowl on his face. A dark brown mustache curves down his lips.

      “I’m Detective Wainright. Where were you the night of the fourteenth at eleven p.m.?”

      I think back to a few nights ago. Ava and Lilly had dinner with Carmen at her place, then went home. I worked late and then went home alone.

      My gaze slides to Kevin. He nods his head once.

      “I was at home,” I reply.

      “Alone?”

      “Yes.”

      Detective Wainright scribbles on the notepad in front of him. I’ve been wanting to ask Ava to move in with me. I want her and Lilly there every day. If I hadn’t stalled and worried that I was pushing her too fast, I might be walking out of here right now with a clear name.

      How in the hell did my gun get to a crime scene? It’s been locked away in my office since the last time I was at the range.

      “The officers on the scene today mentioned a girlfriend and her daughter. They weren’t with you?” One eyebrow quirks and his mouth twists as he waits for my answer.

      “No,” I respond. “I was alone.”

      “You were home all night?”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. The shitty room, the hard-ass cop, the fading yellow light—it’s like I’m starring in a bad police drama.

      “Yes,” I answer again. My hand comes down on the table as I release a sigh. I look at Kevin, hoping he can step in and do something. “I came home from work around seven thirty and stayed home the rest of the night.”

      “No one can corroborate that?” His eyes squint as he scans my face. I think he’s searching for a lie, but he won’t find one, because there’s nothing to fucking lie about.

      “No,” I answer, irritation poking through in my tone. Kevin’s hand lands on my shoulder trying to halt me from saying anything else with attitude. I shrug off his hand.

      “What did you do?”

      I shrug and squash my temper. “Hung around the house.”

      “Details,” the officer commands.

      “I jerked off to thoughts of my girlfriend,” I snap. “Is that what you want to know?”

      Fucking Christ. Does he want details of my thoughts? No way in hell I’d give him that shit. How does this help?

      “A gun registered to you was found on the site.”

      “I’m the one who called the fucking cops. Why would I call you if I murdered someone? How about I report my gun as stolen and you go do your job and find the person who stole my gun.” My voice rises with the last few words.

      “Settle down,” Kevin hisses in my ear.

      Wainwright leans closer to the table, getting as close to my face as possible. “When was the last time you used your gun?”

      I scrub a hand down my face and along my jaw, thinking back to the last time I went to the range. “Three months ago. The last time I went to the shooting range. It’s been in a safe in my house since.”

      “Why didn’t you report it missing?” I grind my teeth together and my jaw clicks from the force.

      “I didn’t know. I don’t check my safe every day.”

      The officer smirks and rises from his seat. “Stand. You’re going to be escorted into a line-up.”

      I look to Kevin.

      “Since you were identified, they’ll do this. We both know she has the wrong person. Follow their orders and we’ll deal with the rest after.”

      None of this gives me confidence that it’s going to work out. I stand from my seat.

      I’m herded into a room with other men that look like me, more or less. Some of them have longer hair, are shorter, have tattoos. But they are all blond and blue eyed.

      Fuck.

      A board with the number three on it is handed to me and I’m instructed to line up in the correct position.

      Once ushered into the room, I stand in front of a wall measuring height. The bright lights hit me right in the eyes. I squint, staring at the glass that I know is a two-way mirror. The person accusing me of this crime is on the other side.

      Who are you?

      We are asked to step forward one by one and then we go back to the wall. After a few minutes, we’re ushered back out and I’m guided back to the room Wainwright questioned me in, where Kevin waits for me.

      The detective is right on my heels. I don’t have a chance to sit before he drops a bomb and my life implodes.

      “You’re being booked, Wells. Positive ID.”
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      Ava

      

      I didn’t see Hudson’s message right away. It took Lilly longer to relax and go to sleep tonight. We finished the book she’s been reading and started another. Throughout the evening, she would start to cry again and ask questions I didn’t know how to answer.

      Of course Hudson is coming back.

      He’s okay.

      Her biggest concern is for Hudson. She misses him. Will she be traumatized by this experience? Kids are so resilient, but will this stay with her? Will she be scared of police officers? Will she be nervous around Hudson?

      My heart clenches in my chest.

      Will we even see Hudson again?

      I look at my phone. The message I sent to Hudson in response doesn’t have the delivery notification underneath it, as if his phone has been turned off or something.

      I’ve been pacing my room since Lilly finally fell asleep, waiting for a call from Maddox.

      Or Hudson.

      Anyone.

      Anyone who can give me real information.

      Does any of the rest of the gang know what’s happening? I doubt it. I don’t know Harper, Savannah, Tate, or Valerie well, but they seem like the type to show up armed to the teeth with necessities when there’s a crisis.

      I loved meeting them and wanted to know them better. If Hudson doesn’t come home, they would be out of my life as well.

      Will Lilly understand what any of this means? How can I explain it to her?

      It’s times like these I wish I had a real relationship with my mom. I’ve envied women that could call their mothers asking for motherly advice. Mine kicked me to the curb, never looking back as soon as she found out I was pregnant.

      I want to call Monica for an update, but I don’t know who knows about Hudson. I don’t want to alert everyone in his life if they don’t know. It’s his choice who knows about this or not.

      Besides, Hudson wouldn’t do what they’re accusing him of doing.

      I close my eyes, wishing this hadn’t happened. We’d be in his bed and Lilly in the bed he purchased just for her.

      Knock on my door, Hudson. Please.

      There’s no knock on my door when I open my eyes, but my phone does start to ring. Panic rushes up my throat when I read Maddox’s name on the screen.

      “Maddox. What’s happening? Is he okay?”

      “Ava,” Maddox speaks low into the phone. “He’s been booked. A witness ID’d him, and the gun that was found next to the body was registered to him. It’s why this happened so quickly. When officers were sent to check his safe, that gun was missing.”

      “What?” I cry, my hand coming up to cover my mouth. My nose starts to burn and I blink, trying to stop the tears. There’s no stopping them though.

      “He’s being charged. There’s a hearing tomorrow at nine a.m. to set bail. He’s never had an offense before, so he’ll get bail.”

      “Then what?” I plead.

      “Then it’s up to a lawyer to save his ass and prove his innocence.”

      “Oh God.” My voice is broken as I process what he’s saying.

      “Stay strong, Ava. Call if you need anything.”

      Maddox hangs up the phone and I’m alone. Alone with my thoughts and questions and decisions.

      I message Carmen asking her to take care of Lilly tomorrow, making the decision to keep her home from school for the day. The seating chart from my first day of school is going to get used for the first time.

      Hudson is the first person who has ever been there for me unconditionally. I could ask anything of him at any time and he’d show up. Tomorrow, there is no other option. I’ll be standing by my man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      Hudson

      

      As I walk into the courtroom, the faint odor of piss still burns in my nostrils. The jail cell I spent the night in was a form of torture.

      My stomach revolts as I pass a fan that makes the smell worse. Grime coats every inch of my skin. I need to get out of here and never look back, never come back.

      My brothers and parents stand when I walk into the courtroom. It takes me by surprise that they’re here. I didn’t expect anyone to be here, except maybe Maddox. Ava comes out from behind my brothers and an unfathomable feeling of relief fills me. She steps close, though we’re separated by the waist-height wooden wall between us.

      When her bluebonnet eyes lock on mine, my chest warms with love for the woman standing in front of me and gratitude that she’s standing by my side. My throat clogs and my nose starts to burn.

      I cup her face with my hands. “Ava,” I whisper.

      Shame coats every pore of my body when Ava’s eyes fill with tears. I want to tell her I love her and beg her to never leave my side, but I can’t do that here while I’m in an orange jumpsuit.

      She deserves more than that.

      “How’s Lilly? Where is she?” My heart stops beating as I wait for her answer. Her tear-streaked face will be burned into my mind forever. I want to spend my life protecting her as a father should, but I’ve failed once on that front. Failed massively.

      The guilt is like a noose around my neck cinching tight. I didn’t commit these crimes, but I’ll never stop feeling guilty for scaring Lilly.

      “She’s with Carmen. I kept her home from school today.”

      “Ava,” I say.

      She shakes her head. “It was the right thing to do. She’s okay, she’s hanging in there. She’s worried about you and missing you.”

      The rest of my family waits in the first row, right behind a table where Kevin sits.

      He’s turned in his chair, trying to talk to my mother. Her gaze breaks from mine and turns back to Kevin. “I’m sorry for being rude. Bless your heart for being here, but I can’t have idle chitchat right now. Can you please concentrate on getting my son out of this mess? He’s innocent.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Kevin responds quickly. “Today won’t be about his innocence, only setting the bail amount.”

      My mother nods and turns back to me, but I’m focused on Ava.

      The judge enters and before I know what’s happening, my bail has been set. In only a few hours, I will be out of here.

      “I’ll handle it, son,” Dad says, squeezing my shoulder. “We’ll be here.”

      I nod as I’m ushered back to the cell while the paperwork is processed.

      Ava.

      I need to see her as soon as I’m out of here. The few minutes in the courtroom weren’t enough. I sent her home to check on Lilly instead of waiting for me to be processed out.

      I need to go to her and Lilly.

      We were supposed to have a date with just the two of us tonight. Lilly was going to spend the night at Carmen’s. I wonder if that’s still happening or if Ava cancelled because of this. Lilly would still want to go. She loves to spend time with Carmen.

      The seconds that pass feel like hours, but when an officer opens the cell door, handing me my clothes, I swear I hear angels sing and rejoice. I strip from the jumpsuit as quickly as possible and throw on my own clothes.

      Even though I wasn’t wearing them, they carry the smell of this place. It makes me sick.

      Mom charges toward me as I walk out the door. It’s dark out. I had no idea how late it was; being in that concrete cell made me lose time. Her arms wrap my waist and she cries into my chest. “Dear God, why?”

      I laugh, the sound watery, and kiss the top of her head. “I’m okay, Ma.”

      She backs up, framing my face with her hands. “I’ve been so worried about you.”

      “I’m a grown man.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’ll understand one day.”

      A part of me does understand, if I get this life with Ava. The life I’m picturing, Lilly will be my daughter. I already love her as if she were mine. I’ll never want any harm to come to her.

      “I need to go see Ava,” I say.

      Each person in my family steps forward and hugs me. Surrounded by them, I have the confidence this shit will be dealt with fast. I’m a lucky bastard that these people are my family.

      “I’ll take you to Ava,” Maddox says. I nod and walk to the parking lot, my family trailing behind me.

      “Do you want to get your truck?” he asks as soon as we’re in his car.

      “No, I need to see her now. My phone is dead, so I can’t call her.”

      “You can use my phone.”

      I shake my head. “I just need to see her.”

      The drive to her apartment only takes a few minutes. Maddox stops me before I get out of the car. “I can’t do much, but I’m doing everything in my power to get this shit handled right.”

      “I know.” I pop open the door. “Don’t get into trouble over this though. It’s a mess that’s landed in my lap. Don’t lose your career over this.”

      “We’re family.”

      I shake my head. “Be smart.”

      “Get your ass out of my car. You fucking stink.”

      I laugh and it feels good rumbling through my chest. It breaks the weariness that’s been taking over. I bound up the stairs as fast as I can and knock on her door.

      “Hudson,” she breathes when she opens the door.

      “Bluebonnet.” Our eyes lock. I brace myself. Will she send me packing? She’d be justified in doing it for Lilly, but it’d wreck me.

      But Ava jumps into my arms, wrapping hers around my neck and her legs around my waist. I grab her thighs, holding her up as I walk into her apartment, and kick the door closed behind me.

      “I’m so sorry. Is Lilly okay? Is she here?”

      “No. I left her at Carmen’s. I didn’t want to change her plans. She’s been scared and sad, and I didn’t want her to see you until I knew you were okay.”

      A pain like being stabbed slices through my chest. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I hurt our girl.”

      Ava kisses my lips. “It’s going to be okay.” Her hands rub over my face and she smiles a little. “I’ve never seen you so scruffy.”

      “Wasn’t exactly at the Ritz,” I respond dryly. We’re standing in her living room while she’s still wrapped around me. I don’t want to let her go.

      She frowns. “What can I do for you? Are you hungry? Tired?”

      “I want a fucking shower.”

      “Let’s go,” Ava says, kissing me softly again. “You have some clothes here anyway. And they’re clean.”

      “You’re showering with me?” I ask.

      “Just try to keep me away.”
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      Ava

      

      I slide down Hudson’s body and drop to my feet after he carries me into the bathroom. His entire body is sagging from exhaustion.

      I have faith this will work out. The bastard trying to frame him will be caught.

      I want Lilly to know what true, passionate, and unconditional love looks like, what it looks like to stick by a person when their life isn’t at its best. I can only show her that if I’m with Hudson. I know he will devote the rest of his life to making us happy.

      We haven’t exchanged that word, but I need him to know how I feel. I need him to know I will stand by his side through thick and thin. Through good times and bad.

      I reach into the shower, turning on the hot water, then work on stripping Hudson. My hands caress down his torso and then under his shirt. He lifts it the rest of the way when I can’t go any higher.

      I kiss his mouth as I unbuckle his belt and slide his pants and briefs down his legs. He stands in front of me, exhausted, but I’ve never seen masculine beauty like his. Even drained, he’s amazing.

      His cock hardens as he watches me undress.

      We step into the shower silently. He’s under the spray and I wrap myself around him. His hand glides up and down my back, and he leans forward until his forehead rests on my shoulder.

      “I didn’t know what to expect, coming here tonight,” he confesses. “I didn’t know if you’d turn me away and never see me again. I wouldn’t have blamed you. I terrified Lilly. It guts me knowing that. I’ll find a way to make it up to her. I swear it, bluebonnet. If it’s the last thing I do, I swear. I’ll get her to trust me again.”

      “She still trusts you. She’s been worried about you. I know our girl will be okay. We’ll make sure of it.”

      “Our girl?” He lifts his head, smiling down at me.

      “You said it first. It feels right, doesn’t it?”

      The smile falls from his face. “Fuck. I love you. I love you so damn much. I can’t go another second without you knowing that. I love you, bluebonnet. My Ava.”

      “I love you, too.” Happy tears prick the corners of my eyes.

      “It does feel right. It’s felt right from the beginning. Lilly is ours. I love her like my own. I’d do anything for that girl.” Hudson smirks. “She knows it, too. It doesn’t bode well for my future that I can’t say no to her.”

      I laugh and wrap my arms tighter around his body, my front plastered to his. “You’ve captured my heart and I hope you never let go.”

      “I’ll never let go of you.”

      “Good,” I whisper and kiss his chest. We stand like that for a while, embracing each other and whispering. I can feel Hudson getting more tired by the second though.

      He lets me wash his hair and body. I’ve never taken care of a man like this. I’ll only ever take care of this man like this.

      After we get out of the shower, I slip on my silk nightie. Hudson steps up behind me, nuzzling my neck. The few days of scruff scratch my neck as he slides his tongue up to my ear, biting the lobe. I shiver, arching my back, brushing my ass along his already rigid cock. My arm lifts above my head, wrapping around his neck as I lean my head to the side, giving his tongue more access along my neck.

      “Say it again,” he growls against my skin.

      Goose bumps tear down my body. My nipples harden, brushing against the silk of my nightie. Hudson trails his fingers up my torso, flicking my nipple with his thumb.

      “I thought you were tired,” I say.

      Hudson pinches my nipple. My back bows as I moan. “Never too tired for this. Say it again.”

      I spin in his arms and run my hands up over his chest. I push him, taking a step forward. He sits on the bed. As soon as my knee comes down on one side of his hip, his rough, callused hand skims my hip and under my nightie.

      I lift the other leg, straddling him, bringing my hands into his hair, curling my fingers into the soft, thick strands.

      My mouth hovers over his. “I love you so much, Hudson.”

      He growls, flipping me to my back and lowering himself between my spread legs. “I’m going to show you how much I love you.”
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      Hudson

      

      It’s impossible to see the inside of MarxMen Security, Roman’s security company. The bulletproof windows are tinted black. There’s no sign or anything else on the outside to indicate what the building is. No doubt that’s on purpose, just like the three doors I have to walk through to get to the lobby are on purpose.

      The trek gives the person monitoring the front time to shut me out, if needed. By the time I make it inside, Roman is standing next to the front desk with his arms crossed over his chest. The woman at the front desk watches me approach.

      He turns on his heel and walks back toward the offices, me on his heels. Kiernan is inside his office, waiting for us to arrive.

      “How are you doing?” Kiernan asks as I take a seat on the black leather sofa.

      “All right,” I answer. “I don’t want this to go to court. I understand that it probably will, but in the meantime, I want to set up some security measures out on my site. Maybe the person behind this will show up again to plant something. Hopefully not something else of mine. I want to catch this bastard red fucking handed.”

      “We’ll get it handled,” Roman vows. “We’ll rig that shit up and the feeds will be monitored twenty-four seven. It’s not likely someone will show up again. You’ve been shut down, but for peace of mind, let’s rig up everything. Your house, offices, all the sites.”

      “It won’t be obvious, right?”

      “Do you even need to ask?” Kiernan asks, laughing.

      I know they’re great at their jobs, but my entire life is riding on this. My family’s life is riding on this. When Lilly came home this morning, she cried in my arms for an hour and I vowed that it would be okay.

      That’s a promise I refuse to break.

      “We’ll do it tonight,” says Roman. “If someone is monitoring during the day, I want to go at night, where we can get a little bit of concealment.”

      “Done,” I agree.
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        * * *

      

      Roman drives the blacked-out SUV into Bluebonnet Trails. Sitting in the front seat next to Roman, Kiernan is fiddling with a screen in his hands. I’m behind him in a captain’s seat, staring out the window. No one’s said a word since Roman picked me up. The tires scratching against the pavement is the only sound in the car.

      When Roman pulls into the neighborhood, I direct him to a secluded corner to park and we carry the equipment to the block where construction was active, though now the houses are frozen in their progress. Hopefully not for forever.

      The pressure crushing my chest is enough to make me collapse. Ava and Lilly are counting on me. I can’t risk this project going south and accidentally hurting them in the process. My family’s company is relying on this project to come through.

      I’m sure Camden has been crying over the numbers.

      I stand silently, watching Roman and Kiernan work on setting up cameras, motion sensors, and microphones. They make sure to cover every angle. Now that I’ve been arrested and progress on construction is at a standstill, the person framing me will have no reason to come back here, but it’s a Hail Mary I have to try for.

      Just when we’re packing up, Roman’s and Kiernan’s heads pop up and their bodies lock tight. I follow their focused gazes. Bright headlight beams slice through the trees as a car turns into the neighborhood’s entrance.

      “Hide,” Roman orders. “Let’s see who this is.”

      Roman, Kiernan, and I conceal ourselves in the tree line. Roman and Kiernan tug earpieces from their pockets and attach them to their ears. Their tablets come to life in their palms. The protective casing around the tablet blocks enough of the screen’s light for us to remain unnoticed.

      I sidle behind them, watching them tap their screens until every angle we just set up appears on their screens.

      Damn. Could we be so lucky as to catch someone on camera tonight?

      We monitor the cameras as the truck comes to a stop. A truck that looks exactly like mine pulls in front of the lot where the body was found.

      When a man steps out of the car, I mutter a low curse.

      Kevin.

      My fucking lawyer. The company’s lawyer. What the hell is he doing here? I only called him from the police station because he was the only lawyer I knew. He’s supposed to be just a stopgap until I can secure a real defense attorney.

      If that motherfucker messes up this investigation by trying to help me out, I’ll fucking kill him. Overeager bastard.

      “Is that the weird guy that showed up at your house?” Kiernan whispers.

      “Yeah. He’s the company’s lawyer.”

      “What’s he doing here?”

      I take a step forward, ready to ask just that, but Roman’s arm blocks me. “Not yet. Let this play out.”

      Our heads swivel as another car approaches, turning into the neighborhood. The sleek, black Mercedes purrs down the street before coming to a stop next to Kevin’s truck.

      I don’t recognize the car or the driver when he steps out.

      Is this another lawyer? Does he work with Kevin?

      Kiernan nudges my shoulder, handing me an earpiece. I pop it in my ear, just in time for Kevin to greet the newcomer. A cold sweat breaks out along my brow and upper lip.

      “Call your brother and have him bring a silent cavalry. ASAP. Something doesn’t feel right,” Roman says, his eyes still glued to the screen in front of him.

      I slip my phone out of my pocket, dialing Maddox’s number.

      “Wells.” Maddox’s brash tone comes over the line.

      “Something is going down at the site. Kevin and another person are here. I’m in the trees with Roman and Kiernan. Bring whoever needs to fucking be here. No lights, no sirens.”

      I pad back to Roman and Kiernan, tuning in again to the conversation between the mystery man and Kevin.

      “Is he in jail?” The man’s gravel-filled voice is that of a lifelong smoker.

      “Out on bail. Fucking golden boy,” Kevin mutters. “Mr. Perez—”

      Tension knots in my shoulders as I straighten my spine, riveted by the two men on the screen.

      Kevin flinches when Perez cuts him off. “Why the fuck would you ask to meet here?”

      “Because this is where I’ll destroy him,” Kevin snarls, his breathing accelerating.

      “Idiota. Never should’ve come here.”

      “I need more. I need more to nail him. What do you have?

      Perez shrugs and chuckles. “A little of this, a little of that.”

      Kevin starts pacing in front of Perez, visibly agitated.

      “I bring you a lot of money, and when I heard you complain about your problem, I gave you a solution. The job is not done. You promised real estate for my money and you’ve yet to deliver. You want this Hudson gone, yes?”

      “Yes,” Kevin answers, lifting his head for the first time. Fucking coward. “It’s why I called you here.”

      A low growl erupts from my chest. My nostrils flare with each heavy, loud breath I push out. My body is vibrating with rage.

      “He’ll be done after you finish your job. I’ll make sure that fucker is put away for life if you continue making me a rich man. But first, satisfy my curiosity.”

      Kevin’s head jerks in a nod.

      “Why do you want to get rid him?”

      “He gets everything he wants,” Kevin roars, taking a step back as his arms flail. “It’s always come so easy to him and he doesn’t want anyone else in the spotlight. I’ve done so much for him and he doesn’t even fucking realize it. I’ve had his back all this time. I don’t want to get rid of him, I want him to think his life is over and I’ll fix it. He’ll see. I’ll fix it.”

      He hasn’t had my back for one second. He’s wanted something from me since we met—status, friends, money. That’s not having my back, that’s using me. I never saw it before, but I see it clearly now. I only thought he was a dorky kid wanting everything he thought he couldn’t have, wanting to be something he wasn’t.

      He hid this viper within for a long fucking time.

      Kevin kicks the dirt beneath his feet. “All of this is because of me. I do it all for him. I make it easy for him and he gives me nothing. He treats me like nothing. And now he’s stringing along some poor single mom. She doesn’t see that he’s using her. He’ll toss her aside as soon as he’s tired of her, just as he has every other woman. He even tossed me aside. His friend.”

      Ava shouldn’t even be a thought in his fucking mind. I take a step forward, but Roman pushes me back without even glancing up from the monitor.

      “This was going to be a win for everyone. I help you and then I help him. I’m going to get the charges dropped and put the heat somewhere else and he’ll finally see me.”

      “And if he finds out you were the one to plant it all and steal the gun from his own home?”

      “He won’t find out.”

      “And if he doesn’t give you the time of day?”

      “I’ll kill that fucking bitch who is taking all his attention.”

      Roman can’t hold me back any longer. I can’t listen to another word come out of his crazy mouth. He will never touch another thing that’s mine. Never. I sprint out of the woods, running straight for him. My shoulder drops and I tackle him to the ground.

      Pounding footsteps aren’t too far behind me.

      “Motherfucker,” Perez hisses. In the back of my mind, I hear the gun click, but I can only concentrate on Kevin’s blood coating my knuckles as I pound his face.

      “You’ll never touch what’s mine!” I beat my fists against him with each word.

      Kevin bucks, trying to roll me. “Kill him!” he shouts.

      A gunshot explodes through the night, the bullet whizzing past my ringing ear, but I don’t stop pummeling Kevin. Dust puffs up next to us when another bullet hits the ground.

      One more shot sounds before I’m being yanked from Kevin. My chest is heaving and blood is dripping from my knuckles. Kiernan has a screaming and writhing Perez on the ground. Perez’s hand is shot to shit, but Kiernan restrains him. Roman lets me go to restrain Kevin.

      Red and blue light up the pitch black sky. I look over my shoulder and watch the parade of police vehicles roll up to the scene. Maddox is out of his car first and running across the field toward me.

      “Kevin Thurber,” I announce as Maddox comes to a stop next to me. The ground pounds with the vibration of cops swarming the area and taking the restrained men from Roman and Kiernan.

      I step away, my gaze focused on the dark houses and empty plots.

      “I was your best friend,” Kevin yells. I turn toward his shouting voice. An officer is dragging him backward as Kevin fights against the hold. Tears and blood are mixing all over his face.

      “You aren’t shit,” I spit out each word. “Never have been.”

      “I did everything for you. I would’ve saved you. I would’ve saved you from all of this.”

      The officer tries to quiet him down and continues to drag him toward his car. “I wouldn’t have needed saving if it wasn’t for you. You did nothing but try to destroy me.”

      I’ll make sure you’re destroyed for this. I keep my vow silent, not willing for any cops in the area to hear my words for the threat they are. I’ll make it my mission to make sure Kevin rots for this. I’ll make him rot for trying to destroy my dream, making Ava and Lilly worry, and for daring to try to take something from me.

      Kevin is finally shoved in the car. His face is pressed against the glass. He’s still yelling and shouting, but he’s too far away to hear anything other than a murmur. I turn my back on him effectively cutting him out of my life.

      “We need a statement,” Maddox says placing a hand on my shoulder.

      Hours later, after statements and questions, we head to Roman’s SUV.

      “Tomorrow, y’all are coming over and rigging my house so it’s tighter than the White House. Fort Knox. The Pentagon. Whichever one has the best damn security, I want better. That damn weasel was in my goddamn house. Never again.”
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      Ava

      

      Six Months Later

      Walking into our closet and seeing our clothes mixed together still brings a smile to my face every time I’m in here. Lilly and I moved into Hudson’s house the day after his name was officially cleared. Neither one of us wanted to wait any longer.

      Kevin is in jail where he belongs. I sat next to Hudson through the entire trial. I got sick when I learned Kevin had just stolen the gun when I ran into him outside of Hudson’s office. I was terrified to admit to Hudson I’d seen him in there and believed the lie about the paperwork.

      Hudson didn’t even bat an eye when I came clean. He didn’t blame me and I stopped blaming myself. In the end, that act led to the discovery of Kevin trying to dismantle Hudson’s life.

      A life he’ll never tarnish again.

      I take a pink dress from the hanger and walk out of the closet to lay it on the bed. We’re expected at Hudson’s parents house soon for a Wells family barbecue.

      “Are you almost ready?” Hudson asks from the doorway. He’s leaning against the jamb and rubbing his thumb along his bottom lip while staring at my breasts. I didn’t realize my robe had fallen open until now.

      “Yeah,” I say, shedding the robe completely. Hudson steps into the room and closes the door behind him. His hands coast up my thighs when he reaches me and he dips his head, sucking a taut nipple into his mouth. He pushes me back onto the bed.

      “I thought we were supposed to be leaving,” I say, my chest starting to heave.

      “I want a little something to tide me over for the day. You have to be fast though. Can you do that?” he asks, skimming his fingers along my slit and dropping to his knees in front of me, spreading my legs wide.

      Hudson’s hot breath sends shivers racing down my spine. I roll my hips to try to meet his hovering mouth.

      “Answer me, bluebonnet.”

      “Yes, I’ll be fast. Please.”

      Hudson moves my panties to the side and licks me from bottom to top, ending at my clit. His tongue pulses against my bud as one of his fingers delves inside. Hudson devours me, sucking, and licking, and tasting until the very last ounce of my orgasm is wrung from me.

      He crawls up my body and crushes his mouth to mine. “I’ll think about that all day long,” he whispers against my lips.

      A warm flush breaks over my skin. I have no doubt what will be going through his mind all day. It’ll be running through mine, too. Could we sneak away from his parents’ barbecue for a few minutes of alone time? I kiss Hudson, tangling my tongue with his one last time.

      Hudson rolls, pulling me with him, so my head is resting against his chest, his heartbeat in my ear. It’s a sound I fall asleep to every night. I kiss his chest over his heart before reluctantly sliding out of bed. I get one last eyeful of his tan, delicious body before disappearing into the bathroom to clean up and finish getting ready.

      “Where are we going?” I ask thirty minutes later when Hudson takes a left. Hudson’s parents’ house is the opposite way.

      “Just a quick stop.” Hudson’s smile grows when he looks at me, then Lilly in the rearview mirror. “Are you excited for today, blueberry?”

      “Nana said she’s making blueberry pie just for me,” she responds, giggling. Hudson’s parents have accepted Lilly as their own granddaughter. It’s something I’ve never been able to give her until now. Hudson’s been gifting us since we first met him.

      Lilly hasn’t had another breakdown and the presence of Hudson in her life has only made her happier.

      I reach over, putting my hand on Hudson’s neck and running my fingers through his hair. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” he asks.

      “Everything.”

      Hudson shakes his said. “You’re the one that’s given me everything.”

      “Do you need to pick something up?” I ask when Hudson turns into Bluebonnet Trails. Two streets’ worth are complete and many more lots have been started.

      Even after Hudson was cleared, the scene was still part of a larger investigation. But he and Callan and the crew worked long days and nights to get everything back on track again. All of his brothers chipped in, too. They’ve finally come around to my way of thinking—Hudson will never fail.

      Every time I see the progress of the neighborhood, I’m in awe of Hudson and what he’s creating. I’m excited to see the progress today, even if it’s a quick drive-by. I haven’t been here in a month, and in construction, things happen fast.

      “Bluebonnet, blueberry, close your eyes.”

      I turn in my seat and smile at Lilly.

      “Close your eyes, Mommy.” I close my eyes, then peek through one to make sure she does, too. Hers are shut tight. I turn back to the front and keep my eyes closed.

      “Don’t open them until I tell you to. I’ll help y’all out of the car.”

      Hudson gets Lilly first and then comes to my door. He helps me down and guides me a few feet away from the car.

      “Open,” he says.

      I gasp. The bluebonnets have bloomed. It’s a sea of blue overlooking the hills of Austin. I take Lilly’s hand and we walk into the field of flowers. I’ve never seen so many grouped together. There’s a paved trail winding through the field to a lookout point. There are bluebonnets in yards and in between the homes, too, but the field here next to the trail Hudson built is by far the densest area.

      Lilly lets go of my hand and takes off running. I turn toward Hudson, who strides toward me.

      “I’ve been waiting to see this sight since I met you. You standing here in my field of bluebonnets, with your amazing eyes the same color. It’s better than all my dreams.”

      “I love you,” I say against his lips.

      “I love you, too.” He turns his head and calls for Lilly to come back to us.

      I wrap an arm around her shoulder when she reaches us. “This is pretty cool, isn’t?”

      “I love the flowers,” she says.

      “Me, too.”

      Hudson clears his throat.

      “I love you both,” he says as he lowers himself to one knee. My heart trips over itself and Lilly squeals.

      “Ava, my pretty bluebonnet, I knew everything about you was different as soon I saw you. I’ve never known anyone like you. I want to live every moment with you and our girl at my side.”

      Hudson takes a deep breath and looks at Lilly, grabbing her hand. “Lilly, my little blueberry, I know I’m not your dad, but I love you like one. It would be an honor to be your father. You’re the coolest kid around and I’d love to be there for every part of your life. My girls, will y’all marry me? Ava, will you be my wife? Lilly, will you be my daughter?”

      Tears are flowing down my cheeks and I’m already nodding my head. Hudson takes two boxes out of his pocket. He manages to open both at the same time.

      The most beautiful sapphire ring sits inside one and a gorgeous, dainty necklace sits in the other. He takes the ring out of the box. “Make me the luckiest man in the world.”

      I crash into him, kissing him all over his face. “Definitely,” I murmur against his lips.

      Hudson kisses me while slipping the ring on my finger. He breaks our kiss, sliding the empty box back into his pocket while I stand again.

      “Will you let me be your father?”

      “Can I call you Daddy?”

      “Yes,” Hudson says, his voice breaking. He clears his throat and smiles.

      Lilly throws her arms around his neck and kisses his cheek. Hudson takes the necklace from the box and helps Lilly put it on. It matches my ring and eyes perfectly.
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      Hudson

      

      Lilly laughs every time the black shuttle van goes over a bump in the dirt road. Some of the bumps are so large, they send the three of us into the air, barely restrained by the seatbelts across our laps. My heart is knocking against my chest and my hands are curling into fists. I’ve been planning this trip for a year.

      Ava puts her arm around the back of the seat, rubbing her hand up and down my neck, massaging the knots forming. We’ve been traveling for twenty-four hours. An entire fucking day. I haven’t slept a wink.

      And we’re still not quite to the hotel yet.

      Lilly knows we’re in Africa, but she doesn’t know where we’re staying.

      Last week, I officially adopted Lilly. It was the first time being back in a courtroom after Kevin’s conviction. The circumstances of my family sitting behind me and my girls at my side was much better this time.

      This trip is for her to celebrate the fact that we’re a real fucking family. It’s also a second honeymoon for Ava and I, even though we just had our real honeymoon two months ago.

      “Daddy!” Lilly shrieks. My throat clogs. She’s been calling me Daddy for the past six months and I still can’t get used to the wave of exhilaration I feel when the word spills from her lips. Lilly has called me Daddy since the day I asked them to marry me overlooking Austin in a field of bluebonnets. The paperwork to finalize the adoption had to wait until after Ava married me.

      She’s pointing toward the front of the van, looking out of the windshield as we pull through a giant wrought-iron security gate. The hotel is enclosed behind a fourteen-foot brick wall on all sides.

      Lilly is vibrating, straining to see everything she can. I turn to my wife and relax when she smiles at me. “Best chance I ever took,” she whispers, rubbing her thumb along my unshaved jawbone.

      A brick manor house with ivy-covered walls rises in front of us. Windows are open and the bright African sun is casting a golden glow on everything around us. Tall grass whistles in the wind and dark dirt flies up around the tires of the van.

      Lilly is transfixed by the giraffes walking across the lawn and poking their heads through the windows.

      “We’re having breakfast with the giraffes tomorrow morning,” I say. Lilly’s face spins toward me, her chin quivering and body racked with so much excitement her eyes begin to water.

      “Welcome to Chateau Giraffe,” a tall man with a thick Nairobi accent says as he slides open the van door.

      “We’re eating with giraffes? Are we going to feed them?”

      “You bet, blueberry.”

      Lilly jumps out of the van. I follow her and extend my hand to Ava, helping her step off. Hotel employees open the back gathering all of our luggage and piling it on a cart to take to our room.

      I grab both my girls’ hands as we walk into the start of our African safari adventure. I’m normally a go with the flow type of guy, but I’ve planned every minute of this vacation. I want it to be the perfect family vacation.

      While I haven’t slept in twenty-four hours, Ava and Lilly crashed on the plane. I’m powering through the day and taking the girls on a real safari. Even Ava doesn’t know our plans for the day. It’s been hard keeping it from her, but it’s going to be worth it to see their faces.

      After we check in, we head to our suite. I slide the key through the detector and throw open the door, turning in time to watch Ava and Lilly’s mouth fall open in surprise.

      The living area of the suite is massive. A giraffe ambles past one of the tall windows making Lilly gasp and run to the window, smooshing her face against the glass. I walk up behind her, opening it. Another giraffe strolls past. I capture Lilly’s hand and stretch her arm. Her hand skims across the animal’s back. She spins wrapping her arms around my waist.

      “This is the best, Daddy.”

      Ava comes up beside me resting her head on my shoulder. “I love you,” she murmurs, pressing a kiss against my shoulder.

      I kiss the top of her head. “I love you, too, bluebonnet.”

      Lilly’s right. This is the best.

      

      THE END
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        * * *

      

      Vow of Sacrifice, Callan’s book, is the last book in the Vow Series!

      Click here to be alerted when it’s up for pre-order! Turn the page for a sneak peek at the prologue for Vow of Sacrifice!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Iris

        

      

    

    
      Envious green. 

      My fingers skim over the bright green silken material covering my body.

      In the mirror, my gaze shifts to the side. I don’t need to look myself in the eye. I already know what I’ll see there anyway: judgment and disdain. I carry them with me all day, staggering under the weight as I go about my life.

      A life I chose.

      I continue to stare into the mirror but avoid my face. There’s nothing wrong with it anyway. It’s free of the lies of my marriage. The green one. I want everyone to envy you.

      Envious green.

      I didn’t want to wear green. Black, that’s what I chose. It’s easier to hide and blend in in a black dress. In this bright green monstrosity, I stood out like a Christmas tree in July. 

      I don’t know if anyone envied me tonight, but I sure envied them. I envied everyone not stuck under Pierce’s thumb. I yearned to be one of the valets, or the bartenders, or the caterers delivering food to the pompous rich people. I was, once. The grass is not greener on this side.

      It’s filled with poison.

      My gut churns with bile as my hands fist in the fabric. The dress gets tighter and tighter, constricting me, and my lungs catch fire.

      I release the clasp at the back of my neck and tug. The front of the dress falls forward, exposing my naked flesh in the mirror. Inch by inch the dress slides down my body.

      Inch by inch the green falls away, exposing more colors. Purple. Blue. Yellow.

      Every single one purposely hidden from view under my clothes. Pierce never forgets his reputation, even in his fits of blinding, all-consuming rage. Can’t have people talking.

      How many times I’ve wanted to strip down in front of a crowd, exposing my naked flesh, exposing the fingerprints branded into my upper arms. But it’s only a fantasy that runs through my head as people around me talk about what a wonderful man Pierce DuPre is. So generous. How lucky am I?

      Tears well in my eyes. If Grams were alive, she wouldn’t recognize me. She would be so disappointed. One more burden to carry through the day. 

      I blink my tears away as my thumb glides over the fist-sized red splotch on my ribs. It’s fresh and new. This morning it was yellow with age; tomorrow it’ll be black.

      When Pierce demanded the green dress, I laughed. Rookie mistake. Pierce hates to be laughed at. 

      The heavy thud of a dress shoe across the polished wood floor makes my head pop up and my eyes flick to the door. Pierce’s musky scent burns my nostrils and churns my empty stomach the second before he appears in the doorway. 

      I track his movements in the mirror. His bow tie is hanging untied and loose around his neck, and the first button of his shirt is popped open. The black tuxedo jacket isn’t in sight. 

      Pierce fits himself to my back, banding his arms around my torso. The heavy scent of a cigar mixes with his usual cologne. 

      I tense when his knuckles brush over my ribs. 

      “Why do you make me do this?”

      I don’t answer. I can’t survive another rookie mistake tonight.

      “I lay the world at your feet. I’ve filled your closet with the best the world has to offer.” One of his hands leaves my skin and motions around the room. “I’ve given you a luxurious house with the finest amenities. What more could you possibly want?”

      Me, my mind screams. Something inside me beats against the walls of my skull, begging to be released from my self-imposed prison.

      “What more could you want?”

      Love. Safety. Family. This house showcases wealth, but it doesn’t have love or family. And it’s certainly not safe. 

      I flinch when he pinches the skin at my hipbone. The curves I grew up with are long gone. Instead, I am thin, just skin and bone, exactly what Pierce expects of me.

      “Answer me.”

      “Nothing,” I lie and clear my throat, forcing a small smile to my lips. “You have given me everything.”

      “Come to bed, wife.”

      Pierce walks out of the bathroom after issuing his demand. I watch him leave before facing the mirror again. My eyes scan over my ribs, up my arms, and, finally, to my eyes . 

      Leave. Grams’s voice ricochets through my mind, as clear as if she were still alive and standing next to me.

      Leave. Or die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Enjoy Vow of Devotion?

          

        

      

    

    
      You can make a huge difference in a book’s life!

      

      Reviews encourage other readers to try out a book. They are critically important to getting the word out about a book and mean the world to every author.

      

      I’d love your help in spreading the word for Vow of Devotion. If you could take a quick moment to leave a review on your favorite book site, I would be forever grateful. It can be as short or as long as you like. You can do that on your preferred retailer. Or on Goodreads. Or on BookBub. Even better? All three! It’s as simple as copying and pasting!

      

      Email me a link to your review at emmarenshaw@outlook.com so I can be sure to thank you. You’re the best!
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