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      A three-week affair and he was gone, leaving me with a gift. A baby.

      This big handsome billionaire had no desire to play his family’s inheritance games.

      So he traveled instead, running from his old life from country to country.

      In the process, he picked up photography, falling in love with images of little ones

      and beautiful women.

      You can’t take the playboy out of a Bancroft.

      After several years of him being gone, I forgave him.

      He didn’t know about me and our baby.

      But fate has a way of throwing lovers back in the arena again when the first time

      ended like fireworks drenched in rain.

      A terrible breakup sent me running to Bali for sunshine and freedom.

      And wouldn’t you know it? My handsome bad boy was there too.

      I’m not falling for him again, nor am I telling him about our kiddo.

      I built a life without him, a crappy one, but still...

      Our secret love affair will stay just that—secret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To my Bancroft-loving readers. This series has been one of my favorites.

        Billionaire bad boy brothers? Girlie sigh. What more could we ask for, ladies?

      

        

      
        <3 Ali
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      Well hey there! Thank you so much for grabbing one of my books. I sure hope you love it.

      

      I’d hate to part ways once you’re done though. How about we stay in touch? We have a great family of readers on my  Insiders Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on.

      

      We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites and sneak previews for this amazing group.

      

      And as a HUGE thank you for joining,

      you’ll receive a free book on me!

      

      
        
        Join the fam Here!
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Madeleine

        

      

    

    
      The rain beat down on the roof of my Toyota Camry. The engine was running but the car was in park. I was sitting outside my boyfriend’s house, trying to gather the courage to go in. The windshield wipers swiped away the rain, giving me a clear view of the cars parked up and down the street in front of Geoffrey’s house. The neighborhood was upscale and perfect for families. Every yard was manicured. Toys and basketball hoops in the driveways gave it the perfect all-American feel. I thought this was the perfect place to raise my daughter. Geoffrey would adopt her, and we would live happily ever after in the suburbs of New York City.

      “Just get out of the car, Madi. Get it over with.”

      I gripped the steering wheel and begged whatever deity happened to be listening for the courage and strength to do what needed to be done. I wished I could just ignore it. I wanted it to go away. I could pretend a little longer and maybe I would fall in love with him. Geoffrey had some great qualities. He was the kind of man a girl like me should be excited to have.

      But I wasn’t. I hadn’t been excited about him for a long time. The relationship was over. It had been over for a long time. Waiting for a spark that was never going to come was not doing anybody any good. It was time to rip off the band-aid and get it over with. He was never going to do it.

      I shut off the engine and pulled the hood of my jacket over my head. I rushed up to the front door and knocked. He answered the door with a big smile.

      “Hey, babe!” he greeted and pulled me into the house. “I didn’t know you were coming by.”

      He gave me a kiss. I tried not to show my revulsion. “Hi,” I said for lack of anything better to say. I noticed his plastic food bowls all over the center island. “Making your lunches for the week?”

      “Yep,” he said with a laugh. “Am I that predictable?”

      Predictable could be his middle name. “What’s on the menu for this week?”

      “Grilled chicken, brown rice, and spinach.”

      I nodded and looked around his house that was as clean as always. Geoffrey was a clean freak. He was also a health nut. His rigidity was difficult to deal with, but I used to tell myself it was what I needed in my life. I tried. I tried to adjust my lifestyle to fit in with his, but I just couldn’t do it.

      If I didn’t say it now, I was going to chicken out. “Can we talk for a minute?” I asked him.

      He flashed a grin. “Talk? You don’t have the little munchkin with you. Maybe we could do just a little more than talk?”

      He reached for me, but I sidestepped and sat down on the edge of the couch. “Sit, please.”

      “What’s going on? Is Clara okay?”

      “She’s fine,” I told him. “She’s with my mom.”

      “I was hoping we could take her to the children’s museum next week,” he said as he sat down. “One of my patients told me they updated the giraffe area. We’ll go out to eat at that pizza place we love afterward. It’ll be easier if I stay the night at your place and I’ll go to the gym from there.”

      Listening to him plan our weekend irritated me. That was how it always was. He dictated the plans. He decided where we ate and when. He decided if Clara was included in our plans. He had somehow managed to take over my life and I didn’t like it. I felt like a teenager with super strict parents. I was over it. I needed my freedom.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “You don’t know?” he questioned like it was the most absurd thing ever that I wouldn’t automatically jump to do what he demanded. “All right, I can see something is wrong. What is it?”

      “Geoffrey, I need to tell you something. It isn’t going to be easy. It’s weighing heavy on my heart and I just need to get it out.”

      “What’s wrong, baby?” he asked.

      I looked into the blue eyes I used to be so attracted to. He was blond, blue-eyed, average height but in great shape, and an orthodontist making good money to boot. He should have been the perfect man. My parents thought he was. They were the ones who set us up. But he wasn’t. He wasn’t for me.

      “We’ve had a lot of fun this last year and I appreciate you and all you’ve done for me and Clara, but this isn’t working.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked. The look on his face said he was genuinely shocked.

      “We’re just two very different people,” I said. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I needed to make sure he understood this was done. “We have been off for a while. You have to know that. I think it’s best if we go our separate ways now while we are still friends.”

      He stared at me for several seconds. “Are you serious right now?” he asked

      “Geoff, you know we aren’t in a good place. I want to stay friends, but we can’t be together. We’re not compatible.”

      “That’s not true,” he shot back.

      “I’d love to be able to check in with you now and then,” I said. I knew this was going to be a volatile conversation, but it had to happen. I couldn’t hide from it anymore. It was just making me miserable.

      “I don’t believe you,” he said. “You’re upset. Is it that time of the month? I thought we had another week.”

      This was exactly why I had to get away from this man. I could not deal with this anymore. “No,” I snapped. “We’re over. I’m sorry to be blunt, but it’s time for us to move on.”

      “No.”

      “This isn’t something that is up for debate,” I told him.

      “How dare you?” he hissed.

      He got up and walked into his bedroom. I wasn’t sure if that meant the conversation was over, but I was going to take advantage of him being gone. I got up and was ready to make my break for it when he came back into the room.

      He threw a box at me. Instinct kicked in and I caught it. “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Open it,” he growled.

      It wasn’t hard to figure out what it was. I didn’t want to open the little black box. “I don’t want this,” I told him.

      “Open the damn box!”

      I flinched. He did have a tendency to fly off the handle. It was just one of the reasons I wanted to end the relationship. I opened the box and found a diamond engagement ring. I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to mean. “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I told him and tossed the box back at him.

      “I was ready to make the move,” he said. “You made me think this was where our relationship was heading. Did you enjoy leading me on?”

      “I wasn’t leading you on. I know you don’t love me. We have been in a very rocky, weird place for the last month. I know you know it. We were not heading for marriage.”

      “I was!” he shouted.

      “I’m sorry, but that is not how I felt. I don’t want to marry you. I know you will find someone who does. You’re a great guy but we are just not compatible.”

      He glared at me. “That is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “I’ll see you around,” I said and made my way to the door.

      “Wait! I want you to tell me why. You owe me that!”

      He was getting angrier. This was what I wanted to avoid. Geoffrey had a tendency to get really pissed, really fast. He had never been violent, but it always felt like it was just bubbling under the surface. It made me nervous.

      “I told you why,” I said calmly. “It isn’t anything you did wrong. This is on me. I’m not ready for this relationship and I’m definitely not ready for marriage.”

      He scoffed. “You have a kid. I told you I wanted to adopt her. How many other men are going to want to be a father to a kid that isn’t theirs?”

      I took a deep breath. He was lashing out. “I appreciate that you were kind to her, but that isn’t a reason for us to be together. I’m not searching for a father for her. We’re doing just fine on our own. If I’m not going to be happy, it isn’t going to do us any good.”

      “So, you’re saying you weren’t happy with me?”

      I really didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “I’m saying we’ve grown apart and I wouldn’t be happy. Ultimately, the best thing I can do for my little girl is show her what it’s like to be in a happy, healthy relationship.”

      “You were happy.”

      “I was but this isn’t working,” I said again. I didn’t want to tell him it was his jealous, controlling ways that drove me away. It would just make him angrier. “I’m going to go.”

      At some point, he had put himself between me and the door. That was not good. “You don’t get to come in here, drop a bomb on my life, and then run. You owe me more than that.”

      “I don’t know what else you want me to say. I can’t be with you. I don’t want to hurt your feelings. I don’t want us to be enemies, but this is over.”

      He looked downright murderous. “The hell it is! You don’t get to throw me out like I’m a piece of garbage.”

      “You are not garbage,” I told him. I needed to choose my words carefully. He was taking this much harder than I expected. “I’m not throwing you out. We’re breaking up. It happens.”

      “Not to me,” he spat. “I am not disposable.”

      “Okay, I get it, but this is over,” I said firmly. I was not going to argue with him.

      “No.”

      “You can’t change my mind,” I told him. “This is not going to change anything.”

      “I want to talk,” he said.

      I stepped toward him, knowing I was going to have to push my way out the door. “Goodbye,” I said and brushed past him. I got my hand on the doorknob and didn’t stop. My legs were shaking, and my heart was pounding as I walked as fast as my legs would carry me. I didn’t run. I forced myself not to.

      I got in my car and quickly started the engine. I hit the gas and sped away. It wasn’t until I was two miles down the road that I finally pulled over. “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      That had been far more intense than I expected. I knew he would be upset but I never expected him to explode. My hands were shaking. Fear washed over me. In the moment, I’d been more worried about getting out of the house. I focused on getting out the door and nothing else. Now the fear was hitting.

      “It’s over. It’s done. No more.”

      My phone rang. I glanced at the screen. It was him. I declined the call only to have him call right back. I shook my head and pulled away from the curb. My phone rang over and over with text messages coming in between the phone calls.

      “Go away,” I murmured.

      I was not going to answer. I was so glad I made the move to end the relationship when I did. Red flags had been popping up over the last three months. I had ignored them, explained them away, and even pretended the red flags were a sign of love.

      They weren’t. His true colors were shining through and it was enough for me to get the hell out while I still could.

    

  







            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    






Channing

        

      

    

    
      I barely dodged the soccer ball headed my way. I laughed and pointed at the young boy who’d kicked it in my direction. “The other way!” I shouted at him.

      “Sorry, Mr. Channing.” He giggled.

      I snapped a series of pictures as he laughed and picked up the ball to take back to his friends. I moved out of the line of fire and took a few more pictures of the boys from the village I was staying in. “Score!” I shouted when one of the boys kicked the ball across the line in the sand.

      The three boys on the scoring team all hooted and hollered. They jumped and celebrated while I took more pictures. The soccer ball was my gift to them. The village was poor, and the kids didn’t have a lot. I liked to spoil them without going overboard. I couldn’t offend their parents who worked so hard to support their families.

      “You’re tied,” I told them. “Who’s going to win?”

      They all erupted into laughter. I loved that they could be so happy and live without worries. They all had hard lives. I had traveled the world but this little village in Bali was the place I loved the most. I loved that I could just be Channing. No one knew who I really was or where I came from. They welcomed me and many of the families tried to take care of me. They had so little, but they were always willing to share with me. They were more like a family to me than my own on most days.

      I took a few more pictures while they played. When one team scored the winning point, I photographed the celebration. The boys rushed toward me. “Can we see?”

      “Slow down.” I laughed.

      “I want to see!”

      “Woah, woah, woah,” I told them and held my very expensive camera out of their reach. “I’ll print some pictures and you can look at your ugly mugs all day.”

      They were still laughing when I carefully put my camera back in my bag. I kicked off my shoes and pulled off my T-shirt. “I’ll race you to the water,” I said and took off running.

      “No fair,” one of them shouted as they trailed along behind me. My long legs ate up the distance and I was diving under the gorgeous turquoise water before the boys even hit the water’s edge.

      “Losers!” I shouted as I broke through the water.

      The boys all tried to tackle me. They splashed water at me while one dove under and tried to take me down. “Get him,” one of them shouted.

      I laughed and fell backward, taking two of them under with me. They popped up out of the water, laughing as they did. I lunged at another boy who was always the shy one. He always hovered just on the edge of our fun. He was also the only American kid. His father was a doctor working in the village.

      “John, I’m going to dunk you,” I said and slowly moved through the water toward him.

      He looked at me with excitement in his eyes. “No, you won’t.”

      I nodded and put my hands on his arms but didn’t put much pressure on him. “Ready? Count of three.”

      He squealed and pinched his nose. That was my cue that he was actually okay with the play. I pulled him into my arms and sank into the water. I held him close as we went down and then jumped up. I kept him in my arms before releasing him and swimming away.

      “I got you!” I told him.

      His big, semi-toothless smile was exactly what I was hoping to see. “Bet you can’t get me again.” He laughed before walking through the water.

      John didn’t swim as well as the kids that had grown up next to the ocean. He was very timid, and it took some effort to get him to join in. His parents trusted me to keep a close eye on him. I never thought of it as babysitting. We were just a bunch of guys hanging out. I just happened to be a lot bigger and three times their age. But a lot of people would say we had the same mentality. I was a big kid. I didn’t think of it as an insult.

      “Are you going to play football with us?” one of the other boys asked.

      I stood and pushed the water from my hair with one swoop of my hand. “I don’t think you guys can keep up,” I teased. “I’m like a million times better than all of you combined.”

      “I’ll beat you!” one said.

      “Sorry, you can’t,” I said and splashed him.

      That triggered another attack. The boys tackled me, taking me under before I sprang up again. My propulsion from the water knocked them backward once again. There was a lot of scrambling before they all attacked me again. We spent the next fifteen minutes roughhousing before we practically crawled out of the water.

      “Mercy!” I called and collapsed onto the sand. I lay with my arms stretched out and my chest heaving up and down. The boys all mimicked my actions and sprawled out on the beach around me. Anyone who came upon us and didn’t know what we’d been doing would likely assume we’d been attacked and left for dead.

      “You should charge for your babysitting services,” a woman with unaccented English said.

      I opened my eyes and leaned my head back to look at her. “I’m afraid I would end up paying to be babysat,” I joked.

      “You boys look exhausted,” she said. “Who is ready for a cold drink?”

      “If I could move, I would say I was.” I laughed.

      “Boys, the basket is over there.” She pointed.

      All the kids scrambled to get up and raced to the basket. “Bring me one!” I called out. “You killed me, and I can’t move.”

      “I’ll get you a drink, Mr. Channing,” one said before scampering off.

      He quickly returned with a bottle of water. I held it up and wrinkled my nose. “I thought you were bringing me a beer. What’s this?

      The boy laughed. “No beer! Gross!”

      I laughed and sat up. He ran back to the other boys that were digging through the picnic basket Mrs. Munson had brought down.

      “How’s he doing?” she asked in a low voice.

      “Good,” I told her. “He kicked the ball a few times and he joined in the fun in the water.”

      “You’re so good for him,” she said.

      I took a drink of water before putting the cap back on. “He’s a good kid. I like hanging out with him.”

      “He struggles to make friends. I tell my husband we have to think about settling down. We can stay here or go back to Florida, but we can’t keep dragging John around.”

      “I understand that thinking, but he is a lucky kid to get to see all these places,” I told her. “Bali is one of the best places in the world to be. I can say that because I’ve been just about everywhere.”

      “I agree, but he needs stability,” she said with a sigh. “I need stability.”

      “Is Carl thinking about leaving?” I asked.

      “No, and I don’t want to leave. I like being here. John is settling in. I just don’t want him to get called up to go somewhere else.”

      “Your family is amazing,” I said. “You’re selfless and you’ve given up a lot to do good for others. That’s pretty impressive.”

      She laughed softly. “I don’t know if we’ve given up a lot. People would love to see the world like we do.”

      “Ah, but you could be back home in Florida in a nice house with electricity that works all day every day instead of the small house you have here with spotty electricity and questionable water.”

      She flashed me a grin. “And you could be back home wherever your roots are.”

      “I’ve been gone so long I don’t remember where my roots are,” I answered honestly. New York felt like a very distant memory. I didn’t know if I could ever be in that life again with cars and people everywhere.

      “What’s that saying?” she asked softly. “You can’t go home again.”

      I nodded. “Yep, that’s exactly it.”

      “What about your family?” she asked. “I know you tell the kids you were hatched from an egg and some believe you, but I am a doctor’s wife. I’m not buying the egg story.”

      I laughed. “No? I wonder how long it will be until they call me out on it.”

      “They’ll never call you out because they absolutely adore you. You’re their idol. They’re convinced you walk on water.”

      “It’s hard to walk on water when they’re constantly pulling me under,” I joked.

      “You’re the big brother they never had. For some, you’re the father they never had.”

      “Woah, woah, woah, ain’t no one trying to be a daddy,” I said with a laugh. “I’m just hanging out with people who share my same hopes and dreams. We all want to be something cool when we grow up.”

      “Good deflection, but one of these days I’m going to learn your story,” she said.

      I winked. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “You like being a man of mystery.”

      “I do. It works great with the ladies too. If you didn’t have that ring on your finger, I’d be running my game on you.”

      “Liar. You’re a flirt.”

      “I am. I feel like if you’re going to do something, you should do it well. I take my flirting game very seriously.”

      “Like your photography?” she asked. “Did you get some good shots?”

      I flashed her a smile. “I think I did, but I haven’t had time to review them. The kids wanted me in the water.”

      “And you always do what they want?” She laughed.

      I shrugged. “They’re good kids. I like hanging out with them.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean? I’m not a pervert.”

      She slapped my shoulder. “No one thinks you are a pervert. Why do you like hanging out with a motley group of prepubescent boys?”

      I thought about it for a second. “When I was their age, I had older brothers. They picked on me and my little brother, but for the most part, we were a tight crew. These kids don’t have that. Their dads are always working. Most of the kids that hang out down here are only children or the oldest. I feel like an older brother.”

      “Well, I know I appreciate it and I know those boys sure do. You keeping an eye on them down here is also a big help for those mamas that are trying to get stuff done. They can get themselves into trouble in a hurry.”

      I flashed her another grin. “Like I said, I used to be one of them. I know how quick and easy it is to find trouble, and when there’s a crew of them, trouble comes looking for them.”

      “I left some snacks in the picnic basket,” she said and got to her feet. “I’m headed back. Try not to let them drag you into trouble.”

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      The boys were talking and eating the sandwiches she had made. That was another reason I loved being in the village. The mamas all looked out for the kids. This place was truly the epitome of what it meant when people said it takes a village to raise a child.

      “Mr. Channing!” one of them yelled. “Let’s play!”

      The ball came my way. I dodged it, rolled to the side, and grabbed it before jumping to my feet. “All right you little punks, is it going to be six against one?”

      They burst into wild laughter before rushing me.
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Madeleine

        

      

    

    
      I put my new bikini into the suitcase. I was hesitant to buy it at first, but Jewel insisted. We were going to be in a foreign country. I didn’t have to worry about running into my neighbor or a student. I could wear a skimpy bikini.

      I grabbed two cover-ups and held them up. “Which one?” I asked Clara.

      She was sitting on my bed, watching me pack my suitcase. “Pink!” she said.

      “I agree,” I told her and added it to the pile of clothes in the suitcase.

      “Are you going to go swimming?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I told her. “I might.”

      “How come you’re taking your bathing suit?”

      I smiled. “Because I want to get a tan and it’s very hot there.”

      “I want to get a tan.”

      “You will but not today,” I told her.

      “But I want to go,” she pouted.

      “I know, sweetie, but this is a mommy and aunt trip,” I said.

      “Is Aunt Jewel going to get a suntan?” she asked.

      I laughed. “She is going to try.”

      “Are you going to wear the pretty shoes we picked out?”

      I held up the sandals with lots of sparkly rhinestones. “I’m going to wear them with my blue dress.”

      “You’re going to look so pretty.”

      “Thank you, sweetie. You have such a good eye when it comes to fashion.”

      She looked very pleased with my compliment. “I love shopping.”

      “I know you do. I’m going to bring you home a new dress.”

      She clapped her hands. “Pink!”

      “Of course.” I laughed. “Is there any other color?”

      “Mom, there are a whole bunch of colors.”

      I loved the literal way she took everything. “Very true. You are right.”

      She tapped her stomach with the shiny unicorn head. “I want another unicorn dress,” she announced. “With purple glitter and pretty rainbows.”

      “Very specific,” I said. “I will do what I can to find you the perfect dress.”

      “And shoes,” she added.

      “I’m not sure I can find shoes where I’m going, but I will look.”

      I added another pair of shorts before calling it good. I zipped up the suitcase and felt a little hesitation. I hated to leave her, but this was necessary. I had to do it.

      “Are you leaving right now?” she asked.

      “Not yet. Grandma and Grandpa are going to be here soon. You’re going to be a good girl, right?”

      “Of course,” she said as if it was ridiculous to think otherwise.

      I loved my little girl, but she had a tendency to be just a little naughty. It was nothing too terrible and I didn’t believe it was her intention to be naughty, but she was precocious and too smart for her own good. I blamed her father. Not that I really knew if she got it from him, but it seemed reasonable. I was never quite so inquisitive and willing to push boundaries. Her daddy was reckless. At least he used to be. I had no idea if he still was, considering it had been almost five years since we spoke.

      “Remember, Grandma and Grandpa are older,” I told her. “You can’t run from them, and after dinner, they’re going to be tired. You need to let them relax a little. You can play some games with them, but I don’t think they can take you to the park and push you on the swing. When I get home, we’ll run around and play crazy.”

      She groaned. “Grandma is going to want to color,” she pouted.

      I laughed. “I might have bought you some special crafts to do while I’m gone,” I said.

      “Slime?” she asked excitedly.

      I winked. “You’ll just have to see.”

      I had gone a little crazy at the craft store. I bought all kinds of crafts that would hopefully keep my four-year-old entertained without too much work for my parents. Clara was a bundle of energy. She loved going to the park and running. She liked shopping, which everyone told me was unheard of for a little kid. She liked browsing and she especially loved going to the mall. I was one very lucky mommy.

      “Is it a surprise?”

      I nodded. “It is. You’ll love it. There might be a unicorn craft.”

      Her eyes lit up. She clapped her hands. “Yeah!”

      I pulled the suitcase off the bed and dragged it to the living room. My parents showed up a few minutes later. Seeing them with their own suitcases made it all the more real. “Thank you, guys, so much for doing this,” I said and gave them each a hug.

      “You know we love spending time with Clara,” my father said. “This gives your mother a good excuse to spoil her.”

      “I don’t think it’s possible to spoil her any more than she already is.”

      “Mom got us crafts, Grandma,” Clara exclaimed. “One is a unicorn.”

      My mom held up a cloth bag that she always kept her knitting stuff in. “I brought us some fun stuff too!”

      Clara was thrilled. My heart hurt at the thought of leaving her for an entire week. I blinked back tears. My father noticed and put a gentle hand on my shoulder before casually guiding me away from Clara and my mom, who were talking a mile a minute about all the fun they were going to have.

      “It’s okay,” he said in a low voice. “You’ve been doing this on your own for four years. You deserve a break. Don’t you dare feel guilty.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” I said. “I just feel like the worst mom ever. Who takes a vacation without their kids?”

      He laughed. “Just a few million parents every week. She’s going to be fine. Your mom has researched the area and has an actual map on her phone of all the places she wants to go. I think she might just give Clara a run for her money in the shopping department.”

      I smiled at the idea. “And you?”

      “Oh, I’ll be right here holding down the fort. Thirty years being married to that woman tells me I’m no match for her or Clara. I don’t want to be the purse holder.”

      “I’ve left numbers for the resort on the fridge. Her pediatrician’s number is also on the list. I left my flight info and Jewel’s number in case anything happens.”

      “Madi, everything is going to be fine,” he said again. “You need to get away and get your head cleared. I’m proud of you for having the courage to stand up to that guy. You know how I feel about him.”

      “I do.” I nodded.

      “Your mom and me just hate we put you in his path,” he said. “If we had known who he was, we never would have urged you to date him.”

      “It’s okay,” I assured him. “Nobody knew what kind of man he was. It isn’t like he’s a monster, but he’s not for me.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “Thank you for staying here with her,” I told him. “It will make it easier on her if she can stick to her routine and be in her own bed.”

      “Mon amour, we want to be here. Your mother loves to come to the city and shop. We love Clara. We only wished we lived closer.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” I said and gave him a hug. I loved when he spoke French to me. It wasn’t a lot, just sweet little things he always said to me when I was a little girl. It felt more meaningful when he called me his love in French than in English.

      I took a deep breath and pushed aside the sadness and worry I felt at leaving my baby girl. “All right, Clara. Mommy is going to be leaving soon. You are going to have so much fun with Grandma and Grandpa. I want you to listen to them. Go to bed when they tell you and don’t eat all the chocolate Grandma tries to give you.”

      My mother laughed. “What is life without chocolate?”

      “Teeth. You get to keep your teeth.”

      She waved a hand. “I grew up eating chocolate for breakfast.”

      “That was in France. It’s a totally different kind of chocolate here in the States.”

      She snorted and murmured something in French under her breath. I was bilingual but she’d been born and raised in France and spoke way too fast for me. Even my father didn’t understand all she said, which was probably why their marriage worked.

      I gave Clara a big hug. “Can I go with you?” she asked.

      My heart nearly snapped in two. “Not this time,” I told her. “Soon we’ll go visit Grandma and Grandpa in Canada. This is not a trip for kids.”

      “Mommy needs some time alone,” my dad said.

      He was my champion. “It’s only for a week,” I told her. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “With a new dress,” she reminded me.

      “Sweetie, I have a feeling by the time I get back, you are already going to have a whole new wardrobe.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “What does that mean?”

      “It means Grandma wants to go shopping,” I said.

      Her eyes widened. “You do?” she gasped.

      “Oh, I do. Grandpa gave me a shiny new credit card.”

      I groaned as my dad shook his head and shrugged a shoulder. “There was no point in trying to stop her.”

      “Mom, don’t go overboard,” I said. “She’s got plenty of clothes.”

      “We are shopping,” she said firmly. “I’ve already got a list of shops we’re going to.”

      “Told you,” my dad said.

      “Thank you both for doing this.”

      A knock on the door sent my heart racing. This was it. I opened the door to find Jewel. “Come in.”

      “Hi, guys.” She waved. “I’ve got an Uber waiting downstairs,” she said quietly.

      I nodded and grabbed Clara again. I was going to miss her so much. I wasn’t sure I could even have fun while I was away from her. I didn’t want to let go of her.

      My dad tapped me on the shoulder. “Your ride is waiting,” he said.

      I gave Clara a kiss on her cheek and then her head. “Mommy’s going to miss you so much. I will call you whenever I can. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” she said and hugged me.

      I stood up and blinked back the tears. I hugged my mom and then my dad. “Thank you, guys.”

      “Go and have fun,” my mother said. “You deserve this. It’s the first time you’re getting away by yourself. You’ve done a great job with this little munchkin. Go and relax on the beach with a Mai Tai and soak up the sun. Think of nothing. Not how things are going here or about him. You just blank your mind and pamper yourself.”

      “I’ll make sure she does,” Jewel said. “Are you ready?”

      I hesitated before nodding. “Let’s do this.”

      “Have fun and take lots of pictures,” my mom said.

      I looked down at Clara one last time. I could never forget what she looked like, but she was growing fast. I wanted to remember her as she was now because when I got back, she was going to look different. I walked to the door and grabbed my suitcase. I looked back one last time and waved. “I love you, guys.”

      It was Jewel pulling me out the door that actually got me to leave. Once we were in the car, I felt like I was leaving my heart behind.

      Jewel tapped my thigh. “We’re going to have a blast. Clara is going to be just fine. She’s going to love spending time with your parents and getting spoiled.”

      “I know. I just can’t believe I’m leaving her.”

      “Think of it as you doing something you need to do for her,” she said. “You need a reset. This drama with Geoffrey has had you way stressed out. You need this. It will help shake it off and you can go back to your normal life without a dictator hanging over your head.”

      She was right. Geoffrey was not happy with me and he wasn’t afraid to show it. He had been harassing me all week with incessant phone calls and nasty texts. It had me on edge.

      I needed a break.
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      I lay in my bed and flipped through the magazine I picked up in the city last week. I had a cell phone, and I did have Instagram, but I wasn’t the kind of guy that spent my life on social media. I posted pictures on occasion mostly to keep my family off my back. If they saw my account was still active and I was still posting pictures, they knew I was alive and well. I wasn’t interested in talking and doing the whole brother thing.

      I found I did better when I was disconnected from that life. I couldn’t be me when I was the guy that came from a ridiculously wealthy family. We had been tightknit, but it wasn’t until I stepped away that I really felt like I was living my life. My older brother Mason was kind of my hero. He had done it long before I ever did. My whole life, I had looked at Mason through the lens of my parents and my oldest brothers, Grayson and Jack.

      If they saw me now, they would look at me like they looked at Mason. I didn’t want or need their judgment. I was living my life on my terms. The money in the bank allowed me to live that life. Yes, I had all the advantages a person could want. I did my best not to rely on the advantage of being born rich or being raised in a loving family—with qualifiers.

      We were Bancrofts. We had standards to live up to. All of us except Mason. I supposed I envied him for choosing to buck traditions and do his own thing. I was loving it and I didn’t want to give it up. I knew my family wanted me back. I stopped taking their calls because I didn’t want to be guilted into returning. It was easier to just ignore them.

      I climbed out of bed and made myself coffee before rummaging through my little minifridge. It didn’t hold a lot. I grabbed the dish of oatmeal I had put in the fridge last night. It was my favorite breakfast. Raw oats, almond milk, and fresh fruit. I took my breakfast outside to sit in the chair on my small porch. I stared out at the ocean as I ate. I had the best view in the world. I had been everywhere, and I knew what a million-dollar view was. This was it.

      I had taken so many pictures of the sunrise, sunset, and countless storms. It was boring now. I preferred to take candid photos, like the ones of the kids. I finished my breakfast and got up to get the envelope of pictures I printed in the city. I flipped through the photos, selecting the ones I wanted to gift to the boys and setting aside the ones I wanted to keep in my portfolio. Even in Indonesia I made sure I covered my ass with releases signed by every parent. Desperation made people do crazy things. If they knew who I was and how much money I had, it would only take a whisper for one of them to sue me.

      After putting away my breakfast dish, I stepped outside my small hut and quickly pulled on my sunglasses to block the sun. I sipped from the coffee cup in my hand before putting the cup on the porch. I grabbed the envelope with the pictures I printed and headed down the path toward the beach area where the kids always played. My bungalow was a little farther down, away from the area where most of the villagers hung out. It gave me a tiny bit of privacy but not much. Most people didn’t bother me. They didn’t bother anyone. Everyone minded their own business, which was why I liked it.

      I expected to the see kids playing with the soccer ball or hanging out in general. They weren’t there. That was odd. I walked toward the path that led up to the village. I didn’t see the kids in the streets either. I was excited to show the boys their photos. Their parents were always very happy to get them as well. More than once, someone tried to pay me. I never took their money. I went back down to the beach to see if I could find them. I did kind of feel like I was their protector.

      I heard someone shout and looked up ahead. There was essentially an invisible line in the sand between the village area and the fancy resort that bordered the village. It was a point of contention among the people that lived in the village. It was difficult to claim the ocean, but the resort did a damn good job trying to do it.

      I picked up my pace. I knew what was going on. It wasn’t the first time. The boys were in the water tossing the soccer ball and then chasing it. They weren’t doing any harm, but someone from the resort was trying to get them out of the water.

      I didn’t like the bullying. “Hey!” I shouted and started to jog toward the boys.

      The boys were coming out of the water and the man was still trying to shoo them away. I made it to the area where the boys were arguing with two men from security.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said and stepped in front of the boys.

      We’d been here before. I turned to the boys. “Head back,” I said in a strong tone.

      They were young and could be a little cocky when they wanted to. When one looked like he wanted to argue, I gave him a look and pointed him away from the beach. They reluctantly walked away, kicking sand up and speaking in Indonesian.

      “They were just playing in the water,” I said to the security guard. “You don’t own the ocean.”

      “That is reserved for our paying guests,” the security guard snapped. “We’ve told them to stay out. We’ve talked to the parents.”

      “Your people came in here and stole away this village’s beach,” I hissed. “Those boys aren’t going to do anything. None of your ritzy guests are in the water. They prefer your chlorine-filled pools.”

      “Our guests choose our resort because we offer a tranquil experience. They don’t want to watch a bunch of kids screaming and making a bunch of noise. Our guests couldn’t get in the water or on the beach because those brats were causing problems.”

      I raised an eyebrow. I didn’t miss the ladies on loungers behind the security guards. They were all focused on me and what was happening. I noticed more than one of them posing in their little bikinis.

      “They aren’t brats,” I corrected. “They are kids who actually belong here. You are the intruders, not them.”

      “Keep them off our beach,” the other guard said. “Seriously, this is the last time. This area is for guests only. See the signs?”

      The guy was pissing me off. I walked toward the sign and slapped my hand against it. “This sign?”

      “Sir, this doesn’t have to be a problem,” the guy said. I could tell he was uneasy. “We’ve done a lot for the village. We’ve provided jobs and offer all kind of perks. All we ask is they respect our property.”

      “Man, it’s not like they’re up there tearing shit up or pissing in the pool,” I said.

      “Just tell them to stay away,” he growled. “They’ve got all that beach over there!”

      He was raising his voice and pissing me off. “You mean the part of the beach that has the sharp rocks? The sliver of beach between your resort and the place on the other side?”

      The man shrugged. “It’s not our problem they sold their land. We are helping them by giving them jobs.”

      “You’re an American,” I snapped. “You don’t know what they need. They’ve been surviving here long before this resort ever got built. They don’t need you. They need to be able to fish.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Just keep them on that side,” he said and pointed out which side, in case I didn’t understand.

      I took three very large steps onto the resort property. “You mean this side?” I teased.

      “Sir, don’t make this a thing. You know they are in the wrong. We’ve had this conversation before.”

      I felt the eyes on me. Now that I was a little closer to the loungers lined up in a perfect row, I was able to get a better view of the women. I offered them one of my flirty smiles and winked at a few. Sunglasses were lowered as they looked at me. I knew they liked what they saw. I didn’t bust my ass working out two hours a day for no reason. I ate well and drank little.

      I turned my attention back to security and noticed the boys had come back with two moms with them. I’d had my fun. There was no reason to make things worse and risk the situation escalating. There was no point creating drama. I personally hated drama.

      “Do me a favor,” I said to the men. “Try and pretend they’re kids. Human kids. They aren’t dogs. You can’t shoo them away or throw rocks at them to get them to go. If they break shit, then you come talk to me. You know where to find me. Try not to be dicks. It’s not hard.”

      I heard some clapping as I walked away. I couldn’t resist and turned around to face my admirers. I took a small bow before blowing a few kisses at the pretty ladies. I walked over to the small group that had gathered.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “It’s okay.”

      “The ball went over there,” one of the boys said. “We went to get it and started playing. We didn’t know we were in their water.”

      “Their water,” one of the moms spat.

      “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. Boys, you have to stay on this side. They’re not going to stop calling security.”

      “We’re sorry, Mr. Channing,” one of the boys said.

      I rubbed his head. “It’s cool. Who wants to see the pictures?” I waved the envelope.

      “Me!” they all shouted at once.

      I walked a few more feet away from the invisible line. I needed to diffuse the situation before things got any worse. I was to blame for stoking the fire. I pulled out the pictures and started handing them out to the kids. I loved hearing their laughter and excitement. It was what I wanted. The moms were thanking me in their broken English. Seeing their joy made me very happy.

      “You guys ready to get back to our side of the beach?” I asked.

      We started to walk away when I heard my name being called. That threw me off. I turned around to see a woman walking toward us. She was wearing a very small bikini that did very little to hide her curves. Her lush hips and full breasts immediately drew me in. She had a sheer white cover-up over the bikini, but it did not diminish the sexiness.

      The woman waved at me. “Channing! Channing Bancroft!”

      I stopped walking with the crew and started walking toward the woman. Whoever it was definitely knew me. I got a little closer and stopped when I realized who it was.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed. I couldn’t believe it. I was staring at Madeleine Poirier. On my beach.

      I never imagined I would see her again.

      Holy shit.
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      Channing effing Bancroft. What were the odds?

      He looked different but the same. It had taken me several minutes to confirm it was him, but I would never forget the man. I remembered the way he stood, the way he walked and the way he flirted. At first, I convinced myself it wasn’t him. The Channing I knew didn’t have tattoos covering his chest and arms. He was also not as trim.

      But it was him. I walked toward him and confirmed it. He had a deep tan, telling me he spent a lot of time on the beach with his shirt off. And why wouldn’t he? Damn, he was fine. I glanced over my shoulder to check on Jewel. If she knew I was making my way toward Channing Bancroft, she would tackle me.

      He was standing with his hands on his hips and a look of utter shock on his face. Seeing him after all these years brought up a mixed bag of emotions. It was surreal. I never thought I would see him again.

      When I looked at Clara, I sometimes saw him in her features. Over time, I forgot what he looked like.

      Until now.

      “Madi?” he said, and I immediately regretted calling his attention. He was dangerous. Just hearing him say my name damn near melted me from the inside out.

      Bad move.

      “Channing,” I said with a shake of my head. I couldn’t believe I was looking at him in the flesh. A lot of glorious flesh. My eyes roamed over his body, drinking in the sight of him. My brain was trying to make sense of him being in the same place as I was. The odds were astronomical, but here we were.

      “Wow,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”

      I had a feeling he was lying. It was one of those things you said to someone you never actually expected to see again. He looked as shocked as I felt.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I live here.”

      “You live at the resort? Do you own it?”

      He looked like he was sucking lemons. “No. Hell no. I live in the village. Outside the village but here.”

      “Oh.”

      I waited for that weird tension that ended with him making up an excuse to walk away. I would walk away but I couldn’t think of an excuse and I really didn’t want to. I couldn’t stop staring at him. My brain was filing through memories of him. Little spurts of excitement were racing through me. The flood of memories included the times we’d been in bed together. The man triggered a response in me I just couldn’t explain. I didn’t want to explain it. I didn’t want to understand it.

      “Wow,” he said and a slow smile spread over his face. “I can’t believe you’re standing here.”

      “I suppose I’m about the last person you expected to see or even wanted to see.”

      “Not true,” he said. “How long has it been?”

      “Almost five years,” I said.

      “Wow. That long. I guess I owe you an apology.”

      “For?” I questioned. I wasn’t going to volunteer any information. I wanted to know just what he was apologizing for.

      “I ghosted you,” he said.

      I should have flinched or been pissed. I wasn’t. I had come to terms with it long ago. “It’s fine,” I said.

      “No, it isn’t,” he said. “I meant to call you. I wanted to, and then as the days went on, I realized it was too late. I didn’t know what to say and ended up saying nothing at all.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. It’s in the past.”

      He offered a small smile. “Technically, yes, it is in the past but that doesn’t mean I haven’t thought about it.”

      I couldn’t resist taking the opportunity to ask what I had been wondering for five long years. “What happened?”

      He rubbed a hand over his chest, drawing my eyes to the many tattoos that covered his skin. “It’s a lame excuse,” he said. “I don’t even know if it is an excuse.”

      “Are you Batman?”

      He blinked. “What?”

      “A lame excuse would be you telling me you were Batman or some other superhero.”

      His lips quirked in that sexy way that had first attracted me to him. “I’m not Batman. Even if I was, I don’t think I’m allowed to tell you. That would take away my Batman status.”

      I had to laugh. “Blink twice if you really are Batman.”

      He laughed in that easy way I remembered. “Can’t do it.” His smile fell away. “I fucked up and I know it. I’m apologizing. I was lying in bed one night and the full weight of everything just kind of crashed down on me.”

      “Me?” I asked with surprise. Our relationship, if one could even call it that, lasted a whole three weeks. I didn’t think I smothered him.

      “No,” he quickly said. “Not you. Definitely not you. My family. Honestly, my name. Being who I was in New York came with a lot of restrictions.”

      “Isn’t your family wealthy?” I asked him. That was how little I knew of him. I didn’t even know he was wealthy until we were already rounding third base.

      “They are, but that wealth came with a lot of strings. I felt like I was being buried alive. I couldn’t deal with the expectations. They all thought I was supposed to fall in line and be as great as they all were. I kept tripping along and feeling worse about myself. It was killing me. I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to find a way to breathe. I know it sounds dramatic and I know I had everything any person could ever want, but the confinement that came with all those perks was too much.”

      “That sounds rough,” I said, teasing just a little.

      “I know it doesn’t sound like it from the outside looking in, but it was difficult. My brothers were kicking ass in the family business. My mom was a saint. The competition to be perfect drove me crazy. It eroded any self-esteem I had. I found myself screwing up more often than I was doing anything worthwhile. I ran away. Call me a pussy. Call me a quitter. I don’t care.”

      “I’m not calling you any of those things,” I told him.

      “No, but I think they are,” he said. “At least that’s the way I felt. They are thriving in the city. That’s their thing.”

      I looked him up and down once again. “You seem to be thriving,” I said with a smile.

      I stared into his hazel eyes. His sandy colored hair was much longer than I remembered. It scraped over his shoulders, all one length. It was pushed back away from his clean-shaven face that showed off that perfect jawline I remembered kissing. The muscles were another story. That would require open, thorough ogling and I didn’t have that luxury while standing on the beach.

      He flashed another smile. “When did you get here?” he asked.

      “Last night.”

      “Have you gone into the village or the city?” he questioned.

      I shook my head. “Nope. I have been perfectly lazy.”

      “I have to go into town and get some veggies. I’d be happy to show you around,” he said. “You can lay around in this stuffy resort or see the true beauty of this place.”

      “Tempting.” I laughed. “Lay around and be waited on hand and foot while eating some of the best food I’ve ever had? I’m not sure that’s a bad thing.”

      “Ah, but you’re in one of the most beautiful places in the world,” he said. “The resort is great, but it’s like every other resort in the world. You can be waited on hand and foot and soak up the sun. The thing about this place is the culture.”

      “You sound like a tour guide,” I teased.

      “I’ll be your personal guide,” he said.

      That was a tempting offer. Tempting and very dangerous. “I’m not here alone.”

      His face fell and his eyes immediately dropped to my left hand. He assumed I was with someone. This was a crossroads. I could tell him I was with my boyfriend, husband, fiancé, whatever. He’d leave me alone and that would be that. I would go back to my regularly scheduled life and never think of him again.

      Not true.

      It was impossible not to think of the father of my little girl. But if I didn’t take this opportunity to reconnect with him, I would regret it. I knew that. All the days and long nights I wished for just one more day with him would be for naught. This was my last chance.

      “My friend,” I said. “My girlfriend.”

      He winked. “The more the merrier,” he said with a small laugh.

      “You’ll have to give me something to sell her,” I said. “She’s pretty dead set on spa treatments and pool time.”

      “She’s welcome to stay and do those things,” he offered. “I’ll show you all the cool places that the average tourist never gets to see. If you’re interested in doing some shopping, I can take you to the places the locals shop at. The tourist traps are very real. You’ll pay inflated prices for cheap shit.”

      “You had me at shopping.” I laughed.

      He looked at me, like really looked at me. Things had been very hot and heavy between us during those three weeks we were together. He knew my body just as well as I knew his. He probably noticed the changes. My hips were a little wider and my belly not quite as flat and tight as it had been. I wondered if he noticed the changes. Jewel and my mom always told me I looked great and no one would know I had a baby. I knew. I noticed the changes.

      “I’ve got some stuff to do this afternoon,” he said in a voice that was just a little raspy. “I can come by and pick you guys up around five if that works.”

      “Like a date?” I teased.

      “I’m not into threesomes, but I’ll try anything once.”

      I had to laugh. I knew he was joking. “I’ll let her know,” I teased. “I should get back. She went to get us drinks. She probably thinks I bailed on her.”

      He was looking over my shoulder. “Um, is your friend Jewel here with you?”

      I nodded. “Yes, how did you know?”

      “Because she is looking at you and me. She doesn’t look happy.”

      I turned back to see her staring at us. I knew she wouldn’t recognize him. The only reason I did was because of our connection. He looked nothing like the man I had met five years ago at a benefit dinner. Looking at the man with a full tattoo sleeve on one arm and various other tats over the rest of him, I would never imagine him in a tux.

      “I better get back,” I said. “She’s probably panicking.”

      “Because you’re talking to me?”

      “You look frightening,” I told him. “The tats.”

      He looked down at his chest and put his hand over his heart. “Ink doesn’t make me scary.”

      “We’re sheltered.” I laughed. “We’ll meet you in the lobby.”

      He chuckled. “Afraid to give me your room number?”

      “Nope, just don’t want you to get the wrong idea,” I said with a laugh.

      He grinned. “Good to know.”

      I started my walk back to Jewel, who looked very concerned. I couldn’t help but look and see if he was watching me go. I glanced over my shoulder and found him blatantly staring. He wasn’t even trying to hide it. Heat pooled in my belly, setting off a reaction in my body that felt very much like a volcano erupting. Butterflies swarmed as I walked back to Jewel.

      Channing fucking Bancroft. It was crazy. It was a one in a million chance. Hell, maybe even one in a billion that we would run into each other on the beach in Bali.
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      My travels around the world had brought me up close and personal with a lot of different religious beliefs. Every culture had their own thing, but they all believed in some kind of higher power. I didn’t know which deity I believed in, but I knew somewhere, someone up high just put her in my path.

      I had spent the first year of my self-imposed exile from New York thinking about her. I had almost called her at least a hundred times. She lived in New York and I couldn’t ask her to leave, and I knew I couldn’t go home. We had something hot and amazing but my past told me it would have fizzled out. I weighed the decision between great sex and the potential to have a good relationship and dealing with my family.

      It wasn’t anything my family necessarily did. It was me feeling inadequate. I didn’t like everyone waiting for me to do something amazing. I couldn’t seem to find myself in their shadow. I hit the road with the intention of going back in a week or two. Then it was a month. Then it was a few months. I just couldn’t go back. I spent some time in Cambodia and Japan and even hung out in Australia for a while. I just kept finding myself coming back to Bali.

      And she found me.

      I couldn’t wait to catch up with her. Too bad about the friend, but I would take what I could get. I stepped into the lobby of the resort. I knew I was persona non grata at the place, but I was hoping no one would notice me.

      I scanned the area and spotted Madi sitting on a small sofa with a drink in her hand. I took a moment to drink in the sight of her. On the beach, I certainly got to see enough of her but it wasn’t enough. Her hair was longer than before. It looked just a little lighter brown as well. Her eyes were the same dark brown I remembered. The spattering of freckles across her nose were what had caught my attention in the first place. She had an innocence about her but her body was all about sin. Curves for days. She was wearing a green dress that laced up the front. Her full breasts were squeezed together and lifted. I had to bite my lip to pull my mind out of the gutter.

      I walked over to the women. “Hi,” I said.

      Madi looked up at me. “Hi. You made it.”

      “Of course,” I said and looked at the woman sitting in a chair next to Madi. She had short black hair and at least six earrings in each ear. Her nose was pierced as well. She was looking at me with obvious disdain.

      “Jewel, this is Channing,” Madi said. “Channing, this is my best friend, Jewel.”

      I nodded once. “Nice to meet you.”

      She offered a tight smile. “Yeah.”

      “Are you guys ready?” I asked.

      “Where are we going?” Jewel asked. “Madi mentioned shopping. No thanks.”

      I shrugged. “We can do a little sightseeing. I know a really great outdoor bar.”

      “Alcohol,” Jewel said and jumped to her feet. “I’m in.”

      Madi laughed and stood as well. “You’re speaking her language.”

      “It’s within walking distance,” I told them. “Are you cool with that?”

      “Absolutely,” Madi said. “I want to see the village. The people at the front desk told us we shouldn’t go into the village alone.”

      I scoffed. “Because you might rub elbows with the riffraff.”

      “Are they dangerous?” Jewel asked.

      “They’re people. They live here. They all work their asses off to support their families. The only danger is they might offer to feed you or smile at you, and that danger is very real.”

      I didn’t mean to get so pissy, but it irritated the hell out of me that the resort people came in and acted like they were royalty. They got the idea they ruled the area. I hated seeing the little people get squashed.

      “Mr. Bancroft,” I heard my name.

      I glanced over to see one of the security guards coming my way. “That’s my cue,” I said.

      “They know you?” Madi asked.

      “Oh yeah,” I mumbled. “I’m leaving,” I said to the guard. “Ladies.” I gestured toward the door.

      Madi gave me a funny look. I winked and offered her a cocky grin. We walked into the village, away from the touristy places. The music was already pumping.

      I walked in and waved to the man behind the bar. “We’re going to sit out back,” I told him.

      He gave me a thumbs-up while pouring a drink for another customer. I led the women to a table that was positioned just outside. The bar was an outdoor bar really, with one wall missing. There was a stage with a local band playing old eighties rock music.

      “This is unique,” Madi said.

      “Hello, Channing,” a waitress greeted in accented English.

      I smiled. “Hi, Citra,” I replied.

      “The same?”

      I looked at Madi and Jewel. “Do you ladies have a preference?” I asked.

      “The stronger, the better,” Jewel said.

      I smirked and held up three fingers. “Three of the usual.”

      “Be right back.”

      “They know you here?” Madi asked.

      “It’s a small place,” I said. “I’m one of the few Americans that call the place home. I tend to stick out.”

      “You’ve got a lot of tats,” Jewel abruptly said.

      I looked down at my arms exposed in the black T-shirt I had pulled on. “I do,” I said.

      I could tell she didn’t like me. I had a feeling that had a lot to do with the way things ended between Madi and me the first time. I couldn’t expect anything else. I was a dick. I walked away without so much as a goodbye.

      “What are they?” she questioned.

      I felt like I was being interrogated. I held out my left arm that was a full sleeve. “I don’t know, different stuff.”

      “Do you have one of those barbed wire tats around your bicep?” she asked.

      I pulled up my sleeve. “Nope.”

      “What is that?” She pointed to the large piece of ink that spanned all the way around my upper arm.

      I didn’t talk about the meanings of my tattoos. It was kind of like wearing my diary on my body, but only I could read it. I shrugged. “Just something I got a while ago.”

      “Don’t those symbols in that tribal mark mean something?”

      She wasn’t going to let up. “Probably,” I said.

      “You don’t like to talk about it?” she pressed. “Do you have something to hide?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Do you work for the FBI?”

      “No.”

      “You should,” I shot back.

      “Most people like to talk about their ink.”

      “Mine is personal. Half of it I got when I was drunk. I guess when I look in the mirror and see some of the artwork, I’m reminded why I don’t drink much anymore.”

      Citra returned with our drinks. I ordered three of the dinner specials as well. I needed to give Jewel something to chew on other than me. Her animosity for me was pretty strong. I took a long healthy drink of the strong cocktail. The ladies each tested theirs, decided it was acceptable, and started sucking down their own drinks. I hoped Jewel lightened up once she got some liquor in her. If she was a mean drunk, I was in trouble.

      “What brings the two of you to Bali?” I asked Madi.

      “Vacation,” she answered. “Jewel talked me into it.”

      “You had to be talked into taking a vacation?” I asked with a laugh.

      “She has responsibilities at home,” Jewel snapped.

      Madi growled at her and gave her a look. “I was just reluctant to be gone for a week.”

      I felt like I was sitting at a table with a pit viper. “It can be hard to leave home,” I said.

      One of the locals walked by and gave my shoulder a squeeze. I nodded at him before returning my focus to the women at my table. They were both looking at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Do you know everyone?” Jewel spat.

      I thought about it. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

      “They act like you’re royalty.”

      “If you watch, you’ll notice everyone in here knows everyone and they are all talking to one another. I’m not royalty. I’m part of the community.”

      “It’s nice they accept you,” Madi said.

      “They are good people.”

      “Is that why you were on the beach defending them this morning?” she asked.

      I shrugged and took another drink. “They are good kids. It’s not like they have a lot to do. They were playing in the water. They weren’t damaging the resort property. It pisses me off that the people that run that place have their heads so far up their own asses they can’t just be human.”

      She was smiling at me in a way that made me want to be Batman. It was that look of hero worship. I wished I was the hero she seemed to think I was.

      “Channing Bancroft to the rescue,” Jewel spat before holding up her drink. “I need another one. Shine your little superhero light on the waitress please.”

      I spent the next hour dodging barbs from Jewel as we ate and drank. Luckily for me, three drinks was the magic number. Jewel seemed to relax a bit and was even laughing at a few of my jokes. I knew I was funny. I’d been told a few hundred times. The woman just didn’t like me.

      “Excuse me,” a man with a British accent said as he came to stand by our table.

      He was a tourist. I immediately pegged him. How he found our little bar, I didn’t know. His gaze was focused on Jewel. I saw an opportunity. “Hello,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “I wanted to ask this beautiful woman to dance with me,” he said to Jewel.

      I looked to Jewel to gauge her reaction. I wasn’t necessarily her biggest fan, but as the man in the group, I felt it was my responsibility to run off any unwanted attention. She grinned up at the guy. “This beautiful girl would love to.”

      Relief washed over me. I was going to get a chance to actually talk to Madi. I looked to Madi, who was watching her friend. “Is that okay?” I asked.

      “It’s fine.” She laughed. “Jewel did not come all the way around the world to not have fun.”

      “Do you want to dance?” I asked her.

      She flashed me a look that said she absolutely did want to dance. I was hoping to talk to her, but I was a multitasker. “I would love to,” she answered with a bright smile.

      I extended my hand and escorted her onto the dance floor. The song switched to something nice and slow. She smiled up at me with her five-and-a-half-foot frame made just a little higher by the heels she was wearing. It felt like she knocked the breath from my lungs. Holding her in my arms took me back to the first time I saw her five years ago. She had turned that brilliant smile on me and I was lost.

      “You’re beautiful,” I told her. It wasn’t a line. It was exactly how I felt.

      “Thank you,” she said with her smile growing. “You always said that.”

      I looked her directly in the eyes. “Only because it’s true. You are gorgeous. I could go on. I have many adjectives I would love to describe you with.”

      She giggled softly. “And there’s that smooth talker I remember.”

      I slowly shook my head. “Not smooth talking,” I said. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever had the pleasure to be with. Beautiful on the inside and the outside.”

      I meant it. Holding her in my arms with her head resting on my shoulder was like jumping in a time machine. It took me way back. Way, way back to a time when I felt buried.

      She had been a breath of fresh air.
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      I was being carried away. I knew it and I didn’t want to stop it. This was the man that had made me crazy five years ago. He made me fall for him back then and if I wasn’t careful, I would do it all over again. We had been dancing for what felt like forever. I didn’t want to stop, and I got the feeling he didn’t either. We were both lost in the music, which wasn’t necessarily great, but it was all we needed.

      I was sweaty and my makeup was probably melting off. I didn’t care. Being in his arms was too good. I had to remember this was only tonight. Maybe tomorrow but no more than that. I couldn’t get too close. I couldn’t let my secret slip.

      “Thirsty?” he whispered next to my ear.

      “I don’t want to stop,” I answered.

      “Me either.”

      His hands moved down my body and back up again. I was glad I was in a foreign country with no witnesses to my very brazen actions on the dance floor. It was a dance of seduction. My body remembered his well. Every time he ground his hips against me, shivers of hot desire raced through me.

      He was all over me and I was damn near climbing him. “Your dancing skills have improved,” I told him with a laugh when he put his hand on the small of my back and dipped me.

      He chuckled. “Are we really going to call this dancing?”

      “I do. What do you call it?”

      He pulled me against his hard chest, his hips moving in time with the music. “Foreplay.”

      I didn’t dare tell him I’d been thinking the same way. “I think that’s wishful thinking.”

      He grinned. “I’m perfectly happy rubbing against you all night. There’s another term that comes to mind.”

      I giggled. I knew exactly where his mind was going. I taught high school after all. “Umm, would you be talking about dry fucking?”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Little Miss Innocent has a potty mouth,” he said.

      “Innocent?” I teased. “Remember what we did in that bathroom of the benefit dinner?”

      He groaned. “You can’t do that to me,” he growled.

      I loved teasing him. “Do you remember when we were in the back of your limo?”

      “Madi,” he groaned.

      I could feel his excitement. His hands were all over me but not in a vulgar way. It was exciting and made me feel sexy. Geoffrey never did that. He hated PDA. He was all about keeping up appearances. We had to be the perfect couple. We always dressed just right and said the right things to his white-collar friends. It was like dating my brother. Not that I had one, but that was what it felt like when we went out together. Hands off. No kissing. No discussing our relationship outside hobbies and plans. It was so sanitized I even wondered if we were actually together.

      Being made to feel wanted and sexy was a headrush. I had begun to think there was something wrong with me. I had lightened my hair, changed up my wardrobe, and even did a little shopping at some rather risqué stores in an attempt to liven up our sex life or lack thereof. I tried every fad diet thinking he wasn’t attracted to me because I was a little thicker than he was.

      Channing was so different. He was a strong, gorgeous man and he was clearly attracted to me. This was what it felt like to be thought of as desirable. I ran my hands up his biceps and felt the strength. It was more than a physical strength I felt. It was a presence of someone who was stalwart and strong of mind.

      “Hey,” Jewel said, out of breath as she leaned into me.

      I could smell the alcohol on her breath and knew she was just a little drunk. “Woah,” I said when she threw an arm around me.

      “We’re going back to the resort,” she said. “Wanna come?”

      “To your room?” I asked.

      She wrinkled her nose. “No, silly. We’re going to sit by the pool and have some drinks. He’s staying there as well.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked her.

      She bobbed her head up and down. “Yep. You guys should come.”

      I looked at Channing to gauge his reaction. He didn’t look eager to do that. “Why don’t we meet you there?” I told her.

      She attempted to wink at me, but it came off as more of a blink. “Perfect. Don’t rush.”

      I laughed as she walked off the dance floor and into the man’s arms. “Do you think that’s safe?” I asked Channing.

      “You can go with her if you’re worried,” he said.

      I pulled him off the dance floor. “You don’t want to go back to the resort?” I asked. I did my best to hide my disappointment.

      “I would love to but I’m not exactly welcome there,” he said with a laugh.

      “Oh.”

      He stared at me for several seconds. “Fuck it. I’ll go up from the beach side.”

      I smiled. “Really? I don’t want you to get in any trouble.”

      He snorted. “I think that ship sailed a long time ago. I doubt the nighttime security knows my face. We’ll be by the pool. It’s safe enough. The worst that can happen is they order me to leave. Won’t be the first time.”

      I laughed as we headed for the door. “You really pissed them off, huh?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly before waving to the bartender. “I didn’t necessarily do anything. They don’t like me speaking the truth.”

      “About the kids?” I asked.

      He nodded and put his hand on my back as we walked around a group coming into the bar. It was that protective nature in him. That was his personality. He was a protector.

      “About everything in general,” he answered. “When they were building that place, they destroyed the coastline in this area. They disrupted the entire ecosystem.”

      “Ah, you sound like you’ve gone to the green side,” I teased.

      “A pale green,” he said with a laugh. “I visited here before that resort was built. It was a thriving community but poor. Guys like the one that owns that place take advantage of little communities like this. They promise them jobs and they build a school or a church and trample all over the people that have been here for several generations.”

      “I get that,” I said as we walked down the road.

      “When I came back for a visit, I saw the changes. I saw the new struggles the people were dealing with. It pissed me off.”

      “Because you are the kind of guy who hates to see injustice,” I said.

      “I do. I hate it, and usually, I’m in a position to do something about it. Not always but sometimes.”

      “They certainly seem to appreciate you.”

      We walked a little farther. “They are good people,” he said. “I’ll walk you to the resort and then go around to come up from the beach.”

      “You don’t need to walk me back,” I told him.

      “Yes, I do,” he said. “They are good people, but bad people are everywhere.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “So chivalrous.”

      He laughed. “I’m not sure anyone would ever call me that.”

      “I would. You are a gentleman. I knew it from the first moment I met you.”

      That had him laughing again. That part was different about him. He seemed more carefree. I was happy for him, but there was a little part of me that was bitter. He was living this life without boundaries, going wherever he pleased, whenever he pleased while I scrimped and saved to raise our daughter. I couldn’t be mad at him, considering he didn’t know. But he didn’t know because he bailed on me without a single call.

      “Gentleman,” he said with a laugh. “Did you determine that when I had you up against the wall in the ladies’ room a few hours after we met?”

      My cheeks burned as memories of that night came rushing back. “It wasn’t like I gave you a choice. I would have climbed you like a tree in the coatroom if I didn’t get what I was after.”

      “Damn, woman.” He laughed. “You sure know how to make a man feel like a stud.”

      “You were a stud.”

      “Were?” he asked.

      “Stop, you know you’re still a stud. Although I think you’re a little thinner than you were.”

      “Are you calling me skinny?”

      “No, definitely not skinny, but you are thinner, leaner,” I told him. “Do you do a lot of swimming?”

      “Yes, I do. I also stopped guzzling tequila.”

      That made me laugh. “There was a lot of tequila flowing that first night.”

      He groaned. “I spent about four years in a tequila bottle. My check liver light came on and I knew it was time to slow down.”

      I laughed again. “That’s good. You don’t need to turn your liver into jelly.”

      We arrived at the resort. I noticed he stayed in the shadows. “Are you sure you want me to come up?” he asked. “I know there’s history and I don’t want you to think I’m coming for poolside drinks with the hopes of something happening.”

      “Yes, it’s fine. I’d like to catch up with you.”

      “I’ll keep my hands to myself,” he said with a smile. “I don’t want to make an ass of myself again. I’m a different man.”

      I almost said too bad but stopped myself. I could not invite trouble. As much as I would love another roll in the hay with him, I couldn’t do it. That would only open an old wound. “I’ll see you in fifteen minutes,” I told him.

      He winked. “Bet your ass you will.”

      He walked away in that easy saunter I saw on the beach. That was something different about him as well. He walked like a man without a care in the world. His arms swung at his sides with his shoulders relaxed. He kind of had the walk of a surfer. Clearly the ocean was an effective therapy option.

      I went inside and headed up to the room to use the bathroom and freshen up a little. I wasn’t counting on anything happening, but just in case there might be a stolen kiss. I looked at myself in the mirror. Really looked. “Don’t do it,” I whispered.

      Channing was a dangerous man for me to be around. There was something about him that drew me in. I didn’t understand why I found him so irresistible. I wished I could shut it off. I didn’t want to be attracted to him. He was only going to break my heart again. At least this time I knew I wasn’t going home pregnant.

      “No, Madi, no sex.”

      I needed to keep my head straight. No Channing. Flirting was fine. No kissing. No touching. And definitely no more dancing. I did want to find out where he’d been the last five years. I wanted to dig deeper into the change I saw in him. The transformation was obvious. I held no grudge against him for what happened five years ago. I liked what we had, even if it was over before it really got started. That was partly my fault. I never told him how I felt. By the time I figured out I was pregnant, he was already long gone. He had no idea about what he left behind.
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      I walked into the village and headed for the beach. I didn’t know what was going to happen tonight, but I was up for anything. She was here for a week. I had never forgotten her. What we shared was pretty amazing. Leaving her had been one of the hardest things I had ever done, but it was necessary.

      I strolled along the beach with the moonlight as my guide. I had done this a million times. I loved walking along the beach late at night. It was ridiculously lonely but it felt good. Standing on a sandy beach with the ocean stretching on for miles was a good reminder about how small you really were.

      Unfortunately, the dark nights were polluted with light on this end of the beach. The resort left the beach dark, but there were soft pathway lights that led up to the much brighter lights that surrounded the resort property.

      Instead of going right to the resort, I took a few minutes to get my head straight. Seeing her again was tough. Good but tough. It opened up a chapter in my life I thought was closed. I thought I was long over her, but seeing her sent me down a path of what-ifs. What if I would have stayed in New York? Would I have been able to stay with her? Would I have managed to have a relationship with her? Before her, there had never been a woman I could see myself being with for more than a week or two.

      My phone rang in my pocket. I pulled it out and checked the screen. It was James again. He’d been calling a lot more lately. Jack and Mason had called a few times as well. We’d been out of touch for years and suddenly they were interested in talking to me. I wasn’t interested in talking to them. If there was something important, they’d leave a voicemail or text me.

      I declined the call and then held the phone in my hand, waiting to see if he would leave a voicemail. While I waited, I did the math to figure out what time it was back home in New York. Noon. He was probably eating lunch, and with an afterthought, he remembered me. When the beep chimed and the little icon popped up on the screen, I sighed.

      I called the voicemail and waited. “Dude, what the hell?” he started. “I’ve called I don’t know how many times. Where are you? You need to call me back. Mom isn’t doing so well. She isn’t like sick-sick, but she misses you. She’s worried about you. She needs to see you. It would lift her spirits. Can’t you just call her at least? I don’t know what’s going on with you, but it’s been too long. Call. Come home. We can keep it between the three of us if you want, but I need you to call me back.”

      I deleted the message and put my phone back in my pocket. That call had been different. I heard the pleading in his voice. I heard the stress as well. If our mother was genuinely sick, there would have been more phone calls. No matter how much our relationship deteriorated, I knew they would tell me if it was a necessity for me to get home.

      I pushed the phone call to the side and focused on the here and now. I wouldn’t have another chance to see Madi. I wasn’t going to squander this opportunity to spend some time with her. I strolled up the path toward the pool area that was softly lit as well. The three of them were already sitting on the edge of the pool. They were the only three people in the area this late at night.

      “You made it,” Madi said.

      “Of course.”

      “I figured you would be accosted by a security guard,” she teased.

      “I’m in disguise,” I said.

      She gave me a funny look. “How so?”

      “I’m wearing a shirt and shoes,” I answered.

      The three of them laughed. Finally, I was making headway with Jewel. “He’s covered in tats,” Jewel told her man.

      He looked up at me and laughed. “I noticed,” he said and pointed out the obvious sleeve on my arm.

      I shrugged. “Busted.”

      “I got you a drink from the bar,” Madi said. “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you,” I said and took the mojito.

      I kicked off my shoes and sat next to Madi. I stuck my feet in the pool and sipped my drink. “Where are you from?” I asked the stranger that had his arm around Jewel.

      “London,” he answered. “I’m William by the way, and yes, I know it’s not exactly original. I’m not royal. It was a family name and I got stuck with it.”

      I laughed. “Understood. I’m Channing. I have no idea where that one came from. I’m one of six brothers. I think they were trying to get creative.”

      “It’s a nice name,” Madi said. “Very aristocratic.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What do you do?” William asked me.

      I smirked. “Is professional beach bum a job?”

      “Seriously?” Madi asked.

      “I do photography here and there,” I said.

      She gave me one of those looks that said she was seeing right through my story. “Here and there?” she asked. “Are you a famous photographer?”

      “If I was famous, wouldn’t you know it?” I laughed.

      “I’m not up on my photography,” she answered.

      “I’m not famous. I sell pictures here and there but I’m not well known.”

      “What do you take pictures of?” Jewel asked.

      I didn’t like the spotlight on me, but I didn’t want to be rude. I was still on thin ice with her. “Mostly sights around the island. I sometimes do need to travel if I get a specific assignment but not often.”

      “It must pay well,” she said.

      I looked at Madi. Did she not know who I was? It was tricky territory. I didn’t want to come off as arrogant, but I didn’t want to lie. “I do okay,” I said. I wanted to turn the attention away from me. “What about you, Madi? Weren’t you working as a substitute teacher?”

      “I was back then, but now I am a history teacher at a charter school,” she said.

      “Good job. Do you like it?”

      “I do,” she answered. “It’s challenging for sure, but I love history. I love teaching. And I love most of my kids.”

      Jewel muttered something under her breath, but I didn’t quite catch it. “What about you, Jewel? What do you do?”

      “I do nothing,” she said.

      “Liar,” Madi said with a laugh. “She works at a law firm right now, but she’s trying to quit.”

      “You’re trying to quit?” I asked.

      William looked at her as well. “Do they not let you leave?” he asked in his British stiff-upper-lip accent.

      “I can quit,” she clarified. “I don’t want to quit until I have my next hustle lined up.”

      “What are you hustling?” I asked.

      “I’m going to open a coffee shop,” she announced. “But I’m still working on getting the loan and finding the right location.”

      “And you, William?” Madi asked. “What do you do?”

      “I’m a banker.”

      “He’s independently wealthy,” Jewel said with a laugh. “Don’t let him fool you. He’s titled.”

      From my knowledge of the wealthy in the UK, they all tended to be titled. It didn’t mean shit, but they used those titles anyway.

      “I’m not wealthy,” William corrected. “My family is—rather they were. We have an estate but it costs more to run than it makes. This is why my parents insisted I go to college.”

      “Smart parents,” I said.

      “Don’t tell them that,” he said with a laugh.

      Jewel held up her empty glass. “I’m out,” she pouted. “I’m not done yet.”

      William, being the gentleman he was, handed her his glass. “Take mine, love.”

      Her face lit up. “Thank you, sweetie.”

      Madi turned to me when William and Jewel started making out. “Sorry,” she mouthed.

      “Not a problem.”

      It was definitely awkward but, fortunately, short-lived. “How long have you been here?” she asked.

      “This time around, about eight months.”

      “You come and go?” she asked.

      “I kind of always come back here, but sometimes I think I need a change of scenery and take off for a new adventure.”

      She slowly shook her head and smiled. “You are a rolling stone.”

      “They don’t grow moss, right?”

      She giggled. “Something like that.”

      “You’re still in New York?”

      “Yes. Stick with what you know.”

      I nodded. I didn’t agree with it but I knew I thought a little differently than most people. I truly had a fear of the grass growing under my feet. I had to keep moving. I started to feel suffocated when I was in one place too long. “And you don’t like to break out of the box?” I asked.

      She wrinkled her nose. “It makes me anxious. I love where I live. I don’t like to take chances.”

      “Except when you hooked up with him,” Jewel said. “That was a chance that burned your ass.”

      That comment took me by surprise. I turned to Madi. She shook her head and tried to wave the comment away. I wanted to know what it was Jewel was trying to say. There’d been little hints and barbs all night.

      “Hey!” someone shouted.

      We all looked toward the main building. A security guard stepped into the light.

      “Oh shit,” I muttered.

      “The pool is closed!” the guard shouted.

      Another guard came out of the lobby. “Are you guests?”

      “Yes, we are,” Jewel called out.

      “The pool is closed,” they shouted again.

      “I better get out of here,” I said. “They trespass me again, it could mean real trouble for me.”

      “They’re coming!” Jewel giggled. “Run!”

      “You, with me,” William said and helped her to her feet.

      “I’m going for the beach,” I told Madi and grabbed my shoes.

      Her eyes were bright with excitement. “Don’t leave me.”

      I grabbed her hand, and together, we raced away from the security guards chasing us in earnest. “This way,” I called out and rushed to the left, away from the beach and into the foliage.

      She giggled as I pulled her along. The beam of flashlights danced around us. I heard cracking branches and looked over to see William and Jewel running alongside us. “There are two more guards,” William said. “We’re going to cut around and go in through the front.”

      “Good luck,” I said and cut away to move toward the beach.

      “Where are we going?” Madi gasped behind me.

      “I’ve got you,” I told her as we cut through the bushes.

      We were no longer on resort property. I knew the area very well. The kids in the area were always out searching for various plants or even doing a little scrounging. We hit the soft sand of the beach and stopped running.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her.

      She lifted her hand in the air and hooted. “That was crazy!”

      I had to laugh. “Hang with me more often and that kind of thing happens just a little too much.”

      “I don’t know if I could handle the excitement.” She giggled. “My heart is racing.”

      “I take it you don’t break the rules very often,” I said, and because she wasn’t pulling her hand away, I didn’t let it go. I held it in mine as we walked close to the water’s edge.

      “I never break the rules,” she said. “I’m a good girl. My wildest adventure is fooling around with you in the bathroom. I choose to live life in the safe zone.”

      “How’s that working for you?” I teased.

      “I’m here and looking for adventure.”

      “You’re on a moonlit beach in a foreign country with no one around,” I said. “That’s pretty adventurous.”
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      “I do feel adventurous,” I said. “And oh my god, it’s beautiful. Just stunning.”

      “Do you want to sit?” he asked. “I wish I had a blanket. I could go back to my place and grab one.”

      That was a bad idea. I didn’t want to stay on the beach by myself, and going back to his place would be too risky. I was already on the verge of falling into his arms and begging him to have sex with me. “I’m good with sitting in the sand,” I told him. “It’s so damn pretty out here.”

      He sat down beside me.

      “I love it out here,” I told him.

      “It’s the best view in the whole wide world.”

      “Do you sit out here a lot at night?” I asked him.

      “Almost every night,” he answered. “It’s where I get centered. I get away from the noise.”

      “Alone?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t mean that as a personal question,” I said.

      “It’s fine. If you mean am I single, I am.”

      “I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s fine,” he said.

      “Why are you single?” I asked. It was definitely personal, but I was in Bali, and it wasn’t like there would be another chance to ask.

      He let out a sigh. “I’ve kept myself pretty isolated. I wish I could tell you why, but it’s just one of those things I haven’t figured out yet. I sit out here for hours every night. Sometimes all night. I keep waiting for the universe to tell me what I’m doing next.”

      “You seem happier,” I told him. “I think it’s a good thing you left New York and didn’t come back.”

      “Why do you say that?” he questioned.

      “Bali suits you.”

      He smiled, his teeth flashing in the moonlight. “Is that a compliment?”

      “It is.” I laughed. “You looked pretty damn amazing in that tux, and I was digging the suits, but you shirtless and shoeless in a pair of shorts works for you.”

      “I’m a beach bum.”

      I laughed. “Yes and no. You’re just so different. I think there is a lot more to you than meets the eye. You’ve got many layers. You literally wear your heart on your sleeve, but you don’t actually show it.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know if I have layers. I am who I am. Being here I can be me without anyone saying shit about it. I can sleep until noon if I want and no one is going to say shit. I can dress how I want and go where I want.”

      “You must have really been suffering in New York,” I said. I tried to remember clues he dropped when we were together. Nothing was coming to mind. I felt a little guilty I never picked up on his misery.

      “I wasn’t necessarily suffering. I had a great life. I don’t want you to pity poor little rich boy. It was just me. I needed some space to breathe my own air. My family is powerful. Each and every one is a force to be reckoned with. People talk about growing up in their brother’s shadow. I had four older brothers.”

      “Don’t you have a younger brother?” I asked.

      He laughed. “I do. I don’t know how he’s still sane. He’s the baby of the family. I guess he’s kind of owned that role. The three of us in the middle kind of got lost. The two oldest are killers in the business world. They only saw each other. I used to wonder if they knew I even existed. I always thought of us on a single rope scaling a steep incline. The guys at the top can’t even see the guys at the bottom of the rope.”

      “You felt invisible,” I said. I put on my counseling hat. “The tattoos make you visible.”

      He laughed and pushed at my shoulder. “Don’t shrink me. I promise you I’m not that complicated. I’m just me. There’s nothing exciting about the tattoos or me.”

      “Well, I really like this version of you.”

      He flashed me another grin. “Thank you. I like this version of you.”

      “This night is just about perfect,” I told him.

      “Just about?”

      “All night long I’ve been thinking about getting that shirt off you,” I confessed.

      That stopped him in his tracks. Without warning, he grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head, tossing it on the sand. “Now you don’t have to think about it. Honestly, I’ve been dying to take it off.”

      “You don’t wear much clothing out here,” I said with a laugh.

      “My shorts.”

      “Ever do any skinny dipping?” I joked.

      He leaned close. “All the time.”

      I didn’t know why, but that excited me more than I could have imagined. “Wow. You never worry about anyone walking up on you?”

      “No. My portion of the beach is pretty quiet. Anyone that sees me is going to be someone from the village and they aren’t going to care. It’s a live and let live situation. Why? You want to do a little skinny dipping?”

      I stared out at the water. “Maybe but not tonight. I had something else in mind.”

      He arched a brow. My heart raced as I waged an internal battle. I decided to just do it. I was spontaneous once before and it had been amazing. I decided to throw caution to the wind and leaned into him.

      “What’d you have in mind?” he whispered.

      “Kiss me.”

      He obliged. His mouth closed over mine. My hand reached up and brushed over his hair. His kiss rekindled that little spark that had never been put out. Five years later and I was still hot for him. The kiss deepened. His hands roamed through my hair and down my back.

      He pulled away. “I need to stop,” he breathed.

      “What?” I asked slightly dazed. “Why?”

      “Because I can’t do that to you again,” he said. “I’m here. You’re going home. I don’t want to be that guy anymore.”

      He was killing me. “Channing?” I said and touched his cheek.

      “Yeah?”

      “I want you to do it to me again,” I said. “Please.”

      “Madi,” he groaned.

      “No strings. I’m on vacation. I want to have some fun.”

      “You’re playing with fire,” he warned.

      “Burn me.”

      His mouth slammed over mine as he pushed me backward. I lay in the sand, not giving a damn that it was in my hair. He covered me with his body, and the weight of him felt so good. He moved against me until he slid to the side and pressed his hand to my breast. I moaned as desire bloomed inside me.

      “God, you have no idea how many nights I’ve dreamed about being with you again,” he murmured against my lips.

      “Me too,” I replied.

      He kissed me again and wiped out any hesitation I felt about having sex with the man who broke my heart and fathered my child at the same time. I swore I would never do this kind of thing again. But damn he was so sexy.

      His hand slid down my body and grabbed the hem of my dress. I felt the air wash over me as he lifted my dress. His hand brushed over my belly. I flinched. I didn’t mean to, but the last year with Geoffrey had made me very self-conscious about my belly. His mouth pulled away and my immediate reaction was fear and embarrassment.

      Tears sprang to my eyes, and just when I was ready to apologize for not being quite as thin as I used to be, he rose and pulled me up to a sitting position. He pulled the dress up over my head and then, in the sweetest move ever, he balled it up and put it on the sand. He gently laid me back down and kissed me again.

      All thoughts of embarrassment left me. All I felt was a strong need for him. He was up on one elbow, kissing me senseless while his hand once again slid over my belly and between my legs. I wasn’t thinking about my belly anymore with his hand slipping under my panties and his fingers caressing my folds. I ran my hands over his bare back. I wished it was a little lighter so I could see him but this would do. This was perfect.

      “God, I want you,” he murmured against my lips at the same moment one of his fingers pushed through the folds and inside me.

      My body immediately reacted to his touch. I gave over to the pleasure. I didn’t second guess where I was or who I was with. I was choosing to be in the moment. He slipped in another finger and moved his mouth to my breasts. He sucked a nipple into his mouth. My hand went to his head and pulled him against me.

      I was overcome with excitement and pleasure. My body was alive. It had been too long since I felt this kind of need. “Channing.” I said his name to assure myself this was really him. The man that had lived in my sexual fantasies all these years was actually here.

      “You’re so wet,” he whispered as he brought his mouth back to mine. “I need these panties off you.”

      He pulled away from me. I lifted my hips and let him pull them off the rest of the way. Reality slammed into me as I watched him push his shorts down his legs. I was naked on a beach in Bali with Channing Bancroft. Part of me believed I was in a dream because there was no way this could happen in real life.

      I watched as he slid on a condom. Part of me wanted to laugh at the irony. Shutting the barn door after the horses escaped, but I was glad he did. He moved over me, supporting his weight on his arms as he pushed my hair away from my face.

      “I’ve thought about this so many times,” he said in a raspy voice.

      I reached up to his shoulders and slid my hands down his arms straining under his weight. “Me too.”

      He kissed me while adjusting himself between my legs. When I felt the head of his full cock poking at my entrance, I suddenly remembered just how big he was. He pushed inside, stretching me as he moved. I held my breath and closed my eyes as he filled me. I felt like I was going to explode with pleasure. He slid deep inside and paused. I looked up to find him watching me with an intensity that damn near made me orgasm.

      “Damn,” he breathed. “How can it be this good?”

      I offered a small smile. “I don’t know. I don’t want to know. I just want to be in this moment with you.”

      He nodded once. “I can do that.”

      He started to move inside me. The girth of him inside me triggered beautiful lightning flashes of pleasure through my body. Spiraling heat coursed through my body. I didn’t try to stop what was happening. I gave into the orgasm, whimpering as my body stiffened. He kissed me straight through the orgasm before he found his own release. His hips jerked, pounding into me as he grunted and gasped for air.

      I reached for him, wrapping my arms around him and pulling him close to me. I held him for several minutes. I wanted to feel the weight. He turned his face and kissed me. “Wow,” he said. “I never thought this would happen again.”

      I laughed softly. “Me either.”

      “Is it too early to ask if you have any regrets?” he said.

      “No regrets.”

      He kissed me again. “Good. Now we should probably get some clothes on.”

      I pouted. “But I was having so much fun.”

      “The sand is not your friend,” he said with a laugh as he rolled off me. “Trust me, there are critters that will make your life hell.”

      That was definitely the last thing I wanted with my naked body.

    

  







            Chapter 10

          

          

      

    

    






Channing

        

      

    

    
      I woke up with my fingers tingling. I blinked several times when I realized I was outside. That wasn’t a first. I looked down at the swath of brown hair spread out over my dead arm. Madi was sound asleep in my arms. The daybed we had commandeered last night suddenly felt very small. I rubbed my eyes with my free hand and looked around.

      There were a few people on the beach but fortunately we were still alone. I was glad we took the time to get dressed before we passed out a few hours ago. I listened to the sounds of the morning. It was all very familiar to me. Waves gently lapping against the shore mingled with the birds flying overhead in search of food.

      I had a good life. Waking up on the most beautiful beach in the world was awesome. When the first thing you heard was the water, it was hard to have a bad day. I wiggled my fingers to try and get the blood flowing. It wasn’t working.

      I very slowly pulled my arm from under her head. I could smell bacon, coffee, and some kind of bread. I was suddenly very hungry. An idea came to mind. I was already on the property and technically I had stayed the night, which made me a guest of sorts.

      I extracted myself from the narrow bed and left Madi still asleep. I made my way up to the buffet that had been set up in the open-air dining area. I grabbed a plate and loaded it with crepes and bacon, and added some fresh fruit. I poured two cups of coffee and carefully carried it all back to the bed where Madi was still sound asleep. I put the coffee cups and plate on the small table next to the bed and grabbed one of the loungers to drag closer to the bed.

      I sat sideways on the lounger and watched her sleep. It was probably just a little creepy, but I knew my time with her was short. I wanted to commit all the little details to memory. Her hair was fanned out around her head. Her skin was smooth and tanned. She looked the same but had a look of maturity about her. She was still the girl next door but with a wisdom that said she wasn’t quite so innocent.

      “Hey,” I said gently. “Madi.”

      “Hmm,” she groaned without opening her eyes. “Ten more minutes, baby.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Did she think I was someone else? It was stupid and naïve to think she’d been celibate since I left, but the thought of her with someone else sent shards of jealousy directly into my gut.

      “Madi, it’s Channing,” I said. That was only a little bit of an ego blow. I had to remind the woman I had sex with who I was. “It’s morning. We’re outside.”

      “What?” she murmured. Her eyes fluttered. I waited until her eyes opened and she was looking at me. “We fell asleep!”

      I smiled. “We did.”

      “Oh my god,” she groaned and sat up. She ran her hands over her hair. “How embarrassing.”

      “What’s embarrassing?”

      “We slept out here with no blanket, nothing. I acted like a drunk teenager.”

      “You’re on vacation,” I told her. “I sleep on the beach all the time.”

      “But you’re you.”

      I laughed and handed her one of the cups of coffee. “I figured since I slept at the resort, I was technically a guest. I got us some breakfast.”

      She smiled before sipping the coffee. “You’re ballsy.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Is that a reference to something else?”

      She blushed. “Stop. It’s the bright light of the morning. You can’t talk like that.”

      “I didn’t realize there were rules.”

      “Okay, what is socially acceptable?”

      “Are you calling me a cretin?”

      She laughed. “Your image does not match who you really are.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You have this laidback-surfer thing going. The tats give you a bit of a convict look or maybe a rocker thing. I’m not sure. Either way, your outside does not reveal just how intelligent and funny you are.”

      I took a bite of bacon. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to judge a book by its cover?”

      “I apparently need to listen better.”

      I took another bite of the bacon before waggling it at her. “When I first met you, I imagined you to be this uptight, virginal, girl next door. Then I got you on the dance floor and I knew there was a wildcat inside you. You practically dragged me into that bathroom and begged me to fuck you.”

      Her cheeks were bright red. “Channing! That’s what I’m talking about! You can’t say that when the lights are on!”

      This was too much fun. “Fine, but just know I’m picturing you naked right now.”

      She threw a grape at me. “You’re awful.”

      “Spend the day with me,” I said.

      “What?”

      “I know you’re on vacation with your friend, but I’d love to see you again.”

      “You’re seeing me right now,” she said with a sexy smile.

      “Very funny. It’s cool if you can’t.”

      “I’m not sure. I need to talk to Jewel. She had some pretty grand plans for us.”

      “I’ll give you my number,” I told her. “If you call, great. If not, it’s cool. I don’t expect to monopolize your time.”

      “I have a sneaky suspicion she spent the night with William. She might want to spend the day with him. Let’s go find out.”

      “What?” I asked with surprise. “Right now?”

      “Why not?” She shrugged and got to her feet. “Maybe we’ll catch her at breakfast.”

      “Madi, I’m not sure it’s a good idea for me to roam around this place,” I told her. “If you’re seen with me, they might kick you out as well.”

      She snorted. “With as much as I paid to be here, I can damn well invite whoever I want.”

      I noticed a pair of abandoned sunglasses sitting on a lounger. I retrieved the aviators and did my best to change my appearance. She was looking at me with disbelief.

      “What? Am I still recognizable?”

      “You’d be recognizable in a paper bag.”

      “I don’t know what that means, but okay,” I said and followed her with my coffee in hand. We walked through the outdoor dining area first before moving into the main dining room.

      “There she is with William,” Madi said. “Act cool.”

      “I am cool.”

      “Stop. You’re drawing attention to yourself.”

      I looked around. “I’m just walking.”

      “People are looking at you,” she hissed. “Shrink or try not to look so damn devastatingly handsome.”

      She was angry with me for my appearance. It was cute. I swatted her on the ass. “I’ll do my best.”

      We made it to the table. I grinned when I noticed Jewel was wearing the same outfit she had on last night. “Sit,” Madi murmured and tugged on my arm.

      I sat down and Madi took the chair next to mine. Jewel looked from me to Madi and shook her head with obvious disgust. “Gee, I’m shocked,” she said.

      “I could say the same. What are your plans for the day?” Madi asked without wasting time on small talk.

      Jewel looked at William, then back at Madi. “I don’t know. I was thinking about laying around all day in the sexiest bikini I have and waiting for a certain someone to rub me down with tanning oil.”

      “This certain someone would be very happy to rub you down,” William said.

      “Why?” Jewel asked. “What’s your plan?”

      Madi looked to me. “He offered to take me sightseeing, but if you want me to hang out with you, I will. We came together and we’re supposed to be pampering ourselves.”

      “Madi, I love you, but we can go to the spa together any old day back home,” Jewel said. “Go see the place. I want nothing more than to do things with William today.”

      William smiled. I knew that look. That was a man that got laid and was looking for another round. Madi looked at me. “I guess I’m free for the day because the last thing I want to do is get in the middle of an oil rubdown.”

      I couldn’t resist. Jewel was fairly pale. “I would suggest you lather on sunscreen and skip the oil,” I said. “The sun down here will eat you alive. You’ll end up being miserable for the rest of your vacation.”

      Jewel shot me a dirty look. “Thanks, but I’m a big girl.”

      I shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      “We better get out of here,” Madi said. “I think I see someone looking this way.”

      “Are you seriously banned from here?” Jewel asked with disgust.

      “Yes,” I said and stood up. I put my hand on the small of Madi’s back and led her back outside.

      “I’m sorry she’s so surly,” Madi said.

      “It’s fine. I assume she doesn’t like me because of what happened between us before.”

      “Basically,” she murmured. “I want to spend the day with you, but I would like to shower and change first.”

      “Me too. I can meet you at the beach in an hour if that works.”

      “I’ll be there. What should I wear?”

      “Something light and comfortable and good walking shoes. No heels.”

      “That sounds exciting,” she said with a laugh.

      “I’ll see you in an hour. Put on your sunscreen.”

      She nodded. “Yes, Dr. Channing.”

      “We can play doctor later if you’d like, but it’ll be a lot more fun if that pretty skin of yours isn’t fried.”

      She laughed as she walked away. “It’s still daylight,” she called out.

      “All the better to see you in,” I said and headed for the beach before security realized who I was.

      I left the sunglasses on a chair and found myself whistling on the way back to my bungalow. Last night had been amazing. I felt like the luckiest man in the world. I didn’t know how or who put her in my path for a second time, but I was grateful. I didn’t want to squander a single minute of our time together. I knew there was no chance this could ever be a real thing, but I wanted to pretend I had her for now. One week. I could make the best of it.

      I plugged my phone in before stripping off my clothes. I had sand in places sand should not be. I wasn’t sure how it happened, but I even had sand in my hair. I imagined she was probably feeling the sand as well. I couldn’t help but smile. I hadn’t stopped smiling. When I woke up yesterday, I could not have imagined I would be running into Madi. It was just so incredibly farfetched I still struggled to get my head around the idea.

      I quickly showered and changed into another pair of shorts and a tank. I packed a few supplies in my backpack before putting on my hiking shoes. I grabbed my camera and stuck it in the waterproof bag to keep it from getting ruined in the high humidity. I hoped to get a few pictures of her to keep as part of my memory of this week. I knew the likelihood of me seeing her again was slim to none. I wanted a picture of her to memorialize what I left behind.

      I was going to show her the best parts of Bali. Too many people came here for the beach and the touristy things. They liked to see the culture of the island from afar. I felt qualified to give her an immersive tour of the places no average tourist would venture into. I grabbed my hat and sunglasses and headed back toward the resort. This was going to be a day I knew I would never forget.
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      I wished I would have been a little more thorough in my packing. I had shorts and pretty blouses and only one pair of walking shoes. I truly expected to spend the bulk of my time in a bikini by the pool or the beach. I brought five different bikinis and a few coverups but only a couple pairs of shorts. I had no idea what he had planned but I suspected it would be something athletic.

      I pulled on my blue Nikes, not thrilled with my outfit but figuring it would work. I wore a bikini under the shorts, just in case there was a chance we would be taking a dip. I was kind of hoping we would. I wanted to see him shirtless and wet. I pulled my hair into a messy bun and kept my makeup to a minimum. With the humidity, it would melt off anyway. Waterproof didn’t necessarily mean humid-proof, I learned.

      I grabbed my cute little beach bag and made sure I packed the sunscreen. I didn’t want a lecture. The resort provided water bottles, and I grabbed a couple as well. I had butterflies in my stomach as I strolled through the expansive lobby area and outside. I walked along the path that took me straight to the beach. I saw him waiting for me and picked up the pace. I didn’t miss the fact he was standing on the property line and defiantly staring at a security guard that was watching him closely.

      “You really are a troublemaker,” I teased as I approached.

      “I’m innocent, I swear.”

      “You are the least innocent person I know.” I laughed.

      “Did you put sunscreen on?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. My Jeep is loaded and ready to go.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “Why does that sound just a little scary coming from you?” I said with another laugh.

      “You’re going to love it,” he promised.

      We hopped in his old Jeep with the top off and away we went. The Jeep was older and nothing fancy but it seemed to fit him and who he was. An hour later I found myself trailing behind him on a narrow path through the deep jungle. He had sprayed me down with bug spray which I wasn’t thrilled about. I was so glad he did it now. I didn’t care how bad it stunk or how sticky it made my skin.

      I stopped walking and fished my water bottle out. I sucked it down. “Oh my god,” I gasped. “I am sweating like a pig.”

      He stopped walking and turned back. His tank top had a wet V down the front. I was so glad to see he was sweating as well. “Keep drinking water,” he said. “I’ve got more in my pack.”

      “I’ve slammed two bottles and I still feel like I’m dehydrated.”

      “It’s the humidity. I know it’s a grueling walk, but trust me. It’s worth it.”

      “You keep saying that,” I complained. My legs burned and my lungs felt like they were being pinched to the point they wouldn’t expand.

      He flashed me a grin. “It will be. Let’s keep moving.”

      The man was a machine. I now understood why he was so lean. I felt like I had lost five pounds since we stepped into the jungle. Watching him move through the thick foliage with ease was just a little infuriating. He acted like he was taking a stroll around the block while I was sucking the dead grass off the path with every breath I took in.

      He glanced back. “You still alive?” he teased.

      “I hate you.”

      He laughed and kept moving. I had no choice except to follow him. The last thing I wanted was to be left alone in a jungle. I was a city girl. Always had been. This was a whole lot of nature.

      “Not much farther,” he said.

      “How often do you do this?” I asked through my heavy breathing.

      “Not as often as I would like,” he said.

      “This is your idea of fun?” I complained.

      “It is,” he replied easily. He wasn’t even out of breath. If I had the energy, I would have thrown a rock at him.

      “I could be laying on a comfortable lounger with a cold drink in my hand with an umbrella. I can actually taste a strawberry margarita. I’m so thirsty.”

      “You can drink later,” he said without stopping. “We’re almost there.”

      “I want to drink now. I’m supposed to be relaxing. I’m supposed to have my feet up, being waited on hand and foot. This is about the most unrelaxing thing I’ve ever done.”

      He laughed off my complaints. I suddenly felt like my daughter, complaining when we had to run errands. I would have felt a little guilty for being such a pain in the ass if I wasn’t so damn miserable.

      “The best things in life are the result of a little hard work,” he said.

      “This is a lot more than a little hard work,” I shot back. “If I get the energy to catch up with you, be afraid. I might accidentally push you over the edge.”

      His laughter floated around us. It mingled with the other noises in the jungle. I never realized how loud it could be. It felt like there were thousands of animals hidden in the foliage. He assured me I was safe, but I needed to keep my eyes open. I had no idea what that meant or what threats were really lurking. I didn’t want to think about what was out there. At this point, I would likely lie down and let whatever it was eat me. I wouldn’t even fight.

      “Just a little more and you’re there,” he said.

      I looked ahead and saw him stopped at the top of the ridge. The end was near. “I’m just going to live here forever,” I said. “I can’t walk out of here.”

      He flashed me a grin. “You won’t have to,” he said in a way that made me very suspicious.

      “I don’t know what that means and I’m not going to ask.”

      He held out a hand and practically dragged me up the rest of the way. “Look,” he said.

      I wiped the sweat from my forehead that was dumping into my eyes. I just knew I looked like a raccoon. I took in the sight and lost my breath. “Holy shit,” I breathed. “This is amazing. Wow.”

      “Worth it?” he asked.

      “Give me a minute,” I told him. “I’ve seen the waterfalls in pictures but in person it is a million times better. This looks like something straight out of a magazine.”

      “I know,” he said. “I love it. It’s beautiful.”

      “I bet you take a lot of pictures up here,” I said. I took in the waterfalls that poured into a pool below. It was crystal-clear water. The green foliage reflected against the surface of the water. I couldn’t believe how beautiful it was. I inhaled through my nose and smelled the damp foliage and water. Yes, I actually smelled the freshness of the water.

      “I have hundreds of pictures of this place. I like to come up in the middle of a storm, but it isn’t always safe. I’ve hiked up here first thing in the morning and got some pretty good shots as well. No matter how many pictures I take of this place, I’m convinced none of them really do the place justice.”

      “I could see that. I need to get a few shots. Jewel is going to be so jealous.” I fished my phone out of my bag and took several pictures. I attempted to send a picture to my parents, but we had no service. Not surprising considering how far into the jungle we were.

      He pulled off his shirt and kicked off his shoes.

      “What are you doing?” I asked him.

      “I’m hot. I’m going to cool off.”

      My eyes widened. “How? Where?”

      He pointed to the pool below. “Down there.”

      “Channing! That’s at least twenty feet down! What if it isn’t deep enough?”

      “It is deep enough. I’ve done the jump before. Several times actually.”

      “You’re crazy!” I shrieked.

      He flashed that boyish grin I loved so much. “You have to do it.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You’ll feel alive, and it will cool you down. It’s one hell of an experience. I’ll go first.”

      Before I could try and talk him out of it, he was over the edge. I watched as he splashed into the water and went under. Panic tore through me. If he got hurt, I had no idea how to get myself out of here. I wouldn’t be able to get him help. Suddenly, he burst through the surface.

      “Are you okay?” I shouted down at him.

      “Better than okay!”

      “You’re crazy!” I said again with a laugh.

      “Come in,” he called up. “The water is great. This is far better than laying around and watching other people play in the water.”

      “I can’t!”

      “Yes, you can.”

      “What if I hit the rocks?” I asked nervously.

      “Push off and you’ll be fine,” he said as if he wasn’t talking about the possibility of me plummeting to my death.

      I stared down at the water. It did look incredibly refreshing. I watched as he swam under one of the waterfalls feeding the pool. It looked so damn tempting. I was almost thirty and had never done anything really daring. Soon, I would be too old to jump off a cliff in a jungle. When would I ever be back in Bali? When would I ever have the chance to do this again?

      “If I die, I’m going to haunt you for the rest of your life,” I told him.

      “I welcome your haunting.”

      I dropped my bag and kicked off my shoes. I had worn my bikini with the thought of going swimming. This was never what I thought I was going to do. I pulled off my blouse and pushed down my shorts. I heard a loud whistle.

      “Get your looks in now because the next time you see me, I’m probably going to be a bloody broken mess.”

      “I’d still do you!” he said with a laugh.

      I rolled my eyes. He was such a man. I stood on the edge and looked down. I took several deep breaths and tried to psych myself up to jump. After giving it way too much thought, I decided to throw caution to the wind and go for it. I hurled myself forward. I felt the wind blowing through my hair as I plunged toward the water. I heard myself scream about a second before I was hitting the cold water. I went straight down, and my body instantly cooled.

      Once the downward propulsion stopped, I swam up and broke through the surface. Channing was there to greet me. He pulled me against him and kissed me. Adrenaline pumped through my body. His kiss was like pouring gas on a fire in my veins. I had never felt more alive in my entire life.

      When he released me, I burst into laughter. “I did it! I actually fucking did it!”

      “Damn right you did and you looked good doing it.”

      I couldn’t stop grinning. “I cannot believe I just did that. Jewel is never going to believe me.”

      “I should have recorded it, but now it will be something just the two of us get to share.”

      I wiped the water from my face. “That was incredible.”

      “Do you want to do it again?”

      I looked up the cliffside. “I’m not sure I want to climb back up there.”

      “Our stuff is up there,” he reminded me.

      I wrinkled my nose. “We can leave it.”

      “Let’s go under the waterfall,” he said and started swimming back to where he’d been.

      I followed him, letting the water flow over me. Elation filled me. I had stepped way outside my comfort zone. Hell, I jumped out of it and was justly rewarded. I couldn’t believe it.

      “This is absolutely incredible,” I told him as we swam behind the waterfall.

      “And we get it all to ourselves because we were brave enough to put in the effort to get here,” he said.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, you were right, but that hike was no joke.”

      “But it was worth it,” he insisted.

      He was right.
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      I loved seeing the glow on her face. She was loving this. I knew she would. The first step was always the hardest. I reached for her, pulling her against me as we bobbed up and down in the water. I kept us afloat as I drifted closer to the edge.

      “So?” I asked with my nose rubbing over hers.

      “So what?” she said in a low voice.

      “Do you regret seeing me again?”

      “Not yet.” She laughed. “The jury is still out.”

      We floated together, our limbs intertwining. “Did you hate me when I left?” I asked.

      “I didn’t hate you,” she said.

      “Yes, you did.”

      “I was confused and hurt. I didn’t understand what happened. I did try and find you the first few weeks. Then I figured it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like we made any promises to each other. You did your thing and I did mine.”

      “You mean going on to be a teacher?” I asked.

      “Yes, that.”

      “What else has happened in the last five years?”

      I felt her pull back, physically and mentally.

      “Not much. I live in a small apartment, drive an older car, and spend my weekends at home.”

      “Married?” I pressed.

      “If I was married, I wouldn’t be with you,” she said. “I’m not like that.”

      “I meant did you get married?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’ve been busy with life.”

      Again, I felt like she was holding back. “Do you really like teaching?” I asked.

      She nodded and drifted away from me. “I do. It’s rewarding. It can be trying some days, but I consider myself very lucky to have the job I do. I spent some time in schools that felt more like prisons. It wasn’t fun. As a teacher, you really want to help. You want to be that miracle worker you see in the movies. Then you get in there and you see it is not like that. It’s dealing with a lot of red tape and some seriously troubled kids.”

      “I can’t imagine how stressful that would be,” I said.

      “You seem to have an affinity for kids,” she said. “Your little posse on the beach looked like they idolized you.”

      “They’re my buddies. I feel like the bad uncle sneaking them candy when the parents aren’t looking.”

      “But you love it,” she said with a laugh.

      I watched as she casually floated around the tranquil pool. “I do love it,” I said and slowly swam toward her. “I like seeing their faces light up when I can do something for them. I can’t do a lot because it would be insulting to their families. I do what I can.”

      “What have you really been doing these last five years?” she asked.

      I was curious about her and what she’d done. It was good to know she was interested in my life as well. It made me feel like there was a chance. A chance of what I didn’t know.

      “You’re looking at it,” I said with a laugh. “I’ve been drifting from one place to another. At first, it was photography assignments. I went into some pretty treacherous places. It was cool to see, but it was also depressing. I hated seeing the despair and the sadness.”

      “What kind of assignments were you on?” she asked.

      I shook my head. I didn’t even like to think about those places. “It was the kind of stuff big publishing places like to use to punch people in the gut.”

      “Like kids in war?” she pressed.

      Images flashed through my mind. “Sometimes. Mostly it was the aftermath of a natural disaster and stuff like that. It was depressing. I didn’t want to spend my life memorializing tragedy.”

      “Gah,” she said with her lip curled. “That would be awful. That would be worse than being a funeral director.”

      I chuckled and once again I found myself reaching for her. I pulled her close once again, kissing her neck before pushing away. “I decided life was not guaranteed. I wasn’t going to spend my days looking backward and living in other people’s tragedies. I decided to officially become a beach bum.”

      She laughed and splashed water at me. “You have taken to the lifestyle like a duck to water. I think you were born on the wrong coast. You are an ocean boy.”

      “I am. I love the water. I love the slowness of the life on the beach. You never see anyone rushing to get anywhere. It’s hard to be angry when you’re surrounded by so much beauty.”

      She nodded, slowly floating toward me. “I don’t remember you being this insightful.”

      “I wasn’t,” I said. “I was a cocky bastard. I can’t believe you ever talked to me.”

      She was inches from me. The swell of her breasts beckoned me. I wanted nothing more than to pull her against me and bury myself inside her. It would have given me so much pleasure, but I wasn’t done talking to her. I needed to know everything.

      “I have a secret I have to tell you,” she said.

      “I like secrets.” I grinned. “Tell me your deepest, darkest secrets.”

      There was that hint of something in her eyes. I couldn’t shake the feeling there was something important in her life that she was purposely not telling me. I didn’t think she was the type to cheat. I hoped there wasn’t a man in her life.

      “I thought you were very cocky when I saw you that first time,” she said. “I thought you were teasing me when you started flirting. I couldn’t believe someone like you was even looking at me.”

      “You’re gorgeous,” I told her. “I can’t believe there weren’t men panting around you. I felt like I stole something from everyone else when I got you away from the crowd.”

      “You could have had any woman in that place.” She giggled before splashing me in the face.

      “I got the only one I wanted,” I said and grabbed for her.

      She squealed and swam away, kicking her feet enough to splash me. “You’re such a smooth talker. You already got me in bed. You don’t have to try so hard.”

      I pushed through the water and lunged for her. “When it comes to you, I’m going to try really hard.”

      I got my hands on her and pulled her under the water with me. She wrapped her legs around my waist as we floated back to the top. When we came up for air, she grabbed my face in her hands and kissed me. My arms wrapped around her. Our nearly naked bodies squished together. It would have been easy to take her right there in the water. I would resist just in case someone did come along. It wasn’t really a secluded place. Tourists could stumble upon us.

      “God, this is so amazing,” she murmured against my lips.

      “Still wishing for that margarita?” I asked.

      “At this exact moment, no. The trek back might change my mind.”

      I laughed and gave her a quick kiss. “I promise when we get back, I’ll make sure you get a margarita.”

      “Strawberry,” she said.

      “You got it.” I heard my phone ringing from up high.

      “Uh, are you going to answer that?” she teased.

      “Nope. I never answer my phone. I don’t even know why it’s ringing. I never get service out here. It must have been a stray signal.”

      “What if it’s important?” she asked.

      I suspected it was one of my brothers. If it was important, they would leave a voicemail. No matter what they had to say, there was little I could do from here.

      “Then I’ll deal with it,” I said. “Right now, I’m with you. This moment is the one I’m focusing on.”

      “It must be nice to be able to compartmentalize,” she said.

      “It is nice. It makes life just a little easier to handle. I don’t have to sit and worry over shit I can’t change. I get to choose to be happy.”

      “You really are very Zen,” she said.

      “I try.”

      “I want to stay right here all day,” she said with a sigh.

      “But?” I asked, sensing there was something holding her back.

      “But I’m hungry and I’m going to turn into a prune.” She laughed.

      “Gotcha.” I knew I was pushing my luck, but I would regret it if I didn’t at least ask. “Come back to my place and I’ll make you some of the best steak and eggs you’ve ever eaten.”

      “You cook?” she asked.

      “I’m a bachelor,” I said with a smile. “If I don’t cook for myself, I’m going to be awful hungry.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      She didn’t say yes, but she didn’t say no. “If you need to spend time with Jewel, I get it.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “In a bungalow,” I answered.

      “Yeah, right,” she said. “With your wealth, I don’t believe that.”

      “I’m serious. I’m not like my brothers. I don’t flaunt my wealth. I have a lot of money in the bank still because I live frugally. I don’t use it to get people to do what I want. I’m humble.”

      She burst into laughter. “I’m not sure you understand what humble means.”

      “Okay, I’m humble in my daily life, but when it comes to women and flirting, I can be a little cocky.”

      “Just a little.” She giggled as we moved to the edge of the water.

      I hoisted myself out first and then helped her. We climbed the path back up the hill to where our things were sitting.

      “I’m not the same man I was,” I said as we put our shoes on. “Coming here did humble me. It taught me to live in the moment. I don’t think about next week or next year. I don’t think about money and attending the right functions. I’ve discovered so many little things bring me joy.”

      “Like what?”

      I pulled my camera from my bag and snapped a picture of her when she wasn’t expecting it. Those were my favorite shots. I loved capturing people in their natural habitat. “Like this,” I said after taking another picture.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “People are beautiful. Every person. Not just the people deemed beautiful by society. I have a portfolio of pictures that I like to look at when I need to be reminded of the good in the world.”

      “Boy, you are laying it on thick.” She laughed. “Is this a line to get me to go back to your place?”

      “Is it working?” I said with a wink.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “I’ll work on it on our way back,” I said. “You’re going to be hungry and thirsty and I plan on enticing you with talk of strawberry margaritas and juicy steaks. I like eggs and southern-style potatoes with my steak but we can do baked potatoes if you prefer.”

      “You’re killing me,” she groaned. “I’m so hungry. I’m not used to doing that much exercise.”

      “That was my plan.” I laughed. “I knew I could make you hungry.”

      “It’s working,” she said. “Talk to me about the margarita.”

      “I make my own at home. We can stop at the market on the way back and get some supplies. If you want my world-class steaks, we have to stop. If you don’t say yes before we get back, you’re stuck with whatever is in my cupboard.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      I looked over my shoulder. “Really?”

      She shrugged. “I’ll text Jewel and let her know.”

      I had to keep myself from fist pumping. My time with her just got extended a little longer. I would take every minute.
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      Shopping with him was an experience. He might be humble, but he shopped like a wealthy person. He didn’t look at prices. He knew what he wanted, and he got it. He picked out some beautiful cuts of fresh steaks. We both agreed a nice bottle of red wine was the perfect choice for our dinner. Margaritas were an option for our evening drink. I was kind of anxious to see his place. I was guessing he lived in a ritzy house with lots of glass and white furniture.

      When he parked his Jeep in front of a small house with a grass roof, at first I thought he was joking. This could not be his house. He walked up to the front door and unlocked it.

      “Welcome to my humble abode,” he said.

      “You really live here?” I asked as I walked into the small home.

      It was all very neat and clean. There was a small couch pushed against a wall and a single recliner. The kitchen was very small with a small refrigerator and a stove that looked like it belonged in a camper. The house was very humble but the view was amazing. The windows were open, letting in the smell of the ocean. The soft sound of the waves was better than any sound machine.

      “I live here,” he said. “It’s just me. I don’t need a lot. I don’t spend a lot of time inside anyway. You’ve seen the house, but it’s the porch that sells the place.”

      He walked to the back door and pulled it open. I followed him out and was thoroughly impressed. “Wow,” I said for lack of a better word. “I can see why you don’t want to leave. This is your view every day?”

      He walked up behind me. “It is. I usually eat out here. I sometimes sleep out here.”

      “This is incredible. I’m a little jealous.”

      “You are welcome to stay here all week if you’d like,” he offered.

      It was tempting but it was not something I could seriously consider. My heart was still on the line. I couldn’t let myself fall for him again. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I teased.

      “I’ll open the wine,” he said. “You can sit out here and enjoy the view while I make dinner.”

      “Are you sure I can’t help you?” I asked.

      “I’m positive. You offered and I’m rejecting your offer. You’re my guest.”

      “Do you get a lot of guests?” I asked. I probably sounded a little jealous.

      “I have zero guests, unless you count the little rug rats.”

      “Really?” I asked with surprise.

      He shrugged. “I’m not a very social person. I keep to myself. I’m often invited into the village to eat with the families there, but I don’t invite anyone here.”

      “Why not?” I pressed.

      “Just haven’t,” he said.

      That struck me as odd, but I wasn’t going to push it. We both had our secrets. He poured each of us a glass of wine before he shooed me outside. I felt a little guilty sitting on my ass while he cooked. I wasn’t used to being cooked for. Geoffrey was very much about a woman being in the kitchen. He often invited himself over for dinner with demands on what I would serve him.

      “Do you want music?” he asked from the kitchen.

      The door was open, and with the small size of the house, it was easy to have a conversation. “I am enjoying the sound of the ocean. I can hear the kids playing, I think.”

      “I’m sure you do hear them,” he said. “This is usually the time they are out playing.”

      “How far are you from the resort?”

      “A little over half a mile, I guess,” he answered.

      I listened to the kids playing. I could hear the screams of excitement. Hearing them made me miss my baby girl. A wave of mom-guilt hit me. Clara would love the ocean. She would love getting to see the jungle. One day I’d like to take her somewhere tropical. I would. One day.

      “Need a refill?” he asked.

      I looked at my glass and got to my feet. I could not let him come to me. I walked inside and smelled the grilled onions. “Damn, that smells amazing.”

      “I would have brought you a refill,” he said.

      I grabbed the bottle and filled my glass. “I can’t sit out there while you’re in here cooking.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      I watched him slice some cheese. It was like he’d done it a million times. “I can’t believe you cook,” I said.

      “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “Because you’re a Bancroft. Your family is extremely wealthy. I can’t imagine people in your position cook for themselves.”

      “We do. I do. I don’t know if my brothers do, but it’s something I need to do. I like doing it. I don’t like being incapable.”

      “That makes sense. Independence is a powerful thing.”

      He put crackers on a plate and added the sliced cheese. “A snack to tide us over while we wait for the potatoes to cook. My oven isn’t exactly new or all that reliable.”

      “Ah, are you going to come and sit with me?”

      He grabbed a chair and followed me out. We sat down and sipped wine while snacking on the cheese and crackers. It was so comfortable. This was what I had wanted with Geoffrey. We just never found that easy syncing. There was always some kind of tension with us.

      Channing and I were able to sit in comfortable silence with nothing except the sound of the ocean. It was beautiful. He got up from the chair and dropped a kiss on top of my head. “I’m going to get the steaks started.”

      “Are you sure I can’t help?”

      “My kitchen is smaller than a postage stamp and I only have one burner that works well. Stay here and enjoy the view. You’re on vacation.”

      I watched him work before turning my attention back to the water. A new wave of guilt hit me. This time it was about him. I was letting him cook for me and show me around. He was treating me like a queen. He opened up to me and I was completely lying to him. It would have been one thing if I was lying about where I lived or what my job was. Unfortunately, my lie was much bigger than that and it did directly involve him.

      Us being together like this was my opportunity to tell him about Clara. I wanted to but I was terrified of his reaction. What would it mean to me and Clara if he knew about her? Would he be furious with me? I was certain he would be a little mad. That would be understandable. But could I get him to understand why I chose to raise her as a single parent?

      I thought about everything I knew about him now. Not the man he used to be, but the man he was now. The old Channing probably wouldn’t have cared that I raised his daughter by myself. This new softer, humbler, and more mature Channing would likely be deeply hurt. He would resent me for the rest of his life. He might even try to do something to get back at me. With his money and connections, I would be up against Goliath.

      I smelled the meat cooking, and my guilt deepened. I was afraid he was going to catch me in a lie. I was so used to talking about Clara. She was my pride and joy. She was my everything. My entire world revolved around her. I needed to get out of his house.

      I got to my feet and was ready to tell him I had to go when he announced dinner was done. I didn’t want to make it worse and chose to tamp down the guilt a little longer. He’d made me a nice dinner. The least I could do was eat it.

      “Would you like to eat inside or outside?” he asked.

      I forced a smile. “You tell me.”

      “I think this particular meal is best eaten indoors with utensils.”

      “I’ll grab the chair.”

      We sat down to eat but that easiness of being together had faded. It was my fault. I knew it but I couldn’t fix it. “This is really good,” I told him.

      “You got awful quiet,” he said. “I was worried.”

      “Nope. It’s great. So good I didn’t want to talk.”

      He nodded but I knew he sensed the tension.

      After the meal, I helped him clean up. “I should go,” I announced abruptly.

      “What?”

      “I need to go,” I said with more urgency.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked with concern.

      When he made a move toward me, I stepped away. “Nothing is wrong. I just need to go. I need some space. I have to clear my head.”

      He looked concerned. “Okay. I’ll drive you back to the resort.”

      “No. It’s fine. I’ll walk.”

      “Madi, what’s going on?” he asked. “Did I do something? The steak wasn’t that bad, was it?”

      He was trying to joke, but I wasn’t interested in laughing. “No. The steak was amazing. I just need to go.”

      I grabbed my bag and headed for the front door. “Madi, don’t do that. The village is safe but it’s almost dark. You’re a beautiful young woman. An American woman. There are bad elements everywhere. Let me take you.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll walk along the beach then. You said it’s half a mile. I can do that.”

      “What did I do?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      He looked pained. “Can I walk you halfway?” he asked.

      “No thanks.”

      “All right,” he said with resignation.

      I walked out of his house and walked down the stairs to the beach. “Goodbye, Channing.”

      “I’d love to see you again,” he said. “You know where I am.”

      I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. My heart was in my throat. The moment I hit the sand, I realized my shoes were going to get filled with the grainy stuff. I kicked off my shoes and shoved them in my bag before I headed in the direction of the resort.

      I hated that I was leaving him, but I had to. Jewel was right. I was playing with fire and I was going to get burned if I didn’t get away. I never thought I would see him again. Seeing him, having sex with him, and then spending the day with him put me smack dab in dangerous territory.

      I glanced behind me once and found him walking behind me but at a good distance. He couldn’t help being chivalrous. It was just his way. I kept walking. I saw the resort up ahead and looked back to see if he was still following. He had stopped, just watching. It reminded me of a worried parent watching their kid going to their first day of school. I gave him one last look before turning up the path to go into the resort.

      I hated seeing the hurt look on his face. I wished there was something I could tell him to ease the pain. I couldn’t risk it. He would somehow talk me out of leaving. He would tell me everything was okay, and I would be sucked right back in. I would end up spilling my guts and everything would implode.
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      Her thighs opened, exposing her core. Her sweet body writhed on the bed beneath me. Her full breasts with her pebbled nipples rose up to greet me. I couldn’t wait to push inside her. I could see her need glistening against her pale skin. It beckoned me. I was hopeless to fight the need I felt for her. I positioned myself at her opening, ready to slide home.

      “What the hell?” I grumbled.

      Something pulled me out of the sweetest dream I’d ever had. Then I heard it. It was my damn phone again. I reached out and answered. “Hello,” I murmured still half asleep.

      “Holy shit,” I heard James say.

      My eyes popped open. “James?”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he snarled. “I’ve been calling you for weeks. You can’t even call me back? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      I rubbed my hand over my face. It was just rude to go from that hot, erotic dream to getting my ass chewed by my little brother. “I’m in the middle of nowhere,” I told him. “I don’t always have service.”

      “Bullshit,” he snapped.

      “What do you want, James? It’s like eight in the morning here.”

      “You need to come home,” he said.

      A little bit of fear tore through me. “Why?” I asked and sat up.

      “Mom isn’t at her best,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. He was just trying to appeal to my soft side. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means she isn’t good. She’s down. She’s depressed. She is just not in good shape. If she doesn’t snap out of this depression, I’m afraid she’s going to end up getting sick.”

      “Send her on another cruise,” I said with a yawn.

      “That isn’t going to cut it. She misses having us all at home. She wants a family dinner. Don’t be selfish. It’s not going to disrupt your life to come home for a week.”

      I listened to what he was saying and I heard what he wasn’t saying. “What’s really going on?” I asked.

      He sighed. “All of you are off doing your thing and I’m the one here trying to keep her spirits up. Do you know what it’s like to see her depressed? It isn’t just that she’s depressed. It’s the fact she’s depressed and I’m not enough to help her. Do you know what that’s like?”

      I heard his strain. I knew he’d taken on a huge burden. We all talked to him about hiring a caregiver, but my mother wasn’t having it, and he wouldn’t leave her. It was his own fault he was stressed out.

      “I can’t,” I told him.

      “What the hell does that mean?” he asked. “You don’t have a job. You don’t have any responsibilities.”

      “I do have a job,” I lied.

      “The hell you do.”

      “I can’t just drop everything,” I told him.

      “We’re your family,” he said. “We’re the most important thing in your life. She should be the most important thing. Unless you’ve gone off and gotten yourself a wife and family, she’s still your number one. Quit being selfish and get your ass back here.”

      He was really pissed.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said. We both knew I wasn’t going to do anything.

      “Whatever, man. You keep doing whatever it is you do. I’ll be here, holding down the fort.”

      He hung up on me. I blew out a breath and flopped back on my bed. That was exactly why I couldn’t go home. They all thought I was a fuck-up. They were all pissed at me for bailing on the family. I’d been gone so long now I didn’t know how to go home.

      Yes, I was a selfish prick. I was acting like a scared little kid. I felt like the kid that hit the baseball through the living-room window and ran away to avoid getting in trouble. I wasn’t necessarily in trouble, but I knew they were going to look at me in their judgmental way. Grayson would be the worst. As the oldest, he kind of stepped into the role as not only head of the family business but also the family as a whole. He and I had never been close. I truly didn’t know if he knew I existed half the time.

      That was my own mopey way. I knew I was wrong. I knew I was being a little bitch. My mom didn’t deserve me ditching her. I just knew she was going to be so disappointed in me. She had such high hopes for all of us. She never actually said I had to go out and run the family business or the charity foundation, but I knew she thought I would do something good.

      When I first started down the photography path, she had been so proud of me. She hung up my photos in the family room. She framed the magazine covers I landed. And then it was like I had to top what I had done. I took the assignments I hated because I thought it would make her proud to see me doing something great.

      I threw off the light sheet I slept under and stumbled into the bathroom. I splashed cold water on my face and tried to wake myself up. It had been a hell of night and it didn’t look like this morning was starting off so great.

      I had tossed and turned most of the night. I didn’t know what happened with Madi. The day had been great. She’d been happy and laughing and I was sure we were in a good place. I wasn’t under the impression we were going to be together, but I thought maybe we could have a friendship. Maybe a friends with the occasional benefit type of thing. After all, I was single and jobless with the money to fly her to me or fly to her.

      I walked into the kitchen to start my coffee. I needed some time with the waves. I had to clear my head. The thing with Madi was throwing me off. It stirred up those old feelings that I had put away a long time ago. They were back and they were very real.

      I took my coffee outside and sat down to watch the water. I couldn’t stop the guilt from creeping in. I thought about calling my mom. I hadn’t checked in with her in a month. Maybe it had been longer than that. I wasn’t sure. That only heightened my guilt. She was a strong woman, and she would not appreciate me sulking.

      My thoughts drifted back to Madi and her sudden change in attitude last night. I didn’t even have her number. The resort was huge, and I wasn’t allowed on the property. I couldn’t just roam the place looking for her. She could be anywhere. She could be on one of the island tours. She could be taking that spa day she talked about.

      But my mama didn’t raise a quitter. I finished my coffee and went inside to get ready for the day. I wasn’t sure what it held in store for me, but I was hoping to see her. I wasn’t giving up. I needed to at least have a proper goodbye. Then again, she didn’t owe me that. Not after what I had done to her all those years ago.

      I stepped out of the shower and pulled on a pair of shorts. I was about to find myself some breakfast when there was a knock on my door. My first thought was it was her. I rushed to answer the door, ready to pull her in and kiss her senseless.

      “Hey, guys,” I said when I saw three of the boys that always hung out on the beach. “What’s up?”

      “We got a new ball,” one of them said. “Do you want to play?”

      “Let’s do it,” I said.

      This was the best thing about living where I did. I was going out for the day without shoes or a shirt. “Where were you yesterday?” one of them asked. “We came over.”

      “Sorry, guys,” I said. “I was on a date.”

      “A date!” they all shouted in unison. “With a girl!”

      “With a woman.” I laughed. “Men date women.”

      “Is she pretty?” one asked.

      “She’s beautiful,” I answered.

      “What does she look like?”

      I had to choose my words carefully. I couldn’t very well tell them she had a great rack and a firm ass. “She has long brown hair, big brown eyes, and little freckles across her nose.”

      “Is she old like you?”

      I laughed and shook my head. Kids always kept it real. “I’m not old, punk, but yes, she is my age.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She is with her friend,” I said.

      “Is she one of them?”

      I knew what he was asking. “She is staying at the resort, but she isn’t like them.”

      “I thought you weren’t supposed to go there?” one asked.

      Again, they held nothing back. “I’m not. Technically, I was on the beach. She is my old friend from back in New York.”

      “Do you love her?”

      “Woah, kid, you need to learn finesse,” I teased. “You don’t just fall in love with a girl. There’s dating and a dance that needs to happen.”

      “You danced?”

      “Actually, we did dance.”

      “Are you going to marry her?” John asked.

      I ruffled his hair. “You guys are moving way too fast. It was a date.”

      “Did you eat dinner with her?” he asked.

      They were worse than an inquisitive mother. Then I remembered they were essentially my little brothers. “Okay, I’m going to tell you guys the details and then we’re never talking about it again, okay?”

      They all jumped up and down in agreement.

      “We went out dancing. Yesterday we went on a hike. Then we had dinner at my house. That’s it. Can we play ball now?”

      “Did you kiss her?”

      “Rule number one,” I said with total seriousness. “A gentleman never kisses and tells.”

      “What does that mean?” they all asked. They were all hanging by a thread. This was my chance to impart some wisdom on them. This was the kind of thing they needed to hear, especially the ones that didn’t have dads in the home.

      “It means when you meet someone you like, you always treat them with respect. Respecting someone is the most important thing you can ever do. Conversations you have with your girlfriend should always be private. Things the two of you share are only for you and her. You don’t talk about it with your friends. Some guys think it’s cool to brag about kissing a girl or whatever, but it isn’t. That’s not stuff you share.”

      They were all looking at me with wide eyes. I hoped my message was sinking in.

      “How come?” John asked. “My dad kisses my mom and everyone sees.”

      I realized I might have bit off more than I could chew. I was wading into dangerous territory. I thought about what I was going to say. “That’s because your mom and dad are married. They are adults. You really should talk to your parents about this stuff. My personal opinion is guys like you and me and your friends, we don’t talk about our ladies. Got it?”

      They didn’t. I tried. “All right, let’s play!”

      “We have to pick teams,” one said.

      “Let’s do it!”

      We started playing a game with few rules. The rules changed at will and no one cared. Hanging out with the boys was the perfect remedy to my earlier guilt. I could just play with the kids like I did every other day of the week.

      “Guys, I’m hot,” I said and, without warning, headed into the water.

      The boys followed, each of us diving underwater to cool off. When I came up for air, I felt like a new man.
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      I yawned and stretched my arms over my head before crawling out of bed. I slept like a log. I didn’t think I was going to be able to sleep at all, but the day had worn me out. I was grateful for the strenuous hike. It was about the only thing that helped me pass out. My body forced my mind to shut down. Otherwise, I would have stayed up all night worrying about the Channing thing.

      Jewel was already awake, sitting on the sofa in the complimentary robes that came with the room. “Good morning,” she said.

      “Hey,” I said with surprise. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      “I got in late.”

      “And yet you are up before me,” I said.

      “I ordered room service. I was thinking we could have a lazy morning.”

      I gave her a suspicious look. “Where’s William?”

      “We aren’t glued together at the hip.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Did you have a fight?”

      “No.” She laughed. “I was exhausted. He was exhausted. We needed some sleep.”

      I tied my own robe a little tighter. “Did you order coffee?” I asked.

      “Duh.”

      There was a knock on the door. I quickly answered it, taking the cart and tipping the man. “Oh my god, it smells so good.”

      “I splurged a little. Let’s eat on the balcony and catch up. You have to tell me how your day was.”

      I groaned. “It’s a long story.”

      “We’ve got plenty of food,” she said.

      We settled in with our plates of food. “This view is amazing.”

      “It is. I wish we could stay longer.”

      I snorted. “Not me. I’m ready to go home.”

      “What? How? You looked like you were having so much fun.”

      I shook my head. “I was, but I miss Clara. I knew this was going to be hard, but I really miss her. Seeing Channing just stirs up so much stuff.”

      “Did something happen yesterday?”

      “No, not really. We had a great day. We went for a hike in the jungle and I even jumped off a cliff. I swam under a waterfall. It was incredible.”

      “Gee, no wonder you want to rush home,” she said sarcastically. “It sounds awful. I’m sure there was some hanky panky in there as well.”

      “Nope. None.”

      “Is that why you’re upset?” she asked.

      “No, it’s just confusing seeing him again,” I said. “You warned me this would happen. I got mixed up with him. This stress-free vacation is turning into more stress. I came here to get away from one guy and ended up falling in with another. It isn’t doing me any good.”

      “You came here to get your head straight after the Geoffrey thing,” she said. “In a way, running into Channing is a good thing. You’re not thinking about Geoffrey anymore.”

      I snorted. “That’s for sure. All I can think about is how much he doesn’t measure up to Channing, which isn’t necessarily a good thing.”

      “I think it can be healthy,” she said. “I’m comparing every boyfriend I’ve ever had to William. I have to say, William wins hands down. He’s the total package. The accent is icing on the cake. He’s handsome, funny, really smart, and moderately wealthy. How crazy is it I found him here of all places?”

      “Do you think you’ll see him again?”

      “I want to,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t know how well a long-distance relationship like that would work. I’m not really interested in moving to the UK and I know he has no wish to move to New York.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Another long, dramatic sigh. “I don’t know. Live in the moment.”

      “Maybe it could work,” I said.

      She shook her head. “Sorry. I got distracted. We were talking about you and Channing. Where is your head?”

      “In the mud,” I retorted. “He has so much power over me. He doesn’t even know it. He doesn’t even have to try. It’s like I turn into a pool of malleable goo whenever he looks at me. Getting close to him could really screw up my life.”

      “How so? You already did that.”

      “I can’t let it slip about Clara,” I told her.

      “You used to say you wanted to tell him. You looked for him those first few months after you got pregnant.”

      “That was different,” I said. “I knew if I would have found him back then, he wouldn’t have cared. He would have run scared.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I think he would be less inclined to run,” I told her. “I think he would be crazy pissed. He would be infuriated I didn’t come right out and tell him when we ran into each other. He would want to meet her, maybe even spend time with her.”

      “Why is that a bad thing?” she asked. “You know Clara would be thrilled to meet her father. She doesn’t say much now about it, but she will. She’s going to figure out the birds and the bees and know she wasn’t born of immaculate conception. What are you going to tell her?”

      “I don’t know, but that’s a problem for another day,” I said. “Channing lives here. For now. He’s made it clear he’s a rolling stone and has no interest in settling down. He doesn’t like to be in one place for long and he definitely doesn’t want to be in New York. Is it fair to have Clara meet her father only to have to say goodbye?”

      “That does pose an issue, I guess,” she said. “You could tell him about her but let him know he can’t be in her life until he settles down.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah, I’m sure he would take that really well. He just loves being bossed around.”

      “You’re really never going to tell him?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Not right now. I’m just going to lay low the next two days. I’m not going to risk running into him. I guess it’s a good thing the little rebel is banned from here. We can do that spa stuff you were talking about. Maybe lay around on the beach all day with a cabana boy keeping us hydrated.”

      She pulled a face. “I kind of made plans,” she said. “I assumed you would be with Channing again today.”

      “Oh.”

      “I can cancel,” she blurted out. “I’ll tell him something has come up.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Don’t do that. Go have some fun with your dream man.”

      “I can’t do that if I know you’re going to be all alone.”

      “I’ll be fine. In fact, it will be nice to actually be alone. Do you know how long it has been since I was alone? No one to talk to and no one to talk to me? No one to cook for or clean up after? Go. I’m going to pamper myself and bask in my solitude.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “I feel guilty. I’ll tell William I can see him later.”

      “No, you won’t because you only have a couple more days to spend with him. You need to figure out if this guy is the one. If he is, you need to pack your bag and move to the UK to be with him.”

      She snorted. “Not a chance in hell. He can move to be with me.”

      I smiled and pushed at her shoulder. “You’ve thought about it.”

      “I do like him, but I’m not quite so naïve to think I’m going to fall in love on vacation. I’m not that sappy.”

      “It happens,” I said. “You weren’t finding the right guy in New York. It makes sense you would have to drag yourself all the way over here to find him.”

      “I have no illusions a man like him would want to settle down with an American girl with no title and no wealth.”

      I laughed. “This isn’t the sixteenth century. He doesn’t need a title. We all know his title is nothing more than a few extra letters in his name. He isn’t being called to court or marrying royalty. Don’t hold yourself back. Spend the day with him and see where things go. You never know. You might end up hating him by the end of the day. You tend to run hot and cold.”

      “I do not!” she protested.

      “Jewel, you fall in and out of love more than anyone I know.”

      “I can’t help it,” she pouted. “They always seem so great and then I get to know them and I can’t get away fast enough.”

      “Exactly, but this guy seems to be nice. I think you owe it to yourself to see if it’s real. If it is, you might just be on the wrong path in life. Jumping ship now could be exactly what you need.”

      “I’m not jumping ship and I’m definitely not going to start curtsying and drinking tea at two.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You really need to figure out what century you’re living in,” I quipped. “I’m going to look at the spa menu and see what I’m going to do today. I’m looking forward to nothing being at the top of the list, followed by eating, drinking, and more nothing.”

      “Are you absolutely sure about this?” she asked. “I will cancel. I don’t need to hang out with him. I would be totally cool doing the stuff we said we were going to do.”

      “Jewel, I’m sure. We have spas in New York. We can always do the stuff there. I really am looking forward to being alone. It will be a good time to figure out my next step.”

      “With Channing?” she asked.

      “Yes. If there is a next step. I have to admit, I’m leaning pretty heavily on leaving things be. I feel like I might have messed up the space-time continuum by coming here. I wasn’t supposed to see him again. We were supposed to live our lives on different continents. This little twist of fate was an accident. I don’t want to cause a ripple in my life. I think I’m just going to stay here, ignore him, and then go back home and pretend it never happened.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said after several minutes of silence. “I know how hard it was for you back then. I hate that you are going through it all over again.”

      “It’s not really a bad thing,” I told her. “In some ways, I feel like I got the answers I needed. He told me why he left, and I believe him. I see the change in him. This is better for him. Clara is my responsibility and I don’t regret her for a single second. Channing doesn’t need to have his life derailed. We’re doing just fine. I’m just glad I know he’s alive and well. When she gets older, she might think it’s cool to have a dad that sailed away and never came back.”

      She burst into laughter. “No kid is going to think that’s cool.”

      “You know what I mean. It’s mysterious.”

      “If you say so,” she said and got to her feet. “I’m going to get ready. Last chance to tell me I need to stay.”

      “Not happening,” I said with a smile. “Go. I’m going to see if I can connect with Clara. We keep missing each other. I don’t want to call too late or too early.”

      “You know she’s fine.”

      “Yes, I do know that, but I still worry. I hate that I can’t talk to her.”

      “I know you miss her, but this vacation is something you needed. You’ve been running full steam ahead for too long. You had to take a minute for yourself or you were going to crash and burn. Kids stay with their grandparents all the time. This is a good bonding experience for them.”

      “I know,” I said. “I am glad they get to spend time together.”

      “Good. Now, get that menu and go get your face peeled or take a mud bath.”

      I laughed and followed her back into the room. “Both options sound so appealing.”

      “The price of beauty,” she said as her voice trailed off.
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      I felt like a stalker. I kept hanging out at the edge of the resort property, hoping to get a peek of Madi. I was worried about her. Something had definitely triggered her last night. I didn’t think it was anything I did. One minute we were having a good time and I was cooking steaks and the next she looked like she couldn’t get away from me fast enough.

      Something was bothering her. I had a feeling her appearance at my beach in Bali was her running from something back home. I knew the look pretty well. She was running but she was conflicted. I wanted her to have the same peaceful feeling I had. I felt peace. That was something I knew was difficult to get.

      It was none of my business. She had a whole life back in the States. I had no business sticking my nose in her life. But I wanted to. I hated to think of her suffering in any way. I wanted to help. Even if it was just me giving her a shoulder to cry on.

      I hung out at the beach for hours. Then I worried she might have gone to my place. I quickly rushed back to my bungalow. I wasn’t really surprised she wasn’t there. I didn’t find a note from her either. I made myself a salad and sat down on the steps of my porch.

      I felt a heaviness I hadn’t felt in a long time. She was pulling me back into a place I had left behind. I had worked hard to leave all of my worries behind. Seeing her stirred up some old drama. My choice to leave everything behind was never meant to be permanent. I supposed it was a lot like trying a drug for the first time. The euphoria I felt when I first left was addicting. I told myself and my family I’d be back in a few months. Then it became a way of life. Unlike drugs, my choice was making me healthier. I was in the best shape of my life.

      But then there was that little pit of emptiness I felt deep in my soul. I masked the loneliness with my outward happiness. Seeing Madi stirred up some old memories. I knew my brothers were married and settled. I knew they were happy. Part of me craved that same kind of happiness. The day with Madi was a little glimpse into that life. What would it be like to wake up next to someone every day? What would it be like to have a partner in life?

      “Hey, you,” I heard someone say.

      My eyes popped up. “Hi, Donna.”

      She was carrying a basket with a towel over it. “How are you doing?” she asked.

      “Great! You?”

      She smiled and extended the basket. “I’m good. I made chocolate-chip cookies and thought you might want some. A little taste of home.”

      I looked at my salad and quickly put it down. I grabbed a cookie and took a bite. “Oh damn,” I moaned. “So good.”

      She took a seat next to me on the porch. “I talked to John earlier.”

      “We hung out this morning.”

      “He said you have a girlfriend and are going to marry her but he couldn’t tell me the details because boys didn’t talk about girls. He said it was disrespectful.”

      I groaned and shook my head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry.” She laughed. “I had no idea what he was talking about. I think I eventually figured it out. You were telling them not to kiss and tell.”

      I nodded and grabbed another cookie. “Yes. At least that’s what I was trying to say. Did I step over the line? I told them nothing about my date.”

      “You didn’t overstep. John said you were happy and then you got sad. Is everything okay?”

      I smiled. “I’m fine. I wasn’t sad. I’m not sad.”

      “Are you sure about that?” she asked. “I come here and find you sitting out here looking like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      “You can talk to me,” she said. “I’m probably a little better suited than a bunch of little boys. I don’t think they can understand what it all means.”

      “I didn’t tell them anything,” I said again.

      “I know you didn’t, but when a kid picks up on your sadness, that’s a big deal. We know you’re out here by yourself. We all need someone. I’m a good listener.”

      I loved my little community. “Thank you. I’m really okay. The girlfriend they are referring to isn’t really a girlfriend. She’s someone I knew back in New York.”

      “Ah, an old flame,” she said with a knowing smile.

      I laughed. “Something like that.”

      “John said she was one of them. Did she come to see you?”

      “No, definitely not. She didn’t know I was here. Us running into each other on the beach was completely by chance. We haven’t talked in almost five years. I left without saying a word.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Oh my gosh! That’s amazing. Like a star-crossed lovers thing.”

      “Not quite. We were never serious back then.”

      “Channing I won’t pretend to know you all that well, but I know a man that is suffering. You like this woman.”

      “I do. I did. We are on two different paths. I guess I’m just working through a case of the what-ifs.”

      “How long is she here for?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” I said. “I think another day or two.”

      “Are you going to stay in touch this time?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I doubt it.”

      She smiled and nudged my arm. “But you want to.”

      “I wouldn’t mind keeping in touch, but I have no right to ask her for that,” I said. “She’s got a life back there.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “It’s not a big deal. It was a nice couple of days and it’s over.”

      “Oh, Channing,” she said. “You poor man. You want her.”

      “It was nice but I’m not in a position to have anyone in my life,” I said. “I’ll be fine. I’m just working through it.”

      “That’s all you can do. Can I give you a piece of advice?”

      “Sure.”

      “Don’t let her go without telling her how you feel.”

      “Donna, I appreciate your advice, but there isn’t anything there. It’s just me feeling a touch of homesickness.”

      “Okay, if that’s what you want to say, but make sure you say goodbye this time. You need closure.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I gave her a side hug. “You’re a good friend. I appreciate the advice. I think I will try and find her. Maybe we can exchange phone numbers. Not that it’s going to do a lot of good with the spotty service here.”

      “You never know,” she said. “Enjoy your cookies. I’ll keep the boys busy so you can spend some time with your lady.”

      I laughed. “Thanks. And thank you for the cookies. They are amazing.”

      “It’s good to see you binge on cookies. Now I know you are human.”

      I looked at the basket and covered the cookies once again. I could eat all of them. I had to practice a little self-control. I got to my feet and went back inside. I could sit here and sulk or I could do something. An idea sprang to mind. I went into my room and dug through my small closet. I pulled out a long-sleeved dress shirt and pulled on a pair of slacks.

      I grabbed my duffel and pulled on my sunglasses before heading out the door. I hoped my plan worked. If not, I was not above resorting to more desperate measures. I drove to the resort and walked in like I owned the joint. I kept my sunglasses on as I paid for a room. With my key in hand, I headed up to the third-floor suite I paid an exorbitant price for and dropped off my bag.

      I switched out of the dress clothes, feeling like being armed with a room key, one of the most expensive rooms, was my free pass. I could still be me. Just to avoid drawing too much attention to myself, I pulled on a polo shirt with khaki shorts. The clothes irritated my skin, but they were a necessary evil. I was going to track Madi down one way or another.

      I started my search at the pool. When I didn’t find her, I made my way down to the beach, being very careful to avoid the security guard that knew me just a little too well. I didn’t see her there either. I spent a good hour roaming around the resort before I remembered her plans for yesterday. She said she was going to drink ice-cold drinks and lounge.

      With that in mind, I made my way to the bar. It took me five seconds to spot her among the other guests. She was sitting at a small table all by herself with what looked very much like a strawberry margarita in her hand.

      I sat down at the table. She looked at me with surprise before looking around the bar. “What are you doing here?” she hissed.

      “I wanted to check on you,” I said.

      “I’m fine.”

      It was a very cold reception. “Madi, can you tell me what happened?” I asked. “I thought things were going well.”

      “Nothing is wrong,” she said.

      “Why are you sitting here drinking alone?” I asked her.

      She scowled at me. “Because I want to. I’m on vacation.”

      She was being downright rude. “Why don’t you just tell me what I did to piss you off? Are you pissed I took you on the hike? The dinner? What is it?”

      “Nothing! Channing, we aren’t together. I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t say we were. I was worried about you. You got up and stormed out of my house. I’m asking why.”

      She sucked on her drink. She was wearing a bikini with a different coverup over it. I assumed she had been enjoying her pool day. She looked different. I could see the strain on her face. “Just leave me alone,” she said.

      “Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

      “Why do you think I owe you anything? I don’t remember you taking two seconds out of your day to tell me why you ditched me.”

      I leaned back. Now we were getting somewhere. “You ran out on me because you were pissed I left five years ago?” I asked.

      “Yes. No. I mean, I don’t care. You ran away and found this great life. I’m saying I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      “No, I don’t suppose you owe me anything, but I’m concerned. Aren’t we friends?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Friends who fuck every five years?”

      The way she said it revealed just how pissed she was. “That’s not what this was,” I told her. “Where’s Jewel?”

      “She’s with William. Why?”

      “Because I don’t know if you should be alone.”

      She snorted. “Whatever, Channing. You don’t know me. You know nothing about me. Just go away. Run away like you do best.”

      She got up from the table and turned to walk out. I didn’t know why she was suddenly so pissed about things, but I was going to find out. I followed after her. “Madi, wait!”

      “No. I don’t want to talk to you. I have nothing to say.”

      “I do,” I said and trailed behind her. She avoided the elevator, obviously not wanting to be alone in a box with me.

      “I’m not listening.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t call you, but whatever happened last night wasn’t about that. You know it and I know it. There’s something else going on.”

      She was on the second floor and taking long strides down the hall with her arms swinging. I was pissed but I didn’t miss the chance to check out her ass as she walked full steam ahead. She stopped in front of a door and fumbled in the bag slung over her shoulder.

      “Madi, will you please talk to me?” I asked and gently pulled her arm.

      She looked up at me, her eyes flashing with anger. “No.”

      The electricity between us crackled and popped. I did the only thing I could think of. I grabbed both her upper arms and kissed her with zero gentleness. I pushed her against the door, pinning her body with mine, and savagely kissed her with all the frustration and desire she stoked in me.

      My heart was pounding hard in my chest. Her hands reached for my head, holding my face in place as she attacked my mouth with her own. The wild kiss was a combination of everything I’d been feeling since she walked out last night.

      “My room,” she gasped against my open lips.

      “Key.”

      I pulled away, my erection straining against the shorts that felt too tight.

      “I dropped it,” she murmured.

      I spotted it on the floor and pushed her out of the way. My hands shook as I slid the key in and watched the light turn green. I turned the handle and pushed open the door. She pounced on me before we were even inside the room.
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      I had never been so hot in all my life. I launched myself at him. Thankfully, he was a strong man and caught me. He lifted me as my legs wrapped around his waist. My mouth was over his, sucking his tongue and practically gnashing at him with my teeth. I could feel his erection rubbing against me and wanted him inside me.

      He turned and held me against the wall. His hands were on the hem of my gauzy coverup. I felt it sliding up. I raised my arms as his mouth pulled from mine and pulled it over my head. It took less than a second for his mouth to find mine once again.

      “You drive me crazy,” he growled.

      “Not sorry,” I murmured.

      He abruptly dropped me to the floor. “Which one?” he asked.

      I pointed to the door that led to my room in our suite. He started walking toward the door, leaving me to follow behind him. He pulled off his shirt as he walked and tossed it on the floor. His hands were already undoing his shorts by the time I made it in the room and closed the door. I wasn’t sure if Jewel was coming back. I wasn’t giving any free shows.

      His shorts dropped to the floor before he turned to look at me. I reached up and unhooked the bikini top tossing it to the floor. I watched as he pulled off his tight briefs and kicked them to the side. He took my breath away.

      I stared at him, drinking in the sight of his long, lean body. This was what I had been craving since I first saw him. I realized this might be my one and only chance to admire his sculpted body in the broad light of day. Mostly day. The sun was fading but it still provided plenty of light for me to see all of him.

      “You forgot something,” he growled.

      I looked down at my bikini bottoms. They were the only thing standing between me and him. The sensible me told me to kick him out of my room and send him packing. I fled last night because I didn’t want to get involved. I spent the better part of my day telling myself I was doing the right thing. I couldn’t mess with Channing. It was too dangerous.

      But then he was standing naked in front of me in my hotel room an ocean away from real life. I could have one more day of pleasure before I returned to my normal life. It wouldn’t hurt. I would just watch what I said and keep in mind we were just screwing around. This ended here in this room.

      I looked down at the beautiful cock jutting forth. There was something I never got to do with him during our fast and furious affair all those years ago. Something I didn’t want to leave Bali without doing this time.

      “I’m good,” I said and strutted toward him. I pushed him hard, knocking him off balance.

      “What are you doing?” he hissed and grabbed my wrist.

      I jerked my hand away and pushed him again. This time he landed on the bed. I wasted no time. I dropped to my knees in front of him and grabbed his cock in my hand. He sat up on the end of the bed and looked down at me. I could see the want in his eyes. I pulled him into my mouth and took him deep into my throat.

      A loud groan escaped his throat. His hands moved to my head, pulling my hair from the messy bun it had been in. I moaned as his fingers ran through my hair and massaged my scalp. I continued giving him the attention he needed.

      I could feel him growing harder in my mouth. His hands fisted in my hair. “Madi,” he groaned my name. “Madi, I can’t.”

      I sucked harder. I wanted to show him just how powerful I was. I sucked hard until I got what I wanted. He moaned as I swallowed over and over. His hands slipped down to my ribcage and pulled me up. Before I knew what he was going to do, he lifted me and tossed me on the bed.

      “Turnabout is fair play,” he said before jerking my bikini bottoms down my legs.

      His movements were jerky and aggressive. He pushed my legs open and stared down at the most intimate part of my body.

      “I had a dream about this,” he whispered. “Maybe it was a premonition.”

      I didn’t get the chance to question what he meant. He returned the favor I had offered. His mouth, hot and desperate, covered my pussy. His tongue lapped over my clit and nearly sent me flying off the bed. I cried out and slapped the mattress.

      “Oh god,” I cried out. “I can’t. It’s too much.”

      I didn’t know it was possible to feel too much pleasure. Ecstasy was not the right word. I felt like I was going to be torn apart in the best way. He never let up. In fact, he only intensified his pleasuring ways. I whimpered and moaned, my head rolling back and forth on the bed. My legs were shaking. My body moved, trying to get away from him.

      He grabbed my hips, his fingertips digging into my flesh as he held me in place. I heard my cries from somewhere far away as he continued to lap and nibble at me. I had no control over my body. I was at his mercy. When the orgasm hit, it was a full-body experience. I wasn’t sure if I screamed or if it was in my head. I felt like it was an out of body experience.

      I was still spasming and twitching on the bed when he pulled away. I watched him through hazy vision as he rushed for his shorts and pulled out a condom. The man was always locked and loaded. We were going to talk about that later. For now, all I could think about was getting him inside me.

      He still had an intense look on his face. He almost looked angry. I knew it wasn’t anger. It was pure desire. It was visceral. There was no restraining the deep-seated need to be together. He climbed over me, and without hesitation, he slid inside me. I groaned and rolled my head back.

      “Dammit,” he growled. “Why?”

      I opened my eyes and looked up at him. “Why?” I repeated.

      “Why do you make me so fucking crazy?”

      Veins strained in his neck and arms. I gave a small shake of my head. “I don’t know.”

      He thrust once. “I want to fuck you all day. All night.”

      I reached up and stroked my hand down his arm. “Okay.”

      He snarled and thrust over and over. My body slid away from him. He followed me across the bed until my head was hanging over the edge. I tried to tell him I was going to fall, but it was too late. We were tumbling over the bed and landing on the floor.

      “Oh shit,” he said and struggled to get off me. “Are you okay?”

      I burst into laughter. I pushed him backward and crawled toward him. I pushed him onto his back and climbed over him. I slid down his full length, filling myself with him once again. I rode him slow and easy before picking up the pace.

      “Oh shit,” he groaned before using his ab muscles and sitting up. He kissed me before slowly lying back down and bringing me back down with him. My breasts rubbed against his bare chest. He rocked his hips, pushing deeper inside me. I felt my body spiraling toward an orgasm. I pushed off his chest and leaned back. I arched my back and ground my hips against him.

      My body exploded around him. He arched and joined me in my orgasm. I fell on top of him. I was completely spent. He wrapped me in a big hug. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked again.

      “If you’re referring to the fall, yes, I’m fine. Other parts of me are questionable.”

      “You’re hurt?” he asked and pushed me off him. He rolled me to my back and sat up beside me. “Where?”

      “No, I’m not hurt. It was intense.”

      He grinned and bent down to kiss me. “I’m glad that bed wasn’t any closer to the window.” He laughed. “I’m not sure how we would explain busting through a window and landing naked in the pool.”

      I smiled. “It would be tough.”

      He moved to get to his feet before helping me up. Now that the heat of the moment had passed, I felt very naked. Exposed. Vulnerable. I grabbed my bikini bottoms and pulled them on. I needed him to go. This was going to be very awkward.

      He watched me dress. “Are we going to talk?” he asked as he walked into the bathroom.

      “No.”

      He came back into the room and grabbed his underwear. “Why not?”

      “Because there is nothing to talk about.”

      He smirked. “Did you just use me for sex?”

      “Yes.”

      His mouth dropped open. “Wow. I feel dirty.”

      He was teasing. I was glad he was making light of the situation. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      “Channing, I’m not hungry. You have to go.”

      He flashed me one of those sexy smiles and stepped toward me. I didn’t want to pull away. I liked being in his arms. He pulled me close and kissed my forehead. “I thought we kissed and made up.”

      “We weren’t fighting.”

      “Weren’t we? You were pissed at me. You ran away from me.”

      “I’m not pissed,” I told him.

      “You were pissed until you got a little something to ease that anger,” he said and flashed me another grin.

      I rolled my eyes. “You are such a man.”

      “I know. I just showed you. I’d be happy to show you again. Give me five minutes and I’ll have you begging for mercy all over again.”

      I was furiously blushing. I was going to have to talk to him about his naughtiness. I had to get him out of my room because damn if he wasn’t tempting me. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      “But it did and it was amazing.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I stared at the man for several long seconds. I saw the pleading in his eyes. We’d already had sex. Me abstaining from him was already broken. Hanging out with him for a little longer wasn’t going to change that. I was on vacation. I was supposed to be forgetting all about Geoffrey. It wasn’t like I was ever going to see Channing again.

      I would give myself today and then after that it was over. No more. He would be off limits.
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      “You should probably make a break for it before someone notices you,” she said.

      I looked around the room. “Is someone going to see me in here?”

      “We can’t stay here.”

      “Why not?”

      She sighed. “You are so persistent.”

      “I am. What else are you doing today?”

      “I don’t know. I was thinking about having dinner and listening to some music.”

      “Then I’d be happy to do that with you,” I said.

      “Channing,” she groaned.

      “Madi.”

      “I was hoping to take advantage of the restaurant here,” she said. “You can’t have dinner here.”

      I pulled the key from my pocket and waved it at her. “I certainly can.”

      She frowned. “What’s that?”

      “The key to my suite,” I said with a laugh.

      “Here?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you manage that?” she asked with suspicion. “I thought you were banned from here.”

      I shrugged. “Banned is a strong word. I was invited not to come onto the property. I’m a paying guest and there’s nothing they can do about it. If they want to make this a big deal, I’ll make it a big deal. I’ll make sure everyone in the world knows how they operate.”

      “You’re very sneaky, but why did you get a room when you live less than a mile away?”

      I put the card back in my pocket. “Because I wanted to talk to you.”

      “So you rented a room?” she asked with surprise.

      “Yep. I didn’t want to risk getting booted. I was worried about you. I didn’t know what happened last night. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      Her face softened. “That’s very sweet but I’m fine.”

      “I see that. But you’re alone. You’re on vacation and you’re all alone. Let me keep you company.”

      “Channing, this cannot be a thing,” she said. “You live here and I live in New York.”

      “I know, but you’re here right now. Why not live in the moment? Forget about all the rules that govern you in your daily life. Focus on just being here and having fun. You know I can be fun.”

      “Damn,” she said with a shake of her head.

      “What?”

      “You are such a bad influence,” she said with a sigh. “You are really good at peer pressure.”

      “But I’m not trying to get you to do anything bad. I’m not bad. Us hooking up and having a little fun isn’t bad. It’s just fun.”

      “And that’s exactly how bad influences operate,” she said. “But fine. I’ll give in this one time.”

      I grinned. “Great! What should we do first? Burn down the resort or knock over a jewelry store?”

      “Very funny.”

      “Why don’t we go have that nice dinner you were talking about? I have heard some pretty good things about the food here. Not that I’ve ever actually eaten here, but I’m down for something fancy.”

      “Your steak was pretty damn good,” she said and finally cracked a smile.

      “I know.”

      “I can’t go to dinner in a bikini,” she said and waved a hand over her luscious body.

      “We could order in.”

      She shook her head and waggled a finger at me. “No way. I never get to eat out at a nice restaurant back home. I’m taking advantage of—” She stopped talking.

      “Taking advantage of what?”

      Guilt covered her face. “Being here. I’m taking advantage of being in a place that I can have a couple glasses of wine with dinner without worrying about driving home.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed her, but I nodded. “I would love to share a few glasses of wine with you.”

      “I said a couple.”

      “I’m just going to come right out and say this. I’m looking forward to getting you drunk and taking advantage of you.”

      She burst into laughter. “You’ve always been so subtle. I can never tell what you’re thinking.”

      I smiled. “I figure life is short and beating around the bush and playing games is a waste of time. I want you. I know you want me. We’ll do the dinner thing and then we’ll go back to my room and we’ll get back to the really good stuff.”

      “You are very confident,” she said.

      “Tell me that’s not what you want and I’ll be a gentleman. I’ll make sure you have a respectable two glasses of wine and I’ll kiss you goodnight and go back to my place all by myself.”

      She didn’t immediately say no. “One night, mister, and that’s that. I have to put my foot down. Your debauchery is going to taint me. I can’t afford to spend more time with you. I’ll be ruined forever.”

      “And you’ll have so much fun getting there.”

      “I have to change and get ready. Go home and put on some actual clothes. Your fancy clothes.”

      I looked down at the stiff polo and stiffer shorts. “These are my fancy clothes.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I think they have a dress code in the restaurant. Pants for starters.”

      I groaned. “Do you know how long it’s been since I wore pants? I mean for more than an hour. Because I did wear pants to check in and it felt like I was being strangled.”

      “If you want to have dinner with me, you’ll put on pants and a nice shirt. If you can’t do that, you’ll be eating alone.”

      “You’re very demanding.”

      She popped a hip and posed. “If you want this, you’ll wear pants for a couple of hours. If it helps, you can think about me taking off those pants later.”

      I groaned and put my head back. “I’m not sure that helped anything, but I’ll do it.”

      “I need an hour,” she said. “I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

      “Or I could come to your door like an actual date,” I offered.

      “No, because we both know we probably wouldn’t leave the room. I plan on wearing my sexiest dress.”

      I groaned. “You’re killing me. I’m going to be half hard all night.”

      “Good, because I should also tell you this is the kind of dress that wouldn’t fit right if I wore a bra or panties.”

      I closed my eyes and counted to five. I had to readjust myself in the shorts that were too fucking tight. “I’ll meet you in an hour,” I said. “I have to get out of here.”

      I walked out of the room. “Wait,” she called out.

      I stopped. “Yes?”

      “Why do you always have condoms at the ready? Do you often find yourself having sex in the middle of the day?”

      I laughed. “I never have sex in the middle of the day, and if you’re really interested in the matter, I don’t have sex all that often. I carry a condom on the off chance I might. If an opportunity presents itself, I don’t want to be the guy that has to walk away because he doesn’t have one.”

      She nodded. “Make sure you’re packing tonight because I have a feeling you’re going to get lucky.”

      I winked. “I’m headed to the store downstairs. I’ll buy the jumbo box.”

      She was laughing as I walked out the door. I wasn’t joking. If she was only giving me one night, I was going to make the most of it. I strolled through the property that also included a few shops. A suit caught my eye. Initially, I was revolted at the very idea of wearing a suit but I would do it for her. I found a suit that would work and headed up to my room. I quickly showered and dressed. I made it back down to the lobby with five minutes to spare.

      I saw her step off the elevator and felt that familiar gut punch. “Damn,” I breathed as she walked toward me in the black cocktail dress that hugged her curves and showed an ample amount of cleavage. How in the hell was I supposed to want to eat dinner when dessert was staring me in the face?

      “You’re wearing a suit,” she said with a bright smile.

      “I am. I thought I could suck it up for you.”

      “You look dashing,” she said.

      “Can I kiss you?” I asked. I was dying to kiss her, but her hair was done, and she was wearing makeup. I didn’t dare mess anything up.

      “You can kiss me.”

      I kissed her, being careful not to touch her hair or smear her makeup in any way. “Thank you. I think I can get through dinner now.”

      We got a table in the dining room and each ordered the special. “I talked to Jewel,” she said. “They were still out sightseeing but asked if they could meet us at the bar later for drinks.”

      “Did you tell her I was with you?”

      She laughed. “I did.”

      “I don’t want to ruin her night.”

      “You won’t.”

      “She really doesn’t like me.”

      “She’ll be fine,” she said. “She’s just protective of me.”

      “And what I did before pissed her off,” I said.

      “Let’s just have fun tonight,” she said. “What happened back then is done and over. Me and you are cool with it. She will be. I want to kick up my heels and let my hair down.”

      “Works for me.”

      We ate our dinner and headed for the nightclub on the resort grounds. I stripped off my jacket and unbuttoned the top three buttons of my shirt.

      “Dance with me,” Madi said and pulled me onto the dance floor.

      The music was loud, drowning out everything around us. She was a damn good dancer. I managed to hold my own but she was giving me a run for my money. Every time she slid her body against mine, it triggered my desire. I wanted to dance all night, but I would have preferred we were naked. I kept thinking about what was on under the dress.

      “Did you go commando?” I asked with my mouth close to her ear.

      She flashed me a smile before grabbing my hands and running them over her ass. “Do you feel a panty line?”

      I groaned. “How much longer do we have to stay here?”

      “Do you have something else in mind?” she teased.

      “You know there is a bathroom right over there,” I told her. “We could take the edge off and come right back here. No one would notice we were missing.”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck, our bodies swaying back and forth. “Jewel and William went back to our room and won’t be meeting up with us.”

      “We’ll go to mine,” I quickly said. “I’ll have champagne sent up.”

      She smiled. “With strawberries?”

      “Absolutely. Whatever you want.”

      She gave me a heated kiss. “I want you.”

      That was about all I could take. I grabbed her hand and pulled her off the dance floor. I was about to leave before she reminded me to take my jacket. I wasn’t planning on ever wearing it again but I grabbed it anyway. We made out all the way into the elevator, not caring if security was enjoying the show. When we got to my room, I quickly ordered room service before pouncing on her.

      In the back of my mind, it was like a running ticker tape reminding me this could be my last time being with her. The next several hours were all I had.
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      I felt awful, but I had to do it. I tiptoed out of his room with my dress slung over my arm. I quickly pulled it on at the door, and with my shoes in my hand, I slipped out of his suite. I closed the door slowly and barely allowed it to click shut.

      “Whew.” I let out the breath I’d been holding.

      I walked down the hall toward the elevator. I felt a little like a thief in the night skulking about. I didn’t want to be in his bed when he woke up. That would complicate things. I told myself one night and that was all I was taking. It had been one glorious night, but it was over. If he woke up before I did, he would convince me to stay. He would use those charms on me, and I wouldn’t be able to leave. Then I’d be saying just one more night again. It was a dangerous cycle.

      I slipped into our room and tiptoed across the floor. “I hear you,” Jewel called out.

      “How are you up before me?” I asked.

      “William had a tour planned with his friends. He couldn’t get out of it. Why are you tiptoeing around?”

      I laughed. “I don’t know. I snuck out of his room and the sneaking just kept going.”

      “Why did you sneak out?”

      “Because if he woke up, he was going to convince me to stay and I will admit it wouldn’t take much to convince me.”

      “Sex is that good, huh?” she teased.

      I dropped my shoes and groaned. “So good.”

      “Is Clara going to end up with a little brother or sister in nine months?”

      “No! I’m on the pill and he has used protection every time.”

      “Wow, look at you two grownups.”

      I laughed. “What are you doing today?” I asked her.

      She shrugged. “I’ve got no plans.”

      “We should hang out today. No boys. Just me and you taking that vacation we promised ourselves.”

      “Works for me,” she said. “Do you want to schedule some spa treatments?”

      “Sure, but nothing crazy. I don’t want a chemical peel or whale urine squirted over my face.”

      She burst into laughter. “Why in the world would they put whale urine on your face?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve read about semen facials and just really weird shit.”

      “How about a regular facial and the standard mani and pedi?”

      “Sounds good. I’m going to shower. Order breakfast, will you?”

      “Why don’t we go down to the buffet?” she asked.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why can’t you?”

      “Because Channing has a room and might be roaming about. Checkout is eleven. I can leave the room after that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re hiding from him.”

      “I have to. I have no strength to resist him. He waggles his brows or flashes that cocky smile and I turn to putty. I have to avoid him.”

      “All right, suit yourself.”

      I showered, washing away the scent of him. As the water flowed over my body, I could practically feel his presence leaving me. I washed away his kisses. His touch. It was sad and left me feeling a little empty but it was necessary.

      By the time I made it out of the shower, breakfast had been delivered. We enjoyed a leisurely breakfast, talking about what we were going to do for the day. We had yet to go shopping. “I think we should do some shopping. I need to find something for Clara.”

      “I would love to go shopping as long as it is for Clara. Have you checked out the shops here?”

      “Actually, no, I haven’t. Channing told me he bought a suit here. Maybe I can find something for Clara. Then we can do the spa thing, pool time, and shopping without ever leaving.”

      After we finished our breakfast, she went to shower and get ready. It was ten o’clock. I only had another hour before Channing would have to checkout. Hiding wasn’t exactly the most mature thing to do, but it was a necessity. I heard a knock on the door, which surprised me.

      I answered the door to find Channing standing there. “What are you doing?” I asked with a sigh.

      “Gee, good morning to you too.”

      “Channing, I told you we had one night. Just one night.”

      “You left without saying a word. I woke up expecting you in my arms and you were gone.”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry, but I thought it was for the best.”

      “What are you doing today?” he asked.

      “I’m spending it with Jewel. William is off doing something with his friends. She and I are going to spend our last full day here together. I feel a little guilty for not spending more time with her.”

      He nodded. “I understand. You leave tomorrow?”

      “I do.”

      He was quiet for several seconds. “I had a great time with you.”

      “It was good to see you again as well,” I said. “I’m glad you’ve found happiness here. It looks good on you. Good luck to you in whatever you decide to do.”

      “That sounds like a forever goodbye,” he said.

      I shrugged. “I think it is.”

      “Maybe,” he said with a soft smile. He put a hand on my cheek and stared into my eyes. “Seeing you was the best thing that could happen. I regret nothing. I hope you don’t either.”

      He gave me a sweet goodbye kiss. I felt my heart do a little rollover. I was going to miss these kisses.

      “No regrets. It was so good to see you and actually gave me closure. I’m glad to know you didn’t go off and die.”

      He laughed. “Nope. Alive and well. I’ll see you later.”

      I smiled because I knew there was no chance I would ever see him again. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe is right,” he said with that sexy grin. “Maybe sooner rather than later. Goodbye, Madi.”

      He turned and walked away. I felt my heart squeeze a little as I watched him walk away. I closed the door and turned to find Jewel watching me. “Are you okay?”

      I forced a smile. “I think so.”

      “You didn’t tell him, I take it.”

      “No. I don’t see how it could help. What’s done is done. I don’t want to interrupt his life. He’s doing very well for himself out here. This is where he belongs.”

      I walked out to sit on the balcony and watch the people in the pool below. Jewel joined me. “I know I was pissed at him for walking away and I still am, but I have to wonder if he would have made that same choice had he known.”

      “He probably wouldn’t have, but that is why I don’t think he needs to know now,” I said.

      “That makes zero sense.”

      “When I met him, I felt the restlessness in him. He was acting out. He was trapped. I didn’t really see it in the moment, but I realized it later. He is a good guy. I’m not angry with him. Not anymore. I’m happy. Clara is happy. That’s all that matters.”

      She took a drink from her water bottle. “He could still be here doing his thing, but imagine how your life could be a little better with some financial support. He could send you a little money. It’s not like it would break him. He’s loaded. He should be supporting his daughter.”

      I shook my head. “No way. I’m not going to cash in on my daughter.”

      “You’re not cashing in on her. You don’t have to use the money. You could put it in savings for her. You never know what the future holds. You could save it for her college fund. If there is a medical emergency, you could use it for that. You work hard to support her, and you do a great job, but having a nest egg to fall back on if something happens would take a huge weight off your shoulders.”

      It would be nice to have just a little extra money every month. It would give me a little breathing room. I could buy her shoes that weren’t on clearance. “I don’t know. If he knows he has a daughter, I can’t imagine him just ignoring her. He’s going to want to be a part of her life.”

      “Would that be a bad thing?”

      “It could be,” I said. “What if he freaks out? What if he gets pissed and decides to get revenge by going after custody? He’s got money and connections.”

      “I doubt he would do that,” she said. “Besides, no judge is going to give a beach bum custody of a little girl.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “There are so many risks.”

      “I love you. I love Clara. I say this with love.”

      I groaned. “I know, I know,” I said. “You’ve been saying it from day one.”

      “I’m sorry, but I grew up without a dad. I don’t feel like I’m screwed up or that I really lacked for anything, but I cannot tell you how many times I wished for a daddy. Look at how close you are to your own father. Don’t you want that for you little girl?”

      “I hate you,” I complained.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to make you feel guilty, but if you think he’s the kind of guy that would want to be a part of her life, I think you have to consider it.”

      I blew out a breath. “I know. Maybe I’ll send him a letter.”

      “Coward.”

      I laughed. “I am. No more talk about that stuff. We’re supposed to be relaxing and being stress-free. This is nothing but stress.”

      “All right, all right. I’ll give you mercy. I don’t want you getting early wrinkles. Our appointment is in thirty minutes. Let’s go down and get some drinks before we get beautified.”

      “Sounds good. I think I’m going to spend this last day nice and drunk.”

      “Oh lord, I don’t know if I’ve been sober this week.” She laughed.

      “You took your vacationing very serious. What’s with the William thing? Are you going to keep in touch?”

      A slow smile spread over her face. “I think we are.”

      “Really?” I asked with surprise. “That’s a change of heart.”

      “I know. He brought it up. I was afraid to bring it up. I didn’t want him to think I was getting all sappy and stuff. He says he wants to visit me in New York. He offered to buy me a ticket to visit him.”

      “Wow,” I exclaimed. “That is crazy. Do you think this could really be a thing?”

      “I don’t know. We’re spending the day apart to kind of gauge where we are. Obviously there is a strong physical attraction. You know how these things work. You’re hot and heavy and then things fade and you figure out there isn’t a relationship.”

      I snorted. “Gee, I wonder if I have any experience with that.”

      She laughed. “Exactly. You are my roadmap. I know it didn’t end quite the way you wanted, but you had a good time, right?”

      “I did. It was fun, and if you can keep your heart out of it, then I say go for it.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ll see how I feel in a week.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to spend this last day with him?”

      “Nope. It’s me and you today. I might see him tonight. I don’t know.”

      “All right, but don’t feel like you have to stick with me. I’ll be okay.”

      She gave me a hug. “Thank you for coming with me at all. I know you’re missing Clara.”

      “I’m glad you insisted I come along. I would have never dared do this without you pushing me. I needed it. I do feel refreshed.”

      “You’re welcome. We’ll have to start planning our next one.”

      I laughed because I knew it was going to be a while before I left Clara again. This had been one of the hardest weeks of my life.
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      I tossed in another pair of shorts before rummaging through the closet to find a few more shirts. My suitcase sat open on my bed. I tossed in a few more things before zipping the suitcase. Right now, Madi was probably somewhere over the Atlantic. She was on her way back home.

      A knock on my door interrupted my packing. I pulled it open to find my little group of friends. “Hey, guys,” I said. “What’s up?

      “Do you want to play soccer with us?” John asked.

      I silently counted down. Three, two, one. “Football,” the other boys all said together.

      I looked at John and shrugged. “I do the same thing,” I said and ruffled his hair. “Guys, I can’t play today. I’m packing for a trip.”

      “Are you leaving?” they asked.

      “I am.”

      “When are you coming back?”

      I could see the worry on their faces. “Maybe a week or two. I’m not sure. It could be longer.”

      I saw some pouts. “That’s a long time.”

      “I’ll be back,” I said. “I promise.”

      John looked like he was going to cry. It broke my heart. I had grown very close to all of them. I hated to leave them. They felt like my family. “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “I’ll be back,” I insisted. “I want to see you all again. I’ll tell you what. I’m going to leave one of my cameras here. I want you guys to take as many pictures as you want. Then you’ll know for sure I’m coming back because you guys know how much I love my cameras.”

      “We can take pictures?” one of them asked.

      “You can. I’ll show you how to use it, but you guys better not break my shit. It cost more than this house.”

      I saw a few smiles. “Let’s go outside and I’ll show you how to use it,” I told them. I had a little extra time to spare.

      “All right, turn it on, look through the viewfinder, and then you push the button,” I said. The camera could be used as a point and shoot. I wasn’t going to get into the specifics with them. “Who wants to go first?”

      They all raised their hands. I laughed. I spent the next thirty minutes showing them how to take pictures and how to view them. I knew none of them had computers to upload the pictures to.

      “Let’s go back and get this thing packed up,” I told them. “You guys can raid my fridge.”

      “Woohoo!” they all shouted.

      While they rummaged through the small amount of food I kept in the house, I packed the camera along with a couple extra memory cards.

      “Okay, guys, I’ll walk you back,” I told them.

      I handed over the camera bag to one of the boys with strict instructions to be careful. If it did get broken, I could afford another one. This was about keeping them happy. It was going to be hard leaving them.

      “You guys be good and stay away from the resort,” I told them. “I won’t be here to save your scrawny butts.” They left me to go home with their heads hanging low.

      “John, I’ve got to talk to your mom, so I’ll walk with you,” I told him.

      “Are you really leaving us?” he asked as we walked.

      “I’m not leaving you guys,” I assured him. “I just have some stuff I have to do.”

      “Are you going to come back?”

      “I am. I live here.”

      “Okay,” he said. We went into his house to find Donna with her music blaring as she did the dishes.

      “Mom,” John said.

      She turned around and shrieked.

      “Sorry,” I said with a laugh. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      She put a hand over her heart. “It’s fine. What’s going on? Did he get in trouble?”

      “No, no, I was hoping I could talk to you for a minute.”

      “Sure, what’s up?” she asked.

      “I’m leaving town for a week or two, possibly longer,” I said.

      “Did you get a photography assignment?” she asked.

      “No, I’m going back to the States.”

      “Is everything okay?” she asked with concern on her face.

      It was pretty crazy to know that my one and only true friend was a middle-aged, married woman. John had drifted away, leaving us alone in the kitchen. “Everything is fine. My brother keeps calling me. He says my mom is depressed and needs to see me. I haven’t been home in a while, so it’s probably time I went.”

      “Is she okay?” she asked.

      “I think so. She’s healthy but she’s slowing down. My youngest brother lives with her and kind of keeps an eye on her but I guess she misses the rest of us. I imagine it’s hard for her to be in the big, empty house after it being so full of activity and chaos for almost thirty years. My other brothers visit her but they are also wrapped up in their own worlds.”

      She nodded. “The empty-nest syndrome is very real. She’s lonely.”

      Donna was making me feel guilty. “After my dad died, we kind of flooded her with attention to make sure she wasn’t feeling alone. I’ll admit I’ve neglected her a bit. I’ve relied on my brothers to pick up the slack. My brothers have all been calling me the last month or two. I’ve just ignored it but now I think it’s time.”

      She smiled. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain lady, would it?”

      I laughed. “Not entirely, but I can admit the chance of seeing her again is a motivator. Although I’m not sure she’ll want to see me.”

      “What can I do for you to make this easier?” she asked.

      “Can you keep an eye on my place?”

      “Of course. Do you have any plants that need watering?”

      I chuckled. “No. Definitely not. I gave the kids one of my cameras.”

      Her eyes bulged. “You did what? I know how expensive those cameras are!”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “It’s a good camera but I can replace it. They were feeling a little bummed about me leaving. I wanted them to have something of mine so they knew I was coming back. Plus, I’m excited to see what pictures they’ll take.”

      “Are you sure?” she said. “That’s a big responsibility for them.”

      “It will be good for them. If they break it, I’ll figure out how to deal with it. I’m not worried.”

      She gave me a hug. “We’ll miss you,” she said. “I hope your mom is okay and I hope you get to meet up with your girl. You deserve happiness in your life. I don’t know what brought you here, but I do know you’ve been hiding. I think you’ve served whatever sentence you imposed on yourself.”

      She was way too smart. “Thank you. I am happy here though.”

      “You are happy, but I think it’s skin deep. You’re a good man and I think you’re going to be a good father. You’re so good to these kids.”

      I laughed and held up my hands. “Way too far in the future.”

      “Think about it,” she said. “When do you leave?”

      “About five minutes ago,” I said with a laugh.

      “Oh gosh! You better get out of here. Good luck and enjoy yourself.”

      I gave John one last hug. It was really hard to leave them all but most especially John. He was the odd man out. I hoped they kept up their tightknit group. They needed it to get through this life. As I walked back to my bungalow, I felt the full weight of my decision to leave.

      This was a new feeling for me. When I left New York and my family, I hadn’t felt bad at all. There was a little hesitation, but it never felt so heavy on my heart. Leaving the boys was killing me. I felt like I was leaving a part of me behind. I knew they were in good hands, but I was going to miss seeing their smiles and hearing their laughter. They weren’t even mine and I felt like this. I couldn’t imagine how parents in the military left their families. I didn’t think I could do it.

      I pushed away the sadness and finished packing and cleaning out the rest of the fridge. I unplugged everything and took one last look around. I was running late, but since I was taking a private jet, I wasn’t worried about missing my plane. I tried to get a commercial flight, but there was nothing that would get me to New York fast enough. There was a real sense of urgency driving me to get home. I dreaded what was coming but I knew it had to be done.

      I boarded the jet, and for one brief moment, I thought about changing my mind. I could stay home and avoid the conflict. But if I stayed home, I was going to feel like shit if something happened to my mom. She deserved better than that.

      “Are you ready, sir?” the flight attendant asked.

      “Yes, let’s go.” I leaned back in the seat and closed my eyes. I really hoped I didn’t end up regretting my trip home.

      

      I pulled through the gates of the family estate. It was strange to be back at the place I had called home for almost twenty years. I rounded the driveway and parked the rental car. I was not looking forward to the reunion. I cut the engine but made no move to get out of the car.

      I looked up at the massive house. I didn’t remember it being this big when I lived here. I supposed it was years of living in tents and shacks and now my bungalow. Looking at the house, I realized just how spoiled we all were. We never really thought twice about where we lived. It was just kind of accepted it was where we lived.

      Our mother made it homey, but it was still a massive house. It was hard to think of something so big as being comfortable. It had been, but I liked my little bungalow. I liked being able to walk from my bedroom to the kitchen without packing a lunch.

      I took another deep breath. I could still leave. I could start the engine and get the hell out of here. No one would ever know. “You came all this way,” I muttered.

      I slapped my hand against the steering wheel. “Fuck it.”

      I climbed out of the car and walked up to the door. Prior to leaving town, we used to all come and go from the house like we still lived there. I didn’t feel like that open-door policy still applied to me. I rang the bell and waited.

    

  







            Chapter 21

          

          

      

    

    






Madeleine

        

      

    

    
      I practically jumped out of the taxi when it stopped in front of my apartment. I tossed a fifty at the driver and almost ran off without my suitcase.

      “Miss,” the driver called out when I was halfway to the door.

      I turned back to see what he wanted. I knew I paid him more than enough. “What?” I snapped.

      He pointed to my suitcase. “Do you want this?”

      “Oh, shit, sorry, thanks,” I said and quickly grabbed it before I ran all the way to the door. I was practically jumping out of my skin with excitement.

      I couldn’t find my keys and ended up just pounding on the door. My mom answered it. I practically knocked her over. I hugged her but she wasn’t the one I was looking for. “Where’s Clara?”

      “Honey, I thought you said your flight was coming in a little later,” she said. “Your father just took her to the store to get some dinner.”

      I almost cried. “She’s not here?”

      “They’ll be back any minute,” she said. She grabbed my suitcase and pulled it inside.

      “I can’t tell you how much I missed her,” I said. “I feel like I’ve been living without my heart.”

      “Oh, honey, I do understand. When you went to stay with your grandparents, I used to pace the house. I would go in your bedroom and just stand there forever.”

      That made me smile. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Of course, you didn’t. You weren’t supposed to know.”

      “How did she do?” I asked.

      “She was wonderful,” she gushed. “Such a smart, sweet girl. We made lots of crafts. I’ll let her show you. We went shopping and she is such a savvy little thing. She was reading price tags! My granddaughter is truly the smartest little kid out there.”

      I laughed. “You might be a little biased.”

      “Not at all. All the salespeople were impressed with her as well. She is a little fashionista.”

      Hearing about their time together just made me miss her more. “I can’t wait to see her.”

      “Let me get you a drink and you can tell me all about the stuff little girls can’t hear,” she said with a smile.

      “Oh, there is so much to tell,” I said. “I’m going to change and I’ll be right back.”

      I was in my room changing into comfy loungewear when I heard the door open. I barely pulled my shirt over my head before I ran straight for my little girl. I pulled her into my arms and hugged her so tight she swatted my shoulders. “Mom, you’re squishing me!”

      I realized I had tears streaming down my face. “I missed you so much,” I told her.

      “Why are you crying?” she asked.

      “Because I’m so happy to see you. I missed you like crazy. Did you have fun with Grandma and Grandpa?”

      “I had lots of fun,” she said. “We went shopping and to the park. We made lots of crafts and I walked really slow so they didn’t have to get tired.”

      We all laughed. “That was very nice of you.”

      “They aren’t too old,” she said matter-of-factly. “Grandma stayed up really late and Grandpa pushed me really high on the swing set.”

      I knew I was in trouble. I glanced at my mom and dad who were both giving me some dirty looks. “Sorry,” I squeaked.

      “Old?” my dad said. “Who are you calling old?”

      “Sorry. She can be a little energetic. I didn’t want her to run you ragged.”

      “We brought home KFC,” Clara announced.

      “You did?” I said with a bright smile.

      “We picked up KFC for you two, and your mother and I have dinner reservations,” my father announced.

      “Good for you guys and thank you for the dinner.”

      “We wanted you guys to have a fun reunion,” my mom said.

      They left us alone. We sat down at the table to dig into KFC. “Did you go swimming a lot?” Clara asked.

      “I did swim,” I said. I almost told her I jumped off a cliff but thought better of it. I didn’t want her to try it. “I went hiking in the jungle and found a waterfall.”

      “Did you go shopping?”

      I smiled. “I did a little shopping but the place we stayed at didn’t have a lot of stores,” I explained.

      “Did you get me a dress?”

      “I might have gotten you something,” I teased.

      “Did you see any wild animals?” she asked.

      We spent the next thirty minutes eating and simultaneously playing twenty questions. I answered her questions the best I could. After we finished eating, we moved to the couch to cuddle up and watch a Disney movie. I missed her so much. I loved having her in my arms. She was growing so fast. Soon, the couch cuddles would be a little difficult. I wanted to take full advantage of every minute I had with her.

      I felt her drifting off to sleep. We had all day tomorrow together. I picked her up and carried her to bed. I laid her in bed and pulled the blankets over her. I watched her sleep for a few minutes. After seeing Channing again, I picked up on the little nuances in her features that were all him. A wave of guilt washed over me as I stared at our precious baby. Was I denying him this joy?

      “Yes,” I whispered before giving her a quick kiss on the head.

      I walked out of her bedroom and closed the door. I was taking the couch tonight and letting my parents use my bed. I cleaned up our mess from dinner and poured myself a glass of wine. I looked around my humble apartment. I wasn’t rich but I wasn’t suffering. I felt good about the life I was providing for Clara. She wasn’t lacking for anything. I didn’t need Channing’s money.

      My parents came in shortly after I had put Clara down. My dad went to bed while my mom opted to sit with me and have a glass of wine. “Spill your guts, young lady,” she said.

      I laughed. “You always know.”

      “What happened?”

      “You will never believe who I ran into,” I said.

      “I couldn’t begin to guess.”

      “Channing.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “The Channing?”

      I nodded. “The one and only.”

      “Oh my goodness. What are the odds?”

      “One in a billion, give or take a few million.” I laughed.

      “Wow. How did that go?”

      I blew out a breath. “It was crazy. Seeing him stirred up a lot of old feelings.”

      “Good or bad feelings?”

      “Both,” I answered.

      “Did you spend any time together?”

      I nodded. “We did.”

      I told my mom almost everything. We were very close. My parents knew the Channing story. They weren’t exactly thrilled with the way things happened, but they supported me. “And how did that go?”

      “It was amazing,” I said. “It was like no time had passed. He’s changed. Boy, has he changed.”

      “Was he on vacation?” she asked.

      “No, he lives there in a tiny little bungalow. It’s like he isn’t him anymore. He’s just a normal guy. A beach bum that hangs out on the beach all day.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “That doesn’t sound like a man you need in your life.”

      “No, not like that. He’s so at peace. We talked about why he left. He had some personal stuff he was dealing with and felt like his only option was to run away.”

      She nodded. “I can understand that, but responsibilities aren’t something you can run from. They don’t go away. They just get passed down to someone else.”

      “I know and I think in a way he knows that as well,” I said. “He was young and cocky back then. He’s not like that now.”

      “You spent time together and it sounds like you guys talked quite a bit,” she said. “Does this mean you guys are seeing each other?”

      “No. He lives in Bali. He’s enjoying his bachelorhood. I come with a kid. That’s not his lifestyle.”

      “You come with his kid,” she pointed out.

      “True, but I don’t think that changes who he is.”

      She slowly shook her head. “I can see it all over your face. You fell for him again.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t know if it’s quite so cut and dry. I went there to put all the nonsense with Geoffrey behind me. Then I met Channing again. The contrast between the two of them is like night and day. They are two very different people. I know on paper Geoffrey looks like the perfect man and Channing looks like a bum, but it is so wrong. I felt so different with Channing.”

      “What do you mean?” she questioned.

      “Channing made me feel pretty. I felt sexy and desirable. He listened to me when I talked. Like actually listened and seemed genuinely interested in my life. He asked questions. He wanted to know what I thought. He made me feel powerful in a way.”

      “And Geoffrey?”

      I shook my head. “Mom, I’m not trying to make you feel guilty about that situation, but Geoffrey was an asshole. I never realized how much of an asshole he was until I got over there and talked with Channing. It was then I saw how I felt with Geoffrey. He belittled me. He made me feel like I was a complete idiot. He saw me as a woman who was nothing more than a prop. He wanted me to sit home and take care of the three kids we were going to have. He had all these ideas about how I was going to live my life. He expected me to bend to his will.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “No one should tell you how to live your life.”

      “I know. I wished I could have seen it before. I hate that I stayed in that relationship for so long. I think it was part of him grooming me. Not in a creepy way, but he would tell me I needed to fix this or that. He made me feel like if I fixed those things, then I would be acceptable to him. I spent a year of my life trying to change who I was to make him happy.”

      She covered her face. “I swear if I see that man, I’m going to give him a real piece of my mind.”

      I laughed. “I hope I don’t see him again. I’m over it.”

      “Why are you so drawn to Channing?” she asked. “Besides the fact he makes you feel good.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “There’s a pull there. Now that I know why he left New York, I feel like I understand him better.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I think there is still some cause for concern there.”

      “He didn’t abandon me,” I told her. “He didn’t know about the baby, so I can’t blame him for that. He was in a place in his life where he thought he had to get away from New York. I think he made a difficult decision because he had to. He knew what was best for him.”

      “That sounds like you have a great deal of respect for him,” she said. “Respecting someone is one of the most important parts of a good relationship.”

      “I do respect him,” I agreed. “I don’t know if I could up and leave home.”

      “You already did that.”

      I laughed. “You know what I mean. I still talk to you and I didn’t go all that far.”

      “No, you didn’t. Lucky for you because I would have chased you down.”

      I knew she was right. “I’m just glad I understand how things went down. I feel much better about things. He didn’t abandon me and he owes me nothing.”

      She slowly nodded. “But now you owe him something.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You owe him the truth,” she said softly. “He explained his abrupt departure. Now you need to tell him why his departure was so hard for you to deal with. He needs to know about Madi.”

      I groaned. “You sound like Jewel.”

      “I know you, and if it was Jewel in your position, you would give her the same advice. You would tell her how important a father-daughter relationship can be.”

      “I don’t know if he’s ready for that.”

      “You just gushed about how great he was. You spoke about him with admiration in your voice. You respect him. I think those are some very good qualities in a daddy.”

      I let out a long sigh. “I don’t even have his number,” I said.

      “I’m old according to you and your daughter and even I know how to do a little stalking. If you want to find him again, you will. I think you need to think about Clara and what’s best for her. When you have a child with someone, you are tied to them for the rest of your lives. You can’t escape him.”

      “I know,” I groaned. “It’s going to be so hard.”
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      My mother’s face was a combination of shock and happiness as she stared at me. “Hi, Mom,” I said for lack of anything better to say.

      “Channing,” she exclaimed and threw herself at me.

      I hugged her, holding her while she wept tears of joy. “How are you doing?” I asked her.

      She pulled away. “Come in,” she said. “I can’t believe you’re here. Are you hungry? Can I make you a sandwich? I have some leftover chicken I can heat up. If you’re really hungry, I can make you something more substantial.”

      “Mom, relax,” I said. “I’m okay. I don’t need anything.”

      “James!” she called out. “James, come here!”

      I heard footsteps from upstairs. “I’m coming! Are you okay?”

      “James, come quick!”

      I looked up to see James running down the stairs. “Are you okay?” he asked her again. I didn’t think he even saw me.

      “Your brother is here!” she exclaimed.

      James looked at me, then back at our mother. “You’re okay?” he asked her again.

      “I’m fine.”

      James looked at me again. “You’re here.”

      “I am.”

      “You two go sit down in the study,” she said. “I’ll make some sandwiches. We have so much to catch up on. James, make your brother a drink.”

      She headed for the kitchen, leaving me and James in the foyer. “You heard her,” he said and walked toward the study.

      I followed behind him, taking in the same art that had been on the walls for years. Little had changed. I walked into the study that had definitely not changed a bit. It was just as my dad left it. I sat down in one of the leather chairs while James poured two drinks.

      “Here,” he muttered and handed me one.

      He was still pissed at me. I wasn’t really that surprised. “Thanks,” I said.

      “I guess she’s happy to see you,” he said.

      “You thought she wouldn’t be?” I asked. “Didn’t you tell me to get my ass home because she wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, but she should be pissed at you for not calling or coming home sooner.”

      “You sound bitter,” I said casually.

      “You’ve been gone for years. Do you know how many days she didn’t eat because she was so worried about you? You didn’t even bother calling her or sending her an email. She would ask me to Google your name to see if you were involved in an accident or dead.”

      “I’m sure someone would have called in either event.”

      “Don’t be a dick,” he snapped. “You’ve been out doing god knows what while I’ve been here. You don’t get to be glib.”

      “I’m not trying to be either.”

      “Why didn’t you at least call and check in?” he asked. “Were you too drunk? Too busy chasing women? Partying your ass off?”

      “No,” I said. “When I first left, yes, I was partying pretty hard but that was a long time ago.”

      He sipped his drink and nodded. “So the last few years you just ignored her.”

      I shook my head. This was exactly why I didn’t want to come back. This kind of judgment was expected. They all looked down on me because I didn’t want to live in a concrete jungle. I didn’t want to wear a suit and tie every day and count dollar bills. I didn’t want to be another cog in the wheel.

      “I didn’t ignore her. I did check in. I wasn’t going to survive if I stayed here, James. You and I are different. You fit into this world. I didn’t.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Now you sound like Mason.”

      “Maybe I am like him.”

      “Is that a tattoo?” he asked and nodded at my arm.

      I had purposely worn a jacket to try and cover my skin. I wasn’t ashamed, but I didn’t want the extra judgment. “Yes,” I answered.

      “Wow.”

      “Okay, I made ham and cheese and I have apple pie,” our mother said as she walked into the study carrying a tray. “It’s not much. I’ll cook you a big dinner tomorrow.”

      “You don’t need to do that,” I told her.

      She put two sandwich halves on a plate and gave it to me. She did the same for James before sitting down on the couch. “I just can’t believe you are here,” she exclaimed. “I have missed you like crazy. Where have you been?”

      “Bali,” I answered.

      “Take off your jacket and stay a while,” she joked.

      She was bound to see them eventually. I shrugged out of my jacket. James burst into laughter. “Holy shit!”

      “James!” my mother scolded him.

      “Look at him, Mom!”

      I sighed and extended my arms. I figured it was best just to get it over with. “Don’t be a jerk, James. You need to get out in the world. People get tattoos.”

      “People get a tattoo or two. You’ve got like thirty.”

      My mother’s face had a blank expression. She cleared her throat and took a bite. “I think it’s self-expression, right?”

      I shrugged. “I guess. I liked the artwork.”

      “Well, you’re a big boy. It’s your body to do with as you wish.”

      James scoffed. “You would never say that if it was one of us.”

      “I’m not one of you,” I said. “Isn’t that what you told me?”

      “Stop,” my mother scolded. “You two can bicker later. Channing, I want to hear everything. Where are you living? Are you still taking pictures?”

      “Not full time. Not even really part time. I take pictures as a hobby.”

      “And you live where?”

      “Bali, Mom. I thought James told you.”

      James snorted. “I didn’t know where you were.”

      “I told you I was in Bali,” I said.

      “Bali,” Mom said. “What’s in Bali?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “It’s just a great place. I live in a small bungalow on the beach. It’s one bedroom. My backyard is the beach. I have a small porch, which is where I spend a lot of my time. I technically live in a village. There’s a group of boys that like to hang out with me. I spend my days hanging out with them.”

      “Really?” she said with surprise.

      I picked up my bag and pulled out the small album I had brought with me to show her. I was proud of my work and I knew she would be interested to see it. I handed it to her. “These are some of the kids that live there.”

      She started flipping through the portfolio. “Oh, Channing,” she exclaimed. “These pictures are amazing. I feel like I’m right there. You have such talent.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      She handed the album to James, who quickly flipped through a few pages and tossed it back at me. “Taking pictures,” he said. “What a rough life.”

      “I’m not living in a mansion with servants waiting on me. I don’t drive a hundred-thousand-dollar sports car. I make my own meals. I shop for myself. It’s not a rough life, but I’m not living in the lap of luxury.”

      “Are you saying I am?” he snapped.

      I made a big show of looking around the study. “You’re not exactly roughing it.”

      “Why Bali?” my mother asked. “I’ve been there, and I don’t remember it being somewhere that appealing to live.”

      “It’s laidback. It’s not the city. I can breathe clean air. I don’t feel any pressure to do anything. I get to just be me.”

      She smiled at me. “You look good,” she said. “You look happy. There’s a peacefulness about you. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks. I’m sorry I bailed, but I felt like I was being suffocated here. I don’t think I would have ever found this kind of happiness if I stayed here. I didn’t mean to hurt you and I hope you know I wasn’t bailing on the family.”

      “You had to find your own path,” she said. “I understand. But I do expect you to keep in touch.”

      It was her scolding me without raising her voice or getting pissed. She was just stating facts and she expected her demands to be followed.

      “There is something else,” I said.

      “Oh?”

      “I’ve met someone. Technically I already met her, but I happened to run into her last week. We got to spend some time together and I’m hoping we can see each other while I’m here.”

      “Is she here?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yes, she’s from here. We met about five years ago at a charity event. I think you met her. She was a substitute teacher back then, Madeleine Poirier.”

      “Oh! I do remember her. She volunteered with me at one of the after-school organizations. I haven’t seen her in a couple of years though. How is she doing? How’s her little girl?”

      I blinked. I looked at James. Was my mother developing dementia? Maybe that was why he was trying to get me home. He could have mentioned that. “I think we’re talking about two different people,” I said.

      “Long brown hair, sweet?” she asked.

      That was pretty accurate. Maybe she wasn’t losing her mind. “Yes, that sounds like Madi. What little girl?”

      “Her daughter.”

      “She has a kid?” I asked with shock. “Are you sure the kid was hers?”

      “Yes. I saw her at a grocery store probably about two years ago. That poor thing looked so overwhelmed. The baby was crying and she was trying to comfort her while rushing through the aisles with the baby on her hip. I offered to help but she declined.”

      “Wow,” I said with a shake of my head. That surprised the hell out of me. I couldn’t believe she didn’t tell me. We spent a lot of time together.

      “You said you met her again. Is she the one you came back for?”

      “Mom, I came back to see you,” I said.

      She laughed while James scoffed with disgust. “Oh, son, I have many boys, and believe it or not, I was young once. You came back here because you’re chasing a woman.”

      “A woman with a baby apparently,” I murmured. “I can’t believe she didn’t tell me. We spent a lot of time together this week.”

      “Why would she tell you?” James hissed.

      “Because we spent the week together,” I snapped. “Do I need to spell it out? Like Mom said, I came back here for her.”

      “Maybe she didn’t feel like she could trust you with something so important,” he snapped. “You didn’t trust your own family to tell us where you were going.”

      He could be angry and I would let him talk shit for now, but it was getting old. “Did you care?” I asked him.

      “You’re a big boy,” he said.

      “Yes, I am. I chose to do something that was important to my own wellbeing. It isn’t like I was the most valuable player here.”

      “You are very valuable,” my mother said. “I’m glad you are back. Will you be staying here?”

      I once again looked to James. I felt like I had to get his permission, which was about the dumbest shit ever. “If that’s okay,” I said.

      She clapped her hands together. “Absolutely. I’ll go get your room ready.”

      “I can do it.”

      “No, no, you stay here and talk with your brother.”

      She got up and walked out. “I need another drink,” James said.

      I held up my empty glass. “Me too.”

      “Don’t expect me to wait on you hand and foot while you’re here.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything,” I said. “Why don’t you just say what you need to say and let’s get this all out in the open?”

      “I’ve already said it,” he said. “You fucked us over and ran away like a little bitch. Concrete jungle my ass. You could have gone anywhere and done anything. My problem is you disrespected Mom. You could have told all of us to fuck off, but she didn’t deserve that.”

      “I know. You’re right.”

      That seemed to disarm him. “And how long are you back for?”

      “I don’t know. When I do go home, I’ll make sure I call her on a regular basis.”

      “Yeah, I won’t hold my breath.”
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      I sat at my desk and scanned the room. My students were busy reading the chapter I asked them to go over. I missed Clara while I was gone, but I also missed my other kids. It was good to be back. I felt at home when I was in my classroom and surrounded by my posters and the few artifacts I had collected over the years. They weren’t valuable, but I liked to have a piece of tangible history to show the kids.

      The first student to finish the reading assignment was the classic nerd. I smiled at her. She sat quietly while the others finished their reading.

      “How was your trip?” she asked.

      I smiled. “It was very good. Very relaxing.”

      “Did you see any waterfalls?”

      I nodded. I could tell these guys what I did. “I went on a hike into a jungle. Let me tell you the jungle is no joke. It is hot and humid and the bugs are the size of your hand. We hiked up a ridge and I jumped off and into a pool. I swam under a waterfall. It was absolutely beautiful.”

      “Did you dig up any artifacts?” one of them asked.

      I laughed. “No. I was on vacation. I spent time by the pool. I spent time at the beach.”

      “Did you spend time drinking pina coladas?” one of them teased.

      I giggled. “I can neither confirm nor deny that question,” I said. “Now, let’s go over what you read, and guess what?”

      There was a lot of groans. They knew me well. “Pop quiz!”

      It was how I kept them on their toes. After reviewing the chapter and handing out the tests, I sat down at my desk once again. I opened my desk drawer to grab my planner and found a rolled-up piece of paper with my name scrawled on it. I thought it might be from the substitute.

      I unrolled it and saw it was a letter to me from Geoffrey. I scanned the contents but quickly realized it was something I needed to read when I was alone. I looked up at the clock. I had ten more minutes before class was over. I carefully folded it and put it in my top drawer.

      I put on a brave face. As soon as class was over, I closed my classroom door. I wanted to be alone for a few minutes without anyone popping in. I pulled the blinds down and walked back to my desk. With shaking hands I opened the drawer and pulled out the note.

      “My dearest Madeleine,” I read aloud. I hated that crap and he knew it.

      “I understand you were upset for reasons I cannot imagine. I gave you a few days to calm down so we could have a calm and rational conversation. I know how irrational you can be, but imagine my surprise to discover you hopped on a plane and jetted off on a tropical vacation. You don’t get to act like that. You are an adult. You need to act like an adult.”

      I found myself curling my lip with disgust and anger at his condescending tone. He really was an asshole. This was exactly why I could not be with him.

      “We have a lot to talk about,” I continued reading the angry scrawl. “I am not finished with this relationship. We are good together when things are clicking. We need to talk. You owe me that. I’ve given you a lot of my time along with the other things. You can’t walk out on me. How could you abandon me and leave the country without telling me where you were going? Did I mean nothing to you? We spent a year together. I gave you my love. I expected you to treat me with more respect. I’m not an animal to be ditched by the side of the road.”

      I shuddered as I stared at the angry words. It was disturbing. I wiped a hand over my face and forced myself to finish reading the letter. I didn’t want to, but I needed to see what I was dealing with.

      “I am giving you a chance to make this right. I am the man you need. I can provide for you. I can make you happy. We’ll work through this. I’ll give you the ring and you can start planning our wedding. I love you Madeleine. Call me. I’m not giving up on you.”

      I dropped the letter to the desk. It felt toxic. The words weren’t necessarily threatening and anyone else that read it might not see it for what it was. I did. There was a veiled threat in there. The words were menacing. The handwriting was a sign of his anger.

      In the whole letter, he never mentioned Clara. That was a good thing because I would have lost my shit if he said anything about her. But the fact that he didn’t mention her was just as disturbing. He didn’t even acknowledge her existence. I knew that if I married him, Clara would be the odd man out. He wanted to have children. I knew that would be a disaster. I sensed it early on. It was one of the first red flags I picked up on. He would cast Clara out and dote on his biological children.

      I stared at the letter. This was bad. My gut told me he was dangerous. I didn’t know how dangerous, but I knew I had to be alert. I had to trust my instincts. It wasn’t just me I had to worry about. It was Clara I was worried about.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered.

      How did I get here? This was not the kind of situation I ever expected to find myself in. I supposed no woman ever expected to find herself in a situation like this. You met a guy, you hit it off, and you thought he was great. Then the cracks started to show.

      “Dammit,” I said aloud.

      I did a quick rewind through my relationship with him. There were cracks shortly after the relationship started. I blamed them on me overreacting or reading between the lines. I fell into the trap of accepting the blame for anything that went wrong. I accepted his criticisms and accepted them like they were facts. I let myself fall into his trap.

      I was out, but was he going to let me stay out? I didn’t know if the letter was the end of it or if it was going to get worse. I wished like hell my parents were still in town. Unfortunately, they had left this morning. It was just me and Clara. I was totally responsible for her safety.

      That was one of the most terrifying things I ever experienced. Chill bumps rose up on my arms. I was just me. I wasn’t strong. I wouldn’t be able to physically fight him off. “Oh shit,” I groaned. A sick feeling in my stomach left me feeling like I was going to vomit.

      There was a soft knock on my door. My head jerked up. It could be him. He knew I had a free period. He obviously had helped himself to my classroom once already. I couldn’t move from the chair. I was frozen. Clearly in a fight or flight situation, I mentally fled. I froze.

      The door opened and one of my fellow teachers stepped in. “You’re back,” Ellen said.

      “I am,” I said and got up on shaking legs to give her a hug.

      “How was it?” she asked. “You look like you worked on your tan.”

      “That’s about all I did.” I laughed.

      “Good. That’s what you’re supposed to do on vacation. Did you like it?”

      “I did.”

      “I’ve heard some of those resorts are in rough areas,” she said.

      I shook my head. “I thought it was great. The resort is so big, it’s like its own little town. There were a few restaurants, shops, and two pools.”

      “I’m a little jealous.”

      “You should be,” I teased. “How was it here? Any drama?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Kent and Gloria broke up,” she said.

      My eyes widened. “Really? Why?”

      She looked around. “He caught her with the PE teacher from South Haven.”

      “No way! Seriously?”

      She nodded. “Oh yeah, it was a big thing. They got into a shouting match in the hall. Principal Edwards had to break it up. You know high school kids. They were loving every second of it. It was all they could talk about.”

      I shook my head. “And this is why you don’t sleep with coworkers.”

      “Speaking of,” she said. “I saw your boyfriend.”

      “My boyfriend?” I asked.

      “He came by and said he was leaving something for you,” she said. “Did you get it?”

      “Yes, it was just a note.”

      She smiled. “That’s sweet.”

      I didn’t know if I should tell her. Then I realized I might need backup should he come to school and start drama. “Ellen, I need to tell you something,” I said. “I would appreciate you keeping it between us.”

      “What is it?” she asked with concern.

      “We broke up before I left,” I said. “I don’t want him around me. I’ll talk to security, but if you see him here, will you please alert security?”

      “Of course! Is everything okay? Did he hurt you?”

      “No, no, nothing like that. I just would feel better if he wasn’t around me.”

      She gave me a look. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m sure. Thank you for caring. I just don’t want him here.”

      “Absolutely. I’ll escort him out of here myself. What did he leave you?”

      I wasn’t going to air all my dirty laundry, but I did need her eyes and ears. “It was a note. He’s angry.”

      “Did he threaten you?”

      “No,” I quickly answered.

      “Madi, I’ve volunteered at the women’s shelter for years. I know what domestic violence looks like. You have that look. There is no shame in asking for help.”

      She was going to make me cry. “I appreciate your offer. I promise there is nothing to worry about. He’s angry and left a nasty note. There wasn’t any threats in it. I don’t want to be the gossip of the school. Keeping him out of here is for the best.”

      She nodded. “Okay, I will take your word but just know you can tell me anything. I have resources that can help you if you need it.”

      “Thank you.”

      She gave me a hug. “I’ve got your back.”

      I couldn’t hold back the tears. “Thank you. You came at the exact right moment. I so appreciate the support.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll check in on you later.”

      She left the classroom. I was alone once again. I should have shown her the letter. She would read it and tell me I was freaking out for nothing. But honestly, I was worried she would read it and tell me I was right to be terrified. I liked being able to tell myself I was overreacting. That was the only thing keeping me from completely freaking out.
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      I woke early. My internal clock was completely out of whack. I went downstairs and wandered through the house. I remembered the layout but it felt like one wrong turn could get me lost. I found my mother outside in the garden.

      She brightened when she saw me. “Good morning.”

      “Hi.”

      She got up and pulled off her gardening gloves. “Did you already get coffee?”

      “No, not yet.”

      “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      If I had a nickel for every time she asked me if I was hungry in my lifetime I would be a trillionaire. She was an excellent mother. She was firm but doting. If I would be a trillionaire, she would be a zillionaire. Six boys, grandkids, my dad, and my sisters-in-law all got the same treatment. She loved to feed people.

      “I’m good. I’m just going to grab a banana or something.”

      “I’ll come in with you,” she said. “I need some water.”

      I looked at her roses. “They’re beautiful. You’ve worked wonders out here.”

      She softly laughed. “It’s a miracle there are still roses. The grandkids love to pick me flowers.”

      I laughed. I knew she loved her family. I wasn’t sure what the rush for me to get home was. Mom seemed fine. She was gardening and she looked good. I was going to find James later and ask him what the hell his game was. We walked into the kitchen. She poured me a cup of coffee while I munched on a banana.

      “Tell me more about Madi,” she said.

      “At this point I think you know more about her than I do.”

      “You really didn’t know about her daughter?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “No. I thought we had something, but that seems like something one would share.”

      “Maybe she’s embarrassed,” she said. “I don’t think she was married.”

      “In this day and age, kids out of wedlock are pretty common.”

      She frowned. “Just because it’s common doesn’t mean everyone should do it.”

      “I’m guessing those babies aren’t planned.” I laughed.

      She waggled her finger at me. “You know how those unplanned babies show up, right?”

      I groaned. “Dad gave me the talk. I don’t need it again.”

      “Just making sure.”

      “What are your plans for today?” I asked her in an attempt to change the subject.

      “I have lunch with the girls and then a meeting at two. Don’t tell me you’re leaving.”

      “No, I was only asking. Is James here?”

      “No, he had something to take care of,” she answered.

      “I think I’m going to see Jack and Grayson,” I announced.

      “They would love that!”

      I laughed. “I’m not sure about that, but I’m going to do it anyway.”

      “I’m so glad to have all you boys back in the same state.”

      I gave her a kiss on the cheek before going back upstairs and showering. I headed into the city, cringing at the busy streets. The sounds were overwhelming. I strode through Bancroft Industries and made my way up to my brothers’ offices.

      I walked into the place like I’d done it a hundred times. I noticed the terrified looks on the faces of some of the employees. I wore jeans and a T-shirt and stuck out like a sore thumb. One of the receptionists was on the phone. I had a feeling she was calling security.

      Jack and Grayson both emerged at almost the exact same time from their offices.

      “No way.” Jack grinned.

      Grayson gave me his typical hard look. “Channing,” he said. “I guess this means you’re alive.”

      I touched my chest. “Appears to be. My heart is still beating.”

      “Did you get attacked by a tattooist?” Jack teased.

      “Mason is going to shit when he sees that,” Grayson said. “If you were trying to outdo him, you won.”

      I looked down at my arm. “You should see the rest of me,” I said with a grin.

      “No thanks,” Grayson said.

      “Come in,” Jack said and walked into his office.

      Grayson walked in behind us. “When did you get back?” Grayson asked.

      “I’m not back,” I corrected. “James said Mom wasn’t doing well.”

      “She’s lonely,” Jack said. He looked over my shoulder to Grayson. “Let’s go to lunch.”

      I glanced at Grayson. He nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      We went to a local restaurant to eat lunch and get a drink.

      “How have you been?” Jack asked.

      “Good. I’ve just been kicking around Bali.”

      I waited for the judgment. It never came.

      “You look good,” Grayson said, which damn near gave me heart palpitations.

      “Thanks. I’ve adopted the beach bum life.”

      We spent the next hour catching up. Grayson and Jack both decided they were done working for the day. We moved to another bar and were joined by Colt and Mason. James showed up a little later. It was strange to be with all of them again. I was sure the last time we’d been together was my dad’s funeral.

      “Let’s see it all,” Mason said to me.

      We were all just a little drunk. “You’re going to be jealous,” I said with a laugh.

      “A sleeve doesn’t make you a man,” Mason said.

      “What does?”

      “The ribs,” he said. “Did you get the ribs.”

      I smirked and stood up. Yes, we were in the middle of a crowded bar at happy hour, but I didn’t care. I spent most of my days shirtless. I pulled my shirt over my head. The bar erupted into hoots and cat whistles.

      “Fuck me,” Mason said when he saw my chest. “You really did the ribs?”

      I turned to one side and then the other. “Both sides.”

      I pulled my shirt on and pointed at Mason. “I showed you mine. Now it’s your turn.”

      He laughed and pushed away from the table. He pulled off his shirt, and once again, the bar erupted into more catcalls and cheers. “I’ve got one side,” he said.

      “You got your wife’s name on your ribs?” I asked. “So cliché.”

      “Fuck you. One day when you grow up and get a woman, you’ll get her name on you. Then again, with the lack of real estate on your body, it’s going to end up on your ass. Unless that’s inked as well.”

      “Not yet,” I said and took my seat gain. “And I might have just enough room on my forearm to get her name.”

      They all stopped. “There is someone?” Jack asked.

      “Madi,” James said. “Right?”

      I nodded. “I think so. I still need to work through that one.”

      “Is she in Bali?” Colt asked.

      “Nope, right here in New York,” I said.

      There was a round of ohs and nodding heads. “That’s why he’s back,” Grayson said. “He’s chasing a woman.”

      “I thought I was, but Mom dropped a bombshell on me last night.”

      “He didn’t know she had a kid,” James announced.

      “Thanks, asshole,” I murmured.

      “Your face last night was pretty fucking funny.” He laughed.

      “How did Mom know about her? And how did Mom know she had a kid and you didn’t?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. This is someone I was with before I left. We reconnected in Bali and I thought things were great. I get back here and I find that out.”

      “Mom knows her?” Colt asked again.

      “Who is she?” Jack asked.

      “Wait, what’s her last name?” James asked as he pulled out his phone.

      “Why? What are you doing?”

      “I’m checking Facebook,” he said.

      “No. Don’t do that.”

      “Do it,” Jack said. “I want to see this woman.”

      “Me too,” Mason said. “Is she a badass bitch?”

      “No!” I quickly said.

      “Don’t you want to know about her?” Jack asked. “You flew halfway around the world to chase her down and you didn’t even know she had a kid. What if she’s got a man? These are the things you find out on social media.”

      “I’m not going to stalk her,” I said. “I would prefer to ask her directly. I don’t want to sneak around to find this stuff out.”

      “What’s her name?” Colt asked again. He was leaning over James’s shoulder and staring at the phone.

      They pestered me until I gave up her last name. It took James a few minutes to find her. “Got it!”

      “Guys, don’t. That’s not cool.”

      “Oh shit,” Colt said.

      “What?” Mason asked. “Let me see.”

      They started passing the phone around. Each of them made their own weird sounds. I was certain they were doing it on purpose.

      “What are you freaking out about?” I asked.

      James took his phone back. “Who is this woman to you?” he asked again.

      “She’s someone I was with for a few weeks before I left. We hit it off and things were great. I think we probably would have stayed together if I hadn’t left.”

      “About five years ago?” James asked.

      I nodded. “About. Why?”

      “Have you seen her daughter?” Jack asked.

      “Uh, I didn’t even know she existed,” I shot back.

      “Show him,” Grayson said.

      “What are you guys freaking out about?” I asked. “Did she post nudes? Does she have a man?”

      “Nope,” Mason said. “But her daughter has hazel eyes and dark hair. Bancroft hazel.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “Show him,” Grayson said again.

      The phone was passed over to me. The picture of a little girl with dark hair and hazel eyes stared back at me. I stared into the eyes that looked very familiar. I studied the features of the little girl. I felt like I was being drawn into the picture. There was no hiding it. She was mine. She was part of me.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed as I felt the earth tilt.

      There was no denying her. I didn’t need a blood test to know she was mine. Any judge would laugh his ass off if I tried to say she wasn’t mine.

      “Does Mom know?” Jack asked.

      “Why would Mom know?” James asked.

      “Look at her,” Grayson said. “There’s no denying that little girl is yours. Mom saw her in person. There is no way Mom didn’t recognize those eyes. Look around the table. Look at my kids. Look at Jack’s kid. There’s no getting away from these peepers.”

      “Damn,” I said. “I can’t believe this shit.”

      “What happened?” Mason asked. “How did this little girl come to be without you knowing?”

      I blew out a breath. My head was still spinning. “We hooked up and you guys know how it is. Things were hot and heavy. We didn’t exactly exchange vows. We were together maybe three weeks, and to be blunt, it was mostly sex. A lot of sex. Some shit went down and I decided I had to get out of the city. It had nothing to do with her, but I knew if she asked me to stay, I probably would have. I chose not to tell her.”

      “You ghosted her,” James groaned. “Damn, dude. You seriously up and left your whole life behind.”

      “I did,” I admitted. “I was in a bad way. I couldn’t think about staying. I had to go.”

      Mason looked at me and nodded. “I get it,” he said.

      “Thanks.”

      I ran my hands through my hair. “Why didn’t she tell me? We spent the last week together and she never mentioned it.”

      “Did you actually have time to talk?” Jack quipped. “Or were you too busy getting to know each other on a different level?”

      “Very funny. We talked. A lot. I thought there was something. But shit. This is a fucking bombshell. I don’t even know what to think.”

      “I think you should get out your checkbook,” Grayson said. “Four years of child support is going to sting.”

      “Holy shit,” I said. “She’s a fucking schoolteacher. How is she supporting my child?”

      I suddenly felt angry. My kid was a Bancroft. I didn’t flash my money, but I would spoil my own child. My daughter would want for nothing.

      “Man,” Jack said. “You came home to a shitstorm.”

      “I need another beer,” I said and lifted my glass.

      Mason slapped me on the back. “It’ll work out,” he said.

      “Don’t go in there swinging your balls,” Jack said. “You need to take this slow. You are navigating a minefield. One wrong move and you’re going to blow this whole thing up. Gentle touch.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t talk to her right now. I’m furious.”

      “I hate to be the reasonable one,” Colt said. “But you ran away from home. She probably thought you were long gone. What was she supposed to do? Send a carrier pigeon?”

      “Very funny.”

      “I know I tried to call you a few times right after you left,” James said. “Your phone was off.”

      “It took a swim,” I muttered. I didn’t tell them I threw it in the ocean. I was trying to get away from everything, including the phone.
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      I unpacked the groceries while Clara watched her favorite cartoon. My eyes glanced over at the door. I made sure the deadbolt was turned and the chain was on the door. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched and stalked. I was probably being paranoid, but I had to think about Clara. I couldn’t take the chance of anything happening to her.

      “I’m going to make mac and cheese for dinner,” I told her.

      “With hotdogs?” she asked.

      “Of course.” I laughed.

      “And extra gooey,” she called out.

      I got busy making dinner, my eyes constantly going to the door. I didn’t necessarily think he was going to come through the door, but I couldn’t take any chances. I just couldn’t shake the bad feeling that was clinging to me like a heavy cloak. All day long I’d been looking over my shoulder. It pissed me off that he’d done this to me. He likely did it on purpose. He was trying to keep me afraid. This was his way of fucking with me.

      It was likely his plan to scare the shit out of me so I would feel like my only option was to go back to him. That was very much his way of doing things. He liked to manipulate me. He liked to show me just how powerful he was. I wasn’t going to give him the power.

      The letter was in my purse. I was still debating what to do with it or if I should tell someone. I figured I needed to keep it on me just in case something did happen. I wanted evidence.

      I had to tell someone. I couldn’t tell my mom. She would panic. I didn’t want her to worry. I called Jewel instead. She would be my voice of reason. “I need you to be my compass,” I said when she picked up the phone.

      She laughed. “Girl, you know I have no business being anyone’s compass. My compass is permanently pointed to naughty.”

      “Not my moral compass. God no. You are the last person I’m coming to for that. I need you to be my freak-out compass. Am I freaking out or is this real?”

      “What are you freaking out about? Are you pregnant? Did he knock you up again?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. Not him and I’m definitely not pregnant. I’m talking about Geoffrey. I found a letter from him in my desk at school.”

      “What?” she asked. “What kind of letter? Didn’t he know you were gone?”

      “Oh, he knows now, which is why he is pissed.”

      “He’s pissed that you went on vacation?” she asked. “I’m so confused. Why does he care?”

      “Yeah, you would think it would be none of his business, considering we broke up,” I said.

      “No shit. What a psycho.”

      “Oh, you haven’t heard the best part,” I said.

      I retrieved the letter from my purse and in a very quiet voice I read it to her. “What do you think? Am I being paranoid? Is it just a shitty letter because he’s pissed?”

      She clicked her tongue. “I don’t like it, but it doesn’t sound dangerous. He just sounds like a jilted lover. Why did he take it to school?”

      “I have no idea. I did talk to security. He has no business going there.”

      “Are you worried?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s why I’m talking to you. Part of me thinks it’s no big deal. Another part of me thinks this is concerning. If I got it from anyone else, I don’t think I would care. But the more I think about our relationship and everything that was said and done, I am a little concerned.”

      “If your gut is telling you it’s threatening, you need to do something.”

      “Like what?” I said. “You’re the almost lawyer. What can I possibly do?”

      “You could start a police report. Let them know you are concerned. It might not be actionable, but if something does happen, it’s on record.”

      “They’ll think I’m being dramatic,” I said.

      “Who cares what they think?” she said. “You’re covering your ass. You are concerned and you can talk to someone.”

      “Good idea,” I said. “I’ll do that. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Have you heard from your Duke or Prince or whatever he is?” I teased.

      She laughed. “We agreed no conversation for a week, but he did text. I texted him back.”

      “It certainly sounds like it’s getting real,” I said with a laugh.

      There was a knock on the door. I yelped and almost dropped my phone in the pan of mac and cheese.

      “What’s that?” she asked. “What happened?”

      “The door,” I whispered. “Someone is at the door. What if it’s him?”

      “Tell him to go away.”

      “This sucks,” I moaned.

      “I’ll stay on the phone,” she said. “Don’t answer the door until you know for sure. Look through the peephole.”

      “I know, I know,” I hissed. I peered through the peephole. “No one is there,” I whispered.

      “Are you sure you heard a knock?”

      “Yes. I’m going to open the door.”

      “Just ignore it,” she said.

      I unlocked the door and opened it to find a crystal vase with a dozen red roses sitting on my doorstep. “It’s roses,” I said.

      “Roses?”

      “Yes,” I answered and grabbed the card.

      “Who are they from?” she asked.

      “There isn’t a name.”

      “Uh, weird, but a little romantic.”

      “Second chances are as romantic as falling in love the first time,” I read the card aloud.

      “That’s what the card says?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm, it doesn’t sound dangerous,” she said. “That sounds like a man trying to get back in your good graces. Idiot men that have made mistakes have practically invented flower delivery.”

      “But I told him we were over.”

      She sighed. “They don’t always get it on the first try.”

      “I don’t know. Second chances?”

      “Madi, they are probably from Channing,” she said with a laugh.

      I couldn’t stop staring at the roses. They looked ominous. I didn’t want to touch them. If I didn’t have neighbors, I would have kicked the vase down the hall. “No,” I said. “Channing is not the kind of guy that sends flowers. It’s just not his style.”

      “Do you think they’re from Geoffrey?” she asked.

      “Who else?”

      “You’re certain it wouldn’t be Channing? You’ve been saying he changed. Maybe the flower-giving thing is part of his new personality.”

      “He would want me to know it was him,” I said. “It’s Geoffrey. I’m like ninety-nine percent sure it’s him. It has to be. I’m so freaked out.”

      “Okay, close the door and lock it and let’s work through this,” she said.

      I left the roses where they were and closed the door. I locked it and read the card again. “Roses,” I said again.

      “The card said second chances,” she said. “You and Channing are in the second-chance phase, don’t you think?”

      It was definitely reasonable. “I don’t know. Channing is the kind of guy that would bring me a plant or a bouquet of wildflowers. He wouldn’t send me roses. That’s not his thing. If he did give me roses, he would want to personally hand them to me. He would want to get the reward that came with giving me flowers.”

      “I’m going with your gut on this,” she said. “After the letter and now the cryptic note with the flowers, I think you might be right.”

      “You think it’s Geoffrey,” I said.

      “I think it could be.”

      “Jewel, I’m scared,” I whispered. “I don’t know what he’s capable of. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Come here,” she said. “Pack a bag and you guys come here tonight.”

      “Can I?” I choked out the words. “I feel ridiculous. I don’t know why I’m being so crazy. This isn’t me. I don’t have this kind of life. I’m completely freaking out. This is stupid. There’s nothing happening.”

      “Madi, if you are that scared, there’s no harm in coming over. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. Come over and you’ll be able to get some space to think about it. You can’t think rationally there because it’s too real for you.”

      “Do you think I’m being irrational?”

      “No, I think you’re worried because something has triggered your spidey senses and that is worth paying attention to.”

      I looked at Clara, who was sitting on the couch oblivious to what was happening. I wanted her to remain oblivious. She did not need to be worried. “Okay,” I said.

      “Okay, you’re going to come over?”

      “Yes. I’m going to get some stuff together and we’ll be over.”

      “I’ll stay on the phone with you,” she said.

      “I’m going to put you on speaker,” I told her.

      I put my phone on the counter. “Clara, can you get your backpack?” I said. “We’re going to have a sleepover at Aunt Jewel’s house.”

      “But I thought we were going to have mac and cheese,” she pouted.

      “Not tonight. Another night. We’ll grab McDonald’s.”

      “I want a cheeseburger,” Jewel called out.

      Her voice floated through the room. “Large fries?” I asked as I put the mac and cheese in the fridge.

      “Yes, please,” she said.

      I grabbed my phone and went into my room to throw a few things together. I didn’t take much time. I felt like I had to get out of the apartment right now. I tossed in some work clothes and my toothbrush before going to Clara’s room and grabbing a few things for her.

      “Okay, I got the bag packed,” I said and walked back to the living room. Clara hadn’t budged. “Clara, turn off the TV and get your backpack.”

      She fussed a little but did what I asked. Out of nowhere, there was another knock on the door. I jumped and let out a squeal. “What’s wrong, Mommy?” Clara asked.

      “Nothing. Go get your stuffy.”

      “What was that?” Jewel asked.

      “Someone’s at the door,” I said in a high-pitched whisper.

      “Don’t answer it,” she said.

      Another knock. “Oh god, what if it’s him?” I whimpered.

      “Don’t answer it,” she said again.

      “He’s not going to go away. I can’t let him scare Clara.”

      “It might not be him,” she said. “Check the peephole but be super quiet. Don’t let him know you’re looking.”

      “Oh my god,” I whispered. “Why is this happening?”

      “Relax, I’ve got my landline at the ready. I’ll call the police in a second if it looks like things are going bad.”

      “Don’t say that,” I hissed.

      “Check and see who it is. Maybe it was another flower delivery.”

      I doubted that. I couldn’t stand frozen in fear forever. I looked around for a weapon and then stopped myself. I was completely flipping out for nothing. I took a deep breath and threw my shoulders back. If it was Geoffrey, I would be strong. I would tell him to get lost and be forceful. If I cowered to him, he would keep coming. That was what bullies did. I had to stand up to my bully.

      “Who is it?” Jewel whispered.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Oh god, Madi, I’m going to piss my pants. You’re freaking me out.”

      “If I scream, you call the cops and you get someone over here immediately.”

      “I will.”

      I took another step toward the door. I leaned forward to put my eye up to the peephole. There was a strange calm that washed over me. The person knocked again. My heart was in my throat.
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      I knocked on the door again. I noticed the roses outside her door. Maybe she wasn’t home.

      I thought I heard the TV, but it could have come from the apartment next door. I glanced down the hall. I supposed there was a chance my information was outdated. I had done a little Googling and found her address. I had sunk into stalker territory. I wasn’t proud but my brothers had pretty much bullied me into it.

      It was probably for the best she didn’t answer. I would only end up saying something I regretted.

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to say anyway. Something along the lines of her having my child and never telling me. I wanted to ask her why she spent the last week with me and never mentioned she had a daughter.

      My daughter.

      She had my baby four years ago and I didn’t know about it. I felt betrayed, hurt, and pissed all at the same time.

      Technically, she couldn’t tell me over the course of the four years because I had gone off the grid. But she could have told my mom.

      She knew my mom. They had worked together. She could have asked her to get word to me. She could have told me when we ran into each other in Bali.

      Her choice to purposely keep it from me was what stung. It made me feel like I was a complete piece of shit. She didn’t think I was worthy of knowing about my daughter.

      She didn’t tell me, and now I was back in New York, ready to confront her. I wanted to know what it was about me that made her think I wasn’t worthy of knowing about my own daughter. But now wasn’t the right time apparently.

      I stepped back and was about to leave when the door opened. She looked at me wide-eyed before launching herself at me. She wrapped her arms around me. I hugged her back. I felt her shaking.

      “Madi, what’s going on?” I asked her. “Are you okay?”

      On my flight to New York, I envisioned a reunion kind of like this. I hoped she would throw herself at me and we would have wild, passionate sex. But after I learned she’d been lying to me, I wasn’t so sure. Plus, she had blown me off in Bali. She snuck out on me after a great night together. Then blew me off the next day. I figured she would be surprised but not this.

      This was not what I expected. I wanted to believe she was that excited to see me, but something told me there was more to this exuberant reunion. I looked over her shoulder and into the apartment. I noticed a little girl standing about ten feet away. She was staring at us. I stared back. The little girl with the dark hair and hazel eyes had to be her daughter. My daughter. I moved my hand to give the little girl a little wave. I smiled to assure her I wasn’t a bad guy. The girl waved back but still looked concerned.

      “Madi!” I heard a voice floating in the air. “Madi, are you okay? Who was it?” I recognized the voice. It was Jewel.

      I gently extracted Madi from around my neck. “Are you okay?” I asked her again.

      She looked at me and I saw real fear. My need to protect her and my child kicked in. I sensed her fear and looked around to identify the threat. I saw nothing except flowers.

      “I have to go,” she said. “I don’t have time to explain.”

      “Go?” I asked. “Don’t you live here?”

      She looked down at the flowers. “Did you send me those?”

      I shook my head. I supposed that was the nice thing to do and it probably would have helped ease my way into the conversation about the daughter I didn’t know I had. “No,” I said.

      She made a noise and kicked the flowers down the hall. Water sprayed everywhere and the glass shattered. “I have to get out of here!”

      “Madi!” Jewel shouted gain.

      “It’s fine,” Madi said. “It’s Channing.”

      “Channing?” Jewel repeated.

      “Hi, Jewel,” I called out. I realized she was on speakerphone.

      Madi grabbed the phone. “I’m on my way,” she said. “I’m okay. We’ll be there soon.”

      She walked inside and grabbed a suitcase.

      “Where are you going?” I asked and followed her inside. I closed the door and immediately looked at the little girl again. She was staring at me with those big eyes that looked so much like mine.

      “I have to go,” she said again.

      “Did something happen? Are you hurt? Is she hurt?”

      She tilted her head at her daughter. “I can’t explain.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked again.

      She was clearly panicking. This was not the same woman I had just spent the week with. She looked erratic. Her movements were jerky. “We’re going to stay a couple of nights with my friend.”

      “Does your friend live in New York?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why are you going to your friend’s house?” I questioned.

      She shook her head. “I can’t right now,” she hissed. “Clara, get your backpack.”

      The little girl grabbed a purple backpack from the couch. “But I’m hungry,” she pouted. “You said we were going to have mac and cheese.”

      “We’ll get something on the way,” she said.

      I glanced over and saw the kitchen table was set for dinner. Whatever spooked her had just happened. “Let me take you,” I said.

      “No, I’m fine. We have to go.”

      “Madi, you’re in no condition to drive.”

      She let out a long sigh. “You’re right. Thank you.”

      “I have a rental,” I told her and took the suitcase.

      She grabbed her purse and Clara’s hand. “Watch the glass,” she cautioned her daughter.

      I put the suitcase in the trunk while she buckled Clara in the backseat. “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Can you run through a drive-thru?” she asked. “I didn’t feed her dinner.”

      “Absolutely. Anything specific?”

      She shook her head. “No. Anything. She’s not picky.”

      It was the first tidbit of information I had about my little girl. I couldn’t explain why, but knowing she wasn’t picky made me proud. I obviously had nothing to do with it, but I was a pretty laidback eater. Did she get that from me?

      “Happy meal?” I asked when I saw the golden arches.

      “Perfect.”

      I pulled into the drive thru. “Do you want something?”

      She shook her head. “No. I can’t eat. Just a cheeseburger happy meal.”

      I ordered and paid for the meal despite her insisting I didn’t have to. In my mind, I did need to pay. I owed her four years of meals, give or take a few months. The address I was taking them to wasn’t far, but traffic was a bitch. Clara had scarfed down her meal in a matter of minutes and quickly fell asleep.

      “We were up late,” Madi said.

      “How old is she?” I asked. I already knew but I wanted to hear her say it.

      “Four,” she answered.

      “Yours?” I asked the obvious.

      “Yes.”

      “Her name is Clara?” I questioned.

      “Yes,” she breathed. “You’re wondering why I didn’t tell you I had a kid, right?”

      I shrugged. “It crossed my mind.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you again,” she said. “I didn’t think we were sharing everything.”

      I had to bite my tongue. Omitting the fact I had a kid was a pretty big deal, but I was willing to put that on a backburner while we dealt with whatever was happening now.

      “Can you tell me what’s going on now?” I asked. “You practically ran out of there.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is,” I said. “You were freaked out. You’re still freaked out. You can tell me.”

      “You’ll think I’m crazy.”

      I laughed softly. “I’ve watched you jump off a cliff,” I reminded her. “If anything was going to make me think you were crazy, that’s it.”

      That seemed to relax her a bit. “It’s my ex,” she said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      She looked in the backseat to make sure Clara was still asleep. “I broke up with my ex a few days before I went to Bali.”

      “How long were you together?”

      “About a year,” she said.

      “I guess there’s more,” I said.

      “Geoffrey was polished, and from the outside, I guess he looked like the perfect guy. It wasn’t until we were together for a while that I started picking up on some things I didn’t like. I stuck it out because I thought I was just being critical. When it became clear I couldn’t do it anymore, I ended it. He was pissed. Like really pissed. Jewel convinced me to get away and clear my head after the year with him.”

      “Ah, that’s what brought you back in my life.”

      She offered a small smile. “Yes.”

      “What happened to send you fleeing your own home?”

      “There was a note in my desk at school today. It was from him. He went into my classroom and left a note that could be seen as slightly threatening. I mean, it wasn’t outright threatening but there was an undertone that bothered me. I got home and there was a knock on the door. Someone left the roses with a note about second chances. The flowers weren’t delivered by a service. If they were, they would hand them to me.”

      “And you thought they were from me?” I asked.

      “No. Yes. I didn’t think so, but Jewel thought they could be. I knew it wasn’t your style.”

      I laughed. “I’m not going to take that personally.”

      “I just meant I know they are from him. Roses in a cheesy crystal vase. That’s his style. He has no creativity. I swear, I hate roses. He’s given me roses before.”

      I nodded. I tried to put the pieces together, but I wasn’t quite getting it. “The roses are what scared you?”

      “I told you I sounded crazy.”

      “No, I’m just trying to understand. I don’t want to jump to conclusions.”

      “Jump,” she said. “Tell me what you think.”

      “I think the guy is fucking with you,” I said and was barely able to keep my anger from boiling over. “I think he is trying to intimidate you. He purposely left the note and the flowers without letting you see him. He did that because he wants you to be looking over your shoulder. I can’t stand that shit.”

      “He is,” she said. “And it worked. He’s got me on the run. I don’t know what he’s capable of, but I know he’s smart. He can keep up this game until I break.”

      “You’re afraid to be at home?”

      “I don’t know,” she groaned. “He’s never been violent but there was something about the way he acted when I broke up with him. He told me no and then he tried to keep me at his house. The note he left me was very similar. I just don’t want the confrontation and I definitely don’t want it to happen in front of my daughter. I’m running away. I know it and I don’t care. I just don’t want him to find us. Hopefully, he’ll get over it and forget about us.”

      “If you are going to Jewel’s, does he know where she lives?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      It was my turn to feel fear. I felt it was up to me to protect them. Part of me was ready to drop everything and go find the guy. I would let him know exactly how I felt about men that intimidated women. He thought he was a big man because he scared a woman. A woman with a kid. My kid.

      “Come stay with me,” I blurted out before I even gave myself a minute to consider what that meant.
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      The words hung in the air. What in the hell was he talking about? Stay with him? “What?” I asked. I had to have misheard him.

      “Stay with me,” he said again. “He doesn’t know where I live. You can truly be out of his reach.”

      I shook my head. “For how long?”

      “Until this is over,” he answered easily.

      I sat with the question, trying to figure out how I got to this point. One minute, I was making mac and cheese, and the next, I was fleeing in the night with Channing as my rescuer. That was when I realized he was here. In New York.

      “What are you doing here?” I gushed. “Why are you in New York?”

      He gave me a quick look before focusing on the road. “Are you going to stay with me?” he asked. “There’s plenty of room. I want to make sure both of you are safe.”

      “I don’t know,” I murmured.

      It felt a little too close for comfort. It was one thing to have him meet Clara, but staying together? That could bring up some questions. I was caught between a rock and a hard place. Which was the lesser of two evils in my world?

      “You’re in a situation. You need help. I’m here. I’m offering. Take my help. Do it for your daughter.”

      He was appealing to my need to protect my baby. Protect her from what? I didn’t know, but something told me I had to stay away from him. I was trusting my gut. I had to. “Why would you want to do that for me?” I asked.

      “Because you need it and I want to help,” he answered easily.

      I did need it. I looked at Clara sleeping again. Having a strong man like Channing to protect her would help ease my mind. Being out of Geoffrey’s reach would give me a chance to think through what was happening. “Thank you,” I finally said. “I would appreciate that.”

      “Good,” he said and flipped on the blinker. He went in the opposite direction of Jewel’s house.

      “I need to let Jewel know or she’s going to worry,” I said and quickly sent her a text. Her response was a series of question marks and a demand to call her in the morning.

      “Tell her nothing is happening to you or Clara,” he said in a hard voice.

      “Why are you here?” I asked him again. “You literally showed up out of the blue.”

      “I have family here,” he answered.

      I stared at his profile. I was so damn attracted to the man. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. I could not get messed up with him right now. Bali was one thing. Here was an entirely different ballgame. One I wasn’t interested in playing. I had to think about Clara.

      “You know, I could just go to a hotel,” I said. “If you could just drop us off, that would be great.”

      “Madi, I can help keep you both safe. You don’t need to waste money on a hotel.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “She’s going to wake up in a strange place and be afraid.”

      “Isn’t a hotel a strange place?” he quipped.

      “Yes, but—”

      “You’re staying with me,” he said with a finality I supposed I needed. “I’m not saying forever, just until this mess is cleared up. Give it a couple days. Then I’ll make sure you get home again.”

      It wasn’t until I saw the big iron gates in front of me that I realized we were not going to the house I remembered from before. “Where are we?” I asked.

      “My place,” he answered.

      He pulled the car through the gate and around the driveway. The massive house loomed in front of us. “Your mom’s house,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      I was suddenly very nervous. This was not a good idea. “Channing, I can’t. I don’t want to impose on your mom. We can stay in a hotel.”

      “Look at the house,” he said with a laugh. “She won’t even know you’re here.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. I felt like such a burden.

      “Yes, let’s go,” he said and opened the door. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I was flirting with fire. Coming into the Bancroft Estate with the daughter he didn’t know about was dangerous.

      Clara woke up and looked around. “Where are we?” she asked.

      That was going to be a tricky answer. “This is my friend Channing’s house,” I answered. “We’re going to stay the night here.”

      She rubbed her eyes as I helped her out of the car. Channing was standing with our suitcase as he waited for us. I looked at him, then the house. I could understand why he didn’t feel like he belonged. The house was intimidating.

      I couldn’t imagine coming home after school to a house like this. How did you invite your friends over? My childhood home was modest. I grew up in a French community in Montreal where everyone knew everyone. We all had the same struggles. Our parents did yardwork on the weekends and struggled to buy new cars. The family in this house did not struggle with anything.

      “Can we go inside?” Clara asked. She was jumping up and down.

      “We can,” Channing said and started toward the door.

      I felt underdressed. I felt like I was visiting a museum. Channing opened the door and stepped inside. The house was quiet. Soft lights illuminated the massive foyer. Art hung on the walls and a living room was off to one side. I was afraid to move. “Don’t touch anything,” I hissed.

      “My mom must be in bed already,” Channing said. “James, my younger brother, is probably out or hanging out in his room.”

      “How can you tell?” I asked. “How can you possibly know if anyone is home?”

      He smirked. “You figure it out. We’ll go upstairs.”

      “Can I see the house?” Clara asked.

      “Clara, we’re here as guests.”

      “I’ll give you a tour in the morning,” Channing told her. “There’s a playroom. My mom took over Grayson’s old room and now the grandkids have it.”

      “Why Grayson?” I asked.

      He laughed. “First one out. I think it’s because she wanted to make sure he didn’t come back.”

      I laughed softly. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have such a big family. We followed him down a carpeted hall. There were pictures hanging on the wall. Not expensive artwork, but I was guessing pictures of Channing and his brothers. I was anxious to see them in the morning. I wanted to see Channing before he was the man he was now.

      He opened the door to a room before flipping on the light. My breath was taken away. There was a massive four-poster bed on one wall. Two dark blue velvet chairs were positioned in front of a fireplace with a small table positioned between the chairs. It looked like a hotel room. A comfy, expensive hotel room. I seriously felt like I was stepping into a luxury hotel room.

      “There’s only one room ready,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind sharing.”

      “This is perfect. This is amazing.”

      “I want to get on the bed!” Clara said a little too loudly.

      “Shh,” I warned. “Other people are sleeping.”

      She rushed away from me and climbed onto the bed before hopping off and going around the room to explore. “Mom, there’s a big bathroom!”

      “Clara, you have to keep your voice down.” I turned to Channing. “I’m so sorry. She’s not usually this wild.”

      “It’s fine. My mom’s room is on the ground floor at the opposite end of the house.”

      “Thank you again for this,” I said.

      “It isn’t a problem,” he said. “As you can see, there is plenty of room.”

      “I know you probably think I’m overreacting. I feel like I am. I’m embarrassed.”

      “Don’t be embarrassed and I don’t think you are overreacting,” he said. “You get to feel what you want. You were the only other person in that relationship. You are the only person in this world who knows what that was like. I am not going to tell you what is right or wrong for you to feel. I was raised with brothers, but our mother was always on us about listening to the women in our lives. Being who we are, it was easy for us to just steamroll through life without paying much attention. She made us stop, listen, and observe.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. That explained a lot about who he was. “I appreciate that. It does make me feel a little better. One of the other teachers at my school told me I wasn’t crazy. I’m not trying to beg for confirmation, but I feel like I’m being torn in two. There is the rational, logical side of me that is trying to make excuses for it. Then there’s the irrational side that is completely freaking out.”

      “It’s not irrational,” he said. “Try and get some sleep. I’ll take you to work in the morning.”

      I looked into his eyes. I wanted to kiss him, but I couldn’t. Not with Clara watching. He was my hero. He deserved to be thanked for being a hero. Instead, I put my hand on his arm. I felt a jolt of electricity and a flash of the last time we were together. I remembered what it had been like to be held in those strong arms. “Thank you,” I said again.

      He offered a small smile but didn’t touch me. “No problem,” he said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He looked behind me, watching Clara crawl all over the bed. I thought I sensed something there. My heart did a flipflop. This could be the moment I had been dreading.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Goodnight,” I said. I wasn’t ready for the conversation.

      He walked away, closing the door behind him. I breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t say anything. Maybe there was a chance I was seeing suspicion where there wasn’t any. I didn’t know what to think anymore. It was too much at once.

      I didn’t miss him looking at her. I could practically see his wheels turning. He had looked at her like he recognized her. I knew there was no denying some of her features, namely her eyes. I could deny it if he asked. But could I really do that? My mom insisted I tell him the truth. I wanted to but it terrified me.

      I would deal with it later. If he asked me directly, I wouldn’t deny it. But I wasn’t going to volunteer the information. Not yet. I had to get through this nonsense with Geoffrey. If Channing was still around, maybe then we could have a conversation. I had no idea how that was even going to go. How did you tell a guy you spent a week having hot sex with that, by the way, you have a four-year-old daughter? That didn’t just roll off the tongue.

      I pushed that problem to the backburner. “All right, little miss, you need to get your jammies on. I’ll grab your toothbrush.”

      “Where are you going to sleep?”

      I laughed. “I’m sleeping in that big bed.”

      “Where am I going to sleep?”

      “Sweetie, that bed is huge. We’ll both sleep in that bed.”

      “You’re going to sleep with me?”

      I smiled and handed her the pajamas. “I am.”

      “It’ll be like a slumber party!” she exclaimed and clapped her hands.

      I held my smile. She didn’t know our little world was crumbling around her. I was going to figure it out. I would find a way to keep her safe.

      I pulled back the blankets on the bed before quickly changing into a pair of shorts and a sleep shirt. I was glad we could share a bed. I wanted to be close to her. I needed to hold her close. Only I could protect my baby.
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      I woke up early. It wasn’t difficult. My internal clock was completely out of whack. I needed to let my mom know we had guests. I started coffee and checked out the contents of the fridge. I wasn’t sure what you fed a kid. I assumed the basics. I remembered my mom making us pancakes almost every morning.

      I hoped my mom had the mix stuff. I didn’t want to actually make a batter. I was shoulders deep in the pantry when I heard footsteps.

      “Are you looking for something?” my mom asked.

      I found a bag of pancake mix and pulled it out. “This,” I said.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’ll make you some good pancakes,” she said with a shake of her head.

      “I’m kind of in a hurry.”

      “Do you have somewhere to be?” she asked as she poured herself a cup of coffee.

      “We don’t have a beach out the back door,” James said as he walked into the kitchen.

      “Good, you’re up,” I said. “I need to talk to the two of you.”

      “About?” James asked.

      “We have guests,” I announced.

      “Plural?” James said with a laugh. “Damn, you don’t miss a beat. You’re in mom’s house, you know? I don’t know what freaky stuff you get into back in Bali, but that isn’t cool here.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Like I would do that. It’s Madi and her daughter.”

      My mom raised an eyebrow. “Madeleine?”

      “Yes.”

      James gave me a look. I shook my head, quietly telling him not to say anything about Clara. He nodded, getting my message. It was dangerous for my little brother to have one of my secrets, but there was nothing to do for it now.

      “Madi’s ex is giving her some trouble,” I explained.

      “What kind of trouble?” my mom asked with concern.

      “I guess he’s pretty controlling. He’s been getting pretty stalker-y. He’s doing stuff that made her uneasy.”

      “Is he dangerous?” James asked.

      “I don’t know. She said he wasn’t violent, but when she broke up with him, there was some drama.” I turned to my mom. “You have always taught us to listen and observe and believe. I am trusting her gut. I don’t want to be the guy who sits by and does nothing until it’s too late.”

      “Good, I agree,” she said.

      “I stopped by her apartment last night and she was packing up to flee. She was panicked. Her ex knew where she would be, which is why I brought them here. It’ll just be for a day or two.”

      “They are welcome to stay for as long as they need to,” my mother said.

      “Is she going to the police?” James asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I answered. “I don’t want to pressure her. I’ll talk to her after work.”

      “I’ll make breakfast,” Mom said and sprang into action.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I said.

      “I want to,” she said and got busy.

      “I’m going to see if they’re up,” I said. “They probably have no idea how to find the kitchen.”

      I was halfway down the hall when I ran into them. Madi looked gorgeous. She was wearing a pair of black pants and a white button-up blouse. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Clara was dressed and ready as well. I had to keep myself from staring at her. I didn’t want Madi to know I knew, and I definitely didn’t want her to think I was a creeper.

      “You found us,” I said with a smile.

      “I don’t know if we did.” She laughed. “I’m so sorry if we snooped. We weren’t sure where to go.”

      “I was just on my way up to get you guys,” I said and smiled at Clara. “Are you hungry?”

      She nodded her head, her eyes wide. “Yes.”

      “My mom is making some breakfast,” I said. “Kitchen is this way.”

      “Um, I need to be at work in about an hour and a half,” she said.

      “I’ll get you there,” I promised.

      I led them to the kitchen. This was going to be just a little awkward. I prayed my mom didn’t notice the resemblance. James openly stared at Clara before I cleared my throat. He smirked and shook his head.

      “Madi and Clara, this is James and my mom,” I said.

      “Call me Nana,” my mom said as she smiled at Clara. My nerves were on high alert. I knew this was dangerous. I would tell my mom eventually, but first, I had to know. I would confront her if she didn’t tell me soon.

      “Hi,” Clara said. She hid behind Madi.

      “Why don’t you help me make the eggs?” Mom said to Clara.

      “Go ahead,” Madi said and gently pried her away.

      “I’ll get you a cup of coffee,” I said to Madi.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      I could tell she was uncomfortable. “Do you want some fruit?” I asked her. That was what she ate back in Bali. It was what I wanted.

      “I’m good,” she said. Her eyes were on Clara, who was being doted on by Mom. Her grandmother. I watched them for a few seconds.

      I glanced over and caught James watching as well. He blew out a breath before giving a shake of his head. “I’m leaving,” he said. “I’ll see you all later. It was nice to meet you, Madi and Clara.”

      Clara waved. “Bye.”

      My mom had breakfast served in no time. We sat down at the bar and ate our breakfasts. “What do you do?” my mom asked Madi.

      “I teach high school history,” she answered.

      “Wow, you’re brave,” she said with a laugh. “What about Clara? How old is she?”

      I felt Madi stiffen. I did as well. My mom wasn’t an idiot. “She’s four,” she said.

      “My birthday was last month,” Clara announced. “I got two unicorns and a new dress.”

      I didn’t need any more confirmation she was mine. The timing was perfect. Madi refused to look at me. I had to tamp down my anger. It pissed me off that she let me sit here and have breakfast with my daughter without even hinting she was mine.

      “You got two unicorns!” my mom exclaimed.

      “Not real ones.” Clara giggled.

      “Oh my, I would love to see a real unicorn,” Mom gushed. “I have a granddaughter about your age, and she loves unicorns too. Have you been to the playroom?”

      Clara shook her head. “No.”

      “Well, we are going to have to visit the playroom. There is a very big stuffed unicorn in there.”

      “Mom, can I go to the playroom?” Clara asked.

      “Not right now,” she said. “We have to go. Mommy has to work.”

      “Is she in preschool?” my mom asked.

      “Not yet,” Madi answered. “Her daycare does a little preschool, but she won’t go until next year.”

      “If you ever need someone to watch her, I’m always available,” Mom said. “She’s welcome to stay here today if you’d like. I understand you might be concerned.”

      “Thank you, but I have to give them notice. I appreciate the offer.”

      I could see Mom’s disappointment, but she smiled anyway. “I understand. Just know the option is there.”

      “I really appreciate it,” she said.

      The tension was still there. “Are you ready to go?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Madi said and slid off the stool. “Thank you for breakfast, Mrs. Bancroft.”

      My mom waved her hand. “No one calls me that. Call me Nana. All the daughters-in-law do.”

      I gave her a look from behind Madi’s head. She winked at me, ever the matchmaker. We loaded in the car, and after dropping Clara off at daycare, I took advantage of the time alone with her.

      “Before you go in,” I said when she made a move to jump out of the car.

      She sighed and leaned back in the seat. “You want an explanation, and I don’t have it.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say,” I said with a laugh. “What time should I pick you up?”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “You didn’t drive. Do you plan on walking somewhere?”

      She laughed. “No.”

      “What time?”

      “Four?” she said it as a question.

      “Okay. I’ll be here then. I’d like to get dinner, just me and you. We need to talk.”

      She let out a sigh. “I know.”

      “Don’t act so excited.”

      “I’m sorry. I know we have a lot to talk about. I just feel like I’m caught up in a snowball that’s rolling downhill. I feel out of control and headed for somewhere unknown.”

      “I’m not putting any pressure on you about us and what happened in Bali. I want to talk about your situation with Geoffrey.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what the situation is.”

      “You do. I’ll do whatever you want or need, but something needs to be done.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’m just hoping he’ll go away. Isn’t that what you do with bullies? You ignore them and eventually they give up.”

      “In some cases, but in others, especially domestic situations, they escalate. He might take your avoidance and inaction as a sign you’re not bothered. He might assume you like his attention. If he’s confident, he might make a move. I don’t know him, but I saw you last night. You were terrified. That makes me think there is something for you to be afraid of. I know you well enough to know you aren’t one of those people who jumps at her own shadow.”

      A tear slid down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away. “I’m not usually a scaredy cat. I’m sorry I dragged you into this. I don’t know what’s happening.”

      “You didn’t drag me into anything. I came willingly. I hate to see you upset. I will gladly confront him for you.”

      She smiled. “Thank you, but no. I definitely don’t need you to make things worse. He is definitely the kind of guy that would get the cops involved. I would never forgive myself if you got in trouble trying to defend me.”

      I grinned. “Do I look like the kind of guy who gives a shit if I get in trouble?”

      “No, but I would care,” she said.

      “Fine, I won’t do anything until you give the word. Dinner tonight?”

      “I need to see if Jewel is busy,” she said.

      “If it’s okay, I could ask my mom to watch Clara,” I said. “Geoffrey won’t know where she is. My mom can get Clara to bed. You’ll be able to enjoy dinner without worrying about her.”

      She gnawed her lip. “Are you sure she wouldn’t mind?”

      I laughed. “My mom will be thrilled. Trust me. You would be doing her a big favor. You would be doing me and my brothers a huge favor as well. She needs to be needed. She needs to be occupied.”

      “She’s a good lady. If she is willing, then yes, I would appreciate it.”

      “I’ll see you at four,” I told her as I handed her a piece of paper. “If you need me for anything, here’s my number and call me. If he shows up, call me. Call the police. I will be here in a hurry.”

      “Thank you,” she said and leaned over to give me a kiss on the cheek.

      I watched her walk into the school and pulled away. The kiss on the cheek wasn’t exactly what I was hoping for. Tonight, we would come up with a plan to handle the Geoffrey situation. Once that was settled and she could devote her attention to me and what we needed to figure out, it was game on.

      All last night, I’d drifted between anger and sadness. Seeing Clara in the flesh had struck a chord deep inside me. It was one thing to see the picture of her on social media. Seeing what I knew deep in my soul to be my daughter had rocked me to the core.

      I was still trying to get my head around it.

      I had come back from Bali hoping to see Madi and reconnect. I never could have imagined I was coming home to my daughter. Just thinking the words did something weird to me. I never imagined I would have a child. It was just not something I thought was in the cards for me.

      And then it was.
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      Walking into my classroom left me full of dread. I didn’t know what I was going to find. I opened the door, but I couldn’t walk in. He wasn’t in the classroom. I didn’t know why I was afraid. I decided to suck it up and walked in. I looked around the room to see if anything was out of place. Nothing popped out but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been there. I stared at my desk, looking at it like it was a snake to be feared.

      I sat down in my chair and opened the drawer where the first note had been. It was empty. I opened the other two drawers and rummaged around. Nothing. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Maybe I had jumped to conclusions. He was just throwing his weight around and now it was over. Hopefully, that meant Clara and I could go home and go back to our regularly scheduled lives.

      But then I knew that wasn’t quite the way things were going to happen. If Channing decided to stick around, we would have to have the talk. He deserved to know. I was already trying to figure out how that conversation was going to go.

      The door opened and I jumped, ready to scream. It was just the first student coming in. I tried to relax. As the morning wore on, I found myself jumping at every little sound. Every time my door opened or I heard a door slam, I jumped. I probably looked like a lunatic with my head whipping back and forth.

      “I’m going to close the blinds,” I said to no one in particular.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. My classroom windows faced the street. I hated keeping the blinds closed, but I couldn’t do it anymore. I had stared at every car, and none of them looked like Geoffrey’s, but I couldn’t shake the feeling.

      I managed to get through the morning and made it to my lunch time. I was on pins and needles. I did my best to keep the kids from picking up on my stress, but it was very real. Usually, I spent my lunch breaks walking down the street to see Clara at daycare or I would do a little shopping.

      Not today. I was too afraid to leave the school. It was my little fortress. I wouldn’t claim to feel safe, but I did feel like I had some protection. All I had to do was scream and other teachers would come running. Maybe.

      I just happened to work in a hall with all female teachers. One teacher was pushing seventy. I didn’t see her being a huge help, but she could at least call for help.

      I shook my head at my runaway thoughts. I was being ridiculous. Since I didn’t bring a lunch, it meant I was relegated to the cafeteria. “Hi, Miss P,” one of my favorite students said when I stepped behind her in line.

      “Hi, Amy,” I said with a smile. “How are you?”

      “Good. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in here.”

      I laughed. “I usually bring a lunch or visit my daughter in daycare.”

      “I wouldn’t eat here either if I didn’t have to,” she said before pushing up her glasses.

      “How are your classes this year?” I asked her. “I miss having you in my class.”

      “They’re okay,” she said with a sigh. “I miss being in your class. I won’t tell you who I have that I really don’t like, but I’m guessing you can figure it out.”

      I knew exactly who she was talking about. “Mr. Rhodes is a good teacher. He’s just tough.”

      She groaned as we slid our trays down the line. I wasn’t thrilled with the options, but it wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be. I selected some fruit and stuck with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

      “He’s so boring,” she complained.

      I grabbed a brownie and some milk and paid for my lunch. “Keep your head up,” I told her. “I’ll see you later.”

      I couldn’t let myself get drawn into a conversation that involved badmouthing a teacher. If she had a legitimate complaint, I would be happy to hear her out. But a boring teaching style was not something I could fix. I carried my tray to the teachers’ lounge. I immediately spotted Ellen and walked toward her.

      “Is this seat taken?” I asked her.

      Her head popped up from the book she was reading. “No, sit. What are you doing in here?”

      I laughed. “I seem to be shocking people left and right today. Yes, I eat lunch.”

      “You never eat here. I didn’t even know you knew where the teachers’ lounge was.”

      “Ha, ha,” I fake-laughed.

      “You’re eating the cafeteria food?” she said with a curled lip.

      “I skipped the pizza and burgers. I figure there is little that can go wrong with PB and J.”

      She used her fork to point at her salad that obviously didn’t come from the cafeteria. “I’m playing it safe.”

      I took a bite of my sandwich, my eyes sweeping the room. I hated that I had to do it, but I couldn’t take any chances. I was certain he was going to jump out and attack me.

      “You’re scared,” Ellen said.

      “What?”

      “You look like a cat in a room full of rocking chairs,” she said.

      I laughed. “I’m not sure I’m that scared. I’m staying aware.”

      “You talked to him?” she asked and took another bite of her salad.

      “No. He sent me roses. Not sent, delivered to my house. He knocked and left.”

      She shook her head. “Did you talk to security?”

      “No.”

      “You need to do it,” she said firmly. “It will allow you to relax. You seriously have not stopped looking around the room since you sat down.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m jumpy. It’s not a big deal. I will be fine. Everything is fine.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself, not me.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “I mean I am. Everything is okay. Clara and I are staying with a friend.”

      “You’re that afraid?” she said with a hint of sadness. “I feel so bad for you. I’m glad you have someone to lean on. You need to tell someone.”

      I grinned. “I told you.”

      “I’ll be your advocate, but I wish you would tell someone that could do something about it.”

      “I will if I see or hear from him,” I said. “Right now, flowers and a love letter aren’t exactly threatening. Maybe I have a guilty conscience and I’m reading between the lines. We were together for a year. It’s kind of normal that he’s upset that we broke up. It would be abnormal if he wasn’t.”

      “I get that,” she said. “Did you talk to Principal Edwards?”

      I grimaced. “Not yet. It’s so embarrassing.”

      “It’s not your fault he’s unhinged.”

      “Who’s unhinged?” Kent asked as he strolled into the lounge with a paper bag in hand.

      I looked up at the PE teacher who was known as a womanizer. He was athletic, handsome if you liked the type that always wore sweats that tended to be just a little too clingy. He sat down at our table and flashed me a smile.

      “You, Kent,” Ellen quipped.

      “Why me?”

      “Because you won’t stop shitting where you eat,” she snapped.

      I burst into laughter. When he scowled at me, I quickly stopped. “Sorry, but it’s true. Is there a woman in the New York school system you haven’t dated?”

      He pretended to think about it. “Mrs. Knight, the Family Sciences teacher.”

      I rolled my eyes. “She’s old enough to be your mother.”

      “Age is just a number,” he said with a goofy grin. “When are you going to give me another shot?”

      “Never,” I answered and took another bite of my sandwich.

      “Ah, come on, we could have been good together,” he pleaded.

      “We went on one date and you talked about basketball and your muscle mass,” I said dryly.

      He flexed, kissing his bicep. “Look at these guns. How can you not want to touch them?”

      I curled my lip. “Call me crazy, but I don’t. I think it’s the person those biceps are attached to.”

      He scowled and opened his paper bag. He pulled out a banana and took a gargantuan bite. “I’m hurt,” he said.

      Ellen and I laughed. “No, you’re not. You know you are the most conceited human on this planet.”

      “I love myself,” he said. “You should love yourself as well.”

      “I love myself,” Ellen said. “I just don’t need to remind myself of that a hundred times a day.”

      “How are you for real?” I asked him. “I heard there was some fireworks last week.”

      He groaned and shook his head. “I’m fine. She wasn’t worth my time.”

      “You sure seemed to be not fine,” Ellen said.

      He mumbled under his breath and looked at me again. “Where’d you go anyway?” he asked me. “I stopped by to cry my heart out and there was some old guy at your desk. I didn’t even know you were on vacation.”

      “I went to Bali,” I answered.

      He looked me up and down. “Did you wear a bikini? Do you have tan lines?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I can’t imagine why you are still single.”

      “What?” he said, clearly offended. “I bet you look hot in a bikini.”

      I shook my head. “Kent, one of these days, you are going to say that to the wrong person.”

      He smirked. “There is never a wrong person when it comes to love.”

      “That is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Ellen said with disgust. “You need better lines.”

      “My lines worked on you,” he teased.

      “That was five years ago,” she shot back. “I was too young and dumb to know any better. I think you should have a warning label tattooed on your forehead.”

      “Too hot to handle.” He winked.

      Ellen and I both groaned. “Maybe you should open up your dating pool,” I suggested. “Try going to a bar or hanging out at the park. There’s lots of joggers there.”

      “The gym,” Ellen chimed in. “We really need to get you married off before you cause a real scandal. I don’t want to have to go through sexual harassment training because you’re chasing every female teacher in the tri-state area.”

      “I need a woman I can actually have a conversation with,” he complained. “I’ve already made my way through the women at my gym.”

      I shook my head. “You are seriously ridiculous.”

      “Go to a new gym,” Ellen said.

      “Stop encouraging him!” I exclaimed.

      She laughed. “It gets him off our backs.”

      “You’d love me on your back,” he shot back.

      “You are a walking advertisement for how not to behave in the workplace,” I told him.

      “I just like to spread the love,” he said with a bright smile.

      “I think everyone has felt your love at one point or another,” I told him dryly.

      “I have a secret,” he said with another one of those cheesy smiles.

      “Then you should keep it,” I said.

      He shook his head. “I can’t. I happened to overhear some locker-room talk. Guess who they were talking about?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t begin to guess.”

      “You.”

      I cringed. “Oh no.”

      “It wasn’t naughty,” he said. “They were talking about how much they missed you. That’s how I knew you were gone. I thought you were just hiding from me. They had nothing but nice, respectful things to say about you.”

      That made me happy. “Good. I missed my students.”

      “You’re one of those teachers they make movies about.”

      I laughed. “I don’t think so.”

      “Seriously,” he said. “I want Vin Diesel to portray me in the movie.”

      Ellen groaned. “You’re out of your mind.”

      I ate my sandwich and listened to him spell out the movie that would be made about me. Kent was a nice distraction from the drama happening in my life. It was good to forget.
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      I had to fight the urge to do some light stalking. I wanted to know who this Geoffrey guy was. Something had Madi spooked. She knew more than she was letting on. I knew he was a dentist or a doctor or something like that. She said he was the good-guy type. Those were the worst kind of guys in my opinion. No one was perfect. The perfect people were hiding behind those veneers, and usually, they were hiding something really ugly.

      What was Geoffrey hiding? I could make a few calls and have everything I needed to know. I could do it and have the upper hand in whatever game this was. But she would be pissed if I did that. She would be insulted and upset I meddled. For now, I would lay low. For now.

      I drove back home to be met by James in the foyer. “We need to talk,” he said.

      “I thought you were gone.”

      “I was. And now I’m back.”

      I nodded and followed him down the hall to the sitting room. “What’s going on?” I asked. “Is it Mom?”

      “No, it’s you,” he said and flopped down in one of the chairs.

      I sat in another chair. “Me? You told me to get my ass back here. Are you telling me to leave?”

      “No. I’m telling you playing house with your baby mama and the baby is going to blow up in your face.”

      “She’s not my baby mama,” I retorted. I didn’t like the way that sounded. It felt very impersonal.

      “She had your kid. Therefore, she is your baby mama.”

      “Whatever,” I muttered. “What’s the problem?”

      “There is no denying that kid is yours,” he said. “I was a tiny bit skeptical at first, but not now. Not after seeing her. She is definitely a Bancroft.”

      “I know,” I said. “I figured that out.”

      “Bringing her here was a mistake,” he said.

      “I need to keep them safe. It isn’t like they are going to be in the way.”

      “I get that,” he said. “But if Mom figures it out, she’s going to jump into grandma mode. You can’t tease her with a grandkid and then pull her away. She can’t handle that right now.”

      “I know,” I said with a nod. I knew it was a risk. I weighed the risks and decided it was worth it. “We’ll deny it.”

      He snorted. “That is going to be a waste of time. Mom isn’t an idiot. She can spot one of her own from a mile away.”

      “Don’t tell her,” I said. “She can’t know about Clara.”

      “Oh goodness, did you think I didn’t know?” Mom said as she walked into the room.

      I almost choked. James looked at me with wide eyes. “Shit,” he muttered.

      “You boys,” Mom said as she came in and took a seat on the couch. “Did you actually think I didn’t know?”

      “How?” I asked.

      “I have eyes, young man,” she said in her snappy tone.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” I said.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” she said.

      I raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “I knew she was yours when I ran into her at the grocery store.”

      James and I exchanged a look. “You what?” I asked with surprise.

      “I’m not that old and feeble,” she said.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?!” I exclaimed. “I didn’t know. You didn’t think it was a good idea for me to know?”

      She shrugged. “I figured if you knew, you would have told me. Because you didn’t tell me and she didn’t tell me, I decided it was not for me to butt in. She is a sensible woman. If she didn’t tell you, I assumed there must have been a reason why.”

      “Mom!”

      “Channing!”

      “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t tell me,” I said.

      “Son, if you made the choice to act irresponsibly, that’s on you. You and she chose to make a child together. Whether that was your intention, it doesn’t matter. Your father and I have always told you boys about the consequences of decisions made in the heat of the moment.”

      I groaned and put a hand over my face. “Mom, please, I don’t need the birds and the bees lecture.”

      “Apparently, you do,” she snapped. “It didn’t take the first time.”

      This was probably the most awkward conversation I’d had with my mother in a very long time. It was right up there with the sheets in the washer at five in the morning. “Fine, I screwed up, but you could have told me.”

      She shook her head. “No, I couldn’t. I didn’t know why you ran away from home. I am so glad to find out you didn’t know. I was very upset at first. But when you never said anything, I had to believe you didn’t know about Clara. I also had to respect her choice not to tell you. I didn’t know what happened between the two of you. I didn’t want to butt my nose in. I figured when she was ready, she would tell you.”

      I scoffed. “She still hasn’t told me.”

      “What?” she asked with genuine surprise.

      “She doesn’t know he knows,” James said. “We figured it out one night when we saw a picture of the little girl.”

      “Oh my,” she said with a laugh. “What did you do to her? A woman scorned is nothing to be messed with.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I sputtered. I felt like I was fifteen and in trouble for taking Dad’s car for a spin. In fact, this conversation had the very same tone.

      “There is a little girl wandering around that says you did,” my mother said calmly.

      James laughed. He was enjoying this just a little too much. “Tell him, Mom.”

      She waggled her finger at him. “Don’t act like you’ve never made decisions that could put you in the exact same position.”

      “I’m a good boy,” he said with a cheesy smile.

      I rolled my eyes. This was exactly how it had been growing up in the house. Once the older ones started to drift away, it was me, James, and Colt. James, being the baby, was always doing what he could to make sure we got in trouble.

      “Go away,” I muttered. “Mom, tell me what you know about Madi.”

      Again, she gave me a look that said I was about to get another lecture. “I think you know her better than I do. I should hope so anyway.”

      “I feel like I don’t know her at all,” I confessed. “The woman I met five years ago was fun and carefree. She’s different now.”

      “She’s a mom now,” she said softly. “She’s got a big responsibility and it sounds like she’s been carrying that burden all by herself. I know she isn’t wealthy. If I remember correctly, her family is from Canada. She has been raising that little girl all by herself.”

      “Mom, you know I would have never abandoned my own flesh and blood. If I would have known, I wouldn’t have left. I would have been here to support her. To help raise my own child. I didn’t know. I didn’t have a clue. Honestly, we’d only been together a couple of weeks before I left.”

      “These things happen quickly. Are you sure we don’t need to have a talk again?”

      “I’m out,” James said and jumped out of his chair. “I’ll be back for dinner.”

      “I know how Clara came to be,” I said. “I spent all last week with Madi. Not all week, but we spent a lot of time together.”

      “Will Clara be getting a little sibling?” she asked.

      I was certain this was the worst conversation of my life. It just kept getting worse. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I groaned. I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me. “I’m positive.”

      “All right then, I guess you need to have a conversation with her.”

      “Do I confront her?” I asked. I loved my mother’s advice. She was good at it and I valued everything she said.

      “I don’t think that’s the way to go if you want to have a relationship with her or your daughter.”

      “She’s my daughter,” I said. I was still trying to hold my anger. “I don’t think I have to kiss her ass to have a relationship with Clara. That’s my right.”

      “Don’t take the heavy-handed approach,” she warned. “Not with Madi. I don’t think she would appreciate it in the least. She needs to tell you.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “When is she going to do that? She’s had four years.”

      “No, she’s had a week,” she reminded me. “I imagine there’s some apprehension. She’s going to be worried about your reaction. I wouldn’t be surprised to know she’s trying to learn who you are. She wants to make sure you are worthy.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know there was an audition process to be a father, especially when I fathered the child.”

      “You donated sperm, dear. You aren’t a father. Not yet.”

      “I need a drink,” I groaned.

      “It’s not even noon,” she lectured. “Tell me more about why Madi and Clara are here.”

      I quickly filled her in on the little I knew about the situation. “This was the safest place I could think to bring her.”

      “It’s good that you did. Hopefully, she’ll be able to trust you a little more. Eventually, she’ll tell you about Clara. I think in the meantime you need to support her. Show her you are not the same man that ran out on her. Let her see all those wonderful qualities I see in you.”

      “Thanks, Mom, but I think she should have seen those qualities already,” I said. It was hard not to feel dejected. I felt like shit. She thought I was so unworthy she wouldn’t tell me I had a daughter. She could have called me every name in the book and kicked me in the nuts before throwing sand in my eyes and it wouldn’t feel this bad.

      “Hang in there,” she said with a smile. “I saw the way she looked at you. There’s hope. Help her get through this current situation and I bet you she will come around.”

      “Speaking of,” I said and saw an opportunity to ask her my favor. “I would like to take Madi to dinner tonight, just me and her.”

      My mother’s face lit up. “Yes! Absolutely!”

      “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.” I laughed.

      “You want me to watch Clara?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “You know nothing would make me happier,” she said with a smile. “I’ve been waiting a very long time to get to know my granddaughter.”

      “You can’t let on that you know,” I warned.

      “I won’t. You be on your best behavior. None of that Bancroft male seduction stuff. I know how you men work.”

      “Mom,” I groaned.

      “Son, I’ve got six of you. I fell for those Bancroft eyes and that boyish smile. You need to get her to trust you. Leave sex out of it.”

      I slapped my hands over my face. “This is humiliating,” I muttered.

      She laughed as she got to her feet. She patted me on the shoulder. “I’m going to the store to get supplies for my night with my granddaughter. I wonder if I can find a unicorn on short notice.”

      “If you find a unicorn at all, you’re going in a home,” I called out as she walked out of the room.

      I blew out a breath. That conversation was painful but helpful. It reminded me of my first breakup. I was fourteen and bummed. My mom had been the one to sit me down and talk me through it. Being back home and having the same conversation was crazy, but it helped me get my head straight.
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      It was surreal to be in a house this size. I felt a little like Cinderella roaming the castle for the first time. Channing had picked us up and brought us home. His home. It was this massive estate with grounds. That was not the way I had grown up. I had never been in a house this size. It was crazy and exciting.

      I was in my borrowed room getting ready for dinner. Channing had stopped by my apartment so I could get another change of clothes and a dress for our dinner. He insisted on going into the apartment first to make sure it was safe. Then he took Clara and waited in the car while I grabbed what I needed. I was in and out of the apartment in five minutes. I still felt that uneasy feeling. I was grateful I didn’t have to stay in the apartment.

      Channing and James were downstairs with Clara, giving her a tour of the grounds. I made sure she knew she was not allowed to go near the pool. I finished dressing and went downstairs to find them. Thank god, my daughter was a little on the loud side. I never would have found them if I hadn’t been able to follow her voice.

      “What are you guys doing?” I asked when I walked into what looked like a living room. The house had like three living rooms.

      James held up a string of beads. “We’re making jewelry,” he said with a laugh.

      Channing showed off his necklace. “I think I might have a new job.”

      “Jewelry designer?” I teased.

      “You know it.” He put down the necklace and walked toward me. “You look good.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Bancroft walked into the room. “Hi, everyone,” she greeted. She looked refreshed. Channing told me she had lain down for a few minutes. “Clara, are you ready to help me with dinner?”

      Clara looked at me. I gave her a slight nod, letting her know it was okay. “Yes,” Clara answered.

      “Thank you for watching her,” I said.

      “Oh goodness, it is my pleasure,” she replied. “You two have fun and don’t worry about a thing.”

      We left for dinner. I wasn’t worried about Clara, but I did feel a little strange to be leaving her with a woman who was essentially a stranger. “She’ll be okay,” Channing said.

      “I know. I trust your mom. She’s a good lady.”

      We ended up at a nice restaurant, but it wasn’t too extravagant. I was grateful for that. I didn’t feel comfortable in the classy places. We were seated at a quiet table that provided plenty of privacy. The restaurant was quiet but not so quiet you could hear the conversations at the tables around us.

      He ordered wine and appetizers for us. “This is a nice place,” I said.

      “James recommended it.”

      “He’s nice,” I said for lack of anything better to say. “Clara likes him.”

      “He likes her,” I said. “He bought that bead set for her.”

      That warmed my heart and also made me feel guilty as hell. I was denying her the love of an uncle. Five uncles and a grandmother. “She loves crafts,” I said. “Before I left for Bali, I bought her a bunch of sets to keep her occupied.”

      “She seemed to know what she was doing,” he said with a laugh. “She had no problem telling us exactly what we were supposed to do.”

      I laughed. “She can be a little bossy.”

      “She’s a girl who knows what she wants.”

      “Yes, she is. You should see her shopping. I think she’s going to grow up and be a fashion designer or something in that field.”

      He nodded as I talked. “She mentioned she liked shopping.”

      “Thank you again for taking us in,” I said. “I wish I could say there was a way I could pay you back, but I just don’t know how I could. Clara is in heaven. She told me she was a princess in a castle. I’m afraid I’m never going to be able to get her to leave.”

      His eye twitched and I thought I saw something like anger. “You guys are welcome. My mom loves having Clara around. It is seriously giving her so much joy.”

      “I’m glad,” I said. “It’s about the only way I can pay her back.”

      “How was work today? Anything exciting?”

      I shook my head. “No. It was nice and calm.”

      “Good.”

      I took a bite of one of the stuffed mushrooms and was immediately taken back to that night. The first night I met him at that swanky party, the appetizers included stuffed mushrooms. “Do you remember the first night we met?” I asked him.

      His eyes flashed. “Damn straight I do. You were wearing a red dress with a deep V in the front and a slit up the side that teased me silly.”

      I laughed. “Of course, that’s what you remember,” I said. “I was referring to the night. Like you saw me across a crowded room and all that.”

      He nodded. “I did that too, but my eyes were drawn to you because you were in that dress.”

      “I suppose that was part of the reason for wearing it. That and the fact it was on clearance and in my size.”

      “I’m glad you wore it because that was one of the best nights of my life,” he said.

      That gave me the warm fuzzies. “Thank you,” I told him. “That is very sweet.”

      He smirked. “It wasn’t about being sweet. It’s the truth.”

      “Well, it was very nice. You’ve been my hero these last couple of days.”

      “I will always be your hero if you’ll let me,” he said.

      I felt like I owed him an explanation. He’d been great. He just went with the flow without questioning me. He trusted me and took my word for everything. “Can I tell you about Geoffrey?” I asked. “I know it’s kind of frowned upon to talk about an ex.”

      “Please tell me,” he quickly said. “There is no jealousy on my part.”

      That wasn’t exactly reassuring. I didn’t want him to be Geoffrey jealous but a little jealous would be good. “So, my parents knew him through his parents. They kind of set us up from afar. At first, I thought things were good. He was a little dull, but I was thinking that was what I needed. What Clara needed.”

      “Dull doesn’t equate to dangerous,” he said.

      “No, it doesn’t. It wasn’t the fact he was boring. It was more about him making me feel inadequate. I couldn’t seem to do anything right. For the first eight months or so, I don’t think I actually saw it. I just kept telling myself it was an adult relationship, and it was how it was supposed to be. I took his criticisms like they were gold. I tried to change the things I was doing wrong. Once I had this epiphany I was doing a lot of things wrong, I started to question him. I argued and he did not like that.”

      “What did he do when you tried to defend yourself?” he asked.

      “He would get angry,” I said. “And it wasn’t like shouting, but he would punish me in a way. Like he would cancel dinner plans at the last minute or break promises to take us to the park. He would make it out to be a big deal. Like one time, he canceled a getaway weekend because he said I failed to clean his kitchen the right way. He acted like I destroyed the place. This was after he got upset with me because I didn’t make his mom’s lasagna the right way.”

      I noticed him clenching his jaw. “Controlling,” he said.

      “Very much so. There were all of these red flags over the course of the relationship. I ignored them, and then one day, I was just done. He didn’t take it well. I had to get away from him. I could not take another day being controlled by him. I want a partner in life, not a boss. I don’t need to be controlled.”

      I saw him watching me, like really studying me. “Makes sense.”

      I laughed when I realized how crazy I sounded. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I should not be blabbing about my prerequisites for dating.”

      “I’m interested to hear,” he said with a smile playing on his lips.

      “No, that’s crazy,” I said. “I’m sorry to have rambled on.”

      “Don’t apologize,” he said. “You have standards. I’m glad you were able to recognize the relationship was headed in a bad direction. That says a lot.”

      “I just hate that I wasted a year of my life trying to make that work,” I said.

      “Now that you kind of have clear vision, what do you want to do about him?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “By your own account, you said he was controlling. You feel he is dangerous. You are afraid of him because of what he has said and done over the past year.”

      “He’s controlling but how can I prove he’s dangerous?” I asked. “He got pissed that I didn’t make lasagna right. That’s not exactly something I can call the cops over.”

      “Yes, you can,” he said. “He’s intimidated you. He’s made you afraid. The note. The flowers. That’s intimidation.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not sure I can make a case. I feel silly.”

      “You don’t have to feel silly,” I said. “You need to do something. What is the end game here?”

      I shrugged. He was asking hard questions. “I don’t know. I guess I just plan on waiting him out.”

      “Waiting for what?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I’m waiting for him to do something truly threatening. I feel like I’m going to be the little boy who cried wolf.”

      He reached out and took my hand. “You aren’t crying wolf. There is something seriously wrong with this guy. If you feel it, then it’s real enough.”

      “What are they going to be able to do about it?” I asked him tersely. I knew he was only trying to help but I didn’t want to be the dumbass who ran to the cops over nothing.

      “You can get a restraining order,” he said. “You can tell the police your side of the story, because I hate to say this Madi, but this shit never ends well.”

      “He’s an orthodontist,” I said. “He’s not exactly a menace to society. Don’t tell me you’ve never had a bad breakup.”

      “Nope. I haven’t.”

      “Well, lucky for you, but this isn’t exactly groundbreaking stuff here,” I said. “Guys get pissed when they get dumped. Some take it a little more personal than others. That doesn’t mean I have to run to the cops. They aren’t couple counselors. They have bigger problems than my ex sending me flowers.”

      “You’re being very blasé for a woman who was running away from home because of those flowers,” he growled.

      I stared at him. I couldn’t figure out if he was pissed at me or pissed at Geoffrey. His hand was still holding mine on the table. “Channing, I am so glad you are here. You make me feel safe. I know you think I need to go to the police, but I’m asking you to let me think about it. Yes, I’m a little worried but I am not an alarmist. I don’t want to start now. That feels like I’m giving him more power.”

      “I’m not suggesting you call nine-one-one,” he said. “I’m asking you to talk with an officer, one that specializes in domestic situations. Will you do it?”

      I shrugged. I couldn’t tell him I would because I wasn’t sure I was willing to do that just yet.
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      A shoulder shrug was not the answer I was expecting. She was terrified but not willing to do anything about it. She was going to let the guy continue to harass her and make her life miserable. I didn’t understand why she was willing to run away from home and give up her stability, but she wasn’t willing to tell the guy to back the hell off.

      “I don’t get it,” I finally said.

      “Get what?”

      “Why don’t you want to do something to stop him?” I asked.

      “Stop what?” she replied. “Stop him from leaving love letters? Stop him from bringing me flowers? This is what I’m trying to say. I don’t know if what I have is actionable. I have a gut feeling. I feel icky around him. I think he’s mad. I have nothing solid.”

      “You don’t need proof,” I said. “You need action. Sitting around and letting him run you out of your home isn’t helping. He wins.”

      “No, he is getting this out of his system. He’s angry and I’m letting him have his little tantrum. When a child has a tantrum, you walk away. You don’t give in to their demands and you never let them see you get upset. Geoffrey has to kick and scream and eventually he’ll go away.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “He will,” she said in a soft voice. “He has to.”

      I studied her face, reading the emotions I saw. “You’re afraid of him.”

      “I’m concerned,” she corrected.

      That was when I got it. I leaned back in my chair and let out a sigh. “You don’t want to say or do anything because you don’t want to rock the proverbial boat. You’re afraid going to the police will trigger him. You don’t want to piss him off more and risk him actually doing something.”

      She grimaced. “You’re not entirely wrong.”

      “Then I’m right?” I asked.

      “I don’t want him to escalate,” she said. “My experience with kids in school is to let things die down before jumping to conclusions. When someone is acting out or it looks like a fight is brewing, we separate them and let things cool down. I’m separating myself from this situation until he settles down.”

      “I would be happy to go to the cops with you,” I offered. “I’ll tell them it’s all me. I’m the one freaking out and pushing you to make a report. You’ll be innocent.”

      She laughed. “That’s very generous, but you don’t have to do that.”

      “But I would do it in a heartbeat. I will do whatever it takes to make you feel safe. No one should live in fear. Not in this day and age. There are too many places and people that will protect you from a guy like him.”

      “True.” She took a drink from her wineglass. “What would you do if you were in my position?”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “I’m not the guy anyone asks for advice,” I told her. “I’m the king of bad decisions.”

      She smiled. “Okay, tell me what bad decision you would make.”

      “I wouldn’t be involving the cops,” I said bluntly. “But he would know just how much I didn’t like what he was doing. I would be more than happy to talk to him, man to man. Say the word. I’m all about settling things the old-fashioned way.”

      She laughed. “That definitely sounds like it ranks right up there with bad decisions.”

      I shrugged. “It might be a bad decision, but I have a feeling it would be effective. I can be very persuasive.”

      “I have no doubt in my mind you could be, but I’m not sure that’s the smartest move,” she said.

      “I told you I was the master of bad decisions,” I replied.

      “I hate confrontation,” she mumbled with her lips on the glass once again.

      “Sometimes the best way to get shit resolved is for someone to get their ass kicked,” I said. “This guy sounds like he could really use a good ass kicking.”

      She laughed again. “I have to admit, I don’t hate the idea of him getting roughed up a little. Trust me, there was more than one occasion that I wanted to do it. There was one time in particular…”

      “Tell me.”

      “I was making lunch for Clara on a Saturday afternoon. He stopped by with his usual salad and crap. I made her fish sticks and fries with a side of tartar sauce. He lectured me about the poison I was feeding her. Told me he would be happy to go grocery shopping with me to help me make better food choices.”

      I flinched. I really wanted to pop the guy. I felt possessive. That was my daughter he was trying to control. I couldn’t say that aloud, and I probably didn’t have any right to get pissed, but it irked me. “Did you tell him to shove it up his ass?” I growled.

      She smiled again. “No, but I considered it. Looking back, I realize I chickened out again. I made excuses for my choices. I hate that I did that. I hate that I cowered to him.”

      I could see her anger. I was angry for her. “Now you don’t have to. If you want to feed her fish sticks and fries, I’ll bring the tartar sauce.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a sigh. “Every day there is something new that comes to mind. I cannot believe I put up with him for so long. I can’t believe I almost put my daughter into that situation. I guess I did have her in the situation, but before it got serious.”

      Again, I had to tamp down my anger. To think I almost lost the chance to ever know I had a daughter. My little girl could have been raised by another man. A man that was controlling and used fear to get that control was the worst kind in my book. I refused to allow my child to be subjected to that nonsense.

      “I’m glad you got out when you did,” I said.

      “Me too.”

      “What else?” I asked her.

      “What?”

      “Tell me what else he did that made you come to the conclusion you had to break up with him,” I said.

      My goal was to dig deep into her memory banks. I wanted her to remember all those things. I needed her to connect the dots. I didn’t know the guy, but from the very little she told me, he was definitely crossing into some dangerous territory. I wanted to ask her if he ever physically hurt her. I didn’t because I was certain I would not be able to control my temper. I would end up in prison.

      She shook her head. “I can’t really think of one specific thing. It was like an accumulation of little things that added up. For example, if he and I were out to dinner like this, he would order for me. He wouldn’t care that I didn’t want grilled fish. He would tell me why it was important I ate well. He would allude to my weight and give me his usual spiel about healthy choices.”

      I found myself clenching my teeth so hard my ears hurt. “Your weight is perfect. Your body is perfect. I love your body.”

      She blushed a little. “Thank you. Geoffrey thought I was a little extra, as he put it. I’ve never been a dieter. I am who I am.”

      “Damn straight you are,” I growled. “Don’t ever change.”

      “You’re very sweet.”

      “Fuck that,” I snapped. “I’m not sweet. I’m telling you the god’s honest truth. I want your body just as it is.”

      “I like your body just the way it is,” she said in a husky voice.

      “Is the guy a health nut? One of those guys that weighs his food and stuff?”

      She smiled. “He is a health nut. No sugar, no processed foods. He loves those nasty green shakes that are basically a sunflower field in a blender. He tried to get me to buy into the grass thing, but I couldn’t do it.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going to say that makes him a bad guy, but it sure as hell doesn’t make him someone I would ever want to hang out with.”

      “Me either.” She giggled.

      “Do you want another glass of wine?” I asked when I noticed she’d finished hers.

      She looked at it and then shrugged. “I suppose I may as well. Thank you. It’s nice to be able to eat and drink without being eyeballed.”

      “Not a chance I would do that,” I told her. “You can order whatever you want off the menu. Don’t you dare order a salad.”

      I was very happy when she ordered a steak with a smothered baked potato and a dinner roll. I was feeling a whole lot of regret. I hated that I left her behind all those years ago. She didn’t deserve to be put in the position I left her in.

      When our meal was served, I ignored the bulk of the manners that had been instilled in me from a young age. I wanted her to feel like she could let loose and be whoever she wanted to be. She didn’t have to fake anything for me.

      “This is so good,” she moaned around a bite of steak. “It melts in your mouth. I can’t believe how long it’s been since I’ve had a steak like this besides the one you cooked for me. I feel so naughty.”

      “I like when you’re naughty,” I said. “Are you feeling naughty enough to invite me to have a little chat with Geoffrey?”

      “Mmm, tempting, but like I always tell my kids, violence is never the answer. You can always work things out.”

      “But sometimes violence helps shake up a person so they can see reason.”

      “I can’t let you do that,” she said. “As much as I would love to see Geoffrey get put in his place, I can’t. I have a little girl to think about. Violence begets violence. If you do something to him, he’s going to want to bring it back to me. I can’t risk her safety.”

      She had a point. I needed to start thinking like I was a father. I couldn’t just go around beating the shit out of people. “Please tell me you will do something,” I begged. “Something is better than nothing at all.”

      “I’ll talk to the police,” she conceded. “A friend at work suggested I get a file started, just in case things escalate. I doubt there is anything that can be done today. I don’t even think I could get a restraining order, but I’ll talk to someone who knows.”

      “That’s all I’m asking,” I said with relief. “I have no doubt that a cop will go talk to him. They’ll let him know you are asking him to stay away. Hopefully, that’s all he needs. If he’s that egotistical, he might not understand you are really not interested in him. He probably thinks you’re being a silly woman and you’ll come around.”

      “You’re exactly right. That’s how he is. He isn’t going to listen to me. He thinks he knows best.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I was glad we had that business out of the way. I lifted my half-full glass of wine. “Can we celebrate getting that asshole out of your life?”

      She clinked her glass against mine. “Ding dong, the warlock is gone.”

      I laughed and took a drink. “I sure as hell hope so. Now, can we talk about something other than your ex? I can’t believe I just gave him thirty minutes of my life. He doesn’t deserve a single minute.”

      “Why don’t you tell me about your family?” she said.

      I groaned. “We don’t have that much time.”

      “I’m curious to know about all of you. I’ve met James, but I’d love to meet the rest of your brothers one day.”

      I knew why she was asking about my family. I couldn’t tell her I knew why she wanted to know about the other side of Clara’s family. She deserved to know. Hopefully once she knew how crazy and twisted we were, she wouldn’t decide to keep Clara from me. We had baggage but we weren’t all that bad.
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      I sipped my wine, telling myself to slow down. It was all so good. The dinner, the wine, and the conversation. Oh, my date was pretty hot as well. I waited for him to tell me about his family. I wanted to know where Clara came from. I knew my side, but I wanted to know the Bancroft side.

      “I’ll give you the highlights, but you have to promise me something first,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “You can’t run out of here screaming.” He grinned. “We are a big family. Big families mean more drama. And trust me, we’re big on drama.”

      I laughed. “My family is so vanilla. Let me live vicariously through yours.”

      He blew out a breath. “I’m not sure where to begin.”

      “Start with your wealth,” I said. I realized that sounded bad. “Not that I need specifics, but how did it come to be? Were your parents born into wealthy families?”

      “Not at all. My dad is a self-made man. I guess I can start there. He had a partner and they ended up having a falling out. Ironically, my mom was at the center of that fallout. Let’s just say my dad got the girl, which led to some pretty bad blood between the two families. Growing up, we were warned against associating with the Levy family. Long story short, Jack’s wife, he’s number two in line, is a Levy. It caused some serious ripples.”

      I laughed. “The forbidden fruit.”

      “Yep.”

      “What about the oldest?” I asked. “I forget his name.”

      “Grayson. We never got along. He never got along with any of us. He’s stuffy and uptight. At least he used to be. He almost fucked up his life really good. He met a nice girl and almost lost her with his stupid need to be at the top. They worked things out and Hannah is a great girl. My mom loves her and their kids.”

      I smiled. “You guys get along now?”

      He nodded. “I didn’t think we did but we all got together and went out for drinks. It was great to catch up with all of them. It is the first time we’ve been able to sit at the same table without trying to kill each other. Even my brother Mason was getting along with everyone.”

      “You mentioned he was the outsider?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Always has been. He’s the one that rides a Harley. He had tats before I did, and my family gave him a lot of shit for it. He found his wife and she settled him down a lot.”

      “That’s awesome.”

      “Then there is Colt. He’s the latest to get hooked up. I haven’t met his woman, but from what I hear, she’s a spitfire. She’s an activist. Fought off a madman and lived to tell the story.”

      My brows raised. “She fought a madman?”

      “Another family enemy.” He laughed. “The dude wanted revenge on Colt and ended up going after Maisie. I wish I could have been there to see that.”

      “Okay, you guys are definitely a lively bunch,” I said with a laugh.

      “And you’ve met my mom,” he said. “Through all the craziness, she’s stood by all of us. She’s been firm but gentle. She’s welcomed all the ladies into her home. She’s even let them work in her kitchen, which is something she never used to do.”

      “Your mom is an amazing woman,” I said. “I so appreciate her being kind to Clara.”

      “Trust me, it is no effort for her to be kind to little girls,” he said with a laugh. “She loves kids.”

      “You seem to be fitting in with the family,” I said. “Does that change your opinion on things?”

      “Like going back to Bali?”

      “Yes,” I said. “You stayed away because you weren’t getting along with them, right?”

      He hesitated. “Yes and no. It was them and me. It was everything. They do seem different. I’m different. I guess we’ve all matured. We’re not a bunch of young, entitled, hot-headed pups running around trying to prove we’re badasses. It’s actually nice to have a conversation with them without the pissing contest.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “God bless your mother. How she raised six boys, I don’t know.”

      He grinned. “She is a saint.”

      “You’ve changed a lot,” I told him. “You said your brothers have, but you have as well. I didn’t know you super well, but you were wild and reckless back then. It was what drew me to you.”

      “Uh oh, does that mean I’m too dull for you now?”

      I laughed. “No. You’re still wild, but it’s a tamer wild.”

      “It takes too much energy to be reckless.” He laughed. “Bali taught me to just chill.”

      “Bali changed you. Why did you leave? What brought you to New York?”

      “You,” he answered without hesitation.

      “Me?”

      He nodded. “When you blew me off in Bali, there was about a minute I felt defeated. I was ready to give up. Then I thought about it and I didn’t want to give you up. I didn’t want to just lay down and roll over. I wasn’t going to let go of you that easy. I came back here to pursue you.”

      “Pursue me?” I said with a laugh. “That sounds very exciting.”

      “I’m serious,” he said. “We reconnected in a place we should have never been. It was fate. When I left all those years ago, you were the one regret I had. I hated leaving you. Last week when I saw you again, I knew it was my one chance to make it right. You don’t get a third chance. You get a second chance and that’s it.”

      “We barely know each other,” I said.

      “We know each other very well,” he argued. “You are the one person in this world I genuinely feel connected to. I have my family, but this is a different connection. I felt it that first night we met but I ignored it. I didn’t understand how special and how rare that kind of connection is. I let it go because I figured it wasn’t that big of a deal. I know differently now.”

      He was opening a big wound. One that had taken a long time to heal enough for me to move on with my life. Reopening it was terrifying. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t call me?” I asked the question I had asked in Bali because it had plagued me for years. “You left without a word. I felt like you threw me away.”

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to call you, but I knew you were the one person who would be able to convince me to stay. I knew I had to go. I couldn’t stay. If I would have stayed, I know I would have just ruined us. I would have hurt you.”

      I didn’t say it, but he hurt me anyway. I supposed it could have been worse if he left me when I was pregnant, and he knew about it. There would have been custody problems and I would have had to see him with other women. “You don’t think we would have made it?” I asked.

      He snorted. “No. I was not in a place in my life that I could have been in a healthy relationship. I don’t mean to be blunt, but it’s true. I had nothing to offer you. I would have been a terrible boyfriend. I wasn’t looking for a relationship. I know that sounds bad, but we were having fun. A lot of fun. I wasn’t looking to the future. I was barely looking toward the next day.”

      It hurt me to hear him say it, but it was true. We were both young and dumb. “I get it.”

      “I’m not that guy anymore,” he said. “I know I’m not selling myself here, but I need you to understand when I left back then, I had no idea.”

      That caught my attention. “You had no idea about what?” I asked. My stomach was flipflopping. Did he know? I suspected he had suspicions about Clara, but he wasn’t saying anything.

      He cleared his throat. “I had no idea how I would feel when I saw you again. It was like no time had passed. I saw you and I wanted you.”

      “Wanted me?” I teased.

      “Yes. Not just for sex, although that was a strong selling point.”

      I laughed. “For me too.”

      “You were this enigma in my head for so long,” he said. “I did think about you all the time.”

      “Yeah right,” I joked. “You were traveling the world, visiting beaches with sexy women clamoring to get into your bed.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” he said. “Believe it or not, I did a lot of soul searching. I wasn’t interested in hooking up with women. I was trying to get my head on straight. I was all over the place when I left. I felt like I was bobbing along in open waters. I had no direction. I didn’t know where I belonged. It took me a while to figure out where I wanted to be.”

      “And you landed in Bali,” I said.

      He nodded. “I did. It was the best thing that could have happened to me. I wish it hadn’t taken me so long to find my way back. I hate that I missed out on so many years with my family.”

      Again, I wondered if he was alluding to Clara. I was being extra paranoid. He had yet to say anything about her. “Your mom seems healthy,” I said.

      He nodded. “She is. I think James was exaggerating the situation just to get me back here.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because she’s fine, even though yes, she missed having us home. He takes on a lot of the weight to care for her. He wanted someone to help share the burden. I don’t blame him. Although my other asshole brothers could have stepped up.”

      I laughed again. “Were you opposed to visiting?”

      “No, but it just never seemed like the right time,” he answered. “I thought I would get sucked back into the life here.”

      “Are you still worried about that?” I asked. I kind of felt like I was interviewing him. I needed to know where his head was at. I wanted to tell him about Clara once the Geoffrey situation was resolved but I wasn’t going to tell him if it interrupted his life. If he wasn’t happy in New York, there was no reason to tell him something that would make him feel obligated to stay.

      “No. I feel more confident and comfortable in my own skin. I don’t have to prove myself to anyone. I don’t have to feel like I’m a loser because I’m not in the family business. I can be me and that’s cool.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t exactly a declaration he wanted to stay in New York. “I think that’s important,” I said and quickly covered my thoughts.

      “Madi, I came here because I want to be with you. I’m better with you. You make me a better person. I feel vulnerable with you in the best way. I feel like I can be completely honest when I’m with you. I don’t know how else I can explain it, but I feel whole. Like I’m the man I’m supposed to be when I’m with you. Yes, I know how cheesy that sounds, but it’s true.”

      “It is a little a cheesy, but it is very sweet.”

      “I’m not trying to be sweet,” he said. “I’m laying it all out. I’m not running game on you. This is me being open and real. It only took me a couple of hours after I walked away from you that morning to figure out what I was going to do. I couldn’t possibly go back to being the beach bum.”

      I looked into my empty glass. “You know what?” I said with a smile.

      He slowly shook his head. “I don’t, but I’m hoping you’ll tell me.”

      “Your sweet-talking ways are wearing me down. You might end up getting a kiss goodnight.”

      He winked. “Did I tell you how gorgeous you are?”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “You might have mentioned it, but I don’t mind hearing it again.”

      “Let’s order dessert. Something sinful and decadent.”

      “Ohh boy, you are speaking my language,” I said with a big smile.

      Geoffrey would never allow me to have dessert. He’d offer me an orange or something. Not Channing. He was more than happy to spoil me rotten.
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      It was much later than I planned when we pulled up the driveway to the estate. I felt a little guilty for keeping her out so late on a school night. I would have stayed with her much longer at the restaurant if the waiter hadn’t come by and politely pointed out the restaurant had emptied and they were closing.

      “There’s lights on,” she whispered. “Do you think they’re still awake?”

      “We’ll see,” I said and walked to the living room.

      “Oh no,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      “It’s Frozen,” she said with a small laugh. “I don’t know who she got to watch that with her, but I pity them.”

      “Isn’t that an old movie?” I asked.

      “Yes and no,” she answered. “It’s her favorite. She has probably watched it a thousand times.”

      I stepped into the living room and immediately spotted James. His head was leaned back on the couch with his mouth open. We walked around the couch and found Clara tangled up in a blanket with her head resting on James’s thigh. His hand rested on her arm, like he was making sure she didn’t escape.

      I couldn’t resist the urge and pulled my phone from my pocket to take a picture. Madi slapped my arm. “You’re so mean,” she whispered with a laugh.

      “This is blackmail,” I said.

      “I’ll grab her if you want to get him,” she said and gently scooped up her daughter. Our daughter.

      “I’m not carrying his ass to bed,” I quipped.

      “Shh,” she scolded and moved to walk out of the room.

      James popped his head up. “What’s wrong?”

      “We’re back,” I told him. “Go to bed.”

      “What time is it?” he mumbled.

      “Late,” I said and headed upstairs behind Madi.

      Something pulled at me as I watched them. I followed her down the hall to her room. I watched from the door as she put Clara into bed. Clara woke up confused. Madi quickly calmed her and gave her a kiss on the forehead. I suddenly felt like an intruder and walked away.

      There was a funny feeling in my heart. I couldn’t explain what it was. It was like warm honey, all oozy and soothing. The feeling soured when I thought about what I had missed out on. I could be the one laying our little girl in bed. I wanted to watch Madi mother our baby. I wanted to see her give those sweet little kisses to our little girl.

      I didn’t go in my room. I stalled, waiting to see if there was a chance I was going to get that goodnight kiss she’d teased. I didn’t want to push things. If she wanted me, she knew where to find me.

      After learning a little more about her relationship with Geoffrey, I didn’t want to pressure her into doing anything. She had to do this all on her own. It was killing me to give up all control, but I knew deep down it was the right thing to do.

      Just when I was about to give up and go into my room, she popped her head out. She looked down the hall toward my room. I gave a small smile. She stepped into the hall and quietly closed the door behind her before making her way to mine.

      “Is she down?” I asked.

      “She is.”

      “Good,” I said and stared into her eyes. I wanted that kiss. The sheer willpower it took not to grab her and pull her against me actually left me shaking.

      “Thank you so much for tonight,” she said, keeping her voice low.

      “You’re welcome. Thank you for letting me spill my guts. I feel like I’ve just been to a very expensive therapist and I got it for free.”

      “Not entirely free,” she teased. “It did cost you dinner.”

      “Worth every penny.”

      “It felt good to let my hair down,” she said. “Bali was nice and relaxing, but I was constantly worried about Clara. I feel like I’ve been walking a tightrope for a year. Tonight was freeing. I really enjoyed myself. You made me feel safe. I didn’t once think about Geoffrey, except when we were talking about him. Thank you.”

      “I want you to be safe,” I told her. “I want to be the one that makes you feel safe.”

      “I think you filled that role,” she said with a smile. “I owe you so much for all that you’ve done. I’m not sure where Clara and I would be without you coming back when you did. I guess you can feel like the white knight riding in on your stallion and saving the day.”

      I laughed softly. “Yee-haw.”

      She stared at me with that look in her eyes that I had come to know very well. It took every ounce of self-control not to make a move. I saw the heat in her eyes. Would she act on it or would she walk away and leave me hard and wanting?

      “Channing,” she whispered.

      Fuck it. I reached for her at the same time she launched herself at me. Her mouth slammed against mine. She hit me so hard I stumbled backward into the wall. It didn’t stop the kiss. I pulled her against me, grabbing her ass and grinding her pelvis against my groin. My erection sprang to life.

      Her hands slid into my hair and then down my arms. I could feel her need for me. This was the most intense we’d ever been. Her leg hiked up, wrapping around my legs as she tried to get closer. Things were getting hot and heavy in a hurry.

      “We need to go inside,” I told her.

      “Hurry.”

      I reached behind me and turned the doorknob. It was a little difficult to maneuver with her trying to rip my clothes off, but I managed. I dragged both of us inside and kicked the door closed. Only then realizing I made too much noise.

      “Shh.” She giggled.

      “Oops.”

      “I want you,” she said. “I need you right now.”

      “Baby, I’m not going anywhere.”

      I attempted to get her dress unzipped but she was a wildcat. She jerked my shirt from my pants and, with a force that shocked the hell out of me, ripped open my shirt. Buttons went flying. She was pushing it down my shoulders before I could make a move. She stopped moving with the shirt halfway down my arms. She looked into my eyes and I was certain she was going to stop everything. I tried to school my features. I had to be calm. If she didn’t want this, so be it. I wasn’t going to pressure her.

      “Wait,” she said and stepped away.

      The word damn near killed me. I swallowed down the lust. “Okay,” I said. “I understand. I’m sorry.”

      She flipped on my bedroom light. I blew out a breath and took off my ruined shirt. I expected her to leave. I didn’t want her to see how much I was suffering and turned my back to her. When I felt her hands on my shoulders, I looked over my shoulder.

      “Madi?” I asked.

      “I want to see this artwork,” she said. She walked around me, running her hand across my shoulder before coming to stand in front of me. “Every time we’ve been together this last week, I’ve never got the chance to really look. I want to see.”

      That was music to my ears. “Look all you want,” I told her. Watching her look at my body was hot. I could practically feel her hands touching me, but it was just her eyes.

      She finally reached up and ran a fingertip over the ink on my chest. “Thailand,” I said.

      She looked up at me. “What?”

      “I got that one in Thailand. It was one of the first ones I got when I left town.”

      “What is it?” she asked as her fingers traced over the many lines.

      I laughed. “I was told it was an ancient symbol of strength. It could be nothing more than playful scribbles. I will confess I might have been under the influence when that one was put on.”

      “And this one?” she asked, running her fingers over my ribcage.

      “Japan. It says, peace, or so I’m told.”

      “Peace?” she repeated. “So different from the strength symbol.”

      “Yes and no,” I said. “I had the strength to go through the storm, which is what’s on the other side of my chest.”

      “Dark clouds,” she said as she looked at the scene I loved the most. “Your storm.”

      I nodded. “As I got older and got more distance between me and my old life, my tattoos became more meaningful.”

      “And this ink on your arm?” she asked. “I see all kinds of pictures. What are they?”

      I smiled. “A little bit of everything. I got a tattoo from every place I visited. They are random but the idea was for them to blend. The tribal tattoo was the start. I got that one when I was visiting the Polynesian Islands.”

      “Your body is a roadmap to your history,” she said. “I like it.”

      She pressed her lips to my shoulder, then kissed her way down my arm while her hands roamed over my chest. I stood still while she explored my body. I felt fire burning through my veins. It was the most erotic thing I’d ever experienced. I was dying to rip her clothes off and pound into her. I held back. She wanted this her way. She had all the control.

      “Are there any more tattoos I might have missed?” she asked coyly.

      I smiled and ran my hand over her hair. “Nope, but you’re welcome to check for yourself.”

      “You know, I think I will,” she teased. “I’m the kind of girl that needs to see to believe.”

      I held my arms out to my sides. “See all you want.”

      She undid the button on my pants before slowly sliding the zipper down. She pushed my pants down over my hips and let them drop to my feet. I stepped out of them and kicked them to the side. “I don’t see anything yet,” she cooed.

      “You better keep looking,” I said.

      She pushed down my briefs, pausing for a second before pushing them down all the way. Once again, I kicked them to the side, standing in nothing but my socks. She pressed a hand to my chest and slid around to my shoulder and then my back. Her hand slid down my back and over my ass. “No more ink,” she said and kissed my shoulder blade.

      Her arms wrapped around me, her body pressing against my back. I sucked in a breath as her mouth opened with her tongue sliding across the back of my neck. My knees damn near buckled. Her hands slid down my stomach and reached for my erection. She wrapped one of her soft little hands around my cock.

      I dropped my chin to my chest and watched as she stroked me. She sucked on my neck before releasing me and coming to stand in front of me. Her hands moved over my chest again before she rested them against my cheeks. “I like your artwork.”

      I could barely remember my name. She had me so worked up I was on the edge of exploding without her even touching me. “Can I please get you naked?” I begged.

      “Do you want to check me for tattoos?”

      “I’ve taken my sweet time exploring your body,” I told her. “I know what you have and what you don’t. But I would love to double-check. Maybe I missed something.”

      She laughed. “I am a firm believer in double-checking your work.”
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      My heart was racing. I felt absolutely free when I was with him. He made me feel sexy, something I didn’t realize I had been missing in my life. After having Clara and then struggling to date and then Geoffrey, I kind of lost my sex appeal. At least I thought I did.

      He pushed my dress down my arms. I let it pool on the floor. He gave me the same treatment, kissing across my shoulders and nuzzling my neck. He unhooked my bra and pulled it away. He stood behind me and cupped my breasts in his hands while he sucked on my neck. I groaned, leaning my head to the side to give him full access to my neck.

      His hands slid down my belly, slipping one under my panties. He wrapped an arm around my waist and anchored me to his body. His erection nestled against my bare ass. His fingers stroked over my clit before one slipped inside me. He leaned over me, pushing his finger deeper. I heard my moan and quickly closed my mouth.

      “No one is going to hear you,” he whispered. “Moan. Tell me how good it feels.”

      “Good,” I moaned. “So good.”

      “You want this?”

      “I want it.”

      “Tell me how you want it,” he whispered next to my ear.

      “More.”

      He took a few steps forward with his finger still buried inside me. He unhooked his arm from around me and grabbed one of my hands and put it on the bedpost. He grabbed my other hand and put it on the post. My stomach filled with butterflies. Excited flurries of desire raced through me. He walked away, moving to the nightstand and opening the drawer. He pulled out a condom before turning to look at me. With his eyes locked on me, he slowly slid it on.

      He moved behind me and pushed my panties down before sliding his hands down my body. I held on to the bedpost and waited for what came next. He stepped close and slid his cock between my legs. I bent forward just enough. He pushed inside me, inch by slow inch.

      I would never get tired of being with him. He stayed steady as my body adjusted to his invasion. I held on to the bedpost like it was my lifeline. I felt like I was going to explode.

      “Damn, woman,” he hissed. “You turn me inside out. I can’t get enough of you. I want to be inside you all day. Your sweet heat draws me in. I’m addicted.”

      “I think I might be hooked on you,” I moaned. “Don’t stop.”

      “I’m not stopping.”

      He moved ever so slowly. It was the best kind of torture. I heard myself whimpering. “It feels so good,” I moaned.

      His hand slid down my back before moving back up and gently pushing me forward. My hands slid down the post as I bent forward. He continued to move inside me over and over. We had started out fast and furious. I damn near climbed him in the hallway of his mother’s house. I had been so turned on. I was still turned on. Only he could make me this hot.

      His body bounced against mine as we chased after the elusive orgasm. I pushed back against him, taking him deeper inside me. I heard his breathing change. His grunts told me he was close. I was just as close. I could feel my body spiraling. I didn’t want it to be over, but my body had other plans.

      “I can’t stop,” he groaned.

      “Don’t stop.”

      “I’m going to come,” he said frantically.

      “Me too.”

      “Come for me,” he ordered. “Give it to me.”

      I muffled a cry by holding my mouth closed as my body exploded around him. He suddenly grabbed me and pulled me away from the post. I gasped as he picked me up and tossed me on the bed. He crawled over me, pushing my legs open before plunging inside me. The orgasm that was just finally subsiding sprang to life again.

      He was a man on a mission. He was out of control, pounding into me and grunting like a rutting beast. I reached out for him, grabbing his arm before flinging my arms back and giving him total control of my body. This man, I trusted with my life. He could have me any way he wanted.

      “I’m never going to be done with you,” he grunted.

      I didn’t know what that meant, but I agreed. I didn’t want him to be done with me. I wasn’t ready to give him up anytime soon. My breasts bounced with every thrust. He sucked in a breath, like he’d just been given a horrible shock. “Fuck!” he shouted before exploding inside me.

      I cried out, gripping the blankets to hold on to something. His jerks and spasms were powerful. Violent even. Seeing him lose all control because he was inside me heightened my own pleasure. I pulled him down and kissed him. He was still grunting, barely able to keep control. I had never seen him so undone. He fell beside me, his body still jerking and his breathing raspy.

      I was actually a little worried about him. I rolled to my side and brushed my hand over his face and kissed his nose. “Are you okay?” I asked him with real concern.

      “I’m good,” he gasped before jerking again. “I told you, you turn me inside out.”

      I smiled and dropped a chaste kiss on his lips. “If you were any older, I would be worried you were having a heart attack.”

      “If I were any older, I would be having a heart attack.”

      I laughed softly, almost feeling guilty when he jerked again and grunted. He sounded like he was in pain. “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked him again. “Do you want some water?”

      He laughed. “I’m fine. This is only a little embarrassing.”

      I slid off the bed and pulled the blankets back. “Come on,” I said and grabbed his hand.  I pulled him up. “Let’s get you into bed. I’m afraid you’re going to die on me.”

      “I’m not going to die, unless it’s the way every man dreams of dying. Lay with me.”

      “I should get back to my room,” I said.

      “I could die,” he said with a smile. “I need you to take care of me.”

      “You’re playing this up.”

      “Yes, I am,” he said.

      “Fine,” I said with a sigh. “I’ll lay with you until your heart stops beating out of your chest. I think we should reconsider this sexual relationship.”

      “Don’t you dare,” he warned as he slipped between the sheets. I crawled in beside him. He pulled me against him.

      I laid my head on his chest. “How old are you anyway?” I asked. “When should I consider buying one of those zapper things?”

      “A taser?” he asked with horror in his voice.

      “No! Why in the world would I tase you?”

      “You said a zapper.”

      “The heart thing. You know, clear?”

      “I didn’t realize you were insane when I hooked up with you,” he said with a laugh.

      I slapped his chest. “Never mind. I’ll let you flop around like a fish next time.”

      “You wouldn’t,” he said. He grabbed my hand and put it to his crotch. “Then you wouldn’t get this anymore. We both know I’m the best you’ve ever had.”

      I laughed. “You’re so humble.”

      “I’m only speaking the truth.”

      He hugged me close to him and kissed the top of my head. “You’re dangerous,” I told him.

      “You’re the one who nearly killed me.” He laughed. “Who’s dangerous?”

      I sighed and settled against him. I felt content. He had a way about him that settled me. It was like being wrapped up in a peaceful bubble. I could feel my heartbeat slowing as the calm settled me. I felt languid. It wasn’t just the good sex that relaxed me. It was him. He was powerful but I wasn’t afraid of him. Geoffrey was smaller and weaker, but he scared me.

      I felt myself drifting off to sleep. I told myself I could have five minutes in his arms before I had to leave. I couldn’t sleep in his bed. It would confuse the situation. I couldn’t possibly have a relationship with him. Not with the big secret looming between us.

      As I lay in his arms listening to his heartbeat, I thought about the what-ifs. In a perfect world, I would tell him my secret. He would be thrilled to find out he had a child. He would kiss me, and we would have this happy life together.

      But this was the real world. The likelihood of him being happy to hear I kept something like this from him was slim to none. It would rock his world. He wasn’t ready for a kid. He had this whole life beyond New York. I knew him well enough to know he would stay out of obligation. He would be pissed as hell at me. He would never want to speak to me again and he would certainly not want to have sex with me.

      I couldn’t hide the secret forever, but I wasn’t quite ready to give up this thing I had with him. I was selfish. His hand absently slid up and down my arm. I didn’t want to leave but I was on the verge of passing out. I knew I would sleep straight through the night. Being in his arms was too good. I gently pulled away, trying not to disturb him.

      “Where are you going?” he murmured.

      I gave him a quick kiss. “I need to go back to my own bed. I don’t want Clara to wake up without me.”

      “You said you would stay for a while,” he said. “I think my heart still hurts.”

      “Liar.” I giggled. “I’ll see you in the morning. Thank you again for dinner. I had a great time.”

      “I can show you an even better time if you stay the night with me,” he teased.

      “I’m not sure you’re up for the challenge,” I teased as I rolled out of bed. I started to dress. “Besides, I don’t want your mom knowing we hooked up. It’s a little weird to have sex with your mom downstairs.”

      “My mom has six boys,” he said. “It isn’t like she thinks any of us are saints.”

      “But I want her to think I’m a saint,” I said with a laugh.

      He yawned and rubbed his eyes. The man was exhausted. “I’ll miss you,” he murmured.

      I smiled and walked to the door. “I’m right down the hall.”

      “Too far.”

      I looked at him once again. He looked so sweet and youthful in his bed with his hair mussed. I wanted nothing more than to crawl right back in bed with him. I would love to be held by him all night long. But I couldn’t. I tiptoed down the hall back to my room. I went into the bathroom and changed into some pajamas before crawling into bed with Clara. I snuggled close to her and let myself dream of an alternate life with the three of us living as one big happy family.
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      I woke early and made my way downstairs. I didn’t dare stop by Madi’s room, but it sure as hell was tempting. It was strange to be up early in the house. I was almost always the last one up before I moved. It was my time in Bali that had reset my internal clock. I had transitioned from the bum life to the guy that liked to get up and watch the sunrise. I adopted a mindset that I didn’t want to burn daylight. The day was too good to waste lying in bed.

      I missed waking up early and going for a run on the beach. I missed going swimming in the ocean. I missed playing soccer on the beach with the kids and going for hikes in the jungle. I was beginning to feel a little bit like a sponge. Last night had been an eye opener. I knew I wasn’t on the verge of a heart attack, but if I was going to keep up with her, I needed to be in good shape.

      I headed to the gym, hoping it was still functional. When I opened the door to find the place stocked with new equipment, I was impressed. Clearly, this was all James. I stepped onto the treadmill and started at a slow pace.

      My mind wandered back to the night before. It had been amazing. I wanted that kind of night with her again and again. We got along so well. I felt like we clicked. I was glad she opened up to me about the Geoffrey situation. I understood her reasoning for being afraid of Geoffrey. I wished like hell I could confront the guy. There were so many things he did that were wrong, but insulting her really pissed me off. He didn’t have the first clue about what a real woman looked like. He was an idiot.

      I kicked up the speed and tried to imagine myself on a beach. I closed my eyes and tried to smell the ocean. I could almost hear the sounds of the waves crashing against the rocks. Birds flying overhead looking for a snack. God, I missed Bali.

      I upped the speed, feeling my heartrate climbing. I wanted the best of both worlds. I wanted the beach, and I wanted my family. I definitely wanted Madi and Clara in my life. My bungalow wasn’t exactly a family home.

      “Shit,” James said as he walked in. “What the hell are you doing up so early?”

      “Taking a walk,” I said out of breath.

      “I thought you’d still be sleeping,” he said.

      “Why? I like to get up early.”

      “Even after a late night?” he said with a smirk.

      “It wasn’t that late,” I shot back. I slowed the speed. Obviously, he wasn’t going to let me enjoy a run and I couldn’t keep up a conversation with my current speed. “You’ve been living with an old lady for too long.”

      “You and Madi aren’t quiet,” he said as he sat down on the weightlifting machine.

      “We woke you up so you didn’t sleep with your neck all jacked up. You looked like you were trying to catch flies. I got a picture by the way. I’m saving it for a little blackmail.”

      He laughed. “I’m not talking about when you came in,” he said. “I’m talking about when she snuck into your room.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “This house is big, but it isn’t soundproof,” he said with a laugh. “Again, you should know this. You know how we used to spy on Grayson and Jack.”

      “Fuck,” I groaned.

      “Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

      “You can’t say anything to her,” I warned. “She is going to be pissed.”

      “What’s the deal with you guys?” he asked.

      I shrugged and slowed down to a fast walk. “I don’t know.”

      “You guys seem to, uh, get along really well. Like really well, judging by the sound of things. I thought about sleeping in the garage. I’m glad you wore out. I was not looking forward to a long night listening to you guys.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t realize we were that loud. I didn’t realize anyone would hear us.”

      “My room is down the hall,” he reminded me.

      “The opposite direction. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out you weren’t hanging out by my door.”

      He cleared his throat and looked away. “Um, I went up to bed after you guys.”

      “Yeah.”

      “About five minutes after,” he said.

      Then it hit me. “Oh shit,” I groaned and turned off the treadmill. “Dude, you cannot tell her you saw us.”

      “I won’t, but you need to be more careful. If Mom would have seen that, you would have given her a heart attack.”

      “It wasn’t planned,” I said.

      “From what I saw and then had the misfortune to hear, you guys are pretty hot and heavy,” he said. “In all the years I’ve known you, which is a long time, I don’t remember you every being like this with anyone.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like losing your shit and banging the woman in the hallway.”

      “Stop,” I warned. “I didn’t bang her in the hallway.”

      “Damn close from what I saw. My eyes were burning.”

      “Quit acting like a thirteen-year-old,” I told him.

      “How funny you fell in love with the woman who had your kid four years ago,” he said with a laugh. “Leave it to you to do it all backasswards.”

      “Whatever, you’re just jealous,” I said and walked over to the weight bench. “You have no dating life. The only woman in your life is Mom. Maybe we should move you into the basement. I have a feeling that’s where you’ll be living.”

      “Fuck you,” he said. “Someone had to stay behind and help.”

      “Yeah, yeah, good excuse. You’re just worried about getting your heart broken.”

      “I’m just not dumb enough to bring my dates back to the house,” he said.

      “Like anyone would want to date you,” I teased. It was the usual ribbing. He knew it was all in good fun.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.

      “About?”

      “Her. The kid. Are you just going to pretend you don’t know?”

      I nodded. “For now.”

      “For how long?”

      “Until she tells me,” I said.

      He snorted. “Um, you’re living in the same house with her, and she hasn’t said a word. Do you really think she’s going to tell you?”

      “Yes, when we get through this other stuff.”

      “The psycho-ex stuff?” he asked.

      “Yes. Turns out there’s some shit she needs to work through. I don’t want to pressure her.”

      “Did he hit her?” he asked completely serious.

      “No, but there was other stuff that kind of messed her up,” I said without getting into details. “I’m not going to thrust my baggage on her. It’s my own fault I didn’t know about Clara. I don’t blame her for not trusting me.”

      “You’re pussy whipped,” he said.

      “I am not.”

      “You are. If she was anyone else, you would have already confronted her.”

      I scoffed. “I don’t think I have any more kids out there. This situation isn’t exactly normal. I’m giving her time. She needs to get to know me.”

      “Before she mentions you knocked her up?” he quipped.

      “Leave it alone,” I warned. “It’s been two days.”

      “Two days that you’ve known. What are you going to do when this stuff with the ex is solved and she goes home? What if she never tells you?”

      “Then I will talk to her about it,” I said.

      “That won’t be awkward at all,” he said.

      I put the bar back on the bench and got up. “Don’t you dare say anything to her,” I told him. “Don’t even give her one of those weird looks. She’s very perceptive. She’ll pick up on it.”

      “You’re just worried she won’t sneak into your room again,” he said with a laugh.

      “You’re an asshole,” I said and walked out.

      I headed back up to my room to take a quick shower. I heard voices when I walked by Madi’s room. They were awake. I wished I could see her first thing in the morning. I made it down to the kitchen before they left the room. I heard some arguing when I stepped into the hall after my shower. I was going to ask if I could make them anything special for breakfast but changed my mind when I heard them debating about different shades of purple. I decided that was not in my wheelhouse.

      “Good morning,” Madi said as she walked into the kitchen with Clara’s hand in hers.

      “Good morning,” I said. I noticed Clara was dressed in purple pants and a purple shirt with a shiny unicorn on it.

      “I’m not hungry,” Clara pouted.

      Madi took a deep breath. “Sit down and I will get you some cereal,” she said in a calm voice.

      “I don’t want cereal,” she pouted. “Nana said she would make me chocolate-chip pancakes.”

      My mom rolled into the kitchen, dressed and ready to leave for the day. “No, sweetie, I said we’ll have them on the weekend. Remember?”

      “But I want them now,” Clara asserted.

      “I picked up that cereal you told me about,” Mom said. “Why don’t I get you a bowl?”

      “Clara, what do you say?” Madi said firmly.

      “Thank you, Nana.”

      “Rough morning?” I asked in a low voice when Madi walked to the coffee pot.

      She shook her head. “She was up a little too late.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “No, this happens. She’ll be fine.”

      My mom was sitting at the small table in the breakfast nook with Clara. They were both eating cereal and talking. My mom was an expert grandma. She could disarm any cranky kid.

      “Have you given any more thought to what we talked about last night?” I asked.

      She blushed. “Which part?”

      I flashed a grin and then quickly wiped it away. I didn’t want my mom to see and suspect there was any hanky-panky last night. “About Geoffrey. Do you want to do something?”

      “I do.”

      “Then I’ll pick you up after work and we’ll go to the police station together,” I said.

      I could tell it wasn’t what she really wanted to do, but it was necessary. On this one thing, I would insist. It was for her own good. “Okay. I have to take Clara with us. She can’t be in daycare past five. I don’t want to risk being late.”

      “Not a problem,” I said. “This is the right move. I know you aren’t totally sold on the idea, but this is the first step to taking back control of your life.”

      She nodded and sipped her coffee. “You’re right. I need to send a firm message. I’m not sure I was effective the first time. I was such a pushover throughout our relationship he doesn’t respect me. He dismissed me then and he’s doing it now. I want to do this. Thank you for convincing me.”

      “As long as you know I wasn’t trying to force you into anything,” I said.

      She smiled. “You’re not him. I know that.”

      Her eyes drifted over to the table with Clara and Mom. I saw her watching them. I wondered what she was thinking. Was she thinking about Clara getting another grandma?

      “She seems to be in a better mood,” I commented.

      “Your mom is so good with kids,” she said.

      I laughed. “She’s had some practice. Clara’s bad mood is no match for Grayson’s moods. That guy makes Clara look like an angel.”

      “You didn’t hear the fight over purple this morning,” she said. “I’m so embarrassed to send her to daycare in clashing purple but she can be very stubborn.”

      I didn’t tell her I did overhear the fight. That would only lead her to believe the walls were paper thin. If she thought that, she wouldn’t be visiting my room again. I didn’t know how much longer I had her under the same roof, but I was taking full advantage.

      “I don’t think anyone is going to pay attention to clashing purples,” I assured her. “I didn’t see anything clashing.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s because you’re a man.”

      I leaned in close. “I think I proved that last night,” I whispered.

      Her eyes widened and she slapped at my arm. “Stop.”

      I winked at her. Teasing her and watching her blush was too much fun.

    

  







            Chapter 37

          

          

      

    

    






Madeleine

        

      

    

    
      I was beyond nervous. I had talked myself out of doing this at least twenty times since he dropped me off for work this morning. I went back and forth between feeling like a fruit loop to jumping at my own shadow. I told him I would do it. I couldn’t back out now. This was important to him. He was looking out for me. I knew he cared and was only trying to keep me safe. The least I could do was humiliate myself and file my report. Then it would be over. I could go back to my regularly scheduled life. Geoffrey would likely be over me and I would go home.

      As expected, Channing was waiting right outside the front doors of the school. “Hi,” I said. I was nervous. I hoped he didn’t pick up on it.

      He gave me a quick kiss, earning some hoots and hollers from the few kids that were leaving the school. “Ready?” he asked.

      “If I say no, you won’t be happy.”

      “I won’t be angry either,” he said. “This is your decision. I think it’s the right decision, but ultimately it’s up to you.”

      I smiled up at him. “I’m going to do it,” I told him. “I said I was, and I am.”

      “Good. Let’s go get Clara and get over there.”

      Nerves were making me just a little crazy. When we arrived at the police station, I looked in the backseat. This was not exactly the life lesson I wanted to teach her. She shouldn’t be exposed to the inside of a police station. Not like this.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure this is the best place for her to be,” I said. “I don’t want her to be around criminals. I don’t want her to hear what I tell them.”

      He nodded. “Okay. We could take her out to my mom and come back.”

      “That’s a long drive,” I said and decided to take a chance. “Would you mind staying out here with her?”

      He hesitated for a second. His eyes darting back to her and then me. He grinned. “Absolutely,” he said with more enthusiasm than I expected. “Are you sure you’ll be okay by yourself?”

      I appreciated his concern. It felt good to be cared about. “I’ll be fine,” I told him before turning around to look at Clara. “I need to go inside for a minute. You’re going to stay here with Channing. Be good.”

      She looked at Channing. “Okay.”

      The two of them had a mischievous look about them, but I was hoping one of them would be the voice of reason. “Here goes nothing,” I murmured and climbed out of the car.

      I was going to do my best to look confident and sane. I glanced over my shoulder. Channing waved. I knew it was just a little risky to leave the two of them alone, but this was a first step toward introducing him to fatherhood. I had to tell him soon. I wanted to tell him before he figured it out. Whatever happened between us, I wanted to at least be on good speaking terms.

      I walked inside and spoke to the woman at the front desk. I was asked to take a seat and wait for someone to get to me. I looked out the window to see Channing getting out of the car. He helped Clara out before holding her hand and walking to the small park across the street from the police station.

      I smiled as I watched them talking. Clara was so animated. Channing was nodding his head and then laughed. Watching them together warmed my heart. I so wanted him to be in her life. I just didn’t know how that looked. How did I make that happen?

      As I watched, Clara dropped onto the grass and lay on her back. I cringed, knowing grass stains were not coming out of those purple pants. But she was clearly enjoying herself. I could buy new pants. Channing lay down beside her and pointed up at the sky.

      They were watching the clouds. They were both dreamers. The more I got to know Channing, the more I realized Clara was so much like him. Nurture or nature. There were some things that were just part of a person’s DNA. Clara’s love for shopping came from me. Her love of whimsical creatures and being outside came from her daddy.

      Clara pointed at the sky. I remembered doing a little sky watching with Channing on one of the dates we had almost five years ago. I never saw it then, but I saw it now. He was an earthy man. He got his strength from nature. Him being in Bali healed him. Could I really expect him to stay in New York? It would kill him. It would be like caging a wild animal. Channing needed to be free.

      As I watched the two of them, I remembered lying next to him in Central Park. We probably looked like lunatics giggling at the clouds. That afternoon was the day I fell in love with him for the first time.

      I froze, my heart stopping briefly. “The first time,” I murmured to myself.

      I silently groaned. It was happening again. I couldn’t do this again. I couldn’t fall for him. Too late. The first time had been painful. After he left, I struggled to keep it together. I had Clara and she was the perfect distraction. I had thought about him after he left, but it was more about his connection to Clara. I had moved on.

      Watching him with Clara was eye-opening. I was in love with him. Still. I wasn’t sure I ever really stopped. What I felt for him right then in that moment transcended anything I felt before. I felt it when I first saw him in Bali. All those old feelings tingled to life. Then we spent time together and those feelings took on new life. But when I left, I was prepared to go through life without seeing him again.

      And now he was here and with our daughter and all of those feelings blossomed into this all-consuming explosion of love and desire. Seeing him laughing with Clara made me want things I had convinced myself were impossible to have. For years, I thought about what it would be like to have him in our lives. It was more of a dream than reality.

      Even now, I knew it was next to impossible for me to have that dream. Yes, he was a good man. And yes, he would probably be a great father. Unfortunately, he would need to be a great father in Bali or some other faraway place. He would suffocate in New York. Even if he offered to have us come with him to Bali or wherever he wanted to drift away to next, I couldn’t.

      My life was in New York. My job and my home. Clara was stable here. My parents weren’t all that far away. Everything was right here. I didn’t think I could leave all of that behind. I loved him, but we were two different people. I craved roots and stability and he thrived when he was on the move. I didn’t want to proclaim to be a better parent, but I was certain my way of living was much more suitable for raising a little girl. I didn’t think I could give that up for a guy.

      But then again, he wasn’t just a guy. He was Clara’s father. Didn’t I have to reframe my own thinking and my own ideas about parenting? He was her father, and he did have a say in how she was raised. I let out a sigh. I needed to think about what came next.

      “Miss Poirier?”

      I gave myself a mental shake and saw a man in a suit staring at me. “Yes, that’s me,” I said and got to my feet.

      “Come with me,” he said with little enthusiasm.

      I almost told him never mind. I couldn’t. I told Channing I was going to do it. “Thank you,” I said and followed him to a desk piled high with paperwork.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked without looking at me.

      “I, uh, I have an issue with an ex,” I started.

      “What kind of issue?”

      I felt so foolish. “He is stalking me. I think. I mean, I know he is. I know there’s not much you can do, but I was advised I needed to tell someone in case it gets worse.”

      He looked up at me. I could see him sizing up. He was trying to determine if I was crazy. He gave a slight nod before picking up a pen. “Tell me what’s happened thus far.”

      I outlined everything that had happened. He made a report and gave me a number. “Thank you for listening to me,” I said.

      “Call if he comes around,” he said. “I’m assuming whoever told you to come in here also told you the statistics for these situations isn’t good. Don’t hesitate to call.”

      “Thank you,” I said again.

      I left the station feeling much better. I had really expected to be laughed right out of the station. I felt like I had actually been listened to. “Hey, guys,” I said as I walked up to Clara and Channing. They were sitting on the grass, chatting away.

      “Hey, you’re all done?” he asked.

      I nodded and sat down beside Clara. “It’s done.”

      “The order was filed?” he asked.

      We were purposely avoiding saying too much in front of Clara. “It was applied for. I got a temporary one for now. There could still be more to it.”

      He nodded. “It’s a good first step. Hopefully, it will be enough.”

      I ran my hand over Clara’s bone-straight dark hair. “Me too,” I said.

      I didn’t want to think of the alternative. What if it wasn’t enough? How long could I really expect to hide at the Bancroft estate? This thing with Geoffrey had to get resolved and soon. The cop did warn me that the restraining order could cause a reaction. His idea of a reaction did not appeal to me. I didn’t want to push Geoffrey over the edge. But if he did something, it would validate my fears and there was a good chance he would be arrested.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said.

      I forced a smile. “I hope so.”

      “Risking a career is usually a good enough deterrent,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. “If only that were true.”

      He reached across Clara’s lap and squeezed my hand. “It’s all good. Why don’t we go do something fun?”

      I raised an eyebrow and looked pointedly at Clara. “Or not,” I said.

      He laughed. “Woman, I’m more than a one-trick pony. You need to keep your mind out of the gutter. Clara and I were talking about what she likes to do for fun.”

      “I want to go bowling,” Clara announced.

      “Bowling?” I asked with surprise. “You’ve been one time and you complained the whole time.”

      Channing laughed. “She told me she loved bowling.”

      “I want to go bowling with Channing,” Clara said. “He said he will show me how to do it the right way.”

      “I showed you,” I protested.

      Clara wrinkled her nose. “Aunt Jewel said you were no good. I want Channing to show me.”

      I sighed and shook my head. “We really need to work on your tact.”

      “My what?”

      Channing was grinning. “I’d be happy to show you as well.”

      “Since when do you bowl?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “I used to be a teenager once. Mason used to drag me out to some of the seedier places around town when I got a little older. I won’t pretend it’s my go-to pastime, but I can hold my own.”

      I sighed. “Of course, you’re good at bowling,” I muttered. “You’re good at everything.”

      “I’m better at some things than others,” he said with a laugh. “But I think you already know that.”

      I shot him a warning look. He loved to make me squirm. I would discuss decorum with him later. It really wasn’t polite to bring up sex all the time.
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      We found a bowling alley that wasn’t too busy. I remembered being dragged out to the bowling alley when I was a little older than Clara. It was a family thing. My parents struggled to find something the eight of us could do that didn’t cause too many fights. I hated it back then, but now I felt a certain sense of nostalgia for the good old days.

      “All right, kiddo,” I said and squatted in front of Clara. “These are very special shoes.” I quickly tied them.

      “They’re ugly,” she declared.

      I laughed. “That they are, but that’s their disguise.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the ugly shoes are magic. They don’t tear up the nice smooth floor.”

      I sat down in the hard plastic chair beside her and put on my own ugly shoes. “Your shoes are big!” she exclaimed.

      “Because my feet are big,” I answered. I glanced over to find Madi watching us with an amused look on her face.

      “Very big feet,” she said with a sexy grin.

      I winked at her before getting to my feet. “All right, let’s go pick the perfect ball for you,” I said to Clara.

      “I want a pink one,” she announced.

      “We’ll see what we can find.”

      As it turned out, picking the right ball for a little girl was a lot more effort than it was for a little boy. I was certain we tried every single ball until we finally settled for a blue one that did not excite her. It was the only one that didn’t weigh more than she did.

      We walked back to our lane. Madi was staring at the door. She was nervous. I could see it in her eyes and in the way she kept looking around. I was hoping to take away some of that stress with a fun evening.

      “Ready?” I asked her.

      She smiled. “I am. I hope you’re ready to be embarrassed.”

      “By how good you are?” I asked.

      She laughed. “By how bad I am. You might not want to be seen with me.”

      “I’m hungry,” Clara announced just as Madi walked up to bowl first.

      “We’re going to bowl first,” Madi said. “Then we’ll eat dinner.”

      “Clara, watch your mom and tell me what she does wrong and I’ll go get us something to eat,” I said.

      “She’ll be fine,” she said. “We can get something later.”

      “We’re bowling,” I said. “We can’t bowl without snacks.”

      I left the two of them and went to the restaurant to order some food. I paid and carried the three sodas back to our little table. “Did you get snacks?” Clara asked. “I’m hungry.”

      “Yes, I did,” I told her. “Let’s bowl. They will deliver it as soon as it’s done cooking.”

      She heaved a sigh. “Okay.”

      “Do you want the bumper pads?” I asked her.

      “The pillows?” she questioned.

      I smiled. “Yes.”

      “Are you going to use the pillows?”

      “I think so,” I said. I wanted her to be able to hit some pins. It would encourage her and hopefully she’d have fun. I remembered being bored out of my mind when I got dragged to the bowling alley.

      I pushed the button to engage the guards. The bowling alley was old school. I liked that it was laidback, and we happened to be in on a night when the leagues weren’t bowling.

      “All right, do you want me to show you how to do it?” I asked.

      She picked up her ball and walked to the edge of the lane. “I can do it,” she declared.

      I looked over at Madi who was watching with a smile on her face. “She’s four going on twenty-two.”

      “She’s independent,” I said. “I wonder where she got that from.”

      There was a strange moment between us as the words hung in the air. I shrugged it off and focused on Clara. “Watch me, Channing,” Clara said.

      She did the classic granny throw with the ball between her legs. The ball bounced off the guard and then off the other side before rolling down and hitting a single pin.

      “Woohoo!” Madi said and jumped up. “You got one!”

      I raised an eyebrow. I wasn’t sure why we were celebrating a single pin, but I was all about it. “Good job, Clara,” I said. “Can I show you a cool trick?”

      “Okay,” she said with excitement.

      “Get your ball,” I told her.

      She bounced back to the ball return and grabbed her ball. “I’m ready.”

      I gave her a quick tutorial and then stood behind her and helped her throw the first ball. It rolled down the middle before slowly veering to the right. It knocked down four pins. Madi shouted and rushed out to congratulate Clara.

      “I did it!” she exclaimed. “I knocked down four!”

      “You did,” I said. “Good job.”

      “We have to sit down,” Madi said. “It’s Channing’s turn.”

      I winked at her. “Watch the master,” I teased.

      I threw my ball, and sadly, I was not great. Apparently, time had not been kind to my game. I cringed when I turned back to judge their reaction. Madi was trying to hide her laugh. Her hand was over her mouth. It didn’t hide the laughter I saw in her eyes.

      “You only got two,” Clara declared.

      I nodded. “I better try again,” I told them.

      “Good luck,” Madi said, barely able to control her laughter.

      “Should I be worried about you being embarrassed to be seen with me?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, yes, you should.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to be recruited into a league,” I said.

      She shook her head. “No, I think we’re safe.”

      “I was just getting warmed up,” I said and grabbed the ball for my second run. I tried again, and while I did a little better, I was definitely not an expert.

      When I turned back to gauge their reaction, it was more hysterical laughter. Thankfully, the food arrived and saved me from trying to explain why I was so terrible. “Pizza!” Clara exclaimed.

      “I got cheese,” I said. “I didn’t know if she liked the other stuff.”

      “Cheese is perfect,” Madi said. “Good guess.”

      “The boys only liked cheese,” I said. I didn’t have to explain who the boys were. She knew. Thinking about them made me miss them.

      “It’s a kid favorite,” she agreed.

      “Nachos!” Clara said with surprise.

      “I’ll get her fed if you want to take your turn,” I said.

      “Are you sure?”

      I gave her a look. “It’s pizza. What could I do wrong?”

      She laughed. “You’re right.”

      I munched on some nachos while I watched her bowl. I watched her bend over and thought about last night. She had almost killed me. It was embarrassing and funny at the same time.

      “My turn!” Clara declared and hopped off the chair.

      I stayed seated and watched mother and daughter bowl. There was a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t take my eyes off them. I wondered if this was what real love was. My heart felt funny. Like bigger than normal. Madi rubbed Clara’s head and offered her words of encouragement. She was a good mom. If I was looking for a baby mama, she was absolutely the one I would have picked. She was patient, loving, kind, and managed to keep a sense of humor when things were a little rocky.

      She turned around and caught me watching. I didn’t look away. I stared at the woman who gave birth to my daughter. An extension of me. My own flesh and blood. A combination of the both of us.

      “Your turn,” she said with a nervous smile.

      Clara took her seat again and tore off a healthy bite of pizza. “Mom didn’t do very good,” Clara announced.

      “I think we all could use some practice,” I teased.

      “I think I’ll stick to shopping,” Madi said with a laugh. “That’s more my speed. Anything that involves balls is not my thing.”

      I almost choked on the soda I had taken a drink of. She realized what she said. Her eyes bulged. I winked and moved to grab my ball. I was completely off my game. Not that I was ever on my game, but this was especially bad. My ball looked like a ping-pong ball bouncing back and forth.

      When I turned back around, they were both giggling. “Do you think they’d get upset if we just sat here and ate our pizza and nachos?” I asked. “I think we need to find a new activity.”

      “We could go shopping,” Clara suggested.

      I pretended to choke. “Ew, shopping!”

      Clara giggled. “You can carry our bags.”

      “Hey,” I protested.

      “Boys don’t like to shop,” she told me.

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Grandpa told me. He said girls got to go shopping and boys got to watch football.”

      Madi grimaced. “My dad is old school.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. I was glad she had a man in her life. I felt a tremendous amount of guilt that I wasn’t in her life.

      Madi was scanning the bowling alley once again. I hated that she was still nervous. She was scared. I didn’t know how to make her unafraid. We ate our meal, which was probably not going to win any awards for good parenting. That was okay. It was exactly what we needed.

      “All right, Clara, should we try this again?” I asked her.

      She grabbed a napkin and wiped her mouth like a proper young lady. I smiled watching her. She had a lot of Madi’s mannerisms. We walked up to try our hand again. We ended up taking Madi’s turn as well. No one was going to run us out of the place for bending the rules. I hated to admit it, but none of us was getting any better. I liked to think I was an athletic guy, but this game was kicking my ass.

      I could tell Clara was getting bored. I was as well. “Why don’t we clean up our mess and head to the arcade?” I said.

      She looked relieved. “Okay.”

      “Thank god,” Madi groaned. “I have to get these shoes off.”

      We all sat and put on our normal shoes. I turned them in while Madi and Clara cleaned up our space. It felt like we’d done this a hundred times. I watched them working together and imagined them clearing the table after a family dinner.

      I gave myself a mental shake. I was getting way ahead of myself. I wasn’t even supposed to know she was mine. That could make it a little awkward.
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      I loved that we could have a blast while not really having fun. It was a contradiction, but we all had a lot of fun discovering we hated bowling. Channing gave me a quick side hug when Clara was distracted with a whack-a-mole game. I appreciated he wasn’t making a big thing of us together. I didn’t want to confuse Clara. She would have a lot of questions about why mommy was kissing a different man. She didn’t meet Geoffrey until we’d been dating for three months.

      “You good?” he asked.

      “I am,” I said with a smile.

      “You sure? You look skittish, like you’re expecting the bogeyman to pop up.”

      “I guess I kind of am,” I said. “I just don’t know what to expect.”

      “We’re fine.”

      “I know,” I said. “Thank you for doing this. It’s a great distraction.”

      “Let’s see if I can win you that unicorn,” he said when Clara finished her game.

      I looked at the claw machine and shook my head. “Those things suck your money and never give you anything.”

      He laughed. “You’re doing it wrong.”

      “I want a unicorn,” Clara declared.

      “Let’s do it,” he said and popped a quarter in the machine.

      I was already trying to choose the right words when he didn’t get the unicorn. The machine was a scam. Everyone knew it. But if he wanted to try, I wasn’t going to stop him.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I told him when he dropped in yet another quarter.

      “Nope. I’m almost there. I’m going to get it this time.”

      Clara was watching him with rapt attention. It was like she was memorizing his moves. I had no doubt in my mind she was going to ask to try next. When the claw clamped onto the unicorn head, we all held our breath.

      “Wait for it,” Channing said and inched it toward the drop.

      “You got it, Channing,” Clara encouraged. “You can do it.”

      I was adding this to one of my cherished memories. It was adorable to watch her cheer him on. She had no idea she was standing next to her father and he didn’t know the example he was setting for his daughter. He was showing her to never give up. He could teach her more life lessons like this without even trying.

      When he dropped it in the hole, we all jumped and shouted. “You did it!” Clara said and grabbed the unicorn from the slot. “Good job!”

      “Thanks,” Channing said before pretending to wipe the sweat from his brow. “That was a close one.”

      “I warned you,” I said with a laugh. “What do you say to Channing?”

      “Thank you!” Clara said. “I’m going to name her Charlotte and she’s going to sleep with me.”

      Channing was beaming with pride. I was glad he got to have this moment. I hoped he got to have more of these moments.

      “Okay, little miss, it is time to get home,” I said before remembering we were going to his house. That wasn’t home. It was an easy slip of the tongue.

      “But I’m not tired,” she pouted.

      “I am,” Channing said.

      We walked out of the bowling alley with Clara clutching her unicorn. It had been a good night. I was riding high until I saw the glow of a cigarette butt in the dark parking lot. Something was wrong. I felt it in my bones. I grabbed Channing’s arm with one hand and Clara’s shoulder with my other and pulled them both to a stop.

      “What’s wrong?” Channing asked.

      I pulled Clara backward, shielding her with my body. “The car,” I managed to get out.

      “What?” he asked and looked toward the spot where his rental was parked.

      “It’s him,” I whispered.

      Channing looked again at the man dressed in black with a baseball cap pulled over his eyes. He was casually leaning against the car and smoking a cigarette. For all of Geoffrey’s health talk, he couldn’t resist a cigarette when he was pissed or drinking.

      “At the car?” Channing asked in a hard voice.

      I turned and picked up Clara. I had to keep her close to me. “Yes. It’s him.”

      “Take her inside and make the call,” he said. He purposely avoided using the word police to avoid scaring Clara.

      I nodded and took a few steps backward. “Come in with me,” I said. “Don’t confront him.”

      “What’s wrong, Mommy?” Clara asked.

      “Nothing, sweetie,” I said and kissed her cheek. “Let’s just go back inside. We don’t need to do this.”

      “Do you think he got it already?” Channing asked without pulling his eyes away from Geoffrey.

      He reminded me of a cat with its hackles up, ready to spring in a moment’s notice. Part of me was glad he felt that same dark energy. Geoffrey didn’t come to make friends. There was only one reason he would have shown up at the bowling alley. He wanted to make a scene. He wanted to confront me.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe not.”

      “How did he find us?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Go inside,” he said again. “I’m going to have a talk with him.”

      “Channing, don’t. We have her to think about. This cannot get ugly. She doesn’t need to see this.”

      “Then take her inside,” he growled. “I’m going to make sure that order was received. If it wasn’t, I’ll let him know it’s coming.”

      “He probably knows,” I said. “He’s mad. I don’t know what he’s capable of.”

      “It’ll be fine,” he said. “I’m going to make sure he gets the message loud and clear.”

      “Channing,” I hissed. “Let’s just go inside.”

      “Go,” he said.

      I didn’t want to scare Clara. I could feel the tension growing by the second. We were pretending nothing was wrong, but she wasn’t so naïve. She would pick up on it. “I don’t want this,” I said.

      “I know, and I’m going to make sure the message is received.”

      “Channing, don’t,” I begged. “This is going to escalate things.”

      “Please go inside and wait for me,” he said calmly. “Make that call. I’ll keep him occupied out here while we wait for the cavalry.”

      My stomach dropped. “Do you think…” I trailed off. I couldn’t say it. He was worried Geoffrey was going to do something. Something violent. I understood why he was staying out in the parking lot. He was essentially sacrificing himself while Clara and I hid inside.

      “Go. Now.”

      I was sick to my stomach as I carried Clara back into the bowling alley. I hated leaving him alone out there. Then again, if anyone could handle Geoffrey, it was Channing. I just hated that it was going down like this. Channing did not sign up to deal with crazy exes. I prayed no one got hurt. This was the kind of shit you read about in the papers or watched in movies based on real-life events. This wasn’t a movie. This was my life unfolding. I did not want to be a headline or a statistic.

      I walked up to the counter and asked for a manager. The kid working the counter was about as fast as a snail stuck in molasses. “This is an emergency,” I said when he casually finished spraying shoes with disinfectant.

      He finally walked away to get the manager, who returned with no urgency at all. My eyes kept darting toward the door. I couldn’t see Channing. The parking lot was dark with a single shitty streetlight.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      It was only then I realized I had Clara in my arms. I didn’t want her to know what was going on. “Um, can we talk over here?” I asked and gestured toward the arcade.

      He looked put out. “Did you need something?”

      I put Clara down and gave her a quarter to put in a game. “Yes, I am going to be calling the police,” I said. “My ex is outside. He apparently followed us here. I have a restraining order against him. My friend is out there right now trying to get him to leave.”

      That seemed to get his attention. “Is he dangerous?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Your friend is out there with him?” he questioned.

      “Yes,” I said and reached into my purse with shaking hands to pull out my phone. “He’s keeping him from coming in here.”

      “Lady, I don’t want any trouble here,” he said. He practically accused me of causing said trouble.

      “Guess what? Neither did I. I came in here to warn you there is a potentially dangerous man outside in your very dark parking lot! Maybe you can do something about it.”

      “You call the cops,” he said before turning to the guy running the kitchen counter. “Jimmy, we got a code red.”

      “For real?” the man asked.

      “Yes, for real.”

      “On it,” Jimmy said and walked out from behind the counter with a set of keys.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked.

      “We’re locking down. I can’t have some asshole coming in here and shooting up the place.”

      I felt the blood rush from my face. “What are you talking about? I never said that!”

      “You girls never think that’s going to happen until there’s a hail of gunfire,” he growled. “This isn’t my first rodeo. Don’t you watch the news? This shit happens every day, especially in places like this.”

      “You can’t lock him out there,” I said.

      “I ain’t letting no one in here. I got a daughter about your age. I’ve seen this kind of thing before. We’ll keep you safe in here. You let your man handle this and get those cops here in a hurry.”

      I had a feeling he was trying to be nice. He just wasn’t doing a great job at it. “Thanks,” I murmured and called nine-one-one. I looked over my shoulder at Clara. I didn’t want her to hear me on the phone.

      “I’ve got her,” he said and shooed me away. “Make the call and don’t downplay it.”

      I had to smile. He reminded me of my dad. Gruff and angry on the surface but a heart of gold underneath. I stepped away about ten feet and quickly told the dispatcher the situation. I provided her with my case number as well. The dispatcher informed me Geoffrey had not been served yet. I wasn’t sure that was a good or bad thing.

      Part of me was relieved. This meant he was probably pissed that I was with Channing and not returning his calls. He didn’t know about the restraining order and wouldn’t be extra pissed.

      I hoped.

      “How long?” I asked her when the dispatcher said she would get someone out.

      “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Stay inside. Don’t confront him.”

      “But my friend is out there,” I said.

      “They’re on their way,” she replied.

      I ended the call and watched Clara play her favorite game again. The nachos felt like curdled milk sitting in my gut. I hoped like hell the cops got there quick. Channing was all man. He was an alpha. Geoffrey was alpha too. I didn’t see either one of them willingly backing down from a fight. I knew Channing was in much better physical shape. He was protective and angry. I had no doubt in my mind he would get the upper hand in a fight between the two of them. Geoffrey wouldn’t hesitate to press charges. I would never forgive myself if Channing got into legal trouble because of me.

      I should have just told Geoffrey to leave me alone. I should have been firmer. I should have told him I would go to the police if he didn’t leave me alone. If I hadn’t been cowering behind Channing, I could have avoided this situation.

      I schooled my features and rejoined Clara and the manager. “Thanks,” I said.

      “No problem. I’m going to check and make sure our cameras are all working, just in case.”

      I didn’t have to ask what he meant by just in case. He was expecting there to be some kind of violence. I hoped the security cameras didn’t end up being used against Channing. I tried to see into the parking lot, but it was dark, and the windows were tinted, blocking my view. All I could do was worry and pray Channing was okay.
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      I waited until I knew they were safely inside before I started toward my car. The guy had some balls. I was a little confused to see him smoking. She had just told me all about him being a health nut. I wasn’t a granola eater, but even I knew smoking was bad.

      When he saw me coming, he tossed the cigarette on the cracked asphalt. It glowed in the dark. I walked up and put my boot on it. “That’s how fires start,” I said.

      It was my first time getting a look at the guy. He wasn’t big. He wasn’t small, either, but I wasn’t worried. If he wanted to take a swing at me, I welcomed it. I would love an excuse to hit the guy. It was what I’d been thinking about since last night at dinner.

      “Guess it’s good we’ve got you to save the day,” he sneered and pulled away from the car.

      “Anyone ever tell you it’s rude to lean on a car that isn’t yours?” I asked.

      “Anyone ever tell you it’s rude to fuck around with another man’s girl?” he shot back.

      “She isn’t your girl,” I said.

      “You don’t know shit,” he snapped. “I don’t like you hanging out with her.”

      I smirked. “I don’t care what you like.”

      “I know who you are,” he said.

      “Congratulations,” I said with a laugh. “I know who you are. I know what you are.”

      “What I am?” he asked.

      “You’re a prick,” I said. “You’re one of these guys that gets off on controlling women. You think it’s cool to beat a woman down. No real man needs to do that.”

      “You don’t know shit,” he snapped. “A woman needs a real man. Women need guidance.”

      I laughed. “You’re an idiot. There’s a good reason she broke up with you.”

      “She didn’t break up with me.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, she did. You can’t seem to understand it, but it’s pretty simple. She doesn’t want you around her. Stay away from her. Leave her alone.”

      He stepped up to me, and I suppressed a smile. Go ahead and escalate.

      He needed to be taught a lesson in how to treat women. This dark parking lot with no one around seemed like the perfect place to give him the education he was lacking.

      “Why don’t you go back to wherever you came from?” he said in a menacing tone.

      It was lost on me. He didn’t scare me in the slightest. “Is this how you talk to Madi?”

      “Shut the hell up,” he said. “You think just because you come from money you know everything. Go back to your fancy mansion and leave my girl alone.”

      “Last time,” I warned. “She isn’t your girl. She isn’t a girl. She’s a woman. She’s a mother. She deserves to be treated with respect. You can’t handle her. She’s way too good for you. She doesn’t want you. Leave her alone.”

      “She’s confused,” he said. “She gets this way. She tends to be dramatic.”

      I shook my head. “She wants you to leave her alone,” I said again.

      I looked around, wondering where in the hell the cops were. As much as I wanted to punch his dumb face, Madi had made it very clear she didn’t want me to beat the shit out of him. I wanted to honor her wishes, but if the cops didn’t arrive soon, I might not have a choice.

      “Back off,” he growled. “Don’t interfere with what you don’t know. This is between us. We don’t need you meddling.”

      “Dude,” I said with frustration. “Back. The. Fuck. Off. Listen to my words. Listen to her words.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “She’s got a restraining order against you,” I finally said.

      That seemed to stop him. “What?”

      “You heard me,” I said. “She wants you to leave her alone. Let her go. It’s over.”

      “She can tell me.”

      “She did tell you,” I reminded him.

      He shook his head. “We had a fight. She got worked up. She’ll get over it.”

      “You got rocks in your head?” I asked him. “She doesn’t like you. Go away.”

      “She owes me an explanation,” he snapped.

      “She doesn’t owe you shit,” I said.

      He threw his head back and laughed. “You’re a fucking lunatic. Get the hell out of here. Madi doesn’t want you. She wants your money.”

      “Man, you are so far off base,” I said with a sigh. I was so over the conversation. I would have walked away from him long ago, but I was stalling. I wanted the cops to find him here. This was the kind of proof they needed to understand the threat level. “You don’t know her at all. This is why she doesn’t want to be with you. This is why she went to the police.”

      “The fuck she did,” he snarled. “You’re just saying that. You think if you run me off, you can have her all to yourself. It isn’t going to happen.”

      I now understood what she meant when she said he didn’t get the message. The guy was thickheaded. There was no point in arguing with him. It wasn’t going to get us anywhere. “Look, you need to get out of here,” I told him. “The cops are on their way.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Madi went inside to call the police,” I said. “There is a restraining order. You will be hauled off to jail if you don’t leave her alone.”

      He shook his head. “Bullshit.”

      “Aren’t you a doctor or dentist or something?”

      “Like you don’t know,” he scoffed. “I know she talks about me.”

      “Getting arrested is going to damage your career,” I warned. “You need to back off. Go find another woman that wants to put up with your bullshit. Madi isn’t yours. She wants nothing to do with you.”

      “That kid is like my own,” he snarled. “This is my last time telling you to back the hell off.”

      Now he was taking it to a place he did not want to go. “That kid is not yours. Don’t even speak her name.”

      “Taking her bowling one time does not make you her daddy,” he quipped.

      If he only knew. “You are not allowed near Clara or Madi. It isn’t just the police that you will be dealing with if you show up at her work.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “Yes,” I answered. “I’m making a promise to you. Bother either of them and I will make sure you understand the difference between a threat and a promise.”

      He threw his head back again and laughed like a maniac. “You talk like you’re a badass. You’re a pussy. A pompous, spoiled, pretty boy.”

      “Yep, you’re right,” I said.

      I saw a cop car headed toward the bowling alley. The blue lights weren’t flashing, but I was hoping they were coming here. I was so over the conversation with Geoffrey. He was stubborn and egotistical. He was never going to listen to me or Madi.

      “I bet you’re used to getting what you want,” he said.

      “Yep,” I said as I watched the car pull into the lot. I put my hand up, waving them over. A second car pulled in behind him.

      “What the hell is this?” Geoffrey growled.

      “I told you the cops were coming,” I said with a great deal of satisfaction.

      “You asshole,” he hissed. “You’re going to pay for this.”

      “I hope you heard that,” I said to the officer that walked up to us.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “This man is harassing the woman who called you,” I said. “She got a restraining order put against him this afternoon. He’s stalking her.”

      “Sir, can you step over here?” a second officer said to Geoffrey.

      “This is all a mistake,” Geoffrey said.

      “Sir, please, come with me.”

      He shot me a dirty look. I shrugged. The first cop stepped in front of me. “What happened?” he asked.

      “Nothing happened, but it could have,” I said. “He’s been told to stay away from Madeleine. She filed a report today. We came here after visiting the police station. I don’t know how he found us, but when we walked out of the bowling alley, he was leaned up against my car. He doesn’t believe there is a restraining order. He won’t leave her alone. He’s escalating.”

      “Where is she?” He flipped through a notepad. “Miss…”

      “Madeline Poirier,” I said. “She’s inside with her daughter.”

      “I’ll get her statement,” he said and walked away.

      I stayed put and waited for the cop to finish with Geoffrey. I heard him raising his voice. I hoped he did something to get arrested. That would be the icing on the cake. I listened to the officer explain to him there was a restraining order. Geoffrey glared at me as he was instructed to stay three-hundred feet away from Madeleine and Clara. I didn’t think that was nearly far enough.

      Geoffrey was pissed but he didn’t unleash his rage. He shot me another dirty look before stomping back to his truck and driving away.

      “What if he comes back?” I asked the officer.

      “Call us.”

      “Will he go to jail?” I asked.

      “If the situation warrants it,” he answered.

      “What does that mean? If there is a restraining order and he violates it, doesn’t that warrant an arrest?”

      The officer hesitated. “Every situation is different.”

      “This is why she didn’t want to file for the damn thing anyway,” I said. “If you’re not going to enforce it, what good is it going to do?”

      “I didn’t say that.” His radio crackled. I watched as he listened and then said something back into the speaker on his shoulder. “We’ve got to go.”

      The other cop came out of the bowling alley and they were gone. I waited to make sure Geoffrey didn’t come back. When I didn’t see him or his truck, I headed inside. I found Madi sitting in one of the uncomfortable chairs. Clara was in her lap, her head on Madi’s shoulder.

      “Hey,” I said and put my hand on her other shoulder. “Are you guys ready to get out of here?”

      “Is he gone?” she asked.

      “He is. The cops served him with the restraining order. If he comes around again, that’s it. You just call.”

      “I was so worried about you,” she choked out. “I’m sorry I got you involved.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “I’m glad I was here.”

      An older man came over. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      Madi looked up. “Yes, we’ll get out of your hair. Thank you so much for taking care of us.”

      He gave a stern nod. “Take care of her,” he said to me.

      “I plan on doing exactly that. Thank you for watching out for them.”

      “No problem,” he said. “Good luck.”

      I went out first and made sure the parking lot was clear. “You know, why don’t I go out and get the car? You guys stay in here.”

      I saw the relief on her face. She was still scared. I didn’t blame her. I drove up to the front door and loaded them up. Once we were in the car, I saw her tension fade. She leaned her head against her headrest. “I’m so glad that’s over,” she said on an exhale.

      “Me too,” I agreed.

      “We’ll talk when we get back?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      I glanced in the rearview mirror. Clara was almost asleep. The poor girl was going to be exhausted tomorrow morning. I felt a little guilty for keeping her out late. She was a four-year-old. Ten o’clock was way too late. I wasn’t a real parent, but even I knew that was bad.
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      I gave Clara a kiss on the cheek before pulling the blanket up to her chin. It was a chilly night. I changed into my yoga pants and pulled my hair up in a bun. I told Channing I would be down after I got her tucked in. We needed to talk about what happened. I wanted to know what Geoffrey said.

      I found him in the formal sitting room. There was a fire crackling in the fireplace. I knew it was propane and the logs were fake, but it looked real. It looked very cozy. “Hey,” I said as I walked in.

      “Did she go down without a fuss?” he asked.

      “She did,” I said with a laugh. “She was exhausted.”

      “I poured you a drink,” he said.

      “Thank you, I need it.”

      He handed me a glass of amber liquid. I followed him to a couch that faced a wall of windows. The windows overlooked the garden. There were twinkle lights hanging from the trees. It all looked so peaceful and serene. Any other night, I would have loved to go on a stroll through the dark gardens. I couldn’t do it tonight. I didn’t feel safe out there in the dark. I wasn’t sure I would ever feel safe again.

      “That was a shitty way to end the night,” I said.

      “I’m sorry it didn’t go well,” he said. “But on the bright side, he’s served. He knows you aren’t playing around. It should be enough to keep him away.”

      I heard his tone and goosebumps shot up on my arms. I turned to look at him. “Should?”

      “What?”

      “You said it should keep him away.”

      He nodded. “Yes, it should.”

      “What did he say to you when you were out there?”

      He took a long drink from his glass. “Not a lot. He still thinks you are his girl.”

      I rolled my eyes. “His girl. Is that condescending or am I just being extra sensitive?”

      He looked at me. “Madi, you can’t second-guess everything you’re feeling. Your feelings can’t be wrong. I am going to assume this is something he created. He made you question everything about yourself.”

      “You sound like Oprah or Dr. Phil,” I said with a laugh.

      “Sorry,” he said. “My point is, you’re not a child. He treated you like you were a child that needed to be controlled.”

      He was right. “Am I broken?” I asked aloud.

      “You’re not broken,” he said. “You’re going through some stuff. You’re going to come out on the other side of this stronger than you’ve ever been. It’s going to take some time, but you’re going to be fine.”

      “Thank you. I am so glad you were there tonight. I can’t stop thinking about what might have been had you not been there. You basically saved me.”

      “I didn’t save you,” he said. “You could have handled that just fine on your own. You stayed calm and you didn’t freak out. You got Clara to safety and you called for help. You did exactly the right thing.”

      “But it was you who confronted him.”

      He chuckled. “I’ve got a hundred pounds on you,” he said. “I’m also a man. Geoffrey has no respect for women. That much is obvious.”

      “I can’t believe I was ever with him,” I said with disgust. “What the hell was wrong with me? I must have had blinders on. I should have been able to see right through him.”

      “He’s smooth,” he said. “He’s attractive and he’s a professional. I can understand why women are attracted to guys like that.”

      “Not me,” I said. “He’s not my type. I should have seen it from a mile away.”

      “I’m guessing he was hiding the real him under that smooth veneer,” he said.

      I nodded as I sipped the stout liquor. “He did a good job hiding his true self. Honestly, when we first got together, he was very nice. He was kind and respectful. He opened doors and would send sweet little texts throughout the day.”

      I saw his eyes flash with jealousy. That had been stupid. The last thing Channing wanted to hear about was me and Geoffrey.

      “When did he change?” he asked.

      I tried to think of when it happened. “It wasn’t necessarily overnight. I can’t pinpoint the day, but it was a slow burn. The little things turned into big things. It was like I was playing a game of connect the dots. Once I got them all connected, it was like a neon sign flashing danger. I ended it. I ended it the minute I figured it out.”

      “You did the right thing,” he said. “The wrong thing would have been to stay in the relationship.”

      “I feel like such an idiot,” I said. “I got played.”

      “He’s a master manipulator,” he said. “Some people have a real gift for lying. I only spent five minutes with the guy, and I picked up on the sleaze factor. If I was a woman, I might have fallen under his spell.”

      I laughed. “That could have been awkward.”

      “I don’t want you to beat yourself up over this,” he said. “This is all on Geoffrey. I bet if you could find his ex-girlfriends, they would all have similar stories.”

      “I should have known there was a reason he was single,” I said. “I wonder how my parents didn’t know.”

      “Because he was a master manipulator,” he said.

      “Yes, he was. What did he say when they told him there was a restraining order?”

      He laughed. “He wasn’t happy, but miraculously, he didn’t completely lose his shit. He managed to keep his cool. I was hoping he did do something. That would have sealed his fate.”

      “You guys didn’t fight?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Nope. We kept it civil. Mostly.”

      I laughed. “Liar.”

      “There were some words exchanged, but I didn’t rise to the bait. He wanted to start shit. I think he was hoping I would throw a punch so he could attack me. I wasn’t about to let that happen. I did wish he would have hit me though.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I would have paid a thousand bucks to pop him one. Listening to his egotistical views was a lot to take in. I’m so glad you are away from him.”

      “Me too.”

      “He wants me out of the picture,” he said.

      I nodded. “I know. He thinks we have a chance.”

      “I think he also knows I’m not going to let him get near you,” he said. “He came off as a man used to getting his way. Like he just assumed he could tell me to back the hell off and I would go away. His ego is massive.”

      I laughed. “Yes, it is. I thought he was confident and sure of himself. I didn’t realize it was that bad.”

      We fell quiet for several seconds. I was lost in thought. Our chance encounter in Bali had changed my life. I couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if he hadn’t showed up at my door that night. I had no doubt he would have found me at Jewel’s house. Things would have been very bad. This was an act of fate.

      Someone up above was looking out for me and Clara. Channing coming back into my life at this exact moment was kismet. I looked at him—like really looked at him. He turned to look at me and caught me staring.

      “What’s up?” he asked softly.

      I smiled and shook my head. “I was just thinking how lucky I am that those kids got in trouble at the resort that day.”

      He grinned. “Lucky for you, it’s a pretty regular occurrence.”

      “Do you miss them?” I asked.

      He smiled and nodded his head. “I do.”

      “You were close to them?”

      “I was. I am.”

      “Here in the States, a single guy hanging out with a bunch of boys would be frowned upon,” I teased.

      He laughed. “I think it was frowned upon there initially,” he said. “Once I got to know some of the parents, it was much better. They kind of adopted me as one of their own. I was like a big brother. That village didn’t have the kind of after-school stuff we have here. The kids were on their own. Some of the dads would be gone for months at a time on fishing boats.”

      How could I question whether he was going to be a good dad? He would be an amazing father. I wanted to tell him. I wanted to get the secret off my chest, but how did I tell him something like that? I was terrified he would hear the truth and be furious with me. What if he kicked me out of his life? I didn’t think I could handle him abandoning me.

      I needed him now more than ever. I couldn’t be left alone. Not with Geoffrey lurking in the shadows. It was one of the most selfish decisions I had ever made. I was purposely keeping the secret from him to serve my needs. I promised myself I would tell him just as soon as things settled down. I would ease him into the idea before I dropped that little bomb on him.

      “Are you feeling better?” he asked.

      I looked at my glass and was surprised to find it empty. “I am. I guess this is just what the doctor ordered.”

      “It always works for me,” he said with a laugh. “It’ll cure what ails you. That was something my grandmother used to say.”

      “Grandmother?” I asked.

      He smiled, his eyes flashing with amusement. “She was quite the lady.”

      It was late and I had to get up early. The sensible side of me told me to haul my ass to bed. But I was enjoying our night together. I was still a little amped up after the excitement at the bowling alley. “I should go up,” I said without any real conviction.

      He reached over and grabbed my hand. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

      “I am. Nothing actually happened. It was more about what could have happened.”

      He lifted my hand and kissed the back of it. “You’re an amazing woman,” he said. “You’re strong and I have no doubt this is going to be resolved. Just think, you’ll never fall for this nonsense again.”

      “God, I hope not. What’s that saying about fool me once, shame on me?”

      He laughed. “But you are not a fool.”

      “Just for you,” I said.

      He took my hand. “Come on. Let’s go up.”

      He led me up the stairs and paused at the door to my room. I looked up to see him staring at me. “I want you,” he whispered.

      Clara was perfectly fine in the room. She was safe. I could have this time with him. It was my turn to take his hand and lead him down the hall to his room. I opened the door and waited for him to come in before I quietly closed the door.

      He kissed me once, pushing my hair away from my face. “I have to tell you something,” he whispered.

      Dread rolled through me. He looked so serious. “What is it?”

      “We have to keep it down,” he said with a soft smile.

      “Of course.”

      “We were overheard last night.”

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      He smiled. “Don’t worry. It was just James. I think I got a little loud. We’re good. You just can’t fuck me into a coma again.”

      I giggled and slapped at his chest. “Or give you a heart attack?”

      “That either.”

      I nodded. “We’ll take it nice and slow and very quiet.”

      His eyes flashed. “That sounds like a plan.”

      He leaned down and kissed me. It was a gentle kiss full of hope and promise.

      “Take me to bed,” I whispered. “I want you.”

      “You have me,” he said with a gentleness in his voice that warmed my very soul. “You will always have me.”

      I wished that were true. I pretended there was a future for us. I had no doubt in my mind that once I told him the truth, these sweet little moments between us would be over. He would be hurt so badly he wouldn’t be able to look me in the eyes.
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      I slowly undressed her, taking my time with every article of clothing. Once she was naked, it was my turn. We didn’t immediately go for the bed. I placed my hands on her neck, using my thumbs to tilt her face up to mine. I could look at her for hours and never grow tired. I kissed her gently at first before it became far more heated.

      Her naked chest rubbed against mine. I could feel her nipples, hard and erect as they scraped over my chest. I dropped my hands to her sides before wrapping my arms around her and lifting her. Her legs wrapped around my waist, hugging our bodies tightly together. I walked to the wall that was the other side of my closet before slowly sliding her body down mine until she was on her feet.

      “I want you more than anything in this world,” I whispered.

      She kissed me. “You’ve got me for the next few hours.” She giggled softly. “Then I have to be mom and teacher.”

      “Five hours,” I said and slid my lips across her cheek. I moved to her earlobe, the one spot I knew was extra sensitive on her. “I can do a lot with five hours.”

      She moaned when my tongue lashed out and hit the spot. “I couldn’t survive that long.”

      “I bet you can.”

      I kissed her before sliding my hand between her legs. I felt her wet heat and was immediately hard. I gently slipped the tip of my finger over her folds. She jerked in my arms, her head leaning against the wall. “Yes,” she whimpered. “Like that. You know just where to touch me.”

      I moved my finger over her once again. Then again until she was writhing against the wall. Her hands were in my hair as she whimpered and moaned. I loved her sounds of pleasure. They were soft and sweet and I knew there was no way in hell anyone in the house could hear her. It was all for me. I was the only one that got to hear her sounds of excitement.

      “You’re close,” I whispered next to her ear.

      She moaned again. “So close.”

      “Ready?” I asked before slipping one finger inside her.

      “Mmm,” she moaned.

      “Yes?”

      “Yes, please,” she begged.

      “Say my name,” I said, suddenly feeling very possessive.

      “Channing. Please.”

      I slipped a second finger in, forcing her on to her tiptoes as I thrust inside her. I could feel her on the edge. I knew exactly how to make her tumble over that steep edge and headlong into a climax. My mouth clamped down on her neck. I sucked her flesh between my teeth and kept sucking right through the orgasm she finally released.

      My fingers dripped with her juices as I moved her to the bed. After quickly putting a condom on, I climbed over her, slipping my cock inside her with one easy fluid move. Her body was still spasming around me as I plunged balls deep inside her. It nearly took my breath away to feel her body squeeze my cock. I grunted, reminding myself to keep it down. It was hard to control the noises that involuntarily escaped my throat.

      She stripped me to my core. She left me raw and uncensored. “Shh,” she whispered as her hands slid down my back.

      “I’m going to soundproof this room,” I groaned and thrust hard.

      She let out a moan that was a little louder than the others. I put my mouth over hers and swallowed every little gasp and moan that escaped her mouth. I needed the same muffling. Our bodies slid together, skin slapping against skin. It was music to my ears. I was careful not to shake the bed. At least I thought I was careful.

      One loud thud and we both froze. She looked up at me and burst into soft laughter. “Oops,” I said.

      “Soundproof and bolt that damn thing to the wall.”

      I moved off her and sat down on the bed with my legs stretched out in front of me. I reached for her. “Ride me.”

      She smiled as she rose to her knees and positioned herself over me. I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her breasts while she moved up and down my cock. The bed never once hit the wall. Her gentler way of making love was quieter and sexier. I ran my hand through her hair, before wrapping it around my hand and gently pulling.

      Her back arched, exposing her beautiful slender neck. I immediately kissed her throat and moved over one collarbone, then the other. She made mewling sounds, barely audible but enough to tell me she was enjoying herself. “That’s it,” I said. “Give me more.”

      “Oh god,” she moaned. “I’m so hot. My body feels tingly.”

      “I feel you. I feel how much you want me. Take me home.”

      She lowered her face, staring into my eyes as she rocked her hips back and forth. Our eyes were locked together. I couldn’t look away. I felt as if she was hypnotizing me. My body and soul melded with hers. Whatever she was feeling, I was feeling. I felt her orgasm blossoming. It triggered my own. My breath hitched in my throat when I felt the power of the orgasm barreling toward me. I just knew it was going to knock me on my ass again.

      Her mouth opened and a tiny little squeak erupted at the same time her body broke open. I was flooded with her juices. I exploded deep inside her. My arms were wrapped so tight around her I worried I would break her in two. I was worried, but my muscles refused to unclench. She was my anchor. I couldn’t let go.

      Her mouth dropped to my shoulder as she rocked and spasmed around me. I finally found the breath that had been locked in my lungs and let it go. “Holy shit,” I managed to say.

      “You’re okay?” she murmured.

      “I’m okay.”

      “Good.”

      I shifted my body and lay down with her still pressed to my front. “Man,” I said. “I’m not just saying this, but every time with you is better than the last. My eyes roll back in my head and I feel like my head is going to blow off my shoulders. I’ve never had that with anyone. You are a very special woman.”

      She smiled and stroked her fingers over my cheek. “We do seem to have this part figured out pretty well.”

      “Is there something we don’t have figured out?”

      She sighed. “No, not really. I just feel like our timing is off a lot.”

      “I thought our timing was pretty damn perfect,” I teased.

      “Yes, it was, but I mean in life.”

      “We’re here now. Me and you. This was what I should have been doing the last five years.”

      “No,” she said and grabbed my chin, forcing me to look in her eyes. “I don’t think you would be who you are today if we’d been doing this the last five years. You certainly wouldn’t have all these sexy tattoos.”

      I chuckled. “No, definitely not. I’m sure my mother has sent our pictures to every tattooist in the state and warned them against touching her boys.”

      “But Mason has tats, right?”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t count,” I said with a laugh. “She could put the National Guard in front of the tattoo parlor, and he still would have found a way to make it happen.”

      “Gotcha. He sounds like an interesting character. I don’t think I met him back then.”

      I shook my head. “You didn’t. He wasn’t around much.”

      “Like you?”

      I nodded. “Colt was absent a lot the last couple of years as well. I think half of us got the traveling gene and the other half grew cement feet.”

      She giggled. “I think it says something about your spirit. You’re an adventurer. You needed to explore and learn about the world through your eyes. I think you’re very lucky you got to do it. All of you.”

      “We are very fortunate we were able to do that. What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Do you ever get the traveling bug?” I asked. “Do you ever just get the urge to pack a bag and go?”

      She gave me a funny look. “I can’t even get out of the house to go to the bodega on the corner without a fifteen-minute conversation about outfits and what we need to take. Getting the urge to do anything is pretty much nonexistent in my life. Everything is planned, right down to the accessories.”

      “What about your trip to Bali? How long did it take for you to plan that?”

      She smiled. “That’s different. That was very last minute. Jewel got an offer from some travel site. We had to go that week to get the discounted rates. I had to call my parents and get them to fly down and watch Clara. It was spontaneous with about a four-day notice, if that counts.”

      “Making a trip like that is definitely spontaneous. What’s the name of this travel site? I think I should send them a fruit basket or something.”

      She laughed again. “You’re funny.”

      “I’m serious,” I said and kissed her. “They put you in my path. That deserves something.”

      “Then you can thank Jewel.”

      “I’ll do it,” I said.

      She made a move to roll away from me. “I should go back to bed,” she said.

      I pulled her close. “Stay with me,” I whispered. “We’ll set the alarm and make sure you are back in there before she wakes up.”

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “Did you guys share a bed at home?” I asked her.

      “No!”

      “She’s fifty feet away. Right down the hall. Nothing is going to happen. She’s familiar with the house. She knows where my room is. If she gets scared, she’ll come find me.”

      “And then she’ll find me,” she pointed out.

      “You can hide in the closet,” I said with a smile. “We’ll say you went to get a glass of water.”

      “You’ve thought this through, haven’t you?”

      I nodded. “Damn straight. I want to hold you in my arms. You keep running out on me. It’s going to hurt my feelings. Do I snore?”

      “I wouldn’t know. We’ve only shared a bed for a few hours at most.”

      “Then I say you have to stay and conduct a study.”

      I could see she didn’t want to go. “Channing,” she said my name.

      “You said I had five hours,” I said and switched tactics. “I’ve still got several hours left.”

      “I have to work in the morning,” she said and squeezed my bicep. “I can’t go into my classroom walking bow-legged.”

      I laughed, the image very real in my mind. “Good one. Fine, but please let me hold you. I need to hold you.”

      She sighed and inched a little closer. “I could use being held, especially after tonight.”

      “Exactly. I’m here. I’ve got you.”

      She kissed me before rolling away. “We need to get under the blankets just in case the little one does decide to pay you a late-night visit.”

      “Deal,” I said and jumped off the bed. We pulled the blankets back and snuggled together like we had done it a hundred times before. “I like this,” I murmured.

      “Me too.”

      I held her and imagined doing this every night. I would sleep like a baby if I could have her with me. Images of the two of us waking up together and sharing a cup of coffee on my front porch floated through my mind. Then I remembered we weren’t at my bungalow. Sharing a cup of coffee in the backyard wouldn’t be quite as romantic. But one day. One day, we could be out there first thing in the morning and watch the sunrise.
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      I was going to get a little too used to this life. Yesterday, we had spent a lazy day by the pool. It was a little on the chilly side for me, but that didn’t stop Channing and Clara from diving into the heated pool. I had watched them play and frolic for hours.

      Nana—even I was calling her Nana now—had come out to sit with me and watch them. I felt like I got to know her a lot better. She was a fascinating woman. I admired her strength and poise. I loved the way she kept the boys in line, even though they were twice her size.

      Channing loved his mama. James did too. They were both very respectful. They were these strong, handsome men, but when it came to their mother, they turned into little boys at their mama’s knee. It made me want a little boy. I wanted the rough and tumble boy that got skinned knees and brought me horrible critters.

      I wanted a boy with him. I watched him with Madi and fell in love with him a little more every day. The last thing I wanted or needed was another child to raise on my own. It would be fun and crazy at the same time. I just knew the little boy would look just like his daddy.

      I popped into the playroom to check on Clara. She was having a grand time. The playroom looked like FAO Schwarz had blown up. This was what rich kids got to play with. Clara was very independent. She could play by herself for hours. She had an active imagination and could easily entertain herself.

      She had learned the lay of the land and I no longer had to worry about her getting lost in the big house. I made my way toward the gym. That was where Channing said he would be this morning. I heard the music and followed the sound.

      I pushed open the door and was hit by the wind from several fans. Channing was on the treadmill, shirtless and sweating. His gaze was focused on the wall. I turned to see what had his attention and saw a large-screen TV. There was a beach scene with rolling waves and nothing but endless white sand.

      He missed Bali. I felt like I was keeping him prisoner here. I didn’t know what he had to work out with his mom, but I was pretty sure he was sticking around for me. He was trying to keep me safe. He wouldn’t leave until I told him I would be okay.

      He glanced over and saw me. He grinned and slowed the speed before hopping off. “Don’t stop on my account,” I told him. “I was kind of enjoying the show.”

      He laughed and grabbed a towel from a hook and wiped the sweat from his face. “You’re welcome to look anytime you want.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Where’s Clara?” he asked.

      “She’s in the playroom,” I said.

      “I told her we would hit the pool again.”

      I nodded. “That was the first thing she said when she woke up this morning. She’s turning into a fish.”

      He laughed. “She’s a good swimmer.”

      I almost said she got that from him. It had been ready to roll off my tongue. I barely caught it from slipping. “I’m going to see if your mom needs any help. She said she was making pies and bread today.”

      He nodded. “For dinner.”

      “For dinner? We never eat that much.”

      “It’s a family dinner.”

      I wasn’t catching on to what he was saying. “What does that mean?”

      “I was going to tell you yesterday,” he said and then paused.

      I got the feeling something very bad was coming my way. “Channing,” I warned.

      “Every Sunday, my mom hosts a family dinner. It’s kind of mandatory if you’re in town. If you don’t show up, you better be coughing blood or a kid has to be sick. Even then it’s sketchy. She doesn’t take no for an answer.”

      “I should go,” I said.

      “No, you should stay,” he said. “Please stay.”

      “Channing, I don’t want to interfere,” I said. “You’ve been gone a long time. Your family wants to catch up with you. You guys should talk.”

      “They are all going to have their wives and girlfriends,” he said. “I’ll be odd man out.”

      “Will James be bringing someone?”

      He shrugged. “I doubt it.”

      “Then you won’t be the only one,” I said with a smile.

      “Please have dinner with us. I know it would make my mom very happy. I’d love Clara to meet all the kids. I’m sure they’ll be here.”

      “Channing, I’m going to feel so out of place,” I groaned.

      “No, you won’t. The good thing about a big family is it’s easy to get lost in the crowd. Add in the wives and it’s something like twenty people.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Twenty?”

      “Okay, I might be exaggerating a little, but it gets loud and rowdy. Please stay.”

      I gave him a kiss. “I will. It’s the least I can do after all you’ve done for me. This week could have been really tough, but you and your mom and James made it so much better. Clara is safe. I’m safe and it’s all because of you.”

      “You know you’re welcome to stay here as long as you want. My mom has absolutely loved having you and Clara here. This big house is very empty with everyone gone.”

      “I really like her,” I said. “But I am going to get my ass into the kitchen and help her. She has no business cooking that big meal on her own.”

      “She’ll appreciate the help. I’m going to shower and then I’ll grab Clara for some backyard fun.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “Keeping an eye on her,” I said and then realized how silly that was. She was his. Just because he didn’t know, it didn’t make it untrue.

      “She’s fun to hang out with,” he said with a shrug.

      I gave him another kiss and then headed to the kitchen. Nana was listening to some classical music and humming. She looked very happy as she rolled out pie crust.

      “Hey,” I said to alert her to my presence.

      “Oh, good morning,” she exclaimed.

      “Um, I hope you don’t mind, but Channing invited us to stay for dinner,” I said.

      She laughed. “Invited? Nonsense. You’re part of the family and you’re here. Of course, you would come for dinner.”

      “Thank you, for everything. I’d like to help you do whatever I can. I know your kitchen is sacred ground, but I would love to help.”

      Her smile lit up the entire kitchen. “I would love the help. Tonight, everyone will be here. For the first time in a long time, all my boys will be under one roof. I am making a traditional turkey dinner. I know it’s out of season, but only a few of them were home for the holidays this last year. I figure we can have a feast whenever we want. Tonight is a celebration. My family is whole again.”

      “I’m very happy for you,” I told her.

      “It’s been such a blessing to have you and Clara here,” she said. “Have you had any trouble from that man?”

      “No, but with Channing taking us to and from work and daycare and us hiding here, it’s difficult for him to get to us. Thank you for taking us in. You’ve made us feel safe and welcome.”

      “You are always welcome,” she said. “Now, if you can start chopping some carrots and celery, we’ll get the turkey in the oven.”

      I was her willing apprentice for the rest of the morning and into late afternoon. I stopped on occasion to watch Channing and Clara in the backyard. They played together for hours. They were so happy together. I caught Nana looking at me once with a soft smile on her lips. For a moment, I thought maybe she knew.

      “I’m going to go change for dinner,” I said after we had cleaned up the kitchen.

      “Everyone will be arriving in the next hour,” she said. “Don’t be nervous. It’s all very casual. We aren’t big on ceremony. I prefer that everyone has a good time rather than worry about who used the wrong fork.”

      I laughed. “Good to know because I wouldn’t have the first clue about the right fork.”

      Clara and I went to our room and changed. I was nervous as hell to meet the rest of his brothers. I had seen a few in passing back in the old days but never like this. Channing knocked on our bedroom door. He was dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt left untucked.

      “I was hoping I could escort you ladies to dinner,” he said.

      “We would appreciate that very much.”

      I heard the doorbell and braced myself for an onslaught of Bancroft men. I heard a commotion and followed the noise. “I know this sounds old-fashioned, but usually, the guys go into the study to have a drink and the women hang out with my mom in the kitchen or living room. If you want, I’ll stay with you. I would actually prefer to stay with you.”

      I smiled. “I’ll be fine. You will be fine. Go in there and reconnect. I’ll take Clara to meet the other kids.”

      “I can make the introductions,” he offered.

      “You’re stalling.”

      He groaned. “I am.”

      “You already had drinks with them,” I said. “The hard part is over.”

      I could feel his tension. He was nervous. I gave his hand a gentle squeeze. I wanted to give him a kiss but not with Clara watching. “I’ll see you in a bit,” he said.

      He went one way and Clara and I went the other. The kitchen was very lively with babies on hips and toddlers running about. The women were all gorgeous and seemed to be best friends. I felt like an outsider.

      “There you are!” Mrs. Bancroft exclaimed. “Ladies, this is Madeleine.”

      “Madi, please,” I said with a smile.

      “Hi, Madi,” a beautiful blonde said. “I’m Hannah. It’s so good to meet you.”

      My head was spinning by the time we got through all the introductions.

      “This is Clara,” Mrs. Bancroft announced. “This is Madi’s daughter.”

      All the women had the same shocked expression. Clara was standing next to a little girl that was about her age. The two could have been twins if it wasn’t for the difference in hair color. They were all very polite and pasted on smiles, but I felt like they could see right through me. They knew. The ones that had children with their Bancroft men saw the obvious similarities.

      “Hi, Clara,” Hannah greeted. “You sure do have pretty eyes.”

      Yep, she knew. She offered me a small smile before grabbing her glass of wine off the counter and taking a drink. She wasn’t going to say anything.

      “Why don’t we get the boys?” Mrs. Bancroft announced.

      There was a flurry of activity as the other women and I set the table. The guys strolled in and it was like being dunked into a pool of testosterone. It could have been very intimidating if I didn’t have Channing by my side. Clara was at the kids’ table and loving it. She was having a great time.

      “Everything okay?” Channing whispered in my ear.

      “Great. You?”

      He squeezed my thigh under the table. “It’s good.”

      Food was passed around, and soon, the room was filled with lively conversation. There was a natural cadence once everyone had gotten their plates filled. I listened to them talk and tease one another. Channing was a part of the conversation. He had been stiff at first but had quickly relaxed. I liked watching him interact with his family. He had been worried about coming home. I was glad to see that wasn’t an issue anymore. If he was in good with his family, maybe that meant he would want to stay.

      He was a part of them. They wanted him around. I knew his mother wanted him home. But at what cost to him? Duty and responsibility would obligate him to stay here. I didn’t want him that way.

      I wanted him to stay because it was what he wanted.
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      Something had definitely changed about family dinner. I carried a stack of dirty plates into the kitchen and set them on the counter in front of Mason. He was scraping the food into the trash and then handing them to Grayson.

      It was a little strange to be in the kitchen with all of them. I felt like the new guy. They had this system all worked out and I was the one coming in from the cold. I knew they didn’t want me to feel that way, but I still did. Dinner had been great, and I had felt like I was a part of them but not the way I used to be. Not the way they were all a part of each other.

      “So, is this a thing?” I asked.

      “What?” Grayson said and looked at the plate he was holding.

      “Us doing the dishes,” I said.

      “Grayson made it a thing,” Mason complained. “He pissed off his wife, again, and then we were all in the doghouse.”

      “They’ve all taken to helping Mom,” he defended. “This is the least we can do.”

      “Madi helped her all day,” I said proudly. “Mom even let her help make the stuffing, which was amazing.”

      “Do you eat like that in Bali?” Jack asked.

      I laughed. “No. Not even close.”

      “That explains why he’s so skinny,” Mason said. “He’s starving.”

      “Not quite. I eat a lot of fresh fruits and vegetables.”

      “On purpose?” Mason asked with horror.

      “Very funny,” I said. “I feel a lot better. Better than when I was eating Chinese and pizza every day.”

      “That’s blasphemous,” James said. “This is the time in your life when you can eat that shit and get away with it.”

      “You eat Mom’s cooking all the time,” I reminded him. “You aren’t out there hitting the pizza joints. Besides, none of us are in that time of our lives anymore. That ship sailed. Especially for Grayson. When did you start going gray by the way?”

      “Fuck you,” he growled. “Hannah says it looks debonair.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Jack laughed. “Old. She said you looked old.”

      “Your day is coming,” Grayson warned. “Besides, it isn’t gray. It’s a few lighter strands of hair. I still have a very full head of dark hair.”

      “Sounds like you are worried,” Colt teased. “I don’t go around telling everyone I have a head full of thick, dark hair. Shouldn’t that be obvious?”

      “Quit picking on me,” he said. “Channing is here. Give him shit.”

      “It’s payback for all those years you picked on all of us,” I told him. “I always told you payback was a bitch.”

      “Whatever, you’re all headed down this same road,” he grumbled.

      There was a burst of feminine laughter from the sitting room down the hall. “So, Jack and James, you both called and made it sound like Mom was on her death bed,” I said. “She seems healthy and happy to me.”

      “She wasn’t all that happy,” James said. “You being back here and bringing in Madi and Clara has been like a magic elixir.”

      “I guess we know who the favorite is,” Mason quipped. “I was never concerned it was me, but I guess now we know for sure.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Bullshit. You guys just wanted me back here.”

      “Clara gets along with Leah and the other grandkids,” Grayson said. “She’ll fit right in.”

      The kids were all upstairs in the playroom. They had taken off right after dinner, all of them anxious to play together. The women had left the table after dessert and went to talk about things that entertained them.

      “I should get a pass on cleanup duty,” I complained. “I’m the guest and I brought Madi and Clara, which cured Mom. I’m going to the study.”

      “They cook, we clean,” Grayson said. “It’s not something you want to mess with. It won’t kill you.”

      “You’re whipped,” I teased. “The old Grayson would never volunteer to do dishes.”

      “I’m not sure you want to be calling me whipped,” he said with a laugh. “I couldn’t help but notice Mom didn’t introduce Clara as one of her grandkids. What’s that about? Hannah asked me why we weren’t acknowledging Clara. You’re still letting her snow you?”

      “She hasn’t told me,” I said. “I’m waiting.”

      “What?” Mason said with surprise. “James said they’ve been living here all week. You guys haven’t even talked about it?”

      “They have been staying here,” I agreed.

      “You’re shacking up with your baby mama under Mom’s roof and she hasn’t kicked you out,” Mason said with a shake of his head. “You are definitely the favorite. Any of us tried that and she would put us at opposite ends of the house.”

      “What’s the deal with the two of you?” Grayson asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. We get along great.”

      “More than great,” James said as he came in carrying more dirty dishes. “They keep this house rocking.”

      “Fuck you,” I growled.

      There was a round of hoots and hollers from the rest of them. “It isn’t like we didn’t know,” Mason said with a laugh. “You two have the look.”

      “The look?” I asked.

      “Yes, the look that says you want to tear each other’s clothes off.”

      I grinned. “Oh, that look. There is that but I’m not sure what it means. I think I’m being used.”

      “Used for what?”

      “My body.”

      They all burst into laughter once again. “You think highly of yourself,” Grayson said.

      I shrugged. “It’s true. My kid has lived in the house for a week, and I can’t even acknowledge her. We’ve been through a lot together and she still won’t tell me. I keep telling myself to give it time, but I wonder how much time she needs. What is she waiting for?”

      “Look,” Grayson said and wiped his hands on a towel. “I don’t know Madi, but from what I saw of her tonight, she’s smart. She seems like a good mother. She uprooted her life to keep her daughter safe. I think you need to understand she’s been on her own for over four years. She raised that little girl by herself. She went through the pregnancy alone. She’s used to flying solo.”

      “If you’re trying to make me feel like shit, it’s working,” I muttered. “I hate that she had to go through that alone. I didn’t want her to. But I’m here now. She can tell me, and I can be Clara’s father.”

      “I think you have to give her more time,” Mason said. “She doesn’t trust you. Once she opens that pandora’s box and her secret is in the open, there’s no taking it back. She knows that once you know, she is opening the door to a whole new world. We’re not exactly an easy bunch to meld with. We’re a lot.”

      “I’ve spent the last two days with Clara,” I said. “We’ve gotten to know each other, and I think Madi at least trusts me enough to let me spend time with her. Why can’t she tell me? I’m growing impatient. I’m about ready to just ask her if she’s mine.”

      “If?” Grayson snorted. “Gee, I wonder.”

      “I can’t say I know she’s mine.”

      “Just keep toeing the line. Prove to her you are worthy of being Clara’s father. You’re basically auditioning for the job. I’m guessing she’s got some really high standards.”

      “Hang in there,” Jack said. “She’ll come around. The ladies can’t resist that Bancroft charm for long.”

      We finished cleaning up and stopped by the study to get drinks before going to join the women. Madi was perched on the edge of the couch. We all drifted in and found our respective women. I sat down next to her.

      “Hey there,” she said with a bright smile. “Are you guys all done?”

      “Yep. What are you ladies in here cackling about?”

      “Cackling,” she said with a laugh and slapped my knee. “Wrong choice of words.”

      “Good girl,” Hannah said. “Keep him in line.”

      “We were discussing summer vacations,” Mom said.

      “Madi was telling us all about Bali,” Hannah said. “I’m going to book us a trip there.”

      “Uh, are you going to clue me in on this?” Grayson asked.

      She shooed him away. “Stop, you know you want to go.”

      “Tell us about Bali,” Natasha said.

      I looked at Madi and smiled. “It’s pretty much perfect,” I said. “White sandy beaches. Turquoise water. Gorgeous greenery. Waterfalls.”

      “I jumped off a cliff with him,” Madi said. She leaned against me. I wrapped my arm around her and held her close. I liked that she wasn’t afraid to be affectionate. I wanted to have a future with her. I wanted her to be my plus-one at family dinner. I looked at my brothers and saw their happiness. I wanted that too.

      “You did what?” Mom gasped.

      “It wasn’t dangerous,” I assured her.

      “Jumping off a cliff is most assuredly dangerous,” she snapped. “Why do you boys do such stupid things?”

      There was a ripple of laughter through the room. “Mom, I promise you, it was safe. It wasn’t that high. The water was deep. We were safe.”

      “I would absolutely jump off a cliff,” Maisie said.

      Colt looked horrified. “You will not.”

      The woman frowned at him. “Don’t be a baby.”

      “Maisie, you can barely walk without tripping,” he lectured.

      “Colt, I would suggest you tread lightly,” she warned.

      It was cute to see him get schooled by a woman half his size. She was a fiery one. “Is it dangerous there?” she asked. “Some of those tropical places are pretty but dangerous.”

      “It can be in some parts, but where I live isn’t bad,” I said. “We have the usual riffraff, but mostly, it’s good, hardworking people.”

      “What about your photography?” Jack asked. “You don’t post much on social media anymore.”

      I shrugged. “I still do some photography. I don’t post because I don’t have great internet. Besides, I don’t think people want to see me gloating about the beautiful place I live in.”

      “He brought some pictures to share with us,” Mom said. “I’ll go get the album.”

      “Mom, they don’t want to see that.”

      “Sure, we do,” Colt said.

      “I guess we know why you didn’t want to come home,” Jack said. “You live in paradise.”

      “I do,” I said.

      “Where do you live?” Mason asked. “Like a big house on the beach with big windows and stuff.”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I have a little bungalow.”

      “With a grass roof,” Madi chimed in. “One little bedroom and a tiny kitchen.”

      The brothers all looked stunned.

      “Why?” Jack asked. “Did you blow through all your money?”

      “No,” I answered. “I chose it because it’s rustic and I have the best view. I don’t need a lot. You guys should stop and smell the roses. Trust me, living in your pretty little penthouses, you are missing out on a lot of good stuff.”

      “I like running water,” Hannah said. “Don’t you dare try and convince him to live in a hut on the beach.”

      I laughed. “I wouldn’t think of it.”

      “So, when are you going back?” Jack asked.

      I shrugged. “When the time is right.”

      I felt Madi actually pull away. Shit.

      She misunderstood me. We were making good progress and one little answer had just put a huge wrench in things. It was something we had not talked about. I wanted to, but it was a little hard to talk about a future when she was still keeping a big secret from me.
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      I ran the warm water and used the washcloth to wipe away my makeup. I stared at my reflection in the mirror. I was still reeling from Channing’s announcement.

      I shouldn’t be feeling like this. I always knew it was his plan to go back. It was his right to do as he pleased. We didn’t have a commitment. In his mind, he was a free man with no responsibilities. I had no one but myself to blame for that. I knew what I could say to keep him here. But that was blackmail and I wasn’t going to do it.

      I heard the soft knock on my door and didn’t have to guess who it was. He’d been trying to talk to me since the words left his mouth. I had found excuse after excuse to avoid him. I had nowhere to run. I could pretend to be asleep, but I had a feeling he would come in anyway.

      I walked to the door and stepped into the hall, quietly closing the door behind me to keep from waking up Clara. “What?” I hissed.

      “Can we talk?”

      “It’s late,” I snapped. “I have work in the morning.”

      “Madi, please,” he said in a gravelly voice. “Let me explain.”

      “There’s nothing to explain.”

      “I put my foot in my mouth tonight,” he said. “I spoke without thinking.”

      “You don’t have to explain anything to me. You’re a big boy. You are free to come and go as you please.”

      “Don’t be like that,” he said and tried to touch me.

      “Don’t,” I said and pulled away.

      “I didn’t mean I was hopping on a plane tomorrow,” he whispered. “You know I have a home there. I promised those boys I would be back.”

      I nodded. My heart was breaking. I never really had him. Last week was just an adventure in a fantasy land. I didn’t get to stay there. He had a life. I didn’t have any right to make him miserable by insisting he stick around.

      “Yes, I do know that,” I said. “And you should go back. That’s where you live. You don’t belong here.”

      He looked like he was in physical pain. “That isn’t true.”

      “Yes, it is. You would wither and die here. Your family has accepted that. They all knew you were only visiting. So did I. Don’t feel guilty about doing what makes you happy. You absolutely should be happy. You deserve to go wherever makes you feel alive.”

      “I feel alive here with you,” he said.

      I wanted to believe him, but it wasn’t real. He was not settled here. I didn’t want to be mad at him. He had done nothing wrong. “Channing, just go home and do what makes you happy,” I told him. It hurt to say the words. “You have every right to live your life where you want to live.”

      He blew out a breath. “I know I have that right, but I’m not sure I want to exercise it.”

      “Yes, you do,” I said. “You came here for a visit. You’re not here to stay.”

      “I don’t want to leave you again,” he said.

      The words tore at my heart. What was I doing? I could see I was making him suffer—and myself. We were just not meant to be. We were a tragic Shakespeare story. “You have to,” I whispered. “You want to leave. You’re going to leave me.”

      “I don’t want to leave you,” he said. “My life isn’t here.”

      “I know,” I said. “It isn’t. Why did you come back?”

      “I came for you,” he said.

      “No, you didn’t. I don’t understand why you would come back here and do this to me.”

      “Do what to you?” he asked.

      “You didn’t have to seek me out,” I told him. I was actually a little pissed at him for dragging me into this disaster. I didn’t want to be hurt. “I should have gone to Jewel’s house. This was a mistake.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s true, Channing. This thing between us was doomed from the very first time we laid eyes on each other.”

      He shook his head. “That is not true.”

      I blew out a breath and tried to regain my composure. “You should have left me alone,” I said. “I should have stayed away. What in the hell was I thinking?”

      “You are making this into a thing,” he said. “I didn’t come back here to purposely try and hurt you.”

      “I guess you are that good,” I scoffed. “You can hurt me without even trying.”

      “That’s not what I wanted.”

      “No, but you don’t want to be here,” I said. “This isn’t your home. Bali is where you are happy. I’m an idiot for thinking this time would be any different. I got caught up in the moment. I bought into the fantasy. It isn’t real. It will never be real.”

      “It isn’t a fantasy,” he said. “I’m real.”

      I slowly shook my head. “This thing between us isn’t real,” I clarified. “I cannot and would never ask you to change your life. You would never be happy here. I know that. I guess when I saw you at the door that night, I thought you had changed your mind about Bali. That was my fault. I let myself get caught up in something that wasn’t real.”

      “You know I love Bali,” he said. Once again, I saw the pain on his face.

      “Yes, I do, which is why I can’t do this,” I said. “You can’t see your face right now. You look like you are in physical pain. How could we ever be together? You would hate me. You would leave me again. I’m not interested in that cycle of pain. Go back to Bali. You do you.”

      “You’re not giving me a chance to explain,” he said. “You’re jumping to conclusions. I didn’t say I was going back to Bali right now. Why won’t you give me a chance to talk this through? You’re writing me off without even having a conversation.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I said.

      He flinched and his eyes flashed. “I beg to differ,” he whispered.

      I wasn’t sure what the look was for. “Channing, can’t we just say we had a good time together? We have fun but that isn’t enough to sustain either of us.”

      “You’re pissed at me,” he said.

      “I’m pissed at myself for letting this happen again.”

      “Letting it happen?” he questioned. “Me and you?”

      “Yes,” I said and flashbacked to the day on the beach in Bali. “I shouldn’t have called your name. I should have just kept my ass in that chair. Five years and no phone call should have been enough warning. I hate that I let myself get caught up in your orbit again.”

      “I regret nothing,” he said in a harsh tone. “Don’t try and make this into a colossal mistake.”

      I sighed and looked into those eyes that I had to look at every single day after he was gone. It was always going to be a reminder of the pain I felt when he left me again. “I appreciate all you’ve done for me and Clara, but you are not obligated to take care of us. We’ll be fine. It’s time I get back to living my life.”

      “You don’t need to do that,” he insisted. “Don’t run off because you’re pissed at me.”

      “I’m not pissed at you,” I said again. “I don’t blame you for not wanting to live here. Like you said, you live in paradise. Why would you want to give that up?”

      “Why do you insist on making it an either-or decision?” he shot back. “This doesn’t have to be you or Bali. You won’t even sit down and have a conversation!”

      We were whisper-shouting. It wasn’t quite as effective as yelling, but it did make a point. We were both angry. I was hurt, which made me even angrier. I wasn’t sure what he was so pissed about. “There is no point in talking about this anymore. You’re leaving. I’m staying. Done. That’s it. Just like before. You like living on the other side of the world. I don’t blame you, but I have to work for a living. I have a family and responsibilities. I can’t get up and leave and I’m not interested in being your pit stop when you come back into town. Not once every five years.”

      “You’re not a damn pit stop,” he hissed. “I came all the way back to New York to see you.”

      “You came back to see your mom,” I shot back. “I just happened to be convenient. I can’t be a convenience, Channing. I can’t do this with you. I am so grateful for all the help you offered us, but it’s over. You did your part. You saved us and you have made your mom very happy. Your work here is done.”

      He looked pissed. “Don’t tell me when my work is done.”

      “I don’t mean to belittle what you did,” I told him. “You were amazing, but I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself. You got me through the worst of it. I’ve been taking care of myself and my daughter for a long time. I’ll be fine. Maybe in another five years, I’ll see you in Bali again. But let’s just let this go. It’s for the best for all of us. You’re a good man and I would never begrudge you your happiness.”

      “You’re dismissing me?” he asked incredulously.

      “No, but I am going to bed,” I said, barely keeping my emotions in check. “Goodnight, Channing.”

      I turned and walked back in the bedroom before he could say anything else. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to walk away with my dignity intact if I stood in front of him much longer. I quietly walked to the bathroom and closed the door once again. I sat down on the toilet seat and let it all out.

      My heart was broken. It hurt so much more than it had the first time around. I knew it was going to be bad. Just this morning, I had mulled over what was happening. I had been so close to telling him about Clara. I was glad I didn’t. Hearing him talk about Bali this evening revealed just how attached he was to the place. Telling him about Clara would only tear him in two. He would be forced to choose. I didn’t want Clara to be a burden. She would eventually understand what happened.

      “This is for the best,” I murmured.

      I would get through this. It would burn for a while, but just like before, I would move on. I felt like I was the one who was getting the better deal. I had Clara. He had Bali. I grabbed my washcloth and wiped my face once again.

      I knew what had to be done. I got up and ran the cold water, splashing it over my face to reduce the splotchiness. It had been a long time since I cried like that. I crawled into bed beside Clara and tried to sleep.

      My mind would not shut off. I had this mental checklist that was front and center in my mind. I was checking the boxes on all the last times. The last time I had sex with him. The last time I would look into his eyes and see him smile. The last time I would see him with Clara. The last time Clara would get to spend time with her Nana and her many aunts and uncles.

      A sob escaped my throat as the list grew. I prayed for blissful sleep. My heart needed a rest.
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      I heard knocking and pulled my pillow over my head. I wasn’t interested. James wanted me to work out with him. I had been up most of the night thinking about Madi. I felt like I was at a crossroads in my life with no clear road signs. I didn’t understand why she wouldn’t just tell me about Clara. It would change everything. At least it would give me a reason to stay.

      The knock came again before my bedroom door opened. “Go away,” I groaned.

      “I will not go away,” my mother said.

      I pulled the pillow from my head and looked at the alarm clock. “It’s six o’clock, Mom. Why are you awake? Why are you waking me up?”

      “You’re always up this early,” she shot back.

      “I’m sleeping in.”

      “Fine, but I thought you should know Madi is putting her suitcase in a taxi.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “Madi and Clara are leaving. Now. Right now.”

      It sank in. I threw off the blanket and stumbled toward the door. “Where?” I asked.

      “In the driveway. I don’t allow taxis to park in the foyer.”

      She was in a mood. I was almost out the door when I realized I was in my underwear. Although it wasn’t a big deal for Madi to see me that way, the cab driver and Clara were a different story. I turned back around just in time to catch the shorts my mother threw at me that I had left at the foot of my bed. “Thanks,” I muttered and hopped into them while still moving out the door.

      I made it downstairs just in time to see her buckling Clara into the back seat. “What are you doing?” I asked her.

      “We’re leaving,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “We talked about this last night.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face. “No, you talked, and I got to say very little. Don’t go.”

      “I have to go. I need to get ready for work.”

      “Get ready here,” I said. “Stay.”

      “It’s better that we go now,” she said, glancing into the car.

      “Wait!”

      “We’ve overstayed our welcome,” she said with a fake smile. “It was only supposed to be for a night or two. It wasn’t supposed to be a week. It’s time Clara and I got back to our lives.”

      “But what about him?” I asked. “It’s still a very real problem.”

      “We’ll be staying with Jewel until I feel like it’s okay for us to go back home. We’ll be okay. I won’t do anything that puts either one of us in danger.”

      “Madi, you know it’s safer here,” I insisted. “We can keep you safe. Clara likes it here.”

      “You guys made her feel safe and comfortable, and I am so grateful for that, but she’ll be okay. I will watch out for her. I feel so much better. I feel stronger. I can do this.”

      “But you don’t have to do this alone,” I said. My eyes went to the little girl sitting in the back of the cab. “We can talk about last night or not talk about it, whatever you want. Don’t run off because you’re mad.”

      “I’m not running off,” she said and stepped forward. “This has run its course. You did us a huge favor. It’s time for you to go home, Channing. Go back to where you can thrive. You belong in Bali. Seeing you here this last week is like watching fresh-cut flowers wilt. I don’t want that for you. I want you to be happy. I wish things were different, but they aren’t.”

      “I’ll stay.”

      “No, you won’t,” she insisted. “You need to go home. I won’t have you stay here and end up resenting me. I’m not mad at you. I could never hate you. You are a breath of fresh air in a world filled with time constraints and the chase for the almighty dollar. The time I got to spend with you was amazing. You taught me a lot about life. Stuff I didn’t even know I was missing out on.” She leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Goodbye.”

      I grabbed her wrist. “Wait,” I said. “You’ve had a lot to say. I’ve listened. I have a few things to say as well.”

      She gently pulled her wrist away. “I’m sorry, but there is nothing you can say that will change my mind.”

      “That isn’t fair,” I said.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s the way it has to be.”

      “You’re not even going to hear me out?” I asked with surprise. I had really thought she would at least talk to me about what came next. About Clara.

      “Good luck to you and I’ll see you around,” she said with a smile and climbed into the back of the cab.

      I stood there watching the cab pull away. I couldn’t believe she’d just up and left. What the hell was happening? I felt like I should chase her down, but like she said, she didn’t want to hear what I had to say. I didn’t understand how everything fell apart so quickly. Things had been great and then they weren’t. It couldn’t just be about me saying I would return to Bali. She had to have known I was going back at some point.

      I blew out a breath, ran my hands over my face, and turned to go back inside. My mother was standing in the doorway with a scowl on her face. It was the scowl that said I was in deep shit. I really didn’t think I did anything, but I had a feeling I was about to find out exactly why this was my fault.

      She was still wearing her robe and slippers. Her hands were on her hips as she watched me walk into the house. I felt like I’d just been busted coming home early in the morning after sneaking out the night before.

      “Well?” she snapped.

      I closed the door behind me. “What?”

      “What the hell was that about?” My mother cursing was never a good sign. She reserved colorful language for those times she was really pissed.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t you dare lie to me, young man.”

      “Mom, it’s complicated.”

      “I would say so,” she snapped. “That woman took off out of here at the crack of dawn with my granddaughter in tow. Clearly, it’s very complicated. What happened? Was it the Bali comment?”

      “Yes.”

      She threw her hands in the air. “You boys are so thickheaded,” she complained.

      “She took it out of context,” I said. “Yes, I’m going back to Bali. I didn’t say I was going back right now. I didn’t say I was going to leave her, but that’s what she heard.”

      Her shoulders slumped forward. “Let’s go get some coffee,” she said. “I’ll make you those crepes you’ve been talking about.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I told her.

      “Yes, I do. We need to talk.”

      I followed her to the kitchen and started coffee while she got started on the crepes. I took my cup and sat down on a stool. “She still hasn’t told me about Clara,” I said.

      “I know.”

      “Don’t you think that’s wrong?” I asked. I needed some backup.

      “I think she’s in a tough spot.”

      “I’m here. I’m ready to take responsibility. I can’t just come right out and tell her I know.”

      “Why did she really leave this morning?” she asked.

      “Because she knows I’m going back to Bali,” I said. “I told her I wasn’t going tomorrow, but she says she doesn’t want to hold me back.”

      She smiled. “That makes sense.”

      “She hasn’t even told me about Clara!” I said, my frustration evident. “She’s holding all the cards. I’m just the dumbass sitting around and waiting.”

      “I got to know her a little better this last week,” she said with a smile. “She’s very methodical. She doesn’t do anything without thinking about it. She weighs the pros and cons and thinks about consequences.”

      I nodded. “I knew that about her.”

      “This is just my opinion, but I think she doesn’t want to tell you about Clara because she loves you.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “That’s about the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, no offense.”

      She waved a spatula at me. “Watch it, mister. It isn’t dumb. I’m an observer in this situation. I see what you can’t. What you won’t.”

      “What am I supposed to see?”

      “She left you because she knows you want to be in Bali. She wants you to be happy because she loves you. We all want you to do what is right for you.”

      “What’s that got to do with Clara?” I asked.

      “Everything! When she tells you that little girl is yours, there is going to be a major shift in your life. In her life and Clara’s life. She’s running the scenarios in her head. She’s thinking about possible outcomes. She also seems to know you very well. If you choose to stay because she knows you are a responsible man, it changes the dynamics of your relationship. I imagine she thinks she’s forcing you into something you don’t want. That’s going to destroy what you have together.”

      “There are other options,” I said. “She won’t even hear me out.”

      “She’s working through it.”

      “By cutting me out of her life?” I scoffed.

      “I think you have a big decision to make,” she said. “I love you and the only thing I have ever wanted for you and the other boys is for you to be happy. I don’t want you to leave, but I know I have to let you go because that’s where you are at your best. She knows that as well. Don’t make a decision based on the right now. Spend some time with this one. As much as I love that little girl, sometimes things are just not meant to be. The way things happened five years ago happened for a reason. That chance encounter might have been a mistake.”

      “It wasn’t a mistake,” I said firmly.

      “You’ve got to decide what will make you happy in the long run,” she said. “What makes you happy right now might not be sustainable. Think hard on this one. When you make a decision, you don’t want to have any regrets ten years down the road. This is too important.”

      “I don’t see it as a decision to make,” I said. “I know what I am supposed to do.”

      “Pretend Clara isn’t an issue. You lived the last four years without knowing her and Madi doesn’t seem eager to tell you.”

      “I’m not going to pretend she doesn’t exist,” I spat. “Just because she won’t tell me about her doesn’t mean she isn’t there. I am going to be in her life.”

      “Then you have to figure out how you are going to get this right without sacrificing your life in Bali,” she said calmly. “Remember, no regrets. That’s what Madi is trying to save you from. She doesn’t want you to regret your choice. That leads to a lot of bitterness.”

      “I could never be bitter toward my daughter,” I argued. “Why does everyone insist it has to be one way or the other? Bali isn’t a third world country. They could visit me there. We can Skype and email. I’ll find a way to get better cell service.”

      “You want to live with one foot in each world,” she said. “You’re only going to be half there. You’ll want Bali if you’re here and you’ll want home when you’re there. This is why I’m telling you to make a decision.”

      I sipped my coffee and mulled over her words. I just didn’t understand why I couldn’t have both. I hated limitations. I had the means to make the long flights back and forth. It wasn’t ideal, but it wasn’t ideal to give up one world for another.

      I wanted it all. I wanted the life I knew we could have together. I just had to figure out how to convince her there was still a chance.
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      We climbed out of the taxi, both of us yawning after the drive. I was running on about three hours of sleep. I was dragging ass. I was physically and emotionally exhausted. I dragged our suitcase up the front steps of Jewel’s townhouse and knocked on her door. She answered with a cup of coffee in her hand.

      “Good morning,” she greeted.

      “I’m so sorry to do this to you first thing in the morning,” I said.

      She opened the door wide and helped me with the suitcase. “I was going to be up anyway,” she said. “I’m working from home today.”

      “Thank you so much for this.”

      She smiled and looked at Clara. “Do you want to check out the new toys I added to the trunk?” she asked her.

      “Can I?” Clara asked me.

      “You’ve got about thirty minutes,” I told her.

      I helped myself to a cup of coffee while Jewel got Clara situated in the guest room. I carried my cup to the couch and sat down. I wished I could skip work today. I was not in the mood. I wanted to crawl into bed and get up when the pain was over. I scanned the living room decorated in wild colors. She loved bright contrasts and quirky décor. It was a reflection of her personality. She lived life on her terms and was unapologetic.

      I wished I could be like her. In many ways, she was a lot like Channing. They lived their lives the way they wanted to. They didn’t care if it was conventional. They made choices that helped them achieve their personal happiness. I envied them. I didn’t dare color outside the lines. I was content, and I loved my daughter, but I didn’t have that same kind of sheer joy Jewel and Channing experienced.

      “All right, we’ve got about twenty minutes before she gets bored,” Jewel said and sat down beside me. “What in the world is going on?”

      “I just couldn’t stay there any longer,” I said. “The lines were getting blurred. It was too easy to climb into his bed. Sex confuses things.”

      “And you just suddenly had this epiphany at five o’clock this morning?” she asked.

      “I waited until five to text you,” I said.

      “Okay, why did this all come up?” she asked.

      “His brother asked him if he was going back to Bali. Channing said yes.”

      She nodded. “But isn’t that what you expected?”

      “Yes, but I thought after our time together, things might have changed.”

      “You wanted things to change,” she said softly.

      I shrugged. “I think I was getting too used to him being around. I liked waking up and having breakfast together. I would have liked it even better if I got to wake up with him, but it was still good. Clara had this whole family unit.”

      “You want to be with him?” she questioned.

      “I don’t know,” I said with a groan. “I want to be with the idea of him. The man he is here is not who he really is. I fell for him again. I should have listened to you. I should have stayed away from him back in Bali. I knew I was going to tumble down this rabbit hole again. He was there in Bali, and then when I needed him the most, he showed up again. Why does he keep getting put in front of me when I’m vulnerable?”

      “You’ve had a hard week,” she reminded me. “He was put in front of you because that is what you needed. You had a good time in Bali. He’s the one that convinced you to make a move against Geoffrey. I’m not sure how I feel about the guy, but I’m glad he convinced you to do that at least.”

      “I feel so selfish,” I said. “When he showed up at my door that night, hope bloomed. He said he came to see me. I was convinced he was ready to make a change. Then we got even closer and that hope really blossomed. I let myself live in a fantasy world. I imagined us having a home together. We would raise Clara, and everything would be perfect.”

      “You can’t be blamed for having a fantasy,” she said with a laugh. “He’s the kind of guy that inspires fantasy.”

      “I let myself believe he might choose me and Clara over Bali. I thought we had grown close. I thought I could be enough to keep him here. Now I know I’m not enough.”

      “You are more than enough,” she said. “Did you talk to him?”

      “No!” I gasped. “How could I? He doesn’t even know the whole story. I really can’t tell him now. He’ll think I’m using it to keep him here.”

      “I stick by my original statement. He deserves to know the truth. What he does with that information is up to him.”

      I fought back the tears, but it felt hopeless. They started to leak from my eyes. “I fucked this up. I made a total mess of things. I should have told him when we were in Bali.”

      “Life is messy,” she said and handed me a tissue from the box. “That makes it exciting. This mess isn’t really so bad. I mean you’ve been through a lot harder stuff than this.”

      “And it involved him then too,” I said in a watery voice. “The man is determined to break my heart.”

      “I don’t think it’s on purpose,” she said with a laugh. “You guys just keep getting your wires crossed.”

      “I don’t know how to uncross them. I know where he belongs. I know where I belong. This is not fair. Why does life keep putting him in front of me when I can’t have him? It’s the cruelest joke.”

      “I think you need to see it as a good sign,” she said. “Life is trying to tell you this is your man.”

      “He can’t be my man,” I said. “He belongs to the sea—and he’s not even a fisherman.”

      “I hate to tell you this, but this guy is going to take some effort to nail down. You don’t have the energy to do it right now and that’s understandable. You have to worry about Geoffrey right now. I know you’ve got the restraining order, but you and I both know there’s going to be some fallout.”

      I wiped my tears. “What a mess,” I muttered. “Just a disaster.”

      “It’s going to get better,” she insisted. “You’ve hit a rocky road, but it gets smoother.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You have to believe it will,” she answered easily. As if it were that simple.

      “I just left him high and dry,” I said. “I think I pissed him off.”

      “He might be pissed, but he’ll get over it,” she said. “You guys are adults. You can talk through this.”

      “I don’t want to talk through it,” I said. “He’ll be all smooth and sweet and he’ll convince me everything is okay. I’ll end up agreeing to something I know will only hurt us in the long run. I’m going to look at the right now and not think about the future. That’s how I got in this mess.”

      “How so?”

      “Because I let myself live in the now for the last two weeks. I knew it wasn’t sustainable. I knew he was always going to go back to Bali or stay there. I knew it and yet I pretended there was a chance for a future together.”

      “Can I ask you something?” she asked.

      “Why are you even asking?” I laughed. “You’re going to ask anyway.”

      She put her hands on my face and held me steady. “Why are you dismissing Bali?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t you think Bali could be your home too? You are closing the door on options. You’ve got this idea in your head that it’s here in New York or nothing.”

      “Bali?” I repeated.

      “Yes, Bali. You loved it there. He loved having you there.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not? Did you get banned from an entire country?”

      “No, but it’s so far away.”

      “Far away from what?”

      “You,” I said. “My parents. My job. Everything. It’s half a world away.”

      “What is the most important thing in your life?” she asked.

      “Clara,” I answered without hesitation.

      “Exactly. She would be with you. What’s next on the list?”

      I thought about it. “My parents.”

      “Your parents who love to travel. Your parents who you only see every few months at best. Yes, the flight is a little longer, but who wouldn’t want to visit Bali a few times a year?”

      “You,” I said in a soft voice.

      “Oh please.” She laughed. “Like I need another excuse to visit Bali. But you have to make him buy you a house. I can’t afford that resort and I’m not staying in a grass hut.”

      I laughed. “Now I’m really getting into a fantasy world.”

      “I’m only suggesting you talk to him. Don’t close that door.”

      “He didn’t open it,” I reminded her. “He has never suggested I come to Bali. He really enjoys his privacy. I’m not even sure he wants a relationship with me.”

      “He flew around the world to see you,” she reminded me. “Don’t you think that suggests he would like to at least flirt with the idea? He brought you to his home. He took you in. He nearly beat the shit out of Geoffrey to save you. Take a step back and look at the big picture. I think you’re looking for him to hurt you because of your history with him. You are looking for a way out.”

      “No. Not at all.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You have to talk to him,” she insisted. “You can’t run away and expect this to fade out of your life. There’s a precious little baby in there that is going to remind you every single day about what might have been. I know it makes you feel vulnerable, but you have to do this for your own peace of mind. You’ll never really be able to move on if you didn’t at least find out for sure.”

      “Since when did you become the sensible one?” I asked.

      She laughed. “I have my moments. Not often. Sensible is boring.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I better get her loaded up. We’ve got to catch the bus.”

      I got Clara loaded up and set off toward the bus stop. This probably wasn’t the best option, considering Geoffrey knew where Jewel lived. He could show up at any time. I was hoping the restraining order kept him away from me, but the guy was stubborn.

      I didn’t believe it was going to be so easy to get rid of him. Not after the night at the bowling alley. That was next-level stalking. I had no idea how he found us. I was assuming he followed us from the school, which meant he’d been lurking around the police station while Clara and Channing played in the park. The thought of him getting near my daughter sent fear and rage through me.

      “Are you sad, Mama?” Clara asked as we stood and waited for the bus.

      “What? No? Why do you ask?”

      “You look sad. Channing looked sad too.”

      I should have done a better job hiding my emotions. “I’m not sad. I’m a little tired. We stayed up too late last night.”

      “Nana says we’re going to make cookies today when we get home.”

      I cringed. “Sweetie, that wasn’t our home. We’re not going to see Nana today. We’re going to stay the night at Aunt Jewel’s house.”

      “But I liked the big house.”

      “I know, but it was time for us to go.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “Can we go home now? I miss my toys.”

      I felt horrible for what I was putting her through. “Not yet. Soon.”

      She sighed. “I want to go home.”

      “I know, baby, me too,” I said and ruffled her hair.

      I couldn’t keep dragging her around. I claimed she needed stability and here I was couch surfing. Maybe tomorrow. I would see how today went and then tomorrow we could go home. It was time to take a step back into my old life.
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      “Now who’s the stalker?” I muttered as I stared at the high school across the street. I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. I was stepping over a big line in the sand. Stalking the woman was not going to win me any points with her, but I couldn’t let go of the feeling something was off.

      I had looked Geoffrey in the eyes and saw malice. He was absolutely convinced Madi loved him. He just couldn’t seem to get his head around the idea she might not love him. He was certain she was throwing a tantrum and would get over it.

      I wasn’t sure what the man was capable of, but I wasn’t taking any chances. She didn’t want to see me, but I wasn’t going to leave her hanging. She was still a sitting duck. I had little to do this morning besides think about what I was going to do with the rest of my life. I started down a rabbit hole of domestic violence statistics and I didn’t like what I saw. I read survivor stories and I read the accounts from loved ones of those women who did not escape the situation in time.

      I was probably being dramatic, and if I was being honest, I saw it as a good excuse to see her one more time. Granted, I didn’t want her to see me. That was the last thing I needed. If she caught me sitting outside her school, she would haul her sweet little ass right back to the police station and file an order against me.

      I had to be stealthy, which was why I’d borrowed James’s car. That served two purposes. Madi wouldn’t immediately recognize me should she happen to see the car and Geoffrey wouldn’t recognize it either. I had a better chance of catching him in the act if he didn’t know I was there. And something told me he was absolutely not through with her.

      He had walked away from the situation the other night a little too easily for my tastes. I expected him to defend himself to the police. If I was innocent, I would want to tell my side. Not him. He just packed up and left. It was like he was trying to disarm the police. He wanted them to think it was over and bury the report at the bottom of a pile.

      I wasn’t giving it up. I was going to sit here and wait for his ass to show up. I didn’t care if I had to wait the whole damn day. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do. My options were kick around the estate and look at all the places Madi wasn’t or sleep.

      My phone rang as I held it and scanned the news for lack of anything better to do. I forgot how depressing the news was. I was missing my bubble in Bali more than ever. I saw Grayson’s name on the screen and considered ignoring the call. I knew my oldest brother well enough to know he wouldn’t give up. He was like a rabid dog when he wanted something.

      “What’s up?” I answered.

      “Jack is out of the office and I’ve got a couple of hours free this afternoon. Let’s get lunch.”

      I smirked. That was Grayson’s way of asking. He told you what he wanted and expected. “I can’t today,” I said.

      “Why? It’s not like you have anything else to do.”

      “I’m busy.”

      “Doing what?” he pressed.

      “I’m watching the school.”

      There was a pregnant pause. “You’re watching what school?” he asked in a calm voice.

      “Madi’s school.”

      “Why would you be watching her school?” he questioned. “James said she left this morning. Like left left.”

      “That doesn’t mean she isn’t in danger,” I answered.

      “You are sitting outside her work,” he said. “You are watching her. Don’t you think that’s a little suspect?”

      “No, I’m making sure he doesn’t show up and harass her.”

      “So, you plan on beating him to it?” he quipped.

      “I’m not harassing her,” I said. “She won’t even know I’m here.”

      “You need to leave her alone,” he warned. “Don’t do what he did to her. Give her some space. Let her come to you.”

      “I can’t just leave her vulnerable,” I said. “This guy could be dangerous. She thinks he is. He’s been to her work once already. If he shows up, I’m going to be here to stop him.”

      “She’s inside a school,” he said. “Doesn’t every school have security these days?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Channing get the hell out of there,” he said sternly. “Let’s get some lunch. You need to back away. Let her breathe. It’s not like she’s strolling through the park by herself. She’s surrounded by people.”

      “You didn’t see this guy,” I said. “He’s not going to care if there are a hundred witnesses. He thinks he’s smarter than everyone else. He truly believes she belongs to him. Look up narcissist in the dictionary and you’ll see his face. I’ve never met anyone like him. I only talked to him for five minutes and I was skeeved out.”

      “What are you going to do if he shows up?”

      I thought about it. I hadn’t actually considered that. “Stop him.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know, whatever it takes.”

      “You plan on kicking his ass?” he asked.

      “I’d like to.”

      “And go to jail. You wouldn’t be going back to Bali if you get charged. Use your head. Meet me for lunch. You can’t afford to fuck up your own life because you’re trying to save her. She has the restraining order. Let the cops handle the situation.”

      I shook my head. I wanted nothing more than to help her. “And what happens if I’m not here?”

      “The people that are actually paid to protect the school and her will do their jobs,” he said dryly. “You’re not Batman or Superman or any other comic book hero. This is the real world. You did your savior thing already. Let them be the heroes. Trust me, if she happens to see you, your life is going to get a lot worse. If you thought she was pissed at you last night, you haven’t seen anything yet.”

      “You picked up on that, huh?” I said with a smirk.

      “Uh, yeah. We all did. You stepped in it.”

      “It was Jack’s fault,” I said in my defense. “He could have worded the question a little differently.”

      “You could have chosen your words more carefully.”

      “It was a misunderstanding. She’s jumping to conclusions. I tried to explain but she isn’t having it.”

      “Stalking isn’t the way to make her listen to you,” he said.

      I sighed and looked at the school once again. He was probably right. “I didn’t plan on her seeing me,” I said. “I’m not an idiot. I know she isn’t going to be happy to know I’m sitting out here. She was also not happy to file the restraining order in the first place.”

      He groaned. “No, no, no,” he said. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “You’re going to try and tell her what’s best for her. I was filled in on a lot of the stuff she went through with that ex.”

      “How? Who?”

      “Apparently, Madi had a few glasses of wine, and while we were busy doing the dishes, the women were delving deep into her background. You know how they can get. They could teach a thing or two to the top FBI interrogators.”

      I hoped she didn’t regret spilling her guts. Maybe that was why she took off this morning. She was probably embarrassed. It had taken me a while to get her to open up to me. “Did she say anything about me?”

      He laughed. “I wasn’t made privy to that information. Those women stick together.”

      “Fuck,” I groaned. “This is such a mess.”

      “Let’s talk about it over lunch.”

      “Grayson, I know you don’t understand it and you don’t believe it, but I feel it in my gut,” I told him. “Geoffrey isn’t done with her. Now that she’s not staying at the house, I don’t know how to protect her. I won’t be able to eat or sleep with her gone.”

      “You didn’t sit outside the school last week,” he said. “Be there after school and spy on her but what you’re doing now isn’t helping.”

      He was right. If I came on too strong, it was going to push her away. “Fine.”

      “Fine?”

      “I’ll meet you for lunch. I don’t like it, but I’ll do it.”

      “Works for me,” he said. “We’ll eat lunch and then you can go back to your stakeout.”

      I smirked. “Thanks.”

      We decided on a place to eat and hung up. I didn’t start the engine. It was taking some effort for me to leave. The pit in my stomach was growing. I scanned every car on the street. He wasn’t there. I knew how she felt now. I was the one seeing shadows. I was second-guessing myself and what I thought I felt in my gut.

      I started the engine and slowly drove down the street. I was idling, barely moving, and checking every single car and truck as I went by. I saw nothing. I was freaking out over nothing. I drove away and headed for the restaurant. I got inside the restaurant and got a table. I checked my phone to see if I had anything from her. Nothing.

      I tapped my fingers on the table as I waited for Grayson. He strolled in like he owned the place. That was how he always walked. “I wasn’t sure you would show up,” he said with a smirk. “I was ready to send my team of lawyers to the jail to bail your ass out.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Isn’t the guy a doctor?”

      “Orthodontist,” I muttered. “He’s not the guy you want saving your life. Save your teeth but not your life.”

      “Thanks,” he said with a laugh. “If he’s an orthodontist, don’t you think he might be at work in the middle of the day?”

      He made a good point. “He could have skipped out.”

      “But would he?” he reasoned. “I get that you’re worried about her. I’m sure she actually appreciates that you do care so much. But man, you can’t smother her.”

      “She didn’t know I was there,” I reminded him.

      “What are you doing after school?” he said and then rolled his eyes. “Been a while since I said that.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m going to call her, text her maybe, and see if she’ll let me take her home at least. I know she is still worried. She was pissed off, but she’s sensible.”

      “You better hope so,” he said with a laugh. “You’re going to turn yourself inside out trying to make this right.”

      “Maybe I should pay the guy a visit,” I said.

      “No. Bad idea.”

      “If and when I go back to Bali, she’s going to be here alone,” I said. “I don’t want him thinking he can come around because I’m gone.”

      “When are you planning to go back?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. If she isn’t going to give me a chance or tell me about Clara, what’s to keep me here?”

      “Uh, your family.”

      “I’ll come back for visits, but I can’t live here. I need to get home.”

      He slowly shook his head. “You’ve changed.”

      “For the better I hope.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “I’m still trying to figure it out.”
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      I walked down the hall. I didn’t have time to pack myself a lunch but that was fine. I wasn’t hungry. I needed to get some air and decided to take the first step back to regaining my freedom. I couldn’t believe how nervous I felt just walking out of the school. I smiled at the security guard at the entrance as I walked by.

      That first step outside was nerve-wracking. I had done this exact thing hundreds of times before. I shouldn’t be afraid. I wasn’t necessarily afraid, but I was apprehensive. I scanned the area around the school before moving toward the sidewalk.

      I needed to see Clara’s bright smile. She always had a way of picking me up on the worst days. This was the first step back to normalcy. I would get through today and then hopefully be able to go home tomorrow. I wanted to be out of the apartment for one more night.

      When I stopped by to pick up clothes on Friday, I didn’t notice anything out of place, but I couldn’t help but think my space had been invaded. My imagination had run wild, and I was certain Geoffrey had made a copy of my key and was in my place.

      That was my wild imagination. I took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh air. I was halfway to her daycare when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Fear damn near paralyzed me. I fought the urge to look over my shoulder. I was being followed. I knew it. I didn’t know how I knew it, but I did.

      “Dammit,” I muttered. I fought the sting of tears. I wasn’t going to cry. I had screwed up. I should have stayed put. Why in the hell did I think it was a good idea to venture out of the school? I was safe in school. Out here on the street, I was fair game.

      I regretted my choice. I should have just eaten the cardboard pizza in the cafeteria. I could have grabbed a soda and sat in my classroom. But no. I thought I was living my normal life. I wasn’t. My life wasn’t normal. Not right now. I wasn’t sure it would ever be normal again. Would my life ever return to pre-Geoffrey times?

      “God, I hope so,” I whispered.

      I slowed my pace and prepared to cross the street. Her daycare was on my side of the street, but I was hoping to use the idea of crossing as a way to look behind me. I was hoping I would discover no one was there. I wanted it to be all in my head.

      I stepped into the crosswalk and looked left and right, then left again. I saw him. A man wore a black hoodie with the hood pulled up over his head. He had on dark sunglasses, but I didn’t have to guess who it was.

      Geoffrey was following me. Why wasn’t he at work? I crossed the street, doing my best not to run in an all-out panic. It took all my self-control to keep from running and screaming for help. I would only end up looking like a lunatic. I walked along the sidewalk and glanced over my shoulder again. He was behind me once again. There was no doubt he was following me.

      I licked my lips and tried to remain calm. I reached into the pocket of my slacks where my phone rested against my thigh. I didn’t want to spook him. If he thought I was calling for help, it might trigger an attack. The thought of being hurt by him terrified me. It was one thing to be afraid but a different thing to actually be physically hurt.

      I held my phone against my belly so he couldn’t see it from behind me. I glanced down and unlocked the screen before scrolling through my contacts. I pushed the green phone next to Channing’s name. I put it on speaker so I wouldn’t have to hold the phone to my ear.

      I listened to it ring and ring before his voicemail picked up. I hoped he was just screening calls or maybe he was on the treadmill. “Channing, it’s me. I’m at work. I mean, I’m walking to the daycare and I’m being followed. I’m ninety-nine percent sure it’s him. He’s following me. Call me.”

      I could hear footsteps behind me. There were other people around, but I sensed the footsteps were coming toward me. I jaywalked across the street toward the daycare center. The footsteps followed me. Horns honked as he cut through traffic. If only he would get hit by a car. I quickly dialed nine-one-one. I didn’t bother trying to hide that I was on the phone. I was hoping it would act as a deterrent and get him to leave me alone.

      “I need help,” I said when the dispatcher answered the call. “I’m being followed by a man I have a restraining order against.”

      I was about a hundred feet from her daycare when I realized I was leading him straight to her. Initially, my thought was to get to her. I wanted to protect her. But then there was a second realization—he didn’t want her. He wanted me.

      I couldn’t let her see me looking afraid again. I couldn’t bring this drama into a daycare center filled with kids who didn’t deserve to be scared. Being on the phone with the police made me brave. I decided I was going to stand my ground. I was tired of running from the asshole. I stopped walking and turned around with the phone to my ear.

      “Yes, ma’am, his name is Geoffrey Gagnon. My name is Madeleine Poirier. He was served with the order on Friday.”

      “Where is he?” the dispatcher asked.

      Geoffrey walked right up to me. “We need to talk,” he said.

      “He’s right here,” I said defiantly. “I’m at my daughter’s daycare and he’s right here. The order says he has to stay three-hundred-feet away from me and her.”

      “Give me the address, hon,” she said.

      Her concern validated my fear. I liked that I was being heard. I quickly rattled off the address as I stared at Geoffrey. “I’m on the phone with the police,” I told him. “They’re on their way right now.”

      “I only want to talk,” he said.

      “Ma’am, are you hearing this?” I asked the dispatcher.

      “I am. Can you get somewhere safe?”

      I actually laughed. “I don’t think that place exists.”

      “Go to a coffee shop or a restaurant,” she suggested.

      I kept staring at Geoffrey. I saw the look in his eyes. He wasn’t going to go away. He would follow me into a restaurant. He was going to keep following me until I told him I wanted to be with him again.

      “Go away, Geoffrey. I don’t want you to go to jail, but I will not hesitate to press charges.”

      “You’re being dramatic, Madi,” he said like he was talking to a child. “I only want to talk. You got angry. I got angry. We can work this out. I’m going to marry you. This is just a little lovers’ spat. We’ll get through it. We always do.”

      “Go away!” I shouted again.

      “Why don’t we go grab a cup of coffee?” he asked calmly. “I understand you aren’t happy with me. Let’s work it out. We’re too good together to throw it away over something silly.”

      “We aren’t together. We will never be together. I will never be with you again. Your behavior is unacceptable. I cannot and will not tolerate it anymore. You don’t get to talk to me. You don’t get to come around me ever again. That’s why there is a restraining order. Honor it or you will go to jail.”

      “Stay on the phone with me, Madeleine,” the dispatcher said. “I’ve got a unit on the way.”

      “I will,” I told her.

      “Is he still there?” she asked.

      “Yep, about five feet in front of me. He won’t leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere until you agree to talk to me,” Geoffrey said.

      I shook my head. “I’m not talking to you. I never want to see you again. You have to listen to me.”

      “I will try to do a better job listening to what you need,” he said. “I only want the best for you. I hate to see you make mistakes that cost you so much. I can guide you. I can offer you wisdom that you haven’t learned yet. You’re a woman who doesn’t understand life. I love you and I want to help you.”

      “Man, no wonder you got a restraining order against the guy,” the dispatcher said.

      I laughed. “This isn’t even the worst of it,” I said.

      Having her on the other end of the phone helped to keep me calm. She was my invisible lifeline. It was like she was standing beside me and giving me a little pep talk. I was facing down my demon.

      “Are you done?” he asked and folded his arms across his chest.

      “Done with what?” I asked.

      “Being stubborn.”

      “No, asshole,” I growled. “I’m not being stubborn. This is me telling you we are over. I don’t know how else I can tell you. You’re not that stupid. You’ve heard me. Now it’s time for you to walk away.”

      He smiled. “I always loved when you got angry. You get all feisty. But you know what I liked the best?”

      “I don’t care,” I shot back.

      “The makeup sex,” he said with a laugh. “It’s the only time I like you to get mouthy.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re a class act, Geoffrey. I can’t believe I ever dated you.”

      “You did date me. We’re going to be married. One day, we’re going to look back at this little misunderstanding and have a good laugh.”

      “Never going to happen,” I told him.

      “They’re close,” the dispatcher said in my ear. “I’m so sorry you have to put up with this guy. They’re dealing with some traffic issues, but I’ve got two units headed your way now.”

      “Please hurry,” I said, and for the first time, my bravado slipped.

      “I got you, honey,” she said. “Can you walk away?”

      “He’s going to follow me,” I said.

      “Damn straight I am,” Geoffrey said angrily. “Who is that? Is that Jewel? Your boyfriend? I am willing to forgive you for cheating on me. We’ll work through it.”

      “It’s the cops!” I shouted. I put the phone on speaker. “Ma’am, you’re on speaker. Can you please tell him you really are the police?”

      “Sir, this is the NYPD, you are in violation of a restraining order,” she said in a firm tone.

      Geoffrey burst into laughter. “Good one,” he said. “Put the phone away and let’s talk.”

      “Holy shit,” I exclaimed. “Are you really that stupid? You can’t be. Listen to me very carefully, Geoffrey. I did call the cops. You do have a restraining order against you. You are going to jail. I am going to file harassment charges against you. You will also be charged with violation of the restraining order. You will lose your dental license. You will lose your career and your house. Do you really want to lose everything over this?”

      “You don’t scare me,” he said. “I know people. I’m not in any danger at all.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” I told him. “I’m calling your partners and I will tell them everything you’ve done. Do you really think they’ll keep you on? They can’t. You’re a liability.”

      “She’s right, sir,” the dispatcher’s voice floated between us. “The prosecuting attorney will definitely pursue charges.”

      “Shut up!” he shouted. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! This woman is crazy!”

      “Then leave me alone,” I said. “Just go away.”

      I was practically begging, which pissed me off, but damn, I was so tired of it. I just wanted my life back. I couldn’t keep doing this. I didn’t miss the stares from those walking by. Most people were taking a wide berth. No one offered to help me. No one told Geoffrey to get lost. I was all alone with only my new friend on the phone to help me. If he turned violent, I was screwed.
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      I took the last bite of my burger. I felt better after eating lunch and getting to talk about something other than Bali or Madi. I needed the break. It had dominated my thoughts for a week. It was stressing me out.

      “Mom likes her,” Grayson said.

      “What? Hannah?”

      He snorted. “No. Madi. Mom likes her. That’s your biggest hurdle.”

      “Man, you’re supposed to be taking my mind off her,” I told him.

      He shrugged. “Sorry. I can see it’s still weighing on you. I just want you to know we all like her. She fits. Clara fits. I know it’s none of my business, but I think you should do what you need to. She’s a good one. I’m not sure you’ll find someone that is going to fill her shoes.”

      “I’m not looking.”

      “You’re not exactly in a good place with her right now, are you?” he asked pointedly.

      “Damn, you guys are ruthless,” I said with a laugh. “I think I remember why I fled the country in the first place. It’s like having five dads.”

      He chuckled. “It’s good to be the oldest.”

      “Whatever. You’ve stalled me long enough.”

      “Why don’t we get dessert?” he suggested.

      “Neither of us eats dessert,” I told him. “Don’t you have a job? I thought you were a mega millionaire and worked all the time.”

      He shrugged. “Things have changed,” he said. “If you were around, you would know that.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said. “This is another reason why I stayed away.”

      “You don’t like looking at my handsome face.”

      “I was actually counting those grays,” I told him. “I think I see twelve.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “They make some stuff to clear that up,” I offered.

      “When are you leaving?” he asked. “Not the restaurant, the country.”

      “Ah, where’s the love?” I grinned.

      “I’ll pay for lunch,” he said. “That’s the love.”

      “It’s the least you can do.” I swallowed down the last of my Coke before tossing my napkin on my plate. “I ate, can I be excused now?” I asked sarcastically.

      “That depends,” Grayson said as he leaned back in his chair.

      “What do you plan on doing?”

      “Do you really want to know?” I asked. “Wouldn’t plausible deniability work better for you?”

      He sighed. “Let it go.”

      “I’m just going to take a quick drive around the school to make sure everything is okay. If I still can’t shake the feeling, I’m going to go to his office.”

      “No, you aren’t,” he said firmly.

      “I’ll just check and see if he’s there,” I said. “If he is, I can go home and rest easy knowing he isn’t bothering her.”

      “And if he’s out to lunch?”

      “Then I’m going to sit my ass in front of that school and wait for him.”

      He groaned and shook his head as he got to his feet. “I’ll get the legal team on standby. I can’t have you tarnishing the Bancroft name. Just try not to break him. We don’t need to be sued.”

      I laughed. “I’d be happy to pay him a million dollars if it meant I could hit him at least once. I would like to mess up his nose at least.”

      “Please don’t,” he said with a sigh. “Mom hates when we beat people up.”

      “Colt did and he got away with it,” I reminded him.

      “Technically, it was Jack that popped the guy, but that was different.”

      “Colt was protecting Maisie,” I said. “I’m protecting Madi. Same thing. Unless you want to hit him. I’m cool with that.”

      “Tempting, but I’ll pass.”

      “I’m out,” I said and grabbed my phone to check for messages. “Shit, she called. I knew coming to lunch with you was a bad idea. She was probably asking me to meet her for lunch and I wasted it on you.”

      “Feeling the love,” he said with a wave. “I’m going back to the office. Good luck and try not to be too much of a stalker.”

      “I’m a bodyguard,” I called out while I walked back to the car. I had the phone to my ear and waited for my voicemail to play. I was feeling very optimistic. She was probably calling to say she wanted to talk. I could pick her up after work and Mom could watch Clara. I’d wasted all that time stressing out for nothing.

      The moment I heard her voice, I knew something was wrong. I stopped walking and listened to the short message. I hit the button to replay it. “Fuck me,” I breathed.

      My heart pounded and I sprang into action. I rushed for James’s car. I wasn’t too far from the school. I checked the timestamp on the call. It had been ten minutes ago. Ten fucking minutes! Anything could have happened in that time. I would kill him if he hurt her.

      I called her phone. It rang four times before going to voicemail. “Come on, baby, pick up the phone.”

      I called again. It was the same thing. I sent her a quick text asking her to call me back. If I’d had Geoffrey’s number, I would have called him. I should have done my research on the guy. I should have knocked his ass out at the bowling alley. There was a lot of should-haves. None of them made a difference now.

      The lunch-hour traffic was insane. I was less than five miles away, but I may as well have been three-hundred miles. I slapped my hand against the steering wheel before laying on the horn. When I crawled inches instead of feet, I jerked the car into the parking lot of a Walgreens and left it. I could get there faster on foot.

      I hauled ass down the sidewalk. I had a feeling she was probably grabbing lunch at a food cart near the school. She wouldn’t have had time to pack her lunch. My mom had packed it for her on Friday. I remembered her saying she hated eating inside the building. She felt stuffy and cooped up. Today, she’d probably been doing exactly what she should be free to do. She got lunch like any normal person, not thinking she would be accosted.

      “Fucker,” I growled under my breath. If he hurt her, I was absolutely going to need Grayson’s lawyers. That gave me an idea.

      I had to stop at a crosswalk. The street was way too busy for me to try and play Frogger. I called Grayson, slightly out of breath. “Where are you?” I asked when he answered.

      “In my car,” he answered dryly. “We just left the restaurant.”

      “Where is the fucking car?” I snapped.

      “Chill the fuck out,” he growled.

      “Where are you?” I asked again. “How far did you get?”

      “I’m about fifty feet from the restaurant,” he said with frustration. “There’s an accident and I can’t get anywhere.”

      “Fuck!” I hissed and hung up.

      My next call was to Colt. I didn’t know where his headquarters were, but if there was the slightest chance he could get to her before I could, I had to take it.

      I found his number in my phone and called. “Where are you?” I asked. My eyes were fixed on the light across the street. It was taking forever.

      “I’m at lunch,” he answered. “Why?”

      “Are you anywhere close to Roosevelt High School?”

      “Um, no, why?”

      “Dammit, is anyone?” I asked. It would take me forever to call each one in the family. It wasn’t like I had any friends in the city. I had no one else to depend on.

      “No, man, maybe Mason is in the area,” he suggested. “I can get over there. What’s going on?”

      “He’s there,” I said. Saying it aloud was like someone was reaching into my chest and squeezing my heart.

      “Who is where?” he asked.

      “Her ex. She called me.”

      “Oh fuck, man, I know what you’re feeling. I’ll leave right now. With New York traffic, you never know who will get there first.”

      “I’ve got to go,” I said when the light turned green.

      I hung up and raced across the street before hanging a right. It had been a long time since I’d been in the city, but I still knew a few shortcuts. I dodged and weaved around people on the sidewalk. I got whacked by an old lady’s purse but kept on running. I prayed she called the police. I was certain I would get there, and the police would already be there.

      I made it to the school, huffing and puffing as I scanned the area. I tried to get inside, but the security guard stopped me. “I’m looking for Madeleine Poirier,” I said.

      “Are you on the visitor list?”

      “No. She called me. Are you the security guard she told about her ex?”

      He nodded. “She did.”

      “She called me. She went to lunch and he followed her. Did she come back here?”

      The man shook his head. “Not that I’ve seen. Let me check and see if she went in the back entrance.”

      “Hurry, please.”

      He took his walkie-talkie off his belt and started talking to someone. I kept looking around, hoping I would see her come walking up to the school. She would be fine. She would say it was a false alarm and everything would be okay.

      “She hasn’t come back from her lunch,” he said. “She’s still got another thirty minutes. Maybe she went to see her daughter. She sometimes goes down there for her lunchbreak.”

      “I’ll check. If she comes back, please tell her to call Channing immediately.”

      “I will,” he said looking concerned. “Should I call the police?”

      I thought about it. “Yes, please. I’m going to walk toward daycare.”

      “Okay,” he said and was on his walkie-talkie again.

      I was glad she had told them. It made it a lot easier to get something happening. This was why I wanted her to tell people. This was why her friend told her to report it. I jogged toward the daycare. I looked everywhere, praying I would see her. I swore I would lose my shit if he hurt her.

      Maybe I should call Grayson. The thought passed through my mind. I didn’t care if I went to jail. I didn’t care if he sued me. I didn’t care what he did to me. All I cared about was her being safe. She had to be safe. Another thought drifted through my mind. A wave of icy cold washed over me. If he touched my daughter, I would kill him. I had no doubt in my mind. There would be no one that could stop me.

      I crossed another street, this time not bothering to wait for the green light. Adrenaline pumped through my veins. I had to get to her. To them both.

      Geoffrey was going to be one sorry man if he touched a single hair on her head.
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      I stared into Geoffrey’s eyes. The man I saw looking back at me was not who I had been with for a year.

      Rather, he was that man, but I had never seen him for who he really was. I did now. I saw a dangerous man.

      A man that didn’t care that I was on the phone with the police and he was going to jail. He didn’t care that we were on a public street in the middle of the day with people all around us. He had turned into the kind of man that was the subject of horror movies. He was the guy women were warned about.

      Talk about sleeping with the enemy, I had actually considered marrying the psycho before my eyes were opened to his crazy ways. I could have gotten myself into real trouble. I could have put Clara in danger. Who knew what the man would have done once we were married?

      I quietly thanked my lucky stars I never moved in with him despite him asking over and over. I could have ended up being a prisoner in his home without even realizing it.

      Geoffrey was not a good man. I only wished I could have seen it before we got to this point. Hindsight was twenty-twenty, but how often did that hindsight help? Never. It didn’t help. I was staring down a madman with nowhere to go.

      “Miss, are you still there?” the emergency dispatcher asked.

      “I’m here,” I said.

      The phone was in my hand on speaker. It was supposed to scare him into leaving me alone. I wanted him to understand he was making a huge mistake. It wasn’t helping. He stood defiant and unmoving.

      “This changes nothing,” Geoffrey said. “We are not over. I will not let you go. I know you love me. You’re angry. You’ll get over it.”

      “I’m not angry,” I shot back. “I’m indifferent. I feel nothing for you. I don’t want to ruin your life, Geoffrey, but that is where this is headed. The police are going to show up any minute and they are going to arrest you. You know there is a restraining order, and you are violating it. Twice. You can’t be near me and you cannot be near Clara.”

      “Clara isn’t here,” he said as if I was such an idiot.

      “You are in front of her daycare,” I said. “You have no business being anywhere near here.”

      “She’s practically my daughter,” he said. “You can’t keep me from my little girl.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I felt the inner lioness inside me roar to life. “She isn’t and never will be,” I hissed. I felt extremely protective. I would absolutely tear him limb from limb if he tried to get near Clara. “She isn’t your daughter. She will never be your daughter. You’ll never see her again.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You were always very dramatic,” he said with disgust. “I don’t care for it, but we can work through that. We can find a way to move forward. You know you love me. I love you.”

      “No, Geoffrey. I do not love you. There is no moving forward. This is over. We’re over. We are not together. We will never be together. Period. End of story.”

      He tilted his head to the side and reached out like he was going to touch me. I stepped back, ready to fight if I had to. “I know we’re going through a rough patch,” he said, attempting to placate me. He always did that. It always made me feel like I was four years old and incapable of taking care of myself.

      “This isn’t a rough patch,” I shot back. “This is a done patch. We are never going to be together. Never.”

      He sighed and rolled his eyes. “You are being ridiculous.”

      “Don’t come near me,” I shouted when he took another step toward me.

      “Sir,” the voice from my phone echoed around me. “Step away. You are going to be arrested.”

      “When?” I asked. I couldn’t hide the desperation in my voice. I swore the police were taking forever. Were they coming at all?

      “They’re coming, honey,” she answered calmly.

      She’d been saying that for at least ten minutes. We were in New York. How far could they really be? “When?” I asked again. “Where are they? This isn’t good.”

      “Stop talking to her!” Geoffrey shouted.

      The outburst shocked me. I almost dropped my phone. I didn’t dare bend down to grab it, not with him standing so close. I needed to be on my feet and facing him. His demeanor changed. His eyes flashed with anger and his body tensed. His hands were clenched at his sides.

      “Please, just go,” I begged.

      “You aren’t even worth my time,” he hissed. “I knew you were a slut. I thought I would give you a chance. You’re a lying, cheating whore.”

      His anger was growing. I had never seen him like this. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t afraid. “I didn’t cheat on you.”

      “You’re cheating on me now!” he shouted. “I saw you. I watched you with that man. Don’t deny it!”

      I noticed more people watching but no one was stepping in. In fact, they were taking a wide berth around us. I watched several people cross the street to avoid us altogether. I wanted to scream at them to help me.

      “Just go, Geoffrey,” I told him and did my best to sound calm.

      “No! Tell me why! I did everything for you. I was willing to lower my standards because I knew you could change.”

      I couldn’t stop the laugh that erupted from my lips. “Lower your standards?”

      He curled his lip. “You’re a woman with an illegitimate kid. You’re a teacher. I’m a professional with means. I’m offering you a step up to middle class.”

      I scoffed. “Thanks, but I’m doing just fine.”

      “Bullshit! You’re trying to land a rich guy. He won’t treat you right. He’ll only use you and toss you to the side when he’s finished with you. I’m willing to forgive your transgressions, but you need to come with me right now.”

      He reached for me again. “Don’t touch me! I’m not going with you. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

      “Stop it!” he shouted. “Stop acting like this! I want you back. I’m not going to let you leave me. We are going to be together. I have the ring. We don’t have to wait. We’ll get married next week. We are meant to be together.”

      I shook my head. I had never realized how unhinged he was. All of those red flags had culminated into this massive, raging inferno of anger and pure hatred. “Why would you propose marriage when you hate me?” I asked him.

      “I love you,” he insisted. “You drive me crazy, but that’s what love is.”

      “No, it isn’t. You don’t love me any more than I love you. This is never going to work between us. You are going to jail. I’m going to make sure of it.”

      “Stop saying that!” he shrieked and stomped his foot. “Stop saying you don’t love me. You love me! I love you!”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You are pissing me off,” he hissed.

      The fact he thought he needed to tell me that revealed his derangement. He was alternating between shouting and begging. He loved me and hated me at the same time. He wanted me and he didn’t. I couldn’t believe I had never seen this in him. I had to have been wearing some serious blinders.

      The man was not okay. He needed to get help. He needed to be behind bars. I was certain that was the only way I would live through this.

      In the back of my mind, I was thinking about Clara.

      What happened to Clara if he did something to me? If I died before I got to tell Channing, she would likely never know. He would never know.

      I looked at Geoffrey and felt hate. I hated him for threatening me. He was putting my life in jeopardy because he couldn’t accept that I didn’t love him.

      I took a step back. I needed to put some distance between us. I could feel his anger radiating out from him in powerful waves. He said he loved me, but the way he was looking at me was not with love. It was with rage and frustration.

      “Geoffrey, I don’t want you to lose everything,” I told him. “But you will if you don’t stop. This is easy. Walk away. You’re convinced you’re a catch. Find another woman.”

      “I don’t want another woman,” he growled. “I’ve put too much time and energy into you. Stop being ridiculous and just come back to my place. We’ll talk and get this worked out. I’m willing to forgive you, but you are pushing your luck. I’m angry and you are not making it easy for me to want you.”

      It was ridiculous to try and reason with a crazy person. “I have to go back to work,” I said. I hoped the change in gears would help diffuse his anger.

      He glared at me. “No,” he said firmly.

      “Sir, you’ll want to let her go,” the dispatcher’s voice rang out.

      I glanced down at my phone. “Listen to her,” I told him.

      “Shut up. Both of you. This is not the end of us.”

      “There about three minutes out,” the dispatcher said again. “I’ve told them the situation has escalated. They will be coming in hot.”

      “Do you hear that?” I asked Geoffrey. “They are going to take you down if you don’t go willingly. You are ruining your life.”

      “You are doing it to me!” he screamed. He put his hands in his hair and pulled. “Why are you doing this? Why won’t you just let me love you? You love me! We’ll be happy together. This is a hiccup. Let’s go away for the weekend. Just me and you. We’ll go up north and rent one of those little cabins or something. We’ll drink some good wine, sit by the fire, and fix the relationship. We’ll do some wedding planning. I know we can do this. We’re meant to be together.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Don’t be stubborn.”

      “No, Geoffrey. You have to accept that it’s over. I will not let you bully me. You cannot control me. I should have walked away from you months ago. I wish I had done it earlier. I hate that I wasted a year with you. I regret every minute of it.”

      “Don’t you dare say that,” he hissed as he rushed toward me.

      “Get away!” I screamed.

      “Madeleine, are you okay?” the dispatcher called out. “Miss?”

      “Where are they?” I shouted as Geoffrey grabbed my wrist. I jerked it out of his grasp. “They have to get here now!”

      My panic overwhelmed me. I was certain this was it. The cops were taking too long. I heard my name being called again. It wasn’t coming from the phone. I looked down the sidewalk when I heard my name again.

      I saw Channing coming my way, and relief washed over me. I almost rushed to him and begged him to save me. He was running toward me, pushing people out of the way. “Channing!” I shouted.

      “No!” Geoffrey growled. He looked over his shoulder. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      As Channing rushed toward me, my relief at seeing him quickly faded. The look on Channing’s face said it all. He was furious. I could see the rage in his eyes. This was not going to end well for anyone involved.

      “Ma’am, where are the officers?” I yelled down at my phone.

      “This guy thinks he’s a hero,” Geoffrey said with a disgusted look. “He needs to mind his own business.”

      “I am his business,” I shot back. “You should probably try and get away.”
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      I was running as fast as I could, and it wasn’t fast enough. After going to the school and figuring out she wasn’t there, my fear had exploded. It had unfurled low in my belly and spread out through my limbs. I was operating on pure adrenaline.

      A hundred different scenarios ran through my head. I had horrible images of her bleeding and crying for help. I thought about Clara. I wasn’t sure what I would do if he had gotten to her. I knew Madi, and she would sacrifice her life to save that little girl.

      She shouldn’t have to do that. It was my responsibility to protect them both. I never should have gone to lunch with Grayson. I knew something was wrong. I should have trusted my gut. I was going to kick Grayson’s ass.

      No, this was my fault. I was never going to forgive myself if she was hurt. I knew better and I went and ate a fucking cheeseburger.

      I stared ahead when I saw her. She was facing me. I could see the strain on her face. The way she was standing looked like she was ready to run. She was scared.

      I shouted her name. I was still fifty feet away. It felt like five hundred. I couldn’t get to her fast enough.

      I realized she was staring at Geoffrey. He was directly in front of her. Fury burned through me. He was too close. “Madi!” I shouted again.

      Geoffrey turned to look at me. He actually smiled at me. It was the last burst of energy I needed to close the distance between us. The guy was actually enjoying scaring her. I was going to show him just how much fun it was to be afraid. To be bullied by someone bigger and stronger.

      I made it to them and pushed my way in front of Madi. I locked eyes with Geoffrey. I let him see my anger. I was barely able to hold myself back. I wanted to beat the shit out of him. I wanted to make him bleed. I wanted him to suffer.

      The anger I felt was nothing I had ever experienced in my life. I could feel my nostrils flaring. I was certain I looked like a maniac.

      He took a step back, and I smirked. “I guess it’s a little different going toe to toe with someone bigger than you,” I said. “You only get off on intimidating women.”

      “Stay back,” he warned.

      I didn’t dare take my eyes off him. “Are you okay?” I asked Madi.

      “I’m okay,” she said. I could hear the fear in her voice. She wasn’t okay.

      “You are a piece of shit,” I hissed. “I cannot wait to make you feel the same pain you just tried to make her feel. You are going to be sorry for stalking Madi. I gave you a free pass. Now it’s time for you to pay.”

      Geoffrey laughed at me. “The cops are on their way,” he said with a sneer. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “The cops are coming,” Madi said from behind me with her phone in her hand.

      I thought about the next few minutes. The cops would show up and he would be arrested and released with a slap on the wrist. Nothing was going to happen to him. He would be back on the street in a couple of hours. He would be coming back to bother her. Possibly even hurt her.

      “I don’t care,” I growled with my eyes locked on Geoffrey. I watched the shock cross his face. It was the first time he looked afraid. “You’re scared.”

      He snorted. “Of what? You? Not a chance.”

      “You should be,” I told him.

      “Channing, the cops will be here any second,” Madi said and gently touched my arm.

      I didn’t care. In that moment, the only thing that mattered was him learning a hard lesson. He was never going to stop. He was the kind of guy who decided he wanted something and he got it. He didn’t care what happened to anyone else. It was all about him. He was the only one who mattered. His feelings. His wants.

      “You may want to tell them to send an ambulance as well,” I calmly said.

      Geoffrey smirked. “You are a big talker. I work out every day. You don’t scare me.”

      I actually chuckled. “Really?”

      “This is none of your business,” he said. “Step back. I’m talking to my fiancée.”

      “I’m not your fucking fiancée!” Madi snapped.

      “You heard her,” I said. “She’s told you about twenty different ways she doesn’t want you. She wants you to leave her alone. Are you that dumb? You can’t hear what she’s saying? You could have avoided all this. You could have lived your life, but you couldn’t let it go. Now you’re going to pay.”

      He snorted. “Who the fuck is going to make me pay? You? I don’t think so.”

      I wanted to hit him. I so wanted to make him bleed. It was all consuming. It was a need. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Madi was still there. She had moved several steps back, putting distance between herself and Geoffrey.

      I wanted to look her over and make sure she was unharmed, but Geoffrey was the kind of guy who would sucker punch me. I kind of wished he would hit me. I could beat the shit out of him and claim self-defense.

      Then again, I didn’t care if I did have to go to jail for a bit. It would be worth it to make him pay for the stress he had caused her. A brief thought crossed my mind. I should have called Grayson when I was on my way and told him to get the bail money together. I didn’t know his number off the top of my head. Madi could call my mom.

      I realized then I had already made up my mind how this ended. It was going to turn physical. There was no way around it. He wanted to fight. He wanted to hurt someone. I was happy to step up to the plate.

      Geoffrey stiffened, and his hands balled into fists. His body tensed and his eyes narrowed on me. He was a rabid animal stewing for a fight, and I was all too happy to oblige.

      “Madi, get back,” I warned her.

      “Channing, don’t,” she said and touched my arm again.

      I wished like hell I could comfort her, but now was not the time. Not with the psychopath in front of me and her still in danger. “Call the police,” I told her.

      “I did,” she replied. “I’ve been on the phone with nine-one-one and have the dispatcher on speakerphone right now. They’re coming.”

      “Then get back,” I told her again.

      “He isn’t worth it,” she insisted. I heard the pleading in her voice. “Let the police handle it.”

      For the first time since I stepped in front of him, I saw him rethinking his decision to come here and bother her. That was what I needed to see. But it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t going to learn a lesson if he got away with it. Maybe I was old school, but our parents were tough. It took a little longer for some of us to learn the lesson, but we did when they stuck to their guns.

      I was sticking to my guns. “He isn’t going to walk away from this,” I said. “He crossed a line.”

      “Fuck you,” he seethed. “You can’t say shit to me.”

      “I can and I will,” I told him and took a step toward him. “I warned you last time to stay away. I told you it wouldn’t be easy. The cops can’t save you.”

      He smiled. “Hit me. I dare you.”

      “I don’t need to be dared.”

      “Hit me. Please. You’ll go to jail and I can guarantee you I will be out long before you can think about making bail. Assault is going to cost you a lot more than a petty misdemeanor for violating a restraining order. I’m not an idiot. I looked into the ramifications. I’ve decided it was worth it to see her again. She’s stubborn. She needs to listen to me.”

      “You’re deranged,” I shot back.

      “I warned you, Geoffrey,” Madi said.

      I glanced to my right and saw she had taken a few steps back. That was a good thing. I didn’t want her getting hurt in the scuffle. I was going to make him take the first swing. He thought he was smarter than everyone else. I saw the people around us recording us with their cell phones. I was going to make him hit me. I would be the one pressing charges and I would absolutely use my family’s name to call in some favors.

      “Yeah, Geoffrey,” I taunted. “She doesn’t want you. She is done with you. Over. She’s got something better.” Obviously, I was ad-libbing a bit, but I wanted to provoke him. “Look at me and then look at you. You are small potatoes compared to me.”

      “Your money doesn’t mean shit.”

      I shrugged. “Means something to her and Clara. I can give them anything they want or need. She wants me. You’re no longer wanted or needed.”

      I heard Madi suck in a breath. “Channing,” she breathed.

      “You’re lying,” Geoffrey spat. “She loves me.”

      “No, I don’t,” she answered.

      I smirked. “See? She doesn’t love you. She’s with me. I’m the only man that can make her happy, really happy. I’ve succeeded where you failed. I can keep her satisfied.”

      That was the ticket. I knew I had to hit him where it hurt him the most. “Stop it,” he hissed. His eyes narrowed and his breathing changed.

      “It’s true, isn’t it, baby? I’m the man you want. I make you happy, like really happy.”

      “Channing,” she said with a warning in her voice.

      “You’re wrong,” Geoffrey muttered. “She loves me.”

      “Keep saying it, but it doesn’t make it true,” I said with a laugh. “You’re nothing to her. Zero. You will never be the man I am.”

      He roared and rushed me, his shoulder slamming into my chest. It was the moment I had been waiting for. It was him attacking me. It was a pussy move, but it was enough.

      With my left hand, I pushed him away from me and swung with my right. I clocked him hard in the eye. It felt good. He tried to hit me, but it didn’t land. I was on the balls of my feet, swinging and dodging his own weak attempt to land a punch.

      Every time my fist connected with his face, I felt a sense of satisfaction. I wasn’t just hitting him for Madi anymore. It was my own frustration with him and the situation. It was for Clara. It was for every woman he wronged in the past and would likely hurt in the future. I was exacting revenge for all the people who couldn’t stand up to him. I was certain a bully like him had a long list of people he’d hurt.

      “Channing, stop!” Madi screamed.

      I barely heard her. I could only see him.

      The skin on my knuckles tore open. Blood smeared his face and my hand. The slight distraction was enough for him to land a punch on my jaw. I flinched but the pain wasn’t enough to make me stop. It only enraged me further.

      I heard sirens, but I was far too focused on teaching Geoffrey a lesson he would never forget.
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      I watched the fight with horror. I didn’t know how to make it stop. If I had a hose, I would have sprayed it on them. “Channing! Stop!”

      I didn’t think he heard me. He was in a rage. I hated that he was fighting the battle for me. I heard the sirens and just knew he was going to go to jail. I didn’t dare get close. They were snarling beasts. I knew Channing was in the zone. He wasn’t going to hear me or the cops that I could now see coming down the street.

      I didn’t want Channing to get in trouble. In the back of my mind, I knew it was too late for that, but I had to try and intervene. “Channing!” I shouted and touched his back.

      “Get back!” he shouted.

      That was my in. He was coming out of the fog. I grabbed his upper arm and pulled. “Get off him! The police are here!”

      I tugged on his arm again, using all my strength. It was enough to pull him backward. I almost stumbled to the ground but managed to right myself.

      I held on to his arm. When he tried to go back after Geoffrey, I dug in and pulled back harder.

      I took a moment to look at Geoffrey. I gasped when I saw his face. He was barely standing up. His eyes were both nearly swollen closed. His mouth was bleeding. His nose looked crooked and was bleeding as well.

      As I stared at him, he crumbled to the ground. He lay on his side and moaned. He curled into a ball and held his face, actually crying.

      I was shocked—horrified. I had never seen anything like it. I lived a very sheltered life. I was still staring at Geoffrey when I felt Channing pull away from me. “No!” I shouted. It was only then I realized it was the police pulling him away.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes. “No!” I called out to the cop putting handcuffs on Channing. “Not him! You have the wrong guy.”

      “Ma’am, get back,” he barked.

      “No,” I cried out. “Him.” I pointed to Geoffrey, who was still on the ground. Another cop was talking into his radio. I heard him ask for EMS. Geoffrey was playing it up, moaning and crying.

      Channing stared at Geoffrey with a look of pure hate on his face. “Get up, bitch,” Channing barked at Geoffrey.

      “Sir, stop talking,” the cop ordered.

      I took a deep breath. There was pure chaos. I had to be calm. “Sir, this isn’t what it looks like,” I started. “That man, Geoffrey Gagnon, he’s violating a restraining order. I called you. No offense, but your response time was terrible. Things escalated. Talk to the dispatcher. She was on the phone the whole time. Channing showed up just a minute or two before you guys did. Geoffrey attacked him.”

      “I did not!” Geoffrey shouted. “That man attacked me! I want him arrested. I’m going to press charges.”

      “Shut up!” I barked. “You were trying to hurt me. There are hundreds of witnesses. People took video. I want him arrested. I have a restraining order against him.”

      I heard the cop standing next to Channing radio for backup. I had to bite back my snappy reply about how long it took them to get there. I didn’t want to piss them off and get shot. I needed them. I needed them to arrest the right man.

      “He attacked me,” Gregory wailed. “Look at my face! He almost killed me!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You started this. You tried to attack me and then you went after him.”

      “You’re under arrest for assault,” I heard the cop say to Channing.

      “No!” I shouted. “You can’t arrest him. He didn’t do anything. It’s Geoffrey.”

      “Step back, ma’am,” the cop ordered.

      The cop with Geoffrey was listening to his radio. I heard the tinny voice say something about the restraining order. Relief washed over me. Finally. This would all be over. I watched as Geoffrey was dragged to his feet and he was handcuffed.

      “I’m hurt!” Geoffrey cried. “I need medical help. I need a doctor.”

      “EMS will check you out,” the officer told him. “Where’s your ID?”

      “No, you don’t understand,” Geoffrey wailed. “He attacked me. Ask anyone. He’s a madman. Lock him up.”

      “ID?” the cop asked again before patting Geoffrey down and finding his wallet.

      I ignored Geoffrey and his steady stream of accusations. Channing was being led back to the cop car. “Wait!” I called out. “You can’t arrest him.”

      “Ma’am, keep back,” the cop ordered.

      “You’re making a mistake! You’ve got the wrong guy! He was trying to save me. He did nothing wrong!”

      “Madi, it’s okay,” Channing said. “Call Jewel to come and pick you up. Take Clara back to her place, only after you’ve taken a few minutes. You can’t let Clara see you like this.”

      “But work?” I murmured.

      “Tell them there’s been an emergency.”

      “What about you?” I called out as the officer folded Channing into the back of the car and I helplessly watched.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said before the door was slammed shut.

      I stared at him sitting in the back of the police car and tried to understand what was happening. Two more cop cars arrived, blocking the street as the officers jumped out. “This one needs to be transported,” the officer holding Geoffrey said.

      “What about Channing?” I asked. “He did nothing.”

      “Did you get his information?” one asked the other. I felt like I was being ignored. They talked about what they saw and said they were arresting both.

      I stomped my foot. “Listen to me! He’s not the one that should be going to jail. I called Channing for help. I was scared. No one else would help me. I filed a restraining order against Geoffrey because he scares me. He tried to get to me in the middle of the day on a crowded street. That’s my daughter’s daycare right there. He was following me to her!”

      “Ma’am, calm down,” a female officer said.

      “You don’t understand,” I sobbed. “Not him. Please don’t take him.”

      The first two officers who arrived got into their car with Channing in the back. I watched helplessly as they pulled away. I felt like my heart was being pulled out of my chest. Everything was wrong. This was not supposed to be happening. I watched as the EMS workers looked over Geoffrey in the back of an ambulance.

      “Are they letting him go?” I asked the woman standing in front of me.

      “No,” she answered. “They have to make sure he’s okay before they can take him to booking.”

      “You guys shouldn’t have arrested Channing,” I told her. “He was helping me. If he didn’t get here when he did, I’m not sure what would have happened. This scene could have turned out very differently. I could be the one in the back of the ambulance. Or worse.”

      “Did he hurt you?” she asked gently.

      “No. He would have. I saw it in his eyes.”

      She nodded. “I understand.”

      “Why did they arrest Channing?” I asked. “He was trying to keep us safe.”

      “Us?”

      “Our daughter. I mean my daughter. This is her daycare. I was so scared.” I had to play up my fear. I needed them to understand this was a life-or-death situation. If Channing hadn’t stepped in, things could have been so bad.

      She offered a small smile. “He’s your hero.”

      I nodded. “Yes! He is. He made it here before the first officers. I was on the phone with the dispatcher. She heard everything. She knew how dangerous the situation was.”

      “I understand it was frightening,” she said. “We’ll need an official statement. Would you like to go to the station?”

      “I need to get back to school and let them know I won’t be back,” I said.

      She smiled. “I’ll walk with you.”

      That was not what I expected to hear. “Channing told me to call my friend,” I murmured. My adrenaline was slowing.

      “That’s a good idea,” she said. “Why don’t we sit down for a minute? You can tell me what happened.”

      “I’m a teacher,” I told her. “I have to call the school.”

      “I’d be happy to make the call for you,” she offered.

      I shook my head. “I need to do it.”

      She guided me toward a small table in front of an outdoor café. Normally, I would be run off for sitting without purchasing anything. No one was going to mess with the tall female officer that looked like she could bench press another human.

      I made the call to the principal. He wasn’t happy but I knew I was in no condition to stand in front of students and try to teach history. I was beginning to feel a little better. I started to sort through everything in my head and then I was angry.

      “Why did they arrest Channing?” I asked her. “He was defending me. Geoffrey attacked him. Isn’t that considered self-defense?”

      “Yes, but when officers come into a situation like that, the first goal is to diffuse it. Both men will be processed, and depending on the outcome of the investigation, charges could be filed.”

      I shook my head. “If he wasn’t here, I could have been hurt.”

      “I understand that and I’m sure the officers will sort it all out. This is just procedure. What was witnessed by the officers warranted both men being detained.”

      “I need to talk to those officers and make sure they understand,” I said. “I don’t think I was making a lot of sense in the heat of the moment. I’m much calmer now.”

      “I’ll take your statement and it will be included with the report,” she said with a smile.

      “He only did it because he cares about me,” I murmured. It was my internal thoughts being voiced. “He was so scared for me. I saw it in his eyes. I called him first when I discovered Geoffrey following me. I don’t know why. I should have called the police, but I called Channing.”

      “You reacted to a threat,” she said. “You called the one person you trusted to help you.”

      I did. My first reaction was to call Channing. I had left him high and dry this morning and yet I called him first. What was worse—or better, depending on how I looked at it—he came. He came running like my sweet avenging angel.

      “He’s not violent,” I said. “Channing, that is. Geoffrey I’m not so sure about. Channing is a kind, caring man. He only reacted that way because he saw the way Geoffrey was looking at me. Channing was with me the other night when Geoffrey followed us to the bowling alley. Geoffrey was warned to stay away from me by the cops that night. It didn’t scare him! He showed up here and was talking like a crazed man.”

      “I’m glad your boyfriend was able to get here,” she said. “I can imagine you were terrified. I work with the domestic violence unit.” She handed me a card. “I will be following up with you. I am going to write up my report and add it to the officer’s report. We’ll get this sorted out.”

      “What about Geoffrey? What happens now?”

      She sighed. “I can’t say for sure, but he will be charged with the violation of the restraining order.”

      “Can he be charged for the assault?” I asked. “Technically, he pushed Channing. I think he was coming for me, but you saw Channing. He’s a big guy.”

      She smiled. “I did and I am glad you have someone to look after you. I need to get back to the station. Can you call someone to pick you up?”

      “Yes, I’ll call my friend,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Remember, none of this is your fault.”

      I laughed. “I will try and keep that in mind. It doesn’t feel like that right now.”

      “And that’s what he wants you to think,” she said. “This is on him. You keep fighting back. Don’t let him intimidate you. We’re here to protect you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I assured her. “I’ll call my friend right now.”

      I immediately called Jewel and gave her a brief recap. She was dropping everything and coming to get me and Clara.
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      My knuckles hurt. I stared down at my right hand that had dried blood crusted to my knuckles and fingers. I flexed my fingers and blew out a breath. This was not the way I expected my day to go.

      I looked around the police station. Sadly, this wasn’t my first trip to the cop shop. I listened to the phones ringing and the hum of conversation happening all around me. There was a unique smell to a police station. It wasn’t like the typical hospital smell. It was more of a stale body odor and cigarettes combo. Maybe a little puke and urine with a hint of liquor.

      “Channing Bancroft?” someone called out.

      I looked up from my seat on the wood bench. “Here,” I said and waved with my sore right hand. My left wrist was handcuffed to the wall.

      An officer walked over and unlocked the cuff. “Come with me,” he said.

      I followed him back and was pointed to a phone on the wall. It was about damn time I made my one phone call. Although I wasn’t technically arrested. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I wasn’t going to push my luck.

      “Hello?” Grayson answered his cell.

      “I’m going to need that bail money,” I said.

      He laughed. “I’ll get right on it,” he joked.

      “No, seriously. I’m in jail.”

      “What?”

      “I’m going to need you to come down here and bail me out,” I said.

      “Are you fucking serious?”

      “Yes,” I said with a sigh.

      “Wow. You know, I was joking earlier.”

      “Just come and get me,” I said with a sigh.

      He clicked his tongue. “You’ve been back in town less than two weeks and your ass is already in jail. You’ve outdone Mason. Good job.”

      “Are you coming down here or not? If not, I need to call someone who will.”

      “Where’s Madi?” he asked. “Is she okay?”

      “It’s a really long story,” I said. “Can you just come and get me? I’ll tell you all about it.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” he said. “Sit tight. I’m assuming you beat the guy up. Don’t beat up anyone else.”

      I hung up the phone. The officer took me into a small room instead of locking me up to the bench. That was a minor relief. “Can I get you some water?” the cop asked. “Shitty coffee? Generic soda?”

      I smirked. “Thanks, water would be great.”

      I looked around the windowless room. I didn’t miss the camera mounted in the corner. This was an interrogation room. I could save them a lot of trouble. I had nothing to hide. I would love to tell them everything that happened.

      A man wearing a cheap suit came into the room and handed me a bottle of water. “I’m Detective Benson,” he said. “I need to get your statement.”

      “Not a problem,” I said casually. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” he said and clicked his pen, poising it over a legal pad.

      “Geoffrey Gagnon has been stalking my girlfriend for over a week,” I explained. I was taking some liberties with what our relationship was. I didn’t care. It’s not like it mattered. “She went to Bali for a week a few days after she broke up with him because she was afraid of him. When she got home, she discovered a threatening note and flowers with an ominous note.”

      He nodded. “Was this reported?”

      “A week later, yes. She came to stay with me for a week because she was afraid to be at her apartment. She was worried about her daughter’s safety. She finally filed a report and was granted a temporary restraining order. That same night, he was waiting outside for us at a bowling alley. He had followed us. He was threatening and attempted to intimidate her as well as me.”

      “I have a report that says he was served that night,” he said.

      “Yep, and then today, a few days later, he shows up at her work. He was going to do something. He didn’t care how many people saw him. When I showed up, he was inches from her. I put myself between the two of them. He didn’t like it. We had some words. He pushed me and I hit him.”

      “I saw him,” he said calmly. “I think there was a lot more than a single hit.”

      I shrugged. “I figured if he wanted a fight, I wasn’t going to disappoint him. Do you think he would have just walked away if I told him to stop?”

      “You don’t think it was excessive?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      “He’s considering pressing charges,” he said.

      I shrugged again. “He’s welcomed to do so. Not like I can stop him.”

      “You don’t seem to be upset about it,” he said with a small smile.

      I shook my head. “I’m not. If he tries to come after her again, I’ll do it again.”

      “You probably shouldn’t say that,” he said.

      “I don’t really have any reason to lie,” I said. “I will protect her.”

      “Maybe let us do our jobs,” he said with a laugh. “It’s kind of our thing, serve and protect.”

      “Yes, but you can’t be everywhere at once. I can be there when you can’t. She’s my priority. I know she can’t be yours.”

      “I understand, but there is a reason those orders are put in place,” he said. “We have to be called. We are there to document any incidents. Every interaction has to be documented or nothing is going to happen. A judge needs to see a history.”

      “There is a history,” I insisted. “Two incidents in a week isn’t great. I don’t know a lot about this stuff, but I would say he’s escalating. He’s not going to stop. What happened today needed to go down. He is extremely narcissistic. Me doing what I did might deter him for a few days, but he’s going to come back. What if he comes after her again?”

      “Call the police,” he said.

      “I’ll do that.”

      He put his pen down and looked at me.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are we done?” I asked. “Am I under arrest?”

      “No, you are not under arrest,” he said. “Your statement lines up with Madeleine’s story and a few of the witnesses.”

      “Good,” I said. “Is he under arrest?”

      He bobbed his head back and forth. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Excuse me?” I snapped.

      “We’ll hand over the report to the DA and it will be up to him to decide what comes next.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Do you know how long it took us to convince her to go to the cops in the first place?” I asked. “She was certain she was overreacting. She said there was nothing that could be done.”

      “I’m not saying nothing will be done. I’m saying it is up to the DA to decide what charges will be filed. These things can be difficult to prove.”

      “You have her statement. You have mine. Madi said she was on the phone with the dispatcher. Aren’t those recorded.”

      “They are,” he said. “All of that will be included with the report.”

      I shook my head with disgust. “Great. He’ll be out and free to harass her again.”

      “He’s been released.”

      The words hit me like a brick. I was still being questioned and he was already out there. “Am I free to go?” I asked.

      “I need you to understand he wants to press charges against you for assault.”

      “I don’t care,” I said. “I really don’t. Do what you need to, but I need to get out there and make sure she’s okay. You just let him go, and who is going to protect her? He’s going to go after her.”

      “He’s been warned,” he said. “Not to mention, I don’t think he’s in any shape to do any threatening. From what I understood, he was going to the hospital. He wasn’t pleased with the paramedic’s assessment of his injuries.”

      I laughed. “He wants to run up his medical bills so he can sue me for more.”

      He nodded. “I would imagine so. He mentioned you come from a family of means.”

      “I do.”

      “That explains why you aren’t concerned,” he said with a laugh.

      “I wouldn’t care if he came after me if I was dirt poor,” I told him. “I would do anything to protect the woman I love and the mother of my child. I don’t know what man wouldn’t.”

      He held up his hands. “I’m not going to say what I would do, but I don’t think you are going to have any problems.”

      “I’m telling you right now, if he comes after her again, I will not hesitate to stop him,” I said in a stern voice. “I don’t care what the consequences are. As long as I’m here, he will not get near her.”

      I knew I was digging myself a big hole. I was probably going to get myself arrested for real. There was a knock on the door, and a moment later, it opened. A uniformed officer pushed it open with Grayson right behind him.

      Grayson gave the detective a steely look. It was classic Grayson. He could melt paint with that hard gaze. “Is this an interrogation?” he growled. “Where is his attorney?”

      The detective, not bothered in the least, smiled. “This is not an interrogation. This is him giving a statement. He did not request a lawyer.”

      Grayson turned his gaze on me. “Are you an idiot?” he hissed.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Am I free to go?”

      “You are, but you need to stay away from him,” the detective said. “He is attempting to get a restraining order against you.”

      I laughed. “I hope he does. Tell me where to sign.”

      “Don’t give him the upper hand,” he warned. “The more damage you cause, the more ammo he has to use against you.”

      “Tell him to stay away from me,” I said. “Problem solved.”

      “Let’s go,” Grayson said. “Before you make things worse.”

      “We’ll be in touch,” the detective said.

      “Fine with me.”

      I followed Grayson out. Neither of us said anything as we walked through the station. It wasn’t until we were outside that he turned to look at me. “What the hell?” he said. “Please tell me the guy I saw leaving the station and walking to an ambulance was not him.”

      I grinned. “Was he wearing a white shirt?”

      “Uh, I’m sure it was white, but from what I remember, it was turning red.” He shook his head. “You know he’s going to sue the shit out of you.”

      “Yep. I will write him a check right now.”

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “I told you I should have stayed put,” I said with a frown. “You almost got her hurt.”

      “Me?” I asked.

      “You convinced me to leave the school. This could have been avoided if I was there.”

      “So, you would have kicked his ass there instead of wherever you did,” he said with a shrug. “How did you find her?”

      “She called me while we were at lunch. I missed the call, but she left me a voicemail. She was walking to daycare to visit Clara and he started following her.”

      “What a piece of shit,” he growled.

      “Yeah, you think?” I snapped. “I don’t know how long she was stuck dealing with him before I got there, but she was terrified. He was pushing into her space and trying to intimidate her. He thinks he’s a badass.”

      “Who swung first?” he asked as we walked to the waiting limo. That was only slightly out of place.

      “He pushed me,” I said.

      “I’m not sure it will be self-defense,” he said as we crawled into the back of the car.

      “I don’t care,” I said for what felt like the tenth time. “He’s going to sue me regardless.”

      “True,” he said with a sigh. “What now?”

      “I need to talk to her and make sure she’s not pissed at me,” I said with a sigh. “I probably fucked up everything again.”

    

  







            Chapter 55

          

          

      

    

    






Madeleine

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the front door after Jewel dropped me off at her place. When she picked me up, I lost my cool. I broke into tears as I told her my story.

      She was horrified and pissed at the same time. She declared I was not fit to pick up Clara. She had dropped me off to go back and pick her up. I was supposed to be getting my shit together.

      I couldn’t stop the thoughts from racing through my mind. I felt like I had to be there with Clara to protect her. Jewel was certain that was the exact wrong thing to do. She pointed out my fear would only scare Clara.

      By the time Clara came through the door, I had managed to pull myself together. I made it through the evening without letting on I was shaken to my core. Once I got her off to bed in one of the two spare bedrooms, I took advantage of the quiet time and took a bath.

      “Feeling better?” Jewel asked as I sank onto the sofa with a glass of wine in my hand. I was exhausted.

      “I do. Thank you for being my hero today.”

      She laughed. “I wasn’t the hero. Your man Channing was the hero.”

      I let out a long sigh. “I don’t even know what I’m going to say to him. He might be in jail still. You are my other hero. You really saved me today.”

      “Are you feeling better though?”

      I slowly nodded. “As much as I can. I just don’t know what comes next. I know the violation doesn’t keep him in jail. It’s nothing more than a slap on the wrist. That’s what Channing said. The cop I spoke to basically told me the same thing. I have to go home at some point.”

      “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you want. I’ve got the room. We can be roomies.”

      I laughed. “You need your space.”

      “I have space,” she said. “Plenty of it.”

      “Thank you for the offer,” I told her. “I’ll have to figure something out. Clara needs to be home in her own bed.”

      “I agree, but you guys can make this your home. I have to say, I’m a little nervous about you going home. He might show up.”

      “He’ll show up here too. Then you’re involved.”

      “I think the two of us can take him. Two of us against him is better than just you.”

      I nodded. “True,” I murmured.

      A knock at the door had us both leaping off the couch. My wine splashed out of my glass. “Hide,” she whispered.

      “I don’t think that’s going to help.”

      She shooed me away while she checked the peephole. I grabbed a butcher knife and stood to the side. “It’s Channing,” she said.

      “Channing? Are you sure?”

      “Um, he looks like a bigger, older, male version of Clara,” she quipped before unlocking the door. “I’m sure.” She opened the door. “Come on in.”

      Channing looked at me before his eyes dropped to the knife in my hand. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      I quickly put the knife away. “Yes, fine.”

      “I’m going to bed,” Jewel announced. “Thanks for beating the shit out of that asshole today,” she said to Channing.

      He smirked. “You’re welcome, but I have to say the pleasure was all mine.”

      Jewel walked away, making a big deal out of her bedroom door closing.

      “You’re out,” I said with surprise.

      “I wasn’t ever really in,” he said.

      I stared at him and felt about a million different emotions. I needed him. I needed his strength. I was supposed to be mad at him for wanting to leave me. How could I possibly be pissed?

      I couldn’t resist the man and rushed to him. I practically threw myself at him. He grabbed me and pulled me against him before lifting me. I held him so tightly I worried I would hurt him.

      He kissed the side of my head. “You’re okay,” he said in a soothing tone. “You’re all right.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you so much. I’m so sorry.”

      He put me back on my feet, kissing me on my cheek. “You did nothing wrong.”

      I brushed my hair back from my face and regained my composure once again. “Do you want a glass of wine?” I offered.

      He smiled. “That would be nice, thank you.”

      I poured a glass of wine for him and handed it to him before taking a drink from my own. “Let’s sit. Tell me what happened. I’ve been so worried about you.”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “How are you?”

      “I’m okay. How did you find me?”

      He chuckled. “I remembered the address when you told me last week. It was still in the navigation system. I wanted to see how you were doing.”

      “I’m fine thanks to you,” I said with a smile. “What happened at the police station? Were you charged with assault?”

      “No,” he said. “I guess Geoffrey wants to press charges.”

      “What?” I gasped. “Why? How?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t care. He is claiming I assaulted him. He’s probably going to try and sue me for medical bills, which is fine.”

      “I can’t believe he gets to press charges,” I muttered.

      “Madi, I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Sorry for what?”

      “For getting violent,” he answered. “I lost my cool. I couldn’t stand the thought of him getting away with harassing you. He’s already out.”

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      He nodded. “He was out before I finished my statement.”

      I felt like I was going to vomit. “Oh my god,” I groaned.

      “Hey, I think it’s going to be okay,” he said. “He’s in rough shape. I hope he learned a lesson.”

      I wished I could believe that, but I didn’t. I was certain I had not seen the last of him. “Are you in trouble?” I asked him. “Seriously?”

      “I’m not in trouble,” he said. “Between your statement, the witnesses, and the nine-one-one recording, I’m covered. Even if he decides to sue me, I truly do not care. I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but I can afford to pay his medical bills. I don’t mind. It was all worth it.”

      I believed him. He was being very sincere. “I’m so glad you came to my rescue. I’m sorry I put you in that position. I should have known better. I got cocky and thought it was fine to go for a walk.”

      “You shouldn’t be unable to take a walk,” he said. “He was in the wrong. I hope like hell they prosecute the shit out of him.”

      I smirked. “Me too.”

      He reached for my hand and squeezed. He infused me with such strength. He made me stronger. Being with him felt so right. He leaned over and kissed me. I reached for the back of his head and kissed him back. I had missed his kisses. It had only been a day and I already missed him. How was I going to deal with him going all the way back to Bali?

      “How is Clara?” he asked.

      “She’s fine,” I said. “Jewel picked me up and brought me back here while she went back and got Clara. It gave me some time to settle down. When she got here, I was fine. She doesn’t know anything about what happened.”

      “Good,” he said. “I’m glad. Why was he going to her daycare?”

      “He was following me. I stopped before we got there.”

      “Fucker,” he hissed.

      “Are you sure you’re not going to face legal trouble over this?” I asked.

      “They didn’t charge me with anything. Not even a ticket. They had to take me in. I sat there for a bit and was allowed to make a call. Grayson picked me up. It’s all good.”

      “You got lucky,” I said. “I got lucky. I thought they were going to lock you up.”

      “Madi, it was all worth it,” he said. “I know it sounds awful, but I want you to know I’m not a violent guy. I don’t go around beating people up. I can’t remember the last time I got into a fight. That isn’t me. I can’t say I will never fight again, but I will never jump to violence.”

      “I don’t blame you for what you did,” I told him. “Geoffrey wanted it to happen. I don’t think he wanted to get his ass beat, but when you mess with the bull, you get the horns.”

      He laughed. “Good to know.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I know that sounds so inadequate but thank you. When I saw you coming toward me, I was filled with relief. I had been so scared, and the police were taking forever. No one on the street would help me. Then you came running. Where were you?”

      “I wasn’t far,” he said. “I was having lunch with Grayson. I missed your call, and as soon as I got your voicemail, I hopped in the car and tried to get there as fast as possible. I got caught in a traffic jam. I called my brothers, hoping they could get to you before I could. They couldn’t. I parked the car and ran.”

      “You ran?” I asked with shock.

      He laughed. “I did.”

      “How many blocks?”

      He shrugged. “A couple.”

      I had a feeling it was a few more than a couple. It just went to how hard he tried to get to me. I wanted him to stay. After everything he had done for me, I couldn’t keep lying to him. He deserved to know the truth about Clara. I was worried he would hate me for it. I would probably lose him, but he needed to know.

      I knew his heart belonged in Bali. If I told him about Clara, he would be obligated to settle down in New York.

      He would hate it. But it was his decision to make. I wanted him to stay but I couldn’t cut his wings. He was a free man and needed to be on that beach.

      I looked at him and smiled. This was going to be so hard, but I had to do it. I had to get the secret off my chest.

      He put his glass on the coffee table before taking mine. He pulled me close to him and held me tight. His arms were clamped around me. I felt so safe in his arms. I felt like it was where I belonged. My breath hitched as emotion rolled over me.

      “I can’t go back,” he whispered. “I can’t go back to Bali and leave you behind. Not again.”

      A small sob escaped my throat. I couldn’t keep lying to him, not now. “Oh, Channing,” I whispered.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “We’re going to get through this. One step at a time. It’s going to be okay.”

      I wished that were true. I wished I could go back in time and find a way to tell him about my pregnancy. We might have been able to make something work.

      With all the time that had passed, I was certain he would not be able to forgive me. He would walk away from me. He would surely hate me. Any chance we had of being together would be gone forever.

      How could he want to be with a woman that had been lying to him for weeks?
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      I couldn’t let her go. I held on to her like someone was trying to rip her away. I had gone home after Grayson took me back to James’s car. Luckily, no one was home as I knew Mom would not be happy to see me bloodied and bruised. I was sure if I explained why, she would be less pissed, but she would still not be thrilled with the idea I got into a fight.

      I needed to get my head on straight. Once I had some time to mull over everything, I realized I couldn’t leave her.

      The moment I saw her on the sidewalk, her face pale and her eyes filled with fear, I saw red. I had been furious and terrified. My heart had pounded so hard in my chest, I was certain it would bust through my skin. It took me a few hours, but I knew for sure I wasn’t going to leave her. We needed to get some shit worked out, but I wanted her.

      “I don’t want you to be miserable,” she said. “I know how much you love Bali. I wouldn’t take that away from you.”

      “I want to be here,” I said. “This is where I belong.”

      “If you’re staying here to be with me, I can’t let you do it,” she said. “What if I’m not enough? You love Bali. You were thriving there. I can’t ask you to stay.”

      “You’re not asking,” I assured her. “I want to be here. This is where I belong.”

      “You say that now, but in six months, what happens? You’re going to want your warm weather and the ocean. It’s going to be cold and snowy, and you will be miserable. I can’t make you as happy as that little bungalow.”

      “You both make me happy,” I said.

      I felt her stiffen in my arms and realized I had slipped.

      “Both?” she asked and pulled back. She looked up at me. “We both make you happy?”

      I looked at my hands and then into her eyes. “Both of you. You and Clara.”

      She had a funny look on her face. “Me and Clara?”

      She thought I was being a weirdo. Understandable after what she’d gone through with Geoffrey. I grabbed her hand in mine. I didn’t want her to get away from me. It was time to lay it all out on the line. I had a feeling it was going to shock her. She’d likely want to pull back. I wasn’t going to let her.

      “I know, Madi.”

      “What?”

      “I know about Clara,” I said.

      She slowly shook her head. “What do you know?”

      It was a little irritating she was going to keep trying to deny it. I wasn’t going to be pissed. It wouldn’t get us anywhere. “I know she’s mine.”

      The words hung in the air. Her jaw dropped open. She didn’t blink for several seconds. She stared at me with no expression on her face. “You what?”

      “I know Clara is my child,” I repeated

      “I don’t understand,” she murmured and pulled away. She scooted several inches down the couch. “When did you know?”

      “When I came back here,” I said.

      “How could you possibly know?” she asked. “You didn’t even know I had a child. I never mentioned I had a little girl.”

      This was where things got tricky. I could lie. The how didn’t really seem important. But that was not how I wanted our relationship to start. No more lies. We’d both made some mistakes. I hoped we could move past them.

      “I found out just before I went to your apartment,” I said. I hoped it would be enough.

      “Did Jewel tell you?”

      “No. I wasn’t aware Jewel knew. I suppose it makes sense that she does. No wonder she was so pissed at me in Bali.”

      “Channing, how did you know Clara existed?” she asked.

      It was time to fess up. “When I came back to New York, I went out for some drinks with my brothers. I told them about you. One of my brothers looked you up on social media. Clara was in a few pictures. It was my brothers who pointed out Clara had the Bancroft eyes. I didn’t believe it, but then I looked at her picture. I still wasn’t convinced. I went to your place that night to see you, but I also wanted to ask you about Clara.”

      “Wow,” she breathed. “I can’t believe you let me walk around your house that whole week without mentioning it to me. I was so worried about you or your mom picking up on it and you knew the whole time.”

      I winced. If I was spilling my guts, I had to come completely clean. “My mom knew before I did.”

      Her eyes bulged. “No! Oh my god! What she must think of me! I feel awful.”

      “Okay, I need to tell you all of it,” I said. The guilt was going to kick my ass if I didn’t give her the full story.

      She groaned. “I’m not sure it can get any worse.”

      “I guess you ran into my mom at a grocery store a couple of years ago,” I started.

      She nodded. “Yes. I knew her from a couple of volunteer things we did together.”

      “My mom knew then,” I told her.

      “You’ve known for years?” She shook her head. “You’ve known and you never once mentioned it.”

      “No, I didn’t know. She never told me or anyone else. Even when you were in the house, she never said anything to me. I didn’t know she knew until after you’d been there a few days.”

      She blew out her breath. “Wow. I feel like such an idiot. I was so worried about how I was going to tell you and you knew the whole time. Why didn’t you say something? Why would you let me carry that around for two weeks?”

      “I was waiting for you to tell me,” I said. “My mom agreed with me. She said you were a sensible woman, and you had your reasons for keeping it from me. I hoped you would grow to trust me enough to tell me. I believed you had your reasons as well. I didn’t want to push you away by calling you out. I think I was also a little afraid to acknowledge it because then I had to accept my part in it all.”

      “Channing, I don’t know what to say,” she said. “You could have mentioned it to me. I feel a little betrayed.”

      “I wasn’t sure how you felt about me,” I said. “We had a great week in Bali, but you made it clear that last day that it was done and over. It was a sticky situation. It wasn’t like there was a guidebook.”

      “But you still came to see me,” she said.

      “I was always planning to hunt you down,” I said with a small laugh. “My thought was to find you and convince you we were good together. I had no idea about Clara. I sat on it for a few days because I was trying to figure things out. I wasn’t sure if you weren’t telling me because you didn’t want me in your life or because you thought I would be a bad father. I wanted to give you time to figure it out without any pressure from me.”

      “Wow,” she said again. “I’ve been stressing out about how to tell you.”

      “Can I ask why you didn’t tell me?” I asked.

      She licked her lips. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t know where you were. I know I could have told your mom, but I didn’t want to be that girl.”

      “What girl?”

      “The one hunting down the rich mother to accuse her son of knocking me up,” she said. “I was a little embarrassed and ashamed of myself. I was doing okay on my own.”

      I nodded. I could understand that. “But why didn’t you tell me when we met again in Bali?”

      She sighed. “Because you were this guy living in a bungalow on a beach in Bali. You were so happy. You had no worries. I couldn’t take that from you. I saw our little tryst as nothing more than a fling. I was there for a week, and once it was over, it was done. I would come back home to Clara and you would enjoy your life in Bali. I didn’t see any reason to disrupt your life.”

      Tears were streaming down her cheeks. I hated seeing her cry.

      I shook my head. “I hate that you didn’t think you could tell me.”

      “I didn’t tell you because I know you are a good man,” she said. “You’re responsible and you would have given up your life in Bali to be here for your daughter. I didn’t want you to give that up. I remembered the man you were when we hooked up five years ago. Then when I saw you in Bali, you were so different. You had this sense of peace about you. I listened to you talk about why you left. I didn’t want to take that away from you.”

      I didn’t blame her. I had given her no reason to want to tell me. “I’m sorry you went through all of that on your own. I know I wasn’t in a good place.”

      “You are a good man.” She sniffled and wiped her cheeks. “I watched the two of you together. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but I didn’t want you to resent me. We were getting along so well. I didn’t want to ruin that. I knew you said you would stay in town, but I’m sure you would hate me for it. Maybe not right away but eventually.”

      “I could never hate you,” I said.

      She wiped her face again. When her eyes met mine, I could see her stress. “I’m exhausted,” she said. “This day has been a wild ride.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry. You need to get some rest. I didn’t mean to overwhelm you on a day that you’ve already been through so much.”

      “It’s just a lot,” she whispered.

      I could see the emotional wear she’d been through. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I wanted you to know everything was fine. This is all going to work out. All of it. Once you’ve had some time to think everything over, please call me. I’d like to talk this through. I’ll go. Get some sleep and try not to worry about anything.”

      I leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before getting to my feet. I wanted nothing more than to hold her and comfort her. She looked so small and frail. I wished I could whisk her away and make everything okay for her. The worst part was I could do that if she would let me.

      “Channing,” she said and grabbed my wrist.

      I stopped and looked down at her sitting on the couch. “What is it?”

      “Stay,” she whispered.

      She didn’t have to ask twice. I helped her to her feet and let her lead me up a narrow set of stairs to an attic bedroom. “Where’s Clara?” I asked.

      “Downstairs in the spare bedroom that is basically her room. Jewel has a small bed in there for her and some of her own things for nights she stays over.”

      I had to duck my head to keep from hitting the ceiling in the A-shaped room. “I’m glad she has her own cozy place.”

      She smiled and nodded. “It’s not quite home, but I know she’s comfortable here.”

      I stepped close to her, standing at the foot of the bed in the tallest portion of the room. I reached for her and pulled her close. It felt good to just hold her. I needed it as much as she did. I was certain I was going to have nightmares tonight. I wouldn’t with her in my arms.

      I would know she was safe. Clara was safe. Tomorrow we would worry about the rest.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I murmured over her head. “I know today wasn’t fun. You were brave. You stood up to him. I’m proud of you.”

      “I wish I could have done more,” she said. “I just didn’t know how to stop him. He wouldn’t go away. The dispatcher kept telling me to go somewhere safe. In that moment, I realized nowhere was safe. I couldn’t escape him. That was very sobering. I hated feeling like I was trapped. He made me feel weak and helpless. I felt like I was a small child facing a giant.”

      “I hate him for making you feel that way,” I said, brushing back a strand of her hair. I could smell her shampoo. It had become very familiar to me. I was certain I could pick her out in a room if I was blindfolded. Her unique scent combined with the fruity shampoo.

      “It feels good to be in your arms,” she murmured and rested her head on my shoulder. “I feel safe.”

      “You are safe,” I promised.

      “Hold me,” she whispered.

      “I’ve got you.”
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      I stood in his arms for a long time. I didn’t want to move. The contrast between the way he made me feel compared to the way I felt when I was near Geoffrey was glaringly obvious. Geoffrey had never made me feel safe. I never felt like I could just be me. I was always trying to be the person he thought I was supposed to be.

      Channing made me feel more than safe. I was comfortable. I felt like I mattered. This was how it was supposed to be. As dysfunctional as our relationship was, there was more support from him than I had ever experienced. As I held him, something changed inside me. The love for him that I had been trying to keep at bay bloomed.

      I felt warm and fuzzy and all I wanted to do was be with him. I wanted that warm and tingly feeling to evolve into the all-encompassing ecstasy that only he could give me. My hands trailed up his back and over his shoulders. I pulled away just enough to look into his eyes.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “For?”

      “Being you. For being so understanding. This.”

      “This?” he questioned, his hands moving to frame my face.

      “Being here with me when I need you the most,” I said.

      “I need you. I need to be here with you right now.”

      We were on the same page. Of course, we were. He bent his head and brushed his lips over mine. I slid my hands into his hair and held his head, kissing him back. His hands slid down my body, resting on my hips as we deepened the kiss. I kissed him like I needed it more than I needed the air.

      In that moment, I did need him more than anything else.

      He pulled back and looked at me. “We don’t need to,” he said.

      I knew what he was saying. “I want to.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind holding you all night. I didn’t come here with the intention of doing that.”

      He was so thoughtful. I smiled up at him while running my hand over his chest. “I understand if you’re too tired,” I said. I knew he would argue that he wasn’t. “You had a rough day as well. You jogged several blocks. You beat the hell out of a guy. Went to jail. That’s a long day.”

      He chuckled. “I can do you anytime. I don’t care if I’ve had to crawl through a desert for a week. When it comes to you, I’m up for it.” He grabbed my hand and placed it over his cock. I gently squeezed him.

      “Anytime?” I teased.

      “Any fucking time.”

      “What about after a long day on the beach?” I asked.

      “Been there, done that,” he said in a husky voice. “I’ve proven that.”

      “Yes, I suppose you have.”

      “We’ll be extra quiet,” he said as he pushed my jogging pants down my hips. I loved elastic waistbands. It just made things so much easier.

      I lifted my arms so he could pull my shirt off. This part came so naturally to us. He didn’t have to ask. I knew what he wanted. I knew the dance well.

      “All kidding aside, are you sure you’re okay?” I asked. “Are you sure you’re not sore?”

      I ran my fingers over his jaw, tracing some faint bruising. I pressed my lips to the area before examining the rest of his beautiful face, gently kissing every inch.

      “I’m not sore. My knuckles are a little bruised, but I’m fine. I spent a lot of time hiking and messing around on that beach with a bunch of tween boys roughhousing. What Geoffrey did today was the equivalent to me swatting away flies.”

      I laughed and started the ritual of undressing him. I loved getting him naked. “My big, bad man,” I teased. “Swatting flies. Who says that?”

      “Wait,” he said when I moved to push his jeans down. He pulled two condoms from his back pocket.

      I grinned. “How long have those been back there?”

      “A couple hours,” he answered saucily. “I never leave home without them. I never know when you’re going to let me get lucky. I know whenever I see you and the opportunity presents itself, I’m going to jump at the chance.”

      “Uh huh,” I teased. “Seems convenient.”

      “I would have left without anything, but I figure it’s always good to be ready.”

      “Well, this is your lucky day,” I said with a laugh.

      “Any day I’m with you makes me feel very lucky,” he said.

      “You’re about to get oh so lucky,” I whispered.

      We were both naked, doing our usual perusal of one another’s bodies. He kissed me until I was weak in the knees. His heated kisses could bring me to orgasm with almost no effort at all. That was a testament to how turned on I was by the man.

      His hands groped my breasts before dropping between my legs and rubbing over my mound. I groaned, leaning my head back while he worked his magic. I had to be careful not to be too loud.

      He stepped away and turned me around before pushing me forward. I bent down, putting my hands on the bed. He moved behind me, sliding his hand down my spine. I looked over my shoulder at him and watched as he rolled the condom down his thick length. His eyes caught mine. The heated look made my juices flow.

      He slid a finger across my folds. “I love how wet you get.”

      “You,” I whispered. “You turn me on.”

      He pushed the head of his cock inside me. He was thick and hard, and my body had to stretch to accommodate his large size. He pushed inside me one glorious inch at a time. My fingers curled in the quilt spread over the bed.

      “Damn, you’re tight.”

      I knew this worked. We had done this before, but he felt so much bigger than before. I shimmied my hips and managed to take him just a little deeper. His skin pressed against mine and I knew he was all the way in.

      “Oh god,” I groaned, trying to keep my voice down. “So good.”

      “I would absolutely walk through fire for this,” he grunted.

      “Me too. I’m addicted to you.”

      “I’m a good addiction. I’m the kind of addiction you can’t get too much of.”

      I groaned again, dropping my forehead onto the blanket. Channing’s hands were on my hips. He slowly pulled out and then pushed back in with no rush. It was agonizing and glorious at the same time. “I can’t stop it,” I moaned as my orgasm spiraled through my body. It was like being dipped in warm honey.

      “Don’t stop,” he whispered. “I’ve got you.”

      “Oh shit,” I gasped. The orgasm broke free and I felt myself tumbling. That was when I realized I had actually tumbled onto the bed. He had fallen with me, still pressed inside me. I turned my face and spread my arms to the side. I clenched the blanket as he continued his slow ride. I heard his breathing change and knew he was moving closer to the goal line.

      “That’s it,” he groaned. “That’s my girl. Squeeze me. Fuck yeah.”

      I released a moan into the mattress. He pushed deeper, his thrusts harder as he pounded into me. In a flash of white-hot heat, he exploded inside me. It triggered another orgasm that left me crying into the mattress. He ever so slowly lay down beside me. Both of us were breathing heavily. His hand pressed against the small of my back.

      “Wow,” I murmured and turned my face to him. We were both lying on our bellies, completely spent. “I feel so much better.”

      He grinned. “Me too.”

      “I didn’t know how much I needed that until just now. I’m so relaxed.”

      “Me too,” he murmured. “You wrung me out.”

      I laughed softly. “You can’t stay the night,” I told him.

      “I won’t. I just need a minute to recuperate.”

      “Okay,” I said. I was already drifting off. He had managed to screw me to sleep. “I’m cold.”

      “Let’s get you under the blanket,” he said.

      “I don’t think I can move.”

      He chuckled. “Me either.”

      We both laughed. I finally managed to peel myself off the bed. He stood, and together, we climbed naked under the sheets. “Just for five minutes,” I told him. “Hold me.”

      “I will. I’ve got you.”

      I knew he did have me. After the wild day, I needed to be in his arms. I needed the comfort and strength only he could bring. I felt a tear slip down my cheek. I wasn’t sad. I was happy. My secret was out of the bag. I could finally have some peace.

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “What for?”

      “For saving me,” I said. “I don’t know if I was ever in any real danger, but I felt like I was. You swooped in and saved me.”

      “I will always be here for you,” he said. “Whatever you need, you can count on me. I know we have a lot to talk about and stuff to work out. I will always be here for you, no matter how things shake out.”

      I turned and kissed his chest. “Thank you.”

      I closed my eyes and immediately saw Geoffrey’s angry face in front of me. I jerked, my breathing coming fast.

      “Shh,” he whispered and gently soothed me. “It’s okay. You’re okay. I’m here.”
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      “Channing.” I heard her sweet voice from somewhere far away.

      I reached for her and pulled her close. “Shh, I’m here,” I soothed without opening my eyes.

      “No, you have to get up,” Madi said and pulled away from me.

      I opened my eyes and looked around. The first thing I noticed was the ceiling. It felt like it was going to fall in on me. I rubbed my face. “What time is it?”

      “Almost six,” she whispered. “You have to go. Jewel will be up soon.”

      “Was I not allowed to sleep over?” I teased.

      She slapped at my bare shoulder. “I’ve got to get Clara up soon. She cannot see you here.”

      “We lived together for a week.”

      “Channing Bancroft,” she scolded as she climbed out of the tiny bed we shared all night.

      I grinned. “Are you really kicking me out? I feel like such a teenager.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what kind of life you lived as a teenager, but I didn’t do those things.”

      “That’s too bad,” I teased.

      She pulled the blanket back, exposing my naked body and the morning wood that was hoping for ten minutes with her. Her eyes widened and she quickly threw the blanket back over me. I chuckled as I watched her blush.

      “You have to get up.”

      I gestured toward the tent over my lower half. “I’m up.”

      “Stop. I don’t want to confuse the situation.”

      I sat up, keeping the sheet over my lower half. “What is the situation?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      She knew damn well what I was talking about. “Where do we go from here?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I need time to think. I’m glad it’s all out in the open, but I can’t just spring this on Clara.”

      “Where does she think her father is?” I asked.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’ve done a really good job dodging the question.”

      “She’s never asked for her daddy?” I pressed.

      “Fortunately, she’s young enough that I can quickly distract her.”

      I nodded. “What were you going to tell her?”

      She blew out a breath. “I don’t know. I know I messed up and I probably should have done a better job thinking it all through. I just kept hoping the subject would never come up. I know that sounds terrible. I can only imagine how that makes you feel.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know how I feel. I know I want to be a part of her life, but I am not pressuring you. This is your rodeo. I’m here. Whatever you want or need.”

      “I know I owe you something. I know it and I will figure it out. Just give me a day or two, okay?”

      “No pressure,” I said. “I’ll give you some time.”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to see you,” she said.

      I pulled on my underwear. “You’re welcome to come and stay at the house,” I said. I hoped she would take me up on the offer. I liked sleeping with her, literally and figuratively.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” she said. “I should apologize to your mother though. I feel so bad.”

      “For what?”

      “For lying to her all this time,” she said. “I feel awful. She’s so good to Clara.”

      “She loves her, but she will give you all the space you need,” I told her. “Obviously, she would love to have a relationship with her. We all would.”

      She groaned. “Your whole family knows,” she said and slapped a hand against her forehead. “That dinner. They all knew.”

      I shook my head. “No, Hannah did. She knew immediately and asked Grayson why no one was talking about it. No one is mad at you. It’s all good.”

      I walked to her and put my hands on her hips. She was wearing her shirt and panties and nothing else. I nuzzled her neck and then kissed her cheek. I kissed across her jaw. She smiled and turned to kiss me. “You are tempting me,” she murmured.

      “I hope to do a lot more than that,” I said.

      She pushed her hands against my chest. “We can’t. You have to go.”

      “Five minutes,” I whispered, slipping my hand under her panties.

      She groaned. “I can’t. Later.”

      She pushed again. I reluctantly stepped away. “Fine, but if you get a little craving for ecstasy, I’ll be ready and waiting.”

      We both dressed before silently creeping downstairs. She walked me outside. The early morning air was refreshing, but I would have preferred to be in bed with her.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” I asked.

      “I’m going to be fine,” she said.

      “Do you think it might be a good idea to stay home for the day?”

      “No way. I’m not going to let him keep me down.”

      I smiled. “That’s my girl,” I said and kissed her again.

      “Go,” she said with a laugh. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Are you sure I can’t give you a ride?” I offered.

      She sighed and shook her head. “No. I’m going to have Jewel take me back to my car. I’ve let him scare me to the point I’ve been reliant on you and Jewel. I have to take back the control. If he slashes my tires or smashes my windshield, so be it. But I’m not taking the bus anymore. I need my car.”

      “I can give you a ride back to your car.”

      She smiled. “I’m good. You’ve done more than enough for me. I appreciate everything, but for my own peace of mind, I have to step back into my old life. The life that allowed me to come and go as I pleased. I need freedom.”

      She made me proud. “Good. I agree. I’ll text you later if that’s okay. I want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I would appreciate that.”

      I was reluctant to go. “I’ll be available at the drop of a hat. Call me if you need anything. If he shows up, call me. I will gladly beat the hell out of him again. It would give me great pleasure.”

      She laughed. “All right, Mr. Tyson. I will happily call you, but you can’t beat him up. I don’t think the police will let you go so easily this time.”

      “I don’t want to sound like an asshole, but I can afford a good lawyer,” I said with a wink.

      She laughed. “Yes, you can. Get out of here before we get busted.”

      I gave her another kiss. “I’ll see you later.”

      She went back inside, and I headed for my rental car. It felt good to have everything out in the open. It was a huge weight off my shoulders. I imagined she felt better as well—better, but now she had to decide what to do next.

      I hoped she would be willing to let me into Clara’s life, but I didn’t want to push it. Not yet. I would give her time to figure out what she thought would be best for our daughter. After all, she knew her better than anyone else. I had to rely on her expertise.

      When I got home, I headed straight for the kitchen. I was starving. I’d skipped dinner last night and was feeling rather famished. I walked right into an ambush. James and my mother were both glaring at me. I turned and was ready to make a break for it when my mother called me back.

      “You need to have yourself a seat,” she ordered.

      It was crazy that I could feel like a twelve-year-old in the blink of an eye. James smirking at me was just like it used to be all those years ago. Whenever I got in trouble, he stood by and watched with great pleasure. I shot him a dirty look.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Jail?” she snapped. “You were in jail!”

      “Technically, I was at the police station,” I corrected. “I wasn’t locked up.”

      “Don’t get smart with me, young man,” she said. “You beat someone up?”

      James was smiling. “You’re in trouble.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

      “Grayson told me he had to pick you up at the jail!”

      I was going to thank Grayson for that one. As usual, he was tattling on me. “He picked me up at the police station. I was not arrested.”

      “Did you get cuffed?” James asked.

      “Shut up.”

      “Were you handcuffed?” my mother asked. She was obviously horrified.

      “Only because it was procedure,” I said.

      She covered her face. “Oh my god. In the middle of the day. I have a criminal son.”

      “I’m not a criminal,” I said. “I didn’t get arrested. I was cuffed and given a ride to the police station. I was let go after I gave my statement.”

      She wasn’t happy, but I could see her softening a bit. “Grayson said you beat up Madi’s ex. Is that true?”

      “It isn’t like I sought him out and jumped him,” I said. I was so going to rip Grayson a new asshole. “He was going after Madi. He isn’t supposed to be anywhere near her. He stalked her. She was terrified. He followed her to Clara’s daycare. The police got held up. She was there facing off against him alone. I don’t know what he would have done, but I wasn’t going to wait and see. He shoved, I hit.”

      “Did you kick his ass?” James asked.

      I shrugged. “I did get in a few good licks. The cop told me Geoffrey is going to press charges against me.”

      “Bring it on,” my mother spat. “I’ll write him a check now. Whatever it takes to get him to go away. I’m about tired of that man harassing my family.”

      That was my mama. She was this sweet lady, but mess with her family and I had no doubt in my mind she would not hesitate to cut them off at the knees.

      “I hope after what happened yesterday he will stay away, but I don’t think that will be the case. The guy is a nutjob. Even with me standing there and telling him to back the hell off, he didn’t budge. He looked like he was going to attack, even with me right there.”

      She shook her head. “That is terrible. Is Madi at home? Is that where you’ve been?”

      “She is staying at her friend’s house,” I answered.

      “Fix this, son. Bring them back here. We can keep them safe.”

      “That’s not what she wants.”

      She waved a hand. “Because you need to tell her how you really feel.”

      “Actually, we did talk last night. The cat is out of the bag about Clara.”

      James looked shock. “No shit? She finally told you?”

      “No, I told her I knew. I was tired of dancing around the subject. We can’t move forward if we don’t acknowledge the child we share.”

      My mother smiled. “And now? Can I claim her as my own?”

      I winced. “Not yet. She wants some time to figure out how this works.”

      “Um, that part is already figured out,” James said. “Maybe you do need that talk again if you guys need to figure out how this works.”

      “Is there a reason you’re here?” I asked him.

      He laughed. “Moral support.”

      “For who?”

      He shrugged. “Just in general.”

      “James, stop,” she scolded. “Channing, you didn’t sleep here last night. Were you with her?”

      I couldn’t explain it, but I felt a little guilty. “I did.”

      “Does that mean you two have worked things out?” she pressed.

      “It means we are working toward something,” I said. “I’m not going to pressure her. I want her to be cool with it all.”

      “What about Bali?” James asked.

      “I need to be here,” I said. “I’m fine with staying. If she decides it’s what best for her and our daughter and our relationship, that’s cool.”

      My mother was still smiling. “You sound like a grownup.”

      “I am a grownup,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t always act like it, but I’m getting there.”

      “You’ll be together,” she stated.

      “I hope we will, but we’ve got a lot to work through,” I said.

      “Is she willing to work through it?” James asked. “I’m not sure you’re a great catch. She might decide you are too much work.”

      “Go away,” I told him. “I’m hungry, Mom. Do you have any more of those muffins?”

      She loved to feed us. It made her happy. “I do,” she said. “I picked up more fruit as well. I don’t know how you keep up your weight when you eat so much fruit.”

      “I eat more than fruit,” I assured her. “I just like fruit in the morning. It’s a good pick-me-up.”

      “Normal people drink coffee,” James said.

      “I drink coffee, but instead of eating a donut, I like a banana or a mango.”

      “Well, this was very uneventful,” he said and snatched an apple from the fruit bowl. “I was hoping you’d get grounded or something. I’m out.”

      I shook my head. “Maybe you should think about growing up a bit if you consider this to be exciting.”

      He laughed as he walked out of the kitchen. I got up and grabbed a cup of coffee before sitting down and enjoying breakfast with Mom.
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      “Are you sure?” Jewel asked.

      I nodded. “I am. I need to do this. He is not going to destroy my life.”

      “But maybe you should wait a few days and see what he does,” she said.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay with you another day or two, but I need to start easing into my old routines again. This was never supposed to be permanent. It’s gone on too long.”

      “I know you want your old life, and I think you should have it, but I’m worried it’s too soon.”

      I sighed and finished packing Clara’s backpack. “It has to happen eventually. The longer I wait, the harder it’s going to be to pick up the pieces.”

      “I’m going to stay with you while you’re in the apartment,” she said.

      “I do appreciate that,” I said. “I’m going to let Clara pick out a couple of outfits.”

      “All right, I’ll put on my shit-kicking boots, just in case,” she said with a laugh.

      I grinned. “I need to get me some of those.”

      We were up and out of the house earlier than usual to allow for enough time to get back to my apartment. When we walked in, it had that smell of emptiness. It didn’t feel like my home, but I was anxious to return and make it into the safe place it used to be. We quickly collected a few things before heading to my car. Jewel watched us leave before she got in her own car.

      It felt good to be behind the wheel again. I didn’t realize how much freedom driving gave me. It was like I had been missing from my own life for far too long. I was happy to be back in the proverbial and literal driver’s seat. I glanced in the rearview mirror and smiled at Clara. She seemed to be happy as well.

      “How come you’re smiling, Mommy?” she asked.

      “Because I’m happy.”

      “Why are you happy?” she questioned, like it was so strange to see me happy.

      That was something that hit me kind of hard. She had picked up on my misery. I hated that she had to see that. I didn’t want her to think that was normal. My relationship with Geoffrey was not the example I wanted her to have.

      “I’m happy because I have a really good friend,” I said.

      “Aunt Jewel?”

      I smiled. “No. Channing.”

      “I like Channing,” she said.

      “Me too,” I said. “He makes me a smile a lot.”

      “Because he makes you feel special,” she said in the way little kids talked when they just knew something for fact in the way that only kids could.

      I nodded. “He does make me feel very special,” I said.

      “He’s fun,” she said. “I like Nana too.”

      “Me too,” I said with a laugh.

      “Can we go visit? Nana said we were going to make cookies.”

      “We’ll see what we can do,” I said.

      I was already thinking of a good excuse to visit the Bancroft house. I knew they would welcome us, but I was a little ashamed of the way I ran away at the crack of dawn. I owed Mrs. Bancroft an apology. I felt like I needed to explain why I kept Clara a secret. It was nothing against the family.

      “Are we going to live in the big house?” she asked.

      I burst into laughter. “Why would you think that?” I asked.

      “Because I like it there. Nana said she liked us there too. She said Channing has been gone a long time and she was happy he came home.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Because mamas always miss their kids,” I said. “When you’re a big girl and you move out, I’m going to miss you.”

      “I won’t leave you, Mama,” she said.

      If only were that true. “But if you do, that’s okay.”

      We walked into daycare hand in hand. I gave her a kiss. “I’ll miss you,” I told her.

      “I think you’re special,” she declared.

      I gave her a big hug. “Thank you. I think you are super special too. I’ll see you after school.”

      “And then we’ll go to Channing’s house?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “I will check and see if they would like some company.”

      “They will,” she said matter-of-factly. “Nana said I could visit anytime I wanted.”

      I laughed and ruffled her hair. “Well then, I guess it’s settled.”

      I left the daycare and got in the car. I called Channing. “Hey,” I said. “I just wanted to let you know all is good.”

      “You picked up your car?”

      “I did. I’m sitting in it right now and it feels so good.”

      “Any problems?” he asked.

      “Nope. Jewel went with me to the apartment and stuck around until we left.”

      “Good,” he said, and I could hear the relief in his voice.

      “I’m going in, but I just wanted to let you know we’re safe. I won’t be taking lunch off campus. I’m not going to push it.”

      “I can pick you up and take you to lunch if you want,” he offered.

      I couldn’t stop the smile. “That’s very sweet, but I’ll be okay. I picked up a to-go salad.”

      “Gross,” he teased.

      I laughed. “Probably, but it’ll be okay. Thanks for offering. I’ll call you after work.”

      “I don’t want to wait that long,” he said. “Check in with me after lunch.”

      It felt good to be worried about. “I will. I’ll talk to you later.”

      I ended the call feeling good. I liked being cared about. I hated to keep comparing Channing to Geoffrey, but it was like having the veil pulled from my eyes. I could see everything clearly now. My relationship with Geoffrey was never healthy. From the first day we met, I had been manipulated by him.

      I went into school feeling better than I had in a long time. I was still a little anxious. I knew Geoffrey was still out there. I knew he was there, but I wasn’t as afraid as I had been. It was like knowing I had Channing to back me up gave me newfound courage. I was invincible. Maybe not invincible but damn close. I had a good man at my side.

      “Hey, everyone!” I greeted the students.

      “Are you okay, Miss P?”

      “I’m great,” I said.

      “We heard you got sick,” the student replied. “But my mom works at the coffee shop. She saw all kinds of police and a guy got his butt kicked.”

      I winced. “It’s all okay,” I assured them and quicky dove into the lesson.

      I was not about to get into my personal life. It was something all teachers, especially those of us that were a little younger than the rest, had to be very conscious of. We couldn’t let students think we were their friends. We had to make sure we maintained our positions of authority.

      At lunch, I went to the teachers’ lounge to eat my salad. I kept to myself, focusing on my phone. I had a feeling everyone knew about the excitement yesterday. News like that spread like wildfire. If a student knew about it, everyone knew.

      I sent Channing a quick text and let him know everything was just fine. He sent me a couple dirty messages before I had to go back to class.

      I kept my phone in my top desk drawer. I couldn’t very well set a bad example. As I delivered my lecture, I could hear my phone vibrating in the desk. It took all I had not to check it. Between classes, I managed to glance at it. I didn’t recognize the number. There was a voicemail, but I didn’t have a chance to check it before students started filtering in.

      It wasn’t until the last class of the day let out that I was able to listen to the voicemail. It was one of the officers I had met the day before. All she said was I needed to call her back. I hoped Geoffrey was going to jail for a long time.

      I closed my classroom door and called the officer back. “This is Madeleine Poirier,” I said. “You left me a message.”

      “Hi, Madeleine,” she greeted. “How are you?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said nervously. “What’s going on?”

      She sighed and I knew it was bad news. “Geoffrey has been charged with the violation of the restraining order,” she said.

      I nodded as I listened. “Okay. That doesn’t sound bad. Why do you sound like there is something more?”

      “He claims you set him up,” she said.

      “What? How?”

      “He’s hired an attorney. The attorney claims you two are engaged and you have the ring. Geoffrey was supposed to be meeting you to get the ring back. He says you called your new boyfriend, the one you’ve been cheating on him with. According to him, you stalled long enough for Mr. Bancroft to get there and attack him.”

      “I did no such thing!” I exclaimed. “I never took his ring. I broke up with him. I’m not cheating on him because we aren’t together.”

      “I understand,” she said. “This is part of that control.”

      “Why is he allowed to do this?” I asked as I fought back a sob. “I’m the victim. He can’t do this.”

      “Unfortunately, he does have the right to do this. It doesn’t mean it will work.”

      I flopped into my chair. “What am I supposed to do?” I asked. “I don’t have the ring because I never accepted it from him. I have not spoken to him since before the bowling alley incident.”

      “I know this is unfair,” she said sympathetically. “It isn’t right, but it is the system.”

      “The system sucks” I snapped.

      “It has some flaws,” she agreed.

      “What do I do? Am I in trouble?”

      “I think it would be very difficult for him to prove anything, but I would advise you to get a lawyer. These scumbag lawyers don’t care who the victims are. They go for blood. He will harass you. I don’t want you to deal with that. If you have a lawyer, all communication will go through the attorneys. There will be no reason for Geoffrey or his attorney to talk to you.”

      “Do I still have the restraining order?” I asked.

      “Yes. He shouldn’t be contacting you at all.”

      I scoffed. “He didn’t listen the first time. I doubt he’s going to listen now. He knows he can get away with it. How is this fair? He harasses me and I have to leave my home to get away from him. I have to fork out money I don’t have to defend myself against him. I can’t believe this is happening!”

      “I can put you in touch with some victim advocates that can find a lawyer willing to take your case on a sliding fee.”

      I felt overwhelmed. It was going to cost me thousands of dollars to defend myself. “How long do I have?”

      “I’m not sure. I am giving you the heads-up to give you a head start, if you will. If Geoffrey tries to contact you directly, call the police. It will only help your case.”

      I snorted. “I can’t say I’m feeling very optimistic.”

      “I know it seems hopeless, but this is just another tactic to try and control you,” she said. “I’ve seen it before. Don’t let him win. Fight back. A lawyer will also go after Geoffrey on your behalf.”

      “I don’t have a choice,” I said with frustration.

      “Hang in there,” she said. “Call me if you have any questions, concerns, or if he contacts you.”

      “I will, thanks,” I muttered and hung up.

      I couldn’t believe he was still winning. I was up against a giant. I managed to keep my calm and made it to the car.

      I picked up Clara but didn’t drive away. My plan was to go to Jewel’s. But I couldn’t do it. I was unsettled. The phone call had left me shaken. The only place I could think to go was the Bancroft Estate.

      I would feel safe there and hopefully get some clarity.
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      I pushed through the final set in the gym, sweat dripping down my forehead. I grabbed a towel and wiped my face and neck before taking a long drink from my water bottle. I looked up at the clock on the wall. I was hoping Madi would call.

      I was glad she had checked in with me throughout the day. It was about the only thing that kept me from camping out in front of the school.

      I was walking down the hall when I thought I heard Clara’s voice. I picked up my pace and found them in the sitting room with my mom.

      “Hey,” I said as I walked in. “This is a nice surprise.”

      “Hi,” Madi said in a small voice.

      “Hi, Channing,” Clara said with a bright smile.

      My mother gave me the onceover. “Why don’t you take a quick shower?” she said. “I’ll entertain the ladies.”

      I looked at Madi and could tell something was off. “Give me five minutes?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I’ll be here.”

      I could tell something was wrong. I left the room and rushed upstairs. I took the fastest shower humanly possible, focusing on the hot spots before toweling off and dressing in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. I rushed back downstairs.

      “Clara, let’s get started on those cookies,” Mom said and rushed Clara out of the room.

      Something was wrong.

      I moved to sit next to Madi on the couch. “What happened?” I asked.

      She looked at me and broke down. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and held her while she cried. “I’m sorry,” she said and pulled away. She wiped her face. “I told myself I was not going to use your shoulder to cry on.”

      “I want you to use my shoulder to cry on,” I told her. “What’s going on?”

      “He’s pressing charges against me.” She sniffled.

      “Who? Geoffrey?”

      She nodded. “Yes. He apparently hired a lawyer. Geoffrey claims I set him up and stole the engagement ring.”

      “He gave you a ring?” I asked with confusion.

      “No! I rejected it. I never took it.”

      “Okay, then there is nothing to worry about,” I said.

      She wiped her face again. “The officer told me I have to hire a lawyer if I want to avoid talking to him. She said the attorney will bug me if I don’t have a lawyer to act as a go-between.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I hissed.

      “The cop doesn’t think anything will come of it, but I still have to have a lawyer to defend myself,” she said. “He’s doing this on purpose. He knows I can’t afford an attorney. The officer said he was doing it to control me. This is his way of making me suffer for not wanting him.”

      “I can’t believe he can get away with that,” I said in disbelief.

      “He claims I set him up.”

      “Set him up?” I questioned.

      “He says I set him up so you could beat him up,” she explained.

      “Wow. What a piece of shit.”

      She offered a watery smile. “That’s kind of what I thought. I don’t know. The rational side of me knows there is no way he could prove anything. I can deal with a lawyer. I’ll ignore him. Period. This is Geoffrey flexing.”

      “I agree,” I said. “He wants to get a rise out of you. He’s going to try and sue me and press charges against me. He is fighting tooth and nail to keep you in his life. He can’t let you go.”

      “I know it’s wrong to hate anyone, but I really dislike him.”

      “Me too,” I said with a smile.

      “Maybe I’ll just let it go,” she said. “She said if I hired an attorney, he would go after Geoffrey on my behalf as well. But is it worth it? I don’t want this to drag on.”

      “I agree but having a lawyer to speak for you could be a good thing. I don’t think you should let Geoffrey get away with this nonsense. He’s trying to scare you into giving up.”

      “I know, but what is the end game?” she asked. “We could be doing this back and forth forever.”

      “Eventually, he is going to go away,” I told her. “But in my opinion, I don’t think he should get away with all of it. He’s in the wrong. You are in the right. You will win. This is your chance to fight back. Fight back hard. Don’t let this piece of shit get away with it.”

      She sighed and nodded. “You’re right. When Clara grows up, I want her to know she can fight back. She doesn’t have to accept something she knows is wrong. Geoffrey is wrong. I have to set a good example. I want her to look at me and see me as a strong woman.”

      “You are a strong woman,” I told her. “I think standing up is the right thing. I think getting a lawyer is the best way to keep from having any interaction with him. I’ve got a gaggle of lawyers. Not me specifically but the family. We’ll make sure you have the best.”

      “No,” she said. “I can’t let you do that.”

      “Yes, you can. I want to.”

      “Channing, you’re already in enough trouble,” she said. “You don’t need to hire me a lawyer.”

      “Technically, he’s on retainer,” I joked. “Colt and Maisie just used him. He’s good. We’ll have him go after Geoffrey. I want the guy to pay.”

      “But it seems like such a waste of money,” she complained.

      I smiled and squeezed her hand. “Madi, I feel like I say this a lot, but money isn’t really an issue. I’ll spend a million dollars if it gets him locked up. I’m not going to sit back and let this guy fuck with you. What kind of boyfriend would I be if I didn’t defend my girl?”

      “Boyfriend?” she teased.

      “Yes. Deal with it.”

      She giggled and nudged me with her shoulder. “Don’t you get tired of playing my white knight?”

      “Never,” I said. “I’m really liking the role. This could be my new gig.”

      “No way,” she said. “I don’t want to be a victim.”

      “You’re not a victim,” I told her. “You’re a fighter. That’s why he’s doing this. You keep fighting him and it is making him crazy. He keeps coming at you and you keep pushing back. I’m so damn proud of you.”

      “Do I really need a lawyer? It just seems so messy. All because I don’t want to marry him. I don’t understand why he just won’t leave me alone.”

      “Because he’s narcissistic,” I told her. “He knows he will never have you. He sees what he lost, and he can’t believe he let you go.”

      “This is so crazy,” she said and ran her hands though her hair. “I am not this girl. I am not someone who gets mixed up in this kind of thing. I’m a normal girl. I don’t get mixed up with the wrong guys. It is just my luck the one guy I finally decide to date turns out to be a psychopath.”

      “I guess that means you weren’t supposed to date,” I teased. “You were waiting for me.”

      She smiled. “Maybe so. Don’t you get tired of bailing me out of my own mess?”

      “Nope.”

      “You have to be wondering if I’m more trouble than I’m worth,” she said.

      “Not even a flash in my head. You are the mother of my child. I know things are messy, but it doesn’t change the facts. I would never leave you to flounder. I want to be in this with you. You can lean on me.”

      “You’re too good to be true,” she said with a sigh.

      “I assure you I am very real.”

      “Thank you for talking me off the ledge again,” she said. “I should let you get back to your evening.”

      “I’m not doing anything,” I told her. “I want to spend time with you.”

      “I know we still have a lot to talk about, but my head is so full of him and his nonsense. I can’t think straight. I owe you so much. I want to give you what you are looking for, but I’m so confused.”

      I slowly nodded. “I understand, but I need you to know, I’m here for you both. I want to be in your life and hers. I’m not running away from this. She is my responsibility too.”

      Before she could answer, Clara came bouncing into the room. I always found myself staring at her. I couldn’t believe I’d created that little life. Well, not just me but we. We made that beautiful little girl. She was the best of both of us. I wanted to know everything there was to know about her.

      “Mom,” Clara said and came to stand directly in front of Madi.

      “Yes, baby?”

      “Nana and I are making spaghetti for dinner,” she announced. “She wants us to stay for dinner.”

      “Oh, I’m not sure,” Madi hesitated. “It’s rude to show up uninvited.”

      “There is always an invitation,” I said.

      “Agreed,” Mom said as she came in behind Clara. “We want you to stay. Otherwise, it will be just me and Channing. Clara helped me make a big pot of spaghetti. There is far too much. We need you guys.”

      Madi looked at me. “Stay,” I said. “Relax.”

      “Please, Mom,” Clara begged.

      “Yes, we would love to stay for dinner,” Madi said. “Thank you so much.”

      My mom smiled. “Great. We’ll have dinner ready in about fifteen minutes. Come on, Clara.”

      The two of them walked out of the room and left us alone again. I turned to Madi. “You did an amazing job with her,” I told her. “She’s smart. She has great manners. She’s just perfect.”

      She smiled. “You might be a little biased.”

      “I am absolutely biased,” I said. “I cannot wait to comb through her baby books. You have those, right?”

      She laughed and nodded. “More than a normal person should.”

      “I can’t wait. No pressure, but I want to know everything there is to know.”

      She leaned her head on my shoulder. “Every so often throughout the day, I have to stop and remind myself this is really my life.”

      “Because of the Geoffrey stuff?” I asked.

      “That and you. I’m having a hard time keeping up with my own life. I’m on this speeding train, whipping through one event after another. I can’t make it stop. I can’t slow down. I wake up every morning and I take a few seconds to prepare myself for another day on the train. I ask myself what comes next. Is today the day he does something really rash?”

      “I’m sorry you have to go through that,” I told her. “I want to assure you it’s all going to be fine. I’m confident it will be. Right now, you’re in the thick of it. You’re caught up in this storm, but it will get better. I’m going to be at your side through it all. When you’re feeling overwhelmed, lean on me.”

      “I cannot tell you how much that means to me.”

      “I’m here, Madi. You don’t have to do this on your own. You’ve been doing this whole life thing on your own for years. Let me help. Let me carry some of the load.”

      “I’ll try,” she said.

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her to a standing position. “Let’s take a walk through the garden. You can clear your head. Then we’ll eat dinner, and if you want, you know you two are welcome to stay over. No pressure, but I would love for you to stay.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll think about it.”
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      We walked through the gardens of the family’s estate. It was exactly what I needed to pull myself together. It was very peaceful, and the beautiful roses Mrs. Bancroft grew were perfect. The air was filled with their aroma.

      “You get your strength from nature and I’m guessing your mom does too,” I commented.

      He smiled, nodding as he looked around. “I didn’t see it when I was younger, but you’re right. She was always out here. After my dad died, the garden took on new life. I get it now. It’s healing.”

      “Maybe I should garden,” I murmured.

      “It might not be gardening that does it for you,” he said. “I kind of stumbled onto a beach one day and realized I felt better. Not like a California beach or Miami. Nature is about unplugging and stepping away from the world that is bringing you down or stressing you out. Those popular, busy beaches are just an extension of the world.”

      I smiled. “Unfortunately, I can’t just pick up and kick around every beach in the world until I find the place that soothes my soul.”

      “Lucky for you, I know a guy who has the best accommodations in the world, cheap too,” he teased.

      “Tempting, but I have responsibilities here.”

      “Standing invitation,” he said. “You’re going to be okay. I know it. I’m going to make sure of it.”

      “I have no doubt in my mind you believe that,” I told him. “I do too. I just have to keep moving forward.”

      “That’s all you can do.”

      We slowly made our way back inside. The smell of garlic was overwhelming in the best way. I had a feeling it was Clara who chose spaghetti. It was one of her favorite meals.

      “We just set the table,” Nana announced. “Why don’t you two wash up and we can eat?”

      “I already washed my hands,” Clara announced.

      “I hope so,” I said with a laugh. “You made our dinner.”

      Channing and I quickly washed up and headed into the dining room. It felt a little silly for just the four of us to be sitting at the massive table.

      “Will James be joining us?” Channing asked.

      “No, he’s going to be out late,” his mother answered.

      Channing was sitting next to Clara, with me on the opposite side. I suggested I sit next to her to help with her spaghetti, but he insisted he could do it. I couldn’t help but watch the two of them interact. They seemed to have an inside joke as they giggled through most of the dinner.

      I didn’t miss his mother watching the two of them together as well. I often caught her smiling proudly at her son. He would make a great father.

      I was going to tell Clara the truth. I just had to find the right time. I couldn’t just drop that bombshell on her.

      “Are we going to have cookies now?” Clara asked.

      I looked at her plate and pointed to the small pile of noodles. “You need to take at least three more bites,” I told her.

      She popped out her bottom lip and was about to argue with me when Channing nudged her. “I’ll take three more bites of mine,” he said. “Let’s see who gets done first. Ready?”

      Clara picked up her fork, a flash of mischief in her eyes. I had a feeling it was about to get very messy. “Go!” She giggled and took the first bite. She slurped the noodles, splashing sauce on her cheek.

      “I’m going to beat you,” Channing said. He had sauce on the end of his nose.

      “Don’t eat too fast,” Mrs. Bancroft warned. “No choking at my table.”

      They were both giggling and in their own world. They ended up each eating more than three bites. I had a feeling that was part of his plan. She was so caught up in the game, she didn’t realize how much she was eating.

      “Done!” she declared.

      “Good job,” I told her.

      We all helped clear the table before retiring to the living room with a tray of milk and cookies. I told myself I needed to go. It was late and I needed to get her tucked into bed. I could see she was tired. She had crawled into Channing’s lap and had quickly fallen asleep as we sat talking.

      “I really should get going,” I said. “She really needs to get to bed.”

      “Thank you so much for having dinner with us,” Mrs. Bancroft said. “It was a beautiful way to end my day. She brings such light wherever she goes.”

      I smiled. “Thank you,” I said before looking at Clara to make sure she was asleep. “I appreciate your patience and your discretion. We’re working toward telling her. She loves being here and I know she is going to be thrilled when she learns the truth.”

      She smiled at me. “Take your time,” she said. “I’m in no rush. We are always going to be here. Whether she knows the bonds or not, we are developing our relationship in our own way.”

      I nodded. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for us both.”

      I got to my feet and moved to take Clara from his arms. “I’ll carry her to the car,” he said in a quiet voice.

      After getting her tucked into the back seat, we stood outside the car on the quiet, warm night. “Thanks for dinner and everything else,” I told him. “It helped.”

      “Thank you for coming over,” he said, his hands resting on my hips as we stood close. “I had a lot of fun tonight. She’s a great kid. I love that she is sassy and smart.”

      “That sass can make a mom crazy,” I said with a sigh.

      He grinned. “That Bancroft sass is legendary. Just ask my mother.”

      “Trust me, I get it.”

      “I really had fun tonight,” he said again. “Like more fun than kicking a soccer ball on a beach in Bali.”

      “I think you might be a little biased.”

      “Probably, but it was fun. I can’t help but imagining every night being like this. Me, you, our daughter having dinner together. Her falling asleep in my lap with just a little bit of drool on my shoulder. Do you ever think about us giving it a real shot? We’re good together. We could be even better together.”

      Hearing him say the words I had fantasized about for so long made my heart race. I’d be lying if I claimed I never dreamed about having the perfect family with him by my side. “I do think about it,” I confessed. “A lot, but I don’t know if the dream is possible.”

      “Why not?” he asked. “I know it’s possible.”

      I hesitated and figured it was time to lay it out on the line. “What about Bali?” I asked him. “Could you really give up Bali forever?”

      “I don’t think I would have to give it up forever,” he said. “It isn’t like we can’t visit. I would love to be able to take Clara there on summer break. We could take trips over Christmas break as well. Bali isn’t going anywhere.”

      He made a good point. “True, but I see you as a wilting flower,” I told him. “You’re doing okay now, but how much longer are you going to be able to stay away?”

      “I’m doing fine,” he said.

      “I know you are now, but it’s only been a few weeks,” I told him. “I can’t have a relationship that includes you popping out once a month to vacation in Bali.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” he said. “I would give up living there fulltime, but I think it’s a place we can share as a family.”

      The word struck a chord within me. I had always wanted to be a family. I craved the support. I wanted a partner on this journey through life. “I would like to explore that,” I told him.

      He chuckled. “Explore that?” he teased. “I think the exploring has been done. The result of that exploration is asleep in the backseat.”

      I laughed. “The whole family thing. It’s like waving a cookie in front of my face.”

      “I’ll wave twenty cookies in front of your face,” he said. “I know I’ve said it before, but I won’t pressure you. I’m ready and willing to make this work. I want it to work. Tonight, was a teaser of the life I could have.”

      “It’s not always rainbows and sunshine,” I told him.

      “No, but I’m here for that,” he insisted. “We made a child. I look at her and I can’t believe there is a little piece of me on this earth. I want to be a part of all of it. The good and the bad.”

      “Of course,” I told him. “I’m not saying no. I want you in her life.”

      “But you don’t want me?” he questioned.

      I leaned up and kissed him. “Oh, I want you,” I teased.

      He grabbed me and kissed me. I was backed against the car as the kiss deepened. I could feel his erection pressing against my belly. I didn’t think I would ever not want him. Our tongues dueled as we swallowed one another’s gasps and groans.

      I slid my hand between us and gently pushed. “Woah, buddy,” I breathed.

      He groaned. “I want you.”

      “Our daughter is behind me and your mother is fifty feet away in the house.”

      He laughed. “We can go in the garden,” he offered.

      “I’m not leaving her in the car,” I scolded.

      He laughed. “Fine. I’ll just have the worst case of blue balls.”

      “I’m sorry. I should get going. Jewel is going to be worried. I do want to see you soon though.”

      “See me?” he teased. “Like all of me or like lunch?”

      I giggled. “You’re naughty.”

      “I can be anything you want.”

      “We’ll find some time,” I assured him. “No more sleepovers at Jewel’s house, though. That was a little too risky.”

      “Move in here,” he said. “We have the room. My mom would love having Clara around. You would give her a lot of happiness.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but I can’t keep crashing your house. Or Jewel’s for that matter. It’s time I went back home. Clara needs the stability. It felt so good to be able to drive my own car again. I’m looking forward to sleeping in my own bed and just being normal again.”

      He nodded. “I get it.”

      “Because you miss Bali?”

      He shrugged. “Of course, I miss it, but that doesn’t mean I would leave this life for that one. I don’t think it’s wrong to miss it.”

      “No, but have you ever seen The Little Mermaid?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “The Disney show?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t think so,” he said with a laugh. “I grew up in a house with six boys. I don’t remember it being at the top of our list to see.”

      “Well, she has to give up her life at sea for life on land,” I explained. “I feel like you’re facing the same dilemma.”

      “What’d she end up doing?”

      I laughed. “It’s a Disney movie,” I said. “She ends up getting the best of both worlds, minus the fin.”

      He winked. “See, there’s hope.”

      I gave him another kiss. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Text me when you get to her house,” he said.

      I nodded. “I will.”

      I got in the car and drove away. He stood in the driveway and watched us go. He cared about me. I wasn’t sure if he loved me, but I knew he cared.

      That was a damn good feeling.
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      I added a little more mousse to my hair and turned left and right to make sure it was perfect. I wanted to look good. I wanted to look amazing.

      This was our third date. Granted, we’d been on other dates, and the whole sex and sharing a kid together was still a thing, but this was our restart. I was dating her. I wanted to show her I was good for her. I needed to show her I was settled and ready to make my life in New York with her and Clara.

      I was actually wearing dress clothes. This was part of the new me. I was still the old me that was determined to spend the bulk of my days in shorts, but I could show her this other side.

      I could admit I was a little self-conscience about Geoffrey. She had been attracted to him at some point. He was white-collar. I would never really be the suit and tie everyday type, but I could dress up on occasion. I wanted her to feel special enough for me to give up my standard wardrobe for her.

      I headed downstairs and stopped by the living room. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told my mom.

      She raised her eyebrows over her reading glasses. “You’re dressed up.”

      “I’m taking Madi out.”

      “Again?” she said with a smile. “I think this might be getting serious. Not as serious as having a child with a woman but definitely serious.”

      “Very funny.”

      “You look very handsome,” she said. “Madi is a lucky woman. I hope this works out for the two of you.”

      “Me too. Is James home?”

      She slowly shook her head. “No, he is going to be out late.”

      “Are you going to be okay?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Contrary to popular belief amongst my sons, I’m not an invalid. I’m old. I’m a little slower but I am capable of spending the night alone in my own house. Go out and have fun. You boys need to live your lives. You can’t be fussing over me all the time.”

      “We care, Mom,” I said before dropping a kiss on her cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I left the house and headed for Madi’s apartment. So far, everything was going well. Geoffrey had not made another appearance. It seemed like the worst was over. I hoped so. For both our sakes. We still had court, but I wasn’t worried.

      Madi and I were growing closer. We talked all the time. We shared our hopes for the future, and it felt like I was in a real relationship. It was only a little sad I was in my thirties and was only now discovering the excitement of being in an actual adult relationship.

      I went up to her apartment and knocked. I actually had butterflies in my stomach at the thought of seeing her. It had been three days since I laid eyes on her. That was way too long in my opinion. She pulled open the door and it was a gut punch. Damn, was she gorgeous.

      “Hi,” I breathed the word before pulling her in for a kiss.

      When it was over, she took a step back. “You look very dashing,” she said with a grin. “I’m digging this suit-look on you.”

      That stung. It shouldn’t have, but it made me wonder if she disliked my usual standard of dress. “Thanks,” I said and forced a smile. “You look amazing.”

      She did look amazing. I loved the pretty blue cocktail dress that flashed cleavage and hugged the curve of her hips. It was the epitome of an hourglass figure. Her hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, showing off her pretty neckline.

      She ran her hand over my ass before swatting it. “I like the pants, but you will always be my beach bum,” she whispered against my lips. “You can get dressed up now and then, but never change who you are. That’s who I want.”

      That made me feel better. “Good, because I’m feeling a little restricted in this getup.”

      She laughed and gave me a quick kiss. “I’ll get my purse,” she said.

      “Did Jewel already pick up Clara?”

      “Yes. They were going to McDonald’s for dinner and then to see a movie.”

      It sounded like the perfect time for a four-year-old. “I hope I can take her on a daddy-daughter date one day,” I said. I hadn’t actually meant to say it aloud. It slipped.

      She smiled at me. “Me too.”

      “Are you ready to do this?”

      She laughed. “You’ve got me a little concerned. You said fancy. I’m not sure I’m cut out for Bancroft fancy.”

      “We’re doing this right. I’m wining and dining you. And because I want to make sure tonight is special, I rented us a room.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “A room?”

      I nodded and flashed a sexy smile. “I plan on getting laid tonight. It is the third date after all.”

      Her laughter floated around me. “I didn’t know I was expected to put out tonight.”

      I swatted her ass. “Yes, you did. You know you want it.”

      “Maybe a little.”

      We climbed into the car I bought last week. I figured if I was going to be sticking around, I needed my own wheels. I drove to the restaurant uptown where I had made the reservations after getting advice from Jack. He claimed it was one of the best places in town. I was counting on it.

      We ordered appetizers and cocktails and settled in at our small table. “This is really nice,” she whispered. “I keep waiting for the waiter to run me off.”

      “Me too,” I joked. “I’ll just flash the Bancroft card.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I forget you are a man of privilege.”

      “I try, but it doesn’t work.”

      “What’d you do today?” she asked as we sipped our drinks.

      I didn’t want to give her specifics. It would ruin the surprise I was planning. “I hung out with Mom,” I told her. “Chauffeured her around town. We had lunch together. I think James is getting used to me being around. He is always gone by the time I get up in the morning and doesn’t get back to the house until way late.”

      “I’m sure he appreciates the respite,” she said. “Although your mom seems pretty spry to me. Are you guys worried she’ll get hurt?”

      “She did have an accident once before,” I told her. “She’s recovered but our dad was all about taking care of her. We all kind of feel the responsibility, but James is the one who has really taken it on.”

      “You guys all seem so close,” she said. “I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for you to live so far away from all of them.”

      I laughed. “It was a blessing and a curse. I missed the camaraderie, but I didn’t miss the competition.”

      “I imagine there would be a lot of competition with that many alpha males under one roof. I pity your poor mother trying to be in that house with so much testosterone. Was your dad authoritative?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes. Very much so. He was a self-made man, which meant he had the drive to do anything. That meant he took no prisoners. He accepted no excuses. He had this idea he made the Bancroft name into something great. We were each expected to live up to it. He didn’t take anything less than the best. He pushed us to do better and be better.”

      “I imagine it was hard to live up to all that greatness,” she said.

      I shrugged. “I think it was harder for Jack and Mason. Grayson had set the gold standard. Jack wasn’t far behind him at being perfect. Mason just said fuck it altogether. I think that’s when they figured out two out of six wasn’t so bad. They backed off on the rest of us. There were still standards, but I don’t think we got it as bad as the older three.”

      “Do you think you had it rough?” she asked.

      She wasn’t asking to be a smartass. I appreciated her digging into the family background. It showed she cared. She was interested in what made me tick. If we were to be doing this dating thing in the right order, this was how it was supposed to be. We got to know each other and then decided whether or not we were compatible. Whether we were ready to have a family together.

      We had jumped some pretty important steps.

      “Not hard,” I said. “I don’t want it to sound like I’m the spoiled, rich kid complaining about my upbringing. We had everything we could possibly want. We were lucky. I’m saying the bar was set pretty high. I was number five in line and it was like looking up at Everest and trying to figure out the best way up and over. I wanted to make my parents proud. I just didn’t know where to begin. I didn’t know what I did that was worthy of being proud of.”

      She offered me a small smile. “You know, when I met you, it was like meeting Brad Pitt. I didn’t think I would like you. I knew of the Bancrofts, but in my mind, you guys were like one of those big Hollywood families. Or like the Kennedys. I imagined you walking around in your big ol’ mansion without ever talking to each other. I had some wild ideas that almost made it like you guys weren’t human. Then I got to know you a little and I was surprised.”

      I laughed. “In a good way?”

      “Yes,” she said. “You were down to earth and normal. When you left, I still didn’t really know that much about you or your family. It wasn’t until these past couple of weeks that I’ve come to see all of you as normal. You get to have the same worries and fears as everyone else. It doesn’t matter if you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth. You get to be insecure.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “What about you? I know you said you were an only child. What are your parents like?”

      She giggled and took a bite of her crab cake. “They are very Canadian.”

      “What does this mean?”

      “It means they are very nice. Like they don’t get mad at much. They both speak French. They are very chill people. I suppose I was very spoiled. I didn’t have these high bars set for me. They parented very loosely. I never got into trouble though. I never felt the urge to be wild.”

      “Until you met this bad boy,” I teased.

      She groaned. “You’ve ruined me.”

      “In more ways than one,” I teased. “Do your parents know about me?”

      She nodded. “They do.”

      I grimaced. “I owe them an apology.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I know if I had a daughter—I mean a daughter old enough to have a kid—I would be pissed if some dude knocked her up and left the country. I would want to hunt him down and castrate him.”

      She grinned. “You’re lucky my dad is Canadian and very mellow. They weren’t really upset. They weren’t disappointed in me, but they did hate that I was doing it alone. They came down whenever they could to help me out, but I’m stubborn and independent.”

      “Do they know I’m in town?”

      She nodded. “They do.”

      “And? Should I be looking over my shoulder? Is there an angry daddy waiting to take me out?”

      She laughed. “He’s okay with everything as long as I’m okay with it.”

      “Are you okay with it?” I asked.

      “I am. I talked to them yesterday. I let them know we are seeing each other. They know you know about Clara now. My mom was not happy I didn’t tell you, by the way. She’s in your corner.”

      “Woohoo, one down, one to go,” I joked.

      “They only want what’s best for Clara and me.”

      “Me too,” I said. “Me too.”
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      We’d grown close over the last two weeks. I knew him better than I knew Geoffrey after a year of dating. I felt so connected to him. It made me think there was a real shot at us having something real. We could really make this thing work. That excited me more than I could have expected.

      “Ready to move on?” Channing asked.

      “Move on?” I asked with a raised brow. “I’m not sure how to answer that. Maybe I’ve been watching too many reruns of Ghost Whisperer but moving on means something different in my world.”

      He chuckled and slipped his credit card into the leather binder. “I have no intention of moving you into the spirit world.”

      “Where do you want to move me to?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “Then I’m all about it,” I said with a smile.

      The night was getting better by the minute. He paid the check and, like a perfect gentleman, opened the car door for me. We drove into a part of the city I wasn’t familiar with. I wasn’t familiar with it because it was way uptown for me.

      “The hotel?” I asked him.

      “I just want to get us checked in. I have a car waiting to take us to the next place.”

      I hung back while he checked us in. I felt a little scandalous checking into a five-star hotel with no luggage. With the key in his pocket, we headed back outside and were quickly ushered into the back of a black car. Our next stop was a bar that was very different from the upscale restaurant and fancy hotel.

      “How did you know about this place?” I shouted to be heard over the live band.

      “I have connections,” he teased.

      He found us a table pushed up against a wall and wedged between several other identical ones. A waitress wearing short-shorts and a tank made her way over to us. Before I could tell her what I wanted, Channing ordered us each margaritas.

      The dance floor was packed with people. The band switched songs to a Kenny Chesney song. The bar had a very Bali vibe to it.

      “I see now,” I said with a smile.

      He shrugged. “It’s laidback. I didn’t want a stuffy place. I didn’t want to drink scotch and listen to jazz. I want to dance. I want to rub my body against yours and I want us both to have fun drinking some fruity drinks.”

      “I think I could handle that,” I said with a laugh. “That’s why the car.”

      He nodded and took the margaritas the waitress returned with. He took a long drink and grinned. “We have a sitter for the night. We get to party.”

      I burst into laughter. It really felt like we were a couple. I liked this thing we had. It was a lot more than like.

      Conversation wasn’t really possible in the loud bar, but I didn’t mind. Just being with him was good enough for me.

      “Are you ready to get out there?” he asked.

      “I thought you would never ask,” I said.

      He escorted me onto the dance floor. We found our own little space in the crowded area. The upbeat music made me want to shake my ass. There wasn’t a lot of rhythm, but no one was judging anyone’s dancing. It was all about feeling the music. Our hips ground together as we took part in a dance older than time itself.

      “I want this,” I told him. I practically shouted it into his ear. It wasn’t exactly romantic, but it was hot.

      He looked at me with those eyes that could swallow a woman’s soul. “You have this,” he teased. “All of it. Every last inch.”

      I pulled him close. “I want this with you,” I told him. “I want you in my life forever. I want Clara to know you are her father. I want us all to be together.”

      He slowed down, his arms going around my waist. He pressed his forehead to mine as we gently swayed back and forth. The music was bumping, but we had our own beat. “You don’t know how happy that makes me,” he said in a low voice meant just for my ears.

      “I want a life with you,” I told him. “I love you.”

      I heard his breath hitch. His arms closed around me a little tighter. “I can’t tell you how long I have waited to hear you say that. This is the only place I want to be.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked him.

      “I’m a million-percent sure,” he said. “You and Clara are the only two things in this life that I want. You are the two most important people I care about. I love you. I love her.”

      I felt like my heart was going to explode. He made me so happy. I couldn’t speak around the lump of emotion in my throat. I hugged him close. We were both a little sweaty from all of the bumping and grinding.

      “I want you,” I told him.

      He pulled back just enough to lay a kiss on me that told me he was feeling the same thing. “Are you ready to get out of here?” he asked in a husky voice.

      I nodded. “I am.”

      He took my hand and pulled me off the dance floor. We headed straight out the door and scanned the street for the waiting car. “There,” he said and started walking down the sidewalk. Walking wasn’t the right word. He was practically dragging me behind him. His legs were much longer than mine. I almost had to run to keep up.

      We got into the car. He snuggled against me. “Did you mean it?” he asked.

      “Mean what?”

      “What you said? Were you serious?”

      I smiled and kissed his cheek. “I am. Does that scare you?”

      “Hell no,” he said. “I’m all in.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked him. “We are a lot. I’ve still got all this stuff with Geoffrey. It might be rocky.”

      “I like a bumpy ride,” he said and flashed me one of those sexy grins.

      “Stop,” I hissed and scowled at the back of the driver’s head.

      He laughed and kissed the side of my head. We snuggled together as the driver wove through traffic to get us back to the hotel. Channing stopped at the front desk and asked to have champagne sent up before we went to the elevator.

      “This is pretty swanky for a date night,” I teased. “You might spoil me.”

      “I plan to spoil you. This is just a taste of what you will be treated to when you choose to be with me.”

      “I’ve already chosen,” I told him as the elevator moved upward.

      “Good, then there is a lot more of this,” he said.

      He stepped up to me, pressing his body against mine. My butt hit the rail in the elevator. His pelvis pushed against mine, locking me in place before kissing me. I wasn’t big on R-rated PDA, but with him, it was exciting. I moaned into his mouth. The elevator jerked to a stop, dinged, and the doors opened. I didn’t want the kiss to end.

      “Room,” he breathed.

      “Okay,” I murmured, feeling a little dazed.

      He held my hand, walking down the hall to the room at the end. He unlocked the door and pulled me inside. “I know you probably would have preferred to have a change of clothes but that would take too long. Besides, I plan on keeping you naked most of the time.”

      I laughed. “I’m okay with that.”

      I walked into the standard room with a king-sized bed and a small seating area in front of a window. I sat down in one of the chairs and slipped out of my shoes.

      “I’m going to get you naked, but I’m waiting for the champagne,” he informed me. He walked toward me and dropped to his knees in front of me. “But in the meantime, I think there is a little something I can do to keep you occupied.”

      His hand slid up the inside of my leg. I found myself opening my legs without him even asking. I knew what he was going to do, and I was more than happy to have him do it.

      I was ready for him. I craved him. His knuckles brushed over my panties, already damp with my need for him. He used his fingers to push my panties to the side.

      His fingertip brushed over my folds, sending white-hot shards of pleasure coursing through my body. I gasped, putting my hands on the armrests and holding on for dear life. He kissed the top of one bare knee before pushing one finger inside me. My head dropped back, my eyes squeezing shut.

      “Oh god,” I groaned.

      “You like it?” Channing asked.

      “I do,” I answered without opening my eyes. “So much.”

      “I’m going to make love to you all night,” he whispered. “Can you handle that?”

      I could barely think straight. “Yes.”

      He massaged my clit before slipping a second finger inside me. I cried out, opening my legs wider. “That’s my girl,” he coaxed. “Open your legs.”

      I spread them as far as the dress would allow. I reached for the hem and hiked it up, giving me a little more room. “More,” I demanded. “Please.”

      He pushed the fingers deeper. “Like that?”

      I groaned, squirming in the chair as he continued to finger me. I felt the orgasm coming on strong. I held on to the chair. His free hand moved to the back of my neck, pulling my head forward. His mouth closed over mine. His tongue pushed inside my mouth while his fingers moved inside me. My body broke free. I cried out, and his mouth covering mine swallowed the sounds of pleasure.

      Just as my body was drifting back down to earth, there was a knock at the door. “Room service,” a voice called out.

      “Oh no!” I gasped.

      He chuckled and got to his feet. “I’ll get it. You need to get that dress off.”

      I pushed my dress down before I rose on shaky legs. I dashed into the bathroom while he collected the champagne. I pulled off the dress, leaving my bra and panties on.

      “It’s clear,” he called out when I stayed in the bathroom.

      I opened the door and popped my head out. He was pouring champagne for us. I stepped out of the bathroom and walked up behind him. I rested my head on his shoulder and wrapped my arms around his waist.

      “Thirsty?” he asked.

      “I could use a drink,” I said with a laugh. “Maybe a cigarette after that.”

      He chuckled and slowly turned in my arms. “You got the dress off,” he said and handed me a filled glass.

      “I did. Now we need to talk about the amount of clothing you are still wearing. You know how much I love your chest.”

      He grinned before taking a long drink from his glass of champagne. He put his glass down and backed away from me. I watched as he loosened his tie before pulling it off and tossing it on the floor.

      “You might want to sit down for this,” he teased.

      “Oh, am I in for a show?”

      “You are,” he said.

      I giggled, walked back to the chair I’d just been in, and sat down. I crossed my legs and sipped my champagne like I was in a VIP booth at a male strip club.

      “Take it off,” I cooed. “Take it all off.”
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      I held her gaze while I unbuttoned my shirt. I took my time, watching her reaction. I liked that she wasn’t afraid to tell me how much she liked my body. Men were usually the ones to drool over the women. She had no shame drooling over me.

      It was a mutual attraction for sure. I loved her body. I planned on exploring every inch of it.

      I pulled the shirt out of my pants and shrugged it off.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” she cooed.

      I smirked and undid my belt. Then I dropped it to the floor and started on the pants. I stepped out of them and stood before her in nothing but my boxer briefs. “Well?” I asked.

      She rose from the chair and sauntered toward me. She ran her hand across my chest before circling around my body. Her hand roamed over my back, making my skin ripple under her touch. “I think I’m going to like being with you.”

      “You think so?” I said as she made her way back to stand in front of me.

      “I do. I think I like all this manliness.”

      She put her champagne glass down and kissed me with her hands splayed against my chest. Her kiss intensified before she pulled back. Her mouth moved over my jaw and slid down my neck. I leaned my head back and let her mouth freely roam over my skin.

      She kissed over my shoulder before moving to my chest. It was a slow perusal with tongue and teeth. My heart was pounding hard in my chest. She bent forward and kissed a trail down my stomach, hitting the trail of hair that disappeared under the waistband of my underwear.

      She dropped to her knees and pulled my underwear down. My cock sprang forward, practically jumping into her mouth. I wasn’t planning for it to happen, but she was offering, and I was willing. Her hand wrapped around my erection and squeezed. She pulled me into her mouth and sucked hard.

      I groaned, running my fingers through her hair. I massaged her scalp as she sucked my cock. The woman was skilled. She seemed to know exactly when to suck harder and when to squeeze. She was reading my mind. That was how in-tune our bodies were to one another.

      “Madi,” I cried out. “I’m going to come.”

      I tried to push her away, but she didn’t stop. Her hands reached behind and grabbed my ass, pulling me deeper into her throat. I exploded, crying out as she swallowed every last drop.

      She rose to her feet and wiped her mouth before taking a drink of champagne. I finished my own glass. “I’m not sure I can survive the next few years with you,” I told her.

      She laughed. “I’ll be happy to bring you back to life with a little mouth to mouth.”

      “I’m afraid that might be what does me in.”

      After I recuperated, I took her to bed and stripped the bra and panties from her. “Lay down,” I said, my voice thick with lust.

      She propped her head up on the pillows and reached for me. I bent down and kissed her. Her hands slid up and down my back, her nails scraping the skin. I kissed over her jaw and went for the full breasts I often dreamt about. I kissed over the soft mounds before using my fingers to pinch and pluck one nipple while I suckled the other.

      Her body writhed under me, soft sounds of ecstasy filling the room. Her hands roamed over my body. “Channing,” she cried out.

      I sensed she was close to another orgasm. I wanted to taste her. I slid my mouth down her belly and gently opened her legs. I could see her juices and had to taste her. I pressed my mouth to her nether lips and suckled her. I heard her cry out and waited for my reward. I drank in the sweet nectar and could think of nothing more than getting inside her.

      I moved away from her, watching her body spasm and twitch. “Where are you going?” she murmured.

      “Condom.”

      “Channing, wait,” she said.

      There was no possible way she would tell me she didn’t want it. “What’s wrong?”

      She propped herself up on her elbows. “Are we together?” she asked.

      “Um, yeah,” I said with a laugh.

      “Like we aren’t going to be with anyone else?”

      “Not a chance in hell,” I answered without hesitation. “You’re it. It’s only you.”

      “I’m on the pill,” she said quietly.

      I dropped back onto the bed. “Are you sure? I don’t mind.”

      She touched my face. “I’m sure if you’re sure.”

      I nodded. “Absolutely.”

      Knowing we were about to do this heightened my desire. I slowly crawled over her, propping my weight up on my elbows. I looked into her eyes. She smiled up at me. “I want this.”

      “I want you,” I replied. “I promise you are the only one for me.”

      “You’re mine.”

      I positioned myself between her legs and slipped the tip of my cock inside her. I groaned. It felt like I’d been hit by an electric shock. “Oh, fuck me,” I cried out.

      I pushed in a little more, making primal sounds of extreme pleasure. She moaned beneath me. I could feel her branding me. I knew in that moment there would never be another for me. She was it. I would never feel like this with another person. I slipped deeper inside her, taking it slow and relishing in every inch.

      I was in as far as I could go and didn’t dare move. I was on the edge of exploding inside her. One move and I would lose it. I wanted this moment to last as long as possible. I counted to ten and then I counted backward from ten.

      “Channing? Are you okay?”

      I opened my eyes. “I’m okay.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t move,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Why not? Are you hurt?”

      I gave a half smile. “I’m not hurt. I don’t want to move. I’m right on the edge.”

      “Oh.” She smiled, and like the mean little minx she was, she wiggled her hips.

      I grunted like I’d been punched. She gasped and moved again. All thoughts of going slow and trying to make it last was lost. I gave into my body’s demands. My body bucked as I drove into her. I couldn’t stop. It was pure instinct that took over.

      We found ecstasy together, both of us exploding and crying out at the same time as our bodies jerked and spasmed. I collapsed beside her. I couldn’t speak. My mouth was dry. I sucked in breath after breath. It took forever for my heartrate to return to normal.

      “Damn,” I finally managed to say.

      She laughed softly. “Yes. I agree. Damn.”

      “That was intense. I’m going to need a few minutes,” I said with a laugh. “Maybe a little longer. I’m spent.”

      “Is it bad if I say I’m hungry?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “I’m a little hungry too. We worked up an appetite.”

      “Just think, this is only the beginning,” she murmured.

      “I’m going to need a pacemaker.”

      I caressed her arm, sliding my fingertips up and down before I rolled to my back and pulled her with me. She rested her head on my chest with her arm draped across my belly. We lay quietly for a while. Both of us were lost in our own thoughts. Then I heard her stomach growl. I couldn’t let her starve. I needed her in good shape for what I had planned for the night.

      “We could order room service,” I offered.

      “We could.”

      I could tell by her voice that didn’t thrill her. “You want me to order something else?”

      “I’ve never been to a place like this, besides the resort in Bali,” she said. “Maybe we can check out the place. I did see a taco truck down the block.”

      I had to laugh. “I take you to one of the best restaurants in town, a five-star hotel, and you want to find a taco truck?”

      She laughed. “I have a craving for some tacos. You did it to me. Good orgasms require good tacos.”

      “It’s not like you are going to have to convince me to eat tacos,” I teased. “Do you think they’d mind if we went in our birthday suits?”

      “I know I wouldn’t mind if you showed up to my taco truck in your birthday suit.” She laughed.

      “Because you’re a little freak,” I teased.

      “I think I’m going to take advantage of that big shower in there,” she said. “Then tacos.”

      “I’ll join you, if you don’t mind.”

      “I definitely don’t mind,” she said.

      “I don’t want to get out of bed,” I said when we agreed to go but didn’t make a move.

      “But tacos.”

      I sighed. “Tacos. On the count of three.”

      She giggled. “One, two—”

      “Three!” I said. We both jumped up and raced for the bathroom.

      She turned on the hot water, adjusted it, and then stepped into the steam. Seeing the water sluicing down her body reinvigorated me. I dumped some of the liquid soap in my hand and slowly rubbed it over her skin. I washed her body, sliding my hands over her.

      “My turn,” she said.

      I stood still while she washed me down. “I’ll wash your hair.”

      I spent several minutes massaging the shampoo into her scalp. I watched the water slide over her shoulders. The water started to cool, telling me we’d been in a good long time. We stepped out and I took a lot of pleasure in drying her off.

      She wrapped the towel around her and stepped in front of the mirror. “I didn’t think about the no makeup thing,” she groaned.

      “You look beautiful. I like it.”

      She rubbed a hand over her face. “I guess I’m lucky you professed your love for me already.” She giggled. “No takebacks.”

      I walked behind her and propped my chin on top of her head. “I would never take it back. I love the natural look. You didn’t wear much makeup in Bali, and I liked it.”

      “I’m going to dry my hair a little and then I’ll be ready to go,” she said.

      I kissed her cheek and headed out to the room to dress. It wasn’t long before she joined me. “Ready?” I asked.

      “Yep, although I feel very naked with no makeup and a fancy dress.”

      “It’s dark,” I said. “You’re gorgeous. And the only person who should be looking at you is me.”

      She laughed. “Let’s do it. Tacos are calling.”
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      I tried not to feel self-conscious as we walked through the hotel lobby. I felt a little weird with my bare face and my cocktail dress. He had my hand in his and that gave me the courage to hold my head high. My head with damp hair and zero styling.

      I had my man. I had the best man in the city as far as I was concerned. If he was happy with me, that was all that mattered.

      We walked out of the hotel and headed down the street. “I really hope they didn’t close.”

      “I imagine they are twenty-four hours,” he said. “If not, we’ll order something. We’re in New York. Somewhere has tacos at this hour.”

      “I hope so because I’m seriously craving some now.”

      I would never walk the streets in my neighborhood this late at night, but we weren’t in my neighborhood. I was surprised to find there were quite a few people out and about. It was the club scene, I supposed.

      I started jumping up and down. “They’re open!” I squealed.

      “Look at that line,” he said. “I think that’s a good sign.”

      “Absolutely.”

      We waited in line with the rest of the people trying to get their taco fix after a late night out. Because we were both thirsty and not ready to go to bed anytime soon, we stopped at a bodega. We picked up a six pack of Corona. It seemed fitting for our taco meal.

      We carried our bounty back to the hotel, going to the outdoor seating area that overlooked the pool. This late at night, no one was around. We had the place to ourselves and I was looking forward to hanging out with him.

      “It’s nice out here,” I said as we sat down at one of the tables that was out of the main view of the lobby.

      “It is.”

      We didn’t talk much as we scarfed down our tacos. Maybe I should have been ashamed of myself for pigging out in front of my date. I wasn’t. There was that lovely sense of comfort between us. I didn’t have to be prim and proper. He liked me for me. I wasn’t going to start burping and farting in front of him, but I was going to eat tacos.

      He opened my second beer for me after I downed the first. “I promise I don’t always eat like that,” I said after I polished off my last taco.

      He chuckled. “I do. I’m just glad I found someone who I can eat like that with.”

      “One of these days, I’ll make you my famous tacos,” I said. “Maybe infamous tacos.”

      “I don’t think you can mess up tacos,” he said with a laugh.

      I watched him lean back in his chair and stare at the pool. I could almost see his mind drifting. “You’re thinking about Bali,” I said softly.

      He turned and gave me a small smile. “Yes and no. I was just thinking about the last time I drank Corona.”

      “In Bali?”

      He nodded. “It was a hard find. I drank my Corona while sitting on my porch late  one night. It just took me back. I’m not missing it. I am, but I’m not. I want to be here with you. I don’t want to be there. It was just a memory.”

      “I believe you,” I said. “You’re allowed to be homesick. I would think you were crazy if you didn’t miss your home.”

      “That was my home,” he said. “I’m ready to make a home here with you.”

      It might have been the amount of alcohol I’d consumed, but I was suddenly very interested in that future. I hoped I wasn’t jinxing myself by talking about something that wasn’t cemented just yet. I cleared my throat. “Tell me what you envision that home looking like.”

      He gave me a slow smile. “Promise you won’t get scared?”

      “Why would I be scared?”

      “Because I don’t want you to think I’m moving too fast.”

      I shook my head. “Hit me. What’s your vision?”

      “I see us in a house outside of the city. Not too big but with a nice backyard. Fenced and with a pool.”

      “And a fence around the pool,” I added.

      “Of course,” he agreed.

      “If we lived out of the city, where would Clara go to school?” I asked.

      “Private school,” he said.

      I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t know about private school,” I said. “I don’t want her to be uppity.”

      “Uppity?” he questioned.

      “Yeah, like a prep-school girl,” I said. “I just never had a good experience with those girls. Even as adults, I don’t seem to do well with the people who did the private school thing.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      I realized I’d just stuck my foot in my mouth. “Oh shit,” I said. “You went to private school.”

      “No, we didn’t. My parents wanted us humble.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “I think Clara needs to be humble.”

      “But what if she turns into a little genius?” he asked. “What if she is an artist and would benefit from an arts school?”

      I laughed. “All right, all right, you’re making some good points. I shouldn’t have been so quick to eliminate possibilities. I guess I just always assumed the cost would make it impossible.”

      “I’m her father and I can afford to send her to the elite school of her choice—of our choice.”

      I laughed and took a drink from my beer. “I forgot you were Mr. Moneybags.”

      “I don’t want to sound like a pompous prick, but I can afford to give her the best of anything she needs. I don’t think it’s wise to spoil her, and I’m not going to buy her a pony for her birthday, but education is different.”

      “I agree,” I said with a nod. “And that’s wise.”

      “What do you think she’s going to say when we tell her?”

      I blew out a breath. “I have no idea. I think she’ll be happy. She’s probably going to have some questions. We’ll just have to be prepared to answer those questions.”

      “When do we get to start shacking up?” he teased.

      I laughed. “I don’t know. I think we need to talk to her first. I don’t want her to look at me living with a man I don’t know. I know we know each other, but in her world, we’ve only known each other a few weeks.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “It is true.”

      “All right, then we wait.”

      I could hear the disappointment in his voice. I didn’t want to ruin our awesome night. “You know, it’s been an hour and it’s pretty empty out here. Like I have not seen anyone.”

      “Nope, me either.”

      “That pools looks very inviting,” I said in a sing-song voice.

      He slowly shook his head. “You’re a bad influence.”

      I giggled. “I dare you to go swimming with me.”

      He looked down at his shirt. “In full dress?”

      “I don’t care to dip my dress in chlorine,” I said.

      “Just in our skivvies,” he teased.

      “Scared?” I taunted.

      He laughed. “Shit, I’ll go naked.”

      I laughed and got to my feet. I walked into the shadows and pulled off my dress. I was not brave enough to go naked. I walked to the edge of the pool and quietly slipped into the water. My goal was to avoid making a splash. I didn’t know what kind of security they had, but I wasn’t trying to get run out of another pool.

      “Coming in,” Channing whispered.

      He sank into the pool beside me with both our beers in his hand. “Thank you,” I said and took a drink.

      “When we have our own house and our own pool, we can go skinny dipping,” he said.

      “After Clara goes to bed,” I said with a laugh. “She does not need to be scarred for life. We’d be paying for therapy before she was ten.”

      He laughed softly, slowly moving through the water. “Good point.”

      I put my beer on the side of the pool and swam to the middle. “Why does it feel so much better to swim at night?” I asked. The water lapped around me.

      “I don’t know, but when I was in Bali, I did my fair share of nighttime swimming. It’s relaxing. I love swimming under a full moon.”

      “That does sound peaceful, but weren’t you ever afraid to swim at night by yourself? In the ocean. What if you got a cramp?”

      He slowly treaded water. “I guess I never worried about it. It’s not like I went out far.”

      I made my way toward him, wrapping my legs around his waist. “I can’t have you being washed away with the tide,” I teased him. “I kind of like having you around.”

      He wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled us toward the shallow end. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “You’re stuck with me.”

      “I’d like to be stuck with you,” I told him.

      “You are. I can’t wait to start this life with you. I’m anxious. I know I can’t push you into anything, but damn, I’m so ready to do this. It feels like I’ve been waiting my whole life. I’m ready. I didn’t think I was ready, but this last week, I know I am.”

      I kissed him. This was the dream. This was what I had wanted for so long. When I was up long nights with Clara, I used to fantasize about living in a big house. Clara would have a pink princess room. My husband, AKA Channing, would come home after a long day at work and kiss Clara on the cheek. He would hold her and spin her around, making her giggle.

      I felt a wave of desire wash over me. It was so strong and so primal. The sheer thought of him being a good daddy awoke something deep inside me. It was like my ovaries released a wave of need through me. I wasn’t trying to get pregnant, but I wanted sex.

      “You know what I’m ready for?” I whispered close to his ear.

      He chuckled, his hands sweeping over my body. “I’ve got a good idea.”

      “Do you want to sit down here and play in the pool or do you want to go back upstairs and get laid?” I teased.

      “Oh, that’s a hard one.” He laughed. I moved to the side and hoisted myself out of the pool.

      He was right behind me. I grabbed my dress and then realized I had not thought my plan through very well. “This is going to be awkward,” I said as I pulled the dress over my bra and panties.

      “Um, yeah,” he said as he pulled on his pants. “We’ll just make a beeline for the elevator. Hopefully no one will notice.”

      “We’re going to be invited not to come back.” I laughed.

      “Hey!” someone shouted just as Channing pulled on his shirt. “What’s going on out here?”

      “Just enjoying the evening,” Channing called out.

      “The pool is closed!”

      “This way,” I said and pulled Channing toward a gate. I didn’t know where the gate led but I didn’t want to deal with a security guard. Not when the evidence of our illegal activity was so blatantly obvious.

      “We’re running?” Channing said with a laugh.

      “I don’t want to get you in trouble,” I told him and lifted the latch. “You’re kind of a big deal. No one will remember me breaking into the pool, but they’ll remember you.”

      “We cannot let my mom find out,” he said with a laugh as we raced toward a back parking lot that looked to be used for employees. “She’ll ground me from you.”

      I burst into raucous laughter. I had a good buzz going. It was fun to be bad. “I am a bad influence,” I laughed as we rounded the corner.

      “Over here,” he said and grabbed my hand, tugging me toward a side entrance.

      He used the key to unlock the door. We dashed down the hall and made it into an elevator. The moment the doors slid closed, we both burst into laughter.

      “I think I might be a little drunk,” I told him.

      “Oh, that’s your excuse for breaking the law.”

      “I don’t think I technically broke a law. I broke the rules, but I’m in no danger of going to jail.”

      “The night is still young,” he said and lunged for me. His body pushed against mine, his mouth slamming against my lips.

      I could feel the wetness from his clothes, or maybe it was mine. I didn’t care. I heard the ding of the elevator and managed to come up for air long enough to have him pull me into the hall. We strode down the hall with our wet clothes clinging to us. We walked like we owned the place. I liked that feeling with him.
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      The last two weeks had flown by. I barely thought about Bali. I was so busy with Madi and Clara. We had not talked about when we were telling Clara. I had a feeling it was about easing her into the idea of me being around.

      I was ready to jump in with both feet. I wanted the whole package. I wanted her and me and our daughter under one roof. I wanted to share every meal with them. I wanted to go to bed with Madi and wake up to feed Clara breakfast.

      I stared up at the ceiling and knew it was time to get up. Today was the day. Madi was finally getting her day in court. I was taking her because there was no way I was letting her face that piece of shit on her own. I wanted to look him in the eyes and let him know she was mine. He was never going to get close to her. He was never going to scare her again.

      I was in town. I was keeping a close eye on her. She was under my watch now. I got up and showered and dressed in a suit. I wanted to make sure I didn’t look like the man he was trying to paint me to be. He had a hell of a sob story, claiming to be the victim in the situation.

      I got to Madi’s apartment and knocked once. She opened the door looking just a little frantic. “Come in,” she muttered. “Should I wear the hoops or the studs?”

      “Come again?” I asked with confusion.

      “Earrings,” she said with frustration. “Hoops or studs?”

      I was out of my depth. “Studs,” I said. I had no idea if that was the right answer.

      “Right. Good. I need to look demure.”

      She was wearing a black dress with little white polka dots. It reminded me of something a woman in the fifties would wear. I liked it on her. It was feminine and classy. She came back into the living room. I could see her stress.

      I walked to her and wrapped her in my arms. “You’re going to be okay. I’ve got you. If he even looks at you funny, I will kick his ass.”

      She laughed. “Then you’ll go back to jail and they might not be so lenient this time.”

      I kissed the top of her head. “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect you from that man.”

      “Hopefully a judge will too.”

      “Richard says it’s good. Everything is fine.”

      “I hope so,” she said before stepping out of my arms. She smoothed down her dress. “This is just upending my entire life. I hate that I’m letting him do this to me.”

      “Did you get the week off?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “I got the clearance this morning. I just used up all my sick days. This is his fault.”

      “It’s going to work out,” I assured her. “I promise.”

      “Clara told me to tell you hi,” she said. “She was bummed she had to leave before you got here.”

      “I’ll hopefully see her today,” I said. I couldn’t help but smile. She missed me. Phase one complete.

      She grabbed her purse. “I’m ready.”

      “Relax,” I told her. “Don’t let him see you upset. Richard is confident this is going to be quick. Geoffrey is in the wrong. His stupid charges against you will be dropped. He might only get a month, which will be about a week with good time, but at least it’s something. It’ll get the message across.”

      “I hope so,” she said with a sigh.

      We walked to my SUV and headed for the courthouse. Richard met us outside and gave her another pep talk. I wished like hell I could take away her stress. I hated that she was so worried. Richard pulled us away from the crowd.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked Madi.

      She shrugged. “Worried.”

      “I’ve already spoken with his lawyer this morning,” he announced.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Geoffrey is not going to sue you for medical bills,” he said.

      I scoffed. “Big deal.”

      “It’s something,” he said before turning to Madi. “He’s also going to drop the suit against you for the ring.”

      She rolled her eyes. “The ring I don’t have. Does that erase the report he filed against me?”

      He grimaced. “It’s iffy. I’m sure the judge will dismiss it, but I don’t know.”

      “How can he get away with lying?” she asked. “That isn’t fair. I never took the ring. I never called him. It’s his word against mine. How is it even possible?”

      “Like I said, it’s probably not going anywhere.”

      I listened to him talk but I got the feeling there was something he wasn’t saying. I stared at him. I wished I could pull him away and talk to him. Unfortunately, Madi would have my ass if I talked about her or the case without her.

      “Is he going to be here?” Madi asked. “You said there was a possibility he might not have to be here.”

      “He will be here.”

      “How does that work?” she asked. “I have a restraining order against him.”

      “That’s another thing we need to talk about,” he said.

      Madi paled. “Oh god, what now?”

      “His attorney will be petitioning the judge to drop the restraining order,” he said.

      Her eyes widened and I thought she was going to fall. I immediately went to her side and wrapped my arm around her shoulder. I pulled her against me. I supported her. That was what she needed.

      “He can’t do that,” she gasped. “No. Channing, tell him no.”

      My heart broke listening to her pain and fear. “I won’t let it happen,” I told her. I looked at Richard. “What do we do?”

      “I will insist that the order remain in place for at least a year,” he answered.

      “And what if he doesn’t?” Madi asked. “What happens then? Geoffrey is free to show up at my work? At my house? At Clara’s daycare?”

      “No way,” I said with a shake of my head. “I’m not letting that happen. We’ll move to Bali before I ever let him near you or Clara again.”

      It was a real possibility. I would take them both out of the country if that was what it took to keep him away from them.

      “I am confident I can get the order put in place,” Richard said. “No judge wants blood on his hands.”

      Madi went limp before quickly snapping upright. “Excuse me?” she asked.

      I glared at Richard. That was the wrong choice of words. “I meant it as a metaphor. Judges don’t like to get in the middle of those things. If he drops the order and Geoffrey does something, it comes back on the judge.”

      She snorted. “It’s not like it matters. He didn’t pay attention to the restraining order in the first place.”

      Richard looked at me and took a deep breath. Now he was about to drop the rest of his little bombshell. “You need to prepare yourself for any outcome,” Richard said.

      “Like?” Madi asked.

      “Like there is a chance the judge could give him a slap on the wrist,” he said.

      “What does that even mean?” she asked with a sigh.

      “He might not get any jailtime. The judge may decide to let this one serve as a warning.”

      “How is that even possible?” she groaned. “It’s his second violation. Why would he ever stop if he never gets punished? He won’t stop. He will not leave me alone. I’m stuck dealing with him forever.”

      “No,” I said. “No way. Richard, you know I have contacts. I will pull every string I have. I will call in family favors.”

      Richard nodded. “I understand. Let’s not hit the nuclear button yet.”

      I felt Madi stiffen. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “He’s here,” she whispered.

      I looked toward the security area. Sure enough, the fucker was coming through the metal detector with a smirk on his lips. He was staring at Madi and purposely trying to intimidate her. I wished like hell I could pummel his ass again. I tightened my hold on her and turned her, putting her back to him.

      “Ignore him,” I told her. “He doesn’t matter. He’s nothing.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” she muttered. “I never should have done the restraining order.”

      “Yes, you should have,” I insisted. “You did the right thing. I know it doesn’t feel like it, but it was the right thing. You had to do this. It’s a record. It’s a history. If he dares come around you again, we report it again. Eventually, someone is going to listen.”

      “This is seriously such crap,” she growled. “I wish I would have taken his stupid ring. At least I would make him pay one way or another.”

      “Let’s go in,” Richard said.

      We followed him into the courtroom. Geoffrey and his attorney were sitting on the right. Richard steered us to the left. I put Madi as far from Geoffrey as possible. Richard sat on the end. I glanced over once and caught Geoffrey looking at us. I shot him a dirty look, letting him know exactly how I felt about him. He actually smiled at me. I wished I would have popped him a few more times in the mouth. I would have loved to knock a few teeth out.

      “Don’t give him the attention he is after,” Richard whispered. “He wants you to react. He wants you to do something that will make his case for him. Don’t give it to him.”

      “I might need to keep you on retainer,” I muttered and focused on the front of the courtroom.

      It was going to be a rough morning if her case was last on the docket. I couldn’t stand being in the same room with him. I knew it was killing her. I kept her hand in mine and did all I could to infuse her with as much strength as I could.

      “It’ll be over soon,” I whispered close to her ear.

      “I don’t know if it will ever be over,” she said. “He’s not going to go away. I’m stuck. He wins.”

      “He doesn’t win,” I told her. “Not a chance. I will not let that happen. I wasn’t joking. I will take you back to Bali. Anywhere you want to go. I’ll get you out of here. You will never have to look at him again.”

      She forced a smile. “Thank you. I can’t run away. At least that’s what I say now. Hard to say what I’ll feel after this is done.”

      “I’ll keep the jet fueled,” I teased.

      She softly laughed. “Don’t tell Clara. She will have her bags packed and waiting at the door.”

      It was tempting. It was a way in. But I couldn’t manipulate Clara. As much as I would have loved to get them out of town, I also wanted her to stand on her own two feet. She had to stand up for herself for her mental wellbeing. I wanted her to feel strong. That was about the only way we would ever move forward.

      A side door opened, and we all got to our feet. I felt her nerves. We took our seats and waited while there was a lot of paperwork being shuffled around. I prayed her name was called first. I wanted it over with. I wanted to get the hell out of the courtroom.

      “Poirier versus Gagnon,” was called out.

      I squeezed her hand. “I’m right here,” I told her. “I’m here. Don’t look at him.”

      Richard got to his feet, blocking the row while Geoffrey and his attorney stepped forward to take their place at the table. I appreciated him providing interference. When they walked up front to take their place on their side, I kept my eyes on her. I was trying to will her my strength.

      I glanced over at Geoffrey once and saw him peering around his lawyer to get a good look at her. It had to be one of the cruelest parts of our justice system. How dare they make her sit in the same room with the man that was stalking her? There should be some kind of law against it. It wasn’t right.
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      I could barely breathe as I listened to the judge review the case aloud. The attorneys did most of the talking, going over the highlights. I sat in my chair feeling small and insignificant. I listened as Geoffrey’s attorney explained the situation from Geoffrey’s point of view.

      I had to sit there and bite my tongue while he spewed a series of lies. I waited for Richard to object or something. He sat quietly, making a few notes on the yellow pad without saying a word. I wanted to look back at Channing, but I didn’t dare move. I felt stiff as a statue.

      Richard stood. I listened to him tell my side of the story. It was a little strange to hear what happened to me being repeated in a public forum. It was embarrassing. I felt like such an idiot. Richard sat and the court fell silent.

      I didn’t know what was happening. I looked over at Richard and raised my brows. “What’s happening?” I whispered.

      “The judge is reviewing the case,” he replied.

      “Right now?”

      He nodded and put a finger to his lips. The judge took off his reading glasses and looked at me, then Geoffrey. My stomach was in knots. This man held all the power.

      “Mr. Gagnon,” the judge started his speech. “I find the first violation of the restraining order was not known to you. The order had not been served. The second violation does appear to be a different situation. Your attorney has presented a defense for your appearance on that street. After taking into consideration the events of that day and the fact you have not violated the order, I am dismissing the charges for the second violation.”

      My ears were ringing. I couldn’t have heard him correctly. “What?” I breathed the word.

      Richard patted my hand, essentially telling me to be quiet. He rose to his feet. “Your Honor, we’d like to insist the temporary order be extended to last one full year. We are also requesting the order include Channing Bancroft.”

      The judge looked down at a piece of paper. “The school, the daycare, and the apartment?” he questioned.

      “Yes, sir and any future residence Miss Poirier lives in,” Richard said.

      I didn’t know what that meant. I couldn’t think straight. I just kept hearing the word dismiss. The judge nodded once. “The order will be instated for a year.”

      He pounded the gavel and I heard shuffling papers. I looked over and saw Geoffrey standing and staring at me with a smirk on his face. I stayed in my chair until Richard gently touched my elbow. “We’re done,” he said.

      He led me into the gallery where Channing quickly grabbed me. His warm, strong arms wrapped around me. “I’ve got you,” he said.

      “What just happened?” I murmured as he led me out of the courtroom. I was terrified I would see Geoffrey again.

      I scanned the hall and didn’t see him. I didn’t know where to go. I didn’t feel like I was safe. Channing escorted me to the end of the hall and had me sit on a bench. Richard stood in front of me while he took the seat beside me. I felt cocooned, sheltered really, but it wasn’t enough.

      “What now?” Channing asked. “He seriously walks away from this with nothing?”

      Richard sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s how these things go. I know you don’t want to hear it, but from what the judge saw on paper, Geoffrey didn’t really do anything. He claims you called him and somehow had proof. Because Geoffrey was nonviolent and is a professional, the judge wasn’t inclined to damage his career.”

      “But he can damage mine?” I spat. “He’s not going to stop bothering me. If it was this easy for him to get off, there’s no reason he wouldn’t keep coming after me.”

      “The restraining order is in place,” Richard insisted.

      “Yeah, that worked so well the first two times,” Channing spat.

      “I know it sucks,” Richard said. “Ask the countless domestic violence victims. They’ll all tell you the same thing. This case is different in my opinion. I don’t think Geoffrey is going to risk it again.”

      “He can’t press charges against me or Channing?” I clarified.

      “He’s dropped the case,” Richard said. “There is no prosecuting attorney in his right mind that would have gone after you. Channing maybe, but I’ll work my magic and make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      I sat on the bench and tried to make sense of everything. There was no making sense of it. “Just get me out of here,” I said to Channing. “Thanks, Richard. I’m sure I’ll be calling on your services again because we all know Geoffrey will not listen to a stupid piece of paper. Especially after a judge just told him he could walk all over me. It must be nice to be someone special. Here I thought teaching was a noble profession. Boy was I wrong. I should have been a plastic surgeon. Looks are clearly more important than education.”

      I got to my feet, and with Channing’s arm around me, we left the courthouse. I was barely keeping it together. I refused to break down. Geoffrey was out there lurking somewhere. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

      Channing helped me into his SUV with the dark tinted windows. “Do you—” he started to ask.

      “Go. Please.”

      He nodded and started the engine. As soon as we were out of the parking lot, I let the tears flow. He reached over and rubbed my arm. “I’m so sorry,” he soothed. “It isn’t fair.”

      I nodded and tried to stop crying, but it was too late. I was well into the crying jag. I wiped my cheeks and stared out the window. I felt lost. I had been waiting for my day in court for a month. This was not the way I imagined it was going to go.

      “Why don’t you go change into something comfortable?” he suggested after we got back to my apartment.

      I nodded and walked into my bedroom. I stripped off the dress that obviously did no good. I could have worn a paper bag and gotten the same outcome. Nothing I did was going to change the judge’s opinion. I pulled on my leggings and hoodie and pulled my hair up. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone.

      “Have a seat,” he said. “I’m making you some tea.”

      I flopped onto the couch and stared out the window. I felt empty, like I’d been carved out. My eyes drifted around my apartment. I didn’t feel safe here anymore. Channing sat down beside me and handed me a cup of tea. “Thank you,” I murmured.

      “What can I do?” he asked.

      I blew out a breath. “I just don’t know. I don’t think there is anything to do. He won. He showed me he can harass me and get away with it. He can show up at my work and it’s not a problem. He can come to my home and no one is going to say boo. He’s safe. He’s given a free pass.”

      “I know it seems pointless and useless, but I think this little episode in front of a judge was what he needed,” he said. “He was held accountable. He knows you are not messing around. His attorney had to have warned him how lucky he was today.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, real lucky. He gets to break the law and walk away. He gets to do whatever he wants and it’s all good. I was almost charged for walking to Clara’s daycare. I did nothing and was almost given a criminal charge.”

      “It was part of his scare tactic,” he said. “It got nowhere. It was shot down and now he knows it’s not going to get him anywhere.”

      I slowly shook my head. “It’s such bullshit,” I hissed. “I’m pissed. I hate him. I’ll say it. I hate him. I didn’t necessarily want him to rot in prison for years, but I wanted him to spend a few nights in jail. I wanted him to know what it’s like to be imprisoned. That’s basically what he did to me. What he’s done to me. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

      “I wish I could tell you it’s going to be okay. I think it will eventually. I truly believe he got the message loud and clear. He’s not going to risk everything just to see you. You’ve made it clear you don’t want him.”

      The tears kept rolling down my cheeks. I couldn’t stop crying. I felt foolish. It wasn’t like I had been sentenced to prison. “I’m sorry,” I sobbed.

      “For what?”

      “Blubbering like an idiot,” I said. “I don’t know why I can’t stop crying.”

      “Cry all you want,” he said. “I’m here. You can cry until you can’t cry anymore. Let it out.”

      “It just feels like I’ve been in this nightmare forever,” I said. “I think I put a lot of stock in today. I had this idea it ended today. He would be tossed in jail and fined. He would see it was serious and just go away. I feel like I’ve been let down. I’ve just been ignored.”

      “I know,” he said and held me tight. “It isn’t right.”

      “Seriously, how dare the judge think it’s okay to just let him go?” I said. “I’m so pissed. I feel like my fear and my experience doesn’t matter. Somehow Geoffrey is worth more than me. I don’t matter.”

      “You do matter,” he insisted. “You matter to me. The judge was wrong. We all know that. All we can do is hope Geoffrey got the message loud and clear.”

      I wanted to scream at the insanity. “How many times does he get to get away with this? I should have asked the judge that. What’s the magic number? When does it start to count? Is he supposed to hurt me? Hurt Clara? Break into my apartment? I just want to know what is serious enough to get someone to take action.”

      He held me and let me vent. “He won’t get near you to hurt you and he definitely won’t get near Clara. I’ll hire security. I’ll keep them staked outside Clara’s daycare. He’s not getting near you.”

      “But don’t you see?” I wailed. “He wins. I get put in jail!”

      “It won’t be jail,” he said. “It’s to keep you safe, but only if you want it.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but I can’t do that. I can’t let him keep controlling me.”

      “I agree,” he said. “But I also want you safe. I want you to feel safe.”

      “I’m not sure I ever will,” I confessed.

      “I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but he’s going to give up. Every single time he shows up, you report it to the police. Don’t let him talk you out of it by claiming it was a coincidence. It isn’t fair. It sucks, but you have to be stalwart. Don’t back down. Call every single fucking time. If I see him, I’ll call.”

      It felt hopeless. Twice, I had called the police. Twice, he’d been told to stay away. I didn’t think he was going to just go away. Not after that look I saw on his face. He won and he knew it. He thought he was invincible. He may as well have flexed and laughed in my face while flipping off the judge. Geoffrey was going to do whatever he wanted to do.
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      Anger boiled in my gut. I was so pissed. I could not believe that piece of shit got to walk out of the courtroom without so much as a stern lecture from the judge. She had every right to cry and rage. I listened to her vent and did my best not to feed her anger. I had to keep myself in check. I had to be the solid voice of reason.

      My shirt was damp with her tears, which damn near ripped my heart out. I held her and did my best to comfort her. I felt her sobs subsiding and her breathing slow. She hadn’t said anything in about five minutes. I knew she didn’t sleep much last night. I hadn’t either. I was certain she had cried herself to sleep. I closed my eyes, telling myself I just needed a couple minutes. Then I would get up and get her some lunch. I would help her through the rest of this shitty day.

      “Channing,” I heard her call my name. “Channing, wake up.” She gently shook me.

      I opened my eyes and looked at her. “Shit, I fell asleep.”

      “We both did. I have to pick Clara up from daycare. She wasn’t supposed to be there the full day.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “What time is it?”

      “It’s after noon,” she said. “I fell asleep.”

      I yawned and stretched my arms. “We both did. We needed it. I’ll drive.”

      “You don’t have to,” she said. The way she said it told me she wasn’t really telling me no.

      “I insist,” I said and stood. I had a hell of a kink in my neck. I rubbed my neck and grabbed my keys. She already had her purse slung over her shoulder and had put on a pair of jeans. I didn’t even feel her get up. “I’d like to see her.”

      “Okay, thank you.”

      “You don’t need to thank me,” I told her before giving her a quick kiss. “I want to. It’s not like I have a pressing schedule. Maybe we can grab some lunch?”

      “She already ate lunch at daycare,” she said.

      “Okay, we can run through a drive-thru and get something for us and I bet she would be good with a snack.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You need to eat, Madi. I know you didn’t eat breakfast and I bet you didn’t eat dinner last night. Humor me. I’m starving and I don’t want to eat in front of you.”

      She smiled and pulled my hand to get me to stop walking. “You’re so good to me.”

      I gave her another kiss. “I like being good to you.”

      “Well, you do it well.”

      After getting in the SUV and setting out, I felt it was a good time to broach the subject of the next steps. I listened to everything she said, and I heard her fear. She didn’t want to be in the apartment. She was scared he would come for her. I had to admit I was a little concerned with the idea as well. I had to keep them safe.

      “What do you want to do?” I asked.

      “About?”

      “You’re worried about Geoffrey coming around,” I said. “I don’t blame you. Do you want to get away?”

      “Get away?” she repeated.

      I nodded. “You have the week off. My schedule is clear.”

      “Get away where?” she asked and seemed open to the idea.

      “We could go to Bali,” I offered. “There’s enough room for the three of us. We’ll stay for a few days. It’ll give you a chance to catch your breath. You won’t have to worry about him finding you there. You’ll be free from him for at least a week. I can charter a flight and we could be on the sandy beach by this time tomorrow.”

      She shot me a look. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not going to run away. Running away is not an option in the real world. I’m an adult and I have responsibilities. I don’t get to run away. It might be how you can deal with things, but not me. You’re free to run off to Bali again if you want. I won’t. I will not tuck my tail between my legs and run away like a wounded animal. I have to show Clara I’m stronger than that. I have to show her how to fight back and stand up for herself.”

      It felt like I’d been slapped. She clearly didn’t think much of me. “I wasn’t suggesting you run away and not come back,” I said. “You mentioned you were worried. A trip out of the city was only meant as a way to get you some clarity. To allow you a minute to catch your breath and put all of this behind you. I wasn’t suggesting you run away for good.”

      She scoffed. “I know you want me in Bali. You want to be in Bali. I can’t live there, Channing. We talked about this.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting we live there,” I said. I held back my anger. I probably should have approached it differently. “I was only trying to give you a break. You’ve been under a lot of stress lately. That’s it. You don’t have to read into it.”

      “I can’t go,” she said firmly. “I’m not leaving my apartment or my job. Geoffrey thinks he can push me around. I’m going to show him he can’t.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way,” I said. “When you say you don’t want to leave your apartment, I suppose this is probably not the right time to show you the place I bought for us.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “The what?” she shrieked.

      I shrugged. “We talked about moving in together and having a yard for Clara. I was hoping to surprise you.”

      “You bought a fucking house!”

      “I thought you would be happy,” I told her. “You said it was what you wanted.”

      “Eventually! I didn’t say tomorrow!”

      “Why wait?” I asked. “I’m not going anywhere. You said you wanted to be together. This is the next step.”

      “You don’t just go and buy a house!”

      I parked the SUV in front of the daycare. She stared at me for several seconds. “I think we should talk about this,” I said softly.

      “I have to get Clara. Not a word to her.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      She got out of the car and headed inside. I blew out a breath. “Holy shit,” I muttered. I was certain I couldn’t have made that any worse. It wasn’t exactly the reaction I had been hoping for. I needed to work on my delivery.

      I leaned my head back against the seat and tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. It wasn’t long before Madi came out of the building with Clara’s hand held tightly in hers. She loaded her in the car seat I kept in the SUV. I was a dad now. I had to roll with the kid seat in the back.

      When Madi climbed into the driver’s seat, I looked over at her to gauge her mood. “Just take us home please,” she murmured.

      “Do you want to grab something to eat?” I asked.

      “No. Just take me home. Please.”

      I nodded and started back to her place. The ride was awkwardly silent. “How was daycare?” I asked Clara.

      She shrugged. “It was okay. I made a craft. We had apple slices for a snack.”

      “What kind of craft did you make?” I asked in an attempt to keep the conversation flowing.

      “It was a flower out of scrap paper,” she said. “It wasn’t very pretty.”

      I laughed. “Why not?”

      “There wasn’t any glitter,” she said with disgust. “Flowers need glitter.”

      I smiled and looked over at Madi. She was staring straight ahead. “I agree,” I said. “Did you get to bring your craft home?”

      “No,” she said with a sigh. “The glue was still wet.”

      “Makes sense,” I said.

      I drove back to her apartment. I didn’t get the impression I was welcome to stay for a visit, but I did want to talk to her. Doing it in front of Clara was not an option. Madi shot me a look when I got out of the car and walked with them to the front door. I gave her my own look, letting her know I wasn’t going to run away with my tail between my legs because she yelled at me.

      “Clara, why don’t you go pick up the toys in your room?” Madi said once we were inside.

      Once Clara was out of the room, I jumped into it. “Can we talk about this?” I asked in a low voice.

      “No. Not right now.”

      “When?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. You kind of dropped a bomb on me. I’ve had a horrible day and then you tell me that.”

      “You act like I told you I sold Clara to a Saudi prince,” I snapped. “I bought us a house. Somewhere we can live as a family. Somewhere Geoffrey doesn’t know about. You had just said you didn’t feel safe in your own home. I would think you would welcome the idea of getting away from him.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted to uproot my life,” she hissed. “That was very heavy-handed and presumptive of you.”

      “It was supposed to be a surprise,” I said. “Again, you act like I presented you with a pile of dog shit.”

      “And Bali?” she asked. “That was just a casual offer?”

      “Yes. It’s where I know. It’s where you know. We can go anywhere. Hawaii, Paris, Australia. Hell, we can go out to the Hamptons if you want. I’m trying to help you. That’s all I want to do. You need a break from this drama.”

      She was staring at me with what looked a lot like irritation. “I don’t need to fly around the world.”

      “Okay, fine. Not Bali. What can I do to help you get through this?”

      She closed her eyes. “Just give me some time,” she said in a low voice. “I need time to sort through this.”

      “Sort through this,” I repeated. I had just been relegated to another problem in her life that she had to deal with.

      “I can’t right now,” she said. “I need time. Give me some space, please.”

      I nodded, doing my best not to take it too personally. I was pissed and hurt, but I wouldn’t put it on her. Not right now. “All right, call if you need anything,” I said and turned to leave.

      She didn’t stop me. She didn’t say she would call. She let me walk out, which just about killed me. I got in the car and stared at nothing for several minutes. I didn’t know how I managed to screw things up so badly. I really thought the house thing was going to be a great surprise. I was hoping it would lift her spirits.

      I wasn’t expecting court to turn out the way it did. I was thinking we would celebrate, and I would drive her out to the house. When that didn’t work out, I thought learning she didn’t have to stay in the apartment would be the answer she was looking for. I couldn’t believe I had failed on so many accounts.

      I started the engine and started for home. It was not how I pictured the day going. Not even close. There was a small part of me that wanted to hunt down Geoffrey and take out my frustration on him. He was the one that had caused this mess. He was the one that should suffer.
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      I realized I had not called Jewel since court. She was probably furious that I ignored her. I grabbed my phone and was not surprised to find several missed calls and text messages. I called her right away.

      “I’m sorry,” I answered. “I fell asleep and slept longer than I meant to.”

      “Woman, I’m going to kick your ass. I’ve been freaking out.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said.

      There was a knock on my door. Geoffrey wouldn’t be so ballsy as to show up now, would he? Maybe it was Channing. He wanted to talk. I walked to the door and checked the peephole to find Jewel on the other side glaring at me.

      “I know you’re in there,” she said. “I just heard you walk to the door. Open up.”

      I laughed and opened the door. “I passed Channing on my way in,” she said. “He waved but didn’t look happy. Did it go badly?”

      I put my finger to my lips. “Clara’s in her room.”

      “What happened? Did you get charged with setting him up or whatever bullshit he was trying to pull off?”

      “No, I didn’t. Sit. This is a short story, but you’ll want to be sitting.”

      She pulled out a dining-room chair and sat. I took one for myself. “Well?”

      “He got off.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “He got off. Nothing. No jail. No fine. Nothing. The judge dismissed the charges.”

      “How?” she asked with a shake of her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Me either.”

      “Are you serious?”

      I nodded. “I’m serious. The judge said the first time didn’t count and the second was a warning. He gets nothing. Period. I did get the restraining order in place for a year, but that’s a joke. It didn’t help the first time. I don’t see it helping anything.”

      “Oh my god,” she hissed. “What in the actual hell? I cannot believe he gets to just walk away.”

      “Me either.”

      “I’m so, so sorry,” she said. “I hate that I pushed you into doing this. I thought it would be an effective tool to keep him away.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Like I got caught in a blender.”

      “How did Channing take it?”

      “A lot better than I did,” I said. “I kind of lost my cool. He was of course the perfect guy, standing in my corner and holding me up.”

      “Good, I’m so glad you have him,” she said. “I’ve changed my opinion on him. I think I like him.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I might not have him.”

      “Why not?”

      “I mentioned I was scared to be at my apartment because Geoffrey wasn’t afraid to violate the order. Channing offered to whisk me away to Bali. Me and Clara on a private jet. I got pissed.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You got pissed because he offered to take you on a tropical vacation? The bastard. We should hang him by his balls.”

      “Stop,” I scolded. “He was trying to get me to run away. I’m not running. Yes, when we first heard the judge’s declaration, I did think about moving out of the country, but that was a knee-jerk reaction. I cannot run from Geoffrey. That’s what he wants. He wants me to be afraid. I’m not going to let him push me around. I’m fighting back.”

      “Good for you, but why are you mad at him?” she asked.

      “Because he is just using this to get me to Bali!”

      She burst into laughter. “He really is a horrible person. I’m so disgusted.”

      “Stop,” I scolded. “He’s trying to get me to take a page out of his book. I’m not running away to Bali like he did. Things got a little tense for him here and he ran away like a child.”

      She grimaced. “Tell me you didn’t say that to him.”

      “Not in those exact words,” I said. “I told him I need to set a good example for our daughter. I’m not going to let her see me running away. One of her parents needs to be ready to deal with situations like an adult.”

      Her brows shot up. “Wow. That’s low.”

      “You’re my friend on my side,” I reminded her.

      “I am your friend, which is why I’m going to tell you that was rude,” she said. “Did you really say that to him?”

      “Basically, yes.”

      She shook her head. “Not cool. No wonder he didn’t look happy when he was pulling out of the parking lot.”

      “I’m not trying to be rude, but I don’t appreciate him trying to convince me to run. Run back to the place I know he wants to be.”

      “Did you stop to think that maybe he’s just trying to keep you safe?”

      I shrugged. “Yes, but I don’t need to be whisked away.”

      “No, that was a perk,” she said. “He beat the hell out of Geoffrey for you and risked going to jail. Whenever you call, he comes running. I think you judged him a little too harshly. I think you owe him an apology at the least.”

      I started to feel guilty. “There’s more,” I said in a small voice.

      “Oh lord, what did you do?”

      “It isn’t what I did. It’s what he did.”

      “Please don’t tell me he proposed and you rejected him?” she groaned.

      “No. Worse. He bought us a house and I was not happy.”

      She stared at me with disbelief. “He bought you a house and you got pissed?”

      “He didn’t ask me! He didn’t consult me. He just went and did it!”

      She waved her hand. “Tell me how this came to be.”

      “When I told him I didn’t want to run, that I wasn’t going to leave my place, he kind of dropped the news,” I explained.

      “Is there a reason he went and bought you a house?” she asked. “Did you mention you wanted a house?”

      “We talked about living together and having that whole American dream thing,” I said. “We talked about it, but we never put a date on it. I was hoping we could work toward it, not just jump in.”

      “You guys have been spending a lot of time together,” she said. “You’re crazy about him and vice versa. Why wouldn’t you want a house to raise your daughter in? You’ve been talking about getting out of this apartment for a long time.”

      I nodded. “I do want to get out of this place but not tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure about that? Wouldn’t it make your life easier? Less stressful? You just said you were worried about Geoffrey violating that restraining order. If you live in a different place with Channing, what are the odds that piece of shit is going to show up?”

      “True, but I don’t know if we’re ready for that,” I said. “Clara doesn’t even know yet.”

      “Where is the house?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Is it a big house? A shack? What are we talking about here?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

      She slapped a hand over her face. “He might have bought you guys a mansion. You’re throwing away a beautiful home because you’re scared.”

      “Scared of what?”

      “You’re sabotaging your relationship because you’re afraid to move forward,” she said. “You just went through a horrible relationship with Geoffrey. The situation with Channing wasn’t great the first time around. You’re a little gun shy.”

      “It isn’t that,” I said. “I just feel like we’re running full speed ahead. I want to slow down.”

      “You were fine with it until this morning,” she pointed out.

      “Yes and no, but it’s still fast.”

      “You’re panicking because it’s really happening,” she said. “You’re staring your future in the face and it is freaking you out.”

      She was probably right. “I don’t know what’s really going on between us,” I told her. “He says one thing, but I guess I’m nervous he’s going to bail on us. When he said he could hire a jet and have us in Bali tomorrow, it was a red flag. He can do that anytime he wants. If the going gets tough, he calls a pilot and he’s out.”

      “I don’t think that’s what he was saying,” she said with a smile. “He was offering to get you out of town because he cares. How many boyfriends take their girlfriends away for a few days? A lot. At least the good ones. You have to remember you’re dealing with a man of means. Him whisking you away to Bali is the equivalent of a normal guy taking you upstate to stay in a bed and breakfast for the weekend. You’re dating a very, very, very rich man. When he buys you a house, think of it as him buying you a nice piece of jewelry.”

      I laughed. “A house is not a tennis bracelet.”

      “No, but to his bank account, it basically is.” She laughed.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It freaks me out knowing he has an out.”

      “You have an out. You’ve always had an out. No one can actually force you to stay. Just because he has a private jet at his disposal doesn’t mean he’s going to use it. Again, it’s like you having a car. You can get in it and go whenever you want. He can hop in his little plane and go as well.”

      I sighed. “You’re being very rational.”

      She laughed. “Clearly, one of us needs to be.”

      “I don’t want to sabotage my relationship with him,” I said. “I actually do like him.”

      “You love him,” she corrected.

      “I do. Loving him makes me vulnerable. If he leaves, I just know it would devastate me.”

      “You are borrowing trouble,” she said. “He’s changed. You told me that countless times. He’s more mature and he’s settled. He wants to settle down with you. Hell, he bought you guys a house. I’m not sure what other sign you need. That’s pretty loud and clear.”

      “It’s different now,” I told her. “He wouldn’t just be walking out on me. I don’t know how I would deal with him walking out on Clara.”

      “Why are you assuming he will? You told me you didn’t want him to know about her because you knew he would stay in New York. He would give up the place he loved to have a relationship with her. Now that you’ve gotten to know him better, you think he’s going to flee? I don’t think so. Excuses. More excuses. Just stop trying to throw roadblocks up. Decide whether you want him or not.”

      “I do, but—”

      She shook her head. “No buts. You do. I know you do. It’s time to move forward. There is nothing that is going to change for you if you stay in this apartment and remain alone. It’s time to take the next step in life. Think of it as taking a step away from Geoffrey. You get to walk into the arms of a man that will cherish you for the rest of your days. I don’t know about you, but that sounds pretty damn good to me.”

      “It does, but it’s also a huge leap of faith.”

      “That’s what love is all about,” she said.

      “What about William?” I asked and turned the tables on her. “Are you taking a leap of faith with him?”

      She rolled her eyes when I brought up the man she hooked up with in Bali. “That is totally different. We don’t have a child together. We’re not in love.”

      “You said you were afraid to do the long-distance thing,” I reminded her. “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “Not even close.”

      “Because you’re afraid it won’t work out so you’re not giving him your heart, even though you are crazy about him.”

      “Nope. The two don’t even compare. You and Channing are meant to be together. I’ll admit I didn’t believe it at first, but I do now. You guys have this chemistry between you that is undeniable. I would hate to see you throw it away. That would be a crime.”

      “Very funny. I’ll talk to him but I’m not sure it’s going to do much. I was kind of a bitch.”

      “Kind of?” she snorted. “If you said what you told me you said, you better get on your knees and I’m not talking about pleading with him.”

      “Jewel!” I hissed. “Clara’s in her room.”

      “I’m giving you my best advice. That man is a keeper. Don’t throw him away.”
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      I rolled the glass of whiskey back and forth between my hands as I stared at the liquid sloshing back and forth. I was halfway to drunk. I was going for super drunk.

      I wanted to wash away my sorrows. I felt like the rug had been pulled out from under me. I was cruising along through life. Things were great. Madi and I were in a great place. I could practically see our future. It was right in front of me and I managed to push it away.

      I’d gone home and sulked before deciding I needed to get a good drunk on. It wasn’t like I had anything else to do for the day. I wasn’t going to be touring our new house and talking about paint colors with Madi. Clara wasn’t going to be picking out her room.

      It was my own fault for letting my hopes get that high. I should have known it was too good to be true. I was racing toward the finish line. I was approaching the relationship with Madi like it was a sprint. It was a marathon. We had time to do it right. At least we did, but maybe not now. I might have fucked it all up.

      “I didn’t believe you when you told me you were in a bar getting wasted,” James said as he sat down at the table.

      “I didn’t need you to come down here,” I told him. “You asked where I was, and I told you.”

      “Why are you getting drunk before five?” he asked. “You don’t have the look of a man celebrating success in court. I take it you got stuck paying all of his bills?”

      “Nope. I don’t have to pay anything. Madi doesn’t have to pay anything. Geoffrey doesn’t have to pay shit. All charges are dismissed. It’s like it never happened.”

      “Against you and Madi?” he questioned.

      I shook my head. “All of us. Him too. Judge told him bad boy, naughty naughty, waggled a finger, and off we went.”

      “Wow. That’s fucked up. But I don’t understand why you’re here drowning your sorrows. I thought you guys were going to check out the house.”

      I sighed and lifted my glass. I drained it and held the thing up to get another one headed my way. “Nope. She doesn’t want it. I’m not sure she wants me. I thought I was making all the right moves and then smack! Done. Finished. She calls me a coward.”

      “Why did she call you a coward?” he asked. “You beat the guy’s ass. Did he try to come after you again?”

      “No, not at all. He’s a chickenshit. I don’t think he wants me rearranging his face again.”

      “Then why are you a coward?” he pressed.

      “Because she was pretty upset and I offered to take her to Bali,” I explained.

      He nodded. “I see. And that makes you a coward?”

      “She didn’t come right out and call me a coward, but she said she wasn’t going to run away from her problems like I ran away from mine.”

      He winced. “Ouch. That’s a zinger.”

      “Exactly. I told her about the house, and she got even more pissed.”

      “Me and Mom warned you,” he said. “A woman wants to pick her kitchen.”

      I waved a hand. “She can remodel it any way she wants to.”

      “Maybe she wanted to do the house-hunting thing together,” he offered.

      My fresh drink was delivered. I drained half the glass before looking at my little brother. “If she was with me, it would ruin the surprise.”

      He scowled at me. “How many of those have you had?”

      “Not enough. I’m still talking.”

      “It was probably a shock. Give her some time to process everything. You might have picked your timing a little better.”

      “I was trying to offer her a bright spot in a shitty day,” I defended. “She acted like I presented her with a box of cockroaches.”

      James laughed. “Man, you are really drunk.”

      “Not yet.”

      “You’re jumping right to the worst-case scenario,” he said. “I’m sure you took her by surprise. She’ll come around.”

      “And what if she doesn’t? We were in a good place. Things were so good. I was sure I was going to be living with her in that house in a month’s time. I felt like for the first time in my life, things were going the way they were supposed to. I was in a good place. I was on track and ready to tackle this life thing with her by my side. Now I just feel like I’ve been slapped upside the head with a cement block.”

      “Dramatic, but again, give it a minute.”

      I looked at him. “I have never wanted anything so badly in all my life. If she’s done with me, I’m not sure what I will do.”

      “She’s been through a lot with this last asshole she was seeing,” he said. “She’s carrying some baggage from that relationship. She might not be ready to get serious just yet. That doesn’t mean she will never want you or that life in the house you bought. It just means right now isn’t a good time for her.”

      “Not good enough,” I muttered. “I’m not sure how long I’m supposed to sit around here and wait for her to figure out what she wants. Truthfully, part of me is ready to prove her right.”

      “How so?”

      I took another drink. “As I’m sitting here in this dark bar, all I can think about is being on the beach in Bali. I want to be kicking a soft soccer ball around with a bunch of kids. I want my cameras. I want to go for a hike in the jungle and jump off a cliff into a pool. I want to take pictures of the sunset. I want the simple life with no traffic, no smog, and no fucking people.”

      He laughed and ordered a club soda from the waitress, who had been very attentive to my alcohol needs. “I believe there are people in Bali.”

      “Not like there is here. My place was out of the way. The people stuck to their side of the beach and I stuck to mine.”

      “Could you really do that?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Go back to Bali and pick up where you left off?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because your family is in New York.”

      I snorted. “My family has always been in New York,” I said. “It’s kind of why I want to go back to Bali.” I grinned.

      “Not us, asshole,” he growled. “Your woman and your daughter. They are your family.”

      “I don’t know if they can be my family if one doesn’t know I exist and the other doesn’t want me,” I complained.

      “Don’t run,” he said. “Don’t you dare go back to Bali without figuring this out.”

      “I’m not,” I spat. “I’m not running, but if she doesn’t want me and she isn’t going to let me have time with Clara, what’s keeping me here?”

      “That’s a lame excuse,” he said. “You know you can have a relationship with your daughter. If you really give up without a fight, you don’t deserve to know her.”

      “That’s rude.”

      “It’s the truth,” he said. “We’re not going to let you neglect your responsibility to be a father to that little girl.”

      “I can still visit her, but I can’t see myself staying here without Madi,” I complained.

      “You’re really being ridiculous.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t care.”

      The waitress delivered another drink. I could feel things getting good and fuzzy. Mission accomplished. It was what I needed.

      “Why don’t we go back to the house?” James suggested. “You can get good and drunk there.”

      “Nope.”

      “Channing, I don’t want to have to carry you to the car,” he said. “You’re not exactly on the slight side.”

      “I can walk.”

      “Right now you can, but if you finish that drink, I’m not so sure that will be the case,” he said. “Just come home. You can pass out on the couch.”

      “Mom will lecture me,” I said.

      “Mom is out to dinner with her friends,” he said. “She’ll get home late and go right to bed.”

      “I like the alcohol here,” I answered.

      “Bullshit,” he scoffed. “You know the stuff at the house is better. Come on. I’m not interested in you puking in my car. Let’s go.”

      “I just got a fresh drink,” I said with a sloppy smile. I picked up the glass and slurped down several drinks. It didn’t even burn anymore. That was when I knew it was being very effective.

      “Finish your drink and then we are leaving,” he said firmly.

      He was probably right. “And then we need tacos.”

      “What?”

      “I’m drunk. I want tacos. Drunk people want tacos.”

      He laughed. “I wasn’t aware that was a rule. We’ll have some delivered. I’m not taking your drunk ass anywhere. You’ll embarrass me.”

      “Will not,” I argued.

      “Just finish the drink,” he said with a sigh. “I’m tired of being the babysitter. You guys always get drunk and I’m always picking you up and dragging your sorry asses home.”

      “This is my first time.”

      “Maybe for you, but the rest of them use me as their personal babysitter,” he mumbled.

      I took several big swallows of the alcohol and stared at my empty glass. “All done,” I said.

      “Good, let’s get you out of here before that one hits and you can’t walk out of here.”

      He got up, left a hundred on the table, and waited. I managed to get up, but my legs felt like noodles. “Woah,” I said and reached out for something to hold on to when the ground moved under my feet.

      “Fuck,” he growled. “I knew you were wasted. Let’s go.”

      He put my arm around his shoulders and led me out of the bar. The cool night air did little to sober me up. He walked me to his car and practically stuffed me in the passenger seat before getting behind the wheel.

      I closed my eyes and waited for things to stop spinning. He started down the road when I suddenly had a good idea. “I don’t want to go home,” I declared.

      “Too bad.”

      “No. Take me to Madi’s.”

      “Absolutely not,” he answered.

      “James, dammit, take me to Madi’s. I need to talk to her.”

      “I don’t think now is the right time to have this conversation.”

      “It’s the perfect time,” I said. I wasn’t certain, but I thought I heard my words slur together. “I need to tell her how I feel.”

      “Channing, this is not something you want to do when you’re this drunk,” he warned.

      “What do I have to lose?” I asked. “I’ll tell her I love her again and I’m just going to lay it all out. If she wants me, I’m all hers. If she doesn’t, well I guess I got a big house for just me.”

      “You could talk to her tomorrow after you’ve both had some time to sort through things,” he said.

      “No. Now. Take me to her place.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know where she lives.”

      “I do.”

      “Are you sure you can remember in your current condition?”

      I nodded. “Yep. I want to talk to her. If she doesn’t want me, I guess I’ll have to figure out how to live with a giant hole in my heart.”

      “She’ll want you man, but I’m not sure she’s going to want you like this. I think showing up to her house like this is a big, big mistake.”

      I snorted and rubbed my numb face. “Not my first. I make a lot of mistakes, especially when it comes to Madi.”
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      “Come on, munchkin,” I said to Clara as I tried to herd her into bed.

      “I’m not tired,” she complained.

      “You say that every time,” I told her. “And then you’re asleep five minutes later.”

      “But I’m not tired. You said we didn’t have to get up early tomorrow.”

      “We don’t but that doesn’t mean you get to stay up all night,” I told her.

      “Just thirty minutes,” she begged.

      I sighed. “Clara, I’m exhausted.”

      “I’m not.”

      Arguing with a four-year-old was like trying to argue with a wall. I wasn’t going to win. Her ears were closed. She was stubborn. I blamed her father. She could really dig in when she was set on something. I was about to resort to bargaining, ignoring all the parenting books, when there was a knock on the door.

      “Dammit,” I muttered.

      “Mom, you said a bad word.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry. Pick a book and I’ll be back to read to you. Then it’s time for bed.”

      I went to the door to see who it was. I was too tired to be worried it was Geoffrey. I welcomed him at this point. I would unleash all the anger and frustration I was feeling after court today. I looked through the peephole to find James and Channing.

      I opened the door and immediately noticed Channing was leaning heavily on his younger brother. “Is everything okay?” I asked with concern.

      “I’m sorry,” James said.

      “For?” I asked and then looked at Channing, who had a goofy smile on his face. “Are you serious? Are you drunk?”

      “We need to talk,” Channing slurred.

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course, and what better time to talk than when you’re totally hammered?”

      “I’m not hammered,” he argued just like a drunk would do.

      I sighed and shook my head. “I’m getting Clara ready for bed,” I said. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Madi, we have to talk,” he said. “This is important. I don’t want to wait. It has to be right now.”

      “I’m sorry,” James said again. “He insisted I bring him here. I know he would have found a way if I didn’t do it.”

      “I’m right here,” Channing growled. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”

      “It’s fine,” I said to James, ignoring Channing. “Is something wrong?”

      James shook his head. “No. Yes, but not in the sense there is a reason to be worried.”

      I looked at Channing. His eyes were bloodshot. His hair was kind of mussed. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a wrinkled shirt. Despite looking disheveled, he was still sexy as hell. “What’s going on?” I asked. “Can this wait?”

      “No,” Channing said. “Now.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Really? Because nine o’clock is a good time to have a talk.”

      “I’m really sorry,” James said again. “I tried to tell him this was not a good idea.”

      “Channing, what is it? Clara is here. I need to get her in bed.”

      “I want to talk to you about the house,” he said.

      “Shh,” I scowled. “Go home. We’ll talk later.”

      He drunkenly shook his head. “No. I need to say this. You have to listen to me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Did you hear me? Clara is here. She doesn’t need to hear all this. She definitely doesn’t need to hear you this drunk.”

      “I can take Clara for a drive or something,” James offered. “She probably shouldn’t be around. Unless you want to take him for a drive.”

      I looked at Channing, who was leaning on James. He looked a little green around the gills. I didn’t think a moving car was the best place for a man as drunk as he was. “Maybe not,” I said. “If he passes out, he’ll be sleeping in the car.”

      James chuckled. “Which is why I dragged him out of the bar. This guy isn’t a small bag of potatoes.”

      “James will take her for a drive,” Channing said as if he just caught up with the conversation.

      I grimaced. “It’s her bedtime, Channing.”

      “We’ll talk after she’s in bed,” he said. “I’ll wait.”

      “I don’t think so,” I told him. “You’ll be passed out before she is.”

      “Then she gets to hear everything,” he threatened.

      “She’s a little girl and needs structure,” I snapped. “She can’t just be snatched out of bed and taken for a ride because you’re drunk and want to talk.”

      “Please, Madi,” he begged.

      It was hard to resist a plea like that. “Fine, come in.”

      James helped his brother inside. “Couch,” he said. “I told you this was going to happen.”

      “I’ll get some coffee started,” I said.

      “I don’t want coffee,” Channing said. “I would like a drink. What do you have?”

      “Water,” I snapped. “Don’t talk. I don’t want Clara to see you like this.”

      “I’m not like this.”

      I rolled my eyes. First, I was arguing with a four-year-old and now I was dealing with a drunk. I was certain dealing with the child was easier than the drunk. I filled the coffee pot and waited. James came into the kitchen.

      “How are you?” James asked.

      I forced a smile. “Fine.”

      “Channing told me about court today.”

      “Yeah, that was a disaster,” I said. “But it’s over. It’s done. It does nothing to dwell on it.”

      “You know we’ve got your back,” he said. “Anything you need.”

      “Thank you,” I said and looked into the living room. Channing was leaning back on the couch with my throw pillow under his head. “What got into him?”

      He shook his head. “By the time I got to him, he was well on his way to drunk. I’m not sure I got the full story.”

      “Is it about Geoffrey?”

      I was hoping he would give me a hint. I wanted to prepare myself for what was coming. I had a feeling it was going to be a continuation of the discussion we had earlier.

      “I’m not sure,” he said.

      I laughed. “Liar.”

      “He’s just got a lot on his mind,” he said. “He’s harmless.”

      “I know. I’ll get Clara dressed.”

      “Is she in her jammies?” he asked.

      It was cute that he called them jammies. I supposed being the youngest brother in a family of six with a slew of nieces and nephews, jammies weren’t new to him.

      “Yes. I’ll just put her in some sweats. Is it cold out?”

      “Nope,” he said. “It’s nice.”

      “I’ll go tell her,” I said. “Can you get him the coffee?” I opened the cupboard and grabbed a mug.

      “I will.”

      I went into Clara’s room and found her playing with her Barbies. I wasn’t surprised. She obviously didn’t listen to me when I told her to pick a book. “Uncle James,” I started to say and caught myself. She didn’t know him as uncle. He was but whatever. She may as well get used to it.

      “Uncle James?” She looked up at me.

      “Yes, James is going to take you for a drive.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Why?”

      “Because I need to talk to Channing,” I told her. “It’s the kind of talk for adults only.”

      “Are you mad at him?” she asked.

      She was too observant. “No. We want to talk.”

      “Okay. Where are we going?”

      “I’m not sure,” I told her and opened the dresser drawer. I handed her the leggings. “Put these on.”

      “Why?”

      I sighed. “Please just do it. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Okay.”

      I walked back into the living room to make sure Channing was getting some coffee in him. James was looking at my wall with pictures of Clara from birth to now. I loved the candid snapshots that I had taken with my phone and printed.

      “She’s definitely a Bancroft.” James laughed.

      “Yes, she is. I had no idea how powerful those Bancroft genes were.”

      “The cousins could be siblings,” he said with a laugh.

      I turned to see Channing staring into the cup of coffee. “I told you I wanted a splash of something.”

      “No,” James and I said in unison.

      “Clara will be out here in a minute,” I told him. “Please try not to act like an idiot. She doesn’t need to see you like this.”

      “I thought she would be in bed,” he said. “Sorry.”

      I believed him. I knew he was drunk, but I also knew that he was very conscientious of her and her needs. “Just try not to say much.”

      “I will.”

      “Hi, Uncle James,” Clara said as she came into the living room.

      James looked at me with a raised eyebrow. I gave a soft shrug. “Hi, Clara, are you ready to go for a drive and check out the city lights?”

      “I guess. Mom said I had to go.”

      James laughed as Clara walked over to Channing. “Hi, Clara,” he said. “How are you?”

      “I’m going for a drive with Uncle James,” she announced.

      “Uncle James?” he questioned.

      He looked at me. I shook my head, telling him not to say anything. Now was not the time to try and have a conversation like this. Not in his condition.

      “Yes, Mom said Uncle James,” she answered.

      I flinched. “All right, Clara, let’s get you out of here.”

      James picked her up, making her giggle as he carried her to the door. “I’ll wait until I get a call with the all-clear.”

      I shrugged. “She’s probably going to fall asleep. Whether she says it or not, she’s tired.”

      “Thank you,” Channing called from the couch.

      “Bye, Channing,” Clara called out.

      “Be a good girl,” I told her. “Listen to James.”

      “I will,” she said.

      I locked the door behind them. I was still not taking any chances. Geoffrey would knock or kick, but he wouldn’t bust in the door. My locked door was necessary.

      When I turned back around, Channing had gotten to his feet. “This is gross,” he complained.

      He attempted to walk toward me and stumbled. He was really drunk. “Sit down and I’ll get you some water,” I told him.

      “I’m not that drunk,” he said.

      “Yes, you are,” I said. I grabbed the full cup of coffee from his hand before he spilled it.

      I put it on the table while he swayed back and forth. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Just sit down,” I said with exasperation.

      “Sit with me.”

      I gently pushed him until he fell back onto the couch. “I’m getting you some water.”

      “I want to talk,” he mumbled.

      “Yes, I heard,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure how we were supposed to have an actual conversation with him as drunk as he was. I filled a glass with water and grabbed a couple Tylenol. “Drink,” I ordered. “Take these.”

      He did as he was told. I sat down beside him. “What’s up?” I asked him.

      He leaned back on the couch, his head resting on the sofa as he stared at me. “Are you mad at me?” he asked.

      “No, Channing. You just sent our four-year-old daughter out at night because you wanted to talk. I’m irritated, but I’m here. I’m listening. So talk.”

      He popped out his bottom lip. It was the cutest thing, but I wasn’t falling for it. “I love you,” he said.

      It was a little hard to take his declaration seriously when he was so drunk he had to have his head propped up on the couch. “Channing, I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t want Clara out late. Please tell me what you need to say. Clearly, there is something on your mind.”
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      I knew she thought I was a drunken idiot. I was drunk, but I wasn’t incoherent. I picked up on her irritation. I didn’t really blame her. I probably shouldn’t have come tonight, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I didn’t get this off my chest.

      “I’m sorry I came over so late,” I started. “I just really wanted to talk to you.”

      “I’m listening,” she said.

      “I want to be with you,” I blurted out. “You and Clara are my world. You mean everything to me. I got caught up in the moment. I thought we were rolling along. I thought we were on the same page. I jumped the gun.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “No, wait. I’m not done.”

      “Go ahead,” she said.

      I took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean to steamroll you. I didn’t mean to push what I wanted on you. I got this idea I wanted to save you. I thought you needed saving. I saw you this morning and it killed me to see you hurting. I never meant to imply you should run away or abandon your life here. I wasn’t running. When I left New York before, it was because I needed to clear my head. It was a life changer for me. It renewed my strength. It cleared my soul. I felt so much lighter. I could look at life with clear eyes. I thought I could whisk you away and let you have a little—”

      “Peace,” she said with a smile.

      I nodded. “Exactly. You’ve been so stressed. You’ve had to look over your shoulder constantly for weeks. You’ve been going through all these meetings with the lawyer and dealing with the police. It’s been a lot. I don’t know how to help you. I’ve tried but I know it’s not enough. I watch you smile, and I know you’re hiding the pain. You’re so strong for our little girl. You’re a great example. I admire you. I feel like you’re this superwoman and I’m your wingman. I’m your sidekick. I’m supposed to take care of you—of her. I’ve not been around, and I have so much to make up for.”

      She smiled. “You don’t have to make up for anything.”

      “I do,” I said. “I want to. I want to do whatever makes you happy. I want what’s best for you. I want you safe. I want you happy. The house was supposed to be something that did both of those things. It was supposed to be the first step to our journey together. It was too much, and I see that now.”

      “It isn’t that,” she said. “It was a surprise. You caught me off guard.”

      “If you want to stay in this apartment, I’ll help you in any way I can. If you want to go somewhere else, I’ll get you there. Anywhere you want to go, I’m okay with it. I’m sorry that I pissed you off or overwhelmed you. I thought I was doing the right thing. It never occurred to me I was steamrolling you. I’m probably going to make more of these mistakes. I’m new to this relationship thing and I have no doubt in my mind I won’t be all that great at it. I’ll be good at treating you right and making sure you know how much you are loved, but I’ll probably say a lot of stupid things. Like now. I’m rambling and I know it but there’s just all this stuff in my head I have to get out. I’ve been trying to be patient but I’m so ready to just do this with you.”

      “Do what with me?”

      I threw my hands up. “Life! Like a real life. I want to be the man in your bed, in your kitchen, in your life.”

      She giggled. “That’s very specific.”

      “I’m a little drunk, but think of it as truth serum,” I told her.

      “Did you have anything more you wanted to say?” she asked.

      It wasn’t quite the reaction I had been hoping for. “Did I say I loved you?”

      “You did.”

      I was regretting my decision to come over tonight while drunk. I should have listened to James. She was not happy with me. I didn’t blame her. I made Clara get out of bed and head out into the night. That was not good parenting. I had just shot myself in the foot.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have come here. I shouldn’t have gotten drunk. I just—I don’t know. I don’t have an excuse. I screwed up. I seem to be doing that a lot today.”

      “Channing, I’m glad you came over,” she said. “I probably would have preferred to have this conversation in the morning, but I wanted to talk to you as well.”

      I grimaced, preparing myself to be let down easy. My heart was breaking. All I could think about was my bungalow on the beach. Suddenly, it didn’t appeal to me as much as it used to. It was a lonely existence if I was being honest. I was all alone, even if I did have a group of people that treated me like family. I thought I would be okay if she rejected me. I was wrong.

      “What’s up?” I said in a harsh voice.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      My stomach dropped. It was what I had been afraid of. I nodded and swallowed the lump in my throat. “I understand,” I said.

      “No, you don’t,” she said and took my hand in hers. “I’m sorry I freaked out earlier.”

      “You are?” I asked with surprise. My brain was a little soggy. I wasn’t sure I was hearing everything clearly.

      “I am. I reacted out of fear.”

      “Fear of what?” I asked.

      “I guess us. I love you. How much I love you terrified me. You presented me with this neat little box that held the future I had always wanted. I was afraid to grab it. Afraid I would reach for it and it would be snatched away. The morning had left my nerves fried. Not just the morning. The whole last month. I felt like I’d been stretched thin. I was surviving by putting one foot in front of the other. I just kept moving forward. I never took the time to look at the future. I couldn’t. I didn’t know what it looked like. I had you but I wasn’t sure if I really had you. I didn’t know what to do about the Geoffrey thing.”

      I nodded. “It’s understandable you were overwhelmed. You had every right to feel like that. I should have picked my timing a little better.”

      She smiled. “You were trying to rescue me. I see that now. When Clara was little, she would get herself worked up over some of the silliest things. She would get to the point that she would just cry hysterically while being mad at the same time. In her case, it would be called a fit. That’s how I felt. I was furious about the Geoffrey thing. I saw it like he defeated me. I was scared and at a loss. Then you presented this way out. I wanted to grab onto it but then I felt like I was cheating by taking the easy way out.”

      “Madi, you never take the easy way out,” I said. “You are strong.”

      “I don’t feel strong,” she said. “I do a little, but I’m not that girl people are going to talk about and say ‘she was so strong’ or anything like that. There’s something I have to tell you.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “When I found out I was pregnant and that you were really gone, it broke me,” she said.

      It broke my heart. I felt like I was an inch tall. “I’m so sorry.”

      “No, I mean, thank you for apologizing,” she said. “I know I made it seem like it wasn’t a big deal, but I fell in love with you back then. I shouldn’t have. I know it was never meant to be anything serious. I was just this simple girl from Canada who got caught up in your orbit. You were handsome and charming, and I fell under your spell. I don’t believe for a second you meant to do that. You didn’t seduce me. I saw you and I wanted you.”

      I smiled. “I wanted you and maybe I did seduce you. I swear if I had known there was even a possibility you were pregnant, I wouldn’t have left.”

      “I know that,” she said. “I believe you. I know who you are. I know your soul. I trust you.”

      No sweeter words could have ever been said. “I trust you.”

      “Can you forgive me?” she whispered.

      “There is nothing to forgive,” I told her.

      “There is,” she said and looked down at her hands. “I should have told you about Clara. I know there was a way to get information to you. It was me being bitter. I was pissed that you escaped, and I was here. When I saw you again, I gave myself a hundred different excuses about why I couldn’t tell you. Even these last few weeks, I haven’t told Clara. I should have told her already. I’m not the only one making these decisions. You are a part of her life. I want you to be a part of it in every way.”

      “I understand why you didn’t tell me then and I understand why you didn’t want to tell Clara right away,” I told her. “Shit, after showing up here tonight drunk out of my skull, I didn’t really win any points in the super dad category.”

      She smiled. “You are pretty wasted. You’re swaying a bit.”

      I blinked and tried to stay still. I wasn’t even aware I was swaying. “Sorry,” I muttered. “Maybe I should drink some of that coffee.”

      She rose and went to the kitchen to grab it. “I’ll nuke it a few seconds.”

      “Are you still mad at me?” I asked her and got to my feet. There was a little swaying. I reached out and grabbed the back of the couch to steady myself.

      “I’m not mad at you,” she said. “I wasn’t mad at you before. I was just having a mild meltdown.”

      I made my way into the kitchen. She handed me the cup of coffee. “I’m drunk,” I told her with a grin.

      She laughed. “No kidding?”

      I sipped the coffee. “I’m sorry. I swear I’m not this guy. I don’t get wasted. This was really a one-off.”

      “I believe you. Is that offer to escape to Bali still on the table?”

      “Absolutely. Do you want to go tonight?”

      She laughed. “Not exactly, but I would like to keep it on the table.”

      “You know it is always an option. It doesn’t have to be running away. It’s a vacation. If you want to stay at the resort, we can. Or we can go anywhere.”

      “Is this the drunk Channing talking?”

      I slowly shook my head. “Nope. Yep, drunk Channing is talking but we can go. Do you want to go right now?”

      She laughed. “No.”

      “I’m a little drunk,” I said. “Wait, I said that.”

      “Yes, you did. Why don’t you suck down that coffee? I don’t want to call James to come back just yet. We need to sober you up a little.”

      “I’m okay,” I told her. “I can walk to the car. He didn’t want me to stay at the bar because he said I wouldn’t make it to the car. I can walk.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      I watched her put away the coffee stuff. “Are we okay?” I asked her.

      “We’re okay,” she said.

      “Do you love me?”

      She walked toward me. “Channing, you’re kind of cute when you’re drunk but I think we need to take some extreme measures to get you sobered up.”

      “My friends, the rich friends, we used to get IV fluids after a hard night. It sobered us right up.”

      “Well, we never had IVs but I know another trick. It’s a little more primitive.”

      I shrugged. “I’m game.”

      “Good,” she said and took the coffee cup from my hand. “Follow me.”

      I followed her down the hall and into her bedroom. I raised an eyebrow. “Awesome,” I said with a laugh. I pulled off my shirt and undid the button of my jeans. They were halfway down my hips when she turned around to look at me.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m hoping I’m going to be fucking—I mean making love,” I said with confusion.

      She laughed and shook her head. “No. Shower. You need a cold shower.”

      My dick practically crawled behind my scrotum at the thought. “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      “It’s sobering,” she said. “Not fun.”

      I sighed and accepted my fate.
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      I turned on the shower, adjusting it to a lukewarm setting. He looked petulant. He always looked so damn sexy. “All right, mister, get naked.”

      “I love it when you say that to me.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll get you a towel. Don’t turn the heat up. You need it cold.”

      He dropped his briefs and stepped into the shower. I grabbed a towel from the linen closet and hung it on the hook outside the shower door. I was about to walk away and call James when he opened the door and grabbed my wrist.

      I shrieked when he pulled me into the shower. “Channing!”

      “I got lonely,” he pouted.

      I laughed. “I’m soaked. I’m fully dressed.”

      “Then we should get you naked,” he said.

      He lifted my tank top and pulled it over my head. He dropped the soaked top onto the floor of the shower. He then went after my leggings, peeling them down my legs. I shivered under the cold spray. The pants joined my tank top in the corner. He turned me around, putting my face straight into the stream. I closed my eyes as he unhooked my bra. A few seconds later and I was appropriately undressed and ready for the shower.

      “This was supposed to be your shower,” I told him as I turned back to face him.

      “But showers are always better with a partner,” he said with his goofy grin.

      “Do you have a lot of experience in this?” I teased.

      “Nope, but I’m hoping to grow my experience,” he said.

      “All right, you’ve got me naked in your shower,” I said and shivered again. “I need some heat.”

      “I’ll warm you up,” he offered.

      He pulled me close and kissed me. I tasted the coffee but there was a strong underlying sweet liquor on his tongue. I didn’t care. It was such a powerful kiss. I imagined this was the first of many showers together.

      His hands were slipping and sliding all over my body. I gripped his ass and pulled him close. “We have to hurry,” I murmured next to his ear.

      “Hurry? Why would I ever hurry?”

      “Because our daughter is roaming the streets with your brother,” I reminded him.

      He laughed. “She’s not walking the streets. She’s in his car.”

      “She’s a little girl. She needs to be home in bed.”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he kissed me again while his hand slipped between my legs. He wasted no time pushing one finger inside me. I groaned, holding on to his shoulders as I went up on my tiptoes. He wasn’t his usual graceful self. He was uninhibited, sucking on my neck while he quickly brought me to orgasm. I cried out as the water sluiced down my back. He backed me against the cool tile, keeping his fingers buried inside me.

      The water changed from lukewarm to ice cold. “Fuck!” he said and jerked his hand from between my legs. “That’s cold. I can’t do this with ice pouring down my dick.”

      I laughed and quickly stepped out of the shower. “I don’t think you can do this standing up regardless. This is not an activity that is safe in general. Add a guy that is struggling to stay upright and it’s downright dangerous.”

      He took me by surprise and grabbed me. He lifted me up his wet, naked body.

      “Channing!” I exclaimed.

      He carried me out of the bathroom and unceremoniously dropped me on my bed. I landed on my back. “Dangerous, my ass,” he growled. “I can always do this.”

      He was slipping inside me before I could question his ability to do this very thing. I arched, digging my heels into my bed and meeting his thrusts. “Yes, you can,” I groaned. “You can do it well. So well.”

      “I will always be able to do this,” he growled. “I don’t care if I can’t stand or see. I can always do this.”

      Our wet bodies slapped together. He was on a mission to reach ecstasy. I gripped his shoulders and held on for dear life. I liked this uninhibited version of him. “Harder!” I shouted and slapped his bare ass.

      He roared and rose up, his arms supporting his weight as he pounded inside me. I felt my own orgasm spiraling. It was coming on strong. “Fuck me!” he shouted.

      “Channing!” I cried out.

      He exploded inside me. It triggered my orgasm. My body arched and went completely stiff as he jerked and spasmed inside me. He suddenly fell over and collapsed on the bed. For a second, I worried he passed out. I propped myself up one elbow and looked at him.

      “Are you okay?” I asked him.

      His eyes were closed, but that same shit-eating grin was on his face. “I’m good.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I think I’m sober,” he said. “You fucked me right into sobriety.”

      I laughed and slapped his chest. “You soaked my bed.”

      “You’re the one who forced me into the shower.”

      “You were supposed to be in the shower,” I reminded him. “Not me. I’m sober.”

      “I didn’t want to shower all by myself.”

      I gave him a quick kiss. “I need to call your brother,” I told him.

      He did a raspberry with his mouth. I burst into laughter. He was clearly still drunk. “Is that bad?”

      “Is what bad?” I asked.

      “That I don’t want you to call my brother?” he asked.

      “No, it’s not bad, but we do need to get Clara into bed,” I said and slipped off the bed. I pulled on new, dry clothes. I had James’s number. I had his mother’s number and Grayson’s. He wanted me to be able to get in contact with them in case of an emergency.

      “Hi, James,” I said when he answered the phone. “Is she asleep?”

      He laughed. “Listen.”

      I heard Clara singing and shook my head. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Has she been driving you crazy?”

      “Not at all,” he said. “We’ll head back. How’s Channing?”

      “He’s good. He’s sobering up.”

      “We’ll be there in ten minutes,” he said.

      I went back into the bedroom to check on him. I was worried he was going to pass out. I couldn’t explain a wet, naked Channing on the covers of my bed.

      “Channing,” I said. He didn’t answer. “Channing, don’t you dare fall asleep!”

      He groaned. “I’m so tired,” he mumbled.

      I grabbed his clothes and practically dressed him. “Come on, baby. Clara is going to be here any minute. James will take you home.”

      It took some effort to get him dressed. I had just gotten his jeans buttoned when I heard the knock on the door. I went to answer the door, closing my bedroom door behind me. I opened it to find my little girl bright-eyed and ready to party.

      “Oh my,” I said with a laugh. “You are spun. Why don’t you go find a book and get under the covers?”

      “I’m not tired,” she said.

      “Of course not,” I said with a sigh. “Just please lay down.” She reluctantly went to bed. “Did she drive you crazy?” I asked him.

      “Nah,” he said. “She fell asleep for a couple minutes and then woke up going a hundred miles an hour.”

      “She does that,” I said. “She gets overly tired and spins out of control.”

      “Where’s Channing?” he asked.

      I grimaced. “I think he might have passed out.”

      He looked over at the couch. “Is he here?”

      “Yes. In my bed.”

      He nodded. “I see.”

      I was a little embarrassed but it wasn’t like anyone thought I was a virgin. “I’ll see if he’s awake.”

      I walked to my room and opened the door. His arms were stretched out at his sides. His mouth was hanging open and he was out. “Channing,” I called his name. I didn’t think I was getting him up. It would take a bomb to wake him up. Even that was questionable.

      I rubbed my hands over my face. It wasn’t like we weren’t eventually going to live together. I walked back into the living room. “He’s out,” I told James. “Like dead to the world.”

      “Do you want me to get him up?” he asked.

      I sighed and shook my head. “I don’t think you’re going to get him up. It’s fine. I’ll take him home in the morning.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “I know you guys are trying to keep this on the down low.”

      I nodded. “I think that ship has sailed.”

      “Okay. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” I told him. “Thank you for watching Clara.”

      “Can I ask if you guys worked things out?”

      I laughed. “We did. I imagine he told you I had a freak out.”

      “You were allowed a freak out. I’m sorry that judge didn’t think it was necessary to send that fucker to jail.”

      “Me too, but I’ll be okay. I’m really glad Channing was there.”

      He nodded. “All right, I’ll let you guys get to bed. Sorry again for dumping my drunk brother on you.”

      “It’s all good,” I said with a laugh. “As long as this does not become a habit.”

      “Not Channing,” he said. “He’s never been the partier.”

      He left the apartment. I locked up and then went in to talk to Clara. She was sitting on the floor playing with her dolls again. “Hey, kiddo, grab your book and let’s read a story.”

      She put down the toys and grabbed her favorite book before crawling into bed. I stretched out beside her. “Before we read, I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Okay.”

      “Channing is going to be staying the night,” I told her.

      “A sleepover?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is he your boyfriend?” she asked.

      I nodded. “He is.”

      “Geoffrey isn’t your boyfriend anymore?”

      “No,” I said.

      I wasn’t going to tell her who Channing was just yet. That was something he and I needed to do together.

      “Okay. I like Channing.”

      I laughed. “Good. Now, let’s read that story and then we need to get some sleep.”

      “Is Channing going to be here in the morning?”

      I had a feeling Channing was going to be here until late morning. He was going to be struggling a bit. “Yes.”

      “We should make pancakes,” she said.

      “I think that sounds like a good idea.”

      After reading her story, I went back into my room. Channing was in the same spot. I didn’t think I was going to be able to get him undressed. Instead, I threw a blanket over him and maneuvered around his body.

      “Goodnight,” I whispered.

      My answer was a snort. I laughed at the ridiculousness of the night.
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      I knocked on Madi’s apartment door and waited. We had a plan to spend the day together. I wanted to start it off right.

      Madi opened the door and smiled. “You brought coffee.”

      “I did. And croissants. I got Clara a vanilla steamed milk. Extra whip of course.”

      She laughed. “Of course. You are spoiling her rotten.”

      “I know. And I love it. Is she in her room?”

      “Yes, she was getting dressed.”

      I gave Madi a kiss. I was so anxious and nervous for the day. We were going to tell Clara I was her father, if the mood felt right. I was going to take my cues from Madi on this one. It was a day I felt like I had been waiting forever for.

      “I’m nervous,” I confessed.

      “I know, but it will be okay. This is really going to make her day. Make her week, I think.”

      “Good,” I said, but it didn’t do much for my nerves.

      Clara came out of her room wearing a pretty purple dress with a unicorn head on the front all done in glitter.

      “Are you ready for our big day?” I asked her and handed her the special coffee.

      “Yep. Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise,” I answered. “For both of you.”

      “I’m ready for this surprise,” Madi said. “What about you, Clara?”

      “Let’s go!”

      We loaded up in the SUV and headed out. The nerves in my belly were in full force. We headed out of town, out toward my mom’s house. I suspected they thought that was where we were going. I pulled off the road and into the gated neighborhood.

      “Oh, is this where Grayson lives?” Madi asked. “He said he lived close to your mom.”

      “You’re not very good at surprises,” I teased.

      “I’m really not.”

      I pulled into the driveway of a white house with a perfect manicured lawn and cut the engine. “We’re here,” I said.

      “Let’s go see your—” Madi stopped. She almost said cousins. “Friends,” she quickly said.

      We got out of the SUV and headed up the front walk.

      “Is anyone here?” Madi asked. “Do they park in the garage?”

      I pulled out the key and slipped it in the lock. I pushed open the door and gestured for Madi to go in. “Check it out,” I said.

      She frowned as she looked inside the empty home. I saw the moment she realized where we were. “No way!” she gasped.

      “I’m hoping you will look at it. If you don’t like it, I’ll put a for sale sign in the front yard and we’ll find something else.”

      She stepped across the threshold. “Is Leah here?” Clara asked.

      “No,” Madi said. “This is our new home.”

      I had to close my eyes to keep from bursting into tears like a little girl. She accepted my offering. That made me happier than I could have ever expected. I walked in behind them and flipped the light switch. A gorgeous chandelier came to life, illuminating the entryway. The light shone off the polished dark hardwood floors.

      “Look at this kitchen!” Madi exclaimed. “It’s gorgeous.”

      I walked in and flipped the lights, flooding the space with brightness.

      “It’s so pretty,” Clara exclaimed.

      “I love that I can see the living room and dining room from the kitchen,” Madi said.

      “Look at the fireplace,” Clara said and rushed to the massive stone fireplace.

      “Channing, this is amazing. It’s gorgeous and big but not too big.”

      “You guys want to see the rest of the place?” I asked. I felt downright giddy. “Clara, you get to pick your bedroom.”

      “I want a pink princess room!” she said and jumped up and down. She raced across the wide-open space and down the hall to the right. The master was to the left. It was its own wing. I was saving that for last.

      “How many bedrooms?” Madi asked as we popped into the first bedroom complete with its own bathroom.

      “Five bedrooms, six bathrooms,” I answered.

      “Six bathrooms!” she exclaimed.

      “Two for each of us.” I laughed.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said as walked into the next bedroom with a beautiful bay window with a bench seat.

      I waited for Clara’s response. In my mind, I imagined this as Clara’s room. The carpet was all new and a fluffy light gray.

      “This one!” Clara shouted and jumped up and down. She rushed to the bench seat and sat down. “I can see outside!”

      “I knew it,” I said with a laugh.

      “Good job, Daddy,” Madi whispered.

      We explored the other bedrooms before heading back across the living area.

      “This is the master,” I announced before pushing open the double doors.

      Madi gasped and put her hands to her mouth. I saw tears spring to her eyes. “This is crazy!” she said. “It’s as big as my apartment.”

      “We have our own fireplace, a sitting room, and the best walk-in closet,” I explained. I moved to the French doors and opened them to our own private patio with a cement wall just high enough to provide privacy for the hot tub that sat outside.

      “This is so big!” Clara declared. Her voice echoed around the bathroom.

      “You have to see the bathroom,” I told Madi.

      “I’m afraid to look,” she said with a laugh. “I might never want to leave.”

      We walked in together. I heard her gasp once again as she took in the massive bathroom with a soaking tub and a huge walk-in shower.

      “All right, now that you guys have seen the house, are you ready to see the backyard?”

      “Yes!” Clara said and jumped up and down.

      I led them back through the living area and pushed the button that opened the shades on the windows and doors that opened to the back patio.

      Clara screamed. “A pool!”

      I opened the door and led them outside. The only piece of furniture I bought was the patio set. I had a picnic lunch set up for us. While Clara checked out the pool, Madi and I watched.

      “I love the yard,” she said. “This is the perfect home. You did good.”

      “Thank you. I picked it with you in mind.”

      “And we’re close to your mom,” she said.

      “That wasn’t why I picked it, but it was a selling point. But if you don’t want it, we can look for something different.”

      She shook her head. “No. This is perfect. I’m thrilled. I’m overwhelmed but in the best way.”

      “I figure we can move in when we get back in two weeks,” I said.

      She smiled. “I’m good with that. It will be something to look forward to when we get back from Bali.”

      “Are you ready to do this?” I asked her. I didn’t have to specify.

      “I am. I think this is the perfect time.”

      We sat down to the picnic lunch that included cold fried chicken, potato salad, and apple pie. We dug into the meal, talking about the house and the decorations Clara wanted for her room. With our bellies full, Madi handed out the slices of pie.

      “This is so yummy,” Clara said. “We can have picnics in our backyard. And go swimming.”

      “Yes, we can,” Madi agreed. “Clara, we want to talk to you about something.”

      “What?” she asked.

      I looked at Madi. I had no idea what to say.

      “Me, you, and Channing are all going to live in this house,” she started.

      “I know. And I’m going to have a princess room.”

      “Yes, you are,” she said. “We are a family.”

      “Yep,” Clara said with her legs swinging as she munched on her pie.

      I looked at Madi and smiled. We were having some trouble finding the right words. I had to take over. This was my responsibility. “Clara, sweetie,” I started. “I’m your daddy.”

      She seemed nonplussed. “Okay.”

      Madi laughed. “Clara, Channing is your daddy. Your real dad.”

      My daughter looked at me, sizing me up before nodding. “I know.”

      My brows shot up. “You do?”

      “You told me.”

      She was so matter-of-fact. “All right then, I guess that’s that. Mom, dad, daughter. We’re a family.”

      “Can I call you daddy now?” she asked. She propped her chin in her hand and looked at me.

      I really was going to turn into a blubbering idiot. I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Yes.”

      When I looked at Madi, she wasn’t even trying to hide her emotion. She was crying openly. I understood the sentiment. It was four years in the making. Five technically. It was just so emotional.

      “Can I go see my room now?” she asked.

      Madi nodded. “Yes.”

      She wrecked us and was none the worse for wear. When she walked into the house, Madi and I looked at each other and laughed.

      “That is not how I saw that going down,” I told her.

      She used a napkin to wipe her tears. “Neither did I. I feel like it was a little anticlimactic. I was expecting tears of joy.”

      “I was expecting shock,” I said. “Do you think she knew?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s one of those weird sixth senses. She meshed so well with your family. I think she just assumed she was a Bancroft.”

      I blew out a breath and got to my feet to start cleaning up our picnic. “I think I’m in shock,” I said.

      “I’m in heaven,” she replied. “We are in paradise. We have everything we need.” She grinned. “Can I go back in and check out that kitchen again?”

      “Absolutely.”

      We walked back inside and took another tour of the house, inspecting all the little details. She opened every door, checking out closet spaces and falling in love with the massive family room.

      “Five bedrooms,” she said as we strolled through the house. “That seems awful big.”

      “I was thinking Clara is going to love being a big sister,” I said with a laugh.

      She punched my shoulder. “You need to back that train up.”

      I grabbed her around the waist and hugged her close. I knew she was kidding. She wanted another child. We talked about it once before. I wanted a full house. I wanted a big, loving family. I kissed her again. “I cannot wait to start making beautiful memories here together. We’re going to have backyard barbecues and big family dinners.”

      “I love it,” she said. “I can’t wait to call my mom.”

      “Speaking of your mom and dad,” I said. “Did I mention there is a cottage at the back of the property?”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re lying!”

      I slowly shook my head. “Nope.”

      She slapped my chest. “Why didn’t you mention that?”

      “I was adding to the surprise.”

      “Yes, you did. Clara, there’s something else we’re going to see.”

      I led them across the backyard. There was a row of tall hedges that provided a wall of privacy for the small one-bedroom cottage. “Do you think they will like it?”

      “Did anyone ever tell you that you are absolutely amazing?” she asked.

      “Not recently,” I said.

      “You are so thoughtful,” she said. “Thank you so much for thinking of my family. It means a lot to me. It means everything to me that you would think of them.”

      “I am looking forward to meeting them.”

      “Do you mind if I invite them next month?” she asked. “That’ll give us a couple weeks to settle in.”

      I pulled her into my arms once again. “You can absolutely invite them. You don’t have to ask. This is our home.”

      We spent another hour hanging out at our new home before I loaded them up for the next surprise. “Where are we going?” Madi asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      We parked in the parking garage and headed out to do some shopping. “Let’s go wild,” I said as we walked into the massive furniture store.

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. We are starting a new life in a new home. I think new furniture is warranted. Clara, I heard this place has the best princess bedroom furniture.”

      She clapped her hands. “Yes!”

      I noticed tears in her eyes again. “I just can’t,” she whispered.

      “You can. We are. This is our life. I want it to be perfect. I want to get started on the right foot together.”

      She nodded. “I can’t take all this spoiling.”

      I kissed her. “You better get used to that,” I told her. “Because I’m going to make you dizzy with all the spoiling.”

      We spent the next three hours picking out furniture, testing every couch, and picking out some things for the cottage. I had always had money and never really thought about buying the things I wanted or needed. Being able to share the wealth with Madi and Clara was the most gratifying experience I ever had.
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      I heard a soft knocking sound. At first, I was confused. The house didn’t smell right. There was a sound that wasn’t familiar either. I heard lots of giggling and was suddenly aware of where I was. I smiled and rolled to the side. Channing was not in bed. That didn’t surprise me. He rarely slept in when we were in Bali. It was like he wanted to soak up every minute we were here.

      I slowly got out of bed, pulling my robe around me as I padded out of the bedroom of the bungalow. The front door was open as it tended to be all the time. I walked to the front porch and looked down the beach. Clara and Channing were playing with the neighborhood boys like they did almost every morning.

      I sat down in the rocking chair and watched them play. Their laughter floated down the beach. Their excitement and joy warmed my heart. We were spending the next month in Bali while I was on summer break. It was an easy compromise for living in New York full time. We had made some renovations to the bungalow, adding on another room for Clara.

      “Daddy, run!” Clara screamed before dropping into a fit of giggles.

      That was something I didn’t think I would ever hear. It was this beach that made it possible for me to hear my little girl call for her daddy and he responded. Life was good. It was amazing. A year ago, I never would have imagined I would be sitting on this beach watching Channing and Clara play.

      I went back inside and made myself a cup of tea before getting dressed in my bikini. I loved spending our days lounging on the beach. We had explored the area in depth. Clara learned so much by being immersed in the culture. It was the best education a little girl could ever get.

      I returned to the porch to watch the activity with my tea in hand. Channing noticed me sitting on the porch and waved at me. “Come play!” he called out.

      “Mom, come on!” Clara said.

      I put down my tea and walked onto the white sandy beach in my bare feet. “I don’t know if you can hang with me,” I teased.

      Kicking a ball with bare feet was no joke. I only managed to last a few kicks before I called mercy. “You look hot,” Channing said. He strolled toward me, shirtless and shoeless. It was his standard attire when we were in Bali. I didn’t mind a bit. I loved looking at my man’s body.

      He grabbed me around my waist and held me close. He dropped a kiss on my lips, sending the kids erupting into a chorus of disgusted shouts.

      “I think I’m going to take a dip,” I told him.

      “I’ll dip you.” He laughed and picked me up.

      “No, I have my shorts on,” I called out.

      “You’ll dry,” he said as he caried me into the ocean. Just like he always did, he dropped me. I sank into the water, my butt hitting the sand before I floated to the top.

      He laughed as I rushed him. I tackled him and knocked him under. He pulled me down with him. When we resurfaced, we were clinging to one another. My legs wrapped around his waist as we bobbed up and down in the waves.

      “I love you,” I told him. “I love our life. I love everything.”

      “Me too, babe. You’ve made me the happiest man on the planet. Just when I think I can’t be any happier, you make me just a little happier.”

      “Clara is one happy little girl as well,” I said. “I don’t think I have ever heard such sweet words.”

      “What words are those?” he asked as a wave pushed us toward the beach. I kept my eye on Clara as she sat on the beach with a couple of the other little girls. They were making sandcastles like they did almost every day.

      “Daddy, I love you,” I said. “Daddy, come play with me. Daddy, can you hold me? Daddy, can you tuck me in?”

      He smiled, his whole face lighting up. “I agree. I can’t believe I’m a daddy.”

      “You are definitely a daddy,” I told him. “How many permits did you have to get to expand that bungalow?”

      “Shit, I don’t know,” he said. “I hired a guy and it got done.”

      I laughed. That was the way it was with him. He never bragged or sounded cocky. He just made things happen. I never asked how or why. “I was thinking we might need to add on a little more if we can.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “Really? You want something bigger? We could look up the beach and see if we can find something bigger if you feel cramped.”

      “No, I love the bungalow. It’s part of you.”

      “Okay, I’ll call the same contractor,” he said.

      He sounded a little disappointed but he was willing to do it because that was what made me happy. “I love you,” I said and kissed him.

      “I love you. I know we’re bobbing around in the ocean like a couple of buoys and it isn’t the most romantic, but I was wondering if you’d like to make this little family of ours official?”

      “Official?”

      “You know, the whole marriage thing.”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “Oh, Channing, you have such a way with words.”

      “I know. I’m pretty slick, huh?”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “So, what do you say? Will you marry me?”

      “I think I will,” I said with a laugh. “Only because you asked so nicely.”

      “Told you I was smooth. I don’t want to be a groomzilla, but I was thinking we could get married right here on this beach. I would love to see you walking toward me, barefoot with the breeze lifting your hair while you wear the prettiest dress you can find.”

      I nodded. “I like the idea of a beach wedding. We can have our guests stay at the resort.”

      “Clara will be the flower girl,” he said.

      “You sure do know a lot about weddings,” I teased.

      “Uh, I’ve been to a few weddings in recent years. I know exactly what I want and what I don’t want. Obviously, you have a say. I’m just throwing out some ideas.”

      “I want to wear a white sheath-style dress with vintage lace. I want it to be light and simple. I’ll wear a wreath of flowers in my hair.”

      He was grinning. “I like where you are going with this.”

      “Jewel will be my only bridesmaid. What about you? Who will be your best man?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ll have to see which brother is available.”

      “When are you thinking about doing this little wedding shindig?” I asked.

      He looked pensive. “I think it’s a little too late to do it this season. What about next year, same time, same place?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I think I can make that work. I should hopefully lose all the baby weight by then.”

      “Great, I’ll—” He stopped talking. “The what?”

      I rubbed his nose with my own. “You have some of the most powerful swimmers around, mister.”

      “You’re pregnant?” he breathed.

      I nodded. “I guess I didn’t have to wait three months like the doctor said.”

      “Damn. We’re going to have a baby!” He let out a loud whoop. “Can we tell Clara?”

      “Absolutely,” I said.

      “Should we go home early?” he asked.

      “Why?”

      “I want you to have the best medical care in the world,” he said. “You’ve got my little nugget in there.”

      I smiled. “I’m okay. There is a midwife here that I went to see yesterday. I don’t want to cut our time here short.”

      He grimaced. “I’m not sure. Are you sick? Do you feel okay?”

      “I’m okay,” I assured him. “I have a little morning sickness, but it isn’t unbearable. I’m tired, but that’s normal.”

      “Oh my god!” he said. “I dropped you in the ocean. I didn’t know!”

      “It was water,” I said. “I’m fine.”

      “What about work? You said you were thinking about taking the year off for Clara’s first year of school. Is that still something you are thinking about?”

      I took a deep breath. “Well, I was hoping we could talk about that.”

      He carried me toward the beach and gently set me on my feet. We found a place to sit on the beach in the shade. “What is it?” he asked.

      “If you don’t mind, I would like to take a year off,” I said.

      “Baby, you know I want nothing more than you to do whatever makes you happy,” he said.

      I leaned against him. “Thank you. I think I really want to spend some time with this baby. I feel like I was so busy when Clara was an infant. I want to cherish all the moments. I want to volunteer in her classroom and make cookies for her. I want to nest.”

      “You have no idea how happy that makes me.”

      I sighed and watched the water before looking at Clara. I almost felt guilty for being this happy. It didn’t feel right for one person to have so much joy in their lives. We sat together, talking about our future until Clara came running over. She flopped down in the sand in front of us.

      “What are you guys doing?” she asked.

      “We were discussing baby names for your new baby brother or sister,” I said.

      “Are we getting one?” she asked.

      Channing laughed. “We are. In six months.”

      “How long is that?” she asked with her little forehead wrinkled.

      “After Christmas,” I told her.

      She looked thoughtful. “I think I want a boy.”

      I laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Is the baby in your belly?” she asked.

      “It is.”

      She stared at my belly. “I don’t see it.”

      “You’ll see it soon enough,” I told her.

      “Me too,” Channing said. “I can’t wait to see this little guy grow in your belly.”

      “Oh, it’s a boy?”

      He nodded. “Yep.”

      “You’re awful confident.”

      Clara hopped up and ran toward her friends. “I’m a big sister!”

      Channing and I laughed. “Should we tell her she’s going to be a big sister again and again?”

      “Woah, woah, woah,” I laughed. “Let’s not fill up those bedrooms just yet.”

      “I love you,” he said again.

      “I love you.”

      “Seriously, you are the best woman in the world. Every morning, I wake up and look over. I see you sleeping next to me and I just have to ask myself how I got so damn lucky.”

      “I’m the lucky one,” I said. “I am so glad I went to that charity event that night. You changed my world. You enhanced my world. You have given me everything and then some. I am so thankful for you. I’m thankful for our daughter and our life. I’m thankful for your family. They’ve welcomed me in and made me feel like I was one of them.”

      “You are, and next year, it’ll be official, unless you want to do it tomorrow.”

      “Nope,” I said. “I’m good with waiting. I already know we are going to be together. I don’t need a piece of paper to prove it.”

      He kissed me, pushing me down onto the sand. We kissed until we remembered where we were. We lay beside each other and soaked up the sun on our favorite beach in the world.
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      My ex-love affair just showed up again, now as my boss.

      He’s the last person I want in my life. Namely because I’ve been hiding a secret from him.

      My kiddo. His kiddo. Ours.

      This possessive alpha male is impossible to pleasure and hot as sin.

      Being a billionaire, he decided to buy up the tax firm I’m at the top of the ladder with.

      So now I answer to him.

      And of course, he’s cocky enough to make immediate changes during our busiest time of the year.

      The damn dust hasn’t even settled.

      We clash at every turn, but every tiff only seems to set my blood more and more on fire.

      There’s only one thing to do when the steam scorches me. Quit.

      He doesn’t seem too fond of the idea, so he slips back into my life again. Through the one place I need the most help.

      Our son.

      It’s time to tell him the truth about our past love.

      Even if it turns us back into enemies.

      
        
        Snag your copy HERE!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Insider Group

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      Well hello again! Thank you so much for grabbing one of my books. I sure hope you loved it. 

      

      I’d hate to part ways now that you are through the book. How about we stay in touch? We have a great family of readers on my Insiders Newsletter Group that you just can’t miss out on. 

      

      We do exclusive giveaways, facebook parties, Christmas cards, event invites, and sneak previews for this amazing group. 

      

      And as a HUGE thank you for joining, 

      you’ll receive a free book on me!
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      Ali Parker is a full-time contemporary and new adult romance writer with more than a hundred and twenty books behind her. She loves coffee, watching a great movie and hanging out with her hubs. By hanging out, she means making out. The man is hot. Hello. 

      She’s a creative at heart and loves coming up with more ideas than any one person should be allowed to access. She lives in Tennessee with her hubs, teenage son, two grown daughters and two love-of-her-life grand babies! Telling a good story that revives hope, reminds us of love and gives a vacation from life is all she’s up to. 

      Questions, comments or concerns? You can always email her at Ali@aliparkerbooks.com.
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