

  [image: Cover]




Gillian Archer

Spark


A Bad Boy’s Second Chance Romance





  
    First published by Gillian Archer 2020

  

  Copyright © 2020 by Gillian Archer


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  
    Excerpt from Build by Gillian Archer copyright © 2019 by Gillian Archer

This book contains an excerpt from Build by Gillian Archer. This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final content of the edition.




Cover design: Robin Harper, Wicked by Design

Cover photograph: The Killion Group Images




Edited by Dayna Hart

Proofed by Dawn Mangum

gillianarcher.com


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    ISBN: 9781393588733

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Spark Blurb
        
      

    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter One
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Five
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Six
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eight
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nine
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Ten
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eleven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twelve
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Thirteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Fourteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Fifteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Sixteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seventeen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eighteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nineteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        Also By Gillian Archer
        
      

    
      	
        Bio
        
      

    
      	
        Excerpt
        
      

    
      	
        Build Chapter One
        
      

    
    


  



  Spark Blurb



Flames almost killed this ex-firefighter. And the sparks he’s feeling now might burn what’s left of his heart.




Sabrina

He was a charming S.O.B. when I dated him two years ago, but the Logan Carter who arrives at Bad@ss Builds is a shadow of the one I knew. This Logan is surly, bitter, and scarred—evidence of the fire he survived marks him both inside and out. 

Does he really not remember me?




Logan

I’m upright and functioning. Isn’t that enough? I shouldn’t even be alive. And I definitely don’t have time for the bubbly, gorgeous woman from my past who can do better than me. 

No matter how much I wish I could be the man she remembers.

*Can be read as a standalone








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




Sabrina Wagner

Iron Horse Tavern

Sacramento, CA

“You look gorgeous tonight, Sabrina.”

Logan’s voice washed over me. Mellow and smooth, just like him. I pushed my pale blonde hair—except for the dyed pink tips—out of my eyes and refused to be charmed. Mostly. “I don’t know if that’s a compliment or not. It’s kinda dark out here.”

We sat at one of the outdoor tables at the Tavern. Kinda on the sidewalk but still tucked back against the building in the corner. Logan had already paid the check since it was close to closing time. With no one else at the nearby tables and the street quiet, it felt like our own private outdoor restaurant.

Logan wrapped his arm around me and pulled me tight to his side. When he spoke, his voice was husky and goosebumps spread all over my body. “I know somewhere we can go that’s a whole helluva lot darker than this. Christ, do you know what you do to me, angel?”

I shivered and leaned into him. The need in his voice had me wondering if he meant his apartment. I wouldn’t be opposed to the alley we’d walked through to get here tonight, to take the as soon as possible route. Being around Logan did that to me. I wasn’t usually a horny, desperate woman, but something about this man broke down all my inhibitions.

And it sounded like it was mutual.

I couldn’t stop the naughty smile curving my lips when I replied. “Maybe we should find that dark place you were talking about, and you can show me what I do to you.”

His large body curled into mine, shielding me, protecting me. Logan was such a big guy; I always felt like a delicate waif around him. His lips cruised down my neck as he rasped his teeth against my skin. “Fuck finding someplace else. How does here and now sound? Think the staff would mind if we put on a little floor show?”

I groaned as my head fell back, giving him better access to that spot on my neck that he loved. And to be honest, I loved too. I was seriously debating his teasing words when the scrape of a chair across the table had me jumping.

My shoulder nailed Logan under his jaw and his teeth snapped audibly. His muttered curse was drowned out by his two friends.

“Are we interrupting?” Travis asked with a laugh as he took a seat across from us.

“Yes.” Logan bit out with a glare. “Go away.”

“Holy shit, Lo.” Jay laughed. “Were you gonna whip it out right here?”

I muffled my laugh in Logan’s shirt. I know I should’ve been embarrassed, but I was used to being teased by my family, and Logan’s friends reminded me of them. Besides Jay was right. My shoulders shook with my suppressed laughter.

“Not cool, bro. Apologize to Sabrina,” Logan replied, wrapping an arm around my huddled form. “Now.”

Jay rolled his eyes. “Sorry, Sabrina.”

“I’m not crying; I’m laughing.” I bit my lip and smiled up at Logan. “You had threatened to put on a floor show. It’s a good thing your friends arrived when they did.”

“Says you.” Logan ducked his head and kissed the tip of my nose before turning back to glare at his friends. “We’re busy. Get lost.”

“I take it you’re not up for hitting Public School like we’d planned?” Jay tilted his head as an angry spark lit his eyes. “It’s our last night, remember?”

Last night?

Logan sat back with a sigh. “Right. Where’s Vanessa?”

“She’s sitting this one out. Morning sickness.” Jay smirked.

“What?” Logan shouted. “Congrats, man. Wait, we’re happy about this, right?”

Jay shrugged. “I guess. The timing’s not great, since we’re leaving tomorrow, but like you said, it’s only for the summer, right? We’ll be home way before the baby comes. She’ll barely even be showing by the time we get back.”

“You’re leaving tomorrow?” I repeated with a frown. “I thought you had another week before you shipped out?”

“Fuck,” Travis muttered, shoving Jay in the shoulder. “I think that’s our cue to leave, Jay.”

“You haven’t told her?” Jay frowned.

Logan sighed. “No, dipshit. Clearly.”

“Right.” Jay jumped up from his chair with a grimace. “Hey, you know me. Share the love. If I’m not getting any tonight, you shouldn’t either.”

“That’s called cockblocking, not sharing the love.” Travis stood and shoved Jay playfully. “Dipshit. Sorry, Lo. We’ll get out of your hair. Have a nice night, Sabrina.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled in confusion and embarrassment.

“Fuck.” Logan scrubbed a hand over his brow.

“You’re leaving a week early?” I knew they’d signed on to join a wildfire fighting crew for the summer, but I thought we still had another week together. I hated the thought of him doing such a dangerous job, and now he was leaving early to do it?

Why hadn’t he told me about it?

“I was going to tell you before dinner, but then you were looking so gorgeous, and I just didn’t want to ruin the night.” He dropped his hand and gave me an apologetic look. “Travis, Jay, and I got called up early. There’s a raging fire in Washington State they need us on. We’re heading off tomorrow. I can’t fucking wait. Should be epic.”

“Epic,” I repeated weakly. Right. Here I thought we were building to an actual relationship, and he was leaving early to go wherever the wind blew—literally. “How long have you known?”

He shrugged. “We got our new orders Monday. We ship out tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” I repeated numbly.

Logan’s lips curved in that smile that always made me feel like I was the most important girl in the world. Although with this news, it certainly didn’t feel that way now. “Hey, don’t look at me like that. This isn’t goodbye. I’m just not gonna be around the next few months. And when I get back, we can pick up right where we left off.”

I couldn’t help but feel like a hell of a lot was wrong when he had almost a whole week to tell me he was leaving, and he’d waited until the eleventh hour to do it. After his friends had backed him into a corner.

“Right.” I whispered.

Logan bent forward and kissed the tip of my nose. “I’ll be back before you know it, angel. You ready to get out of here and find that dark spot?”

I nodded with a wobbly smile and stood.

As we wove through the tangle of tables and chairs, I clung to his hand because despite his pretty words, it felt like a goodbye.








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Sabrina

Two years later

Badass Builds

I never had been one to believe that ghosts were real, but one was clearly walking across our parking lot. Although Ryan had told me he was coming today, I still hadn’t believed it. There had to be countless Logan Carters in the world. What were the chances that my Logan Carter was the same one who was coming to quote a new fire system?

I had maybe thirty seconds to steel my pounding heart, and then he was pulling the front door open.

Logan’s large body took up more of the shop’s lobby than any man I’d ever seen before.

He still smelled the same. My heart fluttered in my chest as memories swamped me.

He whipped off his sunglasses, clipping them on his shirt collar and gave me a vacant smile. “Hi, I have an appointment with Austin Burns.”

I stared stupidly at him.

After a beat, he pulled his phone out of his back pocket and thumbed through the screen. “Yeah, Austin Burns. I’m here to quote a new fire suppression system for the workshop, offices, and paint shed.”

I blinked. “Logan? Are you seriously going to pretend that you don’t know me?”

“Have we met?” His eyes flicked from mine to the wall behind me to the floor.

A wave of heat swept over my body, and not the sexy kind of heat. Embarrassment. Betrayal. Sadness.

Wow. I’d never been ghosted live and in person before. Was that even the right phrase for this situation?

I didn’t know what to say. Hi, yeah. We slept together for two months before you were injured in that fire and never called me back. Was I just one in a crowd of too many women to remember? He hadn’t struck me as the man-whore type.

Had I ever really known this man?

“Is Austin in?” He tried to give me that same vacant smile, but this time it came across as more of a sneer—something about it just looked angry. And he still avoided my eyes as he asked for my brother.

I wanted to be pissed, but then he turned to shove his phone back in his pocket, revealing the huge scar of melted skin that his new, heavy scruff couldn’t conceal since no hair grew on his scarred skin. It ran from his left ear down his neck, disappearing under his shirt.

I couldn’t hide my gasp.

I’d read all about the horrific accident that summer that took the lives of seven members of a local hotshot crew. I’d called and called and called Logan, but he’d never answered. And the hospital in Washington refused to tell me anything due to HIPAA laws. Stupid privacy regulations. I’d watched the news, desperate for information on the deceased victims and was relieved when I didn’t recognize any of the names posted.

But Logan had clearly been in that accident.

With that bitter smile still curving his lips—probably because of my less than smooth reaction to his scars—he raised his eyebrows. “Should I come back another time?”

“No, sorry. The guys aren’t in today—they’re shooting a bike reveal with Cole Jackson.” I replied, referring to the rock star we’d built two bikes for now. My brothers—technically cousins by blood, but we’d been raised together, and I considered them my brothers—and I ran a motorcycle shop where the guys built custom bikes for clients while filming a reality show all about our dysfunctional relationships. My brothers liked to argue and occasionally got physical, and I was the boring accountant who was rarely on camera.

I liked it that way.

“Uh…” Logan’s gaze darted to mine for the first time in minutes but quickly fell away again.

“But they asked me to stay and show you around.”

“Right.” He sighed like that was the most annoying news ever.

My heart shriveled. I’d been so torn about this meeting, not wanting to see him but aching to find out what had happened. Two years ago, he’d made it sound like we’d be back together the minute he got back to town, but I’d never heard from him. He went so far as to delete all his social media. Hell, he’d never returned a single call from me. I guess that in and of itself was all the answer I really needed.

I gave him a sad smile. “Let’s start in the workshop.”

He grunted in agreement. “Lead the way.”

My smile felt tight on my lips as I turned on my heel and all but stomped into the workshop. Pointing out the parts of the existing system that I knew of, I watched as he took notes. Occasionally he asked a few questions that I didn’t have answers to, but mostly he avoided looking at me or even talking to me as he took copious notes and measured a few distances.

After a few minutes he turned and gave me another one of his grunts. “I need to see the paint shed next.”

It felt like my heart was breaking in my chest. I didn’t know who this angry stranger in front of me was. This wasn’t the smooth, charming man I’d started falling for two years ago. Now he was a grunting, kinda bitter stranger with physical scars to match the ones he no doubt had running inside as well.

And from the way he was acting, he didn’t know me. He didn’t remember me. I was a stranger to him. There was no spark of recognition. No flirty banter. Nothing.

I robotically took him through the rest of the tour while I tried not to fall to pieces in front of him.

It was a relief when we finished even as we stood awkwardly in the reception area.

“I think that’s it.” Logan set his clipboard down on the table and pulled his wallet out. A second later he held a business card between two fingers. “Please pass this onto Austin. I’ll have a detailed quote for him by Monday, and if he approves, we could start work as soon as a week from now. I appreciate you taking the time to show me around.”

Something about the way he held that business card out, like I was a little peon to do his bidding, had me seeing red.

I lost it.

I’d carried around all this pain for two years, and he had the nerve to hold his business card out like that? “What the hell?”

He blinked but didn’t say anything.

I shook my head in frustration. “Why did I ever waste my time on you?”

Logan’s eyes widened slightly, but other than that he didn’t react to my little outburst.

Or say anything.

“I never thought you were this much of a bastard. I guess my asshole radar could use a little work, huh?” I snatched the business card out of his hand and held it up between my two fingers like he’d done to me. “I’ll be sure to give this to Austin. Have a nice life.”

Logan didn’t look at me as he turned and left the building.

Shaking my head, I tore around the shop in a haze of anger, turning off all the lights, dropping Logan’s card on Austin’s desk (when all I really wanted to do was rip it up into tiny shreds), and locking all the exterior doors.

When I knew enough time had passed for the asshole to leave, I was behind the wheel of my purple “plum crazy” Dodge Charger that my new bestie had convinced me to buy—much to my family’s chagrin. My baby squealed out of the lot as the tires left a burnout streak in my wake.

I drove on autopilot while my mind churned the past hour over and over again. Freaking asshat. Did he seriously want me to believe that he didn’t remember me? That the two months we’d spent together meant nothing to him?

Blinking, I took in my surroundings. Somehow I’d ended up at my mom’s restaurant—Bette’s Diner, named for the last owner and not my mom, Wendy. The lot was mostly empty, but I recognized her decrepit Toyota Camry parked in the far corner. No matter how much my brothers threatened and cajoled, she refused to part with the P.O.S.

I sighed and let my head thunk back onto the headrest. I loved my mom, but I couldn’t talk to her about Logan. She didn’t know any of the important details, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to spill the beans now, two years later.

Instead, I put my baby into gear and much more slowly this time, pulled out of the parking lot, and headed to see my oldest and dearest friend. Of anyone, Madison would understand how I was feeling. She’d been the only one I let in during that dark time.

Half an hour later, I could feel the tension leaving my body as I stared at the familiar brick building. There was just something about this place that filled me with peace. The small 1930s building was quaint and cute and kinda like home now.

Or maybe it was the knowledge that Maddie was inside.

I found her in the farthest corner of the second story stacks, sitting next to her book cart, thumbing through a hardback book. Shaking my head, I snuck up behind her. When I was a few feet away, I cleared my throat.

Maddie let out a muffled shriek and jumped six inches into the air. Clutching the book to her chest, she spun around and glared at me. “I should’ve known it was you.” Her voice was a harsh whisper in the still room. “Only someone who grew up with four older brothers could be so mean.”

I snorted. She was right.

I nodded to the book she still clutched. “Anything good there?”

“Of course. It’s La Nora. I’d read her grocery lists.” Maddie rolled her eyes and shoved the book onto the shelf. “What are you doing here? I thought we weren’t meeting for book club till next week. Did you come to scope out your next pick?”

“No. I don’t… I can’t…” I raked a jittery hand through my hair. The long drive didn’t do anything to calm me down. “Can you take a break?”

Maddie stood up with wide eyes. “Yeah, of course. What’s going on? Are you okay? Is your mom okay?”

“Yeah, no. We’re fine. It’s not…” I shook my head as a croaking sob sound lurched out of me.

“Sabrina.” My friend grabbed my shoulders and pulled me in for a tight hug. And I just lost it. I shuddered as tears burned my eyes and sobs shook my body. Maddie held tight and gently rubbed my back through it all. She didn’t try to talk me out of crying—she just held on and let me fall to pieces.

After what felt like ages, I finally calmed down and pulled away from my friend with a wry smile. “Thanks.”

Maddie pulled a pack of tissues from her back pocket. “Always. Are you feeling up to talking about it?”

I took a second and wiped my eyes—thank god for smudge proof mascara—then blew my nose. “Logan is back.”

“Logan, Logan?” Maddie’s eyes all but swallowed her face.

“Yes, that Logan.”

“Did he explain why he never called you again?”

“No. I couldn’t tell if he honestly couldn’t remember me or if he turned into an asshole. Either way, he was practically unrecognizable. He was all blunt and abrasive and dismissive. Then, at the end, he held his business card up to me like I was a total stranger, and I just lost it. I tore into him until he ran out of the shop like his pants were on fire.”

Maddie grunted much like Logan had a little bit ago. The sound gave me a pang. “Good. Sounds like he deserved it. What was he even doing at Badass Builds?”

I tried not to notice the way my bestie whispered the shop’s name almost reverently. I knew she had a crush on one of my brothers, but I never teased her about it. I knew nothing would ever come of it. Maddie wasn’t the kinda girl they went for. She was too nice and smart and just…normal for lack of a better word. She was my bestie, and I’d neuter any of them who’d dare to touch her. Because they’d break her heart and she wouldn’t want to hang out anymore. It wouldn’t be the first time I lost a friend over them. They knew better now.

“We’re getting quotes for a new sprinkler system because we got that notice from the city.”

“Are you going to let the guys hire him? Can you imagine having him hanging around for god knows how long to install it?”

I sighed. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to wait and see his quote. Hopefully he’s more expensive than the other firm.”

“Have you told your brothers about him? About…” She tilted her head, letting the thing go unspoken.

I shook my head. “Ryan knows some but not everything. He’s the only one.”

“They’re your family, Sabrina. If anyone would understand, it’s them. They’ll back you one hundred percent.”

“I don’t want to answer their questions. I don’t want to dig that up all over again. Hey, if he can pretend he doesn’t know me, I can pretend to forget him too. Girls can be assholes too.”

“Sure, sure.” Maddie gave me a disbelieving look. “If you say so. How’d he look? Still as yummy as ever?”

I knew what she was trying to get me to say, but I wasn’t gonna. “He’s uh, still tall, muscular.” I closed my eyes as I briefly remembered that feeling when he first came into the shop and how he’d still smelled the same. Shaking my head, I opened my eyes and shrugged. “He had some scars that made me think maybe he was injured worse than I thought from that fire.”

Maddie’s eyes widened. “Maybe it’s not an act. Could be he has amnesia.”

“Amnesia? Really? I think you’ve been reading too many romance novels.”

Maddie laughed. “You might have a point there.”

My lips twitched at the sound of her laughter.

“Do you still have feelings for him?”

“No, of course not.” I scoffed weakly.

“Sabrina.”

“I don’t, okay? I learned my lesson. I don’t do smooth bad boys anymore. Not that Logan is a smooth bad boy now, but that’s not the point. Hopefully none of that matters, and I won’t have to see him again.”

“Right.” Maddie bit her lip.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Just say it.”

Maddie sighed. “Fine. If I know anything about you, and I think after almost two decades of friendship I do, it’s that this is not over.”

“Maddie.” It was my turn to sigh.

“You have acres of unfinished business, and you’ll never be able to move on until you sort your shit out.”

I had to laugh at that. You’d think she was a therapist and not a librarian. “You made me sound like a ghost haunting him or something.”

“No, he’s the spirit who’s been haunting you for the past two years.”

“I think you’re mistaking him for the baby I miscarried.”

Maddie winced. “Sabrina, I’m sorry. That was a poor choice of words. I didn’t mean to make light of—”

“No, I’m sorry.” I’d lashed out without thought. Maddie had been there for me then and always. I couldn’t take out my horrible feelings on her of all people. “I was the one to say it first. But let’s just drop it, okay? I don’t have feelings or unfinished business with Logan. I’d be ecstatic if I never saw him or heard from him ever again.”

“Okay. If you say so…” Maddie’s disbelieving tone said it all.

“I do.” I gave my friend a sad smile. “But thanks for letting me unload all over you.”

“What are best friends for? You know I love you.”

“Ditto, chica. You’re my soul sister. Well, you and Hope.”

“Agreed. We good for dinner tonight?”

I sighed. I wanted to postpone, but that would only prove Maddie’s point about Logan, and I’d be damned if I did that. “You know it. See you.”

“Later.”

I gave her another hug then headed for the front door before she could pry any further into my brain. I was done with Logan no matter what she said. The past was best left in the past, and that was where Logan belonged.

In the past.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Logan Carter 

Ten days later

Karma was bitch—and I didn’t mean Travis’ favorite stripper at Gold Standard.

Just seeing the large sign for Badass Builds, made me wanna bang my head against the steering wheel, but the skin graft on my back wouldn’t allow it. I should’ve done those stupid physical therapy exercises this morning.

Every minute I’d spent here two weeks ago had been pure agony. I didn’t think I could take another second of looking into her face and seeing the life I had before. Remembering the man I used to be. The man she obviously wanted to see again.

But that wasn’t me. That would never be me again.

Fuck my life.

At least you have a life.

My inner voice was a bastard, but he was right. I didn’t have a fucking thing to complain about.

All I could do was hope she got a clue and moved on and left me where I belonged—in her past. And if I needed to be a bastard to make that happen, I could do that. Hell, I had done it last time I saw her.

I pushed open the door to my pickup and gingerly climbed out. I might’ve slammed the door behind me with more force than necessary, but no one was around to hear it. Despite the five other vehicles in the parking lot, not a soul was in sight. Everyone must’ve been inside already.

But when I pushed open the front door, there was still not a soul in sight. What the fuck?

I paused, and in the distance, I heard the muffled sound of an argument.

“…bullshit. I’m not doing it,” a man’s muffled voice said.

“We all agreed at the last staff meeting.” It might’ve also been barely audible, but I’d recognize the sound of Sabrina’s voice anywhere. Her voice was mellow and smooth, washing over me like a balm I didn’t deserve to feel. “I’ve already taken the deposit. They’re expecting you all to show up Friday night. It’s booked. What do you want me to do?”

“It’s bullshit is what it is.” The man’s voice came again. “I’m tired of doing these goddamn meet-and-greets every fucking weekend.”

“Hello?” I called out as I set my toolbox down with a crash. “Anyone around?”

“What time is it?”

“Shit. He’s here.”

The voices came fast but still muffled. I was sick of eavesdropping. I had a job to do. The sooner I started, the quicker it would get done, and I could get gone.

A moment later, four men came around the corner in quick succession, one with a baby on his hip. Even if I wasn’t a fan of their show—which I was—I would’ve been able to guess that they were brothers. All four were equally tall, muscular, and had similar features with brown hair and hazel eyes. I expected to see some veiled anger at my appearance, but they all had open expressions and no apparent judgement or hostility.

“Hey, man.” Austin held his hand out. “Thanks for squeezing us in so fast. We have the city breathing down our necks and can’t do shit until you install the new system for us. I’m Austin.”

“Right. Sure.” I shook his hand then bent down to grab my toolbox. “You okay if I head back and get started tearing out the old system?”

Austin smiled. “A man after my own heart—one ready to get to work. Unlike the bums around here.”

“Not funny.” Nathan retorted. “I put in plenty of hours.”

“With the T and A squad,” Dylan muttered under his breath.

I knew from watching their show that when they got arguing it could escalate quickly. And despite how entertaining it was, I had shit to do. “So the main shutoff valve is where?”

“Follow me.” Nathan elbowed his brothers out of the way. “You clowns go get lunch or something. It’s not like we can get any work done.”

It was only ten in the morning, but none of my business. And it looked like his brothers weren’t going to argue because they were gone before he finished talking.

Only Ryan stayed behind. “I’m gonna see if I can drag Sabrina out too. She’s looking really stressed.”

I sighed and headed for the shop. I bet I could find the shutoff valve on my own.

“Maybe because you guys were yelling at her.” Ryan continued behind me.

I froze. He’d been yelling at Sabrina?

Nathan snorted. “I wasn’t yelling. Felicity there wouldn’t still be sleeping if I’d been yelling.”

“Not how I remember it, and Fliss can sleep through anything, but whatever.” Ryan rocked the sleeping baby laying against his chest. “Lay off the four-letter words, okay? Something has Sabby fragile right now, and you’re not helping anything. Who cares if we have a meet-and-greet every weekend? It’s not like we’re making money building bikes right now. We gotta do something to keep the money rolling in until this new system is installed.”

“Fine. I’ll play nice. I was just asking for a break is all.”

The rest of their argument was muffled as the shop door shut behind me.

Sabrina was hurting.

But it wasn’t any business of mine. I tried not to think about what I’d blatantly eavesdropped on. Instead I got busy laying out my tools.

A few minutes later Nathan burst through the door. “Sorry about that, man. Family shit. Anyhow…”

Nathan quickly showed me the main shutoff valve, gave me phone numbers in case I needed anything else, and then disappeared.

Then it was all quiet, and I was alone. The way I liked it.

I got to work.

I spent the next two hours working solo since Tommy and Paul were running behind on a job. I did as much as my shit body would let me—which was a lot less than I used to be able to do. But I didn’t bitch and moan about any of it. It was more than I deserved.

I was about ready to bleed the pipes in the hallway when a startled gasp made me jump. And lose my grip on the fucking ladder.

I reached out blindly for something to hold onto, but the stupid treads were wet. My feet slipped and the ladder went one way and I went the other.

“FUCK!”

The crash was drowned out by my yelling.

Because it hurt.

And I landed on my bad side.

I took a beat to make sure all my skin was still attached, and I felt a telltale dampness on my left wrist cuff. My heart racing, I looked at my wrist, but it was only the water from the sprinkler system. Not blood. Thank God.

“Oh my God,” Sabrina’s voice came from far away and then I blinked and she was hovering over me. “Are you okay?”

My legs were still tangled in the ladder. I kicked it away with a muttered curse. “Yeah. Fine.”

“I… Uh, okay.” She sighed and took a few steps back. “You got anything you want to say to me?”

“Nope.” I got my feet back under me and stood back up, avoiding her eyes the entire time. I already felt like shit; I didn’t need to read it all over her face that I was an asshole. Nothing about that was changing.

“You gonna sue us for this?”

“What?” My head jerked up on its own volition, and I glared at her. “What the fuck for? It was my mistake. I didn’t take the time to wipe the ladder off after I got it wet with the last bleed job.”

“Good. Now I don’t have to waste time thinking up all the wonderful questions I’d have our attorney ask you. Under oath.” She bared her teeth in a scary semblance of a smile. “I’m going out for lunch. If you leave, lock the front door up behind you. You’re not the only asshole in Sacramento.”

Without giving me a chance to reply—not that I had one ready—she pivoted on her heel and walked away. I’m not ashamed to admit that I enjoyed the view the entire way. Right up until she paused to pull the door open. Then I put my head down and concentrated on sorting out my fucking ladder. And not thinking about how hot her tight, little ass looked in her black pencil skirt.

Or the way her hips rolled with her walk.

Or the way the red tips to her otherwise white-blonde hair broadcasted her feelings about me. When I’d seen her ten days ago, her tips had been bone-white like the rest of her hair.

But none of that mattered. I had a job to do, so I got back to work.

* * *

I was packing up at the end of the day—those bastards Tommy and Paul never had shown up—when my phone rang. No doubt they had some fantastic reason not to get their asses over here. Still packing up my tools, I hit accept without looking at the screen and answered. “Yeah, what.”

“Is that really how you answer your work phone?” Vanessa’s dulcet tone sang over the line. “What if I was a client? Or your boss?”

I forced a chuckle. Vanessa was the one person on this entire planet who deserved whatever the fuck she wanted from me. I owed her—I couldn’t even begin to try to pay her back. “Pretty sure my boss knows he hired a miserable S.O.B., and any client calling probably should know that up front anyhow. No surprises that way. What can I do for you, darlin’?”

“Why do you think I want something? Can’t I just be calling to see how you’re doing? You know general chit chat—how are you, what’s new in your life—that kinda thing.”

This time the laugh was genuine. “Never. I know you. And I know that tone in your voice. What blew up, and how much is it gonna cost to fix?”

“It’s the dishwasher, and it didn’t blow up so much as leak. All over my kitchen. The hardwood’s a mess, and I don’t know what the hell is wrong with the dishwasher. This was exactly the kind of thing Jay was great at.” She sighed and the sound was so fucking heartbreaking—kinda muffled like a sob she really didn’t want me to hear.

I didn’t think it was possible to feel any lower, but finding new lows was like my super power.

She cleared her throat and continued with a false happy note to her voice. We were both great at putting on masks for the rest of the world. “But you know me. I’d probably end up electrocuting myself if I tried to fix it. Can you come by and take a look? It’s not an emergency or anything.”

“No, it’s fine. I can be over in about thirty minutes if that works for you.”

“Logan. You don’t have to come today.”

“I want to. And maybe we can get a burger or something after?” Anything to get her out of her tomb of a house and out among the living. She’d said something a while ago about her therapist encouraging it.

“I don’t know. How about I cook us something? I’ll make your favorite.”

I caved because I couldn’t say no to this woman. “Sure. That way I can bring Bella.”

“Okay. Sounds like a date then. Thank you.”

The fake happiness still in her voice made me feel like shit. I had to do better for her. I cleared my throat. “Hey, I got some shit to clear up here, then I’ll grab Bella and head over to your place. Say five thirty?”

“Sounds good. See ya soon.”

“Bye.” I ended the call and stashed my phone in my back pocket.

“I guess it’s only me who you’re an asshole to.”

The quiet voice behind me had my heart freezing in my chest. Sabrina.

I turned around. Shit. I didn’t know what to say.

Searching for the right words, I looked up, but seeing her pained expression tore me up inside. “Angel, I don’t… I’m not…”

Sabrina’s face drained of color. “You do remember me.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You just called me angel. You remember me.”








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




Sabrina

“You remember me.” I swayed on my feet. But only for a second. Anger burned deep in my belly and slowly spread through my body.

Logan blinked down at me. “What are you talking about?”

“Last time you were here, I couldn’t tell if you remembered me or not. You treated me like a stranger—worse than a stranger. And I thought—wondered—if maybe you didn’t remember me because of your accident. Like amnesia or whatever.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Logan gave this harsh barking laugh that was like nothing I remembered from him. “That’s not how I remember it. You tore me a new one for being an ass and wasting your time. Pretty sure you called me an asshole.”

“I was mad. And you were being an ass.”

He turned away from me and wrestled with the ladder. “I gotta finish up here.”

“That’s it?” I watched, incredulous, as he folded up his ladder. “You have nothing else to say to me?”

“Nope. I’m good.”

He turned and had the nerve to walk through the shop doors like we weren’t in the middle of a conversation.

Ass.

I slammed through the shop doors and stomped after him. “What the fuck?”

“What?” He didn’t even have the courtesy to turn around and face me. He just continued to pack up his toolbox like I wasn’t even in the room.

“You aren’t even going to tell me what happened? Why you ghosted me? Where you’ve been for the past two years? Why you never returned even one of my phone calls? I thought we had something pretty special. You made me feel special. Besides, I had something pretty important to—”

“Look.” Logan bit out, cutting me off. He finally turned to face me, but instead of the gentle expression I knew from before, or even the anger he’d shown me moments ago, his face was now blank. “I thought you’d get a clue. I didn’t return your calls then, and I really don’t want to get into it now. Whatever we had is over. Fucking dead and gone. Which is where I’ll be in two weeks. Gone. So can we just keep shit professional between us?”

I might’ve swallowed my tongue. Of everything he could’ve said to me, I hadn’t expected that. And I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to lash back at him, but the pain I felt at him dismissing everything we’d had was overwhelming.

Instead I nodded tightly, pivoted on my heel, and ran away.

I think I would’ve preferred wrath to that empty, nothing expression on his face combined with his nasty words. I was obviously less than nothing to him.

Pain bloomed in my chest and a wave of heat swept over my face. I knew what was coming next. But I’d be damned if I cried in the same building as that asshole. Instead, I grabbed my purse from my office and headed for my car. I scowled at his shitty pickup and seriously considered keying it for half a second, but then I remembered that wouldn’t be professional.

Instead, I left in a wail of screeching tires and burning rubber.

I had myself mostly under control by the time I pulled into the parking lot of Bette’s Diner. My mom might not know the whole story with me and Logan, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t get a hug from her. She knew I didn’t tell her everything about my life. My mom was cool like that. She’d always been my soft place to fall—the one person in the whole world I knew who’d always love me unconditionally.

And I felt the same way about her.

The lunch rush was long over—there were only a few cars in the parking lot. Mostly staff vehicles that I recognized, including my mom’s shitty Camry, and one out of place BMW gleaming up front. Not my mom’s usual clientele—Bette’s was kind of a dive, but the food was plentiful, crazy delicious, and overseen by my equally crazy mom.

Immediately feeling lighter, I climbed out of my car and headed for the front door.

But before I could reach it, it swung open and my mom stood there screaming and waving her arms like a crazy person. “I don’t give a flying fuck what you want, Brian Brooks. You need to get the hell out of my restaurant before I call the cops. Because that’s my next move. GET! OUT!”

“I’ll leave, but don’t think that means I’m going away.” A middle-aged, well-dressed man stepped out. “This was just a courtesy call. I’m giving you the opportunity to come clean with her. Because I’m not leaving town until I see her.”

My mom’s face turned red. “You don’t deserve to see her. You made your decision twenty-seven years ago.”

“That’s bullshit. I didn’t have all the information.”

“Call it what you want. I don’t care. You already made it clear I was second-best. I’d be damned if I was gonna stand by and let you do the same to my daughter.”

“Our daughter. She’s mine too.”

For the second time that day, my heart dropped to my feet.

“What?” My voice sounded like it had been torn out of my throat.

But they had clearly heard me, as they swung around and stared at me with differing expressions—my mom, horrified, and the stranger, still angry, but also saddened.

“Sabrina. I didn’t…” Mom opened and closed her mouth a few times but didn’t say anything more.

“He can’t be my father. My father died when you were pregnant. You told me. You showed me the articles. He was killed by a drunk driver. Remember? Remember that, Mom?” My voice raised with every sentence until I was all but shrieking at the end. “My father is dead…right?!?”

Mom shook her head, and tears fell from her eyes. “Sabrina…”

And I knew.

I could tell by the look on her face that it was true.

She’d lied to me my entire life.

I looked back and forth between them.

I didn’t know who either of these freaking people were.

“No.” I backed away from both of them. “No.”

“Sabrina…” My mom held her hands out to me, but I backed up until I tripped over my feet.

I landed in a tangle of legs, dust, and curse words. I swiped at the tears hazing my eyes, no doubt smearing makeup and dirt all over my face. Not that I gave a damn. Then a hand appeared in front of me, and I blinked up at the strange man—my father—standing over me.

I laughed harshly. “I’m a fucking klutz. Do I have you to thank for that?”

“I’m so sorry, Sabrina. This isn’t how I wanted you to find out. I came here to tell your mother that I wanted to get to know you. I thought it would be easier to hear it from her than a stranger. Because that’s all I am to you.”

I could hear the bitterness in his voice, but I really didn’t give a fuck at the moment. I was still reeling from all the revelations today.

Ignoring his outstretched hand, I clamored to my feet on my own and glared at both of them. “If this isn’t the cherry on the shit sundae that is my life lately. I don’t… I can’t…”

“Sabrina,” Mom pleaded.

“No!” I shouted. “No! You don’t get to be the victim right now. You did this to all of us. I’ve had a father my whole life that I didn’t know about? What kinda fucked up soap opera is this? You lied to me my entire life! Why?”

But all my mom could do was cry.

“I can’t do this right now.” I turned and headed for my car.

“Sabrina, I’d—”

“No.” I swung around to face him, crossing my arms over my chest. “I get that you’re here to see me, but I’m gonna need some time to sort through all this. I don’t…I can’t… Leave your info with Angela inside, and I’ll call you when I’m ready.”

“I understand.” He bent his head and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Thank you.”

I shook my head and walked away.

For the second time that day, I left a parking lot in a shriek of squealing tires as tears burned my eyes.

I didn’t know where to go. I couldn’t run the risk of Logan still being at the shop. Maddie was working the book-mobile, so she was out. I really wanted to talk to someone, but who?

And then I remembered that Hope, my brother’s fiancée, had the exact same thing happen to her. If anyone on this earth understood what I was going through, it was her. I used the Bluetooth in my car and called her.

Her sunny voice sang over my car’s speakers. “Hey Sabrina.”

“Hope?” I couldn’t keep the sob out of my voice.

“Oh my God, Sabrina. Are you crying? What’s wrong? Who do I have to kill?”

“I can’t go through it all on my phone right now. I’m in the middle of a shitstorm. Can I… Is there any way we can get together to talk?”

“Always. You know that.”

“Thank you.” I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Where and when?”

“How about now at my place?”

Her place meant Ryan’s condo, since she moved in with him a year ago. “Uh, could you do me a favor and boot Ryan if he’s there? I really don’t want to hash all this out with him around.”

“Sure. No problem.” I heard some muffled conversation and then a shriek.

“Ryan. No!” Hope yelled.

“What’s going on?” Ryan’s voice came over the line.

I rolled my eyes. My brothers were overprotective alphas on the best of days. No way was I telling him all this right now. I needed to sort through how I felt, first. “What did you do to my friend?”

“She’s my fiancé, and the mother of my child. I got dibs, so why do I have to clear out of my house?” His words were flippant, but I could hear the underlining concern.

All the fight just left me. I was so damn tired all the sudden. “It’s fine. I can talk to her later.”

I switched lanes so I could turn around. I was pretty sure I could sleep for a year, maybe two.

“Sabrina. What the fuck? What’s going on? You’re freaking me out, here.”

“I don’t have it in me to fight now right, Ry. Tell Hope I’ll talk to her later.”

“Okay, okay, I get it. You need girl time. I’ll grab Fliss and Dylan, and we’ll go bug Nate. He’s over at Austin’s. You can have Hope all to yourself. Okay? Gotta go.”

He grunted then Hope came over the line.

“Sorry about that. Everything okay?”

“No. Not at all.” I sighed. As much as I really wanted to run and hide, I knew this situation wasn’t going away. I had to talk to someone. “I’ll be over in five.”

“Okay. Hey, I don’t know what you said to Ryan, but I’ve never seen him reverse course so fast. You gotta give me tips later.”

For the first time that day, I laughed. “Bending the Burns brothers to my will is just one of my superpowers.”

“I will be your student, Master Sabrina. Please teach me your ways.”

I laughed again, feeling lighter than I had all day. My brothers might be alpha-holes on occasion, but they had fantastic taste in women.

* * *

“Are we drinking now, or do you wanna eat something first?”

I sighed. “How about we drink while we wait for the food to arrive?”

“Great.” Hope patted me on the shoulder then headed for the kitchen. “You order the food, and I’ll get the tequila.”

Tequila meant tacos. Laughing, I filled out our usual order on Postmates. We’d done this a time or two.

Meanwhile, Hope lined up a few shot glasses on the coffee table. “You ready to tell me what’s going on?”

I grabbed the first glass and slammed it before filling her in on the insanity that was my life this past week. I hadn’t even gotten to the part about my-not-actually-dead Dad when she grabbed the second shot glass and drank.

By the time I’d finished my story, tears sheened my eyes and hers.

“I am so sorry, Sabrina. This isn’t…” She shook her head as she reached for the liquor bottle. “I think we need more tequila.”

She poured another round and handed me my shot. We clinked glasses.

“To fucked-up parents.” Sabrina toasted.

“To shitty ex-boyfriends.”

And we drank.

I sank back onto her comfy sofa. “So what do you think?”

“I don’t even know where to start. Is Logan the one who—”

“Yeah.” I answered before she could finish the question. I knew what she was asking.

“But he doesn’t know.”

“Nope.” I popped the p like I wasn’t dying inside. But we both knew the truth. “Kinda hard to know when he didn’t ever answer the freaking phone. But hey, that was two years ago. It’s water under the bridge, right?”

“Sounds more like an open, gaping wound, but okay.” Hope muttered, not-so-quietly under her breath. “How are you feeling about your dad?”

“Numb.” I set my shot glass down on the coffee table with a clink. Staring at the tequila bottle, I contemplated another shot, but I’d already had two—or was it three?—and I couldn’t remember when I’d eaten last. I probably should wait.

Because that was who I was. The youngest child who tried like hell to not make any waves, because my brothers created a fucking tsunami in our world. I was the peacekeeper. The one who always toed the line. Hell, I was usually three feet behind the line, so I didn’t upset anyone.

“…hard but give it time.” Hope’s words sounded like they were coming from the end of a long tunnel.

I shook my head, and the room came back into focus. “Right.”

I don’t know what she’d said, but it felt like the thing to say.

She gave me a sad smile. “Do you know anything about your dad?”

“No. She told me they were high school sweethearts who hooked up again at their ten-year reunion, and that he died because of a drunk driver while she was still pregnant.”

“There’s one way to find out the truth.”

“I’m not talking to her. I can’t right now. I’m just so fucking…I don’t even know. Mad? Stunned? I can’t believe she’s lied to me my whole life. I don’t…” I covered my face with my hands and gave a muffled scream. Tears streamed from my eyes. And then the sobs came again.

Hope’s arms wrapped around me, and I buried my face in her shoulder.

“I just don’t know what to do.” I cried. “I thought I had almost everything in my life figured out, and it all came crashing down inside a freaking week.”

“I know,” Hope murmured. “I know. It’s shitty, and it’s hard. But you’re strong. You’re gonna get through this. And we’re here for you—as many of us as you want. Just say the word.”

I let her comforting words soak into me. It just felt good to have someone understand me—hold me—when my entire world was crumbling.

Up until today, my mom had been my safe place. I loved her so much. But now I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know how to reconcile all this new information with the woman I’d spent my entire life looking up to. Because if she lied about something so fundamental…

I couldn’t even finish the thought.

The ringing of Hope’s doorbell had us pulling away.

Hope smiled at me and headed for the door. “You’ll feel better once you get some food in your stomach.”

“I’ll just go wash my face.” I headed in the opposite direction, toward the guest bath.

Hope was sweet, but I really doubted that the magic power of tacos would help me tonight.

Because I’d never felt so broken.
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Logan

I knew, the second Vanessa answered the door, that this had been a mistake. Instead of the frazzled single mom I’d been expecting, she stood in her doorway dressed like she was ready to hit the club. From her smooth hair to the smoky eye makeup and the skin-tight clothes, she was the Vanessa I knew from before. Not the one who’d called all panicked about her dishwasher.

“Hot date? We can come back tomorrow.” I offered, gesturing to where my overweight Labrador mix, Bella, lay panting at my feet.

Vanessa smiled brightly. “Nope. You’re the only guy I’m expecting to see.”

Shit. 

I inclined my head and stepped past her, careful to avoid her very prominent breasts from brushing against me. Bella jostled us, eager to reach the spot under the living room window. I had to grab Vanessa with my free hand to keep her from falling.

She gave me a seductive look under her eyelashes.

I closed my eyes and mentally cursed. When I opened them, her face hovered a little too close for comfort. I gave her a pained smile and moved away with a loud rattle of my toolbox.

“Dishwasher, right?” I headed for the kitchen at almost a jog.

But the sight that greeted me left me with a hollow feeling in my stomach.

The floor was completely dry, and the table was set for an intimate dinner for two. She’d even gone so far as to make my favorite—T-bone steak with roasted potatoes and green beans.

Dammit.

“Where’s Jaeda?” I asked dully.

Vanessa hovered near the table with an uncertain smile. “Travis volunteered to watch her for us tonight.”

“Fuck. He knows about this?”

“I, uh, well yes. He kinda had the same reaction as you.” Her forehead wrinkled with her frown. “I, uh, thought you’d be more receptive to… This was stupid. I’m sorry.”

Still holding my toolbox in one hand, I rubbed at my face with the other. “I don’t… I can’t do this, Vanessa. You’re my best friend’s girl. I can’t—”

“He’s dead, Logan. Dead. Has been for two years.”

“You think I don’t know that? I was fucking there!” I swallowed thickly as the memories came crashing back. The smell of scorched earth. The sick knowledge that we were trapped. The heat from the flames licking at our emergency fire shelters. The roar when the fire overtook us… Shaking my head to clear it, I scowled at Vanessa. “I remember it every time I look in the goddamn mirror.”

She paled as her eyes locked on the scarred skin visible on my neck. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know what you meant.” I sighed. “No one expects you to stop living your life. I just, I don’t feel that way about you.” I paused to figure out something—anything—to say to make this less harsh. Finally, I shook my head. “To me you’ll always be Jay’s girl.”

“I see.” Her face went blank. She’d shut down.

For the second time that day, I felt like an ass. But, like with Sabrina, this was for the best. She—they—deserved better than the scarred shell of a man I’d become.

Suddenly unable to breathe, I turned on my heel and headed for the front door. “Bella! Time to go.”

I didn’t look to see if the dog was following. Since she’d attached herself to my hip two weeks ago, I couldn’t shake her. Not that I was trying very hard lately.

“Logan.” Vanessa called from the kitchen.

But I didn’t want to hear whatever it was she wanted to say.

“I can’t. I don’t know if I ever could.” With Bella panting at my feet on the front step, I quietly closed the door behind me.

Vanessa probably deserved an apology, but I didn’t have it in me. I’d spent so much of my time in the hospital whispering them, I was pretty sure Travis would punch me if he heard me say them again.

Although, after this clusterfuck, I don’t think saying I’m sorry would be enough.

I drove without a destination. All I could think was how much I’d screwed everything up. Sabrina. Jay. Vanessa. Jaeda. Probably Travis, too. At this point I was surprised Bella had stayed with me.

I blinked, and realized I was only three blocks from Travis’ house.

Fuck, I’d already burned two bridges today. What was one more?

With a defeated sigh, I pulled into my buddy’s driveway and parked next to his SUV.

“Come on, Bella. Let’s go face the music.”

She whined like she could read my mood, but after a second, she lumbered out of my pickup. I really needed to get her checked out by a veterinarian, or take her to the pound like a responsible citizen. But just the thought of leaving her in doggie jail gave me a sick feeling that I really didn’t want to explore.

Instead I stomped to Travis’ front door, lifted a fist, and pounded.

Bella groaned and plopped her butt on my feet.

She looked ridiculous as usual with her tongue hanging out as she blinked up at me, but it did nothing to improve my mood.

A beat later Travis ripped the door open. “Took you long enough.”

I snorted as I pushed passed him and into the house. That wasn’t the greeting I’d been expecting. He actually sounded relieved to see me.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dim interior. Swinging around, I didn’t see anyone else. “Where’s Jaeda?”

“She’s taking a nap in the spare room. And what do you think I meant? I’ve been sweating bullets waiting for you to show up.” Travis bit out the words like he was pissed I wasn’t here sooner.

I was having a hard time keeping up with his mood swings. Usually Travis was the calm, even-keeled one.

“You turned her down, right?” Travis barked. “You have been over to Vanessa’s place?”

“Yeah. She called me about some bullshit with her dishwasher, but when I got there it was fine.”

“Fine? What was fine?”

“The dishwasher. It wasn’t broke.”

“Are you shitting me?” Travis limped over and stabbed me in the chest with a finger. “That’s all you gotta say? What the fuck, man?”

“Pretty sure that’s my line. What the fuck is going on, Travis? What are you so pissed about?”

“You! And Vanessa. What do you think I’m pissed about? How long has this been going on?” His voice grew louder with every word until he was shouting at the end.

I’d unconsciously backed away until my heels bumped into his sofa. Off balance, I collapsed onto the cushions.

And then it clicked.

I remembered the way Travis had looked at Vanessa the first time we ran into her at that club. Travis had clearly been interested, but when he saw the way she’d looked at Jay, Travis had stepped back.

It was kinda similar to the way he looked now. Although now there was a lot of rage mixed in.

“Holy shit. You still like her!”

“What? No. And we’re not talking about me. This is about you. And Vanessa.”

“There is no me and Vanessa. I don’t feel that way about her. Which is what I told her when she ambushed me with that whole romantic dinner. I was kinda an ass about it. But you…” I shook my head. “You’re pissed about the whole thing because you like her.”

“Don’t be stupid. You don’t know what the fuck you’re—”

“Trabis?” A tiny voice quaked from the end of the hallway.

We both cursed as Travis took off down the hall. “I’m here, baby girl.”

“I scared.” Jaeda stood in the doorway of the bedroom with wide eyes, her short, dark hair all rucked up over her head. She was Jay in miniature—all dark hair and eyes. She even had his nose, or at least the one he’d had before he broke it twice when we were teenagers.

It physically hurt me to look at her. She was the embodiment of all my should’ve beens.

“It’s okay, baby girl. Trav is here.” My best friend scooped her into his arms and held her tight.

Jay should’ve been the one here to comfort her. Hold her. Parent her. But he wouldn’t.

He’d never have the chance.

Travis patted her back. “Me and Logan were just arguing about which Paw Patrol character is the best. I say it’s Chase, but Logan thinks it’s Marshall.”

“Chase is the best.” Jaeda scowled up at me, safe in Travis’ arms. “E’erybody knows dat.”

“Yeah, everybody knows that, Logan.” Travis echoed with a menace that had nothing to do with cartoon characters.

I forced a laugh. “Sorry, guys. You know me. I’m gonna root for the firefighter every time.”

“Like daddy.” Jaeda beamed.

It pained me that I knew so much about a cartoon, but for Jay’s daughter I’d do pretty much anything.

Anything except her mother. That was a line I couldn’t—would never—cross.

Travis cleared his throat. “Yeah. Just like Jay.”

His eyes burned into mine over Jaeda’s head, promising me he hadn’t forgotten our little conversation from earlier.

I agreed. Because once we got away from tiny ears, I had a few things I wanted to get off my chest too.

* * *

It was crazy awkward when Vanessa stopped by an hour later to pick up Jaeda. Anyone could tell by looking at her that Vanessa had spent the last hour crying. Her eyes were puffy and red, and she refused to look directly at me or Travis.

I didn’t think it was possible to feel any more like a dick, but apparently, I had new lows.

Fuck.

Her voice was a harsh whisper when she finally spoke. “You ready to go home, Jaeda?”

“No!” Jaeda scowled up at her mom. “More Paw Patrol.”

Vanessa sighed. “You can watch them at home. Come on, baby. These guys need to get back to grown up business.”

“Mama—”

“Hey,” Travis cut in with a pained smile. “How about you guys come over this weekend and we can get our Paw Patrol on some more?”

“Travis,” Vanessa hissed, finally facing us. “What did I say about promising Jaeda stuff?”

Trav blinked. “But—”

“Come on, baby. Time to go. Tell the guys bye.” Vanessa scooped the toddler into her arms, turned, and stomped to the still open front door.

“Mama!” Jaeda wailed. “Trabis!”

I was wrong. There were still lower lows.

My eyes watered at the heartbreak in Jaeda’s eyes before the two of them disappeared. “Fuck.”

“This is on you,” Travis bit out as he crossed to the still open door. He stood in the doorway as the squeal of Vanessa’s tires pierced the sudden silence.

“I had no idea, man. I swear.” I didn’t know what else to say. What could I say to make this right?

Travis swung around and glared at me. “Because you’ve had your head up your ass for the last two years. You know, you weren’t the only one injured in that fucking fire.”

“I know, Trav, and I’m so fucking sorr—”

“No. You’ve said that so much the phrase has lost all meaning.” He closed the door with a slam and started to pace. “You say it, but you don’t fucking mean it. You’ve been so busy whipping yourself for shit that wasn’t your fault, you’re missing out on everything going on around you. The time’s come to pull your head outta your ass.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“That. Exactly.” He jabbed a finger at me. “I’ve watched this whole Vanessa thing coming for months.”

“And you didn’t say shit to warn me? What the hell?”

“I didn’t—I’d hoped that she wouldn’t have the guts to make a move.” Travis ran a hand through his hair. “She’s clearly been waiting for you to make the first move for forever. She always sits next to you when we all go out. She watches you all the fucking time and those smiles she’s always sending you.”

“I…” To me it’d been the three of us going out. Sure, she looked in my direction and smiled, but it hadn’t raised any flags. “I never saw it, man.”

“Of course you didn’t, because you’re still beating yourself up over the fucking fire. Wake up, Lo. We’ve all moved on. All of us. Everyone but you.”

“It’s not that easy.” I stood up with a grunt and snapped my fingers at Bella. “And fuck you for not getting that.”

“Don’t even try that shit with me.” Travis glared back at me. “I mean it. I watched you push your parents, your sister, and everyone from our old life away. But I was there too. I was injured too. And even I’ve moved on.”

“You’re full of shit! You haven’t moved on! You’re doing your damnedest to live Jay’s life. So how about you fuck off!”

Travis shook his head in disgust. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Everything.” I snapped my fingers at Bella again. “Come on. Let’s go.”

“Lo.”

“No.” I was so fucking done. With Travis. With all the fucking drama. I was just done. “I’m out of here.”

He didn’t say anything as I walked away with Bella at my heels. All I heard was the door closing behind me.

Travis was full of shit. He might want to pretend that he’d moved on, but he hadn’t. He was still in love with our dead best friend’s girl. And if that wasn’t the definition of fucked up, I didn’t know what was.








  
  
  Chapter Five

  
  




Sabrina 

I was hiding. From my mom. My brothers. Hope. Even Maddie. I didn’t have it in me to see or talk to any of them.

So I went to the one place where I knew they wouldn’t look for me—my office.

It was Saturday, and we weren’t supposed to be in the building until the new fire suppression system was installed. I might’ve gone so far as to park my car around the back next to the paint shed so no one could see it. But still. I felt safe here.

Safe enough to cry my eyes out.

I’d spent the last twelve hours crying, so Lord knows I shouldn’t have any tears left. But I was in the middle of a shitstorm of epic proportions. My mom had lied to me my entire life.

My dad was alive.

I didn’t know what to do, how to sort through all my complicated feelings. The one thing I did know was that I couldn’t go to my brothers. They’d just blow this whole thing up even more. The guys weren’t exactly known for their tact.

“What the fuck.”

Great.

I lifted my head from my desktop and saw him.

Logan looked at me with that same blank expression I’d seen too many times lately. Like I was nothing. Like we’d been nothing.

He cocked his head in that cocky bad boy way. Like I was annoying AF. “You can’t be in here.”

And I lost it.

“Call the fucking cops.”

“Wha—”

“No.” I pushed my rolling chair away with a crash and stomped over to him. “I don’t give a flying fuck. If you’ve got a problem with me being here, call the cops. Because that’s the only way you’re going to get rid of me. Now get the hell out.”

“You can’t—”

“Don’t care! Not today, Satan.” And I slammed the door shut in his face.

“Satan?” He repeated. Then I swear I heard a snorting laugh from the other side of the door.

But I had to be wrong. Logan didn’t find anything about me funny anymore. Mostly, he just ignored me when he wasn’t trying to boss me around.

Now where was I? Oh right. Crying.

For the first time in over twelve hours, I didn’t have any tears left. That little scene with Logan made me feel like I was capable of taking control of the chaos around me. I guess I had one thing to thank him for, after all. He was such an ass he made me realize I was better off without him and his weird drama.

I tipped my head and murmured to myself, “Done with that.”

So instead of wallowing, I took a deep breath, walked back to my desk, and got to work. There was always something for me to do—taxes, payroll, expenses, for both the shop and my mom’s restaurant, kept me buried. I would admit to being catty enough to avoid any work for the restaurant. I just didn’t have it in me to see her name right then.

A few hours later, I heard a whimpering bark followed by Logan shouting.

I lifted my head from the stack of bills and listened intently for anything more. A few beats later I heard the slap of his boots running down the hall to my office. My door ripped open and Logan stood there with a panicked expression.

“Quick! What do you know about labor?”

I blinked. “Like, having a baby kinda labor?”

“Yes. That.” His eyes were wild.

“Nothing. Why?”

“Shit. Fuck.” Logan ran a visibly shaking hand through his hair then mumbled to himself, “I don’t know what to do.”

“Logan? What’s going on? Who’s in labor?”

“Bella.”

“Bella,” I repeated weakly like that would tell me anything. When he didn’t elaborate, I asked, “Did you call 9-1-1?”

“Of course not. They won’t give a shit about my dog.”

“Your dog.” I had to laugh a little at that. “Okay. Maybe try your vet then. That’s the kinda thing they’d handle, right?”

“Right.” He contradicted himself by shaking his head. “Except I don’t have one. A vet that is.”

“How do you have a pregnant dog, but no vet? That’s crazy.”

“She’s not my dog. She kinda adopted me.”

Laughing to myself, I whipped out my phone and googled the closest emergency vet office. And here I’d thought he was dead inside. He couldn’t be totally bad if animals still liked him. “There’s an animal hospital on P Street that’s still open.”

“Okay. That sounds like a plan. Wait. Can we even move her? Should we move her?”

“Show me where she is.” I continued to google whelping advice as I followed Logan into the shop where we found Bella sprawled on her side in the clean rag box with a shiny, grayish sac hanging out of her. “Oh wow.”

“What do we do?”

Bella whimpered as she nudged the sac with her nose. The sac opened, letting all the fluid out.

“Oh shit.” She was really in labor. My heartrate picked up as the situation really hit me.

With shaky hands, I pulled up the number for the animal hospital, hit dial, and handed the phone to Logan. As he answered questions, I knelt down next to Bella’s head and tried to murmur reassuringly. “Hey, Bella. Are you going to be a mommy? Did you forget to tell Logan you had babies on the way?”

Bella moaned and seemed to strain as she burrowed into the rag box. But she didn’t seem to mind my presence. I lifted a shaky hand and gently ran it over her head and down her neck. “It’s gonna be okay, Bella. Contrary to Logan’s freak out, you’re not the first dog to ever have puppies. You’re gonna be fine. You can do this.”

“Uh huh.” Logan glared at me and snapped his fingers. “I need a pen!”

Rolling my eyes at his grabby gesture, I pushed to my feet, nabbed the sharpie ten feet away from him, and slapped it into his hand.

He didn’t even make eye contact or whisper thanks.

Instead he lifted the bottom of his t-shirt, splayed his left hand under his shirt, and wrote something on the material.

I took advantage of the moment and checked out his abs. He might be an ass, but the man still had the body of a Greek god. If anything, he was more ripped than he had been two years ago. And the skin on his torso was all smooth and scar free aside from the bumps from his six pack. Geez.

Leaving him to his phone call, I turned back to Bella and concentrated on calming her. She was panting, and every few minutes, she seemed to strain like she was trying to push.

“You’re doing a great job, Bella.” I murmured. “You’re going to be a mama before you know it.”

Logan cleared his throat behind me. “Uh, the doctor says that as long as she’s not too stressed, we can keep her where she is.”

“Did you tell him that the fluid sac or whatever burst?”

“Yeah. Apparently that’s normal. But if she hasn’t delivered the first pup in the next hour or so, I need to call the emergency line because the hospital will be closed by then.” He blew out an unsteady breath. “Thanks for the pen. And for the help. I was kinda freaking out there for a minute.”

“You’re welcome.” I kept my eyes and hands on Bella as I avoided looking at him. Our truce felt tenuous, and I didn’t want to be the one to break it. I was worried about Bella too. “I’m staying with your dog. You can stay if you want.”

“That’s, uh—sure. I mean, okay. Thanks.”

I couldn’t hide my smile at the relief in his voice as I continued to murmur to Bella.

Logan sat beside me and watched his dog with anxious eyes.

“I take it you didn’t know she was pregnant?” I asked to break the tension.

“No.” He heaved a sigh. “She’d been hanging around my house for a few weeks—looked like hell, all dirty and grimy and skinny. I finally took her in two weeks ago. I posted some fliers and online about her, talked to the local shelters, but no one was looking for her. I should’ve taken her to a shelter, but I just couldn’t…”

I hummed in agreement. There was the “right thing” to do, and then there was what you could live with. I totally understood. If anything, I was a bit surprised to hear that this asshole still had some tender feelings locked up in his dark shell somewhere. Still, I couldn’t resist the urge to tease. “Maybe next time, take her to a vet, at least.”

“I thought she was just getting fat from finally eating. I had no idea she was pregnant.”

I bit back the urge to mention Bella’s enlarged nipples. Logan was clearly beating himself up about this. “I take it whelping wasn’t covered in your firefighting school? I thought you guys took some first aid classes.”

“I hadn’t gotten my EMT cert yet. I was taking fire science. It covers fire suppression, prevention, code inspection—shit like that.”

“In hindsight, maybe a class or two on emergency first aid might’ve been good too.”

Logan snorted a laugh for the second time that day. “The vet said that we most likely won’t have to do anything. He gave me a few tips for when the puppies come, but Bella should take care of everything else until then.”

A comfortable silence fell between us. It almost felt like I was talking to the Logan I knew from before. But I could still see the large warning sign blinking overhead. This was a shaky truce at best.

No doubt he’d be back to his asshole self tomorrow.

Bella groaned and strained again. I wanted to jump in and help her, but I knew Logan and his vet were right.

I sighed as we watched her. “I always wanted to be a vet, you know.”

“I didn’t.” Logan settled in beside me and sent me a slight smile. “You’re smart enough, and you went to college. Why didn’t you do it?”

“Too much school. I did minor in Biological Science though.” I shrugged, uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken. Why did I start us down this road? “It was pretty clear the guys weren’t going to college, but still, we didn’t have much money. And I didn’t want to go into debt, so I decided to take something that would help everyone. You know, support the family and all that. It just made sense.”

“Meaning you sacrificed your dream so your family could all live theirs out? That’s bullshit.”

“Did I ask your opinion about my life?” I’d finally found my fighting spirit earlier today. I was done being his weird, emotional punching bag. “Besides it’s not like you’re out living your dream. Installing fire suppression systems is a far cry from being a fire fighter.”

“Like I had a fucking choice!” Logan jumped to his feet and turned as he lifted his shirt high, showing me the melted scar tissue that had been his left shoulder, arm, and back. “No squad in the whole fucking state will take me on like this. I can’t pass a single fucking physical fitness test. So I don’t want to hear about not living your dreams like you had no choice. I have no choice. None.”

Silence rang after his passioned speech. I didn’t know what to say to him. I’d kinda guessed about his injury since some of it was visible on his neck, but still. I knew how much he wanted to be a firefighter. I could guess how much it hurt him to lose out on his dream.

Finally, I whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“No. Don’t.” He shook his head with a disgusted expression. “Fuck, I hate that phrase. Travis is right. It doesn’t mean shit.”

“Was Travis…” I knew he’d been going to fight wildland fires with Logan and Jay. “Was Travis hurt too?”

“Hurt too.” Logan mocked with a scary expression. “We were the only ones to walk out of that fucking fire alive. Although technically, we were carried.” He snorted like it was a funny joke.

Something about his expression made me pause.

And then I’d realized what that’d meant. Logan and Travis were the only survivors.

But three of them left to fight fires together.

“What about Jay?”

And just like that, the fire left Logan’s eyes and they were dead again. “Jay was DOA. There was hardly enough left for a memorial.”

“No. He couldn’t.” Tears burned my eyes as I remembered Logan’s friend. The way they teased each other. The way Jay had looked at his girlfriend, Vanessa. “He had to have made it out. I scoured all the news reports. There wasn’t a single mention of a firefighter named Jay anywhere. I would’ve seen it.”

“His legal name is Rhys Jason Maher Jr, but he’d always gone by Jay since his dad’s Rhys too. He was interred at St. Mary’s. Travis and I missed the service. We were in that damn hospital in Washington. We were laid up in hospitals for the better part of a year between burn wards and physio rehab.”

I winced. Logan’s factual delivery of his horrific history felt like a physical blow. I couldn’t imagine going through all that—the fire, losing your best friend, being in hospitals for a year. It explained so much about the Logan who showed up here a week ago.

And yet, while he’d been going through all that he’d never once tried to call me or reach out.

Did he think I wasn’t the kind of person he could lean on?

Ouch.

That hurt. But had to be a drop in the bucket compared to the pain that Logan carried around on a daily basis. He was a walking, talking war wound.

I wish there was something I could do to help him, but I knew he’d back away or emotionally slap me down quicker than I could blink.

And I’d been beat up enough this weekend. I didn’t think I could take another verbal hit.

The next one might just break me.








  
  
  Chapter Six

  
  




Logan

I hated seeing that look in her eyes—the mixture of pain, pity, and disappointment. I’d seen it in so many over the past two years. My mom. My dad. My sister. The nurses in the burn ward. Vanessa. And now Sabrina.

I’d done everything I could to push them all away. Everyone except Vanessa. I couldn’t bring myself to be an ass to her. Hell, it was my fault she was a single parent.

And now it was my fault that I’d accidentally strung her along. Between the shit with Vanessa and Sabrina showing up like a ghost from my past, I couldn’t take a step without having my old life shoved in my face.

Last month, I’d felt like I might be finally climbing out of the hole, and here I was sitting at the bottom again. Maybe there really was no point in trying.

“Have you thought about what you’re going to do with a nursing dog and however many puppies she has tonight?”

Sabrina’s whispered question tore me out of my morose thoughts. “What?”

Bella groaned, breaking my heart all over again. Poor baby.

Sabrina’s eyes were soft as she stared at the laboring dog. “You’ll want to have an area for them at your house—bedding, newspaper, or weewee pads. Six or eight dogs are going to make a mess if you don’t contain them somehow, and even then…”

“Right.” I thought about the smallish dog bed I’d bought a few weeks back. She’d definitely need something bigger. “What are weewee pads?”

“Seriously, Logan?” Sabrina’s soft, throaty laughter made my lips curve too. “It’s pretty self-explanatory—like butt plug—you just put the words together.”

“Butt plug?” Laughter sputtered out of me. “You’ve gotten way kinkier since we were together.”

And just like that the smile fell off Sabrina’s face. She turned back to Bella. “Yeah, well. What can I say? It’s been two years.”

I grunted in agreement. It had been. Two long, torturous years for me. I’d been surprised to learn when I’d came back that Sabrina was still single. Why hadn’t someone snapped her up? She was gorgeous, generous, and smart as hell. And now something of a reality star. “Gotta say, it shocked the hell out of me when I turned the channel while I was in physio and saw you. Little Sabrina Wagner on reality tv. Never thought I’d see the day.”

“You’re a fan of the show? I thought you hated reality tv. What did you call it?” She tilted her head like she was thinking deeply. ‘A waste of brain cells and time?’ Did I get that right?”

I shrugged. “What can I say? Rehab was hell, and escaping into whatever they put on the tv helped some of the hours go by.”

Sabrina sucked in a breath like my words had hurt her.

And even though it’d been my MO since running into her again, I didn’t like being the one who made her hurt. So I finished lamely, “I can see why they wanted you on the show.”

She snorted. “It’s not like I had a choice. The guys came up with the hairbrained scheme, and I was the sole nay vote. I just try like hell to stay away from the camera crew. Fortunately, my life’s not very exciting. The production team doesn’t want film of me doing paperwork.”

“Not many people’s lives can compare to your brothers’. Especially Ryan getting his ass kicked by that biker gang. That was crazy.”

“It was scary. Ryan owes his life to the production team. If our producer, James, hadn’t been here working late that night, they might have killed Ry.” Her breath hitched as her eyes clouded. “And still, we almost lost him.”

Sure, Ryan owed the producer for scaring the fuckers off, but that didn’t stop the son of a bitch from filming the attack, or the Urban channel from airing it.

The whole incident turned my stomach. Especially when the camera had zoomed in on Sabrina crying in the hospital. I found that more disgusting that the actual attack. Her family’s grief shouldn’t have been televised for everyone’s consumption. The thought of someone filming me in my hospital bed after the fire —? It was invasive and repellant.

“Look!” Sabrina squealed, pointing at Bella.

Sure enough, a tiny head poked out of the dog. Bella grunted, straining. And with another push, the teeny puppy was free.

“Aww! It’s so cute.” Sabrina cooed before wiping at her suspiciously wet eyes. Then she made a face. “And kinda gross too.”

The tiny puppy was covered in a thin membrane that looked like plastic wrap. Bella craned her neck to lick at the gunk covering the pup. Once it was clean, Bella gnawed at the umbilical cord. Sabrina groaned, and I almost had to look away. But I kept watching to make sure Bella didn’t need any help like the vet had advised during our phone call. Now free, the pup wiggled around until it could reach one of Bella’s distended nipples. It made an almost purring sound when it finally found a nipple.

“Guess the ol’ dog has it all in hand.” I laughed softly even as my heart twinged at the sweet scene. Maybe that organ wasn’t dead like I’d thought. “We’re pretty much just spectators at this point.”

Sabrina didn’t reply.

“Sabrina?” I swiveled and found the spot next to me empty.

Was she really that grossed out by the labor and afterbirth? Bella whined, and I turned back to watch my dog strain again, apparently already starting with puppy number two.

Pop.

I flinched and whipped around to find Sabrina grinning from ear to ear with an opened bottle of champagne in her hands. She chucked the cork in the direction of a large garbage can and grabbed two red plastic cups. After filling each one, she shoved one in my direction. “Here. We keep a few bottles on hand for client reveals. If ever there was a reason for a toast, it’s gotta be this, right? To celebrate new life, hope, all that positive jazz?”

We’d developed an uneasy allegiance as we’d waited for Bella to whelp her puppies, but I didn’t know if I was ready to drink with Sabrina. That implied a level of comradery I wasn’t sure was safe. I didn’t want her to get any ideas.

Like Vanessa had.

“Come on,” Sabrina cajoled. “I promise tomorrow we’ll be back to hating each other again. Like that cartoon with the sheepdog and the coyote.”

I had to smile at that. I loved my old school Warner Bros cartoons. “Fine. But not too much. I gotta drive all these animals back to my place tonight.”

Famous last words.

Three hours, two bottles of champagne, and five puppies later, Bella seemed to be done laboring, and Sabrina and I were three sheets to the wind.

I sighed as I stared at my exhausted dog and her five teeny puppies. They might be brand new, but they were close in that way that only family could be. I bumped my shoulder against Sabrina’s. “I know I gave you shit about being a reality tv star, but I gotta say I envy you.”

“Really?” Sabrina made an adorable snorting sound. “What happened to you hating reality tv?”

“I did—I do—but I envy your family. The way they’re always there for whoever needs it. That’s pretty awesome.”

“Was… I know you said your parents are divorced and your sister lives in Bakersfield—I think—but were they not there for you after…you know?”

“As much as I’d let them.” I shrugged, the champagne making my body feel languid and my tongue looser than usual. “I don’t really remember much of the first few months. I was heavily sedated for a long while. That really fucks with your head, by the way. When I did finally wake up, they were there. But it’s not like there was anything they could do for me in the hospital. It was fucking depressing and sterile and just whatever. I didn’t want them watching the nurses change my bandages or go along with me to physio. They had to get back to their lives and jobs, so it’s whatever.”

Sabrina watched me with those achingly tender blue eyes. “That’s horrible, Logan.”

Something about her expression and tone hit me deep inside. And made me uncomfortable. “Hey, everyone has to have a life. And it’s not like I made it easy for them to stay.”

“You pushed them away just like you’ve been doing with me.”

I laughed lightly. “So now you know not to take it personally.”

She watched me with those wise eyes like she could see all the things that I’d spent two years trying to keep anyone from suspecting. Then she blinked, looked away, and the moment was gone. “It’s not like my family is the epitome of functional.”

I snorted. “You don’t have to tell me that. I watched all last season.”

“I don’t mean how my brothers sometimes use their fists instead of their words.” Sabrina rolled her eyes like that was a normal thing in every family. “But one thing the cameras didn’t catch is that my father isn’t dead.”

“Wait. What?” I vividly remembered Sabrina telling me when we were dating that her father had died before she was born.

“Yup. I found out yesterday when he showed up at my mom’s restaurant. He didn’t die in an accident with a drunk driver before I was born. My mom made that shit up and turned his death into some fucked up morality play to keep me from drinking when I was a teen. She used it on my brothers too. It was all bullshit. What a loving family, huh? Cheers.” She lifted her red cup and drained the rest in one gulp.

“So who is he? Where’s he been your whole life?”

Sabrina moved her shoulders like she had an itch she couldn’t reach. “I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him yet.”

“Seriously? I thought you’d be all over that.” The woman was one of the most tenacious I knew. No way she’d just roll over and hide her head in the sand. That wasn’t Sabrina.

“Yeah, I guess it’s taking me a minute to come to terms with the fact that my whole fucking life has been a lie.” She swiped suspiciously at her eyes. But she couldn’t be crying—her voice sounded too flat and matter of fact. “I thought you of all people would get that.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh come on. You’ve spent the better part of two years pushing everyone you know and love away from you because you survived when most of your crew didn’t. It doesn’t take a psychologist to see that you have a serious fucking case of survivor’s guilt.”

“Fuck you.” She didn’t know what the hell she was talking about.

“Already have.” Her smile looked more like a snarl. “Wouldn’t mind having one last throw though.”

“You’re fucking nuts.”

“Takes one to know one.”

I snorted a laugh. Christ, how could she be so cute while being all angry and plastered?

“I’ve heard that angry sex is hot. Maybe we should try it.”

I about swallowed my tongue when she said that. While I was busy sputtering, she leaned over and kissed me. Her hand cupped the side of my face as her lips covered mine.

Contrary to her angry words, she was just as soft and delicious as I remembered. She moaned deep in her throat, and I lost it. I took control of the kiss, moving my lips over hers, relearning everything I forgot I knew about her.

I pulled her onto me until she straddled me then pulled her face down to mine so I could kiss her some more. While I was busy kissing her, our hands roamed. I had my hands full of her amazing tits and was thinking about the best way to get her bra off. Because I loved her breasts. They were gorgeous and soft and just everything. I had to have more.

Sabrina must’ve thought the same since her hands raked down my back, her nails scoring my skin under my shirt.

I stiffened.

That used to be something I loved, but not anymore. I couldn’t bear to even look at that part of me in the mirror, let alone touch it. I sure as hell didn’t want her to feel my fucked-up skin.

A prickling sensation swept over my scalp and my body heated in a way that had absolutely nothing to do with the alcohol or the gorgeous woman on my lap. I pulled back and gulped to keep the champagne down.

Sabrina slumped into me with a moan. “Is the room spinning, or is that just me? Or maybe it’s you.”

Fuck. I held her a little bit away from me, wary she was going to puke. She blinked blearily back at me and smiled.

I sighed. “You’re wasted. We can’t do this.”

What had I been thinking? Everything about this was so fucking wrong.

But I still really wanted to. My dick throbbed impatiently under her round ass.

We hated each other. Or something. I couldn’t remember exactly. Something else held claim to the majority of my blood flow.

What the fuck was wrong with me?

“You know, a therapist might be able to help you with that.”

I hadn’t realized I’d said that out loud. I scowled at Sabrina. I was being the responsible adult, and she was giving me a hard time about how I handled my shit? “I had to see plenty of shrinks while I was in the hospital. They didn’t do shit.”

“You have to let them in for it to help. If you don’t, it’s a waste of your time and theirs.”

I’d about had it with people telling how me how to live my life. “You’re talking like it’s something you know about.”

“Because I do.” She sighed and turned her head like she wanted to watch Bella and the pups, but I knew. She couldn’t bear to look at me. “A little bit after you left, I went through some stuff, and I needed help. Eventually I found someone to talk to and it helped. I didn’t get better overnight, but my therapist helped me get through it.”

“If therapy is such an amazing cure-all why don’t you practice what you preach? Take your parents to a therapist.”

Sabrina pushed herself to her feet. “I probably will. But I need to work through some of it myself first. I only found out yesterday. Give me a second to catch my breath.” She pulled out her phone and tapped at the screen. “Thanks for the floorshow, and for stopping when it got out of control. I assume you’re okay to get your crew home?”

She switched gears so fast I was having a hard time keeping up. Or maybe that had something to do with the champagne. “I, uh, I’ll call a friend to help me out.”

“Nice to know you still have a few of those left. My Uber is a few minutes out, so I’m gonna head. Night.”

And before I could say anything, she left.

What the hell just happened?

Bella groaned in her box and the cloths rustled as her tail wagged. I hurried to her side, concerned she was in pain, but she looked fine. I leaned over and patted her head. “I know I said it a few times already, but you did an amazing job, Bella. I’m so fucking proud of you.”

She panted and closed her eyes, clearly exhausted from her ordeal.

I was, too.

Or maybe I was exhausted from Sabrina. Who the hell could tell at this point? I still wasn’t sure what had just happened. All I did know was that it was time for us to head home.

I sighed and pulled out my phone to make a call.

“Hey Travis. I know it’s late, but I need some help.”

“Uh… okay.” His voice sounded kinda groggy like I’d woken him up. “What’s going on?”

“I, uh…” I watched the sleeping dogs in front of me as a grin stretched across my face. “I have five babies.”








  
  
  Chapter Seven

  
  




Sabrina

I woke up the next morning with a pounding headache. Groaning, I buried my head under my pillow. I’d like to be able to say I didn’t remember putting the moves on Logan, but apparently, I hadn’t been lucky enough to drink that much.

I didn’t know what was more pathetic—the fact that I made out with a guy who ghosted me, or the fact that he’d been the one to stop us from taking it further.

I decided not to think about it as I showered and got ready. Instead, I thought about my screwed-up situation with my parents. Parents, plural—that part alone was crazy. I couldn’t think about my mom without getting really pissed off, but I was so curious about my dad. Who was he? Where had he been for the past twenty-six years? When did he find out about me? What kind of relationship did he want now?

What kind of relationship could we even have? We were both adults and strangers.

The churning in my stomach had nothing to do with my hangover.

As I drove to the restaurant, I tried not to let the anxiety get to me. It was early enough that my mom shouldn’t be at the restaurant. I really wanted to pick up whatever info my dad had left behind for me. I breathed a sigh of relief when I couldn’t see her car in her usual spot in the parking lot.

I was free and clear.

The staff was gearing up for the Sunday brunch rush, so I was left alone as I searched Angela’s hostess stand for whatever note my father left for me. With my head buried in the cupboard, someone jostled me from behind. But when I turned around, all I could see was a skinny, older man leaving. No apology or even a smile. Rude asshole. I continued to search, but I found nothing.

Maybe it was in the office instead? Where else could it be? Angela wasn’t here yet either so I couldn’t ask her. I just really hope my mom wasn’t holding onto it. As I ducked through the kitchen on my way to the office, my mom’s voice rang out.

“Sabrina? Sabby is that you?”

I closed my eyes with a wince. Shit.

But no, I’d found my inner badass yesterday in the shop when I stood up to Logan. I couldn’t let my guard down now. Straightening my shoulders, I ignored my mom and barreled into the office.

Or I would have, if the door wasn’t locked.

The knob shoved into my belly and I let out a horrible groan/gasp that sounded an awful lot like a dying donkey.

Seriously?

“Are you okay, honey?” My mom’s oddly meek voice came from somewhere behind me.

“I don’t…I can’t do this right now, Mom. I just want whatever info he left for me with Angela. Did she leave it in the office for me?”

A taut silence that even the busy kitchen couldn’t mask hummed between us. And then my mom answered in a voice that was devoid of all personality. “The letter Brian left is in the office. Let me unlock the door for you.”

“I have a key,” I answered.

“Of course. I’ll leave you to it.”

It burned me to have such a stilted conversation with my mom. She’d always been one of my best friends. But I was so pissed at her. How could she lie to me for so long? And why?

I didn’t want to see her, let alone talk to her. I had to get my shit together first.

After unlocking the door, I rustled through the ridiculous amount of paperwork on the desk. It’d only been two days ago, you’d think it’d be at the top of one of the piles, but no. After five aggravating minutes, I found an envelope with my name on it pinned to the corkboard over the computer. Calling myself ten kinds of moron, I grabbed it, locked the door behind me, and headed for the back door.

Where I found my mom’s car parked.

I rolled my eyes at my foolishness and all but ran around the building to my car. My emotions were so close to the surface, I didn’t want to risk running into anyone else. But of course, I literally ran into a guy leaning against the side of the building. I turned to apologize, but he ran away like I’d caught him doing something.

What was it with people today?

Annoyed, I stomped to my car. Finally, I collapsed behind the wheel and stared at the envelope in my hands.

It felt so momentous. To open it. See my dad’s handwriting. Read his words. Like once I did it, I couldn’t turn back. My pulse thrummed in my ears.

But I had to know. With shaking hands, I ripped open the envelope.

Sabrina,

I don’t even know what to write. I wish I could go back and change so many things. I swear I didn’t know about you until a few weeks ago. But I do want to get to know you, more than anything. I’ll be staying at the Hyatt downtown for the next few days. Maybe longer depending on how things go. I’ll wait for you to make the next move. 

Call me anytime.

Brian 

415-555-5145

I blew out an unsteady breath. He wanted to get to know me. That made me feel… I couldn’t even process it. I just felt numb. My whole world had flipped over, and now I had to figure out how to untangle the mess. I didn’t even know where to start.

I wanted to google him, but I realized I didn’t know his last name. How fucked up was that? I grew up thinking Brian Johnson was my father. Hell, I had every line of that article and obituary memorized. Now I realized it wasn’t real. Well it probably was for whoever Brian Johnson had been engaged to at the time, but he wasn’t my father.

My father was someone else. Brian with a San Francisco area code. It wasn’t much to go on. Instead of searching him, I plugged the phone number into a search engine. All it came back with was what I already knew—it was a San Francisco number. It didn’t appear to be linked to a social media account or any kind of professional business.

I knew nothing.

Except that my father wanted to know me.

I’d overthink it if I let myself, so I keyed in his number and hit dial.

My heart pounded so loud I was pretty sure it was gonna burst. I listened to the line trill. Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Shit, he wasn’t going to answer.

Should I leave a voicemail? That would be hella awkward. What would I even say?

Four times.

“Hello?” A deep voice answered.

“Uh, hi.” I squeaked. Rolling my eyes at myself, I took a deep breath in a vain attempt to calm my nerves. “It’s Sabrina. Is this a good time?”

“Of course it is. Any time is good if you want to talk.”

“Okay. Good.”

An awkward silence hummed as I tried and failed to find something to say.

“Uh.” He paused and cleared his throat. “Are you hungry? Maybe we could meet up somewhere and have some breakfast. Maybe?”

He sounded so uncertain and nervous, which I found oddly comforting. Probably because I felt the same way. “Sure. I haven’t eaten yet.”

“Great. Uh, It’s been a while since I’ve been here. Maybe you could recommend a place?”

Clearly my mom’s diner was out. We couldn’t go to Bacon & Butter either since we were bound to run into my brothers there. “Um, how about Orphan?”

Shit. Did I really just say that?

“It’s a breakfast restaurant, I swear. I’m not being a smartass or whatever.” I laughed nervously as a tingly, light-head sensation swept over me. “I’m not an asshole. I really do want to get to know you. You said you’re at the Hyatt, right? How about we meet at Wild Flour? The name’s a play on words—flour like bread, not flower like a rose. It’s just around the corner from your hotel and doesn’t have any awkward name issues aside from the spelling of flour. And I’ll just—”

“Sabrina.” He interjected with a laugh. “It’s fine. Really. We can meet wherever you want, regardless of what the place is called. I just want to spend some time getting to know you.”

I closed my eyes with a sigh. “Thank you.”

“So which will it be? Wild Flour or the ill-named Orphan?”

I laughed. “Wild Flour since it’s closer to you. I can be there in twenty.”

“Sounds good. See you then.”

I ended the call and sank back into my seat. That could’ve gone worse, I guess, although not by much. I took a second and set him up as a contact in my phone, but I hesitated as to what to call him. Brian? Dad?

Dad.

A stupid grin stretched across my face.

I had a breakfast date with my dad.

* * *

Parking downtown was always a pain, but since it was Sunday, it wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been. I found a spot around the corner and walked the rest of the way. No one was waiting out front, so I pushed open the door and took a second for my eyes to adjust.

“Sabrina! Over here.”

I couldn’t stop the giddy smile spreading across my face as my pulse thrummed in my ears. Even the cacophony of Sunday morning breakfast service couldn’t mask the sound of my pounding heartbeat.

“Hey. Hi.” I squeaked when I reached his table.

“I’m so glad you called.” He smiled back at me as he gestured to the chairs opposite him. “Please, sit.”

“Thanks,” I murmured as I pulled out a chair and sat.

I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. He was fairly attractive for a middle-aged man. When I saw him a few days back—and before I knew who he was—something about him had seemed familiar. Now I could see that we had the same eyes, both in color and size. And our mouths had the same full shape and slightly fuller upper lip.

I could see myself in him.

“Well…” He had done his own survey of me while I’d been doing the same to him. “You look so much like your mother. It’s uncanny really. Like I’m looking into my past.”

I blinked. “Wow. Really? I was thinking the opposite. I’d always wondered if my father had blue eyes, since Mom has hazel like all my cousins. I would’ve asked her, but…”

“Yeah.”

I didn’t need to finish the thought. We obviously both had complicated feelings about my mom right now.

He cleared his throat. “I really wanted to—”

“Nice to see both of you are here.” Our waitress interrupted. “What can I get you to drink? Coffee? Or maybe a bloody Mary or mimosa?”

We both put in our orders for drinks and food. I didn’t need to look at the menu and my father dittoed my order of cream cheese stuffed challah French toast with a side of bacon.

“Tell me about yourself.” My dad smiled after the waitress left. “Where do you work? What do you like to do for fun?”

“Well, uh, I’m an accountant for my family’s custom motorcycle shop, and I also do the books and payroll for Mom’s diner. Nothing exciting really. And for fun? I don’t know. I read romance books and get together with some girlfriends for a night out here and there. I’m kinda boring really.”

“Hmmm, you also kinda skipped over the whole reality show thing. What’s it called? Badass Builds?”

Our waitress set our waters down with a thud. “I was just going to ask that. You’re the blonde from that motorcycle show, right? How’s that one guy doing? Ryan, right?”

I smiled tightly. This part was always kinda weird. I never got used to people recognizing me. I was hardly on the show after all, but everyone was always about the Burns Brothers. “Ryan is doing well, thank you. He’s had a year to heal and now is a dad with a baby girl that he and his fiancé love to pieces.”

“Aww, that’s great.” She beamed. “You tell him and his brothers that we love the show. Maybe you can get them to come in for breakfast sometime.”

“I’ll tell them,” I replied but not meaning it. If I had a dollar for every time someone asked about my brothers… And it wasn’t just because of the tv show. This had pretty much been my entire life—girls, and then later, women, trying to get close to me because of them. They were too hot for their own good.

“I’ll have your order out in a jiffy.” She smiled again and spun around, heading to her next table.

“It’s how I found out about you, you know.”

I frowned as I turned back to him. “What is?”

“All the news coverage around Ryan’s attack and the television show. I saw you in the some of the pictures and then on the show—and I knew. You look so much like your mother at your age, and with your eye color…” He shook his head. “So I got online and searched for anything I could find about you.”

“Oh.” I really didn’t know how to reply to that.

He tilted his head as a small smile curved the lips that I thought looked so much like my own. “I was really impressed with what I found. CPA who spends her free time reading to the elderly.”

“My best friend, Maddie is a librarian so…”

He raised his eyebrows. “So that means you have to volunteer? She twists your arm to do it?”

“Well no.” I shrugged, uncomfortable.

“Exactly. I read some interview online where you said that you went into accounting to help support your family? That you wanted to go to med school instead?”

“Veterinary school, actually,” I mumbled.

“I wish you didn’t have to give up on your dreams so soon. I wish I could’ve been there for you.”

I felt a pang in my chest, and I just melted. All I’d wanted, for as long as I could remember, was a father who loved and supported me. “Honestly, I wish that too. I was so jealous of my friend Maddie’s relationship with her dad growing up. He was always there for her, you know? I mean I had more family than I could ever need, but I wanted a father. My brothers—technically they’re cousins but we’re more like siblings—they tried to fill that role, but it’s not the same. I knew it wasn’t the same.”

An awkward silence fell as we both contemplated all that we’d missed out on.

After a moment, I cleared my throat. “I might not have been able to go to veterinary school, but I did help deliver a litter of puppies last night. Five of the cutest puppies you’ve ever seen, and all of them and their mother are doing fine. It was pretty amazing.”

He gave me this sad smile that I felt deep inside because my story was a sad substitute for what could’ve been.

Soon after, our breakfast arrived along with our effusive waitress. Once we finally shooed her away, we dug into our meals.

“So tell me about yourself,” I prompted. “I take it from your phone number that you live in San Francisco?” I tried to steer him away from the dark cloud hanging over us that was my mother’s deception and the time we missed out on.

“Mmmm,” he hummed while he finished chewing. “Well I do live in the bay area. I was an engineering manager at Lockheed Martin, but I retired last year. So I’ve been mostly filling my days fishing, living the dream. I was married, but my wife and I divorced about eight years back—around the same time as what I thought was my only daughter graduated from high school.”

“D-D-Daughter?” I couldn’t feel my lips. A burning sensation swept over my scalp and my ears rang.

“Yes. Jacqueline. She’s uh, three months older than you. Which would make her your half-sister.”








  
  
  Chapter Eight

  
  




Logan

“They kinda look more like rats than dogs right now,” Travis murmured from the other side of the couch.

I huffed out a laugh as we both sat watching the little wading pool in my living room that’d become Bella’s new dog bed. Travis and I had lined the inside with weewee pads and towels to make it more comfortable and hopefully absorb some of the mess. That reminded me. I needed to buy a new box of rags for Badass Builds.

“Well, I should get.” Travis groaned as he dropped his head back on the back of the couch. He’d been an awesome friend—picking my drunk ass up last night and helping me with the puppies. After a quick run to the store for supplies, he’d collapsed to sleep on my couch. We hadn’t really talked much about the thing that’d made us blow up at each other a few days back. I know I owed him an apology, but I also knew he wouldn’t accept it. I’m sorry wasn’t an allowed phrase with us anymore.

I cleared my throat. “Uh, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about first, if you don’t mind.”

Something Sabrina had said last night had been bugging me.

“Yeah sure.” Travis rolled his head so he could see me.

Not that I could meet his eyes right then. “Uh, shit. I don’t know how to say this.”

“You want to date Vanessa after all?” Travis asked in a flat voice.

“What? No.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. I’m not—I don’t think about her that way. She’s a friend, man. That’s it.”

“Then what’s got your panties in a wad?”

My buddy had such a way with words. I scrubbed a hand over my face and huffed another breath. “I’ve been thinking about seeing a therapist. Maybe.”

“Halle-fucking-lujah.”

I dropped my hand and finally faced him with a raised eyebrow. “I take it you approve?”

“It’s about time, man. I’ve been thinking about staging an intervention, but you don’t have any friends left to ask.”

“That’s not true.”

Travis smirked. “Aside from me, Vanessa, or Jaeda, name one person you spend any time with.”

I wracked my brain. Shit. He was right. Not that I could let him think as much. “What about Paul?”

“He’s a coworker—he’s literally paid to put up with your surly ass. Face it, you can’t name anyone. And that’s a big fucking red flag. It’s past time you finally get some real help.” He sighed and raked his hands down his jeans. “And there’s nothing wrong with getting help. I saw someone while we were in the hospital, and lately I’ve been going through some shit, so I went back again.”

It was so weird to talk about this kinda shit, but somehow he made it feel almost normal. Aside from his jittery body language. “I didn’t know that. I uh, is it helping?”

“Yeah. I really like the guy. I have an appointment Monday that I’ll give you if you’re serious about getting help. My guy won’t mind. Or I can give you his number if you need more time. If you want to find someone on your own that’s fine too, but I think you need to talk to someone. All that guilt you’re carrying around isn’t healthy. It wasn’t your fault, man, and I’d really like to see you stop punishing yourself for shit you had zero control over.”

A lump in my throat made it difficult to speak. It felt good to hear that from Travis of all people. He was there. He knew more than anyone what I lived with.

What I wished I could change.

I had to clear my throat before I could whisper hoarsely, “Thanks, Trav.”

“I mean it, Lo. You’re like a brother to me. You gotta start treating yourself better.”

“Thanks. I’m gonna try. And I’ll take that appointment if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. Here.” Travis pulled out his cell and tapped at the screen. A few seconds later my phone chimed with an incoming text. “There’s the contact info, and I’ll call Monday morning to let them know to expect you. Now, I gotta get. I wanna take a shower and run some errands before work tomorrow. Have fun with your new herd. They’re cute…if a little rat-like.”

“You know you want one.”

Travis shook his head. “Fuck me, I knew it. It was only a matter of time before you tried to shove those little fellas off on me and Vanny.”

“Ooooh, good point. I bet Jaeda would love a puppy.”

“Sure. That’ll kill her love for you quicker than a—” Travis was interrupted by someone knocking on my front door.

We both looked at each other in confusion for a second. Like Travis had said, I didn’t have any friends, and I really doubted after the way I’d run out on Vanessa that it was her. Maybe it was a missionary or vacuum salesman or something.

“Maybe if we’re really quiet, they’ll go away,” I muttered out of the side of my mouth.

Travis laughed. “That’d work if I wasn’t leaving.”

He pushed himself off the couch and headed for the door. The fucker.

Pulling open the door, he blinked in surprise at whatever waited on the other side.

“Oh.” Sabrina’s voice came from my front step. “I’m sorry. I was hoping this was still Logan’s place.”

“Sabrina. Hey. Hi. Ah, it is actually.” Travis paused and threw me a wide-eyed what the hell look before turning back to her. “I was just on my way out. Talk to ya later, Lo!”

Then he was gone, leaving me and a very nervous Sabrina on my front step.

“Sorry.” Her smile trembled. “I didn’t mean to break up your party or whatever. I just thought I’d take a chance and swing by your old place and check on the litter.”

The dogs. Right. Somehow I didn’t believe the words coming out of her mouth. She looked like she holding on by a thread. Her wide sky-blue eyes were shiny with unshed tears, and she was biting on her lower lip like she was trying her damnedest not to say something. Which was strange for Sabrina. I didn’t think she’d ever pulled her punches with me.

“Sure. Uh, come on in.” I pushed the door open wider and took a step back.

She entered the house, blinking at the sudden change of light. I hoped. I didn’t know what the fuck I’d do if she broke down in tears.

“Oh wow,” she murmured as she knelt down next to the pool. “You did an amazing job.”

I opened my mouth to say thank you when she spoke again.

“You’ve gotta be so proud of your little family, huh, Bella? They are so darling. You did such a good job, Mama. Yes, you did.” She rubbed behind Bella’s ear as the dog lazily wagged her tail.

And then the thing I’d feared most happened.

A tear rolled down Sabrina’s cheek. She brushed it away, sniffling loudly.

Fuck.

Taking off down the hall, I returned clutching a box of tissues my mom had bought the last time she’d been in town. I knelt next to Sabrina and thrust the box out with a grunted, “Here.”

“Thanks,” she whispered as she took a tissue and buried her face in it.

A moment later she made this awful gasping, choking sound and her shoulders shook harder.

My heart sagged in my chest. I couldn’t take it. Wrapping an arm around her, I urged her close, whispering stupid platitudes. I had no idea if they were true. “Sshhh. It’s gonna be okay. Sshhh.”

The storm lasted a lot longer than I thought it would, but after a few minutes, Sabrina calmed somewhat.

For reasons I really didn’t want to examine, I kept her close. She felt good in my arms. Familiar. I didn’t want to do anything that would spook her and send her running, so I didn’t say anything.

But nothing lasts forever. After another minute or two, she pulled away, but wouldn’t look me in the face. “Thanks. I’m uh, sorry.”

“You wanna talk about it? Someone smart I know said talking about stuff makes you feel better.”

She made a hilarious snort sound that had us both cracking up despite the dark cloud hanging over her. Once her laughter subsided, she sighed. “Not really, but thanks for calling me smart.”

“Okay. Gotta say I’m confused that you came to see me. I mean you have that huge family of yours. And friends too. Why the hell would you want to spend your Sunday with my grouchy ass? That’s a direct quote from my one and only friend by the way.”

Sabrina smiled slightly. “You have more than one friend. I’d like to think we’re kinda friends now. After last night.”

“Good to know.” I smiled back at her. “But I still wanna know. Why me?”

“Because I thought you of all people wouldn’t ask probing questions. Clearly I was wrong.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I was kinda insulted. What the fuck?

She hitched a shoulder, unable to meet my eyes. “I haven’t told my brothers about the whole dad back from the dead thing. I’m still not talking to my mom, and I didn’t want to answer any probing questions from the people who actually know what’s going on in my life right now.”

“So you thought you’d come to the one guy in the know who doesn’t give a fuck?”

“Yeah. Kinda.” She reached out and ruffled Bella’s fur. “Plus, I really wanted to see your fur-babies. They’re so cute and cuddly, rooting around like blind mice.”

“Right.” I dropped my arm from around her shoulders. The warmth that’d filled my heart was gone. Now it was just as cold as it’d ever been. I knew what the Grinch felt like when he watched the sled full of presents slide away.

Sabrina didn’t seem to notice the difference. “So what did the vet say? Did you have to take them in?”

I filled her in on my call with the vet assistant and their plan for the litter.

“That’s good.” Sabrina smiled slightly, still watching the puppies rooting around Bella. “Have you thought up any names for them?”

I shrugged. “I haven’t given it much thought. I’ve been busy worrying about keeping them alive. Haven’t had time to think up names for them.”

“It’s early days. You have eight whole weeks before they can go to new homes anyways.”

“Eight weeks?” I repeated in a whisper. I hadn’t thought or looked up anything about how long they needed to be with their mother, but two whole months? I was going to have six dogs for two months? Fuck me.

I needed a drink.

I pushed myself up with a grunt and headed for the kitchen. “You want something to drink?”

“Got any more champagne?” Sabrina teased.

“Yeah, no. We’re not doing that again. I had a helluva headache when I woke up this morning.”

“You weren’t the only one.” Sabrina sighed. “I’ll take a beer if you’re offering.”

I grabbed two long necks from my fridge and returned to the pool with Sabrina, but this time I kept a respectable distance between us.

Not that Sabrina seemed to notice.

“Thanks,” Sabrina murmured before taking a long pull from the bottle.

I tried not to notice the way her lips pressed against the bottle or the way her hair fell back in one long, blonde-red-tipped curtain.

Clearly I needed to get laid. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d had sex. Way too long, obviously.

“You have a sister, right?”

“Huh?” I blinked, erasing the erotic mental image of me holding Sabrina’s hair in one hand while I guided her lips up and down my dick. Or I tried to. “Sister?”

“You have one of those, right?”

“Right. Cassie.” If that wasn’t a boner killer, I didn’t know what was. “What about her?”

“Nothing, I just…” She sighed as she picked at the label on the beer bottle. “Just wondered what it’s like to have a sister.”

“Probably not much different than having a brother. Or cousin, in your case. Wait, why are you asking about sisters?”

“I uh, I just found out I have one.”

“Congratulations?”

“Thanks, I guess.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. The whole thing is crazy.”

“I take it you called your dad?”

“Yeah. We had brunch this morning. It was all very awkward. I didn’t know what to say, and he didn’t know what to say. It was almost like a blind date—that whole getting to know you awkward conversation—only with someone who should’ve known me my entire life. And then I found out that he’d been there for her all this time.”

I was having a hell of a time following this conversation. “For your sister?”

“Right. Jacqueline. Apparently, she’s three months older than me and most likely the reason my mom left.” She gave another one of those sad, hiccup sob sounds. “Is it wrong that I kinda hate her?”

“Your mom? No, I get it. I mean—”

“No. Jacqueline.” She said her name like it was a curse word. “I haven’t even met her, and I already kinda hate her. She’s had our father this whole time and I don’t… I can’t…”

And then she lost it again. Sabrina hunched forward and buried her face in her hands and just sobbed.

Bella whined.

“I got her, Bella,” I murmured as I bent and took Sabrina into my arms again. Pulling her to my chest, I let myself hold her close. “I’m so sorry, angel.”

Sabrina pulled back slightly to wipe her face. And then she blinked up at me, looking as gorgeous as she ever had. “I’ve missed that.”

“Missed what?”

“Angel. I always loved it when you called me that. Made me feel special. Wanted.”

“Because you were. Are. I still can’t believe some son of a bitch hasn’t scooped you up by now. I’m seriously wondering about the intelligence level of the dating pool here in Sactown.”

Sabrina blushed and laughed lightly. “Well I tend to read more than go out lately.”

“I don’t know why you’re hiding, but you shouldn’t. You’re gorgeous. And sweet. And you’ve always been too good for this son of a bitch.”

She swayed closer to me. “That never stopped you before.”

“It’s not gonna stop me now,” I whispered just before I kissed her.

Sabrina groaned softly and her body nestled close to mine as my lips moved over hers. She tasted slightly of hops, and a sweetness that was all Sabrina. It was so familiar and just as addictive as I remembered. I buried my hand in her silky hair, then it was my turn to groan as I remembered my earlier fantasy.

But it was too soon, and I wouldn’t take advantage of her vulnerable mood. So I pulled back, breaking the kiss with a sigh. Still, I couldn’t resist giving one more little peck to those fucking luscious lips. “Feeling better?”

“Hmmm?” Sabrina swayed slightly before shaking her head. “Yeah. Thanks.”

“Good.” I gave her another peck because I couldn’t resist and then stood, brushing my jeans down my legs and away from my aching dick. “Come over anytime you feel like you need some puppy love.”

Sabrina’s head went back like I slapped her. “Excuse me?”

“Bella? The puppies?” I nodded at the dogs. “The whole reason you said you swung by?”

“Puppies. Right. Sorry. It’s kinda been a day.”

“I get it. I think anyone would be spinning right now with all the shit you’re going through.”

“Thanks.” Sabrina gave Bella one last pat then stood as well. “And thanks for letting me come by, and just everything.”

“No problem.” I wondered if she was thanking me for stopping at just a kiss, but I didn’t ask. I didn’t really wanna know. Instead, I followed her to the door and watched her pull it open. “If it means anything, I don’t think you’re wrong in anything you’re feeling right now. Don’t beat yourself up about it. You’re a good person, Sabrina Wagner. You’re gonna get through this.”

She stopped in front of me with her toes brushing mine and smiled up at me. “I was just gonna say the same thing about you. You’re a good person, Logan Carter. Thank you.”

She gave me one last smacking peck and headed out the door before my brain could catch up on the conversation. I could only watch in bemusement as she walked to the purple Dodge Charger parked on the street.

What the hell just happened? How did we go from not talking to kissing and calling each other good people? I felt a pang in my heart, not unlike the Grinch on Christmas morning.

Closing the door with a sigh, I took in the sight of my new living room. The pool, the weewee pads and towels, the pack of dogs. Pointing at Bella, I shook my head. “I blame you.”

Not that Bella seemed to mind. She stretched lazily and closed her eyes.

Shit was a lot simpler when I had just the one friend.








  
  
  Chapter Nine

  
  




Sabrina

I heard them before I saw them.

“Why aren’t you guys working?” Logan’s voice echoed down the hall of Badass Builds.

“I just had to chase away some older guy loitering near the back door. He was a moron, asking a bunch of questions and then tried to make it sound like he worked here. Tweaker for sure. And now there’s a car out front. Why the hell are there so many people here?” A deep voice I hadn’t heard before answered.

“Sweet little ride.” Another unfamiliar man’s voice replied. “I wouldn’t mind giving it a whirl, despite the paint job. Who the fuck would paint a Dodge Charger purple? Ridiculous.”

I rolled my eyes and buried my face in my computer screen. Since I’d woken up to three missed calls from both Ryan and Nathan, I wasn’t in the mood to face anyone. Clearly, word about my not-dead-dad was out, and I wasn’t looking forward to the confrontation. I still didn’t know how I felt about it; I didn’t want to have to hash it out with them until I was ready. With any luck, Logan’s crew outside my office would just shrug and get back to work. I was here to hide from a group of overprotective alphaholes; I didn’t need another group thinking they could dictate to me too.

“Hey Sabrina.” Logan’s voice sounded from my office doorway.

My open office door that I clearly remembered closing when I got here this morning.

“Wha-at?” I all but whined. Why didn’t they get that a closed door meant I wanted to be left alone? I thought I’d made that clear Saturday morning. Although given that we’d kissed twice since then, I could see how it was confusing.

I was certainly confused. About everything.

“You can’t be here.” The guy standing next to Logan retorted with a glare. “We made it clear when we accepted your deposit on the job. You have no sprinkler or fire suppression system in service right now. No one can be inside the building except for the people working on said system.”

Logan’s lips quirked when his buddy used the phrase said system. Nice to know he found it as obnoxious as I did.

Logan tipped his head. “Paul, this is Sabrina. And the guy behind me with opinions about your paint job is Tommy.”

Both guys turned and gave Logan a look like they’d never seen him before. Or maybe they’d never seen him act this way. Logan was…lighter. Relaxed almost. Given how he’d been a couple days ago, I could see how this new Logan was surprising to them.

Hell, it was surprising to me too.

“I uh, didn’t think you could hear me, ma’am.” Tommy sputtered as his cheeks filled with color.

I waved a hand. “It’s fine. I’m used to getting shit from boys about my paint job. Doesn’t stop my engine from going zero to sixty in 3.6 seconds.”

Logan’s coworkers gaped at me while Logan just smiled.

“Sabrina’s used to pushing the Burns Brothers around.” Logan drawled. “You really think we got a hope in hell of telling her what to do?”

Both guys gave him a blank look like they didn’t know what he was talking about.

“I guess you guys haven’t watched their show?” Logan asked after a beat. “Badass Builds on the Urban channel?”

Tommy shrugged. “Never heard of it.”

“The motorcycle show?” Paul frowned. “Yeah, I’ve seen it. I don’t remember her though.”

“You don’t think maybe there’s a reason for that?” Logan laughed. “If she can get her way and not be on camera with that group of hardheaded assholes, do you really think we have a chance to make her listen to us?”

Tommy muffled a laugh while Paul glared.

I threw Logan a glare too. “Make me? Really?”

He just smiled back at me like he didn’t have a worry in the world.

It was starting to unnerve me. Who was this newer, lighter Logan? He was almost the guy I knew before.

Almost.

“Maybe we could help with that.” Nathan’s voice rang down the hallway. “As one of those hardheaded assholes, I’d love to have a shot at giving her the boot.”

Tommy gulped audibly but Logan’s eyes twinkled. Like he thought it was funny that my brothers had shown up—en masse—to give me shit, when really this was just another day in my life that ended in y.

“What do you want, Nathan?” I groaned.

“You’ve been keeping secrets again, Sabby.” Ryan sang from the back of the pack.

Nathan laughed. “I don’t know why it’s such a surprise. She’s always hiding shit from us, like her boyfriends. Remember the way she tried to sneak around when she was dating that one guy—what was his name?”

The sparkle died in Logan’s eyes as his face went blank.

Nathan rolled his wrist. “Senior year in high school?”

“Frederick something.” Ryan nodded along. “That guy was a douche.”

“Really?” I asked as I stood with my hands splayed on the desk, glaring at the pack of assholes who’d invaded my safe haven. “You all are ridiculous. Sorry if I needed a few days to get my mind around this shit first. And I never introduced you to the guys I date because that’s the only way I can get laid.”

All four of them groaned and covered their ears like they were surprised to hear that I had a sex life. Meanwhile Paul and Tommy were edging their way out of my packed office to the open door.

Logan raised his hand. “Fellas, nobody can be here while we install the new system.”

“And she can?” Austin asked with an indignant look. “Why didn’t you kick her out?”

Logan raised his eyebrows. “Have you met her?”

My brothers chortled like he’d told a hilarious joke.

Asses.

I glared at the lot of them. “Right. If all you misogynists could just see yourselves out and leave a girl to work in peace, that would be great.”

“My bad, that was over the line.” Logan looked almost apologetic before he shrugged. “But everyone still has to go. You included.”

I glared at him and made sure that all my brothers knew I blamed them for ruining my peace. I punched a few buttons to save my work and shut down my computer before grabbing my purse out of my bottom drawer. “You all can go screw yourselves.”

It would’ve been a great exit line if there weren’t five Neanderthals standing in my way—Logan leading the pack.

“Sabrina. I didn’t—”

“Is there something going on here?” Ryan interrupted with a frown, gesturing between me and Logan. “Are you two—”

“No.” Logan cut in. He stepped away from me like I could contaminate him with the plague. “I didn’t mean to overstep earlier—I didn’t mean any disrespect. But I do have to ask that all of you vacate the premises. It’s against the fire code for you to be here.”

“We’re going.” Ryan raised his palms in surrender. “Right, Sabby?”

“I’m leaving, but I’m not going anywhere with you lot.” I shouldered my way past the men still hovering around my desk. “Because you guys—and Logan’s included in this by the way—can all got to hell.”

“Sabrina! Wait!” Nathan hollered at my back as I hustled down the hallway.

But I didn’t listen.

I was pissed at everyone. Logan for being so hot and cold. And almost outing whatever we were to my brothers. And my brothers for being their bossy selves. Not to mention my mom and all the shit that’d rained down on me for the past week.

But mostly importantly I was mad at Hope for not keeping my secret for even a couple of days. I got that Ryan was her fiancé, but she’d promised me she wouldn’t tell him about my dad.

I had a bone to pick with her.

Fortunately for me, I knew exactly where to find her.

Tossing my shit into my car, I glared at the pack of men who’d followed me from the shop.

Unfortunately for me, I had a feeling I’d have an audience for this confrontation.

My anger didn’t lessen on the drive to Ryan and Hope’s condo. If anything, the Sacramento traffic only fueled my rage. Not to mention the way my brothers wove in and out of the lanes, taking stupid risks to keep close to me. And once they figured out where I was going, the guys pulled ahead to beat me to the condo

“Come on, Sabrina.” Austin yelled from his parked bike a few spots over. “We’re gonna talk about this.”

I slammed my door shut with more force than necessary. “You guys can talk about whatever the fuck you want to. I’m going to have a little conversation with Hope about how she needs to keep her mouth shut.”

“Hope knew about your dad?” Ryan asked with a frown.

“You don’t have to protect her, Ry.” I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like I’m gonna hit her or anything. I’m just gonna give her a little piece of my mind. And then the five of us can talk.”

“Hope didn’t tell us about your dad.” Dylan said as he came to stand beside his brothers. “We heard it from Aunt Wendy.”

I froze.

“HOPE!” Ryan bellowed as he whirled around and ran for his front door.

“Shit.” I bit out as I followed behind. “Ryan, wait. I didn’t mean—”

“I don’t give a damn.” Ryan paused only to unlock and open his front door then he stomped into his house. “She’s my fiancé and the mother of my child, and she owes her fucking allegiance to me. Not you.”

I groaned. I was gonna owe Hope one hell of an apology. “You’re ridiculous. I’m the one who was told her father wasn’t actually dead. Excuse me for going to the one person in my life who could understand what I was going through. I’m sorry that I asked her to keep it a secret, but I wasn’t ready to hash this out with you all. I’m still not.”

Hope appeared at the end of the hall with wide eyes. “What’s going on? What’s all the shouting about? I just got Fliss to fall asleep. She was up teething all night. If one of you a-holes wake her up, so help me—”

“I’m sorry, Hope.” I shook my head. “The guys all showed at my office pissed off, and I assumed you spilled the beans about my dad.”

“What about your dad?” My best friend, Maddie, asked as she left the hall bathroom.

This morning was officially insane. I waited a beat to see if my second-grade teacher would be the next one to magically appear, but apparently, she was the only person actually working today.

“For the record, we weren’t pissed off,” Nathan said as he flopped down on the couch. “Or at least I wasn’t until that high-speed race to Ryan’s place.”

“I thought it was fun.” Austin grinned as he joined Nathan on the couch. “Been a while since I went eighty on the city streets.”

Maddie had been staring at Nathan in that hopelessly obvious way of hers until Austin’s words sank in. “Eighty? Are you serious?” She whirled around and glared at me. “What the heck is wrong with you, Sabrina? Are you trying to kill yourself?”

I buried my face in my hands. “Oh my god. This whole thing is getting blown out of proportion.” I counted to ten like we’d learned in Ryan’s anger management classes. Then again because I needed a few more seconds. Finally, I dropped my hands and took in the group. “No, Maddie. Austin was exaggerating. It’s morning rush hour; there’s no way I could go above twenty in town right now. And if anyone was trying to kill themselves it was these morons, weaving in and out of traffic on their bikes like they had a death wish.”

The guys just scoffed like I was the one exaggerating.

“Ryan Burns!” Hope shouted. “I thought we talked about this.”

“Ooooh,” Nathan murmured. “Someone’s in trouble.”

“Shut it.” Ryan bopped Nathan on the top of his head as he walked behind the couch to where Hope stood in the hallway with her arms crossed over her chest. “I wasn’t riding unsafe. Sabby overstated what’d happened. Right, Sabby?”

I shrugged. “If it helps any, Ryan was at the back of the pack. Nathan was the one who was weaving in and out of traffic like an insane person.”

Ryan winced. “I know how important it is to you that I ride safe and I was. I always do.”

Austin coughed. “Whipped.”

But Ryan couldn’t be deterred. He did some quick, soft talking, and soon Hope had melted into his arms, nuzzling the side of his neck.

I smiled at the couple. Even if I was pissed off at my pack of brothers, I loved when I saw them all twitterpated. Which reminded me. I turned to Austin with a glare. “You’re one to talk. What would happen if I called Rachel and told her all about your guys’ high speed chase this morning?”

“You wouldn’t.” Austin sat up with a ferocious frown.

“Try me.” I bared my teeth in a semi-growl. “Now, can we get to the problem at hand? Unlike some people, I have actual work to do today.”

“Um,” Maddie hovered anxiously next to the fireplace. “This seems like a family thing, so I’m just gonna go. We can do book club another time, ‘kay?”

Book club. Right. Shit. Hope, Maddie, and I had formed an unofficial book club so we could get together and talk about our favorite romance novels. Since both Maddie and Hope had today off and the shop was closed for the sprinkler install, we’d picked today to meet.

“Nah, stay.” Nathan waved a hand.

Maddie bit her bottom lip to hide her smile.

“You’re practically family anyway.”

The smile fell off Maddie’s face. “Family,” she repeated in a whisper. “Right.”

Sometimes my brothers could be so stupid. I didn’t know why Nathan couldn’t see the gorgeous, intelligent, and interested woman in front of him. Maddie had been in love with Nathan almost as long as I’d known her. Honestly sometimes I felt guilty about it because I’d been the one to bring the doofus into her life. I wish she’d moved on. She could and should do so much better.

“Stay, Maddie. Please?” I asked. “It’ll save us some time so I don’t have to rehash this with you again. Although I probably will wanna talk to you about it later. Only with more interesting vocabulary.”

Austin snorted. “Swearing is just a sign of a limited vocabulary.”

“Actually,” Maddie interjected in a soft tone. “A 2015 study found that people who curse have a richer vocabulary than those who don’t.”

All the guys turned and gave Maddie an appraising look.

“I knew it!” Nathan crowed. “I’m a fucking genius.”

I shook my head. “Can we just get on with it? Clearly you guys aren’t going anywhere.”

Maddie took a seat on the far end of a sofa, away from everyone else. I wanted to go sit next to her, but I knew the added attention would only fluster her. Instead I grabbed a kitchen chair and dragged it into the room, stopping in front of the L shaped sofa.

Not unlike a firing squad.

“All right. Come on. Let me have it.” I sat with my arms crossed.

Ryan came over and sat on the other end of the sofa, pulling Hope down onto his lap. I tried not to let the sweet vignette soften me toward him.

The guys all looked at each other before Austin finally spoke. “Are you all right?”

I blinked. Of all the things I thought the guys were going to say, that hadn’t made the top ten. “What?”

Austin tipped his head. “I’m sorry we gave you so much shit this morning. But—”

“In our defense, that’s how we cope.” Nathan interjected.

“Right.” Austin agreed. “Although it kinda got out of hand with the whole highway chase.”

Ryan grunted as Hope’s elbow dug into his stomach. “He’s exaggerating, sweetheart. Right, Austin?”

“Sure, bro. Sure.” Austin shook his head and turned to face me again. “But really, Sabrina, how are you doing with all this? Can we—I don’t know—help with anything?”

I didn’t even know how to reply to that. Tears burned my eyes. They might be overbearing assholes, but they were my family. They always had my back.

“What dipshit McGee over there is trying to say.” Nathan sat forward with his arms braced on his knees. “Is that we’re here for you. This whole thing is so fucked up. I mean, I don’t even know what to think. Who the hell lies about that kinda thing? For twenty-six years. It’s just so fucked up.”

“But we’re here for you, Sabby.” Dylan piped up. “We’re on your side.”

I was too busy wiping at my teary eyes to be able to speak.

“How did you guys find out?” Hope asked.

Ryan sighed. “Aunt Wendy invited us all for breakfast this morning.”

“Threatened, you mean,” Nathan murmured.

Ryan shrugged. “The usual. But after we’d all plowed through the food, she told us that her and your dad had dated in high school and hooked up again after he’d separated from his wife. They were happy and together right up until the wife called with the news that she was pregnant. With his baby. Apparently, your dad chose to go back to his wife, and your mom chose not to tell him about you.”

I sat back onto my chair with a sigh. “I uh, didn’t actually know all that detail. He and I hadn’t gotten around to talking about the past. Huh.”

“So you’ve met him?” Nathan asked. “What’s he like?”

I hitched a shoulder. “He seems nice. We met for brunch yesterday and talked a little bit. Mostly about unimportant stuff. He’d told me that he never knew about me. You guys are actually the reason that he found out. I guess he saw all the coverage about Ryan’s stint in the hospital and the tv show. He put two and two together and decided to look me up. Actually, he looked Mom up first. Came over to her restaurant last week where I caught the tail end of their confrontation.” I bit my lip and sighed. “It wasn’t pretty. On any end. She said some things and I said some things. I haven’t really talked to her since.”

“It’s gonna take some time.” Austin clasped his hands, resting his elbows on his knees as he leaned forward. “It’s pretty fucked up, even for the Burns family.”

I gave him a bitter smile. “Probably why I’m a Wagner.”

“You know what I mean.” Austin shook his head. “You’re every bit a part of this family. I’m not saying it right.”

Nathan rubbed the back of his neck. “Hell, I feel pretty betrayed, and it’s not even my dad. She lied to all of us, Sabby. Held the way your dad supposedly died over our heads our whole lives, lecturing about the evils of alcohol.”

“She didn’t want us turning out like him.” Ryan retorted, referring to their father. “George was drunk as a skunk the night he killed Mom. Aunt Wendy was probably worried we’d fall victim to his addiction too. That shit is genetic.”

Nathan shrugged. “It was still pretty fucked up in my opinion. Personally, I didn’t need the pressure about not being like him. I know you and Dylan were too little, but I remember our lives before that night. The four of us know all about the loss of a parent since he murdered Mom. I can’t believe Wendy would knowingly deprive Sabrina of knowing her dad. It’s so fucked up. I don’t know if I’ll ever look at her the same again.”

My eyes misted with tears as Nathan laid bare every thought that’d run through my mind the last few days.

Because he was right. I didn’t know if I could ever forgive my mom.

And that hurt me more than twenty-six years of her lies ever had.








  
  
  Chapter Ten

  
  




Logan

This was a bad idea. And I was someone who knew bad ideas very well.

I stood on the sidewalk in front of the condo Sabrina used to live in and tried to work up the nerve to knock. I didn’t even know if this was where she still lived. Hell, given their tv deal she’d probably moved out the second the ink dried on the check. I know I would have.

Drumming my fist against my jean clad thigh, I turned and paced. I thought about it for another minute. Then two. And just when I was ready to approach her door, I heard it open behind me.

“Thanks, Sabrina.” A deep, man’s voice sounded from behind me. “So we’re still good for dinner tomorrow night?”

I spun around just in time to see a good-looking, slightly older man exiting Sabrina’s place.

Shit.

She had a dinner date with some guy on a weeknight? Back to back? I turned around to slink away to where I’d parked down the street—all sly like because I thought she wouldn’t want anyone to be able to recognize my car or maybe that was me—when I heard her voice.

“Logan?” Sabrina sounded confused.

Make that two of us.

I turned back and gave her a quick nod. “Hey, Sabrina.”

The guy’s gaze bounced between us and a slight smile curved his lips. “I’ll let you two talk. Thanks for dinner, Sabrina.”

“Bye…” She hesitated like she didn’t know what to say to him.

If she said I love you, I might just lose my shit in the middle of her street.

But he just shook his head. “It’s okay. I’ll see you tomorrow night.” Then his eyes twinkled as he looked between us again. “Feel free to bring your guy if you’d like. G’night.”

What the hell?

I watched in confusion as he walked to the gleaming BMW parked at the curb and got in. A second later, the engine purred to life and he pulled away.

I turned back to Sabrina and found the same confusion on her face.

“What are you doing here, Logan?”

“I-I, uh…” I drummed my fist on my thigh again. My mind whirled with different possible answers—anything but the truth. Finally, I blew out a frustrated breath. “I don’t know. I felt bad about the shit with my guys and your family at the shop, and I wanted to make sure you were okay. Also I kinda had something I wanted to say to you, but uh, I’m not really interested in being a third wheel or whatever it’s called in your weird ass relationship, so I’m just gonna—”

“Eww, gross. That was my father. I’m not—We’re not…” She trailed off and shuddered.

Her father? That wasn’t right. No way that guy was old enough to be her dad. Although he did look vaguely familiar. Kinda like Sabrina actually.

Son of a bitch.

“Your father?” I gnawed on my cheek as an unfamiliar sensation of heat swept over my face. “I uh, I heard him mention dinner tomorrow tonight and then gave me that weird invite for tomorrow, and I just…” I gestured helplessly. It felt like I was just making this whole thing worse. “Maybe I should go. I’m pretty sure I’ll say something stupid again or worse.”

Although I’d already shoved my huge ass foot in my mouth.

Sabrina laughed lightly. “It’s fine. Kinda hilarious actually. And you know, gross.” She shook her head. “Come on in.”

I hesitated for a second and then Sabrina did that cute head tilt thing that always got me back when we were dating, and I meekly followed her like a lamb to the slaughter.

Her place looked the same. I don’t know why I’d expected any different. Maybe because everything had changed. But it all was so achingly familiar. From the layout of the sofas to the family pictures on the wall, even the size of her tv—it was all just like I remembered. Clean, classy, and feminine.

Just like her.

Unable to stall any longer, I shoved my hands in my pockets and faced her.

Sabrina stood next to the closed door and raised her eyebrows. “So what’s going on?”

I didn’t have a single fucking clue how to answer that question. This was clearly a mistake. I felt like a fool. “I should probably just go.”

“Logan.” Sabrina shook her head as she crossed the room to sit on the far end of the L shaped couch. “Just sit and tell me what’s going on. It can’t be any worse than what you said outside.”

Like I needed the reminder. I moved to the other end of the sofa and sat down with a sigh. “I uh, I don’t know. I feel stupid. I had this whole epiphany earlier this afternoon so I wanted to see you, but now…”

I’d lost that euphoria I’d had after I’d left the doctor’s.

“Epiphany?” Sabrina sat forward. “What happened?”

I shrugged, uncomfortable in my own skin now. “I uh, took your advice and went to talk to someone. Travis, actually, gave me his therapy appointment today. I went and talked through some of my shit and I thought—it’s stupid really.”

“Logan.” Sabrina’s eyes were shining as she stood up and walked toward me. Sitting down next to me, she put her hand on my knee. “It’s not stupid. I think it’s fabulous. I’m proud of you.”

I rolled my eyes as that now familiar sensation of heat filled my cheeks. “I think proud is taking it a little far.”

“No, I mean it. It’s not easy for anyone to admit that they need help. Especially a tough guy like you. It’s huge.” Then she gave me a mischievous smile. “I already knew it was huge, but you know what I mean.”

I laughed. She was kinda ridiculous but in the best possible way. “I uh, I’m sorry about that craziness out front. I saw some guy leaving your place and kinda lost my head for a minute.”

She tilted her head as she looked at me. “You were jealous.”

“I think the whole session with the shrink fucked up my head, kinda stripped me bare. It’s got me thinking all kinds of ways.”

“That’s not a bad thing.” Her fingers traced the seamline in my jeans on the side of my knee. I swore I could feel her touch on my skin through the material. I struggled to pay attention to her words and not her fingers as she continued. “And I kinda can relate. My whole world just turned upside down. My father is back from the dead. I have a sister in San Francisco that I’ve never met. And I’m not talking to my mom who used to be one of my best friends. Oh, and now I’m not allowed to go to work. So kind of the shit trifecta.”

“I think that was four, maybe five things.”

“Shut up, you know what I mean.” She rolled her eyes then gave me this look that had my breath freezing in my chest. “I just… It’s nice to have something familiar you know? A safe place to fall or whatever. Is that what you meant?”

“Yeah.” I nodded slightly, looking into her sky-blue eyes. A few years back they’d been my entire world. “Everything. Familiar. Safe.”

And then, somehow, we were kissing. I don’t even know who started it. All I knew was that my lips were tangled with hers. And it felt just like before. Like every time since I’d met Sabrina.

Heat arced across my body from where her hand had coasted up from my knee to my chest. Her touch burned a path from my side up over my pecs to my shoulder before she burrowed it into my hair. Her fingers tugged, tilting my head back like she wanted a better angle, and I welcomed the tinge of pain. I felt an answering pang in my balls. It made my dick flex against the heavy material of my jeans.

I groaned into her mouth and deepened the kiss. Sabrina growled back and suckled the tip of my tongue. I was pretty sure my eyes crossed beneath my lids.

My hand came up and cupped her slight breast. Even through her shirt and bra, I could still feel her nipple pucker. I ran my thumb over the erect tip, and she arched into my hand. I wanted to rip her clothes off and burrow my head between her two perfect breasts. And judging by the way Sabrina was groaning and arching into my hand, she felt the same way.

Instead, I rolled onto my back on the sofa and tugged her on top of me.

Sabrina knelt astride of me and gave me a naughty little grin. “You never were a fan of the woman on top when we were together before.”

The skin grafts at the back of my neck were feeling tight and uncomfortable, but I didn’t want to say as much and kill the mood. “I have no problem laying back and letting you run the show. But if you’d prefer for me to—”

“No, no.” Sabrina laughed, cutting me off. “This way I get to have my wicked way with you.”

“That’s the plan,” I murmured just before she leaned back down and kissed me again.

All I could do at the moment was enjoy the way Sabrina kissed me—the feeling of her soft lips kissing mine, the naughty way her tongue tried to lead me in a parry and thrust. As she kissed me, Sabrina ground her still-clothed crotch against mine. It felt so good, and I ached all at the same time.

We were wearing way too many fucking clothes.

I wanted to feel her naked breasts. Lick and suck at those gorgeous pink nipples. See if she was just as sensitive as I remembered.

My hands moved on their own from her hips to under her shirt. Sabrina murmured something in an approving tone against my lips that I couldn’t make out but loved the sound of. My fingers tangled for a second on her bra clasp at her back. It’d been so long. Apparently, some things weren’t like riding a bike.

I growled in frustration.

Sabrina pulled back, her hands resting on my chest. “Having a little trouble?”

“Those things are like Chinese finger traps.”

Sabrina’s eyebrows arched, and I waited for the inevitable question—how long had it been?—but she surprised me again. Instead, she crossed her arms, grabbed the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head. It made a soft plop from wherever she threw it, but I didn’t look. I was too busy taking in the gorgeous sight of her breasts and the black lace bra barely covering them.

“Fuck me, angel. You look like a goddamn masterpiece.”

She laughed huskily as her cheeks colored. “I’d say you were a charmer if there weren’t so many expletives in that compliment.”

“Just being honest. You take my breath away.” My hand came up and cupped her left breast. From this angle her breasts looked so much bigger than I’d remembered. Fuller. So fucking succulent.

The lace rasped against my rough fingertip. I couldn’t resist fondling her taut nipple barely concealed under the dark fabric. Her flesh was so fucking responsive. Sabrina sucked in a gasp of air.

This time, I didn’t even bother with the clasp. I pulled at the lace covering her nipples, tucking the material under the mound of her tits. “So fucking perfect.”

Then I leaned up and suckled her nipple in between my lips. Sabrina groaned and burrowed her hands in my hair, holding me closer to her breast.

Not that I was complaining.

I had the most gorgeous woman in the world straddling me and urging me to continue sucking on her tits. This was fucking heaven.

But the position was still tough on the skin graft on my neck. The skin stretched in an uncomfortable and not very sexy way.

I let my head fall back against the sofa and blew against her moist nipple.

There was no fucking way I was gonna tell her why I stopped.

Instead I lay back like a pasha, my hands crossed beneath my head, and gestured at her remaining clothes. “Can you do something about the rest of those?”

Despite my arrogant tone, I continued to play with her free nipple—rubbing the tip with my thumb, back and forth. Cupping the bottom of her gorgeous tit.

Sabrina smirked. “I could, if you’d stop fondling me for a hot minute.”

“No deal. In fact—” I paused and pulled the lace away from her other one, freeing her stunning breast. “That’s more like it.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes and then gasped as I ran a thumb over the neglected tip. “Christ, I don’t remember your fingers being so calloused.”

“Oh. Sorry.” I pulled my hands away with a grimace. “Too rough?”

“No, too freaking good. But since you’re not—” Before she could finish her sentence, she unhooked her bra and let the material fall down her arms and off. Another plop rang out in the quiet condo from somewhere.

She was gorgeous—slim but with a set of tits that would make anyone look twice at her. And now she was half naked and straddling me. Me. How the fuck did I get this lucky?

“That’s more like it,” I murmured as I cupped both breasts in my hands. Christ, had she always been this delicious? I leaned up to get another taste when the graft on my neck pulled. I grunted and fell back against the sofa while trying to mask why I couldn’t do something so fucking easy.

“Here. That’s a weird angle. How about we…” She rolled off me to land on her side next to me on the sofa. I turned to face her and bit my lip. I hated that she knew what the problem was. That I wasn’t a whole person anymore. I couldn’t even think about what it’d be like when it was my turn to get naked. Because where she’d only gotten better with time I…

Hadn’t.

Sabrina smiled at me with a naughty glimmer in her eyes, and then she shimmied until her breasts were even with my mouth. “Better?”

I hardly had to move my head to reach her. It was a perfect position. Her thoughtfulness humbled me. Her fingers danced over my scalp and did this movement where all the muscles in my body immediately relaxed. My tension forgotten.

I burned to thank her for not saying what I couldn’t.

Instead of answering her with words, I used action. Trapping the closest nipple in my mouth, I suckled, pulling the sensitive tip into my mouth and teased it with everything I had. My lips. My tongue. My teeth.

Sabrina groaned, arching against me, silently urging me to take more of her.

So I did.

First one breast and then her other. The new position making it easy for me to reach both her breasts without too much strain on my tender skin. I teased her until we were both moving restlessly against each other.

Unable to wait, I pressed a hand between our writhing bodies and made quick work of the button on her jeans, opening it just enough to squeeze underneath her thick jeans and the scrap of fabric covering her pussy.

She was so fucking wet.

It was my turn to groan as my fingers slid over her soaking wet sex. So fucking perfect. My lips moved over her nipple, teasing her, as my fingers quickly found her clit. Like I had with her nipples, I ran my thumb over her wet clit in circles while my middle finger ran down her slit. Teasing her. Finding that spot that made her groan and arch even more toward me.

“You have magic hands,” she murmured with a groan. “Why the hell does that feel better with your hands than with mine?”

Pretty sure it was a rhetorical question, but the mental picture of her touching herself had my dick straining against my clothes. We definitely had to do that. But later.

I groaned. Maybe we could do it together.

My fingers slipped through her wet folds. I stretched her tight little pussy with my middle finger, learning the feel of her warm, wet sex. But it wasn’t enough. I added another finger as I continued to tease her clit with my thumb. Her flesh stretched around my fingers. I closed my eyes and could easily imagine it was my dick inside her, feeling that tight, warm pussy stretching around me.

Our bodies moved against each other. Rubbing. Grinding. Aching. I wanted, needed, just a little more.

“Oh. Oh, Logan. I can’t, I’m gonna—” She gave a sharp shriek as her pussy clamped down on my fingers. Shudders shook her body as her sex pulsed around my fingers. It seemed to last forever.

And I loved every fucking second. Christ, I’d missed this. Sabrina. Sex. All of it.

Even though my dick still throbbed impatiently—and I hadn’t come—I had a huge grin on my face. I felt like I could do anything.

Sabrina gave a soft sigh. “That was amazing.”

“Mmhmm,” I hummed as my fingers slipped from her body and out of her pants.

She stretched and gave a little shimmy.

Then she fell off the couch.

“Shit!” I sat up and peered over the edge of the sofa. “You okay?”

Sabrina giggled. “Still fantastic. Although not as skinny as I thought.” Sitting up with a grin, she tossed her hair over her shoulder. “How about we move this little party to my bedroom?”

The grin slipped off my face. “I said I’d only started therapy. I haven’t aced it yet. I’m not ready to show you…everything. I just…”

I trailed off, uncertain how to finish. I didn’t even like to look at that part of me in the mirror. How could I ask Sabrina to?

“Okay. Then let’s finish out here.” Sabrina moved forward on her hands and knees until she stopped between my splayed thighs. She gave me this naughty little smile as her hands came up to my fly. “There’s only one little part you gotta show me. You can keep all your clothes on. I swear.”

Then her busy little finger got to work on my fly, and I about swallowed my tongue. “Yes, ma’am.”








  
  
  Chapter Eleven

  
  




Sabrina

My heart about broke when Logan bared his Achilles’ heel to me. After living with four guys for most of my life, I knew how much alpha men liked to look unaffected by everything. To share so much vulnerability with me had to be difficult for him. I loved that Logan could show that side to me—both literally and figuratively.

I wanted to reward him for trusting me so much. And what man didn’t love head?

I had yet to meet one.

I made quick work of his fly, peeling back the material and diving through the opening of his boxers until I could grab what I wanted. His cock was as big and impatient as I remembered. I held his throbbing dick in my hand, my thumb immediately going to that fold of skin just under the head, making his cock flex in my grip.

My mouth watered at the sight.

But first things first.

“Um,” I still held his dick as I cocked my head and cleared my throat. “Do you have any condoms?”

Logan closed his eyes with a muttered curse. “No.”

Shit, neither did I. I hadn’t had sex in…I couldn’t even bear to think about how long it’d been. My mind whirled with possible solutions. I could always grab a bottle of lotion and give him a hand—

“But, uh,” Logan’s rough voice cut off my thoughts. His cheeks filled with color and I bit my bottom lip to stop the smile from stretching across my face. He just looked so freaking cute when he was all uncertain and bashful. “I’m pretty sure I’m clean.”

“Pretty sure? Sorry, but that’s not exactly the same as—”

“Certain then.” He blew out a breath and looked away like he was embarrassed about whatever he was about to say. “I haven’t been with anyone since you.”

My hand gripped convulsively on Logan’s cock at his statement. He groaned and shifted his hips under my hand.

“Sorry,” I muttered as I continued to stare at him. He hadn’t been with anyone else? In over two years? My mind boggled. “But—I mean, how… I’m sorry, I can’t… Have you seen you? I’m not saying I don’t believe you; I just mean…”

He turned back to me and gave me a burning look. “I spent the better part of a year in hospital. I haven’t, I couldn’t…”

He trailed off, unable to state the obvious.

My heart lurched. I could see how much it pained him to be vulnerable twice in so many minutes. I wanted to tell him that he was enough—that he didn’t need to worry that I saw him as less—but I could tell he didn’t want to talk about it anymore than we already had. His face closed down, and he was probably only seconds from fleeing my sofa and condo.

So I set about healing him the only way I knew how.

I leaned forward and licked the head of his cock.

“Christ, angel. Give a guy a little warning.” His hands threaded through my hair, holding it back for me but not urging me into any particular direction.

“Now where’s the fun in that?” I murmured against the salty skin pressing against my lips.

He didn’t have any time to think up a reply before I took his cock into my mouth. Holding my hand against my lips, I slowly ran my mouth—and hand—down his cock until the head rested as far as I could handle, and then I swallowed. Logan groaned deep and gripped convulsively on my hair. I craved that tinge of pain that came with it.

But I still felt so powerful. In control. Despite his grip on me, I was the one running the show. He was totally under my spell, and I loved every minute of it.

I continued rocking up and down his cock with my mouth and hand. It didn’t take long before Logan’s breathing changed to short, choppy pants. Three strokes later and he was thrusting his hips up on my down stroke.

“Christ, angel. You are too fucking good at that.” His voice was agonized, like he’d just run a marathon and couldn’t breathe. “I can’t… I’m gonna—”

He broke off with a roar.

And then he came, shooting big ribbons of cum in my mouth. All I could do was swallow as quickly as I could to keep up and not drown. I ran a thumb over that fold of skin under the head of his cock, and he roared again so loud I worried my neighbors would call the cops. He sounded pained and masculine.

It was so fucking hot.

Logan tried to back away as much as the sofa would let him. “Son of a bitch. I forgot how evil you are.”

I grinned wickedly at him, not even a little bit repentant. He’d enjoyed every second of my torture and we both knew it.

He shook his head, still petting my hair. The sensation was soothing and familiar. I could remember so many moments of Logan just being enthralled with my hair, like he’d never seen a blonde before. Or maybe it was the constantly changing colors he enjoyed watching thread through his fingers. I’d craved a change, so I’d dyed the tips an ombre of purples last night.

“I don’t know why I fought this for so long.” Logan murmured as he continued to play with my hair. “We’re so fucking explosive.”

I laughed softly as I rested my cheek against the rough material of his jean clad thighs. “Always have been. Remember when we almost got caught by the security guard at the Golden Center?”

“That’s what I’m saying. This is just so familiar and amazing. Plus you know all my bad habits and skeletons. And I know yours—not that you have any big ones. You’re kinda annoyingly perfect. But in the best way. We know everything we should about each other.”

I froze.

He didn’t know everything.

What would it do to Logan when I told him? He was finally coming to terms about the horrific tragedy he’d been through. Could he handle knowing that while he’d been lying in a burn ward somewhere, I’d lost his baby? Should I tell him? It wasn’t like he could do anything about my miscarriage. It’d been two years ago.

I didn’t know what the hell to do.

So I took the cowardly route and did nothing.

After pulling my clothes back into place, I crawled onto the sofa and cuddled into Logan’s side. And I pretended that everything was okay.

When I was feeling anything but okay.

* * *

The next morning, I felt like the lowest, crummiest person who’d ever lied.

Keeping it from my family hadn’t made me feel this bad. Back then, I was only worried about surviving. I hadn’t had enough time to come to terms with the pregnancy when I’d lost it.

I had to talk to Maddie. Up until Ryan’s accidental pregnancy last year, Maddie was the only person in my world—aside from my doctor—who knew about the miscarriage.

Me: You working this morning?

It took a few minutes, but she finally replied as I was brushing my teeth.

Maddie: Nope but I am craving a mocha latte. Want to meet me there?

Caffeine and words of wisdom? It was obvious why Maddie was my best friend. She knew what I needed before I did.

Me: Hells yeah. I’ll be there in fifteen.

There was our favorite coffee house with its comfortable booths and the baristas who knew what we wanted when we walked through the door.

“Your usual?” April, the chirpy brunette behind the cash register, asked as soon as she saw me.

“Yes, thanks.” I took a quick second and surveyed the interior. It was pretty dead since it was after 9 AM on a Wednesday morning. And no Maddie yet either. “And a large mocha latte with soy.”

I quickly ran my card, and April gave me a bright smile. “I’ll have that right out for you.”

There was a reason I never cut it in customer service. I couldn’t fake the bubbly attitude required.

Snagging our usual corner booth, I pulled out my phone and thumbed through the settings. No unread texts. I kinda sagged at that. Despite the fact that I was keeping a huge secret from him, I’d hoped that Logan had texted me this morning.

He’d been so sweet last night. Protesting at first then agreeing to let me feed him leftovers from my dinner with my dad. We’d laughed and kissed for a few more hours before he had to leave to get some sleep. Because unlike some people, he had to get to work at Badass Builds by seven o’clock. But he’d left me with another long kiss at my front door and a promise of talking later.

Apparently later meant…later than this.

I didn’t want to be the one to reach out first. I didn’t think I could take another slap down from Logan if he changed his mind again. Or the endless wondering if he ghosted me again.

I was being silly. He wouldn’t ghost me. We were past that. Right?

“Sabrina?”

I blinked and suddenly Maddie was sitting in front of me, her brow wrinkled in confusion.

“You okay?” She tilted her head. “You looked like you were miles away there. Didn’t even notice when I sat or said hello.”

“Yeah. Sorry, I just—”

“Sabrina?” Bubbly April chirped from the other side of the room. “Your mocha latte with soy and skinny white chocolate latte are ready.”

“I’ll get them.” Maddie pushed away from the booth and tossed me a look. “You get ready to spill whatever that—” she paused and waved a hand at me. “Is all about.”

I only had time to roll my eyes before she was back, plopping our drinks onto the table before she collapsed into the chair across from me. That was when I knew I was in for it. Usually we sat next to each other on the comfy booth bench seat. For her to take the hard-backed chair across from me meant that she was ready to do some grilling.

“All right. Spill.” Maddie picked up her cup and took a drink, maintaining eye contact the entire time.

I sighed. “I might have gotten back together with Logan last night. Or I think I did. We didn’t really do much talking.”

“Oh my god, Sabrina! Really?” Maddie put her cup down and leaned across the table. “Are we happy about this? Cautiously optimistic? Wait, why don’t you look happier? I thought this was what you wanted.”

“It is. I think it is. I want to be happy. He started seeing a therapist to talk through all the shit he went through after the fire. He’s clearly working on himself and wanted to make amends for the way he treated me when he first came back.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now? Making amends?” Maddie laughed.

“Maddie, come on. Be serious.”

“Well what do you want me to say? It all sounds great. What’s the problem?”

I huffed another sigh. It was so freaking hard to think about, let alone say. “I still haven’t told him about…”

“Oh.” Maddie sat back against her chair. Apparently I didn’t even have to say it.

“Yeah.”

We sat in silence for a few moments, broken only by the whoosh of the espresso machine.

“So what are you going to do?” Maddie pursed her lips before taking a sip of her latte.

“I don’t know. What if I tell him and it sends him back over the edge? I mean he’s been through some serious shit. Do I have any right to weigh him down with mine?”

“Well, it’s his shit too. He just doesn’t know about it.”

“But does he need to? It’s not like there’s anything he could do about it. It’s over and done with.”

“But it might help him understand how much pain you went through.”

“He was burned alive. Probably watched or heard his friends die around him. What good does it do, me telling him about our eight-week-old almost pregnancy?”

Maddie’s eyes were sad. “You might want to forget, but I remember how much you wanted that baby. You were inconsolable for weeks after you lost it. Hell, months. You wouldn’t even get out of your bed, let alone go back to work after your doctor gave you the okay. It took me threatening to tell your mom to get you functioning. And I think a large part of that was because of Logan’s ghosting. You were hurting and all you wanted was him. Doesn’t he deserve to know that?”

My stomach dropped. It still felt like a barely scabbed wound with the slightest of probing. “I don’t see why. What good will telling him do? We can’t go back in time. All it would do is make him feel worse, and I’m pretty sure he’s carrying around more than his share of guilt. What right do I have to add to that?”

“Pretty sure it’s your right as his partner.”

That shut me up.

Maddie sighed. “Promise me you’ll think about it.”

I nodded stiffly before taking a drink of my latte.

“Are we going to talk about the whole situation with your father and your mom?”

When did my life turn into a soap opera? “I’m feeling kinda talked out. How about we talk about you? What’s going on in your life? Any new sexy patrons come into the library?”

Maddie’s cheeks reddened. She had that whole hot librarian thing down pat, even if she never believed me or Hope about her appeal. “No.”

“Are you hiding in the stacks again?” I knew she had a habit of volunteering to reshelve books, much to the delight of her coworkers. They got to hang out behind their desks while Maddie buried herself in books and cavernous shelves.

She hitched a shoulder and didn’t meet my eyes as she took another sip of her drink.

“Maddie.”

“What? It is literally part of my job description.”

True, but it wasn’t the only part of her job.

I was going to do better by my friend. Get her out of her hole and make her see that there was more to life than books and her hopeless crush on Nathan. If that dipshit couldn’t see the perfect, gorgeous woman in front of him for the past two decades, she deserved someone who did.

“Want to head back to my place and swap books? I got a new shipment in from Avon.”

Maddie read and reviewed romance novels online. She had such a huge online following that publishers would send her ARCs months before the books were available in stores. She was like Batman, only Bruce Wayne could keep his mansion; Maddie had the cache I lusted after.

“Let’s go!”








  
  
  Chapter Twelve

  
  




Logan

From the front step of my house, I could hear the sound of giggles—both child and the deep, sensual sound of a woman’s laughter. Judging from the truck sitting curbside, Travis had brought Vanessa and Jaeda over to see the puppies.

I hesitated outside. I hadn’t seen Vanessa since her failed seduction attempt, and I didn’t know what to say to her. Should I act like it hadn’t happened? Or get it all out in the open—away from Jaeda of course?

I still didn’t know which way I was leaning when I opened the door.

The laughter poured out of my house, and I saw the reason why when I stepped inside. Jaeda was swimming in the kiddie pool in the middle of the room. Only instead of water, puppies squirmed around her tiny figure. Vanessa knelt outside the pool, reaching in and trying to fish her daughter out of the pool. Travis knelt next to her and was having the same hard time containing the little girl. It was impossible not to smile at the sight. Everyone was laughing.

The puppies were squirming around with their eyes still closed, making snorting, snuffling sounds. There was no sign of Bella. Travis must’ve let her out into the backyard.

“Wait, I thought I had five puppies. Why am I seeing six?” I asked before closing the door behind me.

“Logan!” Jaeda squealed. “You has puppies!”

I snorted. She was so fucking cute. “I noticed. I helped deliver them.”

“Deliber?” Jaeda sat up with a frown, rubbing her eyes. “What’s deliber?”

Vanessa tossed me a scathing look. “Thanks, Uncle Logan. I was hoping to postpone that little talk.”

I shrugged. “Like pizza. You know how a guy delivers a pizza to your house? Kinda like that.”

“Oh.” Jaeda lost interest in the conversation and bent toward the closest snuffling, blind puppy.

“I thought you said he was working late,” Vanessa hissed to Travis.

“No, pretty sure I said we could come over because he was still at work. You filled in the rest.” Travis stood and turned to me. “How’d things go with Doctor Davis?”

I shoved my hands in my pockets. It felt so weird to talk about this shit. “Good. Real good actually. I like him.”

“Good. I’m glad.” Travis turned and scooped Jaeda out of the puppy pit. “How about you and me go check on Bella in the backyard. Make sure she’s okay.”

“’Kay.” Jaeda bubbled. As they walked out the back-door Jaeda squealed, “Bella!”

Vanessa closed her eyes with a muttered curse.

I gave her a half smile. “Travis isn’t the smooth operator I remember.”

“Not at all.” Vanessa retorted, now looking at the puppy pool and completely avoiding my eyes.

Shit, this was awkward, I didn’t know what to say to make it better. “I, uh, I know I didn’t handle the whole thing very well when you invited me to your place.”

“Right.” She smiled bitterly then shook her head.

“I am sorry, Vanessa. I just…I don’t feel that way about you.”

The words felt like they were torn from my throat. I really fucking hated that word. Sorry. It meant so much and so little all at once. It was the fucking definition of not good enough, but it was all I could come up with.

She scoffed as she pushed herself to her feet. “Oh, I know. You made that crystal clear when you all but ran out of my house. Can we just stop fucking talking about it?”

Fuck. I should’ve just kept my goddamn mouth shut. I hadn’t made the situation any better. If anything, it was worse now.

Sorry never helped shit.

“Mama!” Jaeda screamed from the backdoor.

We turned and found Travis standing in the doorway with a wailing Jaeda in his arms. Travis grimaced. “She fell on the grass and won’t stop crying. She’s not hurt. She’s just—”

“Tired.” Vanessa finished for him with a sympathetic expression. Taking Jaeda into her arms, Vanessa rocked slightly side to side, patting Jaeda’s back. “She missed her afternoon nap. I kinda hoped she’d fall asleep on the way here, but the promise of puppies was too strong.”

Jaeda had calmed slightly and now was making little hiccupping snorts that were still every bit as heartbreaking.

“We’re going to head out.” Vanessa sighed. “Say goodbye to Travis and Logan.”

Jaeda buried her head in her mom’s shoulder, refusing to look at us.

“Bye, Jaeda.” Travis and I chorused, used to the mercurial attitude of a toddler.

“Bye, Vanessa.” I gave her a grimaced smile. It still felt a little awkward, but I hoped with a little time that would fade.

“Bye, guys.” Vanessa smiled at Travis and completely avoided even looking in my direction.

“Let me help you—” Travis started.

“I got it. You guys should stay. Talk. Whatever. I gotta go. Bye.”

Vanessa let Travis hold the door for her then walked away without a backward glance.

I really hoped I hadn’t screwed up our little friendship trio with my awkward apology and the tension that hovered almost visibly between us.

Travis and I stood in the doorway, watching silently as Vanessa packed a still crying Jaeda into the car seat then climbed into the drivers’ seat, not looking at either of us the entire time.

“What the hell was that?” Travis scowled as soon as her car pulled away.

“What are you talking about?” It couldn’t have been as bad as I assumed it was.

“The way Vanessa left. That whole scene. Why was she being so weird?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, man. We talked. I apologized. She asked that we never talk about it again. I agreed. Then you came in with a crying kid. Nothing weird happened.”

It wasn’t a lie.

Travis closed his eyes with a long sigh. When he opened them again, he gave me the same disappointed look my dad did when I was twelve and shoplifted at Big 5. “She asked you not to bring it up again? What the hell did you say to her?”

“Just that I don’t see her that way and how I was sorry.”

“You were sorry.” He shook his head. “What did I say about your fucking apologies? You better not have screwed shit up with her.”

“It’s just an awkward situation. It’ll get better with time. I swear.”

Travis grunted like he didn’t believe me.

I wasn’t sure I believed me either.

“So did you pick out a puppy?”

Travis cursed. “I should’ve known that was coming. You are not foisting one of those wiggling rats on me.”

* * *

It’d been a while since I’d done the whole meet-the-father thing. Senior prom actually. And back then, while I’d had dirty thoughts about the girl, I hadn’t done much more than kiss her. I’d done a helluva lot more with Sabrina. That plus her dad coming-back-from-the-dead thing made the whole thing weird.

But Sabrina had asked, and I couldn’t say no.

So here we sat, an awkward party of three, at an outdoor table at the Iron Horse Tavern.

Or maybe it was all me. I couldn’t forget the last time Sabrina and I had been here. Making out at the table. Joking about screwing in an alley. Travis and Jay interrupting our make out session. Back when everything had been so normal.

Before.

More than anything I wanted to get back there—be that man for Sabrina again—but I still held so much damn shame. And I wore the scars that ensured I wouldn’t forget any of it. No matter how much I wanted to.

“Logan?”

I blinked back into focus at Sabrina’s voice. “Sorry, what?”

“Everything all right?” Sabrina gave me a pained smile like she was just as haunted by the location of dinner as I was. Her dad had picked the restaurant and she’d offered to relocate dinner, but I waved off her apologies. I was an adult. It was just a restaurant.

Ha. Famous last words.

“No, I’m fine.” I gave Sabrina a forced smile. “What’d I miss?”

“I was just telling my father all about going to college, so nothing really. You know all my stories.”

“Ah, so have the two of you been dating for a while?” Brian, Sabrina’s dad asked with raised eyebrows.

“On and off.” Sabrina shrugged. “Mostly off, but now we’re on again.”

“Right.” Brian nodded like he understood, but judging by his frown he found me lacking.

Sabrina reached over and patted my thigh. “We met two years ago and dated for a few months, but then Logan was in an accident, and was in and out of hospitals and physical therapy.” She shook her head. “We only got back in touch recently.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” her dad replied, eyeing the visible burn on my neck. “Are you all healed?”

I smiled tightly. “Getting there. Sabrina convinced me to go see a therapist and that’s helping.”

“Nothing wrong with asking for help.” Brian sat back in his chair with a sigh. “I think if my ex and I had done that sooner we would’ve saved everyone a lot of heartache. Especially Sabrina and Jacqueline.”

“Jacqueline?” I frowned. That name wasn’t familiar.

“My daughter with Alison. Sabrina’s half-sister. She uh, didn’t exactly have the best childhood, and I know that’s a hundred percent on me.”

Sabrina froze.

Not that her father noticed. Brian was lost in his own recount of past wrongs. “I keep thinking about all the could’ve beens, should’ve beens. I missed out on everything in your life, Sabrina. But Jacqueline…” He sighed and shook his head. “Jacqueline grew up in a war zone. We were so goddamn miserable. Held hostage by Alison’s mood swings and bitter attitude. I know I had a part in how our marriage fell apart, but she never forgave me for seeing your mom when we first broke up, and before we were married. Looking back, I should’ve left her when Jacqueline was younger. No kid should grow up with miserable parents and no siblings.”

He grew silent for a moment then blinked back into focus. Shaking his head, he gave a sad smile to Sabrina that she tried and failed to return. Her hand curled around mine, gripping tight.

Brian’s eyes narrowed in on our joined hands. “Do you have kids, Logan?”

I couldn’t tell if it was a getting to know you kinda question or what the hell was going on. Still I answered politely. “No, sir.”

“Huh.” He grunted. “You always think you’re going to do better than your parents, ya know? Mine were divorced as long as I could remember and constantly changing spouses and houses. It was so miserable. I never knew where or who I was coming home to. So I thought staying with Alison was better for my kid. Little did I know I had another one who didn’t know me from Adam.”

Sabrina’s breath hitched like she’d just absorbed a physical punch. “I still can’t believe she did that to me. To us. I spent my entire life wishing that my father was alive. Mom was so torn between the restaurant and my brothers and me. I kept hoping that she’d fall in love and marry someone so we could be a whole family; she’d have someone to lean on, and I’d finally have a father. I just can’t…”

Sabrina pushed away from the table with a screech of her chair. She stood up and waved a hand when we moved to stand as well. “No please. I’m just going to head to the ladies’ room. I need a minute.”

Brian and I watched in silence as she entered the restaurant, leaving the two of us alone at the table.

I wanted to chase after Sabrina because I knew she was hurting so much. I wanted to do anything I could to make her feel better. It hurt me to see her in so much pain.

And also because I was still kinda rusty with the whole social skills thing. But I knew Sabrina didn’t want me to follow her. She hated anyone making a fuss over her, especially in public. There was nothing I could do but be here for her when she came back.

Drumming my thumb restlessly against the tabletop, I avoided making eye contact with Brian. I craned my neck to look at the door Sabrina had disappeared through. Maybe I should follow her. I’d give about anything to not be here right now.

Brian groaned and when he spoke his words were muffled. “I don’t think I handled that very well.”

I turned back to the table and found Brian hunched over with his face in his hands. He wouldn’t look at me as he sat up slightly and swiped at the moisture on his face.

I cast one more pained glance at the door behind me then sighed. “I think you’re handling it as best as you can. No one can ask for any more than that.”

Brian laughed huskily. “How many therapy sessions did you say you’d been to?”

“Just one so far, but the therapist said he wants to see me every week so…”

“I don’t know. Sounds to me that you’ve got a pretty good handle on your shit compared to most.”

“It’s easier to have opinions on shit that I’m not truly in the middle of. What do they call that? Armchair quarterbacking?”

“You care about Sabrina, right?” Brian sat back in his chair with a sigh.

“Yes, sir. I do.” I answered without even thinking about it. Like a reflex.

“Sounds to me, then, that you’ve got a dog in this fight. She might try to cover it up with that whole on and off again B.S., but I can tell when two people have feelings for each other. She looks at you the same way that Wendy used to look at me. And you keep looking at that door like your whole world is about to walk through it.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that. Sabrina and I might be together, but we sure as shit hadn’t had the whole where is this going, exclusive or not, relationship talk yet. Hadn’t really had it before I left to fight wildfires two years ago. My skin felt itchy, like it wasn’t mine or was too small for my body.

But Brian continued talking, mostly to himself at this point. “As pissed off as I am about Wendy not telling me about Sabrina, I kinda understand why she did it.”

“Do you?” Sabrina asked from behind me. “Because I sure as hell don’t.”

Brian and I jumped. Neither of us had noticed Sabrina approaching the table. Now she stood behind her chair with her hands holding the back in a death grip.

“I know you’re mad at her, honey. I am too.” Brian shook his head. “But I also know she loves you so much. I think it was just her way of protecting you. The only reason I left her was because Alison was pregnant with Jacqueline. I’m pretty sure I was already married when Wendy found out she was pregnant too. Your mom didn’t want you to be second best in my eyes.”

Sabrina made a choking sound as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Second best would’ve been a helluva lot better than nothing.”

I untangled my crossed feet to get them under me, but before I could stand, Brian was up and around the table, pulling her into his arms.

“But you wouldn’t have been second best. I swear to God. I love you Sabrina, baby. I wish I could go back in time and be there for you and show you how much I would’ve loved you. I hope you’ll give me the chance now. I know you don’t need a father anymore, but I’d love nothing more than to occupy a small corner of your life, and maybe in time your heart too.”

“You already do.” Sabrina’s words were muffled since her face was buried in Brian’s shoulder. They were both breathing hard as their bodies shook. My eyes burned at the naked emotion in front of me.

I felt no shame when a tear rolled down my face.








  
  
  Chapter Thirteen

  
  




Sabrina

I couldn’t bear the awkward silence in the cab of Logan’s truck for another minute. “So, uh, that was kinda intense, huh?”

“What? Uh, yeah.”

Really? That was all he had to say? I wracked my brain for something—anything—to say. “I swear it hasn’t even been that way with him before. Mostly a lot of stilted conversation as we tried to get to know each other. But tonight…I don’t know. It was like a dam burst. We were all full of pent up emotion, and it kinda spilled all over you. Not exactly the dinner I thought it was going to be.”

Logan frowned as he signaled to turn onto my street. “You sound like you’re apologizing for it.”

“I, uh, I feel weird about the whole thing. I just—”

“Well don’t.” Logan pulled his truck to the side of the road in front of my place. “I think it was fucking amazing. You guys were so…I don’t know. In tune with each other? I mean you didn’t know the man weeks ago and then that whole thing happened tonight.” He shrugged. “I’m glad you got to connect like that. It was kinda beautiful, really.”

“I was full on snot crying. What the heck could you find beautiful about that?”

“I think everything you do is beautiful.”

“Oh my god, you’re ridiculous.” I’d seen what my little crying jag had done to my face. Smeared makeup. Puffy red eyes. It wasn’t pretty.

Although having Logan say it did make me feel so much better about bringing him along tonight. I’d been so worried that given the emotional turn the night took he wouldn’t be comfortable.

Plus I felt really damn good that he’d thought I was beautiful.

I gave him a soft smile. “Thanks.”

“No problem, angel.” Logan smiled back at me then turned his attention to the other side of the windshield. “So.”

“So.” I echoed, devouring his gorgeous features with my eyes. He was so damn good looking. If anything, the scars on his neck just gave him a tougher, edgier vibe. Although knowing the amount of pain he’d endured and the vulnerable side of him I’d seen, made him almost perfect in my eyes. A complex mix of tough and soft.

That warm feeling he’d given me spread from my chest to a location a little more south. “You want to come in for a coffee?”

Logan’s eyes slid back to me and the heat in them had nothing to do with the offered coffee. “I think I got time for a cup.”

I tipped my head and pushed the car door open without waiting for him. I knew if he touched me right now, it would all be over. And I’d had enough public scenes for a while.

Instead of waiting, I took off for my front door without looking back. I’d left the outside lights on since I knew it would be a late night. They cast a harsh glow over my tiny front yard. I shoved my key in the lock and pushed the door open before Logan had even reached the front step.

Once inside, I hovered uncertainly for a moment. I didn’t really want to make coffee. It would keep me up all night and not in the sexy fun way. But I didn’t know how to transition us from awkward, heavy silence to the part I really wanted to get to.

Logan stepped inside with a blank expression.

Deflated, I turned toward my kitchen. “I’ll just go see if I have any decaf.”

I knew I didn’t, but at least it gave me something to do.

“Sabrina.” Logan grabbed my hand before I could take a step and pulled me back to him. My other hand came up reflexively and braced against his chest. His very hard, muscular chest. I still had yet to see him topless, and after last night I knew it might be a while before he was comfortable showing me, but I didn’t mind. I could wait.

Maybe. God, he was muscular.

“I didn’t come inside for coffee,” Logan grumbled above my head since I was still contemplating the hard planes of his covered chest.

“That’s good because I don’t think I have any. And I definitely don’t have decaf.” I chanced a glance up and found him staring intently back at me, the desire unmistakable in his eyes.

“Guess I’ll just have to take a rain check then.” His head tipped closer with every word until his lips hovered just above mine. I could feel his breath on my face as he spoke. “Or better yet, we could go get some coffee together tomorrow morning.”

I barely had time to realize what that meant, and then he was kissing me.

I groaned and wrapped my arms around his neck as I came up on my toes, doing anything I could to get closer. Logan groaned in answer, wrapping his arms around me. Then he shifted, grasped me around my hips, and lifted me to eye level so I could wrap my legs around his hips. He stumbled from the shift in weight and leaned against the wall behind him.

We kept kissing the entire time. His tongue swept into my mouth, rubbing against mine, sending electric shocks all through my body. I moaned and tilted my head to give him better access. And he took it. He took everything I had and demanded more.

I wanted to feel his hands on my body. I wanted to feel his body under mine. I pulled away with a gasp. I also really needed to breathe. “Let’s take this into the bedroom.”

Without missing a beat, Logan’s lips cruised along my jaw before dipping to the tender skin on my neck. He muttered something under his breath and then suckled my skin deep into his mouth. A jolt surged through my body at the intense sensation. My nipples puckered into throbbing peaks, and I felt an answering pang between my thighs where my sex was currently rubbing against Logan’s fly.

And then I realized what he just did. I pulled away from him with a glare. “Did you seriously just give me hickey? Like we’re fucking teenagers or something?”

“Uh, I guess I did.” Logan bent his head and nuzzled the side of my face. “What’s the big deal?”

“Seriously?” I shoved against his chest and untangled my body from his until I could stand on my own two feet. I couldn’t think when I was rubbing against him like that. The man was seriously lethal to my functioning brain cells. “The big deal is that I’m not a teenager, and I have to see people tomorrow. Do you realize the amount of shit my family is going to give me?”

“Uh, sorry?” Logan hitched a shoulder and yet did not look the least bit apologetic. “But it’s not like it was a conscious action. It just felt like the thing to do at the time. You wanted to breathe and my lips had to touch you somewhere.”

I rolled my eyes. I wanted to be annoyed, but he looked so damn gorgeous, and I had a million naughty hormones racing through my system. I reached over and grabbed his hand. “Come on.”

“Wait. You’re seriously kicking me out because I gave you a hickey?”

“No.” I sighed and tugged him in the opposite direction from the front door. “We’re going to the bedroom.”

“Ah.” He didn’t say anything else as he let me lead him down the hallway to my bedroom.

I pushed open the door, pulled him into the room, and stopped next to my bed.

Logan cupped my cheek in his hand. “Sabrina, I really—”

Whatever he was going to say was cut off as I put my hands on his chest and shoved him so that he fell onto his back on my bed. I pulled my shirt off over my head then crawled up the bed to straddle his hips.

Logan’s eyes flared with desire, and whatever he was going to say was forgotten as his hands came up and cupped my aching breasts. In a move much more dexterous than he was capable of last night, he had my bra unhooked and flying across the room in seconds. And then I was bare, with his delicious fingers on me. “You are so fucking gorgeous. Do you know that this was all I could think about today? I had a hell of a time trying to hide my raging boner from the guys at work.”

My laughter ended in a groan as his fingers teased and plucked my engorged nipples. Christ, that man had a way with his fingers. Just the thought of what he’d done with those fingers last night—or maybe what he was doing to my breasts now—made me grind against his hips. Our jeans rubbed against my aching clit in a way that had me wanting so much more, and for it not to stop, all at the same time. “How far are you comfortable going tonight? Because I think I might die if I don’t get to feel you inside me soon.”

He chuckled darkly. “I think I can figure out how to satisfy you. I didn’t exactly hear you complaining last night.”

I groaned. That was so hot and yet didn’t answer my question at all. I opened my mouth to say as much, but Logan made every thought I had fall out of my head as he pulled me down so his lips could reach my nipples.

He tormented me, teasing one breast with his wicked mouth, licking, sucking, making me want so much more. All the while pinching and flicking my other nipple with his naughty fingers. He had me groaning mindlessly. I was so turned on; I didn’t think I could get any wetter. But with all the ridiculous layers of clothing between us, there wasn’t much I could do about it. I tried to rub my aching clit against the harsh material, but I couldn’t get the right angle.

Logan pulled away from my nipple with a ‘pop’ sound. “Think maybe I could talk you out of some of this clothing?”

He didn’t have to ask me twice. His husky laughter was the only sound in the room as I swung off his lap and peeled my pants off with a haste I couldn’t disguise. Not that Logan seemed to mind. He laced his fingers behind his head and grinned roguishly at me as I faced him without a stitch of clothing on. “Every single time I think you couldn’t get any prettier, you gotta go and prove me wrong.”

I ducked my head as I smiled. He was so damned charming when he tried. It was what had drawn me to him in the first place. I loved seeing that side of him again. “Thank you.”

All the usual awkwardness of being nude in front of someone—especially when that someone was totally clothed—was forgotten as I approached the bed. This was Logan. He made me feel sexy with just a look.

He tipped his head. “It’s true. I didn’t think it possible, but you are more gorgeous than I remembered. And I spent a lot of my time remembering certain things about you.”

“Like what?”

His eyes never lifted from my breasts. He watched them sway with my movements like they were the most fascinating tits he’d ever seen, despite how small they were. “Like the way your nipples match the color of your lips. Such a soft, pretty pink.”

I had to laugh at that. Logan’s eyes flared when my breasts trembled in rhythm with my laughter. “How would you even know? You haven’t looked at my face once since you took my bra off.”

“Not the lips I was talking about.”

That killed my laughter. I swear I could hear the blood rushing through my veins. My nipples throbbed in answer.

A wicked grin curved Logan’s lips. “Speaking of. How about you climb aboard and let me compare again?”

“You want me to climb on where?”

Instead of explaining, he held a hand out. “Come here.”

Knowing whatever he had planned would end in a big O for me, I grabbed his hand and let him tug me to edge of the bed. His hands slid from my hand to my leg as he urged me to straddle him. The harsh material of his jeans rasped against my thighs.

He laughed huskily. “Keep climbing.”

And then it hit me. He wanted me to straddle his face. I froze. I’d never done that before. Not with him. Not with anyone. To have that part of me over someone’s face…I don’t know.

“Everything okay?”

I bit my lip. “Are you sure? You want me to…”

I couldn’t even say it.

“Oh yeah. This has been on my mind since we met. I might’ve also rubbed a few out picturing you over me.”

Damn, that was hot. And also got me moving. He rustled under me as he got into position. Logan muttered something I couldn’t hear before a pillow sailed across the room. I didn’t know what to do, where to look. I had to do a kind of modified squat to get the right angle. Too much of this and my legs were gonna be killing me tomorrow.

I jumped when he cupped my ass. My hands rested on my headboard to keep me balanced. I could do this. Logan sounded like he was really into it, and I’d always loved the way he gave oral. This was just a different position for it. Nothing to worry about. I took a deep breath and tried to relax.

I jumped the second he spoke again.

“Hmmmm… Yup, I was right. Same color.”

I could feel his breath against my sex. Something about the sensation and knowing where he was and what he was looking at made me wetter.

Then he licked me, diving into my folds with his tongue. Or maybe that was a finger. I couldn’t tell and I didn’t care. It felt amazing. Somehow he flicked my clit at the same time. He kept me guessing. Teasing me. Driving me crazy. He’d suck on my clit as he drove a finger inside me. And then he’d back off and gently smoothe a finger or his tongue along my folds.

“No, no. My clit. Go back. I was almost…” I groaned in frustration.

I could feel Logan’s laughter against my pussy.

But he listened. He went back and suckled my clit as he drove a finger into me. My hands gripped the headboard as I rode his face. Tension built in my body as I climbed toward the peak.

Logan didn’t let up.

The muscles in my thighs quivered as every muscle in my body tightened. I was so close. Goosebumps broke out all over my body. Just a little more.

And then I broke.

Wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me as I convulsed on top of his face.

Logan—the evil bastard—licked me again in the middle of my orgasm, and I shuddered, overstimulated. It felt like electric sparks were left in his wake.

Too much.

I collapsed onto my side, completely spent. My chest rose and fell as I panted, trying desperately to catch my breath. Meanwhile my entire body was lax. I don’t think I could’ve raised my head if the room was on fire. I felt so good and just…happy.

I couldn’t remember ever being this content in my entire life. Even when I’d been with Logan before. Back then, everything was a race in satisfying our desires that we never had a chance to enjoy the buildup.

And Logan was very good at the buildup. I rolled my head to the side and gave him a goofy grin. “You are amazing.”

My words sounded drunk because I kinda was. Love drunk on Logan.

But whereas I was love drunk, Logan was pleased with a side of pained. His smile looked more like gritted teeth. “Thanks.”

“Aww, did we forget to take care of poor, neglected Logan?” I teased with a naughty smile as I inched my way over on the bed until I was next to him peering into his face. “You never did answer my question from before. How far are you comfortable going tonight?”

“I, uh…” His pained expression strained and my heart broke for him.

I wanted to tell him that whatever was going on under his clothes didn’t matter to me, but I wasn’t sure he’d believe me. And I really didn’t want to kill the mood. He’d been so gentle and giving for me. I wanted to be able to return the favor. And let him know how much I…

My heart pounded in my ears. I couldn’t let myself go down that path.

I shoved it from my mind as I tipped my head and searched his expression. “I can always return the favor. You know, like I did last night. Or…”

“Or what?” He frowned slightly.

“Or I can open your jeans the same amount as I’d need to blow you and ride your cock instead. A little naked woman clothed man kinda action.”








  
  
  Chapter Fourteen

  
  




Logan

I had thoughts. But most of them were dirty, and I couldn’t exactly get my brain to form any coherent words at the moment. Sabrina knew I had a little fetish about clothed men with naked women. She’d certainly given me enough grief about it back when she saw my search history when we were first dating.

Sabrina’s eyes clouded at my hesitation. “Are you okay? Do you not want to…”

Her shoulders rounded and she crossed her arms over her gorgeous breasts. Like she worried that they or she wasn’t enough.

“I want. I desperately want.” Words suddenly poured from my mouth as she seemingly wilted in front of me. I rolled over onto my side and came up on my elbow so I could look into her eyes. “I’m just afraid that you’ll have to do most of the work. My neck and back are aching.”

That was putting it lightly. My neck and back actually felt like they were on fire from the strain I’d put them under. From when I was under Sabrina. Still, it was worth it. I’d go through a hell of a lot more pain to make her look as happy as she had.

“Awww, poor baby.” Sabrina gave me a shove, contradicting her words.

I fell onto my back again, but the cushion of her bed made it a soft landing. A grin tugged at my lips at the wicked expression on Sabrina’s face. She looked like the cat who’d eaten the cream and now was on the hunt for the whole damn carton.

I was hella content to sit back and enjoy the show.

I braced one arm behind my neck, silently wishing like hell that I hadn’t thrown that pillow across the room. Meanwhile, Sabrina had wiggled to the other end of the bed—a sight I would be playing on repeat in my mind until the day I die—and was wrestling with the button fly on my jeans. My dick flexed under the pressure of her wrestling and the promise of freedom. I moved to help her and she growled at me. Legit, growled.

“I can do it.” She took a second and wiped her sweaty palms on my jean covered thighs. Then she tackled the buttons again. They popped open and she crowed in victory. “Told you.”

I smirked in reply and settled in to enjoy the show.

Sabrina delicately peeled back the material of my boxer briefs, careful not to touch anything more than what we talked about. I wanted to tell her that all my scars were really on my neck, back, and left leg, but I still hated to look at it myself, let alone talk about it with someone as perfect as Sabrina.

My dick popped free and she grasped in her small hand. “Mmmm, just as I remembered. All big, hard, and eager.”

My eyes about popped out of my head as she leaned forward and licked the head of my cock like a fucking lollipop. Her breasts hung from her body with her tight nipples all hard and pointed the way I loved. That might have just become my favorite memory of all time.

Sabrina tossed me a saucy smirk.

It was my turn to groan. “I swear to Christ, angel, if you don’t get this show on the road, it’ll all be over before it starts.”

“Just more incentive for a better and longer round two.”

Like I needed any more proof she was the woman of my dreams? I moaned as she bent forward and took the whole head of my dick deep into her mouth. She hummed deeply, and I felt the vibration with every fiber of my being.

“I’m not kidding,” I said through gritted teeth. “If you don’t want to be swallowing more than your own saliva, you might wanna move on.”

Sabrina sucked her way back to the head of my cock, and it popped out of her mouth with an audible pop. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

Woman. Of. My. Dreams.

I stopped protesting like a virgin and just enjoyed the fucking show. Sabrina worked my dick like someone who knew me for years. Humming. Licking. Sucking. She rocked up and down my dick until I couldn’t take it anymore.

I think I shouted some kind of warning as I felt a telltale tightening in my nuts. I grabbed her by the back of her hair, pulling her away from my dick as I grabbed it in my other hand and pumped it once, twice. On about the fourth pump, I shot rope after rope of milky cum all over her gorgeous breasts. A creamy drop ran down her breast and dripped off her pink nipple. My dick spasmed again.

I groaned as I fell back against her bed. “Christ, you’re amazing.”

Sabrina hummed in reply before brushing a peck against my lips. Then the bed jostled. “I’ll be right back.”

I cracked an eyelid open just in time to watch the swing of her curvy ass disappear into the adjoining bathroom. The sound of running water trailed out of the bathroom, and I gave a happy hum as I reclined back on her bed. A perfect fucking night.

“Ready for round two?” Sabrina asked, as I started to drift off in post orgasm fatigue.

I opened my eyes and found her framed in the doorway, still gloriously naked with no sign of my ejaculate on her anymore. She held up a condom between two fingers and had a grin on her face.

I hadn’t thought it was possible this fast, but my dick flexed against my jeans and waved tall and proud at attention again.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Sabrina laughed huskily as she walked back to the bed, every inch a predator who’d spied their prey.

I was happy as fuck to let her run the show. “Go easy on me. Remember it’s been a while.”

Sabrina crawled onto the bed and rested on her knees next to me. “I’ve heard it’s like riding a bike—kinda hard to forget what goes where.”

My heart gave a slow and painful thud as it landed somewhere near my stomach. I really didn’t need the reminder that while I’d regrown my virginity, Sabrina had been out there dating and meeting guys like the gorgeous woman she was. I’d stayed in the same place while she’d moved on. With one or two or twelve men. Fuck. Why did that hurt so much? I didn’t have any claim to her then. Or now. We still hadn’t had the whole exclusive talk yet.

Why the hell was I thinking all these heavy thoughts when I had a gorgeous, naked woman kneeling next to me?

I gave her my trademarked smug grin, or the closest I was capable of at the moment. “I’m not sure if that makes me the bicycle or the rider.”

“Same difference, right? We’ve both done this before—with each other even. Easy peasy.”

“Lemon squee-zey.” I finished her usual saying with a groan as she grasped my dick in her left hand and squeezed me enthusiastically. Christ, she knew just the way to touch my dick that had me simultaneously seeing stars and wishing it was her cunt instead. Because there was nothing like thrusting inside Sabrina Wagner. She’d always been so wet and hot. She’d been my personal wet dream for two years.

Sabrina gave me a naughty grin as she rolled the condom down the length of my cock. I didn’t think putting on a condom could be so sexy, but then a naked Sabrina holding my dick would make anything sexy.

She gave me one last naughty little grin then swung a leg over my hips and slowly eased herself down my cock. It was all I could do to keep my eyes open. Her tight, wet heat had me seeing stars. My eyes wanted to roll back into my head, but I didn’t want to lose the sight of Sabrina gloriously naked and riding me like I was her favorite pony. Stallion, whatever, I was having a hard time stringing together a coherent thought. She felt like my every fantasy brought to life.

Except for the little grimace wrinkling her forehead as she finally enveloped me. That expression was the only thing that kept me from grabbing her hips and thrusting myself to oblivion. She looked pained. Like maybe I was bigger than the guys she’d been with recently.

I couldn’t deny that the thought made me feel fucking fantastic. Because, now that I was feeling her throb around me, I knew she was it for me. Now I just had to make sure that she felt the same.

Later.

Because now all I wanted was to feel myself shooting deep inside her again.

Sabrina seemed to agree as she finally started to move. Slowly, like she was testing the sensation, she rose up until only the head of my cock was inside her, and then, she just as slowly lowered herself again. It was agony. And everything. And so fucking slow. Up and down.

Unable to passively take the torture anymore, I finally lifted a hand to help her out. My thumb found her clit and circled gently. Sabrina’s head fell back as she gasped, but she didn’t let up her agonizing tempo. Still as fucking slow as ever. After a moment she lifted her head and tossed me a naughty smile.

“Just like riding a bike. Right, Logan?”

I grunted in reply.

Sabrina fed off my torture. She arched her back, giving me better access to her clit as she rode me. Her hands braced behind her on my upper thighs and I enjoyed her exquisite torture for all of a second before she froze.

“Shit, I forgot. Is this okay?” Her eyes darted to mine. “Can I touch you here?”

“Fuck yes. Don’t stop. Keep going.”

“Okay, I was just worried—”

“Woman! If you don’t start moving…”

“Okay, okay.” Sabrina giggled like it was fucking funny. Although it did make her slight breasts jiggle. Or maybe that was the new urgency she suddenly found. Because she finally—finally—started to move on top of me like someone who wanted to orgasm.

My thumb kept circling her clit, and her panting breaths were loud in the room.

Or maybe those were mine.

Her tight, little pussy was quivering around my dick, and I was really worried I wouldn’t be able to hold off until she came. I didn’t want to let her down—again. I had to make myself last. Triangle of fire—oxygen, heat, and fuel. The four stages of fire were incipient, growth, fully developed, and decay.

Christ, why did she have to look so amazing? Better than any fucking porno I’d ever seen.

I wanted to hold out.

I wanted to make it good for her.

And then I lost it.

I grabbed her hips and thrust up into her. Over and over, until I felt that tight sensation in my balls.

And then I was coming.

I think I gave a hoarse shout.

I reached up with one hand to the back of her head and drug her down to me so that I could kiss her. I kept thrusting as my lips conquered hers. I kept thrusting through the pain of my own orgasm. Until finally Sabrina shoved away from my chest with a pained whimper.

“Please. No more. I can’t—” She rolled away from me and my dick fell out of her with a wet sucking sound.

“Angel, are you okay? Do you need more?”

“Fuck no. Don’t touch me. Don’t even fucking look at me.” She groaned dramatically as she shivered. “I’m pretty sure that was like ten orgasms or something. No more. Please.”

I fell back onto the bed with a laugh. She’d been so fucking tight and I was so lost in my own orgasm, I hadn’t noticed when she came.

But I was so fucking glad she did because I was exhausted. That last load had travelled all the way from my toes. I was fucking spent. All I really wanted to do was roll over and fall asleep.

But I was a fucking adult. Mostly.

“Be right back.” I pushed to my feet and headed for her attached bathroom. Sabrina murmured something behind me, but I couldn’t make it out since her face was smushed into the mattress. I smiled, not because of what she’d said—I had no fucking clue what it was—but because she sounded so exhausted. And satisfied. Like she should.

Because Lord knew I was.

In her dark bathroom, I threw the condom away, cleaned up as well as I could and tucked my cock back into my jeans before I grabbed a washcloth and moistened it with hot water.

Returning to her bedroom, I found Sabrina in the exact same position as I’d left her in.

“You okay, angel?”

She rolled her head to the side so she could glare at me. “If that’s you wanting round three or whatever we’re on now, you can fuck right off.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Nah, I don’t think I’ve got an ounce of spunk left in me. You sucked me dry, baby.”

“You’re hilarious.”

I thought so, but apparently not, given the way she scowled at me. “Come on. Roll over.”

“Logan. Seriously? How can you possible want another go?”

“The spirit is willing, but the body is spent. No, I just want to help you clean up.”

Sabrina bolted up right and if anything, her glare was harsher than before. “I can do that. Give me the washcloth.”

I held it out of her reach. “Nah, you helped me out before—made my fucking dream come true, literally—the least I can do is help you out, too.”

“Logan,” she groaned. But still she rolled onto her back and kept her eyes closed the entire time as I gently bathed her between her legs. I took my time and enjoyed every little stroke.

But we were both still exhausted so my little bathing party was quickly finished. I tossed the cloth into the laundry basket in the corner then brushed a quick kiss across her lips. “Thank you, Sabrina.”

A smile curved her lips. “You don’t have to thank me every time we have sex.”

“Every time? Does that mean this was the first of many?”

“I sure hope so. It was hella hot.”

“Ditto.” I looked at her lying all content and snuggly in her comfortable bed. “I should get going.”

“No. Stay. We’re going to get coffee tomorrow morning, remember?”

I closed my eyes with a sigh. I’d give anything to climb into there with her and hold her in my arms, but I had responsibilities, a job, a herd of puppies pissing all over everything back home. I couldn’t.

“Please?”

Fuck me. I couldn’t deny her when she looked at me like that. “Fine. I gotta text Travis and see if he can check in on the dogs first.”

“Yay!”

I tossed a quick text to Travis, and when he replied in the affirmative, I set an alarm on my phone for the morning and killed the lights. I couldn’t sleep in jeans, but I still wasn’t comfortable enough to take them off in front of her. I didn’t like looking at my scars, why the fuck would I subject her to that ugliness?

I waited until my eyes adjusted to the dark, then whipped off my jeans and socks. After dropping them on the floor next to the bed, I crawled under the covers behind Sabrina. She groaned happily as my arms wrapped around her and snuggled deep into me.

Hiding my scars in the dark aside, I was pretty fucking happy. The happiest I’d been in a long time.

And it was all because of Sabrina.








  
  
  Chapter Fifteen

  
  




Sabrina

An air horn went off.

I sat up with a start, my heart pounding. My hand came down on someone else’s body, and I shrieked.

“FUCK!” A man shouted as he rolled over onto his back.

Logan.

Right. Shit. “Sorry.”

Logan groaned before reaching for his blaring cell phone. He slapped at the screen and then buried his head back in his hands. “Fuck mornings.”

Now that my heartbeat had fallen back to a normal rhythm, I smirked at Logan’s mini-rant. I remembered how much he hated waking up to an alarm. And shit, he still looked hot despite being so grumpy. Even the covers couldn’t hide how muscular he was. He had the kinda body that made me wish I’d spent more time at the gym myself.

Wished, not actually did.

I reclined back on the bed and smiled to myself. I remembered everything from last night. It’d been hot and sexy, and the vulnerability he’d shown meant a lot to me. I hoped that one day he’d feel comfortable enough to get naked in front of me, but I wasn’t in a hurry. We had plenty of time to get to know each other again. And more.

Logan groaned dramatically again then pushed away from the bed. He twisted so he could sit on the edge. Rubbing his face, his voice was muffled when he finally spoke again. “I’m gonna hit the head.”

Then he staggered to the bathroom and slammed the door behind him.

I sucked in a breath. He must’ve still been half asleep because he’d forgotten his pants. I’d gotten a quick look at the mottled mess of skin that had been his left leg. It was a grim reminder of how much he’d been through. And he had to live with it every day.

But he had slept in his boxers, which was a step forward. If he’d been totally reticent, he would have slept in his heavy jeans and work boots.

Still, the tiny glimpse I’d gotten was sobering. I got out of the bed with a heavy heart and headed for the spare bathroom. I’d give him some privacy to get ready. He would show me more of himself when he was ready.

Although I would miss showering with him. There was nothing sexier than taking a shower with a man—being naked, the slippery suds washing over both our bodies, wandering hands… I sighed in regret before quickly hopping into the shower. Alone.

After quickly washing, I turned off the water and reached out for a towel…and came up empty. I’d been so lost in my mental picture of showering with Logan, I’d forgotten to grab a towel for myself. Shit.

“Logan?” I yelled. “Logan! I need help.”

A second later the door crashed open. “Are you okay? Did you slip?”

“What? No.” Despite all that we’d shared last night, I hid behind the shower curtain. “I forgot my towel.”

Logan scowled at me. “You gave me a heart attack. Why are you hiding behind the curtain? I’m the Quasimodo in this couple.”

“Don’t say that.” I let go of the curtain to point at him. “Why the hell would you say that? There is nothing wrong with you.”

“I could say the same about you.” Logan pushed the curtain the rest of the way to the side. He cupped my cheek in his hand and brushed his thumb over my wet eyebrow. His eyes were so freaking soft and gentle as he stared back at me. “You are gorgeous. And you’re fucking crazy if you think anything less.”

“Logan.” I couldn’t think of anything more to say to him. I already thought he was great, and then he says something like that that put him into the stratosphere of amazingness.

My central air clicked on and a swift, cold breeze swept into the steamy bathroom. I shivered.

“Towel. Right.” Logan leaned down and gave me a quick peck on the lips. “Be right back.”

He returned in a second with a large fluffy towel he took great pleasure in rubbing all over my body.

But the fun was over too quick. He wrapped the towel around me and gave me another kiss.

“I gotta head out. I need to change and check in on the dogs before I head in to work.”

I sighed heavily. Stupid weekday. “’Kay. Can I see you tonight?”

“Do you mind if we meet at my place? I can’t really leave the dogs alone two nights in a row. Travis will kill me.”

“Wild sex and puppies? Sounds awesome to me.”

“You’re crazy.” He leaned in and gave me a long, seriously hot kiss. “But I kinda like it. Try to stay out of trouble today.”

“No promises.”

It was hard to watch him walk away, but he looked so damn fine as he did. And even though I could see the scar tissue snaking down his neck and disappearing under his collar at his back, it didn’t take away from his appeal—if anything it made him sexier. He’d been through so much and he was still here. I wanted to make him feel better about all that, but I didn’t have any idea how to go about it.

I guess I’d have to show him with my actions and hope like hell he finally believed it himself.

* * *

A little bit later, I found myself in the parking lot at my mom’s diner. I’d driven here on autopilot. Something my dad had said at dinner kept playing over and over in my mind.

“It was just her way of protecting you… Your mom didn’t want you to be second best in my eyes.”

Was that why she’d hidden me from my dad for my entire life? Was that a good enough excuse?

I was still so pissed at her, but I needed answers.

Answers only she could give me.

So I gathered my nerve and ignored my trembling hands, opened the front door, and went inside the restaurant.

It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. Since it was a weekday and before ten the restaurant should’ve empty, but the cars out front and the unlocked door said otherwise. This time of day, my mom should’ve been prepping for the lunch rush, so I headed toward the kitchen.

But it was empty.

A few vegetables and knives were strewn across the prep area. Clearly someone had been here. But not anymore. I knew she was here. Her car was out in the lot.

Confused, I turned and headed toward the back where her office was. I got about ten feet when a raised voice made me freeze.

“That’s bullshit!” The man’s voice was muffled behind the closed door, but I didn’t recognize it. An angry waiter or a line cook I didn’t know, maybe?

“I know you got my fucking money, and I want it back. Now!” His voice was deep and menacing. Even through the walls of my mom’s office, it gave me goosebumps. Whoever was in there with my mom sounded pissed.

I couldn’t hear her reply.

“I don’t give a flying fuck what the courts said! That was my money. I want it now!”

Dread pooled in my stomach and a tingling sensation swept over my scalp. I really didn’t like the way this was going. I pulled out my phone to call 9-1-1.

“Don’t give me that bullshit. They’re on television—they’re not hurting for money.” A small pause for whatever my mom said, then: “I don’t care where it comes from, but I want my money back. If I don’t get it, I’ll take it out of whatever the fuck grabs my fancy. Maybe this place. Maybe that stupid shop those lazy fuckers pretend to work in. Either way, I’m getting mine!”

The door crashed against the wall, and an old man I’d only seen once came storming out. Only unlike last time, Ryan wasn’t beating the shit outta him. George Burns—father of my cousins and convicted killer of my mom’s sister—looked completely in control and yet pissed all at once. I shrank back against the wall, hoping he didn’t see me.

But I’d never been that lucky.

“Well, lookie here. Sabrina, right? You look a lot like my Janet.” He stopped in front of me and smiled threateningly. “Maybe I’ll take my money out of you, baby doll. I’d break you in real good.”

“Get the hell out of my restaurant before I call the cops!” Mom shouted from her office doorway.

Her threat didn’t seem to sway him. He took a step toward me, tilted his head, and looked me up and down. I swore it felt like I could feel his eyes crawling over my body. I turned my face away in disgust.

“I’d have a lot of fun with you, baby doll. You on the other hand—”

I didn’t need to hear the rest. I pressed the button on my phone and held it up to my face with a shaky hand.

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

“We have a trespasser at Bette’s Diner. Please send the police.”

“Fucking bitch.” George bit out. He took one more look at me then stomped away. The front door slammed behind him.

The 9-1-1 operator was droning on my phone, but I couldn’t seem to focus. Or make my arms do what I wanted either.

And then my mom was there. Pulling the phone out of my hands. Talking to the operator. Ushering me into her office to sit in one of the padded chairs. It all felt like it was happening under water. Or in Charlie Brown’s school. Slow. Cloudy. Confused.

“Wa wa wa wa wa.”

I blinked and my mom was crouched in front of me. “What?”

Mom tilted her head, her brow wrinkled in concern. “Are you okay? Do you want something to drink?”

“No. I’m fine. I just… Really don’t like that man.”

Mom gave a harsh laugh. “You’re not the only one.”

“What was he talking about? Why does he think you owe him money?”

She sat on the edge of her desk but still close to me as she considered her answer. “After he went away to prison—no technically before—I sued him for wrongful death and child support and anything else my lawyer thought we had a half a snowball’s chance in hell of winning. He didn’t have much money, but since Janet was gone, he was the sole owner of their house—and they owned that outright. Janet had paid for it with her half of the insurance money when our parents passed. He didn’t deserve a fucking dime, and I’d be damned if he mortgaged her house to pay his lawyer because he’d murdered my sister.”

“Wow.” I took a second to absorb all that my mom had left out of every retelling of our family history. It almost felt like I was talking to someone else. Mom had never been this upfront with me before. I shook my head. “And I take it from that little conversation that you won?”

“Hell yeah, I did. I got the house and a multimillion judgement against him that the bastard still owes on. I was getting a paltry check from the county from whatever B.S. job they had him doing, but that ended when he was released. And now he can’t hold a job to save his pitiful life. Big shocker there. I don’t know how they haven’t revoked the fucker’s parole yet.”

“He owes you millions and has the balls to demand that you give him money? That’s insane.”

“That’s George Burns. The man has never been sane. I warned my sister so many times. I have no fucking idea how he convinced that parole board he was reformed.” Mom leaned forward and lifted a hand like she was going to touch my shoulder. Her hand fell to her side and she sighed. “But he’s dangerous. And I really don’t like the way he talked to you. We need to get a restraining order against him. Yesterday. Will you stay and talk to the police when they show up?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“Okay. Thank you. I know…I know I haven’t given you many reasons to believe me or to want to help me, so I really appreciate this.”

“Sure.” I didn’t really know what else to say.

It’d only been two weeks since I’d found out about my dad, but I had an empty hole in my life where my mom had been. I missed her.

And I had no freaking clue what to say to her.

We stared awkwardly at each other for a minute. She finally opened her mouth to say something—

“Hello?” A stoic-faced police officer stood in the office doorway. “Everything all right in here?”

We spent the next hour filling the officers in on our family drama—the George Burns side anyhow. I doubt they’d have any interest in our lied-about-your-father-being-dead drama. The officers filled out a report and gave us a few business cards with info on how to get a copy of the report, and information about getting a restraining order.

In the middle of all the craziness, line cooks and waitresses trickled in for their shifts. The restaurant would open for lunch in less than an hour.

Once the police finally left, my mom collapsed into her chair with a groan. “I swear the bullshit bureaucracy is so aggravating. Why couldn’t they just give us a restraining order? This system is stupid.”

“Well the good thing is that this time you have a witness and video to back up his harassment and threats. The cops seemed impressed with the surveillance video. He was obviously threatening you and me even without audio.”

She sighed. “I guess. Just…do me a favor and don’t go anywhere by yourself until we straighten this whole thing out. I really don’t trust the way that man looked at you.”

“Sure, Mom. Logan is pretty glued to my side these days anyways.”

“Logan? Who’s Logan?”

Shit. I’d never brought whoever I was dating around my mom. She was a lot to take on a good day. And we hadn’t had many of those lately.

“I uh, he’s a guy I’m kinda seeing now. We knew each other from a few years back.”

“So he’s an old boyfriend that you broke up with and now you’re seeing again? One you didn’t even bother to introduce me to the first time?” Her voice rose with each word until she was all but shouting at the end.

“Like you have any fucking ground to stand on!” I shouted back. “You kept my father from me for twenty-six goddamn years. Excuse me for waiting all of two weeks to tell you about my new boyfriend.”

“I knew you were gonna slap me in the face with that. I knew it.”

“You say that like you don’t deserve it. Like you don’t understand why I’m so fucking angry.” I shook my head in frustration. Even now she was acting like she was the wounded party. Her. “He’s my father. How could keep him from me?”

“I went from taking care of a baby to being the sole parent of five children. I was in survival mode—taking care of the shit in front of me. Hell, some days I didn’t even have time to get dressed. My life hasn’t been exactly easy, Sabrina.”

“That might’ve been true when I was two or eight or even twelve. How could you still be keeping him from me? I’m a goddamn adult!”

“I did it to protect you.”

I scoffed and shook my head. Still with that same old party line. “Protecting me from something that hadn’t happened—would probably never happen? Come on, Mom.”

“I DIDN’T WANT YOU TO BE SECOND BEST!” Mom roared the words. It felt like the walls reverberated with her anger.

“Because you were? Do you really think he’d be so petty that he’d treat his own flesh and blood like I was less?”

Mom reared back like I’d slapped her. And maybe I had. My words were harsh. I wanted to apologize, but I was still too fucking pissed off. She’d kept my father from me my whole life. And then held his fake death by a drunk driver over my head like some weird freaking morality play for not drinking and driving. It was twisted and disgusting and too many emotions for me to even label at the moment.

“I’m so sorry that you had such a disappointment as a mother.”

I rolled my eyes. Now she was the victim? “That’s a hell of a way to say you’re sorry. Have you even tried to apologize, even once, to me? You took my father from me. My whole life I thought the man was dead. And instead he’s alive and well and playing happy family with some psychopath in San Francisco.”

Mom sucked in a quick breath. “He called her a psychopath?”

“Great, Mom. I’m glad you get what’s important in this conversation.” I pushed to my feet.

I got about three steps before she said a word.

“Sabrina, wait.”

I stopped with my hand on the door handle. I didn’t even bother to turn around. “Why, Mom? Why? I’ve waited my entire life to have a father figure in my life. You never moved on. Maybe it’s time that I did.”

“I am sorry,” she whispered.

Did the apology really count when I had to practically rip it from her?

“I’ve regretted my decision for so many years. Brian was married by the time I found out that I was pregnant. He’d already chosen her over me. I was afraid he wouldn’t want you. I knew he didn’t want me.” The last words were so pained and tortured. It might’ve happened over twenty years ago, but her wound was deep. “So I didn’t tell him about the pregnancy. I gave birth to you with my sister at my side. And then George murdered her, and I went from trying to cope with having a baby on my own to being the sole parent of five children. I was young and stupid and trying to do my best. I-I-I know I failed you. And I’m sorry for that, but I swear I thought it was the best thing for you at the time. I swear I did it at first because I wanted to protect you.”

I’d turned to face my mom during her speech, and I could only look at her helplessly. I knew there were so many layers to this, I’d never really thought about the fact that Janet was murdered around the same time. My mom had loved and idolized her so much. We all knew so many stories about Janet that we could recite them by heart. Janet’s murder had hurt all of us—my mom especially.

But it also hurt a little more to know that she had kept my father from me, while she’d worked so hard to keep her sister’s memory alive for the guys. My father was right there. He wasn’t dead.

I could’ve had him in my life too.

I didn’t know what to say to her.

“And maybe I was a little selfish. I didn’t want to share you with another family. Especially when I was worried about how they would treat you. Brian had told me a lot about his ex when we were together, and I didn’t want you anywhere near her. But in trying to keep you from her, I stole you from your father. Kinda like how George stole Janet from your brothers. I am sorry, Sabrina. You won’t know how much. I wish… But it doesn’t matter. I chose my path a long time ago and this is where we are. I hope in time you can accept it and me back in your life. I love you so much, baby. I’d do anything for you.”

I nodded tightly. I had to clear my throat before I could speak, and my voice was froggy when I did. “I just…need a little time. But we’ll get there.”

“That’s all I can ask. And in the meantime, please take care of yourself. Do not ever let yourself be alone with George Burns. I’ve never trusted that man, and I sure as hell don’t now.”

“Okay, Mom. I promise.”

“And when you’re ready, I’d really love to meet this Logan guy. Make sure he’s good enough for you.”

“Mo-om.” I gave her a pained look as I turned to leave.

Some things never changed.

But something she’d said rang in the back of my mind. I was only doing it to protect you. Words I’d said myself about my miscarriage and Logan. Was I doing the same thing from him? Keeping information he deserved to know in some misguided attempt to protect him?

Would he grow to hate me as much as… I couldn’t even finish the thought. No matter how mad as I was at my mom, I didn’t hate her. She’d done so much for me; I could never hate her. She was my mom. My person.

I just hoped Logan felt the same when I finally came clean with him.








  
  
  Chapter Sixteen

  
  




Logan

“Did you have a chance to see your dad today?” I might as well have asked the wall for all the attention Sabrina was giving me. She sat at the side of the puppy pool, staring off into space. And completely ignoring the cute, wiggling, tiny puppies in front of her. Let alone me. “Everything okay?”

“Hmmmm?” Still she didn’t look up.

“Sabrina?”

The sharp tone in my voice snapped her out of her trance. “What? Are you okay?”

“Are you?” I shook my head. “You’ve been out of it all night. Not to sound conceited, but I’m not used to you ignoring me. What’s going on? Did you see your dad today? Is he all right?”

“I saw my dad after lunch. He’s…fine. I guess he’s going to tell his daughter tonight about me.”

“Okay. Are you freaking out about meeting her? You shouldn’t be. Everyone who meets you, loves you.”

Sabrina gave me a little smile. “Thank you. But no, it’s not that.” She heaved a huge sigh. “I saw my mom this morning. We got into this huge fight and… I don’t know.”

Tears welled in her eyes. I couldn’t let her sit for another second alone and so fucking sad. I got up to sit next to her near the puppy pool and took her into my arms. I couldn’t solve her problems for her, but I sure as hell didn’t want her to think that she was alone. “It’s such a fucked-up situation. Maybe all you need is some time? It feels shitty and kinda like an obvious thing to say, but it’s all I’ve got. How are your brothers dealing with it?”

She shrugged. “Since you’re still working on the fire system and we’re banned from the site, I haven’t really seen them. I guess they’re taking this as time off for vacation or something. They said something about calling them if I needed them, but I wouldn’t even know what to say. And I don’t know that this is necessarily affecting them the same way as it does me. He wasn’t their dad. They didn’t know him, either.” She sighed and cuddled closer to me. “It’s just a freaking mess. I don’t want to drag them into this like it’s a war and they’ve got to choose sides between me and my mom.”

“You’ve got such a gracious, soft heart. But if you need them to get through this, you should call them. It might help.”

“Maybe.”

I could tell from her tone she wouldn’t be calling her family for help. Sometimes she was so stubborn and certain in her stance. I know it was a fucked-up situation but maybe it would help for her to try and see the other side.

“I really do think that you’ll feel better with time. I know it’s hard for you to understand how mortals like us can make such huge mistakes.” I paused to wince. “Shit, that sounded less asshole-y in my head. I just mean that you’re such an honest person. I get that it’s hard for you to understand keeping secrets from the people you love.”

Her face drained of all color. She opened her mouth but nothing came out. I felt like twenty kinds of fool.

I rushed to fill the awkward silence.

“I just mean like I did with you after the fire. I thought I was doing the right thing when I refused to let the nurses tell you about my injury at first. By the time I was awake enough to make decisions, so much time had passed—I was sure you’d moved on. And I thought you deserved someone who wasn’t so fucked up in the body and the head. But apparently you like fucked up guys. And maybe with time you can like your fucked-up mom.” I winced again. “Christ, I’m making a mess of this.”

Sabrina laughed. “Yes. Yes, you are.” She leaned over and gave me a smacking kiss. “But I love you for it. I get what you’re saying. Mostly.”

“Thank you.”

“But for the record, I’m not little miss perfect. I’ve made more than my fair share of mistakes.”

“Like what?” I scoffed. “Not crossing at a crosswalk?”

“Well yeah, that and worse.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“And I’ve kept secrets from people I love. Sometimes you have to, to protect them. Kinda like my mom did with me, maybe.” She bit her lip, shook her head and when she spoke again, her voice was so soft I almost couldn’t hear it. “Even if it hurts them later on.”

I gave a relieved sigh. It’d felt like I’d really fucked things up with my little speech, but maybe I’d helped her after all. A smug grin curved my lips. Look at me. Being all helpful and shit. Maybe I wasn’t as damaged as everyone—including me—thought.

“So are you staying over tonight?” I asked with a salacious drawl in my tone.

Sabrina gave me an impassive look like she was trying to figure something out then blinked. “I don’t know. I might have to work tomorrow.”

I tilted my head. Was she playing coy? “Since when? You can’t go to work—I’ve banned you from the building. And if your lazy brothers aren’t working, I don’t think you should be busting your hump to make up for them.”

“You just had to slip hump into the convo, didn’t you?”

“Figured it couldn’t hurt.” I gave her my most charming smile.

Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Fine. But it’s not fair you using your eyes like that.”

“Like what?” I tried to blink like a cartoon deer at her, all slow and exaggerated.

She shook her head with a laugh then stood up, holding her hand out to me. “Come on, Romeo. Lord help me if you ever use your weapons for evil.”

I let her lead me down the hallway to my bedroom. “I’ll have you know I have several evil, naughty things planned for you tonight.”

Sabrina turned to face me and wound her arms around my neck. Her lips were almost kissing mine when she spoke. “Oh, I’m counting on it.”

Hell yes.

* * *

While at work the next day, my phone rang and when I saw Travis’ name I immediately answered. He never called me; we really only texted each other, so for him to call I knew something was up. “Hey, you okay?”

His voice was rough when it came over the line. “I uh, have you heard from Vanessa lately?”

“No, not since you guys came over to look at the puppies a few days ago. Why?”

“She’s not answering my texts and when I went over to their house yesterday, I swore I saw their curtains move but no one answered the door.”

I sat on my ladder with a soft curse. “You know you sound like a stalker, right? Who the fuck even notices the curtains flutter? A stalker, that’s who.

He was crazy. And I knew, I knew he had feelings for Vanessa, but fuck if he’d ever admit to them.

And yet Travis was my only friend as he loved to point out. So I bit back my bitter words and mentally went over my conversation with Vanessa again.

“I said I was sorry about the whole dinner thing and she said she got it. It was fine. And that was it.”

Silence stretched across the line. For a second I wondered if he’d hung up, and then he cleared his throat. “She said she was fine? Have you never been in a relationship before? Do you not know what it means when a woman says she’s fine?”

“What? She said she was fine. How can that have a hidden meaning?”

“Fuck me, really, Lo? When a woman says she’s fine, it means anything but. You’ve really screwed the pooch with this whole fucking mess.”

I agreed, but I didn’t know how to go about making it any better. “I’m pretty sure that apologizing at this point is only going to make shit worse. She’s embarrassed. I think it’ll all blow over in a few days, and things’ll get back to how they were.”

Finally he came back onto the line and his voice sounded so aggrieved. “You gotta fix it, Lo. We owe it to him and her.”

“I don’t know, man. I think anything I say at this point will only make it worse. How about we give her a little more time first?”

More silence. Apparently that wasn’t what Travis had wanted to hear.

Although I hadn’t thought that Vanessa would be all awkward with Travis over this mess. She and Travis had been all but attached at the hip since he’d gotten back from burn rehab. Whereas I had gone into hibernation to avoid thinking about all that we’d lost, Travis had gone the opposite route and spent every free hour he had trying to be there for Vanessa. Like it was his personal penance.

But he wasn’t responsible for Jay’s death any more than I’d been.

I didn’t have any idea how to approach the subject of his guilt with my friend. I know he’d said he’d been talking to his—and now my—therapist, but were they even covering this? Or was he lying to his doctor just like he’d been lying to himself all these years?

I cleared my throat. “I uh, wanted to thank you again for hooking me up with that therapist. I’m actually seeing him again tomorrow.”

“Really? He must like you.” Travis still sounded pissed off. “I’ve gotta wait another two weeks before he can squeeze me into his schedule.”

I laughed. “Goes to show you what a headcase I must be. He all but begged me to come back at the end of the week.”

“I doubt that’s the reason, but I’m glad you like him. I think it’ll help. How’s Sabrina?”

“Good. She’s great. Aside from some family shit she’s got going on, but that seems to be par for the course with this crew. You remember how their tv show went last season.”

Travis had couch surfed with me when I’d watched the first season of Sabrina’s family’s reality show. We’d watched Sabrina work with her family—Travis had been surprisingly quiet about my past with her, like he knew how much it’d hurt to see her on screen, especially when her brothers teased her about the men she was dating. And then the crazy episode where Ryan had gotten beaten up by that motorcycle gang. Her family practically personified drama. Throughout the fallout with the hospital visits and trial, it’d been so hard to watch Sabrina sob in the waiting room. But I sure as shit had loved her glares and spitfire attitude during the trial.

“Hmmm,” Travis hummed. “Does that mean we’ll be seeing you on the show next season?”

“Fuck no. This job’ll be over and I’ll be long gone by the time the cameras show up here.”

“Really? I thought you and Sabrina were getting serious.”

I paused. All I’d meant was that I wouldn’t be here at the shop. If I dated Sabrina would that mean they’d want to film me too?

All those people looking at my scars. Giving me those damn pity looks.

Could I do that?

“It is. I am. I mean…” I cursed. “I haven’t thought about it. But I really fucking doubt they’ll want to film me. I’m not interesting.”

Travis snorted. “You remember what our P.T. told us during rehab? Chicks dig scars. It’s true. We’re scarred just enough to keep the women interested but not disgusted. You’d get some serious action at the bar if you stopped looking so unapproachable.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not interested in getting action at a bar.”

“So you guys are exclusive then?”

“I guess? I don’t know. It’s not like we’ve talked about it. Do we have to talk about it?”

“If you’re interested in getting action at a bar and with Sabrina, yes. If you’re only gonna be seeing Sabrina, I guess not. Just keep on keeping on.”

“No, I meant with you. Talking about all these feelings is making me uncomfortable. It’s not natural.”

“Ah, yeah. You definitely need to see Doc Davis twice a week.” Travis snorted like it was the funniest shit ever.

The fucker. I rolled my eyes. “You know, I do still have to work for a living. So if no one’s dead or bleeding, I’m gonna get going.”

“Fine.” Travis sighed. “But, uh, if you hear from Vanessa will you let me know? I’m worried about her.”

“Sure, man. Always. Talk to you later.”

“Later.”

I ended the call and stared at the picture on my screen for a moment. Me, Travis and Jay in our firefighting gear stared back at me. It was so hard to believe that it had been only two years ago.

Some days it felt like a different life.

I guess it was the masochist in me, because apparently it wasn’t enough to look at my scars on my body every day. I also had to make myself look at Jay’s face every time I picked up my phone.

But maybe like Dr. Davis had said, there wasn’t anything wrong with moving on.

I wished I had a picture of Sabrina on my phone.








  
  
  Chapter Seventeen

  
  




Sabrina

My brain had felt itchy ever since Logan made that comment about me being such an honest person and how I’d never keep a secret from someone I loved.

Or maybe it was my conscience that was itchy.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

Should I have told him about the pregnancy? I couldn’t even bear to think of it as losing a baby. That somehow made my loss so much heavier. Actually I didn’t like to think about any of it at all. But still. Should I have told Logan? Was that my moment? Did I miss it?

No. I was doing the right thing. Just because he wasn’t being the grumpy asshole I’d met a few weeks ago didn’t mean that he was ready to hear the news now. His newfound humanity was just that—new. Did I have any right to shove my angst in his face and derail all the progress he’d made? It was all in the past. It wasn’t like he could fix it or help me.

And maybe by telling him I’d be giving him a reason to run.

“Sabrina?”

I blinked at Maddie’s voice. “I’m sorry, what?”

Maddie exchanged a look with Hope. “I was asking what book did you want to read next? I know it’s my turn, but I wanted to make sure you guys were okay with my pick.”

And that was Maddie, the people pleaser. I swear she ‘d lie down over a puddle if it meant that someone she loved wouldn’t get their feet wet. Besides wasn’t that the point of romance book club—to read books we were excited about? “I’m fine with your pick.”

“Really?” Came Hope’s droll reply as she bounced baby Fliss on her lap. “Then you clearly weren’t listening if you’re okay with us rereading Mariana Zapata’s Kulti again.”

I stopped making silly faces at Fliss and turned to Maddie. “Wait, what? I thought we’d agreed no rereads.”

There were literally a million books we could pick, and yet Maddie wanted to reread her favorite books over and over again. She could do that on her own time. Did we really need to get together again and talk about the same book we’d read last year?

“Yeah, but you just agreed to veto that rule, and now it’s two to one, so Kulti it is.” Maddie grinned mischievously.

Like hell. “Nuh uh. I’m not meeting up next week to talk about your favorite slow burn romance. I loved the book too, but reread it on your own time. The whole point of this group is that we get to read new and fun romances together without any judgement. That doesn’t work if we’ve already read and discussed the book. Pick a different one.”

Of course Maddie loved slow burns, especially ones with an older hero. She’d been crushing on my brother Nathan almost as long as I’d known her, and for some reason she thought that the reason they weren’t together was because he was so much older and more mature than her. I really doubted that five years brought a bunch of extra wisdom. Not to mention all the stupid shit I’d seen Nathan do as a teenager and as an adult.

I wished like hell that Maddie would let her crush on the doofus go and find an awesome man to love her. Because I don’t think Nathan would ever see her that way.

“Fine.” Maddie crossed her arms over her chest and glared at us. “You guys are no fun sometimes.”

Hope snorted and tried to cover up the sound by blowing raspberries on Fliss’s neck. Judging by Maddie’s continued glare, she didn’t buy it either.

“So if not Kulti, what book do you want to read?” I racked my brain to come up some titles people were buzzing about on social media. “Have you guy’s read Teardrop Shot by Tijan? It came out last year, but I think it’s a slow burn and has a sports hero.”

Hope shook her head while Maddie was suspiciously quiet. Either she hated that I had taken over picking the next book—but was too polite to say anything, like always—or she had read the book and didn’t want us to know.

I sighed. “Maddie, you pick. As long as it’s not a book that we’ve read and discussed together. That’s our definition of a reread here, right?”

“Right,” Hope echoed.

Fliss babbled something and clapped her hands in agreement. The rest of us laughed, charmed as always by Fliss’s antics.

Maddie smiled. “Okay. I love Tijan, so let’s read Teardrop Shot. Sound good to you guys?”

“Yep,” I replied.

“The book is picked. Yay!” Hope cheered.

Fliss immediately copied her, clapping along.

It’d been a while since I felt a pang looking at Fliss. But at six months old, she was all roly poly gorgeous with her bright blue eyes and little chubby cheeks. My mind was flooded with all the could’ve beens. I didn’t feel like I was ready for a baby even now, but I couldn’t deny the pain I felt when I thought about my miscarriage.

“What’s wrong?” Hope asked me with a frown. “You’ve been a space cadet all morning.”

“I just…” I sighed. I’d never been really comfortable talking about it. For the longest time, Maddie was the only one who’d even known about the miscarriage until last year when I slipped up with Ryan after he’d told me about his accidental pregnancy. But now Hope knew too. I knew I could say anything to my two besties, and I still hesitated.

“Is it your mom?” Maddie asked with a thunderous frown. “Because you know we’re all on your side, right? What she did to you was so screwed up. Especially now that we know how awesome your father really is. When I think about the fact that you could’ve had him in your life growing up, but she kept him from you, I get so—” Maddie’s face turned red and she gasped like she literally couldn’t form another word.

“Yeah.” Hope shook her head. “It’s completely different from my mom. She was keeping me away from a maniac one-percent biker. What was your mom protecting you from? A married engineer in San Fran? It’s so crazy, Sabby. Ryan said you’re meeting up with your dad almost every day. How’s that going?”

“I, uh, it’s fine. I mean, I’m still so damn mad at my mom. She’s so freaking stubborn. I just can’t believe how much time I lost with him, you know? So far, he seems like a pretty great guy. I get why she fell in love with him in the first place. I just wish she hadn’t robbed me of a childhood with a father. It’s kinda hard for me to get over it.”

“I can see that.” Hope lifted a shoulder. “It took me months to talk to my mom again, and even then it was stilted and awkward for the longest time. It’s still a pretty fresh wound for you.”

“And such a deep betrayal.” Maddie cut in. “It’s not a little thing to get over. Please don’t beat yourself up over it. You did nothing wrong. This isn’t your wrong to fix.”

I agreed but I didn’t. A relationship was between two people, right? I knew that I’d have to do some work to fix what was broke between me and my mom. I just wasn’t ready to even think about it yet.

And it also wasn’t the issue on my mind at the moment.

“Thank you, guys. But, um, that’s not what’s bugging me this morning.”

“What else is going on?” Maddie leaned forward. “Something with your hunky firefighter? Everything’s okay, right?”

“Uh, depends on your definition of okay.” I shook my head. I didn’t even know what I was saying anymore. “I mean we’re fine. Mostly. I just, he said something this morning—”

“This morning?” Hope exchanged a look with Maddie. “It’s only eleven o’clock. Did you guys meet up for breakfast?”

“Or was he already there when you rolled over this morning?” Maddie gave an excited squeal. “Are you guys official?”

“Well, I guess so, but that’s not what—”

Maddie waved a hand. “Wait. What do you mean you “guess so?” What does that mean?”

I groaned. “It means that we haven’t had the whole “exclusive” conversation, but neither one of us is sleeping with anyone else. But that’s not—”

“How do you know he’s not sleeping with someone else?” Maddie cut me off again. “He’s a hot guy. I bet he has ten girls on standby—at least. You know you can’t just blindly trust him, especially considering his whole disappearing act.”

Maddie had been burned by a few fuckboys in the past, so I understood where she was coming from. She might’ve been holding out hope for Nathan, but that didn’t mean she’d taken an oath of chastity. Although come to think of it, I hadn’t heard of her dating anyone recently…

I shook my head. We were getting so far off track. “I just know, okay? It’s private and personal so I don’t want to betray Logan’s trust, but neither one of us is seeing anyone else. And I do trust him. He went through a lot. He didn’t just suddenly disappear; he was wounded and unconscious in a hospital. I don’t, you can’t…it’s not the same.”

Maddie sat back with a quiet hiss of breath. She looked hurt like I’d just slapped her and maybe I had. We’d known each other since we were little. But sometimes she needed to calm down and back off. Her love could be smothering at times. I mean, I got it—she was an only child who craved siblings more than anything. But sheesh. Sometimes she really got on my nerves.

Sisters.

“So what is bugging you then?” Hope’s quiet voice broke the tension in the room. Quickly followed by a wail from Fliss. “Sorry guys, it’s getting close to lunchtime and someone has her daddy’s attitude.”

“Sure, sure. Ryan’s attitude.” I snorted.

Hope sent me a withering glare that was belied by the removal of her shirt as she readied to feed Fliss. Maddie and I were old hats at the whole breast-feeding thing. I passed over the U shaped pillow and Maddie handed Hope a burp cloth for later.

“So you haven’t told us what’s bugging you, Sabby.” Hope looked like a Madonna with her gorgeous baby nursing at her breast while she held court in her living room.

And I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t talk about it here with them like this.

It just felt so wrong.

I tried to wave my hand in a flippant way and hoped they couldn’t see the tears hazing my vision because I sure as fuck couldn’t see through them. “I feel like we’re talking about me and all my crazy drama a lot. What’s going on with you guys? Are you seeing anyone, Maddie? Whatever happened with you and that teacher who was coming to library all the time?”

“He went back to his husband,” Maddie answered flatly.

Shit.

Hope tilted her head as a frown wrinkled her brow. “Come on, Sabrina. You know you can talk about anything with us, right?”

“And if not us, who would you talk to?” Maddie asked.

“Right.” Hope shrugged. “You’re not talking to your mom right now, and your brothers aren’t the best when it comes to talking about their feelings. I swear I think somedays it would be easier to pull a tooth out of Ryan’s head than a thoughtful, unprompted confession.”

Maddie snorted. “And Ryan’s more in touch with his emotions than the other three.”

“So come on. Tell us. What’s going on?” Hope’s eyes were gentle as she stared at me from the other sofa.

I sighed. These two were dangerous when they ganged up against me. “I just…I’m feeling guilty that I haven’t told Logan about the miscarriage. He said something last night about me not being someone who could lie to the people I loved and I just… I feel so guilty. He should know.”

“And you’ll tell him.” Hope replied. “When you think he’s ready.”

“But I feel like the man from the Telltale Heart. I have this secret that’s ticking away inside of me, and I feel like everyone can hear it.”

Hope lifted a shoulder. “Well fortunately your life is such a dumpster fire right now no one can hear it.”

I snorted a surprised laugh. It was funny because it was true. Between my lying mom, my not-really-dead father, my previously ghost of a boyfriend, and my pulled apart office, there wasn’t a corner of my life that wasn’t on fire at the moment.

My light laughter ended in a sigh. “I guess I’m most afraid that he’s going to be pissed that I didn’t tell him. I mean it was his baby too. Doesn’t he have a right to know?”

Hope shook her head. “I thought the whole point in waiting was because you were worried about his mental state.”

“I was, I mean I am.” I groaned. “Crap, this is all coming out wrong.”

“No, it’s not.” Hope leaned toward me, in spite of the baby still nestled against her breast. “You need to unload and you can’t do that with him at the moment. Just because it happened two years ago, doesn’t make it any less of a loss that continues to wound you. You lost a baby. That’s a huge thing. And it’ll be a huge thing when Logan finds out about it—whether it’s today or a month from now. So give him the time to get to a place where he can hear about it. Then you guys can grieve together.”

Despite the calming words I was hearing, my leg continued to twitch. “So you’re on board with not telling him yet? I’m not being a deceiving bitch?”

The phrase had been circling in my head for a while lately. Any time I thought about my secret.

Hope tsked. “Of course you’re not. You’re trying to do what’s best for the guy in your life.”

Maddie fidgeted at her end of the couch and made me realize that I hadn’t heard anything from her. “Maddie, what do you think?”

“Oh, no.” Maddie shook her head. “I don’t think either of you want to know what I think.”

Hope turned and gave Maddie an incredulous look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Maddie just shook her head.

I groaned. “Come on, Mads. Spill.”

“I just…” She sighed. “Aren’t you mad at your mom for doing the exact same thing to you? She hid your father from you, and you’re hiding your miscarriage from Logan.”

“My mom lied to me my entire life about something fundamental. They’re not even remotely the same.”

Maddie hitched a shoulder. “Your mom lied to you, and you’re lying to Logan. And it sounds to me like you’re doing a lot of Logan’s thinking for him. If you guys are really building a relationship, shouldn’t he know everything? Isn’t he an adult? Because from where I’m sitting, it doesn’t sound like you’re treating him like one.”

I stood up and walked over to the kitchen to put some distance between me and Maddie.

“I’m sorry, Sabby.” Maddie called out from the other side of the large living area. But I refused to turn around to face her. “But that’s what I think.”

“Well I think you’re wrong.” Hope huffed. “Sabby’s situation with her mom is completely different. You’re not going to win anything by telling him now versus a month from now. The situation isn’t going to change. It’s still all in the past.”

Maddie sighed. “But the fact that you waited at all to tell him might make the biggest difference in the world to him. You’re doing it to protect him. Kinda in the same, misguided way your mom tried to do with you.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks. I really didn’t agree with Maddie. Everything inside me said to wait. Logan needed time. That if I told him about the miscarriage, he wouldn’t be able to handle it now.

But I was so fucking afraid that Maddie was right.

Maybe I was just like my mom.








  
  
  Chapter Eighteen

  
  




Logan

Over the next couple of days, I could tell something was bugging Sabrina. She would look at me with an expression like she had something to tell me, but when I asked her, she just shook her head. I swear it was happening every hour.

And it was bugging the shit outta me.

To the point that I was starting to feel paranoid.

Did she want to break up with me? Her very enthusiastic performance in bed told me that wasn’t it. She wasn’t faking her orgasms. No one could fake those earth-shaking climaxes.

Maybe she wanted to label our relationship or something. But I wasn’t seeing anyone else, and I was pretty sure she wasn’t seeing anyone else. Did we really need to put a label on it? What was wrong with keeping on keeping on? It made sense to me. We were nowhere near the m-word, so why not just enjoy our time together, and we’d get there when we got there? Hell, it’d only been like a month since I’d been back in her life. What was all the hurry about? Neither one of us had even said the l-word yet.

Or maybe I was just paranoid. Shit was finally going right in my life. I had to go out of my way to find some reason to fuck it all up.

I kneeled next to my tools and cranked my neck side to side until I heard that satisfying pop. The job was almost done. I only had to wait for the inspector to show up and sign off on the install. And then Sabrina was coming over to celebrate with me. Hence my mental gymnastics to find something to obsess over. That was what my therapist thought, anyhow—apparently I spent too much time obsessing over every little decision I’d made in the past. I needed to live in the moment. And I was going to start doing that.

Just as soon as I figured out what was bugging Sabrina.

The door behind me creaked open. Finally. I’d been waiting on this inspector for almost an hour.

I pushed myself to my feet and brushed my knees off before turning to face him.

“Hey, I’m Logan with Golden Fire—”

Crack!

I saw stars and my face exploded in pain. I grabbed my jaw as the momentum of whatever had slammed into my face put me back a step. I opened my eyes just in time to see a fist swinging toward me.

Crack!

The second blow sent me to the ground. But I was never one to run from a fight. I grabbed a pipe wrench next to me and came up swinging.

“Whoa!” A guy I’d only seen on television before held his hands up and jumped back a step. “Calm down, bro!”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I charged toward him and swung the wrench but he danced away.

“Shit! No fair bringing a weapon to a fist fight.”

“You sucker punched me— twice— without saying a goddamn word.” I pointed at him with the wrench. “So either start talking, or I’m gonna start swinging again.”

Nathan Burns tilted his head. “Did you think we’d let you hurt Sabby like that without a fucking consequence? You’re lucky I only punched you.”

I blinked. Sabby? Who the fuck was Sabby? “What are you talking about? I don’t know any Sabby.”

“Of course you don’t.” The brown-haired behemoth in front of me rolled his eyes like a drama king. “That’s why you up and ran away the second you heard she was pregnant. Fucking pansy ass.”

“What the hell? Who’s pregnant?” I was having a hard time following the conversation. Maybe he’d hit me harder than I thought. “I swear whoever it is you’re talking about I haven’t screwed them. I’m seeing Sabrina.”

“Do I look like a fu—”

The front door crashed open, and a similar looking but slightly shorter brown-haired guy stumbled inside. Ryan Burns. His eyes darted between me and Nathan. “Shit, am I too late?”

That was when it clicked. Sabrina. Sabby.

Oh fuck.

“Sabrina’s pregnant?” I whispered. It made so much sense. The way she kept looking at me like she had something important to say. The hard swallows when she looked away and didn’t tell me what was on her mind. Sabrina was pregnant. We were pregnant.

I was going to have a baby.

I staggered at the realization. Shit. Wow. I wasn’t—I couldn’t even wrap my mind around it.

“No, she was pregnant. Two years ago.” Nathan cocked his head. “You didn’t know?”

“You don’t listen for shit.” Ryan bit out. “I swear to god you never hear half of the words anyone says. He didn’t know. He was in a coma in some hospital up in Washington. Sabrina never got to tell him. Before or after the…” His eyes widened as he trailed off. He looked at me and gulped.

The wrench fell out of my hand and clanked to the floor.

Was.

As in past tense. As in not anymore.

Oh god.

Fuck.

Ryan and Nathan continued to argue in front of me, but it all sounded like it was happening so far away. I was still trying to wrap my mind around was.

She’d been going through that while I was in the hospital?

Oh god.

Fuck.

“What did you do?”

The familiar sound of Sabrina’s voice broke me out of my trance. I blinked, and suddenly she was in front of me, kneeling next to me. We were on the floor? When did I get here?

“Are you okay, Logan? Can you hear me?” Tears welled in Sabrina’s gorgeous sky-blue eyes. “Oh god. Your jaw is red. Did he hit you?”

“Of course I hit him.” Nathan snorted. “The fucker left you high and dry when you were pregnant. When the fuck were you going to tell us about that, by the way?”

“How about never?” Sabrina turned around and breathed fire in his direction. “It was none of your damn business then just like it isn’t any of your business now.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” The words fell out of my numb lips.

Sabrina turned back to me with a sob. “I’m so sorry, Logan. I didn’t…this isn’t how I wanted you to find out. We just got back together, and you were finally getting help for everything you’d gone through. I didn’t want to pile on with something that’d happened two years ago.”

“That was why you called the hospital every day for weeks? I…” I trailed off for a second as tears glazed my vision. “I don’t really remember a lot, but I do remember that a nurse asked me about you—if they could give you an update over the phone, and I refused. I didn’t want you to see me—hear about me—like that. I wanted you to move on and forget about me. And the whole time you were pregnant? Oh god. I don’t—I can’t… I gotta go.”

“Logan. Wait!” Sabrina tried to grab my arm, but I twisted away from her.

“I can’t right now.” Bile tickled the back of my throat. If I stayed another second it would be all over the floor in front of her family. Turning, I left my girl, her family, my tools, and the job behind me without a thought.

Because the only thing running through my head was Sabrina had been pregnant.

Pregnant.

I’d failed her and my child too.

* * *

Sabrina

I watched Logan walk out the open door through a sheen of tears. I’d dropped by a little early for our celebration and walked into a shitstorm instead.

He’d left me. I ached to talk to him, tell him what had happened, but he’d walked away.

So I did the only thing I could. I turned around and lashed out at the ones who were responsible for this whole mess.

“How could you? I told you about that in confidence. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

Ryan shook his head. “I didn’t—I wasn’t the one to tell Logan. I was talking to Nathan—”

“About me? About something I didn’t want to talk to anyone else about? How the fuck does that make it better?”

Ryan hung his head. “It doesn’t. I’m sorry.”

I shook my head, feeling oddly deflated. I wanted a fight. I wanted to scream and punch and blame someone. And then I remembered. Nathan. He was the one who’d blew this whole thing up. “And you.” My voice was more of a hiss. “How could you do that? Why the fuck is any of this your business?”

“You’re my sister. Of course it’s my business.” Nathan thumped his chest with his fist. “I love you, Sabby. Why the hell didn’t you tell me about it when it happened? Why did I have to find out that you had a fucking miscarriage from Ryan?”

“Really? Really? Are you fucking kidding me? This is why.” I waved my hands at Logan’s forgotten tool box. “You four think you know best. You plot and scheme behind my back and then come crashing into my life and fuck everything up.”

Nathan shook his head like I’d said the stupidest thing ever. “We gotta do it behind your back because you never let us in!”

“I don’t let you in because you fuck everything up. I’m a grown ass woman. You have to back off. It wasn’t any of your business. I lost a baby.” My voice broke on the last word. I still couldn’t think about it without getting a stab of pain in my heart. “I can’t, I won’t live my life like this. I quit.”

Nathan’s eyes bulged. “You can’t just quit! What about—”

“I don’t fucking care!” I yelled. “How about that? You guys can find another Girl Friday to follow you around and fix your fucking messes because I’m through.”

I bent down and stuffed whatever tools were lying around Logan’s tool box and latched it closed. Hefting the toolbox with both hands, I grunted over the unexpected weight. I had to get to Logan. I couldn’t even let myself think about what was going through his mind. What he was thinking about me? About himself? I had to see him.

“Sabrina, wait!” Ryan reached a hand out to me as I tried to hurry past. “I didn’t mean—”

“Of course you didn’t. You never do. You’re stubborn and pigheaded, thinking you’re right all the goddamn time. All four of you are.” I turned to Nathan and tilted my head. “Did this go the way you thought it would? Are you fucking happy you got your way, Nathan?”

He shook his head, and a muscle flexed in his cheek like he was biting back words.

I was too heated to give a shit.

Because I could still see the tears in Logan’s eyes that he wouldn’t let fall as he walked away from me.

I ignored Nathan’s shouts and Ryan’s placating tone behind me as I shouldered through the door to the workshop. I had to get to Logan.

It was practically my mantra as I drove like a bat out of hell to Logan’s place. I swerved to the right shoulder to pass a slow Lincoln Navigator. I had to get to Logan. My front tire bounced off a curb when I took a corner too tight. I had to get to Logan.

But when I came to a screeching stop in front of Logan’s house, his car wasn’t there.

I hadn’t expected that. The man was a hermit. He was pretty much here or at work or with me. Where could he have gone? I shoved my car into park and idled at the curb as my mind raced. I didn’t have Travis’ number, so I couldn’t even call his best friend for help. I wracked my brain for another clue as to where he would’ve gone, but I couldn’t think of a single one.

My phone pinged inside my purse with the tone I’d set for voicemail.

I scrambled to pull it out. Somehow I’d missed a call. But when I pulled my phone out, it wasn’t Logan’s name under the missed call banner.

It was Dad.

I pulled up my voicemail and hit play. His voice came over my speakers via the Bluetooth.

“Hey honey. I’m sorry I missed you. I know you’re probably hard at work. I uh, just wanted to call and let you know I had to head back home today. Jacqueline didn’t take the news about having a new sister very well. But don’t worry. I’m sure she’ll come around. I just need to spend some time with her. You know how it is.” He paused and cleared his throat. “But um, I’ll be back. Or maybe you can come over and see us? It might make it easier for Jacqueline if she sees you in person. I know I’d love to show you off to everyone over here. Let me know. Love you.”

That was it.

In the span of one afternoon I’d lost my boyfriend, my job, and my father deserted me. Add in a dog and I had the making of a cliched country song.

Tears welled in my eyes. I didn’t know how to find Logan, and I was pretty sure he didn’t want to see me anyhow.

I just wanted to curl up into a ball and have my mom rub my back and tell me that everything was going to be okay.

But I wasn’t talking to her either.

Fuck.

I did the only thing I could do. I wrapped my arms around my steering wheel and sobbed.








  
  
  Chapter Nineteen

  
  




Logan

“Logan! What are you doing here?” Vanessa sounded surprised. Of course she must’ve been. It wasn’t everyday she came home from work to find me sitting on her front step.

I looked up from my knees, and she gasped. I knew I looked like shit. My jaw ached where that bastard had sucker punched me—twice—and I’d been sobbing like a baby for the past…however long. I’d kinda lost track of time. I’d ran out of the shop, and the next think I knew my car was idling on the side of the road in front of Vanessa’s house. I didn’t even remember driving here.

But I got out and waited on the front step because I had to see her.

“Mama, Logan sad.” Jaeda’s small voice snapped me back to the present. She huddled on the driveway next to her mom, staring at me with such a sympathetic expression it about tore me open again.

Would our baby have been a girl? She would’ve been almost the same age as Jaeda. The thought would’ve taken me to my knees if I’d been standing.

I’d waited on Vanessa’s front step because I ached to see my coulda-beens. But it didn’t help. If anything, it just made the pain worse.

It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair. Why did life keep kicking me in the teeth?

“I know he’s sad, honey.” Vanessa smiled softly at me. She ran a hand over her daughter’s hair to her shoulder then nudged her toward me. “How about you give him a hug? I bet that’ll make Logan feel better.”

Jaeda ran across the grass with a delight only a toddler was capable of and tottered up the steps to me. She managed to punch me in the face—third time today for me—before her little arms wrapped around my neck. Jaeda grunted as she squeezed me with everything she had. I had to smile. It was like being loved on by the smallest, cutest boa constrictor ever.

“All better, Logan?” She blinked up at me with Jay’s eyes and my heart lurched.

“The best.” I faked a smile that apparently didn’t fool even a one-and-a-half-year-old judging by her frown.

Jaeda tilted her head. “Mama kiss it better?”

“Whoa-kay.” Vanessa laughed as she walked up the steps to her front door. “Mama’s kisses are only for Jaeda. But I think maybe Logan needs some coffee or a nap or maybe some ice for that jaw.”

“I… Sure.” It’s not like I had anywhere else to go. Although, shit, I forgot about the puppies. Maybe Travis could swing by and check on them for me. I should text him.

Of course all that fell out of my head by the time I was sitting at Vanessa’s kitchen table with a steaming cup of coffee in front of me while Jaeda sang along to a cartoon theme song in the other room.

“So what’s going on?” Vanessa asked from the other side of the table.

I gave an uneven laugh. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“How about with how you got that wicked bruise on the side of your face. Do you want an ice pack for that? It looks painful.”

“I… Sure.” I knew I needed to say more, but I was having a hard time processing anything at the moment. I didn’t want to think about the thing that had sent me spiraling. Like that would somehow make it more real.

“Thanks.” I took the ice pack from Vanessa and gingerly held up to my jaw. From the answering throb, I knew I’d have a hell of a bruise tomorrow. “Have you talked to Travis lately? I think he’s worried about you.”

“Really? We’re just going to ignore the huge ass elephant in the room?” She sucked in a quick breath and darted a glance to the living room where Jaeda was lost in the antics of her cartoon dogs. Vanessa turned back to me and groaned. “Fine. We’ll do me first. No, I haven’t talked to Travis lately. Your turn. What’s going on?”

“Why are you ducking him? He called me the other day freaking out. He was worried I said something to piss you off. I didn’t, did I?”

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “Was it your mouth that got you into trouble with whatever door you ran into?”

“Answer my question and I’ll answer yours.”

“Ugh.” Vanessa huffed. “It wasn’t what you said. You don’t have anything to apologize for. It’s just I felt so awkward because he knew I threw myself at you. I was embarrassed.”

“You have no reason to be. You’re an amazing woman, Vanessa. But for me you’ll always be Jay’s woman. I just can’t think about you that way.”

“I know.” Vanessa sighed. “And if I’m totally honest, I don’t think I was ever into you.”

“Ouch.” I feigned hurt, clutching my chest.

“Don’t even. I just…something about you reminded me so much of Jay. Being around you made it feel like he was still with me. And I know that’s not healthy or what I’m supposed to be looking for. I’m sorry.”

I nodded as I took a second and absorbed what she’d said. “What about Travis?”

“Huh? What about him?”

“You spend a lot of time with Travis. Don’t you get the same Jay vibes from him?”

“Travis?” Vanessa looked confused, like she’d never thought about the possibility. “Travis is…my best friend. I don’t—I haven’t…” She trailed off, lost in thought.

I wanted to say something to her about how maybe she should start thinking about him like that, but it wasn’t my place.

“So that’s what you’ve been doing? Hiding from us? Travis is going crazy worrying about you.”

“I know.” Vanessa sighed. “I probably have more voicemails from him last week than I’ve gotten all my life.”

I rolled my eyes. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I really thought Travis had better game than that. “I’ve uh, been seeing Sabrina. You remember her from before?”

Vanessa nodded.

“It’s been going good. We’re happy. Mostly. Only today I found out that apparently while Travis and I were laid up in that burn ward, Sabrina had a miscarriage. Every time the nurses asked if I wanted to talk to her, I refused. I thought I was doing the best thing for her, and meanwhile, she was alone and losing our baby. I just—I don’t, I can’t…” Tears blurred my vision and I ducked my head, wiping my eyes on my shoulder.

“Oh my god, Logan. I’m so sorry.” Vanessa reached across the table and held my hand. “I remember her. She was so nice and sweet. I kinda lost touch with her after the fire with Jay’s death and my pregnancy. It was all so crazy. I just, I’m so sorry. And you’re only finding this out now? You didn’t know?”

“Nope. She wasn’t even the one to tell me. I had to hear about it after her two-ton brother sucker punched me twice and then told me. I’d never even met the guy before.”

“Wait. Why’d her brother punch you? I don’t understand what’s going on.”

“Nothing. It doesn’t matter. It’s just… I’m so pissed. I wasn’t there. I didn’t even know she was pregnant with my baby, and I wasn’t there for her when she lost it. I don’t… I can’t stop thinking about it. I let Jay down, you down, and Sabrina too. I just… it’s too much.”

“You didn’t let Jay down. You did your job, and so did he. You were not responsible for Jay that day. You weren’t making the calls. Have you really been holding all that in? Because it’s a bunch of crap. You have to stop punishing yourself for shit that wasn’t yours to control.”

I shook my head. I was the one who pushed Jay to sign up with us. Even after we found out about Vanessa’s pregnancy, I pushed to make him stay. And then I didn’t bring him home. “I don’t think—”

She didn’t let me finish. “Well I know. Jay’s death is not on you. And as for Sabrina.” She sighed. “It’s a shitty situation. You pushing her away then. Her not telling you now. But I get it. Both sides. You’re both doing the same thing if you think about it. Trying to protect each other. But at some point, you have to let go and let each other make decisions for yourselves. You can’t change the past—no matter how much you want to. All you can do is pick yourself up and move forward.”

I must’ve zoned out because I blinked and Jaeda was dancing around the table while Vanessa stirred a pot on the stove. Jaeda chattered away about something from her show—I don’t think most of what she said were actual words, but Vanessa smiled and nodded along like she was following the conversation. The whole scene made me feel like I’d swallowed a bowling ball. All I could think was that this could’ve been mine. I could’ve had a scene just like this at my place.

But I didn’t.

I’d let Sabrina down, and I didn’t know how to process that to even get to a place where I could think about what to do next. I’d fucked so much up. She’d gone through so much pain, and I wasn’t there for her. I’d refused to even talk to her and meanwhile she was losing our baby.

I felt numb as I accepted Vanessa’s offer and stayed for dinner. I tried to act normal for Jaeda—smile and follow the conversation—but I don’t remember what I said or did. After dinner while Vanessa put Jaeda to bed, I washed the dishes and tidied up. Something I know that Travis would’ve been dying to do if he was here. I wish…There was too much to even finish the sentence.

I was at the front door, ready to leave, when Vanessa came down the hall, alone.

“You leaving?” She asked with a frown.

“Yeah, I just…need some time to think things through I guess.”

“You’re okay to drive? I’m worried about you.”

Shit. “Vanessa, I don’t—”

“No.” She waved a hand. “I don’t mean it that way. I’m just worried about you the same way I would for any of my friends.” Tilting her head as she held the door open for me, she said, “Don’t be a stranger, okay?”

“Okay. You either. G’night, Vanessa.”

“Night.”

I tried to be vigilant as I drove home—my space cadet routine on the way here seriously freaked me out. But still my mind wandered. Vanessa had been through so much with Jay’s death and her pregnancy. I didn’t know how she had managed to pick herself up, but she did. Even though it’d been two years ago, I knew I still hadn’t really dealt with everything that had happened with the fire. My guilt. My injuries might have healed, but I knew my heart certainly hadn’t.

And now all this with Sabrina. It was too much. I’d let too many people down. I couldn’t keep fucking everything up in my life.

When my headlights revealed a familiar figure huddled on my front step, I knew what I had to do.

My heart heavy, I parked my truck and climbed out. Each step toward Sabrina was torture because I knew what was coming. Seeing her tear-soaked face made me feel even worse. “Oh god. Please tell me you haven’t been sitting here since I left work.”

She shook her head. She opened her mouth and tried to speak but only a sob came out.

I didn’t think it was possible, but my heart sank deeper. I grabbed her hand and pulled her up so I could wrap my arms around her. It was an exquisite form of torture to hold my woman in my arms. I wanted her.

But I knew I had to let her go.

But first. “Come on. Let’s go inside and warm you up.”

Although it was spring, it still got down to the forties after dark.

She let me pull her inside where we were met with a cacophony of barking little puppies and one very irritated mama. Shit, I’d forgotten to call Travis.

“I’m so sorry, Bella.”

I got Sabrina settled on the sofa with a blanket and then took care of the dogs—changing out their water, food, and bedding. Giving Bella a deep rub down to make up for forgetting her.

When I came back from my trash run, Sabrina was still bundled up on the sofa staring at the puppy pile with the saddest fucking expression I’d ever seen. Longing. Fear. Sadness. The mix broke my heart. I couldn’t take it.

Especially knowing what I had to do.

I crawled onto the couch next to her and wrapped my arms around her. She felt like everything I’d ever wanted. Softness. Forgiveness. Home.

And then she broke my heart again when she burst into tears. “I’m so fucking sorry. I didn’t want you to find out about the baby this way. I wanted to tell you myself, but I wanted to wait. I wanted you to be… I don’t know. Stronger? Ready? You know what I mean, right? I’m so sorry. I never thought it would go down this way. But I should’ve known. My family always fucks everything up for me. That doesn’t forgive the fact I wasn’t the one to tell you. I’m so sorry.”

“Sabrina, baby. Ssshhh.” I hugged her tight. Her pain doubled my own. “I’m the one who’s sorry.”

She pulled out of my arms and looked at me incredulously. “What are you sorry for?”

“That I wasn’t there for you. That I never returned even one of your fucking phone calls. That you went through all that alone.”

She reached up and grazed my sore jaw with a gentle fingertip. “I’m so sorry that my brother is such an asshole.”

“He loves you.” I shrugged. “I get it. I wish he would’ve said something before he sucker punched me, but I get it. It’s impossible not to love you.”

“Logan.” Sabrina ducked her head and made that laugh/sob sound again. “Just when I think it’s not possible for you to get any more amazing, you surprise me. Every goddamn time.”

Shit. I didn’t know I could feel any lower but here I was. I knew what I had to say, but I had no idea how to say it. Especially when she kept going.

Sabrina gave a shaky sigh. “Now I feel bad that I quit.”

“Wait. What?” I stared at her in horror. “You quit your job?”

“Well yeah. I might’ve also said some unforgiveable shit to Nathan and Ryan. At least I hope so. There was a lot of shouting. I don’t remember exactly what I said.”

“Fuck.” I pulled away and buried my face in my hands. “You shouldn’t have done that. Any of it.”

“Are you serious? Nathan sucker punched you twice. And Ryan.” She paused and her voice grew more emotional. “Ryan knew I didn’t want to spread this around. But I should’ve known after I talked to Maddie and Hope about it last week. I told them I wanted to wait until you were ready—she had to go running to her guy and spill everything.”

There was a lot to unpack there, but one thing really stood out to me. “So, you got together with your friends and had a little group meeting to discuss when and how you were going to tell me about your miscarriage? About how you lost my fucking baby?”

“Well yeah. You don’t…you weren’t ready.” She tilted her head and gave me that sympathetic look I saw so many times from the nurses. From my parents. My sister. Strangers on the street.

I’d never once seen it on Sabrina’s face.

Until now.

“And that was your decision to make? You get to choose when I’m ready to hear that you lost my baby? Because you’re so fucking qualified to know what the hell is going on inside my head? Where the fuck do you get off?”

“Are you serious?” Sabrina expression quickly morphed from sympathy to amazement. “I tried to tell you for months, so you’re the reason you didn’t already know. Don’t put this on me.”

“Kinda hard to answer a phone in the burn ward,” I retorted. “What’s your excuse for the past few weeks? Apparently I’m good enough to fuck, but not good enough to confide in?”

“You don’t get to play the fucking victim! When we first met up again you pretended you didn’t remember me! What the hell, Logan? You really think you have a fucking leg to stand on?”

“That was weeks ago! We made up. We’ve had sex! I met your fucking father! When were you going to tell me? When, Sabrina?”

“I don’t know, okay?” She screamed back in my face. Then she blinked and sat back against her side of the couch. “I don’t know, Logan. I thought I was doing the right thing. I just don’t know.”

“I don’t either.” I sighed. Everything felt so out of whack. Me and Sabrina. The fire. My friends. My job. It was all just too much. So I finally said the thing that’d been burning at the back of my mind since this whole thing had happened. “I think we need to take a break. I can work on me and you can…”

“I can what?”

“I don’t know, Sabrina.” I sighed heavily as my world fell apart around me. “Whatever makes you happy.”

“But you make me happy,” she whispered. “I want to be with you.” Tears streamed down her face, and my heart thudded painfully in my chest.

I hated it. I hated all of it, but I knew I had to do what was best for me.

For both of us.

And right now, this wasn’t it.

“I’m sorry, Sabrina.”

She pushed herself up and off the sofa and gave me a painfilled glare. “What is it you said? Sorry doesn’t matter for shit. If you do this, Logan, I don’t know how we can come back from it. I’ve given up everything for you. My job, my family. Everything. Don’t do this.”

“I never asked you to. And I really hope you don’t.” I shook my head. “I’m not worth it.”

She gave me a look that was full of so much emotion, but didn’t say anything more as she turned and walked away.

The sound of the door clicking shut behind her was so final. And painful.

Did I do the right thing? Everything inside me cried out to go to her. Beg her forgiveness.

But I didn’t.

I couldn’t.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty

  
  




Sabrina

I didn’t think it was possible, but I felt worse this morning than I had last night. It was like the harshest hangover ever combined with a flu. Being heartsick was the worst. I just wanted to roll over and sleep for… Why put a time limit on it?

Bam! Bam! Bam!

“Come on, Sabby. Open up!” Austin’s voice boomed from my front door.

I didn’t budge from my cozy cocoon. I didn’t want a single thing to do with those alphaholes. They’d fucked up my life enough for one week.

For a lifetime really.

I pulled the blanket up over my head and tried to pretend that they weren’t there. And that my heart hadn’t been shattered into a million little pieces.

Then I heard footsteps down my hallway, followed by my bedroom door opening.

No one said a word, but I knew at least four people had come inside. Mostly because the Burns Brothers always travelled in packs and stomped around like a freaking herd of elephants.

Whoosh. The blanket went flying off my bed, and my world was suddenly lit up in stark technicolor.

I glared at the lot of them gathered around my bed. “Fuck off.”

I got in a tussle with Ryan over my quilt, but eventually gave up just to watch the quilt and him go flying when I let go. Grunting in satisfaction, I got up and stomped over to my master bathroom. Just before I closed the door behind me, I grumbled, “Get out.”

I doubted they’d listen to me, but who cared. They’d give up eventually. I hadn’t been kidding when I quit yesterday. I was pissed off at all of them—Nathan most of all—but I was done having them meddle in my life time after time. I’d move to Timbuktu if it meant getting them outta my life.

I peed then as I stood in front of the sink to wash my hands, I finally saw my reflection. I gave a startled shriek. Oh my god. Was that what I really looked like? A mess of poofy hair, smudged mascara, and red eyes. I batted down my frizzy hair as the door swung open.

“What’s going on?” Dylan asked as he hovered in the doorway. “You okay?”

“Oh my god. Seriously? OUT!” I shoved him out of the bathroom then slammed the door shut.

This time, I locked it.

I couldn’t deal with them. They were exhausting. And it didn’t help that I’d had like three hours of sleep last night. I just wanted to crawl back into my bed and block the world out. I could deal with the shitstorm that my life had become tomorrow; I didn’t have it in me today.

Of course my family never gave an eff what I thought. Because after I washed my face and brushed my teeth and hair, I found all four of my brothers lounging around my bedroom. Austin had taken the arm chair in the corner—after shoving my pile of jeans onto the floor of course. Nathan leaned against the closet door with Dylan while Ryan paced back and forth in front of the bathroom door.

“—can’t believe you. Did you not use your fucking brain?” Dylan grumbled as I silently opened the bathroom door.

Austin’s eyes met mine, and he gave a slight shake of his head.

Nathan frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “I wasn’t thinking. I just acted.”

“Exactly. Didn’t you learn one fucking thing from that anger management class?” Dylan retorted. He turned in his pacing and froze when he saw me standing in the doorway. “Hey, Sabrina. I didn’t think you were coming out.”

“By all means go on.” I waved a hand. “I was appreciating the ass-reaming you were giving Nathan. Maybe include Ryan in it too for spilling the beans after all. Continue. Please.”

Nathan pushed away from his slouch and crossed toward me. “Sabrina, I really need to say—”

I scoffed, cutting him off. “Save it. I know you. You’re not sorry. You’re only sorry that I’m pissed off. I’m running on like three hours of sleep. I don’t have patience for assholes right now. Which is why all of you have to leave. Now.”

Austin stood up. “He is sorry. Or at least he should be. He definitely will be by the time we leave here. But we do need to talk about what happened at the shop yesterday. All of us. Together.”

“Whatever. I’m not saying shit until I have at least one cup of coffee in me.” I walked toward the door but froze when Dylan spoke.

“I brought you a cup. It should still be warm.”

Despite how pissed off I was at the group, I couldn’t really be mad at Dylan. Of all the brothers, he was the one I was the closest to. Although lately he’d been MIA. I needed to ask him what was going on—he’d lost weight lately and looked kinda…haunted. But I’d been so lost in my own drama, I hadn’t been there for him.

“Thanks, Dyl.” I replied huskily. I knew without asking that he’d stopped by my favorite coffeeshop. Unlike his brothers, Dylan remembered what I drank. If Nathan did the coffee run, he’d just buy five cups of what he liked—plain ole black, boring coffee. Ugh.

A few minutes later, I was in my living room curled up on one side of my sofa, coffee in hand and staring blankly as my brothers traded uncertain looks around me. No one knew what to say and none of them wanted to go first.

I didn’t really give a shit. It wasn’t like any of them were going to change my mind.

Finally—after a few more glares—Nathan spoke. “I am sorry, Sabrina.”

I rolled my eyes and buried my head in my coffee.

“I mean it. Your miscarriage was none of my business. And I was wrong. None of it was his fault. I realize that now.”

Now. Yeah, right. But still I didn’t say anything.

Nathan groaned at my lack of response and went on. “I just wish you’d said something. It hurts that you went through so much, and I didn’t have a fucking clue.”

“So it’s my fault you fucked up?” I sneered. “Thanks so much.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Nathan threw his hands in the air. “Maybe someone else should talk. I can’t seem to say anything right.”

I huffed and took another slurp of my coffee.

“Because you’re wrong.” Ryan retorted. “Sabrina can share as much or as little of her life with us as she wants. Which you would’ve heard me say yesterday if you hadn’t run out of my place like a bat outta hell. But are you gonna sit on your high horse like you share everything with us, Nathan? Give me a fucking break.”

Nathan glared back at his brother. “I don’t hide the important shit. Unlike you two.”

It’d been over a year ago, but apparently Nathan was still pissed that Ryan hadn’t shared his accidental pregnancy with all his brothers at the same time. Dylan and I had been told about the pregnancy weeks before the other two. Although in my defense, Ryan had only told me because I’d eavesdropped on a phone call he’d been having in my office. Which was also how Ryan had found out about my miscarriage. He’d kept my secret for almost a year. So it was especially shitty that he’d gone behind my back and blabbed now.

But he’d never judged me. Never made me feel bad about it.

Unlike Nathan.

“Maybe there’s a reason for that.” I finally spoke up. “You ever think about that, Nathan? Maybe there’s a reason no one here confides in you.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Are you serious?” I boggled. “How about how what you did to Frederick back in high school when you found out about us? He wouldn’t even talk to me after that conversation you had with him. Do you remember the things you said when you found out about Ryan’s accidental pregnancy last year? And yesterday, you sucker punched Logan when you found out about us. Why the hell would any of us ever tell you anything?”

“Frederick had it coming. I can’t believe you still don’t know, but he was saying a bunch of shit about you behind your back. Telling everyone you were putting out and willing to do a threeway with his best friend. Little fucker had a death wish. He’s lucky he walked away in one piece.”

I sat in shock for a second. “I didn’t know that.”

But I remembered all the looks I got in high school. The whispers behind my back—from the guys and the girls. I’d just assumed it was because of my brothers. All the guys wanted to be them, and all the girls wanted to get with them. Apparently I didn’t know what they were really talking about—me.

I wondered if Maddie knew. And if she did, why she didn’t tell me.

I shook my head. “I doubt I’ll be going to my reunion in a couple of years but still. I was a teenager, and yes maybe I needed help then, but I’m an adult now. Logan didn’t do anything. You had no right to wade in and make such a huge fucking scene. It wasn’t your business.”

“I’m sorry, Sabby.” Nathan hitched a shoulder. “But I’m not as sorry as you probably want me to be. I love you. You’re my little sister. It’s my job to protect you.”

“But you were wrong.” Austin prompted like they’d come up with a whole script of how this was going to go.

I rolled my eyes.

“I was wrong.” Nathan dutifully repeated. “Logan seems like a standup guy, and I’m sorry if I caused friction for you two.”

“Friction?” I scoffed. “Are you fucking kidding me? He broke up with me. He wasn’t ready to hear about what’d happened, and he freaked. So fuck you very much. Your sorry doesn’t mean shit.”

Because Logan was right. Actions meant more than apologies ever would.

Ryan coughed. “I know you’re probably not ready to hear this right now, and unlike some people I owned up to my part in that fuckery yesterday, but I am sorry. I didn’t mean to let it slip to Nathan. Hope had just told me what you guys had talked about, and Nathan kinda walked in on our conversation and figured it out.”

And once again it wasn’t his fault. It was Hope. And Nathan.

I was just so fucking tired of it all.

Hitching a shoulder, I shrugged. I didn’t even have the energy to say what I really thought.

The guys fell silent. Ryan and Dylan exchanged a look while Austin and Nathan fidgeted. None of them apparently had anything to say to that.

Finally Austin cleared his throat and spoke. “Are you really quitting?”

“Please don’t leave.” Ryan shook his head. “I don’t think I can keep these assholes in line all on my own.”

I had to laugh at that. But then I did that thing where my laughter ended in a sob. And then one sob became two. Then three. Covering my eyes, I cried.

I cried and cried until my eyes ached.

Sometime in all that someone’s arms wrapped around my shoulders, and they pulled me up and into their lap. Through a haze of tears, I saw Nathan’s fuzzy outline. He murmured senseless but comforting sounds as he held me and let me cry it all out.

Despite how pissed off I was at him, I appreciated that he was the one to step forward and try to comfort me. Maybe he really was sorry.

I was just starting to calm down when the front door crashed open. They didn’t even knock. Nobody seemed to. I needed to install some sort of security system to keep my freaking family out. Because who else could it be?

I wiped my eyes and saw Maddie, Hope, and Austin’s fiancé, Rachel, standing in the doorway.

“We’re too late,” Maddie groaned. “The guys beat us here.”

“Well we would’ve been here first if someone didn’t have to pump before we could leave.” Rachel grumbled.

“I’m not apologizing for deflating my boobs before I left the house.” Hope retorted. “At least now I can breathe.”

My emotions were in such a tangle I couldn’t tell you what I was feeling at the moment except pain. And maybe a little bit of anger. At Nathan. And Ryan. And Logan. Pretty sure my mom was still in the mix there somewhere. Argh. My life was a fucking mess.

“Look,” Maddie pointed at us from across the room. “If she’s cuddling with Nathan, it can’t be that bad.”

I had to muffle a laugh at the ridiculousness that had become my life.

“To be fair, this—” I waved at my position in Nathan’s lap. “Wasn’t my choice. He barged in, like he always does.”

“You were melting down.” Nathan rumbled. “Someone had to hold you together.”

I rolled my eyes as I wiped my face. “But by all means, come on inside. Apparently, it’s a pity party. Come one, come all.”

“No pity here.” Rachel held a hand up. “I just came to make sure the boys stayed in line and didn’t fuck up your life any more than they already have.”

It was at that moment I vowed to spend more time with Rachel. I know she was busy with her son and school—since she was studying to be a physical therapist. But anyone who could keep Austin and the rest of the guys in line was someone I needed in my life.

I wiped my eyes again, blinked, and Hope was standing in front of me.

“I am sorry. I never should’ve broken your confidence. It was a shitty thing to do, and I am so sorry. There was no reason to tell Ryan about our conversation.”

Her eyes begged for forgiveness, and I couldn’t take seeing the pain in them a second longer. I stood and gathered Hope in my arms.

Unlike the guys’ piss poor apologies, Hope’s felt authentic. And honestly, I wasn’t surprised she told Ryan. They were a couple who shared everything. And obviously ours was a family who didn’t believe in knocking. It was only a matter of time before they walked in on something.

“So we’re all good? Everyone’s forgiven, and we can get back to living our lives?”

Someone groaned and I heard the thump of a pillow hitting Austin’s head.

“Not exactly.” I pulled away from Hope and faced the group. “I was serious about quitting.”

“No.”

“You can’t—”

“Sabby, don’t—”

The jumble of protests drowned out what I tried to say next. I waited for the insanity to die down to explain but jumped when Hope let loose a piercing whistle.

“Hey!” Hope hollered into the sudden silence. “Let the girl speak. Seriously, have you boys learned nothing?”

“Um, thanks, Hope.” I cleared my throat. “But uh, yeah. This whole thing has made me reevaluate a few things or maybe my dad coming back from the dead did that. But I haven’t been happy at work for a while.”

My family stared back at me in horror.

Ryan rubbed a hand through his hair and frowned. “Is it us? Do you not like working at the shop?”

I shook my head. “No, I love you guys. Even when you’re all pains in my ass who don’t know how to mind their own business.” I paused as everyone swung around to glare at Nathan who didn’t seem to mind the jab. “I’m sick of being an accountant. Learning new tax laws and accounting software is boring me to death. I hate it.”

Ryan raised his eyebrows. “I get that. What do you want to do instead?”

“I always wanted to be a veterinarian.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I guess I need to do some research and find out what it takes to get into veterinary school.”

“I can see that.” Dylan inclined his head. “Remember that feral cat you hid in the shop out behind the house when we were little? You were certain you could tame that mean fucker.”

“I would’ve, too, if someone hadn’t narc-ed on me.” I turned and glared at Nathan.

“Hey, it’s not technically narc-ing if I’m bleeding.” Nathan lifted his brows. “Aunt Wendy didn’t buy my “I fell into the scrap heap” story. She was freaked out about rabies. I had to get four shots, remember? And those fuckers hurt.”

Then she called animal control. I remembered. “Anyhow that’s the plan. I still need to research veterinary schools and requirements, so it’s not much of a plan, but that’s what I want to do.”

Austin sighed. “I’m surprised, Sabby. I mean all of us knew how much you hated being on camera, but I thought you wanted to be an accountant. You’d been doing the books for the diner for years before you got your certification. I thought that was what you wanted to do.”

“I did it because I’m good at numbers and rules.” I lifted a shoulder. “It was the one job that made sense in our family business. I wanted to help out.”

“You mean you didn’t want to cost the family too much money while you got your degree.” Dylan grumbled. “You didn’t think Aunt Wendy could afford to send you to medical school, so you didn’t even bother to bring it up.”

The room went so silent I swear you could hear my eyes narrow at Dylan. That wasn’t his secret to share. Had he seriously not learned anything after all this mess? “I did minor in biology. This wasn’t my dream job, but I wanted to support the family and being an accountant made the most sense.”

“But we didn’t want you to give up your dream.” Nathan wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me in for a side hug. “We would’ve figured out a way for you to go to medical school.”

“Yeah.” Ryan stood up and joined our now group hug. “I want you to be happy, Sabby. That’s all we’ve ever wanted for you.”

And then I lost track of who joined in the group hug. Judging by the crush of bodies I couldn’t see over, everyone was in the circle.

Having my whole family support my newly confessed dream, made me feel slightly lighter. But the group love didn’t lessen the pain in my heart. I missed Logan. I wanted to feel his arms around me again.

But I wouldn’t.

He couldn’t deal with me anymore. He wanted nothing to do with me.

My eyes stung, but not a single tear fell.

Apparently I was all cried out.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty-One

  
  




Logan

Two days later

It was a sad fucking state of affairs when a whole litter of puppies couldn’t cheer me up. I reclined on the couch while I watched Bella’s puppies wiggle over each other. Every now and then, one would let out a high-pitched mini bark that should’ve been cute as fuck.

Not to me.

Not now.

If anything, the sight was torture. I’d been there for Bella, but not Sabrina. Was that the difference? Would she have had the baby if I’d been there for her? I immediately felt bad. Like it was a disloyal thought or something. To Sabrina. To Jay. To Vanessa. To the world in general. Fuck me. When did everything go so wrong?

My phone buzzed from the other side of the room, but I ignored it. It was probably just my boss firing me. And the bastard totally had cause. I’d walked out on a job—left my tools and the inspector behind—and hadn’t been back. Didn’t call. Didn’t show. Didn’t give a fuck.

The whole world could burn for all I cared.

My front door burst open and someone stood in the doorway. The figure was backlit, their face in shadow, and for a second I thought the grim reaper had finally come for me.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Travis grumbled from the shadow. He pushed his hoodie off his head with one hand while he slammed the door behind him with the other. “You don’t answer texts. You don’t answer your phone. You didn’t lock your fucking door. Do you have a death wish?”

One of the puppies yipped and scrambled to reach Travis.

I couldn’t find it in me to lift my hand.

Travis bent and swept the tiny puppy into his hands before he crossed the room to stand over me. “Are you seriously not gonna say anything? What the fuck, man?”

“Sabrina lost my baby.”

“Shit.” Travis’ eyes widened. “I’m so sorry, Lo. That’s horrible. I uh, didn’t know you guys were pregnant. Is she okay?”

“It was two years ago, so I assume she is.”

“Wait, two years ago?” Travis sat on the other end of the sofa, holding the wiggling puppy to his chest. “I’m not following. What’s going on?”

“It doesn’t matter. We’re through.”

“We—you and me? Or we—you and Sabrina?” Travis shook his head. “I swear to Christ I need a flow chart to understand this conversation.”

“Me and Sabrina. We broke up.” I sat up since the bastard was practically sitting on my feet anyhow. I didn’t want him here. I sure as shit didn’t want to rehash the fucking mess that my life had devolved into. Maybe once he understood he’d leave. “Two years ago, she was apparently pregnant when we left to fight fires up north, and while we were in that goddamn burn unit, praying for death, she lost our baby. How is that so fucking hard to understand?”

I’d gotten louder with each word until I was shouting. The puppy in Trav’s arms whimpered and burrowed under his armpit.

Meanwhile Trav just sat there with that stupid look on his face. Like what I said wasn’t earth-shattering. Like I was a moron.

I’d had enough.

“Just get the fuck out, will ya?” I muttered as I burrowed back into my sofa. “Maybe take a puppy or six with you on your way.”

There was silence for a second.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?”

I blinked up at him. With every word he spoke, his face turned redder and redder.

“Do you really think she’s going to give you a third chance? You can’t be mad that she didn’t tell you about the baby when you fucking ghosted her. Talk about being a goddamn hypocrite.”

“I’m not mad that she didn’t tell me. That’s got nothing to do with this.”

“What the fuck, man? Then what is going on? Because from where I’m standing, you’re holding a fucking pity party about something you had no control over. I’m not kidding, if you don’t smarten up, you’re gonna lose her. You should be at her place on your fucking knees, begging her to take you back.”

“No, Trav. I’m done. It’s just too much. I don’t have anything left in me.”

“Oh boo-fucking-who. Do you think Jay wouldn’t want another chance with Vanessa? I can guaran-fucking-tee you that he’d give anything to be in your shoes. He’d be here in a heartbeat holding his girl if he could. But he can’t. Because he’s dead.”

“You think I don’t fucking know that?” I jumped off the couch and pointed a finger in his arrogant fucking face. “You think I don’t see Jay’s face every time I close my eyes? See that fucking burned out shell he’d turned into? Because of me? I’d give anything to trade places with him. He deserves to be here. Not me. But he’s not!”

“What the fuck, Lo?”

“Because it’s my fault he’s dead. Mine.” I thumped a fist against my chest. “I should’ve—”

“Did you start that fire in the middle of a fucking Washington forest?” Trav cut in. “Did you assign Jay to work the other fire line away from us?”

“No, but I’m the one who convinced Jay to go with us. He’d just found out about his baby, remember? He was going to quit the morning we shipped out, remember? But I told him how it’d be a good thing. He’d make bank and be able to start his baby’s life out right. It was only supposed to be a couple of months. Vanessa would only be in her second trimester when we got back.”

“But instead he died.” Travis sighed. “Still doesn’t make it your fault. He had just as much training as us. It was just a twist of fate that he was assigned to the other line. It could have been any of us. It’s not your fault, Logan.”

“I know that here.” Using two fingers, I tapped my temple. “But that’s not what I know here.” I thumped my chest with my fist. “I feel like it should’ve been me. Especially now that I know about Sabrina’s miscarriage. She went through all that alone. I wasn’t even there for her. I don’t… I can’t…” Tears that I didn’t think I was capable of streamed down my face. “I would’ve had a baby.”

“But you don’t. She lost it. Even if you were here with her, there wasn’t anything you could’ve done. She still would’ve lost it.” Trav sighed and scrubbed a hand over the back of his head. “But you’re here now. And so is she. Why the hell are you guys apart? She can help you through this. She’s feeling the same pain as you. Why the hell wouldn’t you want to be with her now that you can?”

I swiped at my eyes then sat back on the couch with a groan. “I don’t know. It made sense a couple of days ago. I know she sure as shit deserves better than me. It’s all I can do to hold it together on a regular day. Then I found out about her miscarriage because her brother sucker punched me, and we got into this fight and…” I sighed. “I don’t know.”

“I do. What we went through—are still going through—is a lot. And that’s why you need the people who love you the most around you. Like Sabrina. She would be there to lean on when you can’t feel your knees. You don’t know how lucky you are, Logan.”

I took in his tortured expression, and I wanted to ask him about Vanessa, but with all our talk about the fire and Jay, I knew the guilt was too close to the surface for him.

Travis sat on the other end of the couch and tilted his head back to study the ceiling. We sat in silence for a few seconds, me thinking about Sabrina and Travis…I don’t know what he was thinking about.

Finally I rolled my head against the back of the couch and looked at him. “What do you think I should do?”

“Have you not heard a fucking word I’ve said?” Travis shook his head. “You go get the girl.”

“Do you think I need to make a big fucking gesture or just call her or what?” It’d been a while since I’d fucked up this badly in a relationship. I had no idea what to do.

“You talk to her and make sure she knows that you know that you’re a fucking moron. Beg on your goddamn knees if you have to. But you gotta talk to her. Just call her. Please.”

“I will.” I promised. Once I’ve figured out what the hell I was going to say to her. I know it’d involve a lot of apologies. And begging. Maybe roses?

“You’re not bullshitting me?” Travis asked with raised eyebrows. “You’ve pulled your head out of your ass, and you know what you’re going to do now? You’re going to get her back?”

“Yes. Shit, do you not trust me or something?”

Travis snorted but didn’t answer as he stood up and walked to the front door. “And you’re still seeing Dr. Davis?”

“Yes, Dad. I have an appointment tomorrow.” I rolled my eyes, stood up, and followed him to the front door. “I uh, went to see Vanessa and finally smoothed things over with her. Has she called you lately? I know you were worried about her.”

Travis sighed and avoided my eyes. “Yeah, we talked a few days ago. She’s fine.”

There was so much unsaid there but one thing stood out. A few days ago. Shit still wasn’t good if he still hadn’t seen her in days. I’d been so certain she felt the same way about him. Why hadn’t she made a move?

“You sure you gotta go? We can hang out and watch a game or something? Some puppy therapy makes even a bastard like me feel better.”

“Nah.” Trav shook his head as he opened the front door. “I’m good. And you have a phone call to make.”

“Right.” I sighed and followed him out onto the front step. “You’re still seeing Dr. Davis, right?”

“Yes, Dad.” Travis repeated mockingly. “I’ll text ya later. You better answer this time, asshole.”

I gave him a wave and went back inside my house, shutting the door behind me.

Staring at the puppy pit, I gave into the urge and fished a puppy out, holding her close to my chest. Her soft little tongue licked every square inch of skin she could reach. And if that didn’t melt your heart, you weren’t human. Sitting next to the herd, I let them crawl over me.

I knew I needed to call Sabrina, but I needed some time. I had to think of what I could say that would ever make up for all the pain I caused her.

And I needed a little puppy time.

* * *

Sabrina

Quitting was easy to say, but not that easy to follow through. Or at least it was that way for me. I’d done some online research and found out there was a ton I’d need to do just to apply to schools. The school I had my eye on, UC Davis, required 180 hours of veterinary experience, letters of recommendation—one from a veterinarian!—and some test called a GRE. My head spun with all the details.

And in the meantime, I had bills to pay.

It was a weak excuse, but I needed something to explain why I was in my mom’s office, and quarterly taxes seemed like a no brainer. I knew she hadn’t hired anyone else to do the job.

But really all it boiled down to was that my whole life fell apart, and I needed my mom. Not that I could come out and say as much. Instead I parked in the back and ducked inside with some waitresses who were just coming on shift. Mom hadn’t noticed me sneaking through the kitchen to the office, and I wasn’t going to stand in front of her and beg her for a hug. No matter how much I wanted one.

Nope. I was stubborn and pigheaded like someone else I know. Maybe attitude was genetic too.

So rather than get the hug and advice I really craved, I sat behind her ancient computer and input numbers into software like a fool.

I had a feeling it was just a matter of time before someone narc-ed on me. That was how my entire life had gone after all—up to and including my current shitstorm.

So I wasn’t surprised when the office door swung open and my mom’s blonde and ombre blue head poked around the corner. Still I didn’t budge. It might’ve been because tears were currently coursing down my cheeks, but who knows. I probably had something in my eye. Instead I sniffled and grabbed a tissue from the box on her desk.

The door clicked shut. Mom still didn’t say anything—she just leaned against the closed door. I couldn’t see her face since the screen was between us, but I didn’t move either. There was so much to say, and I didn’t know how to start.

After what felt like an eternity, she finally spoke. “I, uh, heard from Austin that you quit over at the shop.”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. I’d forgotten to mention to the guys that I hadn’t told Mom yet about my plans. Or that I couldn’t quit yet. “Yeah. I did. I uh…”

When it was clear that I had nothing more to say Mom rushed in to fill the awkward silence. “I think it’s great. I always thought you should’ve gone into medicine. You’ve always been our little doctor in the family. And we all know how much you love animals. It just makes sense.”

I shifted in my chair so I could see if Mom was serious. She stared back at me with a sincere expression. “Aren’t you mad? I’ll be essentially throwing my whole career away.”

“No, honey, you’ll be starting a new one. And it’ll be a career you’ll love, I think. It sounds like a fantastic idea to me.” She looked away for a second like she had to gather her nerve or something then faced me again. “And I really hope you’ll let me know if there’s anything I can do. I want you to succeed at this, and I’ll do everything in my power to help you.”

A fresh flood of tears poured down my cheeks for the umpteenth time that day as an overwhelming sense of love swamped me. I might not have Logan, but even after all we’d been through these past couple of weeks, my mom was still there for me. I tore across the room and threw myself into her arms.

“I’m so sorry, Mom.” I babbled through my tears and sniffles. “I don’t—I can’t believe what a brat I’ve been, and you still—”

“No, honey, no.” Mom held me away from her and looked into my eyes. “You had every right to be mad about what I did. If I had to do it all over again, I would tell him about you. I can’t get those years back for you, but I hope you know that I know how wrong I was. I should’ve shared you with him because even half of you is enough to fill my heart with a lifetime of happy memories.”

“Mom.” I shook my head and grumbled about her flowery words, meanwhile a sense of peace settled in my heart. I hadn’t killed my mom’s love for me after all. I sighed. “Well if it helps any, you were kinda right about him. At the first sign of trouble with his real family, he ran home to hold their hands.”

“Honey, no. Do you mean to tell me that that man left town and hasn’t been in touch with you since?”

“Well, no, not exactly. He’s texted a few times and tried to call me once or twice, but I haven’t felt like talking.” Mostly because I was too busy crying over Logan, my family, and the fucked-up mess my life had become.

“I don’t need you to feel like you need to choose sides. Your father and I have a rocky history, and maybe someday we’ll be able to get along enough to be in the same room together—hopefully by the time of your wedding. So don’t feel like you need to knock him down in front of me. Or vice versa. We’re all adults, and I’m well aware of my own faults. And his, too.”

I might’ve snorted at her wedding comment then felt a pang in my heart. But still I heard what she’d said. “Okay.”

“So now that we have that out of the way, when am I going to meet this guy of yours? You promised the last time I saw you that you’d bring him around and let me scare—I mean, meet him.”

I groaned.

And not for the reason she probably thought.

Really? My brothers had no problem spilling the tea on my new vocational dreams but left me to do the heavy lifting on my break up with Logan.

I sighed and seriously debated not telling her—despite all the come to Jesus reckoning work we’d done tonight. I just didn’t know if I had another emotional scene in me, but I knew I had to. Mom was the only one—aside from my newly discovered father—who didn’t know about my miscarriage.

And that didn’t feel right.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty-Two

  
  




Still Sabrina

I sat my mom down—in her own office—and told her everything. My relationship with Logan then, his injury and hospitalization, my miscarriage, him coming back into my life, and the relationship we’d built since then. And the way he’d found out about my miscarriage and our ultimate breakup.

I braced myself for her furor. I mean, I’d been so pissed at my mom for withholding my dad, and meanwhile, I’d hidden all this from her. There was no way she’d be okay with my deception.

Mom reached over and pulled me in for a hug. “I am so sorry, honey.”

She held me, and I waited with my breath stuck in my chest for the hammer to fall.

But it didn’t.

After a minute I relaxed into her hug, and suddenly I could breathe a little easier.

Finally she gave me one last squeeze and pulled away. “What do you need from me? Is there anything I can do to help you through this?”

“I…uh, I don’t know.” I shrugged helplessly. “I haven’t really thought about what’s next, so I don’t know. I kinda thought you’d take this a totally different way.”

“What way is that?”

“You know. Pissed that I didn’t tell you when it was happening? Angry that I went through so much without telling you.”

“Oh honey.” Mom sighed and shook her head. “I knew you were going through something; I just didn’t know what. You don’t exactly have the best poker face. But you’re an adult. I knew you’d share whatever was going on when you were ready.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I’d never expected such a considerate reply from my mom. As far as I could remember she’d always been in the middle of the drama.

Although now that I thought about it, it was always the drama with the guys. Hardly ever with me. And she’d only weighed in on my drama when one of my brothers narc-ed on me.

Mom gave me a weary smile. “And you know, I’m aware of what you go through having essentially four older brothers. You have enough busybodies poking into your life.”

“Now you tell me.” When I think of all the heartache those lunkheads caused me and Logan… “Couldn’t you have done something about it?”

“I’ve tried, but you know how pigheaded those boys are. Plus, it was nice while you were in high school. I didn’t have to worry much about you. I knew you’d be fine with them looking after you.”

They were annoying AF a lot of the time, but I knew all their interfering was done in love. Mostly.

“But you know,” Mom drawled. “Not that you asked for my opinion or anything, but I think that things aren’t done with you and Logan.”

“Mom, you didn’t see his face when Nathan dropped the bomb. Or how physically bruised he was.” I gave a fatalistic shrug. “And if we weren’t through, don’t you think he would’ve answered at least one of my texts or phone calls? That’s not the action of a guy who’s willing to forgive me.”

“No, that’s the action of a guy who you’ve told me runs from everything. How did he handle his accident? Or when you recognized him during your first meeting at the shop? The man turtles. He hides and licks his wounds. I bet, once he’s had some time to think about it, he’ll call you.”

“Yeah, but do I want him to? I mean I don’t know if I want to be with someone who literally can’t deal with anything.”

“That’s not fair. Wasn’t your whole reasoning for not telling him about the miscarriage because he wasn’t ready, and you wanted to decide when he was? You didn’t have any problem with him not dealing when you were hiding the truth from him.”

I shook my head, frustrated at my inability to get my point across. Before I could get my thoughts in order, my mom continued.

“But it’s up for you to decide if you want to be with him or not.” She patted my arm. “I gotta go close up. Are you going to work longer? Or do you want me to walk you out?”

I’d already been here a few hours and knew the restaurant was due to close soon. But I had a pile of paperwork to get through if I wanted to file Mom’s quarterly taxes in time. “Nah, I’m good. I parked near the back door, so I’ll just let myself out when I’m done.”

“Okay, honey. Don’t stay too late.” Mom gave me another quick hug. “And maybe think about what I said. If you really love him, give him another chance. But only if he’s worth it. If you need some help deciding, maybe have him pick you up here. I can always scare the beejesus outta him. It’s a talent.”

I rolled my eyes even as I laughed. “I’ll think about it, Mom. Love you.”

“Love you too, honey.”

The door clicked shut behind her as I sat behind the desk again. Soon I was lost in numbers and spreadsheets even as thoughts of Logan warred with the analytical side of my brain. I stayed working until there was no sound coming from the other side of the door. Until I knew everyone went home. Until I could hardly keep my eyes open.

Until my head grew so heavy, I needed to rest it on the desk for just a minute.

The next thing I knew, my ringtone was blaring my favorite song. I blinked my eyes open, but I couldn’t see anything. I tried to take a deep breath to try to clear my head but ended up coughing from all the smoke.

Smoke.

Fire!

Shit, the restaurant was on fire.

Oh god. Oh god. Oh god.

What should I do? Where should I go?

I had to get low. I remembered that much from grade school. Pushing away from the desk, I went to duck down when my ringtone started up again. I slapped at the desk until I found my vibrating cell. Grabbing it, I bolted for the floor, pushing the chair out with a crash. I landed with a jolting rattle of bones and caster wheels.

“…you there? Hello?” Logan’s muffled voice came from my phone, thankfully still in my hand.

“Logan!” I raised my phone to my ear with a sob. “Oh my god, Logan. The restaurant’s on fire! I’ve gotta call for help.”

“No, you get the fuck out of there. I’ll text for help now. Stay on the line!” He barked.

“Okay. Okay. Out. Gotta get out,” I mumbled to myself. My heart was racing, and I still couldn’t really see much—the desk next to me, the filthy carpet inches form my nose. But I knew the room. I’d spent almost as much time as my mom in this office. I could get out of here. “Okay.”

“Stay low to the ground and try to keep calm.” Logan’s soothing voice came over the line.

Despite my jittery heartbeat, a sense of calm came over me. I knew the door was only a few feet from the desk. I just had to crawl in the right direction. Keeping my phone in one hand, I slapped at the screen until I could put Logan on speaker phone, then I took a few trembling wriggles to where I thought the door was.

“Talk to me, angel. I know you can get yourself out of there. You’re on the ground, right? You’re crawling?”

“Yes.” My voice sounded shaky even to me, and I coughed to try to clear my throat. “I’m crawling. I’m almost to the door. I think.”

“Okay. You’re doing great, Sabrina. Just a little further.”

I crawled in the direction I thought the door was and when the dark shape loomed in front of me, I sobbed in relief.

“But don’t open the door!” Logan barked.

“Wait. What?” I slumped in confusion. The door was freedom. And I wanted to get the fuck outta here!

“Test the knob first. The fire might be burning too hot and too close for you to get out that way. Is there something you can wrap your hand in? Your shirt or a rag or something?”

“My sleeve.” I pulled my long sleeve down my arm until it covered my hand. Sitting up on my haunches, I reach for the knob but didn’t even have to touch it to know that it was hot. Heat radiated from the entire door.

I was trapped.

“Oh god! It’s hot, Logan. What do I do? That’s the only door. I’m not going to get out, am I? Oh god. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die!”

“You’re not going to die!” Logan shouted. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to lose another person I love to a fucking fire. Now listen to me! Is there a window there?”

“A window?” I blinked away the tears and smoke and concentrated on Logan’s words. “Yeah, there’s a window, but—” I had to pause and hack out part of my lung. The smoke was getting so thick I could hardly breathe.

“Sabrina? Sabrina!” Logan’s voice came from somewhere at my side. Apparently I’d dropped the phone to cough like a veteran smoker.

I patted the floor around until I could grab my phone. I felt a little woozy, and I tried not to think about what that meant. I had to get the fuck outta here. “I’m here. I’m here.”

“The window. You need to stay low and get to the window. Where’s the window?”

“That’s what I was trying to tell you. The window is kinda small and way at the top of the wall. I don’t think I can reach it.” I hacked out another part of my lung. Or at least it felt like it.

“Do you think you can fit through when you reach it?”

“I think so.” I kinda had to, didn’t I? What was the alternative? My heart lurched. I didn’t think it was anything good.

“Okay.” Logan huffed an unsteady breath. “Get over to the window. We’ll figure out how to get you out through there.”

“Logan, if I don’t make it, I want you to kn—”

“Fuck that! I don’t want to hear whatever dying declaration you have on your mind. Get your ass over to that window, so we can figure out how we’re getting you out of there. You can tell me whatever you’re thinking when you’re with me in the parking lot!”

“You’re here?” My heart thudded painfully in my chest. I wanted to see Logan almost more than anything. Second only to fresh air.

“Almost, angel. I’m about two minutes away. Maybe less. So you gotta get to that window for me, okay? Firefighters and me are on the way. You just gotta stay with me for a little longer. Can you do that?”

“Yes,” I burbled. “I can do it.” Tears streamed down my cheeks, not that they obscured my vision. The smoke was so thick I was going by feel more than sight. Instinct.

I had to get out of here. I wanted to see Logan again. I had to tell him I loved him. Tell my mom that I forgive her. Or had I already? Everything was so jumbled up in my head, I couldn’t really remember the conversation I’d had with her only a few hours ago. And Nathan. I couldn’t let him keep thinking I was mad at him. He might’ve been a highhanded asshole, but wasn’t that what I loved most about him?

I had to live.

But my head was getting foggier. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. And the room was getting so fucking hot.

I pushed myself forward. Even when I had to stop again to cough like an emphysema patient. Even when I was sure I was lost inside the tiny office.

Thud. My head hit the desk. I stopped and shook my head like that could somehow clear the fogginess.

It didn’t.

“Sabrina? You still there?”

“Yeah. But I can’t find the window. I don’t know where it is.” I sobbed. This was it. I wasn’t getting out of here. I was going to die.

Oh god.

“I love you, Logan. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the miscarriage. I just thought…it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I love you. And I wanted our baby. I was so fucking lost when I couldn’t reach you. I don’t—”

Crash.

The window above me shattered and glass rained down. I screamed, covering my head with my hands.

What the—

“Anyone inside?” A masculine voice called out overhead.

“Here! I’m in here!”

“I’ve got her! Stay where you are.”

There was a lot of shouts and clatter of ladders and equipment, but I just closed my eyes and sobbed. I was going to live. Logan saved me.

Then I blinked and a stranger was wrapping me in a jacket and helping me up and through the window.

I finally took my first deep breath of clean, fresh air.

Immediately followed by hacking coughs.

Bright lights blared down on me.

A cacophony of strange voices came at me from every side. Asking questions. None of which I could answer.

Someone carried me to the back of an ambulance.

An oxygen mask was shoved over my face.

I tried to look around the people crowding around me for Logan. He said he was going to be here.

That he was coming for me.

“Logan?”

My voice was muffled by the mask. The paramedics next to me couldn’t understand what I said.

“…smoke inhalation. Carbon monoxide…take her to Mercy General.”

“Logan!”

“You’re going to be fine.” The guy on my left said as he patted my hand. He climbed into the ambulance beside me and the doors slammed shut. “We’re taking you to the hospital so they can check you over and make sure you’re okay.”

It sounded like he was talking at the end of a long tube. Echo-y and distorted.

Shit, that wasn’t normal.

Or good.

I rolled my head to the side, and it felt heavy. And not mine.

I know he said more after that, but I couldn’t keep my eyelids open.

Where was Logan?

“Logan?”








  
  
  Chapter Twenty-Three

  
  




Logan

“Sabrina!” I shouted as I watched a firefighter pull her from the window.

“You gotta stay behind the tape.” A young patrolman gestured with his flashlight to the yellow tape blocking off the parking lot.

“But that’s my girlfriend!” I moved to duck under the tape when arms grabbed me from behind.

I whirled to confront whoever had ahold of me and froze as Nathan’s features came into focus. I hesitated for a second and then punched him anyway.

Nathan grunted, his hands immediately going up to cup his now bleeding nose.

“Whoa! Hey!” The patrolman holstered his flashlight and grabbed his cuffs. “Hold it right there.”

“No, officer, it’s okay.” Nathan waved while he held his nose with his other hand. “I deserved it.”

“Fuck, yeah you did,” I retorted. I’d liked to punch him again, but knew I wouldn’t get away with doing it twice in front of a cop.

“I don’t know what’s going on between the two of you.” The officer pressed one hand against my chest while still holding his cuffs in the other. “But I’ll let you off with a warning if you promise to get the hell out of here. We’ve got a crime scene to process, and I don’t have time to fill out the paperwork your little fist fight would gift me with.”

I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere until I know my girlfriend is okay. They just pulled her out of the back office.”

“Well it looks like they’re loading her up and taking her to the hospital to get checked out.” The cop hooked his cuffs back onto his belt.

“Which hospital are they taking her to?” I fidgeted. It burned like hell not to charge over there and jump into the ambulance with her.

“I don’t know.” The cop shrugged. “Probably Mercy General.”

Good enough for me. I swung around and jogged to my pickup. And if he was wrong, I’d try to keep close to her ambulance. Fuck traffic laws.

I ducked into my driver’s seat and jumped as the passenger door swung open.

“I’m riding with you,” Nathan drawled as he sat down and pulled the seat belt over his chest.

I opened my mouth to protest when Sabrina’s ambulance pulled out of the parking lot. “Whatever.”

I cranked the engine and pulled out behind them.

We got about four blocks down the street when my cell blared a warning tone. Shit. I recognized that sound. Not that I gave a fuck. It didn’t mean shit compared to Sabrina’s wellbeing.

Nathan’s phone gave the same tone a few seconds later.

“What the hell is that?” Nathan asked as he pulled his phone out of his back pocket.

“If I had to guess, I’d say there’s a fire at your shop too.”

“What? No!” Nathan scowled at the message on his phone.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. Your system is live and whatever fire is there is probably already out. And if not, the fire department has already been dispatched. Nothing to worry about.”

“Fuck that. Didn’t you hear the cop back there? They considered the restaurant a crime scene which means arson. If our shop is going up too, it’s definitely arson. Fuck!” Nathan swore as he punched my dashboard.

I didn’t care. I was too busy making sure we didn’t get t-boned as I followed the ambulance through a red light.

Nathan’s anger quickly turned to fear as he white knuckled the oh-shit bar over his head when I blew through another red light.

“Hey.” He laughed shakily. “How about we get there in one piece?”

I grunted in reply, watching the ambulance in front of me like it was gonna disappear into a puff of smoke or something. Shit, that was a bad analogy. But still I didn’t want to lose it. I had to see Sabrina. Hold her. Make sure that she was still breathing.

“I uh, also know I need to apologize for how that whole thing went down last week at the shop with Sabrina and your guys’ miscarriage. Oh, shit! Fuck!”

A horn blared on our right as I blew threw another red light.

I grunted in reply. I didn’t have the capacity to pay attention to Nathan right now; I was too busy driving. And watching Sabrina’s ambulance.

Praying that she was okay.

“Anyhow.” Nathan cleared his throat. “I want you to know I am sorry. Sabrina told me that it wasn’t any of my business. And I should’ve waited until you stood up before I punched you the first time. That was a really shitty thing to do.”

“What the fuck?” I pulled into a handicap space next to the hospital’s front entrance then turned to Nathan. “That was the shittiest apology I’ve ever heard.”

“Heh.” Nathan laughed. “Didn’t think you were even listening.”

“I wasn’t. Not really.” I pushed my door open.

“Give me your keys.”

I paused. “What? Why?”

“You go see about your girl, and I’ll move your truck into a legal spot, so it’ll be here when you need to take her home later.”

I sat back in shock for a second. I guess we really were good. That or he was going to jack my truck, but I didn’t think that was the case. Either way, I didn’t care. I had to get to Sabrina.

I tossed him my keys. “Thanks, man.”

“Don’t mention it.” Nathan hopped out and circled the truck. “I’ll see you in there.”

Leaving Nathan behind, I jogged through the emergency entrance and headed straight for the registration desk.

“Sabrina Wagner?” I asked the bored-looking woman behind the glass wall. “She was just brought in by ambulance from the diner fire.”

She blinked placidly at me. “Name and relationship.”

“Really? I just fucking said her name. Sabrina Wagner. Brought in by ambulance. I’m her fiancé.”

I didn’t even feel guilty for lying. I knew how this stupid game was played.

“I don’t have her in my system.” The woman shrugged and leaned back in her chair. “Are you sure you have the right hospital?”

“Yes! I watched them load her off the fucking ambulance out front. Sabrina Wagner! Look again!”

“Sir, you have to calm down,” she bit out. “Or I’ll call security.”

I tried to take a deep breath, but it didn’t ease my anxiety or anger at all. “Sabrina Wagner. She just came in. Please. I just—I can’t…”

My eyes burned. I was going to lose it. She had to be okay. They brought her here just as a precaution, right? She’d been talking to me on the phone only a few minutes ago. I couldn’t lose her. I couldn’t.

“Sabrina from the fire at Bette’s?” A man to my right asked.

I turned and took in the paramedic standing next to a tall gurney. “Yes. Sabrina Wagner. Is she okay?”

He hitched a shoulder and gave me an apologetic smile. “Not allowed to say.” He turned to the registrar. “She’s in bay 3.”

“Thank you!” I shouted as I ran past him toward the heavy door beside the registrar’s desk. I pulled, but it didn’t budge.

“It’s locked, bro. Only Karen can let you in.” The paramedic said before he wheeled his gurney toward the entrance.

I turned back to the registrar’s window and found Karen staring back me, clearly not impressed.

“Name?”

“Seriously? Sabrina Wagner! Why is that so difficult for you to comprehend?” I felt like my brain was about to explode.

A sneer curled her top lip. “Your name.”

“Logan Carter. I’m her fiancé.”

“Congratulations. Fill out these forms then I’ll let you through.” She pushed a clipboard through the narrow opening. “Next!”

Seriously? Paperwork? What the hell? This was a fucking emergency. I didn’t have the time to write a fucking report.

But the person behind me shouldered past me and started talking to Karen.

I turned back to the sea of chairs behind me and sat down without seeing anything. I felt like I was going to lose it. I kept seeing her smoke smudged face as she was loaded on that damn gurney. So close and yet so far.

I was in the middle of a goddamn nightmare.

I closed my eyes, but I still saw her face. And that damn smell. Smoke mixed with acrid burning. So different and so similar to the fire two years ago that took Jay. I hadn’t been close enough to the diner to hear it, but now—with my eyes closed—that sound was encompassing. A roar like thunder but with a whoosh that you just knew spelled trouble.

My chest grew tight. My breath left me in uneven pants. I could feel it closing in on me. Travis? Where was Travis? Jay!

I couldn’t breathe.

“What the hell are you doing out here?”

I blinked my eyes open, and I was back in the waiting room. Nathan stood in front of me with a ferocious frown. There was no fire. No silver fire shelter suffocating me. I was in a hospital waiting room.

Sabrina!

“They won’t let me back there until I fill out some damn forms. I don’t—I can’t—”

Nathan grabbed the clipboard from my hands. “Don’t sweat it, bro. I’ve got it. I’m on the same insurance as Sabby. We’ll have these forms filled out in no time.”

He sat beside me on a hard, plastic chair, bent over the form with his wallet out. I stared at the floor between my shoes, my leg twitching with nerves. We both ignored his constantly ringing cell phone.

After what felt like forever, he pushed the clipboard at me. “Done. Let’s go.”

I grabbed it and ran to the front of the line. “Done. I need to see her.”

“We need to see her,” Nathan piped up over my shoulder.

“Relationship to the patient?” Karen drawled.

Nathan lifted a hand. “I’m her brother.”

“Fiancé,” I replied.

Nathan didn’t even look twice at me.

Karen grunted something then gestured at the door I failed to get through the first time. “She’s in Bay 3 on your right. Wait for the buzzer.”

Buzz.

Nathan and I ran for the door and pulled it open before the buzzer ended.

We entered the actual emergency room to a slew of curtains, people running everywhere, beeps, and shouting. I didn’t know where to look, where to go.

“Over here.” Nathan slapped my shoulder as he walked past me. Like he’d been here a ton, he unerringly led me to Bay 3, which apparently was a fancy name for a bed with a curtain around it.

Nathan stopped at the edge of the curtain and tilted his head for me to go first.

“Sabrina?” I called as I pulled the curtain aside.

She was on her back on the bed with an oxygen mask over her face and her eyes closed.

For a split second I thought she was dead and everything around me slowed as I held my breath.

Then her eyes opened.

I scooped her into my arms and hugged her with everything I had.

“I can’t believe you’re here. I was so scared.” I hugged her tighter. “I am so fucking sorry. I didn’t mean to run away from you and my problems. I swear I’m done with that. I’ll do anything to make it up to you. I need you in my life, angel. I love you. I’m so fucking sorry.”

Sabrina’s body convulsed in my arms as she coughed.

And coughed.

And coughed.

I was about to call for a nurse or doctor or anyone who could help her fucking breathe when her coughs finally eased.

She blinked up at me through watery and painfully red eyes. “Say that again.”

“I’m sorry, angel. I swear I’ll do anything I can to make it up to you. I’m done running from shit, I swear. Maybe we could go see my therapist together or something? Help me learn how to deal with shit?”

Sabrina shook her head. “Not that. The part where you said ‘I love you.’”

“What? You’ve heard me say it before.”

She shook her head again, and I swore that tears flew from her eyes. “I’d know if I heard you tell me that you loved me. I thought I heard you say it on the phone when I was in the middle of the fire, but I wasn’t sure.”

“Shit. Yes. Of course I love you.” I reached out and cupped her dirty cheek in my hand as I tilted her chin so she would meet my eyes. I needed her to see how much I meant what I said. “I’ve always loved you. I loved you two years ago when I left; I was just too much of an idiot to say it or do anything about it. And I love you now. Hell, I’ll love you a hundred years from now. You’re it for me, angel.”

Tears streamed down Sabrina’s cheek. “I love you too.”

She pulled the mask off her face and reached up with her other hand, clasping me behind the neck to pull me down to her level. I met her half way and kissed her with everything I had. Our mouths moved against each other, sealing our love in a kiss so sweet it brought tears to my eyes. We kissed despite the buzzing emergency room around us. We kissed even though I heard a rapid beeping, faster than my own pulse.

We kissed as Nathan rudely cleared his throat behind me.

“Uh guys?” Nathan’s voice sounded somewhere to my right. Not that I gave a fuck. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but a very pissed-off nurse is headed this way.”

I kept kissing Sabrina. She didn’t even try to pull away from me.

“Ms. Wagner, I don’t believe that’s the best use of what precious little air you have right now.” A strident, feminine voice came from over our heads.

Sabrina pulled away with a groan and buried her face in my shoulder.

The nurse’s eyes sparkled as she continued. “I mean, I get it—he is ridiculous attractive. But how about you save your oxygen for breathing until a doctor signs off on more strenuous activity?”
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Sabrina

They admitted me for observation despite my weak protests. Or maybe because of them. I was out of the fire, but I swear I felt like my lungs were burning every time I took a deep breath. Which was inevitably followed by a hacking cough that already made my abs hurt. Fuck me, this wasn’t fun.

But I loved that Logan stayed by my side the entire time. Holding my hand. Patting my back when I hacked up a lung. Looking at me with eyes shining with love.

It almost made up for the chaos of my family showing up.

Almost.

I was being wheeled through the corridor with Logan holding my hand and Nathan trailing behind my bed when Mom blasted through the hall doors.

“Oh my god! Are you all right? Where are they taking you?” Mom all but pushed Logan out of the way so she could run alongside my bed in his place.

I turned and glared at Nathan. “Really? You couldn’t let me get settled in my room first?”

“You were in a fucking fire, Sabby.” Nathan shook his head in bafflement. “What the hell kinda reception did you expect?”

I sighed. He had a point. Not that I was going to acknowledge it. I was still letting him grovel over the whole sucker punch fiasco. I’d already mostly forgiven him, especially since he’d shown up here with Logan. But I loved letting him stew.

“I’m fine, Mom. Nathan’s biggest fan here—” I nodded to the orderly who had fallen all over himself when he recognized Nathan back in the E.R. “—is taking me to my room. They’re keeping me overnight just for observation. But I’m fine. I never even saw flames.”

“Oh, thank god.” My mom reached for my hand as we paused next to the elevator. “I was so, so worried. I knew there was a chance you were still inside, and then Nathan called and said they were taking you to the hospital. I couldn’t believe it. I’m so glad you’re okay, pumpkin. I love you.”

I smiled wearily at her. “I love you too, Mom. I’m sorry you were worried. I didn’t mean to still be there, but I fell asleep, and then—it doesn’t matter. I’m fine. How’s the restaurant?”

Mom shrugged. “It’s too soon to know for sure, but I’m guessing it’s a total loss.”

“Oh, Mom. I’m so sorry. That restaurant is your life.”

“No, the five of you are my life. The restaurant is just a job. I’ll rebuild or find somewhere else to work. As long as you’re okay, that’s all I care about.”

Warmth spread through my chest as I smiled up at her. She smiled back and squeezed my hand.

The elevator opened and she fell back as the orderly wheeled me inside.

“We got room for one more,” Nathan’s superfan smiled.

“We’ll wait for the next one,” Nathan hollered back.

The orderly sighed. “Fifth floor. Room 524.”

As the doors slid shut, I heard my mom say, “Who the hell are you?”

I closed my eyes with a curse.

Logan.

I left him alone with them.

I really hoped he still loved me since I couldn’t be there to protect him against my family. Because where there was one…it felt like twenty. And he’d be trapped with at least two of my family members in the elevator.

Oh god.

Ten minutes later my hospital room door opened and Logan walked through with wild eyes. They calmed somewhat when he saw me, but not totally.

“Everything okay?” I whispered when he came to my side.

“Fine. Just glad to see you.”

“I bet,” I whispered back just before the door opened and my mom and Nathan came inside.

Followed by Maddie, Ryan, Austin, and Dylan.

The whole family was here practically. Only Austin’s fiancé, Rachel, and Hope were missing, presumably taking care of their kiddos.

I sagged back in my bed. “I get that you guys were worried about me, but I’m fine. I swear. I just need to get some sleep.”

I’d been through almost literal hell. I was exhausted. Between drama with my mom, the fire and almost dying, and then making up with Logan, I just wanted to sleep. For a whole day at least.

“We’ll get out of your hair in a minute,” Austin replied as he bent down to kiss my forehead. “Just had to see with my own eyes that you are all right. We were worried about you, Sabby.”

“I know, I know. But as you can see and Nathan could’ve told you, I’m fine.” I accepted a cheek kiss from Ryan and Dylan. Maddie waved from the back of the pack. “How’d you guys even get in here? It has to be way past visiting hours.”

Nathan scoffed. “Do you seriously think we’d let a little thing like visiting hours keep us out?”

“Besides we spend so much money here, we should have our own wing by now.” Ryan laughed, referring to all the times the guys had ended up in the emergency room either because of their fists or their clumsiness or that time a motorcycle gang tried to kill him.

“Actually we wanted to give you some news before you saw it on the morning talk shows.” Austin rubbed the back of his head with one hand then dropped it to his side with a sigh. “George Burns was the one who set the fire. They caught him trying to burn the shop down too. Only the new system we installed alerted us and the authorities before he could do any real damage. Thanks for that, by the way.” He tipped his head at Logan.

Logan lifted a shoulder. “I only wish we had one in place at the restaurant for Sabrina and Wendy.”

Wendy? What the hell had I missed? Then what Austin said sank in. “George Burns? You mean your dad? He set the fire?”

Austin nodded while Nathan glared at the floor, his cheek flexing like he was biting back words. I could only image what they would’ve been. Nathan and his temper, especially when it came to his father, were legendary.

Dylan looked sick. Like he might spew at any moment.

Austin narrowed his eyes. “He’s no father of mine, but yes. He’s the one who burned down the restaurant and almost killed you.”

“But why?” I blinked then had to pause so I could cough some more. “Was he pissed about that money or whatever?”

Austin blinked. “What money?”

Mom groaned. “I meant to tell you boys, your fa—, I mean George, came by the restaurant a few days ago.”

“You mean weeks, Mom.” I cut in.

“Right.” She sighed. “Weeks. Anyhow he came by crying about us owing him money because of our wrongful death lawsuit back in the day. I told him to eat shit. And he left spouting something about making us pay. You know how he is. I thought he was full of it. I never thought he would do something like this.”

Austin boggled. “Fuck, why didn’t you tell us about this sooner?”

“I meant to. I was just crazy busy with the restaurant and Sabrina and Brian—it slipped my mind. Besides it’s not like we could’ve prevented this.” Mom curled her lips in a grimace. “The cops would’ve maybe given us a temporary restraining order at best. Which would’ve done jack shit, and you know it. More likely, we would’ve gotten a court date with the promise of someone eventually hearing our case.”

Austin shook his head. “We could’ve had documented proof of harassment.”

“We do,” Mom frowned at Austin’s annoyance. “I called the police and made a report. I just hadn’t gotten around to filing for a restraining order.”

“It doesn’t matter. They caught him dead to rights.” Ryan cut in, diffusing the tension somewhat. “The stupid fucker is going away for a long time. He’s violated his parole and committed I don’t even know how many idiotic felonies. He’s the state’s problem now.”

“And ours.” Austin waved a hand to encompass us all. “You know there will be a trial.”

Mom nodded. “And we’ll all have to testify.”

“Hell yeah.” Nathan hooted. “I can’t wait for the opportunity to tell that fucker what I really think about him. It’ll be sweet as hell.”

My eyes were drawn to Dylan who seemed to be oddly silent given the conversation going on. And he still looked kinda sickly. “You okay, Dylan?”

He flinched then gave me a sad smile. “Yeah. Still kinda freaking out about what happened to you. I was so fucking worried. I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Me too,” Maddie piped up from the back of the pack. She elbowed her way to the front of the group then leaned down and gave me a quick hug. “I was so worried.”

“I’m fine. I swear I’m going to start charging people a dollar every time I have to remind them of that.” I shook my head. “I love seeing you, Maddie, but how did you get roped into coming here so late? Don’t you have to be at work in a few hours?”

Maddie had an apartment in Old North Sacramento. Not the best of neighborhoods. We’d been begging her for months to move somewhere safer—even in with me if need be—but so far she’d refused.

Her place was nowhere near the boys’ condos in Midtown, or on the way to the hospital for them, so how’d she get here?

Maddie’s shoulders hunched. “I, uh, I’ve been crashing on Dylan’s couch, so when Ryan came over with the news, I had to come see you too.”

“Why are you sleeping on Dylan’s couch?” Nathan asked with a thunderous frown.

“It’s not a big deal.” Maddie bit her lip. “I’ve been having some trouble with my neighbors. It’ll blow over in a few days.”

Translation: her neighbors had moved from dealing on the corner to dealing out of their apartment.

“Why didn’t you call me?” I asked. “I would’ve given you my guest room, no questions asked.”

Maddie snorted. “We both know that’s a lie. There’d be tons of questions.” She shrugged. “Dylan was there at the time, and it just made sense. His couch is comfortable enough.”

“And I’m going to clean out the art supplies in my spare room so she can sleep there.” Dylan gave us a weak smile. “We’ll be roomies.”

It was my turn to boggle. “What the hell have I missed? You guys are going to live together?”

Maddie hitched a shoulder. “I didn’t want to shovel my problems onto your already heavy shoulders. It’s fine. I’ll officially move in once Dylan gets his storage sorted out.”

“There’s no reason for you to sleep on a couch when I have an empty spare room going to waste.” Nathan waded in. “We’ll go pick up a bed tomorrow.”

Maddie shook her head. “That’s not really nece—”

“It’s done.” Nathan said, like that was the end of it.

I sighed. “How about Maddie gets to decide where and how she lives, Nate? Remember how we talked about this last time?”

“And remember how I was right?” Nathan retorted. “If she’d listened to me, she’d be living in a nice apartment a few blocks from us and wouldn’t be in this mess.”

I didn’t think it was possible but Maddie glared at Nathan. “I’m staying with Dylan.”

Nathan blinked. “But—”

“But nothing. It’s done. And I don’t care if you don’t like it. I’m staying with Dylan.” Maddie stomped over to my bedside, her cheeks flaming red with anger or embarrassment for being the center of attention, I didn’t know. She bent down and gave me a kiss on my cheek. “Glad you’re okay, Sabby. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

I schooled my features into a slight smile and not the wide grin that ached to break free in light of Maddie finally standing up to Nathan. “Sure. Bye, Maddie.”

Dylan gave me a peck as well and left with Maddie.

I took in the rest of my family crowded around my bed and sighed. They were still here and showed no sign of leaving. Dear god.

Logan stood up. “Thank you all for coming. Sabrina or I will call you tomorrow with the latest from the doctor. They’ll probably release her in the afternoon. We’ll let you know. But she needs her rest now.”

Austin blinked and turned to face Logan. “I’m sorry, but who the hell are you? We’re her family.”

“And he’s the man who loves her.” Mom patted Austin on the shoulder as she walked past him to give me a kiss. “Night, honey. Glad you’re okay. Love you.”

“Love you too,” I replied with a smile.

Mom turned and smiled at my remaining brothers. “Now come on, you knuckleheads. Leave her man alone and go home and get some sleep. Two of you have kiddos who will not give a shit that you were up late tonight. Let’s go. March.”

“Night, Sabby.” Ryan said before he kissed me goodbye.

Nathan’s eyes sparkled as leaned down to kiss my cheek. “Get some sleep.”

“I still don’t like it.” Austin huffed after he’d said his goodbyes. “Who vetted him anyhow?”

Just as the door clicked shut, I heard my mom retort, “Sabrina did. And that should be good enough for the lot of you.”

Apparently some lessons would never be learned by those knuckleheads. But one big one had been learned by my mom.

And Logan too.

Logan smiled wearily at me then collapsed into the chair next to my bed. “And I thought my family was bad.”

“You have no idea.” I laughed. “Come on. Climb in here with me. There’s no way you’ll be able to sleep in that stiff chair.”

“I don’t think there’s room.”

“For the last time, I’m not hurt. I’m fine. Just breathing kinda rough.” I proved it by coughing, then I narrowed my eyes at him. “Get your butt over here.”

“Okay, okay.” Logan lifted his palms in surrender as he stood up and obeyed me. He climbed into the bed and after a little jostling, settled in on his side behind me, spooning me. His arms wrapped around me as his head dropped to my shoulder. “Comfy?”

“Yes.” I sighed, closing my eyes. Despite the antiseptic smell and constant beeping sound of the hospital, that feeling of warmth and home surrounded me.

We were so disgustingly sweet that even the nurse who came in thirty minutes later to take my vitals was charmed. She let Logan stay.

“You two get some sleep,” she whispered before closing the door behind her.

My eyelids were already heavy so it wasn’t hard to do as she said.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty-Five

  
  




Still Sabrina

The next morning brought all my family and the chaos that came with them. Despite Logan’s firm words about us calling them, they showed up at the start of visiting hours.

I guess I should’ve been glad for those few hours of blissful silence.

Because they were being anything but quiet now.

“Have the arson police or whatever been by to get your statement?” Mom asked.

“I SAY IT’S BULLSHIT!” Nathan shouted from the other side of the room, ripping my attention away from Logan and my mom.

“Nathan!” My mom’s quiet, angry voice silenced the room quicker than a whiplash. “If you cannot behave like an adult, then you can leave. Sabrina has just been through hell. She doesn’t need your histrionics right now. Maddie can stay with whoever she goddamn wants to.”

Nathan stared mulishly back but didn’t say a word.

I didn’t think it was possible but my mom’s eyes narrowed further. “Do. You. Understand!”

Nathan darted a quick glare Maddie’s way before meeting my mom’s eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Fine. You can stay.” Mom sat back in her chair with a sigh.

Logan leaned closer to me and kissed the top of my head. “Are they always like this?”

I rolled my eyes at Logan. “Welcome to the family.”

“Nice to see you can still handle a room full of alpha men, Wendy.” My dad stood in the doorway with a short, young brunette woman, each clutching a bouquet of flowers. “I take it visiting hours are now?”

“Dad!” I sat up with a gasp. “What are you doing here?”

He crossed the room and dropped the flowers on a table before gathering me up in his arms. “My daughter was in a fire. Where the heck do you think I’d be?”

Tears burned my eyes. He came!

He patted me on the back one more time, prompting another coughing spell from me. After I’d wiped the tears from my eyes, I found him standing in front of me with his arm around a beautiful brunette.

“Sabrina, I know this isn’t exactly the best time, but she insisted.” He paused and took a deep breath like he was bracing himself. “This is your sister Jacqueline.”

My sister.

I was meeting my sister for the first time ever in a hospital bed, looking like hell warmed over. I smiled weakly. “Hello.”

“Hi.” Jacqueline waved with her bouquet. “I’m so sorry for barging in, but when Dad told me where he was going, I begged him to bring me. I just really wanted to meet you. I’m so sorry for what happened to you.”

“Thanks,” I muttered awkwardly. This felt so weird and surreal.

Jacqueline fidgeted, adjusting her grip on the flowers and looking as uncomfortable as I felt. Finally, she gave me a trembling smile. “I’m sorry for the way I handled the whole thing. I’ve been an only child my whole life, and it was a total surprise. I know I didn’t handle it the best.”

I shook my head. Honestly, I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. Dad hadn’t told me anything bad about her. So much had happened since he’d left, I couldn’t remember half of what he had said. “It’s fine. I know it was a shock. Believe me, I know. Before he showed up, I thought he was dead.”

My mom sucked in an audible breath, and I grimaced. I didn’t mean to throw her under the bus. “Sorry, Mom.”

“It’s all right, honey. Everyone here knows what I did.” She blinked rapidly and stared at her shoes like they were the most fascinating things ever.

I felt lower than dirt. Turning to Logan, I gave him an imploring look. What could I do to make this better? He frowned and shrugged.

It was my dad who stepped up, though. He crossed to Mom’s chair and rested a hand on her shoulder. “I think there’s been enough bridges burned.” He grimaced. “Sorry, Sabrina, poor choice of words. But I think we’ve all hurt enough for more than enough time. Crap, I feel like I’m screwing this up. I can’t find the right words. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I forgive you, Wendy. And I hope that you’ve forgiven me too.”

Mom blinked up at him in amazement. “What would I possibly have to forgive you for? I’m the bad guy here.”

Dad frowned. “For choosing her instead of you.”

Mom flinched like that had been a physical blow.

“I hate knowing you’d ever cried over me, and really don’t want you doing it now.” Dad brushed the tear away.

Mom stared back at my dad with a spellbound expression. “I uh, thank you. I appreciate that. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry, too. If I had to do it over again, I would’ve told you about Sabrina. But I’m glad you two are able to spend time together now.”

They stared at each other in a way that said so much without either of them saying a single word.

I had to look away because it felt so intrusive to watch them.

I turned my head and saw the quiet acceptance in Jacqueline’s eyes, like none of this was news to her and I smiled softly. I loved that he’d told her first. He really was a standup guy.

“Welcome to the family, Jacqueline.”

“Thanks. I uh, I know you’ve got a lot going on, but I’m here for a few days. Maybe we can get dinner and spend some time together when you’re feeling better?”

I nodded. “I’d like that.”

* * *

Logan

They finally sprung Sabrina after lunch, and it’d almost come to blows over who got to drive her home. Until Brian and Wendy waded in, kicking her brothers out of the room and forcing them to leave.

I got the enjoyment of loading Sabrina into my truck and taking her home.

Sabrina cracked up as I pulled into my driveway. “Those guys are going to be so pissed.”

“That’s the plan. Should take them awhile to figure out where I live. And this way, I can take care of my girl and my pack at the same time.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Nice to know that I rank just as high as your puppies.”

“Well, they are ridiculously cute.” I leaned over the center console of my truck and kissed the tip of her nose. “But you’re the one I love.”

Sabrina grinned. “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing that.”

“Good. That’s my plan. Now stay there.” I jumped out of my truck and ran around to her side. After opening her door, I unbuckled her seatbelt and lifted her into my arms.

“Logan!” She squealed. “Don’t! You can’t carry me. What about your skin grafts?”

“How about you let me worry about my skin grafts, and you worry about breathing?” I retorted as I carried her up the front walkway to the door.

She snorted back laughter. “Like you’re not going to worry about my breathing.”

I jostled her briefly as I unlocked the front door. “Guilty.”

She just shook her head and let me carry her over the threshold. It was nice to know I’d be able to do so when the time came. When, not if.

I strode through the living room despite the yipping coming from the puppy corner as I made my way toward the hall and my bedroom.

“Wait!” Sabrina hollered. “I don’t want to lie down in another bed. Can’t I camp out on your couch instead? Be with the puppies and you?”

“Don’t use the eyes on me. That’s not fair.” I growled. “Fine, as long as you sleep when you need to. If I find you yawning and fighting sleep it’ll be back to the bedroom with you.”

“You say that like it’s a threat.” Sabrina giggled.

“It’s a promise.” I grunted then set her down her onto the couch. “Now stay there, and I’ll get everything you need to make a nest. No getting up to pet the puppies.”

“But they’re so cute.”

“Stay. Put.”

Sabrina grumbled as I left to grab a thick quilt, pillows, and some tissues. When I came back into the living room, she was right where I’d left her. Sound asleep.

She stayed asleep as I arranged the pillows and quilt for her. My heart ached at the sight. I hadn’t thought it was possible to feel so much for someone now. I’d truly thought that part of me had died. It only made sense that Sabrina was the one to resurrect me after the fire. And I was so fucking thankful I hadn’t lost her last night. I don’t know what I would’ve done if…

I couldn’t even let myself think it.

She was here now. That was what was important. And I’d do whatever I could to make sure she never wanted for anything.

In the meantime, I had puppies to take care of.

An hour or so later, I felt Sabrina burrow into the quilt next to me, making those cute as hell noises she always did when she first woke up. Her soft mewls gave way to a hacking cough. I bit my lip, determined not to say anything.

“Ugh, that part better clear up fast. It is not fun.” Sabrina burrowed into my lap. “What time is it?”

I ran a hand over her head. Christ, I hoped I didn’t ever get used to this feeling. Because there was nothing like it on this earth. “I dunno. Late afternoon, judging by what’s on tv.”

“Hmmmm.” Sabrina hummed. Her playful burrowing quickly evolved to hands wandering into locations they shouldn’t.

“Oomph.” I groaned when she’d found my already lengthening hard-on. “We’re not doing that tonight, angel.”

“Why?” She asked as she skillfully freed my dick from my jeans. “Mmmm, I’ve missed this gorgeous little fella.”

“Little?” I scoffed. “He’s not little.”

“He won’t be in a minute,” she retorted as she bent toward my dick.

“Whoa. Okay. I think that’s enough fun for today.” I covered my lap with my hands while I tried to nudge her away with my shoulder. Not that she was moving. “Pretty sure this wasn’t on your doctor’s list of approved activities.”

Sabrina scowled at me. “Pretty sure it wasn’t on his list of unapproved activities either. If you had such strong feelings about it, you should’ve asked my doctor when you had the chance.”

“Yeah, I wasn’t bringing that up with your parents in the room.”

“Heh,” she snorted. Yeah, that would’ve been a little awkward. But still if you were worried you should’ve asked.”

“Well regardless, no booty call action until the doctor clears you medically.”

“One. It’s not booty call action when you’re in a loving, committed relationship like we are. Got it?” She glared until I nodded in agreement. “And two, how about you let me worry about how much I’m about to do since I’m a responsible, capable adult?”

My eyes widened at her pissed off tone. “Okay.”

“Now I don’t want to hear another word. You sit back and let me blow you like a loving girlfriend whose life you helped save last night.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Not. Another. Word.” Sabrina tried to glare at me, but the sparkle in her eye wouldn’t let her pull it off.

I rolled my lips together and nodded tightly.

“Good.” She grunted and peeled back my jeans, exposing my boxers and my erect dick, but not letting another inch of skin show.

“I know I’m not supposed to talk—”

“Then don’t.”

“But it might be easier if…” Rather than say it, I decided to show her. Nudging her off my lap, I stood and shucked my jeans and boxers down my legs in one movement. I kicked them out of the way and pulled my shirt over my head. I felt foolish standing there in my socks, so I got rid of them too.

Sitting back down on the couch, I angled my legs toward her. “Better?”

Sabrina stared back at me with wide eyes. “Really?”

Tears pooled in her eyes.

“Yes. I love you, and I can’t think of a better way to show you than this. This is me. All of me.”

“I love you, too. Every inch.” Sabrina leaned forward and kissed the tip of my nose.

I buried a hand in her hair, holding her in place. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was so fucking scared.”

“But it’s okay. I’m here. Because of you.” She tilted her head and kissed me on the lips, her tongue darting out to tease mine. I growled and kissed her back, putting all those emotions I didn’t know how to say into action.

After we were both breathless, she pulled away and coughed lightly. My eyes narrowed, but I let it go. Mostly.

Once she had her breathing under control, she pressed a kiss against my jaw. Then my neck on top of my skin graft. Then the center of my chest. My abs. Where I was thankfully unscarred.

“Now how about I get busy showing you how much I love you?” she murmured when her lips hovered over my now very erect cock.

I did what every good boyfriend would do.

I sat back and let her.








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




Logan

Six weeks later

St. Mary Cemetery

I stared down at the grey stone through a haze of tears. I knew he was dead. Had been dead for over two years but seeing the words literally written in stone somehow made it more real.

Rhys Jason “Jay” Maher Jr

Beloved son and soon to be father

Followed by his dates. 

The same birth year as me. God.

I fell to my knees and cried. It hurt so much. We were supposed to be friends for life. Stand up for each other at our weddings. Raise families together. Take vacations together. We weren’t blood, but we might as well have been. We were ride or die buddies.

Only Jay had died, and I was still here.

It wasn’t fair. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

When it felt like I had myself under control, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper.

“Jay, I don’t know—” I stopped and looked around the empty cemetery. I felt like a fool reading a letter to a gravestone, but Dr. Davis had said it would help me start to deal with my feelings about Jay’s death and my part in it. Really all I felt like was a fool. But at least no one was here to hear me pour my heart out.

I cleared my throat and tried again.

“Jay, I don’t know how to start this. I didn’t think much of those two little words—I’m sorry—but I, uh learned a lesson a few months ago. Sorry doesn’t mean shit unless you feel it. And unless you truly have something to apologize for. I know I’m not responsible for you being here. I just wish like hell that you weren’t. I don’t know how or why we got separated that day. It wasn’t the plan. You were supposed to be with me and Travis. But everything went to hell. Literally. The world was on fire, and somehow Travis and I were the only ones who made it out. I don’t, I can’t …”

The fucking words blurred on the page again, and it crinkled in my hand as I swiped at my eyes.

“I don’t think there’s anything I can say or do to ever make it up to you. I’ve tried to be there for Vanessa and your daughter. Once I pulled my head out of my ass anyways. There for a while, they were my only reason to live. If you couldn’t be there for them, I wanted to step up. And maybe you’re doing the same up there with my baby.”

Tears fogged my vision again. Christ, this was hard.

“I hope you are. Because there’s no one who could do a better job than you. I love you, man.”

I heaved a huge sigh and shoved the letter back into my pocket. Sitting on my knees, I stared at the letters on his gravestone. “I hope wherever you are, Jay, you’re at peace. Because you deserve it.”

A breeze riffled my hair and a sense of calmness settled over me.

I wasn’t a hundred percent at peace with the loss of my best friend—I don’t think I ever would be—but I felt like where ever he was, he was okay.

And maybe I would be too.

“I swear I won’t be a stranger. I’ll come back and see you and let you know what’s going on in my life. I miss you, buddy.”

Pushing myself to my feet, I gave his gravestone one last look, said a silent goodbye and headed for the parking lot.

It was almost dusk and therefore closing time—who knew that cemeteries closed?—so I was definitely surprised to see Travis standing at the edge of the parking lot closest to the graveyard. “Hey man.”

“Hey. How’d your visit go?”

“Uh, good. Were you waiting for me?”

I was confused. I hadn’t told anyone aside from Sabrina that I was coming today.

“No, I was coming for my own visit.” Travis ducked his head. “But I thought I’d give you some time alone first. I know you haven’t been here much. An assignment from Dr. Davis?”

“Yeah, I felt a little ridiculous, but I gotta say it helped. Maybe he’s not a quack after all.”

“Hey, I wouldn’t do you like that.” Travis laughed. “At least not about this.”

“Yeah, thanks, man.” I shoved my hands in my pockets and rocked back on my heels. “I guess I should let you do your visit before they close the gates on ya.”

“You got plans?” Travis asked then turned as the passenger door of my pickup opened and Sabrina stepped out. He smiled at her and waited with me as she crossed the parking lot to us. “Hey Sabrina.”

Sabrina smiled, wrapped an arm around my waist. “Hey Travis. Nice to see you.”

“You too.”

“How’s your puppy doing? We should have you guys over for a puppy playdate.”

Travis groaned. “Little fucker has already chewed up the arm of my couch. He’s lucky he’s so damn cute.”

Sabrina laughed. “I think that’s nature’s defense or something. And we’d know. We still have two puppies and Bella at home. Know anyone looking for a puppy?”

Travis shook his head then made a cross with his fingers and backed away, toward the cemetery. “You already got me to take one puppy with that sad eye routine. Stay back!”

“Welcome to my life.” I grunted when Sabrina’s sharp elbow dug into my stomach.

Travis dropped his hands and tilted his head, scanning me up and down. “It looks good on you.”

I knew that in addition to my lighter attitude, he was referring to the shorts I was wearing for the first time in over two years.

I lifted my chin in recognition.

It hadn’t been easy to leave the house with all my scars on display, but I felt like it was time. Today especially. It was all about letting go and embracing the present.

Or at least that was what Dr. Davis said.

“We’re having a get-together Friday,” Sabrina said, bringing me back to the present. “It’s mostly my family, but we’d love it if you came. I know Logan would appreciate having someone in his corner. My family is a little intense.”

“I know. I’ve seen the show.” Travis sighed. “What time?”

“Six,” I replied.

“Okay. I’ll swing by.”

“Great.” Sabrina smiled and hugged me a little closer. “We’ll let you get to your visit. See you later, Trav.”

“Later, guys.” Travis lifted a hand then turned and walked away.

“Thank you for inviting him,” I said as we watched him walk away. “I don’t think he’s taken this whole Vanessa thing very well. He’s kinda turned into a hermit lately.” Despite my strong hints, Vanessa had pulled away from Travis. Either she wasn’t ready for a relationship or she wasn’t into him. We still occasionally got together, the three of us, but it wasn’t the same. And I think that sucked the most.

“Well you would know.” Sabrina squealed in laughter when I growled and nuzzled the side of her neck, tickling her with my beard.

“Take it back! I’m not a hermit anymore. Your family won’t let me.”

Sabrina laughed lightly then tugged me toward my pickup. “They are kinda like bulldozers. Now you know why I waited so long to introduce you to them.”

“Yeah, but still. They’re pretty great. Kinda hard to complain about it.” It’d taken some time, but we had all moved on. We were all copacetic.

Mostly.

They still loved to give me menacing looks when Sabrina’s back was turned.

I stopped next to her side of the pickup. “You look gorgeous tonight, Sabrina.”

“I don’t know if that’s a compliment or not. It’s kinda getting dark out here.” Her eyes sparkled as she blinked up at me.

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. Out of the corner of my eye I saw goosebumps break out over her neck and trail down under her dress. “I don’t need to see you to know that you look amazing. Christ, do you know what you do to me, angel?”

“What’s that?”

“The best of everything. I’m so fucking glad I have you in my life.”

“I love you too.” Sabrina went up on her toes and kissed me. Only the knowledge of where we were kept me from taking it further. She pulled away and slapped the front of my chest. “Now open up my door. We have a family dinner to get to.”

“You mean we get to watch your parents make eyes at each other and referee a fight between Nathan and Maddie? Oh joy.” I pulled her door open.

“Hey at least there will be cake.” Sabrina gave me another kiss then hoisted herself up into the passenger seat.

And I enjoyed the entire show.

She rolled her eyes when she saw the look on my face. “Get in the truck already.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I shut her door then jogged around the truck and climbed in. “Screw the dinner, I say we head back to my place and have some fun. Just the two of us.”

Sabrina bit her lip like she was actually debating the merits of showing up to her family dinner late or if I was lucky, not at all. “Fuck it. Let’s go home.”

The engine roared and I put my truck into gear. Reaching over, I grabbed her hand because I had to always, some way be touching her. “That’s my girl.”

The End
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  Build Chapter One



Austin Burns

Badass Builds

Sacramento, CA




Days like today, I really wish I’d been an only child.

“You’re full of if it you think the West Coast Kings are going to be happy with a fucking paint job like that.” My younger brother by eighteen months, Nathan, growled as we stood in our workshop with all my brothers gathered around the cans for the Kings build. “It’s streaky on that side, and you totally jacked up their logo. We’ll be lucky if those sons of bitches don’t fuck us all up.”

“I know it’s not my best work,” our youngest brother, Dylan, groaned as he stared morosely at the cans in question. “I had some shit on my mind. I guess I wasn’t concentrating. I fucked up.”

“I fucked up,” Nathan mocked. “I’m sure the Kings will find that hilarious when they show up Saturday to pick up the goddamn bike. You know, after they give us a beat down.”

And I wished I hadn’t gone into business with my entire family, like a moron. My temples began to throb in that special way that only my brothers could make me feel.

My middle brother Ryan laughed and muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like, “I’d like to see them try.”

“Really?” Nathan scoffed. “You think you could hold your own with the one-percent motorcycle club that runs this city? They would eat you for breakfast.”

“They could try,” Ryan retorted as he straightened from his slouch. He closed the distance between him and Nathan in a slow, measured saunter. “We all remember who ended up with a broken nose the last time me and you danced. Wanna go again?”

There was a reason the Urban Channel was in talks with our lawyer to make our previous hour long special into a weekly reality show. The four of us together defined drama. 

And dysfunction.

“ENOUGH!” I roared, finally at the end of my patience. “We don’t have time for another run to the E.R. because you two can’t figure out how to get along. We gotta fix this mess and build the bike before we piss off the Kings. They’re our biggest client right now. We don’t have time for finger pointing. So calm the hell down, or get the fuck out. Either way, this bike will be done by Saturday. We clear?”

“Clear,” Nathan muttered with a glare Ryan’s way.

Ryan smirked. “I could use the weekend off.”

“If you’re not careful, you’re gonna have a whole lot of weekends off.” I shook my head. 

“Wait, what?” Ryan turned and blinked at me. 

“I’m tired of your bullshit.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “This is a fucking business. Do you think you’d get away with any of your screwing off if you worked for someone else? It’s time to grow up. You’re twenty-seven years old for Christ’s sake.”

“Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack. I’m done bailing you out—both literally and figuratively. You need to start treating this like an actual job. What time did you even come in this morning?”

“Ten,” Ryan muttered.

“I was here at seven. Nathan showed up at eight. Dylan too. How is that fair?”

Ryan hitched a shoulder and studied the tips of his boots, all his earlier bravado gone.

I shook my head. “Maybe try being an adult for a change. God knows I’ve had to be one since I was eight years old.”

Ryan narrowed his eyes at me. “That’s a low blow.”

Dylan and Nathan shot me sidelong glances, but neither said a word. Dylan’s face took a reddish hue. He hated confrontation of any kind, but I was too tired to give a shit at the moment. Especially since he was the reason we were in this mess in the first place.

“So, if we’re all done measuring our dicks, can we come up with a plan to finish this bike? Preferably before the Kings make us regret ever taking this job?” I looked from one brother to another. 

After a beat, each gave me a grudging nod. Except Ryan.

“What’s it gonna be, bro?” I asked. “You staying or going?”

“I’m still here, aren’t I?” Ryan retorted. Like that was an answer.

Or a fucking apology.

I suppressed the urge to give him the beatdown he clearly wanted. Despite how much he’d pissed me off. We didn’t have the time, and I really didn’t want to spend the whole day in the E.R.

Again.

“Fantastic,” I muttered sarcastically. “Dylan will repaint the cans tonight, and the three of us will be here first thing tomorrow to finish the build. If it all goes smoothly, we shouldn’t have any problem finishing the bike by Saturday. But no more screwups. Clear?”

“Crystal,” Nathan snarled. More than likely he was still pissed that he hadn’t been able to swing on Ryan.

Join the club.

Dylan picked up the cans and left the room without a word. He’d been oddly silent through most of the exchange. Usually he’d have something to say in Ryan’s defense—those two were thick as thieves—but today he was practically a zombie stumbling around the shop. I made a mental note to check in with him later today and find out what had crawled up his ass. 

“I’ll call T-Bone and move the reveal a few hours back. Maybe we should bring the bike to them, instead of having the reveal at the shop.”

Nathan hitched a shoulder. “Could be a good idea. If they have one of their infamous parties, they’ll be more mellow.”

“Anything to avoid a fight, huh, Nate?” Ryan taunted.

Nathan took a threatening step in Ryan’s direction.

“Whoa, okay. You—” I said pointing in Nathan’s direction. “Go home. Get some sleep. Maybe have some booze first, so you mellow the fuck out.”

Nathan lifted his upper lip in a snarl before turning on his heel and stomping away. Before he reached the door, he picked up an empty gas can and hurled it into the wall with a thunderous crash. It fell to the floor with one side completely caved in.

A beat later, the office door slammed shut with a wallop that shook the walls.

Fan-fucking-tastic.

“And you,” I turned to my only remaining brother, and the biggest literal pain in my neck today. “You’d better be here bright and early tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Ryan replied sullenly.

“I’m not screwing around. We’re cutting it close as is. We don’t have time for you to keep needling Nathan and pulling this bullshit.”

“Whatever, bro.” Ryan pushed away from the cabinet he’d been leaning against. 

“You gotta grow the fuck up and be an adult. I’m not kidding, Ry. If you’re not here at seven tomorrow, you’re gone.”

He lifted a middle finger in salute as he walked away from me. 

It probably sounded like an empty threat, since it wasn’t the first time I’d made it. 

But it would be the last because I was done.

Done with their bullshit. Done with E.R. visits (and bills) because my brothers were at each other’s throats. Done with all the family drama. I needed a tropical island getaway—somewhere far, far away from my crazy family.

Running away was a regular fantasy of mine. I craved somewhere quiet, secluded, and just peaceful. Maybe I’d hit up my friend, former client, and rock star great, Cole Jackson, and see if I could borrow his Tahoe retreat. The place was crazy—super luxe with a freaking media room and every amenity you could think of. Apparently it was vacant most of the season since Cole was on the road right now.

I sighed. One day.

Instead, I retreated to my silent office, passing my cousin and Badass Builds’ CPA, Sabrina, on the way.

“Is it all clear?” Sabrina asked, as she tugged on the cuffs of her oversized sweater then crossed her arms over her chest. 

“Yeah, sorry about the fireworks. Nate and Ry took off for the night. Dylan is in the paint shed fixing the cans. It’ll probably be a late night for him.”

Sabrina nodded then gave me a sad smile. “Did you mean it?”

I tilted my head in confusion.

“Ryan. Are you really going to fire him if he doesn’t show up on time tomorrow?”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. “You heard that part, huh?”

“Pretty sure the nail salon down the block heard your threat. And Nathan. You all get kinda loud when you’re uh, discussing stuff.”

That was Sabrina’s nice way of saying we get loud when shit hits the fan.

“I don’t know. He’s my brother and I love him. But shit’s gotta change. I’ve worked almost every weekend since I started building motorcycles. Ryan’s had it too easy. I’m tired of holding his hand. He’s a freaking adult. He needs to start acting like it.” I rubbed a weary hand over my face. “And with Dylan’s fuck up, we’re cutting it crazy close to get the Kings’ build done in time. I’m just so fucking tired, Sabby.”

“Well, when’s the last time you took a vacation? Oh wait, I can answer that. When you finished the bike for Cole Jackson, and he took you all up to his cabin. That was what? Over six months ago? That’s not healthy, Austin. You need a break.”

I chuckled wearily. “I can always sleep when I’m dead.”

“The way you’re going, that’ll be sooner than later. I’m worried about you.”

“You’re sweet, Sabby, but I’m fine. I’m gonna go do some paperwork, but I’ll knock off early tonight. I promise.”

Sabrina shook her head. “Still not good enough. Maybe you should hit Mom’s diner on the way home. She’ll get you straightened out.”

I snorted. “I definitely don’t have the energy for Wendy tonight.” My aunt was a ballbreaker and lifelong meddler. The last thing I needed tonight was a dose of Aunt Wendy.

“Think about it. Goodnight, Austin.”

“Night Sabrina.” I shook my head as I walked past her and down the hall toward my office. I’d have to have a death wish if I went to Bette’s Diner when Wendy was working. The food was amazing, but the lecture that came with it wasn’t worth the price of admission.

I spent the next twenty minutes on the phone with T-Bone, promising him everything but my firstborn to push the reveal a few hours back and bring the bike to him at the Kings’ clubhouse. I finally hung up the phone with a groan. If this reveal didn’t go well, we could kiss our business goodbye.

Along with our loved ones, more than likely.

I hung my head between my knees and let out a muted roar. When was this gonna get easier? We’d been doing this for years. Years. When would the shitstorm finally end?

My phone pinged with an incoming email.

I was almost afraid to look. But the Kings were too smart to put any threats in writing.

The words in the subject line made the blood freeze in my veins.




Parole granted.




No. No. It couldn’t… They wouldn’t…

I clicked on the email and every word made me feel sicker. The usual bureaucratic jargon followed by George Burns. Parole granted. The words swam on my screen. I couldn’t believe it. I never thought that bastard would see freedom for the rest of his life. After the first parole hearing, my brothers and I had stopped attending. We had our lawyer send victim impact statements and our declaration forms because we weren’t spending another second breathing the same air as that bastard. And because we knew there was no way an evil son of a bitch like him would ever be paroled.

Apparently the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation disagreed.

What the fuck was wrong with them? How could they not see past his bullshit? Oh God, I was gonna have to tells my brothers. Sabrina. Aunt Wendy.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t breathe. 

I needed to get the fuck out of here.

Build
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