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        June 2011

      

    
    
      Hannah narrowly dodged a splashing drink as Ronnie Kurtz staggered by. For the host of the party, he didn’t seem all too concerned about keeping his parents’ house clean. At this point, though, he was probably drunk enough to forget about the fact that his parents would, at some point, return. The mess of the house, the stickiness of the countertops and tables, and the accumulation of plastic cups and snack food crumbs and puddles of pool water on the tiled floors would be a problem for the Ronnie Kurtz of tomorrow.

      And, judging by the state of Ronnie Kurtz tonight, Hannah was pretty certain that tomorrow’s Ronnie Kurtz would be pretty pissed. If he could see past his hangover.

      If this was what it was like to be rich, Hannah would take a hard pass. What was the point of accumulating all these nice things, just to not care about them? Something shattered in the next room, and Ronnie’s distinctive, gasping laughter was some of the loudest. Case in point. If she had a house this nice, she’d take care of it and the things inside of it. She wouldn’t invite her entire graduating class for a wild house party while her parents were away; that was for sure.

      Well. Her foster mom, anyway.

      “What’s in that cup?” Harvey demanded, snagging it away from Hannah, who hadn’t heard her twin coming. “It better not be booze, Hannah Newell, or so help me God, Marnie will find out about it.”

      “You’re the one who stinks of booze, not me,” she informed him, taking her cup back. “Mine’s just soda.”

      “Don’t tell Marnie,” Harvey said immediately. “I can handle my liquor.”

      “If you don’t leave me alone, I swear I’ll tell Marnie,” Hannah said, one hand on her hip.

      “You are the worst tattletale,” Harvey groused. “Seriously. I don’t even know why you came to this party if you’re just going to be a pooper.”

      Her twin had had a little too much to drink; that much was apparent. And the reason she’d come to this party? Because she was treating it like the last time she’d see any of these people in her life. They’d all walked across the stage just that morning, high school diplomas in hand. It was nostalgia, or something close to it, because Hannah generally avoided big social gatherings like this.

      The only people she cared about in this town were Harvey and Dominic. They’d been dubbed the Three Musketeers by teachers and Marnie (Harvey and Hannah’s foster mom), plus Dominic’s parents. Their friendship group had other names—high school kids weren’t as nice about two twins who generally didn’t socialize outside of Dominic. The older they got, the crueler the rumors. Like about just how good a friend Dominic actually was to the twins, and whether there was something freaky going on.

      It was laughable, really. Or, it would be. Whenever Hannah complained about it to Harvey, he promised it would be something she’d laugh about when the three of them were older. Idiot kids being idiots. That’s why they attached themselves to Dominic—because all the rest of their classmates weren’t worth their time.

      Dominic had similar notions. “Screw them,” he’d say helpfully, pulling Hannah down the halls as she stared hard at groups of kids whispering and laughing at them.

      At least they would never have to walk those halls again. That part of her life was over.

      The thing that was still very, very present, though, was that the rumors had been at least a little right. Not the part about freaky twin stuff—yuck. But Hannah had been coping over the years with a rather debilitating crush on Dominic.

      It wasn’t as if anything had ever happened between the two of them. A lot of the time, Hannah felt like she was the third wheel of the Three Musketeers, that she was always tagging along with Dominic and Harvey. But things had changed in high school.

      She couldn’t put her finger on it. Puberty, maybe. Dominic finishing a growth spurt over the course of the summer that filled out his frame, muscles now fitting his height. Hannah filling out, too, in places no one had ever told her to consider. Sometimes, they caught each other staring. It was never as awkward or embarrassing as Hannah thought it would be. Dominic just made her feel…comfortable. Like she could be herself.

      And the self she was right now longed for him. For something more.

      “Are you sure there isn’t anything in your drink?” Harvey had been peering suspiciously at her for the duration of this reverie, apparently. “Where’s Dominic?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook herself, looking around. It had been Dominic’s idea for them all to go to the party, and Hannah had seen him only in fits and snatches. “You know, if you keep drinking, I won’t have to tattle to Marnie. Your hangover tomorrow will do that for you.”

      Harvey seemed to consider this. He really was capable of reason when he wanted to be. It was just that the four extra minutes of life he had on her, having come out of their biological mother first, gave him some sort of inflated sense of duty. Like he felt he had to be an older brother to her, even if the “older” part was just those four minutes.

      The protectiveness could be stifling. Was stifling, when it came to Dominic. Hannah wasn’t sure whether it had more to do with Dominic’s hulking presence or the fact that, at the age of eighteen, Hannah was legally in control of her own destiny—whatever Harvey wanted for her be damned. She wouldn’t have been surprised if Harvey confessed to wanting nothing more than to lock her in a cage and throw away the key, to keep her away from the rest of the world.

      It went without saying that she’d never really dated anyone. It was impossible, always flanked by Harvey and Dominic. She’d always comforted herself with the notion that she didn’t want to date anyone in the first place. None of the guys she was graduating with, anyway.

      Minus Dominic.

      “Let’s go swimming,” Harvey said, tugging at her arm suddenly. “Screw it, right? We’ll never have to see these people again. And who knows the next time we’ll have access to a pool this nice.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Hannah said. “You’re—okay, wow.” Her shoulders sagged in resignation. She wished it was the first time she’d seen her twin shuck off his clothes right in the middle of everything, but it definitely wasn’t. At least he had his swimming trunks on underneath his cargo shorts.

      “Doesn’t everyone wear their swimsuits under their clothes?” he asked, apparently confused that she hadn’t tossed her shorts and camisole into his discarded pile of clothing.

      “Not all of us,” she sighed. “I’m going to go change.”

      Harvey answered her with a whoop and a running charge that ended in a splash somewhere beyond the sliding glass doors that had stayed open all night. Hannah shook her head and wandered through the house, trying to find the staircase.

      Honestly, who needed all these rooms? Ronnie was an only child. He and his parents were the only people who lived here. Did they really need bedroom after bedroom? What did they do—rotate sleeping in each bed?

      That wasn’t a bad idea, maybe. It would save them from wearing out mattresses. At home, Hannah’s mattress was the same worn twin bed she’d had when Marnie had taken her and Harvey into her home. It sagged in the middle, now, kind of like a taco shell. Usually, Hannah was pretty good at convincing herself that it was less like a sad taco, more like a nice hug—arms around her as she was going to sleep.

      Sometimes, Dominic’s arms.

      She picked a door at random, not sure which bedroom she’d stashed her backpack in, and opened it, only to catch a huge eyeful of Dominic’s—well, Dominic’s everything. The way his muscles stood out boldly on his body, with biceps, shoulders, and pecs absolutely bulging.

      The moment crystallized in her mind, time slowing as he turned and her hand gripped the doorknob. She’d made a mistake. Hannah had only been trying to find an empty bedroom to change in. And out of all the freaking empty bedrooms in this place, she’d picked the one Dominic had been changing in.

      It was a beautiful mistake, though, Hannah believed. Dominic’s dark, tousled hair. The sparkle of his eyes, catching the glow of twinkle lights strung up around the pool outside. The considerable size of his—

      “Hannah!” Dominic yelped, unceremoniously yanking his swim trunks up over his hips. That was more than enough to break whatever spell she’d fallen under.

      Hannah whirled around—that should’ve been her first inclination, not to stand there like some kind of pervert—and slammed the door shut.

      Was there a prize behind door number one? Heck, yes. The view had been downright gratuitous. But had it been meant for her? No. Definitely not. It didn’t matter that she’d had a crush on Dominic for years, now.

      In the end, he was Harvey’s best friend. That’s all he was. And if she ever did anything, ever acted on any of those feelings surging in her, things would never be the same. Probably in the worst way imaginable—the permanent dissolution of the Three Musketeers.

      She leaned against the door, trying to slow her breathing, willing her pulse to return to its normal pace. She couldn’t believe she’d seen that. Couldn’t believe she’d gawked at it, and that Dominic had caught her at it. Maybe they could just agree to never speak of this to each other, or anyone else, ever again.

      “Hannah?”

      Dominic said her name more softly this time. And yet, the sound of it made Hannah jump nearly out of her skin. Well, that, coupled with the fact that Dominic had opened the door she’d been counting on to keep her upright. Instead of tumbling to the floor, though, she stumbled into Dominic’s strong arms, partially collapsing into his bare chest.

      All of him had been bare mere seconds ago. She’d even caught a glimpse of something she’d only ever had the audacity to dream about. Now, though, she was flushed and humiliated and clumsy and still—still!—turned on by the man in front of her.

      Because that was what Dominic was. Not the boy she’d grown up with. Now, he was all man. Every single mouthwatering inch of him. He’d turned eighteen a few months before she and Harvey had. They were all adults now, their high school days behind them.

      “You okay?” he asked, holding her loosely as she straightened, trying to prove to herself more than anything else that she was capable of standing on her own two feet.

      “Just lost my balance,” she said lightly. Briskly. Like she could—if she simply wanted to bad enough—shake all of this off and proceed as normal. “Listen, I’m sorry for—”

      “Don’t apologize.”

      For the first time, Hannah got herself to look up into Dominic’s eyes. They were dark, darker than they usually were—the pupils wide, interested, bottomless. They made a shiver run down her spine.

      “I’m…okay.” She struggled to regain her composure, even if it was a lost cause at this point. “I didn’t see anything.”

      He seemed to mull that over for a long moment. Did he think that was the truth? Would he buy it? Or would he call her out for the blatant lie Hannah knew it was?

      “I wouldn’t have cared if you did,” he said finally.

      “You…wouldn’t?” What did that mean?

      “I’m not ashamed of my body.”

      Oh. She couldn’t help the rush of disappointment through her veins. Of what he could have said, instead of that.

      Dominic leaned closer. Another inch and they’d be near enough to kiss. He smelled faintly of sweat and of the musk of deodorant. There wasn’t a trace of the vodka-laden punch everyone was getting drunk on tonight, ladling it out of bowls and soup pots throughout the house.

      He hadn’t been drinking. And neither had Hannah. There wouldn’t be any excuse, then, if something happened. And she really, really wanted something to happen. She just couldn’t name it, and wasn’t sure what it would be.

      “And maybe I wanted you to see,” he said, the words murmured and husky.

      “You were just as surprised as I was when I barged into that room,” she pointed out, but it was an empty accusation. The energy between them was electrifying, the delicate blond hairs raising on her arms.

      “Hannah, I just want to say…I’ve always thought you’re beautiful,” Dominic said, a tiny furrow wrinkling the skin between his dark eyebrows. He looked like he was struggling with coming up with the right words. “I just thought you should know that I—”

      “Dom? Hannah? Where the hell are you two?” Harvey’s voice floated up the stairs and Hannah leapt away from Dominic as if an unseen force had propelled them apart. “You’re not going to make me hang out by myself with all these losers, are you? Of course I didn’t mean you, Ronnie; this is an awesome party.”

      “Better go,” Hannah murmured, spinning toward the stairs. “Don’t want him to…”

      To what? Catch her with his best friend? Catch them doing what? They weren’t doing anything suspicious, were they? They were just talking. Dominic was just telling her she was beautiful. That was perfectly normal, right?

      No. It wasn’t. Hannah knew it wasn’t, but she didn’t want to be right about that. She didn’t want whatever was happening between her and Dominic to be over—this strange, shared, private moment.

      “Hannah, wait a second.” Dominic captured her wrist in his strong fingers, and his voice was low enough, urgent enough, to make her stop.

      When she turned, nothing could have prepared her for what happened next.

      The kiss.

      It was everything she could have imagined and nothing like what she imagined. It was more, making her heart rise in the prison of her chest, making something deep in her stomach stir and coil.

      Dominic was good at kissing—really good. His lips were firm, his tongue present, but not overpowering. Hannah felt like it was all she could do to try to keep up, to ride the wave of desire rushing inside of her, to grip the hard muscles of his arms. God, when did he get so fit? She knew he worked out—knew that his family basically expected him to serve in the military at some point—but these biceps still surprised her.

      Well, the biceps, and this toe-curling kiss.

      “Hannah? Dom?”

      Hannah gasped into Dominic’s mouth. She’d been so caught up in the sensation of his lips on hers that she’d forgotten Harvey was just at the bottom of the stairs, looking for both of them. Harvey couldn’t see them like this. Couldn’t know. But she was having a hard time backing away, Dominic’s hand woven into her blond hair like it belonged there, cradling her head.

      “Don’t get your panties in a wad!” Dominic called back to Harvey, breaking the kiss suddenly. “I’m coming.”

      “Seen Hannah?” came Harvey’s reply.

      Hannah opened her mouth to respond, but Dominic clapped his hand over it. “She just found a room to change in.”

      “Get your ass down here, then,” Harvey said. “I’m bored as hell—Ronnie, this isn’t about you. Seriously. I’m really thankful you invited everyone. This is really nice.”

      Dominic gave Hannah an apologetic, effortlessly handsome smile as he uncovered her mouth, lightly stroking his thumb over her bottom lip before lowering his hand.

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” she replied quickly, hoping he wasn’t apologizing for the kiss. “You’d better go. You know how he is.”

      “See you out there on the battlefield,” he said, flashing her one more brilliant grin before trotting down the stairs.

      It was all Hannah could do to stagger back into the room and sit heavily on the bed before her legs gave out on her. That kiss—God! She wasn’t sure what she’d done to deserve that, but she’d have to figure it out. Because she wanted it to be more than a one-time thing. If anything, that single point of contact made her hungry for more. Greedy for the feeling of Dominic’s lips on hers.

      Hannah wasn’t sure if she should be turned on or worried. As she found her bag and changed into her bikini, she had to settle on somewhere in between both.
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      Was something wrong with him? Dominic couldn’t stop grinning, couldn’t shake the ghostly sensation that Hannah’s lips were still on his, couldn’t quite grasp what had come over him to kiss her in the first place. And it nearly went without saying that he appreciated the cold pool water that he could submerge himself in. Because that kiss? It had been a long time coming.

      Dominic had wanted to kiss Hannah for years.

      He should’ve done it sooner. Would’ve, in fact, had it not been for Harvey and how protective he was of his twin sister. Dominic understood. He really did. He was protective of Hannah, too. There was a reason she’d never really had an actual boyfriend—it was the unstoppable tag team of Harvey and Dominic, running interference to keep any of their classmates who seemed interested from making a move.

      Harvey did it because, for a significant portion of his and Hannah’s lives, all they’d had were each other. Harvey had spent years sticking up for Hannah as the siblings bounced around the Arizona foster care system before finally getting placed in a foster home that didn’t just give up on them. It made sense that he remained protective of his sister. They didn’t have parents to do it for them.

      Dominic’s reasons for scaring off all parties showing interest in Hannah were a little more complicated than Harvey’s. First of all, he knew for a fact that none of the boys at their school were worth a damn. Hannah deserved so much better than what any of them could offer her in terms of a boyfriend. Dominic heard the way they talked about the girls in bathrooms and locker rooms, and it raised his hackles. The idea that he would let any of them try doing any of the things they bragged about to Hannah was actually laughable.

      Dominic had always wanted Hannah. Not to demean or take from, but to cherish. That’s what the other guys in their class didn’t understand. Women weren’t notches on belts or bedposts or whatever. They were human beings, too, and deserved to be won over and treasured. The only problem for Dominic was that he’d spent years trying to figure out how to win Hannah over so that he could treasure her.

      All of his carefully made—and eventually discarded—plans had flown out the window when he’d simply kissed her, like he’d always wanted to. It was a pity that it came after they graduated, that he’d squandered all the years he’d had with her. Dominic was pretty certain where his future was taking him, but he was less sure about how Hannah fit into it. He really, really wanted her to fit into it.

      “Think fast!”

      Dominic didn’t have time to think at all as a dripping wet Harvey shoved him into the pool. His body held air for him instinctively, and he surfaced to laughs and whoops. The pool writhed with bodies, mostly boys flipping and twisting into the water to impress the bikini-clad girls perched around the side, who were pretending not to watch.

      Hannah was among them, her blond hair piled on top of her head, her body lithe and athletic. The top of her bikini was a different pattern from the bottom, but it worked together in an artful way rather than clashing. Her attention darted from the group of girls chatting and giggling around her.

      Hannah never was much of a giggler. If Dominic had it his way, she’d never stop laughing, but he knew there were reasons for it. He was sure if any of the other girls here had spent the first part of their lives in an orphanage, they wouldn’t be nearly as silly or carefree. It was a difference between Hannah and the rest of the pack that made her stand out, seem more mature. Aloof, some might say—or stuck-up, others would pin onto her. Though those others were usually the same boys Hannah shot down herself, unwilling to go on dates with them.

      Dominic would find a way to bring all of the laughter in the world to Hannah, all of the laughter she didn’t already have.

      Her blue eyes found Dominic’s from across the crowded patio and packed pool, and her face simply lit up, her mouth curving upward in a small, pure smile. It wasn’t the usual smile she plastered on her face to fit in, to avoid being called standoffish. It was real. Something she was giving Dominic—or maybe even something he’d given to her.

      Maybe she was thinking about the kiss. He sure as hell was.

      He caught another gaze just beyond Hannah—eerily similar blond hair and blue eyes, watching the two of them. Harvey. Looking suspicious. Eyeing him.

      Dominic barely took the chance to fill his lungs with air before dunking his head under the water, vaguely aware of the temperature of his face—hot. Harvey couldn’t know about this. He’d step in and ruin everything that was so precariously under construction. And if Harvey thought he had an inkling about what was going on between his best friend and his twin, it would be over before it even had a chance to get started.

      Dominic stayed under until his chest ached for oxygen, then surfaced, pulling himself out of the pool and dripping on the concrete patio.

      “You’re not done swimming yet, are you?” Harvey was immediately at Dominic’s shoulder. “You just got in.”

      “Made me realize how hungry I am,” Dominic said, the lie coming easily, like it had just been waiting to pop out of his mouth. “I’m going to go order some pizzas. Any requests?”

      Harvey studied him for a long minute before snorting. “You’re like a bottomless pit. Eating all the time.”

      “It’s the workouts. High metabolism.”

      “I told you if you’d just drink, you wouldn’t be so hungry.”

      “Empty calories,” Dominic said, patting Harvey on his shoulder. “Not what I need.” Especially when he was building the strength and stamina to become a Navy SEAL.

      “Boring,” Harvey retorted, shaking his head. “If you’re going to get pizza, pepperoni. And don’t pay for it yourself. This is Ronnie Kurtz’s party. I’m sure he has his parents’ credit card number memorized.”

      “I’m pretty sure he has his own credit card,” Dominic said, sauntering away, careful not to glance at Hannah even as he kept her in his peripheral vision.

      He was painfully aware of Harvey watching him as he snagged a random towel draped over the back of a chair before going inside. Out of sight, though, Dominic sagged a little. That was close. Harvey couldn’t know about how he felt about Hannah. He was too protective of his twin.

      Most of the action was outside, around the pool, but there were still a significant number of people inside. That’s what Ronnie Kurtz got for inviting all two hundred members of the graduating class. Amorous couples had commandeered chairs and love seats and couches dotted around the first floor, and Dominic wondered what it would be like to have something like that with Hannah, not caring who saw them together.

      He found the house’s landline, but no Ronnie Kurtz. It didn’t matter. Dominic hadn’t been planning on shaking down the host for pizza, anyway. It had just been an excuse to get away from Harvey’s scrutiny, but he really was hungry. Planning on taking up a collection before the pizza arrived, Dominic put in the order and returned the phone to its cradle.

      Hannah was waiting for him when he turned around, still in her bikini, but wrapped in a towel. It was only luck that kept him from jumping clear out of his skin.

      “Hey,” he said. “What are you—”

      “Shut up,” she whispered, ruthlessly cutting him off.

      “Okay. Sorry.” He lowered his voice to match the volume of hers. “Why are we whispering?”

      Her cheeks flushed red. It made her look even more adorable. “Because I don’t want anyone to hear.”

      “Hear what?”

      She stood on her bare tiptoes—painted silver, he dimly registered—to get her mouth closer to his ear. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you before. I…like you.”

      Dominic grinned—the same easy, wide smile he’d been having trouble shaking ever since his lips had touched hers.

      “Well, I’m awfully glad to hear that. We’ve known each other, what, ten years now? I’m happy you’ve decided you like me. Must’ve been painful to go a whole decade seesawing on a decision like that.”

      Hannah’s face twisted into in involuntary smile as she whacked him in the dead center of his chest—right where his heart was in the middle of overflowing with emotion. “Don’t make this harder than it already is. You know what I mean.”

      “Do I?” Could he be blamed for making it at least a little difficult? He wanted to be sure—and he wanted Hannah to be sure. Because Dominic didn’t like doing anything halfway. If they were going to do this, he was all in.

      “I mean that I have feelings for you,” she said so softly he almost missed it. “And that I’ve had them for a while now.”

      “Hannah…”

      “Please don’t make a joke.” She was so close to him, close enough for him to smell her perfume. Her blue eyes were deep enough to get lost in, wide and clear and sincere. “I don’t know if I could take a joke from you right now. Not after what I just said.”

      It would’ve taken nothing at all to kiss her. He’d barely have had to lean forward to do it. Just dip his head down and seize those lips, claim them for himself. That way, if Hannah still had any doubt in her mind that he didn’t feel the exact same way, that he hadn’t liked her in that manner for all this time, all of it would be banished, driven out in the wake of his passion.

      Right now, though, it seemed like she really wanted him to use his words.

      “I more than like you,” Dominic said, gently butting her forehead with his. “I love you, Hannah. Always have.”

      Her eyes went wide at that, and Dominic had the briefest notion that maybe it had been too much, too soon. They’d only kissed once, and here he was, telling her he loved her. It was more than just a simple kiss that had freed these feelings, though. It was the compilation of all the years and experiences they’d shared. The sense of those moments coming to a close, and the next phase of their lives beginning.

      He didn’t want to miss out on the opportunity to make sure Hannah knew exactly how he felt, and if the words hadn’t done it, well, he’d let his actions do the talking.

      Dominic took her by the chin, lifting her face up as he dropped his, and kissed her. Again. Twice in one night. If it were up to him, he’d never stop kissing her, not even to come up for air. They could time their inhales and exhales so that they breathed for each other, their heartbeats falling in sync. The same fireworks he’d experienced upstairs exploded again in his head. It was good. So, so good.

      The patio door slid open beside them and startled them apart. Dominic blinked slowly, feeling like he was suspended in something sticky and thick like molasses, and watched as a dripping wet classmate staggered drunkenly between them, probably so muddled he didn’t realize what he’d interrupted.

      Hannah huffed a laugh, covering her towel-clad chest with a hand. “God, I thought it was Harvey, storming in here to separate us.”

      “Don’t worry about your brother.”

      “You’re not?” She gave Dominic a dubious look. “You should. I definitely am.”

      “What’s he going to do?” Dominic asked, even as his imagination created wild scenarios to answer that simple question.

      He’d kick Dominic’s ass, first of all. Or try to. Whisk Hannah away and never tell him where she was. Lock her up in the tallest tower and throw away the key. Enter her into a witness protection program, or a nunnery. Make it so Dominic would never get the chance to be with Hannah ever again, and then cut Dominic out of his life, too. And just like that, Dominic would be alone, bereft of the woman he loved and his best friend, all in one fell swoop.

      That was what Harvey could and would probably do if he caught the two of them together.

      “I have to see you,” Dominic blurted out, interrupting Hannah in the middle of a shockingly similar thought process. “I have to see more of you tonight.”

      “I don’t know if we’re going to get the chance to here,” Hannah said, wrinkling her nose as a couple enthusiastically whacked a couple of full plastic cups of punch onto the floor as they made out against the kitchen table. “There’s so many people.”

      “I want to be alone with you,” he said. “No interruptions.”

      It went without saying that he didn’t want to jump apart every few seconds, listening hard for Harvey’s distinctive bellow of a laugh so they didn’t get caught together.

      “Then come to my house after the party’s done here,” she said. “After my brother’s passed out.”

      He’d done it before, sneaked into Marnie’s house long after all the lights were out. But it had always been to hang out with Harvey. Hannah had simply come along with the package, if she was still awake, blinking sleepily over comic books illuminated by flashlights, a warm, comforting presence at his side. This would be the first time he’d be breaking the rules to see only Hannah.

      His only regret was that he hadn’t thought of doing it sooner.

      “I’ll knock on your window,” he said. “Lightly, so no one else will hear. You’ll be listening?”

      “I’ll be there,” she said, biting her bottom lip, teeth white against the red, velvety-soft skin there.

      Dominic had tasted them twice, now. He knew just how lush they were. He looked forward to enjoying them like he had all the time in the world. Like they didn’t have to rush, or sneak. Maybe, someday, even Harvey wouldn’t mind the two of them together. He’d embrace it. And then Dominic could kiss Hannah whenever and wherever he wanted. For however long he wanted to. Like right now. Again.

      “Where the hell’s the pizza?” Harvey demanded, stumbling in through the same patio door they’d been so leery of. Dominic was glad he hadn’t acted on the impulse to kiss Hannah again, because Harvey definitely would’ve noticed, then.

      “What pizza?” Hannah asked, and the doorbell rang.

      “That pizza!” Harvey crowed. “Ronnie! The pizza you ordered is here. Open the safe! Cough up your credit card!”

      A general cheer rose through the house, and Dominic figured he could wait a couple of hours for Hannah, especially as she gave him a meaningful look and moved away. They’d be a painful couple of hours, but he’d been waiting years. Hours, he could do.
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      It felt like a dream, really—everything that was happening. Graduating high school was the first dream. The misery of public school, erased by tossing her cap into the air along with hundreds of others, letting it get lost and forgotten, not caring whose she picked up afterward.

      Kissing Dominic, though, had really taken the cake, in terms of big dreams. Not once, but twice. Kissing and realizing that the feelings that had surged around inside of her mind and body were reciprocated within his. There wasn’t a better drug than that—loving and being loved.

      Because, even though she hadn’t touched a drop of the stuff her classmates had the gall to call punch, Hannah felt drunk. The rest of the party passed in a blur around her, especially once the pizza got there. It was something of a feeding frenzy, everyone snagging pieces out of the boxes until they were soggy, greasy, and empty folds of cardboard.

      It was hard to pay attention to anything or anyone around her, even as Hannah kept herself carefully apart from Dominic. Harvey was too suspicious of the two of them tonight, and with Dominic confessing his love for her, Hannah wasn’t even sure whether she could trust herself to behave around Dominic. She didn’t need to give Harvey any more ammunition, or reason to suspect something was going on.

      She loved her twin. She really did. They had a relationship that no one would ever understand, no matter how hard they tried. But she often hated how protective Harvey was of her. It was suffocating. She wasn’t a child anymore.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Harvey asked, protectively cradling to his bare chest what had to be one of the last slices of pepperoni pizza. “Who pissed you off?”

      You, Hannah wanted to say, but she bit her tongue. “Nobody. Nothing. Why?”

      “You had this bitchy look on your face.”

      “Harvey, so help me God, I will twist your nipple right off your chest.”

      “Why?” he complained, covering himself, forgetting about the pizza so that the oily cheese slapped against his skin. “Dammit.”

      “Don’t call me bitchy. That’s why.”

      “Okay, jeez.” He eyed her before taking a giant bite of his pizza, apparently not caring that it had been plastered to his skin. “You’re acting weird, though.”

      “Am I?” Hannah figured that was about par for the course, after kissing Dominic, whom she’d more or less grown up with. “Probably just tired.”

      “Probably because you’re not drinking.”

      She scoffed. “You’re the one who told me not to drink in the first place.”

      “Well, yeah,” Harvey said, as if it should’ve been obvious. “But if you had, and if you did it at the right pace, it would’ve kept you alert.”

      “What, alert like you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re plastered.” She raised her eyebrows at him. “And you better hope Marnie’s already asleep by the time we get home.”

      “Not a word to Marnie, so help me God,” Harvey said, pointing a threatening finger at Hannah.

      “Point that somewhere else.” Dominic walked over, fully clothed, and swatted Harvey’s hand back down. Hannah held her breath. “I’m out of here.”

      “What?” Harvey cried.

      “Why?” Hannah cried at the same time.

      Dominic shook his head. “You two really are twins. Freaky.”

      “You can’t leave,” Harvey protested. “This is a party to celebrate our freedom!”

      “From school, maybe,” Dominic reasoned. “Not from the drill sergeant.”

      “Your dad’s here?” Harvey groaned with as much dread as Hannah felt.

      “He will be if I’m not home by one sharp,” Dominic said. “And he made sure I knew that staying out even that late was pushing it.”

      “Not fair,” Harvey said. “One of these days, I’m going to tell him exactly what I think about him.”

      “And that’s how we all know you’re drunk,” Dominic told him. “Because you just said you were going to go up against the drill sergeant, and we know how that would turn out.”

      “Badly,” Hannah said helpfully. “He’d send your body parts to Marnie in little boxes.”

      “I’ll see you later,” Dominic said, bravely pulling the greasy, sticky, wet Harvey into a quick hug. “Watch out for this one,” he told Hannah, giving her the same hug he’d given her twin.

      Was it her imagination that his hands lingered a little overlong around her waist? It had to have been. Dominic wouldn’t be that careless—or daring—around Harvey.

      “Get out of here, then, and quit hitting on my sister,” Harvey said, shoving at Dominic. Hannah froze.

      “Go home, Newell,” Dominic said, winking cheekily. “You’re drunk.”

      “Good night,” Hannah told him, rolling her eyes elaborately even as she was dying to confirm with Dominic that he was still going to sneak over to her house later. Dominic was obviously getting home plenty ahead of curfew to appease his father, but surely he wouldn’t forget about her, would he?

      There just wasn’t a good way of finding out, and it made the butterflies that had been fluttering around in Hannah’s stomach sour a little.

      “What, don’t tell me you’re sorry to see that square go,” Harvey sneered. “He’s not that fun.”

      “You are super drunk, aren’t you?” she asked. “Should I call Marnie to come pick us up?”

      “Hell, no,” Harvey said. “She’d be furious.”

      “She wouldn’t. She’d be disappointed.”

      “Even worse.”

      The party was dissipating slowly, puddles of pool water actually getting the chance to dry around the house. Hannah changed back into her clothes, grabbing her bag so she could try to make a quick getaway as soon as she could convince her twin to do the same. They weren’t the last ones to leave the house, but they were definitely close to it, with Hannah pulling the driest towels she could find over Ronnie, who’d fallen asleep in one of the loungers by the pool.

      “Think we should try to move him to one of the beds?” Hannah asked, eyeing the host of the party.

      “Which one, though?” Harvey asked, his eyes half-closed. “There are so many of them. Besides, he’ll be fine there. Too far to roll into the pool.”

      That would be a rude awakening indeed. Hannah decided not to push it. She was lucky that Harvey was finally tired enough to go home. Marnie had always been pretty flexible with their various comings and goings, but Hannah was eager to get back to the house for a completely different reason.

      Dominic.

      “Dom was weird tonight, too,” Harvey said, making Hannah jump before they’d even made it off the Kurtz property. “What punch were the two of you drinking?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hannah said, perhaps a little too quickly.

      “He’s gotten pretty boring,” Harvey said, stumbling a bit, making Hannah reach out to take his arm in an attempt to keep him upright in the four blocks they had to walk back to Marnie’s.

      They were saving up for a car, something both of them could share. But little things kept popping up—unexpected bills, for one, and a couple of times, Marnie had gotten behind on rent. Hannah and Harvey tried to help her out when they could, because of how she’d helped them out.

      “Wait,” Hannah said, drawing up short. “Why do you think Dom’s boring?” Maybe she shouldn’t press her luck on talking about Dominic with Harvey, but she was genuinely curious about what her twin’s reasoning would be.

      “He’s always working out or just being quiet and thinking. He isn’t like he was when we were kids.”

      “We’re not kids anymore,” she prompted. “Technically, we’re adults.”

      “So Dom should loosen up and have a drink or something.”

      “If you were in his shoes, you probably wouldn’t drink, either,” Hannah said. “With a father like the drill sergeant?”

      “Probably would make me drink even more,” Harvey said, veering off into the grass. “Hang on. Gotta pee.”

      “Seriously?” Hannah groaned softly, checking up and down the street.

      There wasn’t anyone out at this hour. Tucson was a big city, but this neighborhood was fairly quiet. Even if they’d just exited the more well-to-do part and entered the shabbier portion, where Marnie’s house was.

      “Aren’t you glad Marnie didn’t kick us out when we turned eighteen?” Harvey called over his shoulder, swaying back and forth in front of a tree.

      Hannah recoiled. “Why would you think something like that?”

      Harvey stumbled back to the sidewalk. “Because we’re adults. She doesn’t have to have us in the house anymore, legally. She could kick us out if she wanted.”

      “Did she ever give you any indication of wanting to do that?” Hannah didn’t like the shrill tone she could detect in her own voice. Had there been something she’d missed? Were they in danger of getting turned out on the street?

      “It was just something I thought of,” Harvey said with a deceptively casual shrug. “We would’ve stayed with Dom. I had a plan.”

      She shook her head. “What, you ran this plan by Dom and not by me?”

      “Didn’t have to run it by him.” Harvey hitched up his swimming trunks a little. Marnie’s house was within sight. “I just knew he’d take us in, whether the drill sergeant gave him the okay or not.”

      “See, Dom’s not boring,” Hannah reasoned. “He’s caring. Compassionate.”

      “Sounds like someone has a crush,” Harvey said.

      “Sounds like someone’s paranoid.” She blinked at Harvey as they made it up the driveway. “Did you really think Marnie was going to kick us out of here before we graduated? She’s told us time and again that we can take our time to get on our feet.”

      “I’m tired, Hannah.”

      “You’re reading too much into things, is what you’re doing, detective.”

      She was only halfway teasing him. He really did want to be a detective, and was already filling out applications for police academy. But that curious mind of her brother’s also got him into trouble sometimes. If he wasn’t suspicious of someone, he was poking his nose into other people’s business.

      The house was dark—Marnie was asleep, trusting them to come back from the party when they were ready to.

      “Good night,” Hannah whispered, but Harvey only waved limply at her as he bumped his way down the hallway toward his room.

      She paused at her own door to listen. Hannah recognized the squeak of Harvey’s bedsprings, quickly followed by a deafening snore. He was out like a light. And with Marnie being such a heavy sleeper, Hannah knew that the plans she had for the rest of the wee hours had a green light.

      If Dominic remembered.

      She showered briefly, cursing herself as she dried off. She should’ve figured out some way to signal to him before he left the party to confirm that he was still coming over. As she combed her hair and wondered what she was going to wear, a war raged inside her stomach. She wanted Dominic to come over tonight. She wanted to spend that uninterrupted time with him he’d been so eager to share with her. And yet, she was nervous—bordering on terrified—of what would happen.

      Well, she wasn’t stupid. She knew what would happen. What, exactly, Dominic had meant when he’d said he wanted her alone. Without interruptions.

      The thing was, though, that she was a virgin. She hadn’t really dated through high school, and she definitely hadn’t slept with anyone. Hannah wasn’t an idiot. She understood the basic…ins and outs of it all. But, beyond that, she was clueless. She knew just by virtue of hanging around with him all the time that Dominic had much more experience in this department than her. That, and the whispers of other girls in her grade about all of his various strengths in bed.

      She wondered if she could try to warn Dominic off. Cancel, or something—if he even remembered that he was supposed to come tonight. Hannah was so nervous, she couldn’t figure out what to wear. Were pajamas too casual? A matching bra and panties set too formal? She settled anxiously on a pair of shorts and T-shirt. If it wasn’t right, then at least she’d learn quickly.

      The sudden, soft knock on her window, though, banished all lingering doubts. Adrenaline—and arousal—surged through her body, and Hannah was certain of a single, important thing.

      Dominic was here, and she was more than ready for him.
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      It had been a good move to get home before curfew. Doing so—with the car intact and his breath clear from booze—had relaxed Dominic’s dad’s suspicions. The old man really had been a drill sergeant in the U.S. Army. It wasn’t just an apt nickname. Dominic had even heard some of his teachers in high school call him by that moniker. It fit. Dominic just figured he should never use it in front of his father, whom he always referred to as “sir.”

      At least, to his face.

      But with the car in the driveway and the old man asleep at last, Dominic eased his way out of his bedroom and jogged to Marnie’s house. It wasn’t a short jog, either. If he walked it, it would take close to thirty minutes. He’d made the jog often enough, though, at this time of night, too, that he knew it like the back of his hand. A path his feet could carry him along without his brain having to keep up.

      Dominic’s home life had always been fraught with stress. The drill sergeant was a tough man to placate, let alone impress. Somehow, no matter what he did, Dominic was never able to please him. Marnie’s house—and Hannah and Harvey—had always felt like an oasis from how shitty his home life could be. It was funny—in a dark way, maybe—that he felt more at home in a foster home than he did being raised by the man who had contributed half of his DNA to Dominic’s existence.

      But he didn’t need to be thinking about his father right now. Not on a momentous night like tonight. Because tonight, he was going to be with Hannah. It was like the culmination of his entire childhood. Something he had been looking forward to for years. He was just thankful that she felt the same way he did. How often did that happen—that two people felt equally passionate about each other? Dominic was going to seize the hell out of this opportunity.

      He knocked gently on her window, just a little out of breath, his body honed and stamina tempered from all the times he’d made this journey. There wasn’t a light on in the house, but then, the window slid open.

      “I thought you weren’t coming,” she whispered, tugging at him as he climbed in. “I thought you forgot.”

      “How in the hell would I ever even think about forgetting we were going to spend some quality time together tonight?” he asked her quietly, sliding the window shut.

      He was covered in a light sheen of sweat, and he shucked his shirt off to mop it off. From Dominic’s experience, girls didn’t like it when he dripped sweat on them while fooling around.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Hannah said, her eyes wide, taking in the sight of his abs.

      It wasn’t anything she hadn’t seen before, especially when she’d gotten an eyeful at the party, but Dominic figured it was just the difference in context. Maybe she’d seen him before, but had never been invited to touch. Experience. The thought was enough to keep his pulse elevated.

      “I’ve always wanted this,” he murmured in her ear, stroking her hair away from it, dotting kisses down her neck, and smiling when he felt her shudder. “You okay?”

      “I’m nervous.” Her lips quirked up in a small smile. “You’re my friend.”

      “And since we’re friends, there’s no reason to be nervous,” he assured her. “I’m not some random asshole, Hannah. You know me. You know I’m going to take care of you. I just want to make sure you want this as much as I do.”

      “Yes,” she breathed. “Always. It’s just…you should know. I’m still a…I’ve never been with anyone like this.”

      “You’re a virgin,” he said, surprised. He wasn’t sure why—he would’ve been downright shocked to discover that she’d been able to sneak rendezvous with other guys under his and Harvey’s noses.

      “Is that a problem?” she asked, biting her lip.

      “Hannah, I’m honored.” Was that old-fashioned to say? Dominic didn’t care. He’d said it. It was out there. “I’m…happy it’s me. Is that wrong?”

      “No, because I’m happy it’s you, too.” Her shyness was strangely compelling. Dominic wanted to protect her and make her feel more incredible than she ever had in her life.

      “I’ll go slow,” he said, saying it aloud for both Hannah’s benefit and as a reminder to himself. “You tell me if you don’t like something, okay? Or if you want something specific. Is there anything special you like to do? Anything that feels good?”

      “I mean, just…” She trailed off before gently taking his hand and placing it in between her legs.

      “Oh, good,” Dominic said, grinning. “I like that, too.”

      Hannah laughed quietly, relaxing a little into his touch. He watched her carefully, trying to gauge the things she liked, whether she liked a direct touch or something a little more circuitous. He was eager to learn how sensitive her body was.

      Slowly, gently, he took off her T-shirt and shorts, gazing at every new naked inch of her adoringly. Soon, she was naked, laid out on the bed beneath him, her thighs spread, his hand between them. Hannah bit her fist to muffle herself as her body spasmed beneath his hand, his thumb slipping over the most sensitive part of her body again and again.

      “Oh my God,” Hannah sighed. “Yes, Dom.”

      “Just getting started,” he couldn’t help but say, which was all the warning he gave her before ducking down and lapping at her rapidly pooling wetness.

      He hadn’t done this very often for other girls, but he wanted to make sure Hannah was enjoying herself. Dominic was certainly enjoying himself. He was as hard as rock, and eager to feel as good as she was, but he wasn’t in a hurry. He could do this all night.

      Then, he thought seriously about it—testing out how many orgasms he could give her before she couldn’t take it anymore. Could he be that patient?

      Hannah gasped and he gripped her thighs, sucking and licking, as she came again, her hands pulling his hair. This was something he could get used to, this emotional connection that made him care so much more about pleasing his partner. He just wished he could get a guarantee of having Hannah for a partner all the time.
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      “I need you,” Hannah said, feeling not quite unlike a leaf drifting slowly down from a tree branch. She’d come not once, but twice, and she was still firmly enmeshed in afterglow.

      She wasn’t sure what she meant when she said she needed Dominic, but he gave her a knowing nod. Oh, good. That maybe meant she was normal, or that her reactions, at least, were.

      “I’m right here, Hannah. I got you.”

      “Do you have a condom?” she asked breathlessly.

      So that was what she needed, apparently. She’d had Dominic’s fingers inside of her, and then his tongue; now, she wanted his entire length.

      How did her body know that she wanted that? Even though his fingers and mouth had already brought her to orgasm twice, having him sheathed inside of her—the way basic biology had designed them to fit together—was something she more than wanted. She craved.

      “I came prepared,” Dominic said, straightening as he licked his lips, fishing around in his pocket and producing his wallet. “I always keep a condom in here—aw, hell.”

      “What’s wrong?” Hannah propped herself up on her elbows.

      “The wrapper is a little torn,” he said, showing her the corner that had apparently been ripped off. “See?”

      “Does that matter?” she asked. She took it to examine it as if she actually knew what she was looking at. It was the first time she’d ever held a condom, for crying out loud. “It looks fine to me. It’s just the wrapper that’s ripped.”

      “Hannah, honestly, I’d rather be safe than sorry…”

      She was so frustrated. Here she was, ready to lose her virginity to Dominic, the friend she’d liked in secret for years, and a stupid condom was about to ruin all her efforts.

      “Don’t you have another one?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Hannah, but we can do other stuff. Sex is a lot more than just the old in-out, you know. I bet I could make you come all night, if that’s what you’d like.”

      “I want you inside me, Dom,” she said, looking up at him, pleading with every inch of her body. “I really, really want you.”

      “Okay,” he said, stepping out of his shorts. “If you want it that bad. The condom’s probably fine, anyway.”

      Dominic was tall, and the length of him was certainly proportional. Hannah had only caught a fleeting glimpse of it in its entirety at the party, and now, she drank in the sight with anticipation.

      “It’s your first time,” he warned her as he covered her body with his, positioning his head at her entrance. “This might hurt a bit.”

      “I’m not going to break,” she assured him.

      “All the same, I’m going to go slow, and you’re going to tell me exactly how it feels so I don’t hurt you.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, and then gasped as he slid inside.

      “Talk to me,” Dominic insisted, his voice low with need. “Tell me.”

      “Big,” she managed to bite out. “Tight.”

      “Tight is exactly what I was going to say,” he said with a light chuckle. Dominic stilled the motion of his hips, both of them breathing hard. “Tell me when it gets better. Your muscles should be relaxed from before, and you’re really wet. Just tell me when you’re ready.”

      Hannah hadn’t anticipated just how utterly filled she’d be, like Dominic had pinned her in place with his length. She couldn’t move right now if she’d wanted to. All she could do was pant as quietly as she could, trying to figure out how to accommodate all of that inside her body.

      “Here,” Dominic whispered, putting his thumb against the side of her clit, sweeping past it instead of pressing it directly, just the way he’d made her come earlier. That same pleasure, coupled with the feeling of fullness, made Hannah shudder and whimper. Dominic gave her a look of concern before covering her mouth gently with his hand. “Try to keep it down.”

      She nodded, holding his wrist to keep his hand in place. She didn’t want to risk it. Not with how amazing she was feeling.

      “Are you ready for me to move?” he asked, watching her carefully.

      Hannah nodded, completely trusting Dominic. He hadn’t failed her yet. This was just the next step.

      Any discomfort she’d experienced was completely banished as he eased in and out of her, guided by her own slickness. That ebb and flow of him, the feeling of his thumb against her body, the feeling that he was taking his time, almost toying with her, was too much.

      It was too much, too delicious, and she came a third time, glad for Dominic’s hand over her mouth as she grappled with a moan, her body clenching down on him. The fact that he was inside her when she came gave her a completely different orgasm than before. It echoed through her entire body, this one, while the first two had been more localized. It was hard to explain. Hard to believe, even if she was the one experiencing it.

      Dominic gritted his teeth hard, holding her close to him, and a single grunt he barely held back was the only evidence of his orgasm. He thrust languidly in and out of her, riding the crest of the wave, before he gently withdrew, looking at the condom with concern.

      “Looks fine to me,” Hannah whispered when she trusted her voice again.

      “Yeah, I think we’re good.” Dominic checked the clock. “Dammit. I have to get going.”

      “Dom.” Later, Hannah would blame it on her brain, scrambled by a trio of orgasms. “I love you.”

      The admission caught them both by surprise, but Dominic leaned down to kiss her and said, “I love you, too, Hannah. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      Hannah watched him disappear out the window, resting on her bed for as long as she dared before closing it and getting dressed. She wasn’t a virgin anymore. She was a real woman, and Dominic was the one who’d helped her take that next step.

      How was it that she was even more excited about the fact that they’d said they loved each other than the idea that they’d had sex? She drifted to sleep thinking about it, puzzled but pleased. There would be plenty of time to figure everything else out.
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      “What the hell is this?”

      Dominic blinked up at his father, morning light slotting in through the window. There was no way of telling what the drill sergeant was talking about.

      It could’ve been about something he found wrong with the car, even though Dominic always took care to double check that everything was in working order with it after using it. It could’ve been the fact that he’d overslept, probably. Or the fact that his father had finally figured out that he’d been sneaking out of the house for years late at night to go over to Hannah and Harvey’s place.

      Could he suspect that Dominic had taken Hannah’s virginity last night? Hell, no. Dominic dispelled that thought immediately. There would be no way for his father to know.

      “What is what?” he asked, bleary.

      If his father knew what time Dominic had actually gotten in last night, maybe he wouldn’t have woken him up so early. Dominic had only gotten a couple of hours of sleep.

      A heavy envelope slapped against Dominic’s chest. The Navy emblem was emblazoned on the upper left-hand corner of it, but the envelope itself was open.

      “Did you open my mail?” he demanded, irritation spiking. “That’s illegal.”

      “As long as you’re in my house, I can open whatever I want. Move out, boy, and you can do whatever you like.” The drill sergeant looked down his nose at Dominic. “That’ll be a wakeup call to end all wakeup calls. Welcome to the world of bills. Of being an adult. It’s better than being in the Navy.”

      Dominic ignored him as he went off on his diatribe against the branch of the military Dominic was fondest of. If he’d opened the letter, if he was angry about it, then did that mean…

      “Yes!” Dominic said, clenching his fist. “They accepted me. I’m going to be a Navy SEAL.”

      “They’ll take anything,” his father said dismissively. “You’re not special.”

      “I’m going to be training in one of the most elite forces of the military,” Dominic informed him. “As biased as you are, you have to recognize how important SEALs are.”

      “No more important than the Army Rangers,” he sniffed. “What was so offensive about the Army to you, boy? You know this is an Army family, and yet you shit all over it by enlisting in the Navy.”

      “You know, most families would appreciate a fun rivalry,” Dominic pointed out. “Most families would be honored that their son was going to serve in the military.”

      “Sure, if it was the right branch,” his father cried. “But this is just a blatant insult. Maybe the biggest sign of disrespect for me you’ve ever shown.”

      Dominic stuffed the letter back into the envelope and yanked on his clothes as his father blustered and blathered. He didn’t have to stay here and take this. Sure, the drill sergeant had learned how to be a mean old bastard in the Army. But that didn’t mean that Dominic had to follow in his footsteps. He could be his own man, and that was what the Navy SEALs were for.

      Harvey was going to flip. It was Harvey who’d helped Dominic decided on the SEALs, and it was Harvey who he wanted to celebrate with first.

      Of course, Dominic wondered if Hannah would be up for a little celebratory sex later tonight. Surely, she’d be feeling patriotic for him. He couldn’t wait to get more from her, and made a mental note to pick up a pack of condoms from the drug store nearby.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” his father demanded, finally noticing from his complaints that Dominic was heading out the door.

      “I’ll be back later,” Dominic said, not bothering to even look over his shoulder.

      Now, the drill sergeant was going on and on about a lack of respect, but Dominic was pretty convinced he didn’t deserve it. Not with the utter disregard Dominic himself was subjected to. What, did his father think they were all of a sudden going to have a wonderful relationship with each other just because Dominic enlisted in the Army? It was ludicrous.

      The jog to Marnie’s house burned off much of Dominic’s aggression. He barged right in the front door, a frequent enough visitor to eschew common courtesies like doorbells.

      “Hey, there, Dom,” Marnie said, friendly as ever, her shock of white hair wavy in a careless halo spread around her head. “You in a hurry, or could you eat a little breakfast?”

      He was about to decline when his stomach betrayed him, yowling and growling at the prospect of food.

      “Maybe just a little something,” he admitted, then saw, for the first time, Hannah sitting at the kitchen table, spoon poised over a bowl of cereal, dressed only in her robe.

      He knew what was under there. Had tasted, felt, and experienced it only hours before. The idea enough that she was so casually there, studying him with her blond eyebrows raised slightly, close enough to touch, made Dominic feel a little hot and bothered.

      “Well, you know to make yourself at home whenever you’re here,” Marnie said. “Eggs and bacon are in the fridge.”

      “Thank you,” Dominic said.

      Hannah gave a cute little smirk. “You know Dom doesn’t know how to cook, Marn. You basically just invited him to burn down the house.”

      Marnie patted Hannah on the shoulder fondly. “Then you could always cook them for him, Hannah, and show him what a good friend you are.”

      Marnie left the kitchen, and Dominic grinned. “A very, very good friend.”

      “Harvey’s upstairs,” Hannah said quickly, frowning at him.

      Dominic quickly took the hint. They were supposed to keep their night together a secret, which was fine with him. Harvey would murder him before he let him officially date Hannah. That was fine.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll just run up and say hi real quick. What’s the chance you’ll actually fix me eggs and bacon like Marnie said you could?”

      Hannah smiled. “Slim to none.”

      “Thought so.” He winked at her. “How could I convince you? Anything you want in particular?”

      “Maybe I wasn’t clear,” Hannah said, glaring at him as she pointed up at the ceiling. She mouthed her twin’s name in an exaggerated fashion.

      “Right, right, sorry,” Dominic said quickly. “Back soon.”

      He took the stairs several at a time, busting into Harvey’s room without knocking.

      “Ugh,” Harvey groaned, lying face-down on the bed. He turned his head to the side. “I swear to Christ you’re going to just barge in here one day, and you’re gonna see something you’re not going to be able to un-see.”

      “What, like you in misery?” Dominic teased. “Sucks for you, man. Hangovers are hell.”

      “Not so loud,” Harvey mumbled, fixing a baleful glare on him. “Any sound is like an ice pick to my brain. Plus, Marnie’ll be pissed if she figures out I was drinking last night. I promised her I’d hold off for as long as I was under her roof. Stupid rule, really. Mile-wide loophole. Last night, I wasn’t under Marnie’s roof, was I? I was under Ronnie Kurtz’s.”

      “Whatever you have to tell yourself to look yourself in the mirror every morning,” Dominic reasoned. “Check this out.” He tossed the envelope to Harvey, who slapped it away.

      “What part of my hangover don’t you understand?” Harvey groused. “I can barely look at you without gagging. How am I supposed to read something in this state?”

      “See, you’re always telling me how I should have fun and drink more, but this part doesn’t look very fun, honestly,” Dominic said, snagging his letter from the floor and putting it in a safe spot on Harvey’s dresser.

      “Don’t knock it till you try it,” Harvey said. “I get to stay in bed all day and get waited on hand and foot because Marnie just thinks I have a touch of the flu.”

      Dominic shook his head. “You know she has to know at this point.”

      “Probably.” If it concerned Harvey particularly, he didn’t show it. “So, what’s in the letter?”

      “I’m going to be a SEAL,” Dominic whooped, and Harvey covered his ears in pain. “Damn, sorry.”

      “How are you going to be a marine mammal?” Harvey asked, wincing.

      “Not Marines, idiot. Navy. Navy SEALs.” Dominic pointed at the envelope. “That’s what the letter’s from. I’ve enlisted. I’ll start training soon.”

      “Holy shit, dude.” Harvey managed a sickly, crooked grin. “They’re going to kick your ass so bad during training.”

      “It’ll be fine.”

      “No, seriously. Your ass is going to be hamburger meat. From all the kicking.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Of all those pushups and sit-ups? Hell, no.” Harvey pushed himself up to a sitting position, yawning and scratching his stomach. “Will I miss you when you leave me to my own devices in this stupid city? Sure. But the Navy SEALs are awesome. And you getting in? Even more awesome. Go ahead. Read the letter. I want to hear it.”

      Dominic started, grinning as he realized how nice it was to have someone who was actually excited for him to be in the Navy. But, at the end of the dramatic reading aloud, Dominic turned to see Hannah standing in the doorway, gaping at him, staring at the letter.

      “Hannah, isn’t it amazing that Dom’s going to be a Navy SEAL?” Harvey asked. “He’s gonna be this big old badass.”

      Dominic had frozen, trying to keep Hannah’s gaze on him. They didn’t want to give anything away. Especially not to Harvey. Dominic had to think fast.

      “Hey, man,” he tossed over his shoulder. “I was going to say something to you before, but the stench of vodka is overpowering. Take a shower if you want me to be able to stick around long enough to hang out. And to try to convince Marnie that your strain of flu virus isn’t 80-proof bottom shelf paint thinner, huh?”

      Harvey gagged before heaving himself off the bed. “Fine, but only because I have to barf. Not because I took your suggestion.”

      “However you need to treat it,” Dominic said, waving his hand at him as the bathroom door down the hall shut.

      The shower started soon after, and from the expression on Hannah’s face, Dominic pretty much figured that, whatever it was, he was in deep shit.
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      Things had been just fine a matter of minutes ago. Dominic had walked into the house like he’d owned it, flirted with her, and suggestively joked around that there was a strong chance for a repeat performance of what they’d done last night.

      Now, though, everything was upside down.

      “Did last night mean nothing to you?” Hannah hissed at him.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, cocking his head, looking like he was keeping one ear open for Harvey, the other for Marnie. “Of course it meant something to me, Hannah. You know how I feel about you. You mean everything to me.”

      “Ah, okay, that makes perfect sense,” Hannah seethed. God, she was mad. “Because when you told me you loved me, when I told you I loved you, you didn’t think that you leaving to be a Navy SEAL was something important to impart?”

      “I only got the acceptance letter today,” he said. “Honest.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about,” she whispered. She wished Harvey and Marnie hadn’t been there so she could really do some screaming. She was angrier than she’d ever been in her entire life. “You didn’t even tell me that being a SEAL was something you wanted to do.”

      “I didn’t?” he wondered aloud. “I’m sorry. It’s been something I’ve been working for. Maybe you noticed I wasn’t drinking like Harvey anymore? That was for fitness tests.”

      “Not interested,” Hannah said. “Don’t care. What I do care about is what I’m supposed to do with this information.”

      She watched his Adam’s apple bob in his throat.

      “You could congratulate me. That’s what Harvey did, anyway. Or you could tell me what a piece of shit I am, and what a disgrace. That was what my father said.”

      Hannah flinched. She hated Dominic’s father, but she refused to be derailed. Not now. Not over this.

      “You and I being together last night clearly didn’t mean a single thing to you,” she said. “How could it?”

      “Hannah, that’s crazy talk,” Dominic said, taking a step forward. She crossed her arms over her chest protectively. “I meant what I said last night. I’ll say it again, right here, if you think it’ll help. I’ll scream it from the rooftops. Right in Harvey’s face. Why don’t you think I was serious?”

      “Because if you’re really leaving in six weeks, like that letter says, I was just some last-minute lay before you went off to training.”

      To her utter mortification, saying that aloud was enough to make Hannah dissolve into tears, covering her face with her hands. She was so embarrassed. She’d thought Dominic would be different from other guys, but he was just the same. Maybe even worse, since he’d taken advantage of her trust.

      How could he say he loved her? Had it just been to get in between her legs? She was the stupid one, then, falling victim to his manipulations.

      “Hannah, I’m sorry that I haven’t really ever talked to you about it,” Dominic was saying. “Everyone in my family has served in the military in some capacity, though it’s usually just in the Army. Being a Navy SEAL has always been my dream. Ever since I was a little kid. I mean, hell, it’s what Harvey and I used to play in the public pool, rescuing you.”

      Hannah wiped at her eyes with the backs of her hands. “I thought you were just playing lifeguard. I don’t know. I was always just playing mermaid, pretending you two were, too.”

      Dominic looked distraught. “I’m trying to uphold and upend my family tradition all in one move,” he continued. “And yeah, sure, I might just be doing it to get out of the house. You know what it’s like over there. Do you really blame me? I mean, honestly?”

      “I think you’re full of shit,” she spat, the words tearing out of her throat. “I think you fabricated all of your feelings from last night because you wanted one last conquest before you left Tucson.”

      “It’s not like that, Hannah.”

      “You’re right.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Six weeks is a long time. I’m sure you can fit in a couple of fucks before you leave.”

      “Come on, Hannah…”

      “No, you know what?” She flipped her hands at him, as if she were shooing away an errant animal. “I don’t have to stand here and listen to you lie to me. Get out. Get out of my house.”

      He listened to her, slinking off down the stairs, the front door opening and shutting just as the shower turned off. That meant something. She only wished that last night had meant something, too. That the loss of her virginity and the confession of her love for him hadn’t been a waste.

      Harvey sauntered back into the room, wrapped in a robe of his own.

      “Where’d Dom go?”

      “Home,” Hannah said, as neutrally as she could manage. If she acted pissed off, her twin would eventually figure out what had happened. She didn’t want anyone to know she’d been with Dominic like that. Hannah was just going to have to get good at having a poker face.

      “Lame bastard,” Harvey said conversationally, flopping back down on the bed. “Oh, well. Guess that means I get to take a nap after all.”

      Hannah took a page from her twin’s book, burying herself in the covers of her bed, trying to keep the rest of the world out.
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      Dominic was awake in his bed, listening to the distant snores of the drill sergeant, who had been enthusiastically sawing logs for three hours now. Lucky old fart.

      This was the second night in a row that Dominic hadn’t been able to sleep, five days since Hannah had screamed at him to get out of her house. He’d done everything he could think of to try to soothe his mind, to relax enough to slip off into slumber. But he couldn’t get Hannah out of his mind. Neither Hannah nor the Navy SEALs. They were strange bedfellows. It was probably why he couldn’t sleep.

      On the one hand, he’d always wanted to be a SEAL. It was, to Dominic, the dream job. And he’d use it to get away from his nightmare of a father, who still wouldn’t relent about the whole Army versus Navy thing. There were bumper stickers and sweatshirts that celebrated that classic rivalry, for God’s sake. Why did the drill sergeant have to be so difficult?

      He knew that he was enlisting to get away from his strict father, and that it didn’t make sense to go from a strict household to a strict life. But the kind of strict that Dominic’s father was looked to beat down any kind of form of initiative. All the drill sergeant wanted to do was tear Dominic down again and again, and Dominic couldn’t take it anymore. He refused to take it.

      Life would be better as a SEAL. Sure, he would be subjected to grueling conditions. But he suspected he would thrive under the kind of strict environment the Navy would provide. It would be more valuable to him as structure than anything else. The Navy would give him the tools he needed to be a better man in the future.

      But Hannah didn’t fit into his future. Not the way things were setting up right now.

      Hannah had refused to see him since their fight, and it bothered Dominic more than he thought it should’ve. He hadn’t tried to trick her into having sex. The attraction had been mutual. He hadn’t had any regrets about being with her up until now, and in spite of her absence from his life, he still loved her. Nothing had changed with that.

      What was Dominic supposed to do? Training to be a SEAL was an excellent opportunity. One that wouldn’t come around again. But he’d miss Hannah—and Harvey—terribly. How often did friends like them come around? Was he squandering the closest friends he’d ever had by going into the Navy?

      Was he turning his back on the woman he loved most?

      There wasn’t much he could do now to get out of training with the Navy. He’d already committed to that. But he could still try to figure out how to keep Hannah in his life, if she’d have him. There had to be options there. Some way to get her to come with him, if she wanted to.

      Planning and plotting, Dominic slipped into a troubled, restless sleep, full of tossing and turning. His dreams were filled with Hannah and him like a tossed handful of photographs. Him and Hannah seeing a movie, sharing popcorn. Him and Hannah taking a walk along a mountain path. Him and Hannah cooking dinner together. Him and Hannah pushing a baby carriage, making funny faces at the tiny, precious life that was safely ensconced inside.

      They were all snapshots of a life together. A life Dominic could choose, if he simply turned his back on the Navy and lost his dream of being a SEAL.

      Toward the end of the dream, Dominic was playing a game of tug-of-war. Only, he suspected there was much more at stake than bragging rights. The end of one rope was tied to one of his arms, and the end of the other was attached to his other arm. Dominic was the midpoint of the game, jerked from one end to another. It was so painful, trying to stay in the middle of the two completely different choices. One side would start to win, but the other would hang on tenaciously.

      In time, Dominic realized that the ends of the ropes weren’t tied at all. He’d been holding on to them. All he had to do was let go of one—Hannah, or the SEALs—and then he could go with the one he’d hung on to. He didn’t need to let them tear him apart. All he had to do was choose.

      The next day, when Dominic woke up, he had a hard time remembering the exact theme of the dream, let alone which rope he’d chosen.
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        Five Weeks Later

      

    
    
      Hannah frowned as she turned the page in her book, then looked up to find Dominic looking down at her, his face unreadable. She’d done all she could do to avoid him in the six weeks since their fight, including avoiding Harvey. It wasn’t fair that Dominic had robbed her of her twin, too, but that was just the way she was going to have to address the situation.

      “This isn’t your house,” she informed Dominic, turning the page in her book again, even though she hadn’t read a single word. “You can’t just come waltzing in here all the time. There are laws against trespassing, you know.”

      “I’m not trespassing,” Dominic said, sounding sad. “Harvey invited me over.”

      “You could at least show us the decency you’d give to anyone else and ring the doorbell.” Hannah turned another unread page. “And stay away from me.”

      “Hannah, I’m sorry that things went so badly between us,” Dominic said, sounding like he’d written and memorized the words. “It was never, ever my intention to lead you on or make you think that I was using you in any way. I would never do that. I…care about you. Deeply.”

      She laughed in his face. “Downgraded it from love, then? What, your conscience won’t let you lie about loving me anymore?”

      Dominic was quiet for a long moment. “I’m not sure what you want from me, Hannah. I’m leaving right now for training, and I was hoping we could at least part on a positive note.”

      “I definitely feel positive about you leaving,” she said. “Really, really positive. Out of my life.”

      “If that’s what you really want, and how you really feel, then I’ll respect it.” He looked away, face twisted like he was tasting something sour. “The thing is, Hannah, I don’t know that I really believe you. I just don’t understand what changed between us. If it was just because of the miscommunication about the Navy, then I think we have a chance to salvage this. I’m not going to be gone forever.”

      “Oh, no,” Hannah said, trying for mean, false sympathy. “Did you not get a single girl to sleep with you up until this point? Dom, you had a whole six weeks. I’m a little disappointed in you, but probably not as disappointed as you are in yourself.”

      “Goodbye, Hannah.” He walked out of the room.

      “Bye,” she called after him, wondering why her stomach was roiling.

      She’d never wanted to see him again. The way he’d behaved had gutted her, just throwing her to the side like that, as if nothing had happened that was anything close to special between them. So why did she feel like she was making a gigantic mistake?

      Hannah couldn’t lie to herself. Sure, she was angry with Dominic. He should’ve mentioned something about the Navy to her, well before he’d invited himself into her bedroom—and her body. It wasn’t fair of him to sleep with her and then just leave Tucson for God-only-knew how long.

      But even at the very core of all that anger, Hannah still had feelings for Dominic. Strong ones. She didn’t want him to get hurt or killed. She worried about him. It was part of the reason she was so upset about the SEALs in the first place.

      But Hannah had a lot of trouble verbalizing that. If she could barely admit it to herself, how was she supposed to have a whole conversation with Dominic about it—especially when just the sight of him enraged her?

      She hid in her bedroom until she heard Dominic and Harvey leave, their cheerful tones so normal that they made Hannah want to scream. Nothing was normal. She hated everything. She especially hated the way her stomach refused to settle. She hadn’t eaten all day. There shouldn’t have been any trouble with her stomach.

      As soon as she knew she had the house to herself—Marnie was at a ladies’ night out with her group of friends—Hannah rushed into the bathroom, vomiting violently. Even when there was nothing left, her stomach rebelled, making her gag and dry heave. What had gotten into her?

      It couldn’t be food poisoning. She doubted it was a virus. She’d been sticking close to home over the past few weeks, saddled with a general malaise and poor attitude that Marnie attributed to end-of-high-school blues.

      A painful, horrific hour passed with Hannah curled around the toilet, wondering if the urge to vomit was a physical manifestation of her ire with and confusion over Dominic. Life would make more sense if she’d just start her period. Then, she could chalk up all these warring feelings to hormones.

      And just like that, the missing puzzle piece slotted into place. Hannah’s last period was more than six weeks ago. She was late. Super late. The condom with the torn wrapper she’d begged Dominic to use. It had failed. It had utterly failed. Because she was so obviously pregnant. Hannah had retained enough information from health class to know and recognize the signs. Nausea. Mood swings. Missed periods. Tender breasts.

      She’d get a test—or three—to be sure, but Hannah already knew.

      She was pregnant. Dominic was the father.

      A knock sounded on the bathroom door, and she struggled to her feet, flushing the toilet and splashing water on her face. “Hang on a second.”

      Harvey was on the other side of the door when she opened it. “You okay?” he asked, eyeing her. “I thought for sure that you’d want to come with me to see Dom off at the bus station, but he said you didn’t want to come. Is everything all right?”

      “I just wasn’t feeling very well,” she said. “And, to be honest, I wish Dom wasn’t leaving.” All of that was true, even if she’d been lying for weeks to her twin. It didn’t feel good to lie. She didn’t like it. And now, she was going to really have to turn it up if she was going to make it through this pregnancy.

      Which was how she discovered that she actually wanted to keep the baby.

      If she’d known she was pregnant just a few hours earlier, when Dominic was at the house, trying to part on amicable terms, she would’ve told him. It would’ve changed everything. Maybe he would’ve put off the SEALs and stayed with her to help her figure things out.

      “You’ve been weird for weeks,” Harvey said, studying her thoughtfully. “Ever since Ronnie Kurtz’s graduation party. Did something happen to you there?”

      “No, no,” Hannah said quickly, patting him on the shoulder and skirting around him to leave the bathroom. Her stomach had settled reasonably well. She just needed information, at this point. Information, and a plan of action. “I think it’s what Marnie was saying. That I was sad because it’s the end of high school.”

      Harvey laughed. “That’s bullshit. You hated high school.”

      “It’s weird, though, it being over,” she said. “Right?”

      Her twin watched her. “You know you can talk to me, right?”

      “Of course I do,” Hannah said, drawing up short, wondering what Harvey was getting at. “The thing is, nothing’s going on.”

      “You come first, Hannah. Always have, always will. Just the perks of being twins. You hear me?”

      “I hear you.” They’d had this conversation before. Multiple times.

      “I’m telling you that even if it was Dom causing problems, I’d kick his ass and take your side.” Harvey joked a lot of the time; it was his way to defray tension and protect himself. But, right now, his blue eyes were deadly serious.

      And Hannah believed him. “Thanks, Harvey. I wouldn’t tell Dom that, though, if I were you. He’d probably get his feelings hurt.”

      Harvey snorted a laugh. “Probably. Think he’s going to come back to us a man?”

      Hannah swallowed. She was more afraid that he wouldn’t come back at all. “Just hope he comes back.” Especially since she was carrying their baby.

      “Get some rest,” Harvey recommended. “You look like shit.”

      “Oh, thank you. That’s very nice of you.” Hannah made a tactical retreat to her room, sitting on the edge of her bed. Things were really complicated.

      Now, though, another, much more uncomfortable situation reared its head. If Hannah told Harvey that she was carrying Dominic’s baby, and that Dominic had left without even figuring it out, it would ruin their friendship. Hannah didn’t want to come in between them. Maybe the ship had sailed for Dominic and Hannah already, but she didn’t want to deprive her brother of a dear friend.

      Secrecy was key, here. Hannah knew she could do it. Could already taste the lies on her tongue to protect herself and her unborn child. She wouldn’t trust Harvey with it. Didn’t trust Dominic. And she was tired of the pain of a broken heart. She just needed to move on and leave her memories of Dominic behind her—even if she was carrying the biggest one of all inside of her own body.

      And even if she did want to tell Dominic, there wasn’t a way to contact him. Harvey might know, but Hannah didn’t want to risk him becoming suspicious of her wanting to reach out privately to Dominic.

      Life wasn’t going to be easy. But at least Hannah now had a life after high school. A plan to pursue.

      Even if the path was going to get lonely along the way.
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        Seven Years Later

      

    
    
      The desert heat had slapped Dominic across the face the moment he exited Tucson International, walking across the boiling concrete toward the rental car pickup. It was so offensive and over the top that he couldn’t help but laugh, shaking his head as the saliva evaporated from his mouth and his body threw out as much sweat as it could to try to cool itself.

      There was no place like home. Really.

      It made Dominic regret not having more time here. He only had three days of leave to be the best man for Harvey’s wedding before jetting back across the globe. He wasn’t complaining. At least, he didn’t think he was. But it would’ve been nice to have just a few more days. A week. Or a month, maybe.

      He located his car—a nondescript black sedan—and started the engine. It would’ve been nice if the drill sergeant had let Dominic borrow one of the family cars for the long weekend, but they’d never quite salvaged whatever shreds of a relationship they’d had ever since Dominic had turned his back on the Riley family tradition of service in the Army.

      Apparently, even becoming a member of arguably one of the most elite teams of the Armed Forces wasn’t enough to change the old man’s opinion about the Navy. SEAL status be damned, Dominic’s father wasn’t interested in giving Dominic so much as the time of day. Phone calls and emails went unanswered. Dominic even sent a letter once, just to see if perhaps a different form of communication would breach the drill sergeant’s walls. It hadn’t.

      It was a shame, but not one he was going to dwell on.

      Tucson looked so different from behind the wheel of the rental car, and Dominic knew it was more than just due to how widely he’d traveled in the last seven years of his life. The city had changed as much as he had, and he marveled at it, nearly getting lost several times on the way to the rehearsal dinner, which was being held at a restaurant that hadn’t existed the last time he’d been in town.

      Even the hotel he had booked a room at was a new construction. Dominic had arranged to stay there for convenience’s sake—proximity to both the rehearsal dinner restaurant and the wedding venue. Staying at home with his estranged father was out of the question, and he didn’t want to distract Harvey from his important day by requesting to crash on his couch, even if Harvey would’ve immediately agreed to it.

      Dominic would’ve been lying if he said he hadn’t, for the briefest of moments, thought about Hannah. Wondered what she was doing. Whether there might be a place for him with her, wherever she was.

      Harvey had always enthusiastically answered Dominic’s emails over the years, whenever Dominic had a chance to fire one off, to try to keep in contact with someone back home. It was important, considering the kind of work that he was doing with the SEALs, that he try to maintain some kind of anchor back home. It was important for perspective, for his sanity.

      It was also his way of trying to keep tabs on Hannah, even if it was indirect and awkward. He still didn’t feel like he could come right out and ask Harvey about his twin, and Hannah had made it perfectly clear that she didn’t want anything to do with Dominic anymore, not after he’d gotten accepted into the Naval Academy the day after they’d slept together. It had been terrible timing, and Dominic had some regrets.

      The SEALs had been good to him. He’d become a man under that careful and intense discipline. He just didn’t like how he’d left things with Hannah. Or how it had been seven damn years since he’d spoken to her.

      Dominic figured Harvey would’ve told him if something was wrong. If Hannah wasn’t doing well. But in every correspondence he’d had with his best friend from childhood, Harvey never mentioned Hannah at all, and Dominic couldn’t bring himself to ask about her specifically. There was still that fear there that had been present throughout high school that if Harvey had found out just what Dominic had felt for Hannah, he would’ve made it so Dominic never saw her again.

      Well. They were proper adults now. They’d all turned 25 this year. Harvey was getting married, so it was basically a guarantee that Hannah would be at the weekend’s festivities. Dominic would surely get a chance to catch up with her.

      A chance to make things right, a small voice whispered inside of his head.

      He wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean. Maybe it was guilt at leaving her behind. Dominic felt he should have tried harder before he left for training to make Hannah understand how he felt about her. That it wasn’t supposed to be a one-night stand. That he really did love her.

      Maybe Harvey’s wedding was a chance at redemption. Dominic really, really didn’t want another seven years to pass before seeing Hannah again.

      He had just enough time to check into his hotel before locating the restaurant where the rehearsal dinner was being held. Dominic strode into the building and was immediately assailed with a whoop.

      “Look who it is!” Harvey shouted, striding toward him, looking fit and also like he’d been drinking already. Maybe it was wedding jitters. “The prodigal SEAL returns to Tucson!”

      “Good to see you, too,” Dominic said, laughing as Harvey drew him into a big hug.

      This was a nice restaurant, he was a little embarrassed to realize. From the pointed stares they were getting, Dominic figured patrons usually didn’t shout in the middle of things.

      He pounded Harvey’s back and they released each other from the hug. “You’re looking really good, man. Marriage looks good on you.”

      “Thanks,” Harvey replied, preening exaggeratedly. “Josie’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “That’s really nice to hear.”

      Harvey had been as cavalier about girls as Dominic in high school. Dominic felt a strange ache of what he was surprised to recognize as envy at how Harvey had finally found someone he wanted to settle down with.

      Dominic loved the adventurous affairs he had with women around the world. No complaints on that front. But there was something inside of him that wanted this for himself—the security of knowing that someone unconditionally loved you, and was as good for you as you were for them. It seemed like something essential Dominic was missing out on.

      If anything, it made him crave Hannah. She had to be around here somewhere. He had to see her.

      “Hey, where you going?” Harvey asked, laughing as he snagged Dominic by the elbow, as Dominic tried to walk into the back room that had obviously—if the balloon decorations were any indication—been reserved for the rehearsal dinner. “I want you to meet Josie.”

      “Of course,” Dominic said, remembering himself. “Sorry. It was a long flight.”

      “Where’d you come from this time?” Harvey asked, then laughed. “Wait, don’t tell me. It’s classified, right?”

      “Pretty much,” Dominic said, grinning ruefully. “Sorry.”

      “Well, I’m glad you convinced them to let you out for your old friend’s wedding. Who else would be my best man?”

      A pretty, petite woman approached them. “No one else would be his best man, because no one else can put up with him.”

      Harvey chuckled. “Dom, meet my blushing bride, Josie. Josie, this is Dominic.”

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Josie said, gripping Dominic’s fingers in a surprisingly strong handshake. “Really. Harvey won’t shut up about you. It probably gives all his other guy friends feelings of inadequacy. Never being able to measure up to the legendary Dom.”

      Dominic laughed, feeling his face heat in a slight blush. “I don’t know how legendary I am. We grew up together, that’s all.”

      “I’m happy you’re here with us,” Josie said, smiling. “Happier still that you’ll distract Harvey from all of this stress. I think he’s on the verge of getting cold feet.”

      “How could you say that?” Harvey demanded, laughing. “What a terrible thing to say to the man you’re supposed to marry tomorrow!”

      “Keep him in line, Dom,” Josie said with a wink. “I’m counting on you.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Dominic said, only barely restraining himself from delivering a sharp salute. Josie seemed like the kind of person he should salute to. “He will be waiting for you to walk down the aisle tomorrow, with bells on.”

      “I appreciate that,” Josie said, giving him a sharp nod before grinning and sauntering away.

      “I think you’ve finally met your match,” Dominic observed, watching her go. She was spunky and he got the distinct indication that she didn’t take shit from anyone, least of all Harvey.

      “Isn’t she great?” Harvey shook his head. “Feels like I’m living in a dream sometimes. I halfway didn’t even think she’d say yes when I asked her to marry me.”

      “But she did, and now you’re here,” Dominic said, clapping him on the back, pushing him gently back toward the party in his and Josie’s honor. “You’re not really getting cold feet, are you?”

      “I just wish the wedding was tonight and not tomorrow,” Harvey admitted. “So I can make sure that ring gets on that finger. And the names signed on the certificate.”

      Dominic had to laugh at that. “You think she’s going to be the one to leave you at the altar? Harvey, that woman loves you. And she’s perfect for you.”

      “Guess I just have the jitters. Better get another drink and try to relax.”

      Dominic followed Harvey to the bar, his eyes darting among the people gathered in the back room. He didn’t recognize the majority of them, meaning they were either Josie’s family or friends Harvey had made in the past seven years, when Dominic had been going on missions around the world.

      “Is Marnie coming?” Dominic asked, trying to find her face in the crowd. He’d recognize her. He’d practically been raised by her, for all the time he’d spent at her house with Harvey and Hannah.

      “Oh, God, you didn’t hear.” Harvey grabbed a pair of whiskeys from the bartender, offering one to Dominic. “She died last year—Huntington’s. It was a shock.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Another fact that left Dominic in the lurch. “I had no idea.”

      “Because I didn’t think to tell you. It’s my fault.” Harvey took a sizable swig from his whiskey, and Dominic did the same—for his sins.

      He felt terrible. He’d been called to serve in the Navy from some place deep inside of him that he didn’t quite understand, and it had felt right to pursue that calling. Still, it was disconcerting that so much had happened while he was gone. That, as he grew as a person, things back home changed, too.

      “How did Hannah take it?” Dominic asked gently—hating himself, just a little, for using Marnie’s death as a convenient way to try to find out more about Hannah.

      Harvey gave a small shrug. “She was sad. We both were. We saw less of each other after Hannah and I moved out, but Marnie was a good person. I don’t know that we ever told her properly how much she meant to us.”

      Dominic swallowed. “Sorry for putting a damper on your day, man.”

      “Hey, this is just the rehearsal dinner,” Harvey scoffed, knocking back the rest of his whiskey. “And, technically speaking, tomorrow is all Josie. Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be?”

      “I think it’s supposed to be for both of you,” Dominic said gently. “And it’s going to be great.”

      “Josie really is great,” Harvey agreed. “I’m just being a jerk, as usual, trying to hide how much I love her. We met on the force, you know.”

      “You mentioned it briefly, I think.”

      Dominic let Harvey’s words wash over him, recounting the exact details of his first encounter with his bride, as he studied the crowd of people around them. Where the hell was Hannah? Dominic had only just been on time. Was she running late to the rehearsal dinner? She had to be here, didn’t she?

      “I can see I’m boring you,” Harvey remarked, grinning as Dominic jumped.

      “You’re not,” Dominic said, defensive. “I’m just a little jet-lagged, is all.”

      “Ah, so you flew from far away. How many time zones did you have to cross to get here?”

      “Classified, again.”

      Harvey gave him a crooked grin. “Just testing you.”

      “I was actually kind of hoping to see Hannah,” Dominic admitted at last. Maybe the best path was the most direct one instead of dancing around the issue. If he did too much of that, Harvey would most certainly get suspicious. “Is she hiding somewhere?”

      Harvey considered what little alcohol remained in his glass. “Why do you want to know?”

      Dominic gave Harvey a hard look. “Because she was my friend growing up, same as you were.”

      “All right, don’t pitch a fit,” Harvey said, apparently deciding Dominic’s intentions were harmless. Dominic himself couldn’t quite guarantee the same thing. Even if it had been seven years since he last saw Hannah, he would’ve been lying if he said he hadn’t hoped to relaunch things with her.

      Dominic definitely hadn’t liked how they had left things. He wanted nothing more than to have another chance.

      “She’s your sister, isn’t she?” Dominic continued, making sure to leave lots of incredulity in his voice. “I just figured she’d be here to see you get married.”

      “She’ll be at the wedding,” Harvey said. “Tonight, though, her sitter flaked on her, and she had to stay home with Kira.”

      Dominic frowned. “Kira?”

      Harvey looked gob-smacked. “Holy shit, man. Kira. My niece. Hannah’s daughter. Did I really not send you that email?”

      “You’re a terrible pen pal,” Dominic managed to say, choking out the words through his complete and utter shock.

      “So are you,” Harvey said with a laugh. “You never tell me anything about your life.”

      “Classified,” Dominic reminded him. “Everything’s classified. You’re lucky you got me to be your best man.”

      “I have to confess something, actually,” Harvey said, then.

      “What else?”

      “I had a backup best man,” Harvey confided. “You know. In case you weren’t able to pull off getting leave.”

      “That’s fair. It’s good to have a backup plan,” Dominic conceded. Even if he, himself, hadn’t had one in case he didn’t get to see Hannah after all. Not in the way he’d wanted to see her.

      “Hey—aw.” Harvey scowled. “Hang on, man. I’ll catch up with you later. Josie’s giving me the death stare. She said I had to do the rounds and talk to everyone so they feel included.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Dominic said. “Go attend to your groom duties.”

      “I ought to drag you around with me, since you’re the best man,” Harvey said hopefully.

      “The jet-lagged, Navy SEAL best man,” Dominic said, giving him a look.

      Harvey put his hands up. “All right. Make yourself at home. Let me know if you need anything. Send help if I’m not back in thirty minutes.”

      Dominic watched him go. For all that tough talk about not wanting to be social, Harvey looked happy to be back with Josie, laughing with an older couple that had to be her parents. Good for Harvey. They made a handsome couple. In fact, the more Dominic looked around the room, the more couples he picked out. He couldn’t find anyone in here without a date, except for him.

      Well, him and the bartender.

      “Can I have another whiskey, please?” Dominic asked, draining his glass and passing it over. “Keep it coming, if you would.”

      “I hate weddings, too,” the bartender confessed. “Two divorces will do that to you, though.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” Dominic said, grateful that the bartender simply left him with the bottle so he could attend to other guests.

      What would it have been like if he’d had Hannah on his arm at this thing? Would they be happy, blending in with the rest of all these couples? What if Dominic had never enlisted in the Navy to begin with? What if he’d stayed in Tucson, like Hannah had wanted him to? Surely they’d be married before Harvey had ever met Josie. And maybe they’d have a kid together already. A daughter, even.

      Dominic had always liked the idea of eventually settling down. Having a family. Especially if he imagined Hannah as his wife.

      It was too late for all of that, though. Obviously. He refilled his glass with a generous pour of the whiskey and made a silent toast to all of the things that could’ve been, had he led his life a little differently.

      He wondered if he’d meet the man who’d filled the role Dominic had wanted in Hannah’s life. The man she’d had a child with.

      Dominic smiled. Kira was a pretty name. If he had a daughter, he’d treat her like a princess.
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      “Kira, honey, you have to stop squirming. I’m worried I’m going to burn you.” Hannah bit her lip, concentrating on keeping her daughter still while she negotiated a curler through a particularly rebellious strand of hair.

      “This is taking forever,” Kira whined. “And I don’t know why I need more curls. I already have a ton.”

      “It’s just because today’s such a special day,” Hannah said. “Don’t you want to look like a little angel for Uncle Harvey’s wedding?”

      “I thought I was supposed to be the flower girl,” Kira said, dubious. “Not an angel.”

      Hannah considered this for a moment, then laughed.

      “You’re mixing up Christmas with weddings. I was saying you’d kind of look like an angel, with a halo of curls. You know, something special. For a special occasion. Just for fun.”

      “It’s not very fun.”

      “Okay, fine…done.”

      If it had been up to Hannah, she would have spent at least ten more minutes trying to get Kira’s unruly mane to behave itself, but she knew her daughter would’ve had a meltdown long before that. In general, Kira was a polite and well-behaved kid. But she also had a wild, rebellious streak that she had to have inherited from her father. That, and his thick, slightly wavy hair.

      Really, when anything was difficult with Kira, it was just easier for Hannah to lay some silent blame on Dominic. It helped lower her stress levels, and it wasn’t like he was even around for their relationship to grow toxic with her building resentment. Hannah sometimes wondered if Dominic ever paused, wherever he’d ended up, with an itchy nose, or a feeling that he’d done something wrong. She wondered if her thoughts had the ability to travel like that.

      “Finally!” Kira leapt for joy, and Hannah cringed, barely able to lift the hot curler in time to avoid burning her daughter.

      “Careful,” Hannah fussed. “Those curls are barely holding. We need to find your headband. Have you seen it anywhere?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well keep a lookout for it. Let’s get you into your dress.”

      Hannah had just buttoned the final fastening on the overly elaborate flower girl dress that was a cute echo of her own maid-of-honor dress when her phone rang. It was Harvey.

      “Don’t tell me you have cold feet,” Hannah said, answering the call. Taking advantage of her distraction, Kira scampered off. “Kira! Not too fast! Look for your headband! Put your shoes on, please!”

      “Ah, the sounds of sweet chaos,” Harvey said. “Can’t wait until Josie gets baby fever. Can you do me a favor, though? Don’t shout in the phone. I have a bit of a hangover.”

      “Oh, must be nice.”

      “You just need more reliable sitters.”

      “Yeah? Is that what I need? You know any, send them my way.”

      Hannah had hated to miss the rehearsal dinner, but that was just how life worked, now. Kira came first. Before anything else, or anyone else. Hannah had wanted to be there to support her twin, but a rehearsal dinner at a restaurant, with an open bar, just wasn’t the right atmosphere for her six-year-old daughter.

      “We have a small problem,” Harvey said.

      “If it’s your cold feet, Josie already told me she was going to shoot you in the butt. There’s no backing out of this wedding, Harvey.”

      “I don’t want to back out of the wedding. The problem is with the limo driver. The one who was supposed to pick you and Kira up and take you to the ceremony.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Hannah squeezed her eyes shut, pressing the heel of her hand into her forehead. “What do you mean, ‘was supposed to?’”

      “Driver canceled. Out with the flu. It’s too late to get another limo.”

      “God, can’t anything go right?”

      “Is it such a big deal for you to drive yourself? It’s not that far away.”

      “Car’s in the shop, Harvey. Because I thought I had a ride to your wedding.”

      “Okay, easy fix. Call a cab.”

      “Easy for who?” Hannah fought a losing battle against a tide of despair rising within her. “I’m a part-time secretary, Harvey; I barely have enough cash for the repairs for my car, never mind a cab ride to the venue.”

      “What do you mean you don’t have—ah, hang on a second.” Hannah sighed as she heard some rustling and Harvey’s muffled voice, probably through his hand. He was talking to someone, a man. Talking back.

      For a single, heart-stopping moment, Hannah was sure it was Dominic.

      Harvey had talked a lot about wishing Dominic could get leave so he could be the best man. It was so iffy, though, that Harvey had picked another guy in the police force to fill the position. That’s how unpredictable Dominic’s schedule had become. Hannah didn’t even know whether Dominic had answered Harvey’s email about being able to come back to Tucson for the wedding.

      Of course, as a single, working mother, Hannah stayed generally out of the loop of most things. But how nice would it be to see Dominic again? It had been seven years of radio silence. She knew Harvey tried to keep up with him, but Harvey was terrible at emails, and Dominic…well, Dominic was a Navy SEAL. They probably weren’t great at staying in contact with people, either. Not with the kind of work they were doing.

      But if Dominic was here…wow. He wouldn’t be, but Hannah could allow herself a momentary fantasy, couldn’t she? Maybe they’d get a chance to catch up. It wasn’t as if Hannah hadn’t thought about him these past years, and not just in the context of him being Kira’s father. She mostly thought about how unfair it was that they had only spent one night together—a mind-blowing night, sure, but one night all the same.

      Life would have been different if Dominic had stuck around. If Hannah had maybe made more of an effort to reach out to him, to keep him informed about important things back home. It had been more than the best sex she’d ever had—it was the only sex. The men Hannah came across didn’t want to touch her with a ten-foot pole once they realized she had a kid. And, soon, she stopped making the effort to date. Kira was too important to her for Hannah to welcome just anyone into her life.

      “Okay, found you a ride,” Harvey said, piercing that certain train of thought by coming back on the phone. “I’m sending the best man. He’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

      “What? Twenty minutes? Harvey, the limo wasn’t even supposed to be here for half an—hello?” Typical. Thinking he’d solved the problem, and probably patting himself on the back in the process, he’d ended the call.

      Leaving Hannah only twenty minutes to get ready for her twin’s wedding. She could really strangle Harvey sometimes. Would have, except he babysat sometimes.

      “Kira!” Hannah bellowed, running out of the bathroom. “We have to hurry! Get those shoes on, girl! I have to get ready!”

      Kira, bless her heart, had at least located the white leather ballet flats. But where was that headband? It was covered in silk flowers the exact color of the petals Kira would be dropping. Hannah wouldn’t call it the most important part of the outfit, but…it was the most important part of the outfit.

      “You don’t look very ready, Mommy,” Kira observed helpfully. “You’d better focus.”

      “That headband,” Hannah said over her shoulder, fleeing to her bedroom. “I need you to find it. You know how important it is to Aunt Josie.”

      Hannah hated to admit it, but Harvey’s observation of the casual chaos that ruled her life wasn’t far off. It felt like she was in a constant state of panic trying to keep herself together, let alone managing Kira’s appearance, responsibilities, and belongings, and her own job at the school. She hoped Harvey and Josie understood. She was doing this by herself. Of course it would be easier if the father was in the picture.

      That was the terminology they all used, whenever the issue came up. “The father.” Because there was no way Hannah was ever telling Harvey that Dominic was Kira’s mysterious father. She’d kept a lid on that for the last seven years. She’d never break down and tell her twin. It would cut too deeply.

      So, since the father wasn’t in the picture, Hannah figured she got a pass. She was going to try her best, but her biggest priority was not to be in her underwear at her twin’s wedding. If they couldn’t come up with the headband, well, she was just going to cut her losses on the silly thing.

      She shimmied into her dress, zipping it up expertly. Now, for her hair. Josie had mentioned something about Hannah getting a French twist done in a nearby hair salon, which Hannah had nodded at, pretending to seriously consider. Josie might’ve had hair salons in her beauty arsenal, but Hannah had internet videos to supplement her own skills. There was no way she was going to splash out a bunch of money on something that would only last an evening, especially if it was something she could learn to do.

      Hannah was just putting the final touches on her makeup, perfecting the edge of her lipstick, when she heard a car pulling up outside. She checked the time on her phone. Nearly twenty minutes on the dot. She’d done well. And Harvey’s best man was punctual.

      “Kira, did you find your headband?” Hannah asked, ripping a tissue out of the box to blot her lips with and crossing her fingers, hoping against hope that the thing would just turn up.

      “No!”

      “Answer the door, would you? Our ride’s here. I’ll look for it.”

      The doorbell rang, and she heard the squeak of the new shoes on the tile in the front hall. Where was that headband? And was she a bad mother, sending her daughter to answer the door for a strange man in their house? If Harvey and Josie worked with him, though, and vouched for him enough to name him the best man for their wedding, Hannah didn’t have to worry, right?

      Best to take a quick peek, though. She could just say hi. Introduce herself as the woman the best man was going to walk down the aisle with. Make it into a joke, defray any potential awkwardness. Get through this day, somehow.

      “That’s cool that you’re the best man,” Kira chattered as Hannah approached the front hall. “Maybe not as cool as the flower girl. You don’t get to throw things, right?”

      “You’re right. I don’t. I have to confess something—I’m kind of jealous. Think you could save me some flowers to throw?”

      It was that voice that stopped Hannah in her tracks, right there in the middle of the hall. Dominic. She’d know his voice anywhere. And he was just here, in her house, talking to Kira as casually as he pleased. A person would have to be blind not to see the resemblance between father and daughter. And, seeing them together, Hannah was absolutely frozen. She didn’t know what to do.

      She’d been completely blindsided—not only by Dominic actually being here, but also by the fact that she’d never knew before just how badly she’d wanted to see Dominic and Kira together.
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      Movement behind Hannah’s adorable daughter caught Dominic’s attention. He hadn’t meant to get distracted from the girl, who was in the middle of giving him a play-by-play depiction of exactly how she was going to toss the flowers on the carpet during her flower girl duties.

      But Dominic had to chalk his careful attention to any and all small movements and visual anomalies to his Navy SEAL training. He was hyper-aware of everything in his surroundings at every moment. The day he retired from the Navy, he knew this kind of vigilance would be exhaustive. But as long as he was a SEAL, even if he was on leave, this was just par for the course.

      No amount of training could’ve prepared Dominic for seeing Hannah standing there in the hallway, like a deer in headlights, staring at him.

      It shouldn’t have surprised him. He was the one who’d volunteered to come and get her—perhaps a little too eagerly. But Harvey was hungover and busy enough not to notice, so Dominic had leapt at the chance to try to catch up a little before the ceremony.

      Hannah was just so damn beautiful that it was difficult to come to grips that he was seeing her—actually seeing her, standing within a couple of paces of him—and not some kind of idealized vision. The dream version of Hannah who had taken to haunting him, some nights. The Hannah he’d had for the span of a single night.

      If possible, Hannah was even more gorgeous than the dream vision he’d preserved of her. Seven years and she’d fully become a woman, much more self-assured than the eighteen-year-old Hannah he’d been with. She’d grown into her body, supple curves perfectly filling out her formal dress. She absolutely glowed, even as she stared at him like he’d grown a pair of horns.

      “Dom?” she squeaked out, and he realized that he’d been staring for far too long.

      “Mom!” Kira bellowed. “My headband! We have to find it! We can’t leave without it, or I’ll be the worst flower girl in history!”

      The surprisingly loud shouting—especially from such a small body—broke whatever spell that had suspended them in time.

      “Help us!” Hannah barked at him, as brisk as any officer. “You’re looking for a headband with silk flowers on it. Pink. Move!”

      An order. He could follow orders. Orders were easy.

      “When’s the last time you saw it?” he asked, jogging into the living room, barely taking the time to absorb his surroundings.

      The house was small, and the furnishings and belongings sort of jumbled together. Nothing was dirty, but everything was messy, papers and toys and discarded clothes covering nearly every surface.

      “Kira?” Hannah called from somewhere in the back of the house. “Any ideas?”

      “It was when we were trying on our dresses to make sure they fit,” Kira called back. “Remember? You were afraid your boobs were going to pop out of yours.”

      Dominic guffawed out loud at that, especially at hearing Hannah’s squawk of indignation.

      “Was that really necessary, Kira?” she grumbled, just loud enough for Dominic to hear. “Really?”

      “When was the final fitting?” Dominic asked, lifting week-old newspapers from the couch. How could they find anything with all of this everywhere? He let the papers fall, eyes darting around, looking for anything pink. Nothing.

      He moved into the kitchen, trying to tell himself he was helping, not snooping. The kitchen was in a little better order than the living room, which he thought was a room that probably functioned as a repository for the ephemera that gathered from a life on the go. The kitchen was spotless except for some empty water glasses that lined the countertop.

      “Final fitting was…a week ago,” Hannah answered. “Where could that headband have gone in a week? We hung everything back up right after.”

      Dominic wondered if Hannah would mind terribly if he put the empty glasses in the dishwasher. Would there be any reason they would be out in the first place? Would he intrude on some kind of order if he did? Headband, he reminded himself. Focus on the headband.

      “Bottom of the closet, where the dress was hanging?” he called, barely resisting the urge to open the refrigerator. Stranger things had been stashed in stranger places, but opening the refrigerator really did feel like an invasion of privacy. He was just curious what Hannah fixed for Kira to eat. Just wanted to understand this life he was intruding on. Wanted to make sure Hannah was okay.

      “I’m looking,” Kira called. “Nothing except stinky shoes.”

      “Please don’t get your dress dirty,” Hannah asked, sounding harried. “If we don’t find it in the next sixty seconds, we’re leaving. The last thing we want to be is late to the wedding.”

      “No,” Kira said, sounding distressed as Dominic walked down the hall toward what had to be the bedrooms. It was like he was getting to look through a small window at Hannah’s life. Her existence. He did feel like a stranger. Seven whole years she’d had to build this life. To amass these belongings.

      To have a daughter.

      “Don’t panic,” Dominic recommended. “It’ll turn up. Everything lost usually does.”

      The irony of that statement wasn’t lost on him. He sort of felt like a lost belonging suddenly turning up. Life in Tucson had simply proceeded without him, like he didn’t even matter. It was more than a little disconcerting. If Dominic had never returned to his hometown, life would’ve just…gone on. Like he’d never been here in the first place.

      It almost hurt his feelings, but he knew that probably had more to do with seeing that Hannah had very obviously moved on without him than anything else. It wasn’t like Tucson was a living, breathing being. It was just a city. And life had to go on.

      He poked his head into the hall bathroom and unplugged a curling iron that had been left on, wondering if it would be too forward of him to mention it to Hannah. He just wanted her to be safe. He couldn’t help the surge of protectiveness at the clutter of products crowding the countertops.

      A pink, flower-covered headband nearly hidden by all the mess caught his attention, then.

      “I’ve got the headband!” he hollered, wondering, when he caught his own reflection in the mirror, why his grin was so wide. It was just a silly headband. But at Hannah and Kira’s matching whoops of triumph, he realized that it was something tangible he’d been able to do for them. A small way to help out.

      “Come on, let’s run for it,” Hannah said, dashing by with Kira’s hand in hers. “Josie would kill Harvey if we’re late.”

      Outside, Dominic was looking forward to sitting next to Hannah again, even if it was only in the rental car. It would be as physically close as he’d been to her in the last seven years, and forgave himself a little for his weirdness. But without much of a fuss, Hannah climbed into the backseat with Kira.

      “You can sit up front,” Dominic said with a small, awkward laugh. “I know it’s been a while, but I don’t bite.”

      “Gotta get this headband on without destroying the curls we worked so hard for,” Hannah said, focused completely on Kira. “Definitely didn’t get this hair from your mom, did you?”

      “From my dad,” Kira confirmed, holding still as Hannah pinned the headband into place.

      “Is he already at the venue?” Dominic asked as casually as he could manage.

      “No,” Hannah said, her tone short, busying herself with arranging Kira’s curls to artfully conceal the pins.

      “Couldn’t get the time off?” he guessed.

      “Not in the picture,” she replied. Her tone was curt, and she briefly met Dominic’s eyes in the rearview mirror. The message was clear—discussion on Kira’s father was over. “Eyes on the road, please. Precious cargo back here.”

      “Of course. Definitely. Sorry.”

      What Dominic was really and truly sorry for was the terrible shot of glee he felt at that statement. It was awful, and it made him feel like a shitty human being. But Kira’s father not being in the picture meant that Hannah wasn’t married herself, didn’t it? That he might actually have a chance at reconnecting with her.

      It didn’t matter that somebody else’s daughter was part of the equation. Motherhood fit Hannah in a way Dominic had trouble explaining. It looked good on her, like it was meant to be. It sucked that the father wasn’t around. Kids should have their fathers. Good fathers only, though. Maybe it didn’t have to suck so bad.

      God. What was he, some kind of vulture? Dominic struggled to get his thoughts back on track. The current loop in his mind wasn’t helping anything.

      “I have to say you both look really nice,” he said. “I’m glad we found the headband. Really screams ‘flower girl’ to me. Kira, everyone’s going to know immediately what you’re there for.”

      “To throw the flowers,” Kira said.

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m glad you found it,” Hannah said. “Seriously. We were tearing the house apart looking for it. I swear it’s usually not that messy in there.”

      “No judgment.” He risked another glance in the rearview mirror, but Hannah was looking out the window, watching the city pass by. “So, tell me what I’ve missed since I’ve been gone.”

      Hannah’s mouth twisted, amused. That was a really nice shade of lipstick on her. “You mean besides the obvious?”

      Kira was the obvious part of this equation, humming tunelessly along to talk radio, kicking the back of his seat with a rhythmic dedication. Dominic decided to steer well clear of that line of questioning.

      “I mean that everything looks different,” he said. “I don’t even recognize Tucson anymore.”

      “Well, I’m sure Tucson doesn’t recognize you,” Hannah said. “Everything’s changed, hasn’t it?”

      He hoped it hadn’t. Not everything. Hoped it with all his heart, even as Hannah launched into a literal description of parts of Tucson that had changed in the past seven years. Dominic just wished there would be some familiar landmarks he could latch on to. Some way to remind Hannah that, even now, even after all this time, he still had feelings for her.
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      She was babbling. She knew she was. Hannah recognized it for what it was—anxiety, pure and simple. Only, there was nothing pure or simple about it. Dominic was back, in the flesh. She couldn’t believe her eyes, couldn’t believe that he was close enough to touch, if she just reached out and pressed the palm of her hand on his shoulder.

      She could do it. It would be easy to explain away, that she was reaching down to adjust her shoe and lost her balance a little. That she just wanted to make sure Dominic was, in fact, real. He wouldn’t be able to blame her. He’d been gone for seven years, then just shown back up in Tucson, in her house, talking to her daughter. His daughter.

      Their daughter.

      Hannah bit her lip before she could stop herself, then checked her reflection in her phone camera to make sure she hadn’t smeared her lipstick. She didn’t know what she could do. Because anyone who was looking for it would be able to see Dominic in Kira. It had always been obvious to Hannah, but as long as she kept the identity of the father of her child at arm’s length, not even Harvey had been able to figure it out.

      She just hoped no one would see Dominic and Kira together today and do the math. Was it wrong to hope, too, that Dominic wouldn’t pay as much attention to Kira as he did? That he would be a little more awkward with the entire situation? How was he so good at rolling with the punches?

      Hannah knew that Dominic had to be trying to gauge Kira’s age. Ascertain who the father was, where he was, and why. That, to everyone else—and to Harvey in particular—it simply looked like Hannah had got pregnant by the first guy who came along after Dominic had left for the Navy.

      Dominic was the only person besides Hannah herself who knew the true significance of the timing. She wished she could reassure him that she hadn’t just thrown herself at the first guy who’d come along after he was gone, but how could she tell the man she hadn’t seen in seven years that he’d been her first lover and her last? That the amazing child he was already good with actually belonged to him?

      Hannah didn’t see a graceful way to do it. She didn’t see any way out of this.

      “God, listen to me run my mouth,” she said, laughing as her brain finally caught up with her words.

      She’d been all but giving a dissertation on the pros and cons among all the fast food chains that had sprung up around parts of town that used to be mostly populated by mom and pop shops and eateries. The fast food was consistent and cheap. But the mom and pop shops offered culture and history. It was a ridiculous line of boring small talk, even if it did somewhat fulfill Dominic’s request that she fill him in on what he’d missed in his seven-year absence from the city. From her life.

      “I didn’t mind,” Dominic said. “Not at all. Though, you didn’t cover the biggest change of all.”

      Was he really going to bring Kira back into this? Hannah thought she’d done a good enough job of steering him away from the subject, but Dominic apparently hadn’t taken the hint.

      “Dom…”

      He didn’t let her continue. “How Harvey found someone who’d put up with his shi—, I mean, crap. Stuff.”

      Hannah laughed. Actually laughed, like they were teenagers again and she and Dominic were in the middle of roasting her twin, just like old times. Could seven long, hard years drop away just like that?

      “Aunt Josie’s pretty amazing, isn’t she, Kira?” Hannah asked, smiling at her daughter. “She always tells Uncle Harvey what to do, doesn’t she?”

      Kira wrinkled her nose, considering this. “It’s like Aunt Josie is the mom, and Uncle Harvey is the kid.”

      Even Dominic had to laugh at that one, the rich sound filling the car. God, she’d missed him—had missed this. Just letting herself go and laughing about old times. She hardly got the chance to reminisce with Harvey about their childhood, particularly since Dominic had been such an integral part of it. Dominic wasn’t a subject Hannah ever broached with her twin. She was too afraid of revealing the secrets she so desperately wanted to hide.

      “That’s a pretty telling relationship, then,” Dominic said. “Makes a lot of sense why they work.”

      “Hey, if they can make it work, then more power to them,” Hannah said. “Marriage is hard. Or, so I’ve heard.”

      “Same here,” Dominic said. “The bartender at the rehearsal dinner said he’d been divorced twice and had just kind of given up on it. I don’t know if I’d be able to get back on the horse after that, either.”

      “You’re married, then?” Hannah asked, not sure why she felt so disappointed.

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Lifelong bachelor?”

      Dominic cleared his throat and ran a finger beneath his collar. Hannah took a savage sort of pleasure in making him so obviously uncomfortable. It was like it gave her just a little bit of control back in the situation.

      “It’s just hard to even seriously date someone when you do what I do,” he said finally. “There are long periods when I just can’t be in contact with anyone outside of my mission.”

      Hannah ignored the way her stomach somersaulted at the idea that Dominic wasn’t seeing anyone. “And that life’s treating you well? Being a Navy SEAL?”

      “As well as can be expected. Can’t really talk about it, though.”

      “So, like, super-secret spy stuff, or something?”

      “Or something,” he agreed, dark eyes warm as he glanced at her again in the rearview mirror.

      “I guess I ought to…uh, thank you for your service and all that,” Hannah said, feeling inexplicably awkward.

      Her brain was trying to reconcile the last time she’d seen Dominic, when they were both eighteen years old, with the idea that he was toting around automatic rifles and fighting for their country and defending the innocent—or whatever he got up to on his missions.

      “You don’t have to do that,” he said softly. “It’s just good to be back in Tucson, Hannah. And to see you. And Harvey, of course.”

      She couldn’t help but notice how Harvey was almost an afterthought for Dominic. Or maybe her brain was just reading too much into everything.

      “I didn’t even know you were coming,” Hannah said softly, and Dominic reached into the backseat, his hand out.

      Of its own volition, Hannah’s hand met his. Hannah marveled at how big his hand was, how strong it had become, the calluses and rough parts that had been weathered in the service of this country. She remembered those hands, how they’d felt caressing her body. These hands had made her feel good, made her feel safe. They were the same, but they were different.

      Everything had changed, and yet, here they were again, Dominic and Hannah, and it seemed like no time at all had passed. No time at all, or a million years.

      “Why are you holding hands?” Kira asked, wrinkling her nose at the display.

      Hannah laughed easily, as a distraction, and abruptly let go. Immediately, she felt bereft of the comforting pressure of Dominic’s hand on her fingers.

      “I guess things were so busy when we were looking for your headband that nobody really got properly introduced, did they?” Hannah realized. “Kira, this is Dominic Riley. Uncle Harvey and I were friends with him when we were kids.”

      Kira didn’t need much time to analyze that. “My best friend is Julie Ryan. I like her because she always has extra dessert in her lunch. If I’m lucky, she picks me to give it to.”

      “Smart way to make friends,” Dominic said. “I love dessert.”

      “Me, too,” Kira said.

      “Uh-huh.” Hannah gave her daughter a thoroughly unimpressed look. “That raging sweet tooth of yours got you two cavities the last time we were at the dentist.”

      “I know how that goes,” Dominic said ruefully. “My head is full of fillings. Never could figure it out. Hannah and Harvey would go to the dentist around the same time, but they always got clean bills of health.”

      Hannah tried not to react too obviously. It was true—both she and her twin had good, strong teeth. Her entire life, Hannah had only had a single cavity. But Kira had cavities all the time. Yet another one of Dominic’s features their daughter had inherited.

      “And, Dom, this is obviously my daughter, Kira,” Hannah said, finishing the introductions a little lamely.

      “Kind of picked up on that,” he admitted. “What grade are you in, Kira?”

      “First.” Kira perked up. “My homework’s a lot more this year than it was last year. Our teacher says it’s because our brains are sponges, and we need to soak up as much information as possible. Information is like spilled juice. My mind is the sponge that cleans it up.”

      “That’s a very interesting way to look at things,” Dominic agreed. “So, does that mean you’re—let me see if I can guess—seven years old?”

      “I’m six and a half!” Kira said, and if Hannah had eaten anything substantial for lunch, she would’ve vomited it all over the backseat.

      She knew Dominic had to be counting backward, trying to figure out when Kira had been born. When she was conceived.

      “Here we are,” Hannah said a little too loudly, relieved beyond reason as they pulled up to the wedding venue. “Kira, do you remember what you’re supposed to do today?”

      “Throw flowers,” Kira said in a tone that suggested she thought that would be obvious. “Because I’m the flower girl.”

      They parked outside of the venue, and Hannah couldn’t help but smile as Dominic opened the door for Kira and gallantly offered her his hand to help her from the backseat. Hannah managed just fine on the other side, a little glad that she could hide her face from the scene for a moment.

      Because, God help it all, Dominic was really, really good with Kira, and Hannah needed to stop questioning that. There wasn’t any reason why he shouldn’t be. Dominic was a good person. He always had been. It made sense that he knew how to conduct himself around a kid.

      It just made her think those dangerous what-ifs. As in, what if Dominic had never left Tucson, and they’d raised Kira together? That this was just a family outing for them, and they were a perfect family. The kind of family other people talked about, aspired to be. They’d enroll Kira in a bunch of sports and go to every game. Never miss a meeting at school. Host play dates at their house. Have a nicer house.

      God, that was a rabbit hole Hannah didn’t need to fall down right now, as she followed Kira and Dominic into the venue, Kira talking up a storm and Dominic listening and offering feedback. Hannah didn’t even know what the subject of conversation was. Kira could talk a mile a minute about anything and everything.

      Hannah couldn’t think in what-ifs anymore. Her life was a simple fact. She couldn’t afford to have regrets, or to think of hypotheticals. The possibility of having something with Dominic? That ship had very nearly literally sailed from Tucson when Dominic had picked the Navy over sticking around. Just because he was back in town for Harvey’s wedding didn’t mean there was a chance of anything rekindling. Hannah didn’t know how many times she’d have to reiterate it to herself. She and Dominic were through.

      It was just…he was so good with Kira. That was something she couldn’t quite ignore as well as she’d like.
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      “Thank God,” Harvey said, greeting Dominic, Hannah, and Kira as they entered the venue. “The missing pieces to the puzzle of our wedding day have found their way here. Dom, glad to see you survived the chaos.”

      Dominic frowned at that description. “It was no trouble at all. A pleasure, in fact.”

      Harvey was talking about Hannah and Kira’s home life right in front of them. If Harvey needed a lesson in sensitivity—or one in how to treat Hannah the way Dominic believed she deserved to be treated—Dominic would be happy to educate his old friend.

      Speaking of old friends, though, Dominic’s mind was working in overdrive. “Did you happen to invite anyone else who graduated with us to this thing?” he asked, intent on playing out a theory.

      “Just you and Hannah,” Harvey reasoned. “Screw everyone else.”

      “Kira, why don’t we try and track down your basket of petals?” Hannah asked after sighing and shaking her head at Harvey. “Come on.”

      “Seriously, man?” Dominic demanded, glaring at the groom after Hannah and Kira had walked off.

      “What?” Harvey asked, genuinely puzzled. “What’s your problem?”

      “Can’t you choose your words more carefully around your niece?” Dominic asked, conveniently overlooking his near slip-up in the car. He had an excuse, he told himself—during missions, every other word out of his and his team’s mouths were curses.

      “She’s heard worse,” Harvey scoffed, dismissive.

      “What, from you?” Dominic shook his head. “She’s just a little kid. You need to grow up, man.”

      Harvey laughed, incredulous. “What do you even care?”

      Dominic couldn’t quite find a satisfactory answer to that question. He’d always felt protective of Hannah, just as he was sure Harvey had, especially growing up. But now, Dominic’s protective streak was winding its way around Kira, too. It probably had to do with the fact that the father wasn’t around. That Dominic knew how that felt, even if his own father had raised him. There had been a good portion of his life that Dominic had wished the drill sergeant was physically absent from it.

      “Why isn’t Kira’s father involved?” Dominic asked, lowering his voice, hating himself thoroughly for not asking this personal question directly to Hannah.

      He thought he had a good chance of capitalizing on Harvey’s nature toward Hannah and finding out some intel on the situation without arousing suspicion.

      But Harvey only gave a sharp shrug.

      “No idea, man. If I had even an inkling who the son of a bitch was, I’d castrate him. Seriously. You don’t just walk out on the mother of your kid like that. I mean, Hannah does what she can—she’s an amazing mom, actually—but it’s not ideal.”

      “You mean you don’t know who the father is?” This was the last question on this subject, Dominic promised himself. After this, he was going to take everything at face value. No more sneaking around, gossiping about Hannah’s life behind her back.

      “If I did, things would be different,” Harvey vowed. “Bastard would pay his dues. Do his duty. I tried to get Hannah to come clean about who it was, but she refused. I don’t know. Maybe she doesn’t know.”

      Dominic only restrained himself from saying anything by virtue of Hannah approaching them again with Kira and her basket of flower petals in tow.

      “Gosh, who died over here?” Hannah asked, wrinkling her nose at them in an expression that Dominic could tell Kira had grown to mimic.

      “Just catching up,” Dominic said, as brightly as he could manage.

      “Well, hate to drag the two of you apart, but Josie says to get the show on the road.” Hannah eyed Harvey. “That means you need to be at the end of the aisle already. Get out there, tiger.”

      “See you on the flip side,” Harvey said, giving Kira a double thumbs-up. “I’ll be a married man the next time we talk. Looking forward to that flower throwing, kiddo.”

      “Seriously, what were you guys talking about?” Hannah murmured as they watched Harvey saunter down the aisle by himself. “You didn’t tell him about the bartender with two divorces, did you?”

      “What’s a divorce?” Kira asked, and Hannah winced.

      “I did no such thing,” Dominic said. “And a divorce is something your aunt and uncle will never have to worry about as long as your uncle always does what your aunt says.”

      Kira nodded, apparently ready to accept that explanation just as a door opened off the foyer they were standing in.

      “Has he gone? Can I come out yet?”

      “All clear, Josie,” Hannah called. “We’re about to send out Kira. You ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Josie said, patting the veil on her head. She really did look beautiful, and Dominic did his best to be happy for Harvey, even as questions swirled in his mind about Hannah and her security and happiness. “I mean, it’s a little late to worry now, isn’t it?”

      “It’s okay, Aunt Josie,” Kira reasoned. “As long as Uncle Harvey does whatever you say, there won’t be a divorce.”

      Josie’s laugh was a little too close to hysterical for Dominic’s comfort, and Hannah shook her head. “What part of the sponge speech in the car did you not understand?” she murmured to him.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Really.”

      “No worries,” Josie said, waving away his concerns. “I needed that laugh. Okay, flower girl. You’re on.”

      Kira nearly skipped down the aisle in her eagerness to perform her flower-throwing duties. Dominic had to smother some laughter, though, as she discovered she had been a little overzealous in distributing her petals, running out of them about midway up the aisle. Kira paused for a moment before backtracking, nudging heavy clumps of petals apart with the toe of her shoe. Everyone in the seats watching her were shaking, trying to contain their mirth.

      Kira seemed to think that if she could get them more evenly distributed and reached the front of the hall, she’d be in the clear. She strolled all the way back and started again, gathering up her flowers and putting them back in her basket to conserve them. It took her so long that whoever was in charge of the sound system went ahead and repeated the song.

      “Oh my God.” Hannah shook her head, looking at Josie. “I am so, so sorry.”

      “Are you seriously apologizing about the funniest thing that could’ve happened today?” Josie demanded, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. “God, I’m glad I went with waterproof mascara. I mean, don’t get me wrong, Hannah. I love Harvey, but I’m kind of the opposite of sentimental when it comes to these kinds of things. I just thought in case someone cut an onion around me or tossed a handful of glitter into my eyes, I might as well have been prepared for tears.”

      “Good planning,” Hannah said, finally giving in and laughing.

      It was a sight that warmed Dominic’s heart. She was so beautiful when she laughed. It reminded him of when they were young, just how carefree she could be sometimes. Life had been hard on Hannah and Harvey both, but Dominic lived for those times when they could forget about all their baggage and just have fun.

      The song changed subtly—Kira had finally made it to the front, spreading the flower petals to her satisfaction.

      “I think it’s our turn,” Dominic said, offering Hannah his arm.

      “What a gentleman,” Josie said, flapping her hands at her face in what had to be an effort to cool down. “Have fun, you two.”

      Dominic would’ve been lying if he said he didn’t enjoy the feeling of having Hannah on his arm, her touch light but significant. He gave her a small squeeze as they separated.

      “What would you do if I made a run for it?” Harvey hissed as the song changed again. It was time for Josie and her father to walk down the aisle and really get this thing started.

      Dominic barely heard him, eyes unable to leave Hannah. “I’d tackle you.”

      “What? Seriously? That’s not best-man behavior. A real best man would help out.”

      “Do you really want to leave Josie at the altar?”

      “Um, pretty sure that would entail me not already being up here,” Harvey pointed out. “This would be a case of a runaway groom.”

      “Do you love her?”

      “Of course I do. I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Then you don’t have to be nervous.”

      Harvey laughed quietly. “Who says I’m nervous?”

      “You babble when you’re nervous,” Dominic said, watching as Hannah’s face lit up. Josie had probably made her grand entrance, judging by the delighted gasps from other wedding guests, but Dominic only had eyes for Hannah. Hannah glowed. She was the most beautiful person at this wedding—in all of Tucson, even. “You and Hannah both babble when you’re nervous. Must be a Newell family habit.”

      “No real way of telling,” Harvey said. “Hello, beautiful.”

      “Hey, handsome,” Josie said, beaming at him. “Those tears for me, at how beautiful I am?”

      “Of course.”

      “Yeah, right,” Josie said, grinning. “I know they’re from how hard you were laughing at Kira.”

      “Epic,” Harvey agreed. “She’s going to go viral.”

      The ceremony was lovely, from what Dominic was able to gather, but he was hardly giving it his full concentration. The sight of Hannah looking so beautiful, so real, was like water given to a man who’d previously been dying of thirst. He’d get control of himself, sooner or later. But, right now, it was important that he slaked his thirst.

      It wasn’t as if Dominic had gone through a literal drought during these last seven years. He’d had flings around the world. None of them, though, had lasted longer than the span of his mission. Often, they didn’t last longer than the span of a night. It was hard to be emotionally available to anyone when he was focused on his job.

      And it was nearly impossible when he could never shake Hannah from his mind.

      Arousal twined with regret. That’s what she felt like. Dominic was looking to try to exorcise some of the regret. He wanted to make things up to her.

      After Harvey and Josie kissed and made things official, Dominic and Hannah followed them out of the hall and into a side room that had been set up for the portrait session. Hannah held on to him tighter than she had before the ceremony, her body pressing closely against his.

      “You okay?” he asked her softly, then regretted it immediately as she stiffened and put a couple of inches of distance between them.

      “Fine,” she said. “These shoes aren’t the best. That’s all.”

      “Did you bring a spare pair to change into?”

      “Of course not.” She looked up at him. “Noticed you staring at me back there. Don’t tell me—I have lipstick on my teeth.”

      “No, no,” he said quickly. “You’re beautiful, Hannah. You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

      “If you say so…”

      “I do say so.” How could she not know how beautiful she was? Wasn’t there anyone here to tell her?

      The photographer took pictures of them together, apart, every possible combination of the bride and groom, best man and maid of honor, flower girl, parents of the bride, and random friends and relatives. Through it all, Dominic watched Hannah. The little mannerisms that had stayed the same, like her tendency to fidget and push her hair behind her ears even if it was pulled back from her face.

      “Earth to the best man,” the photographer sang out. “I need your pretty face pointed to the camera.”

      Hannah glanced at him, noticing that Dominic was staring at her, drinking her in, and still, he couldn’t stop himself. He only dragged his attention back to the proceedings at hand when Hannah frowned at him, her brow furrowed in a funny way.

      There was no way she could understand what Dominic was feeling in that moment. That he wanted nothing more than to sweep her into his arms and pick up where they’d left off all those years ago. That, in spite of everything they’d been through separately, they could come back together. Be together.

      “Okay, that’s a wrap!” the photographer announced. “Someone help that best man focus!”

      “I’m going to take a guess and say you’re just as bored as I am,” Harvey said, clapping Dominic on the back.

      A crowd of well-wishers surged after the photographer made his announcement, and Dominic bit back a curse as he lost Hannah in the crowd. He wanted to talk to her. Wanted to be near her. Wanted to tell her that nothing had changed in the way he’d felt about her. If anything, he felt even more strongly that they should be together.

      “I could probably use a drink,” Dominic admitted, if only to distract Harvey.

      “You and me both, man.” Harvey retrieved a pocket flask from inside of his jacket and passed it over.

      “Classy,” Dominic observed.

      “Beggars can’t be choosers,” Harvey pointed out. “If you really want to deal with all of these people sober, then be my guest. I will not be getting antsy in what will probably be an obscenely long line at the bar once we finally get into the reception.”

      “Fine, fine.” The whiskey burned, but in a good way. “I’ll see you in there.”

      “Don’t leave me at the mercy of all these people,” Harvey said a little too loudly, and Josie rolled her eyes behind the back of her new groom.

      “Charming,” she mouthed at Dominic, shaking her head.

      “See you soon,” Dominic said. “Just heading to the bathroom.”

      It was only half true. He was walking toward the bathroom because that was the last direction he’d seen Hannah going in. He didn’t want to squander his chance to be with her. He needed to tell her how he felt.

      A vision of blond hair made him stop at the entrance to the venue. Hannah was in the parking lot with Kira, waving as a small car pulled up. A strange shot of jealousy worked its way through Dominic’s gut. It was obvious that Kira was being picked up—the reception probably wasn’t going to be an appropriate place for a child her age. But was the person behind the wheel her father? The man Hannah had had a child with? The man who had abandoned her and Kira?

      No—it was a woman. From the way first Kira, and then Hannah hugged the woman, he figured she was a regular babysitter. Someone they both trusted.

      Dominic fully felt like he was spying, at this point, but he just couldn’t help himself. It was inexplicably compelling to watch Hannah with Kira. He had to smile at Hannah’s face-palm when Kira shook yet another pin in her hair out, the dark strands standing out like wild spikes. That was really the biggest difference between Kira and Hannah. Hannah’s hair was as blond as ever, but her daughter had her father’s coloring—dark, whoever he was.

      As he watched Hannah give Kira a big, final hug before loading her into the back of the babysitter’s car, Dominic couldn’t shake the feeling that Kira reminded him of someone he knew. He trusted his instincts on this, as he trusted them in every other aspect of his life.

      He felt like he knew the father; he just had to piece it together. And, once he did, Dominic had to admit he was on Harvey’s side—the guy was going to pay.

      Because who in their right mind would leave their family alone like that?
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      Honestly, Hannah was a little sorry to see Kira go. Her daughter had been enjoying herself, especially with her newfound fame as flower girl. Kira had never been an oversensitive kid, thank God. When she realized everyone had been laughing at her antics of spreading the petals evenly along the aisle, she just figured she was doing a good job of entertaining everyone.

      No one had actually told Kira that it wasn’t the flower girl’s job to make the wedding guests laugh, so there was that, Hannah figured, if anyone complained.

      Hannah hesitated a little as she turned back to the venue to go to the reception. She wasn’t blind. She was well aware that Dominic had been watching her the entire time—throughout the wedding and during the portrait sessions afterward.

      What had he wanted? He’d told her she was beautiful. That was nice and all, but Hannah just didn’t get excited about that kind of feedback from men anymore. She heard from plenty of men who walked into the school’s front office that she was pretty. Pretty didn’t pay her bills, though. It didn’t pay the rent, didn’t make sure Kira was fed and well cared for.

      She knew what she looked like. Knew that having Kira had changed her body. Sure, maybe Hannah looked good in her maid of honor dress. But underneath was…different.

      Hannah shook her head, unsure why she was even thinking about it. It wasn’t as if anything was going to happen between her and Dominic.

      She just needed to get through tonight. That was all.

      Maybe she was feeling a little blue because she’d always thought that she and Dominic would get married before Harvey would even find anyone to put up with his crap. That didn’t mean that Hannah didn’t love Josie—she had become a good friend over the years, and Hannah appreciated the fact that she loved Harvey unreservedly, in spite of his flaws.

      It just seemed hard to believe that Harvey was getting hitched before her.

      Hannah spent dinner chatting with other people at the table, refusing to engage with Dominic. She thought she had a good chance of making it through the reception, especially if she made an excuse having to do with Kira, until a drunk Harvey dragged her and Dominic out onto the dance floor.

      “Where is he getting his booze?” Josie demanded, watching Harvey wobble. “Seriously, I was monitoring this.”

      “Flask,” Dominic said, slipping it out of Harvey’s jacket pocket.

      “You’re the worst best man, officially,” Harvey said. “Josie, I swear he used to be fun.”

      “Uh-huh,” Josie said, taking a long swig from the flask. “Fun like you, I bet.”

      “I’m so much fun,” Harvey agreed. “And I love you so much, baby. You’re just the best. The best person I know. I wouldn’t marry you otherwise. Oh, you’re my wife, now!”

      “Welcome to the love fest,” Hannah said dryly.

      “It’s something, isn’t it?” Josie said, kissing a topsy-turvy Harvey on the chin as a new song came on. “Are we going to dance, or what?”

      “Yeah, all of us.” Harvey grabbed Hannah and shoved her into Dominic’s chest. “Everybody dances!”

      “Harvey!” Hannah complained.

      “Careful,” Dominic said, frowning. “Sloppy bastard.”

      Hannah laughed in spite of herself. “Hi.”

      “Hi yourself,” Dominic said, squaring his shoulders and holding her closer. “Why have you been avoiding me?”

      “I haven’t,” she said, surprised as they began to, quite capably, spin around the dance floor. “When did you become a good dancer?”

      “I’ve always been a good dancer,” he said. “What are you talking about? Also, had to learn for a mission or two.”

      “I’d love to hear more about that,” Hannah said, smiling as she imagined a bevy of heavily armed SEALs pirouetting around with automatic rifles.

      “Classified,” Dominic whispered in her ear, and Hannah felt her skin tingling at his closeness. It felt good, him holding her like this. She felt safe. Minus the pounding in her heart, Hannah felt like she could relax like this—the first real relaxation in a long time.

      The song ended, and Hannah couldn’t help a sigh of disappointment, watching as Harvey and Josie separated and other couples flooded the dance floor. She was fully prepared to return to the table and maybe even have a cocktail or two, but Dominic kept his arms securely around her.

      “Can I ask for another dance?”

      “You just did,” she said, smiling.

      “Will you agree to one?” he tried, switching tacks.

      “I’d love to.”

      There wasn’t any reason not to enjoy herself, was there? Sure, she was a little suspicious of the way Dominic had been eyeing her all night, but the dress she was wearing was pretty amazing.

      “It’s nice to see that Harvey hasn’t changed much,” Dominic said, smiling at her. “Loves to drink, as always.”

      “It’s his wedding,” she reasoned. “I guess he can do whatever he wants, as long as Josie doesn’t kick him to the curb.”

      Dominic moved his lips to Hannah’s ear again. She told herself it was so she’d hear him over the loud music.

      “I’ve missed you so much, Hannah.”

      Her lips parted, and she gasped a little. “I’ve missed you, too, Dom.”

      “I mean really missed you.” He held her out for a slow, graceful spin before reeling her back in. “You look amazing.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “The SEALs life has been good to you. How long are you in town for?”

      “Just until tomorrow,” he said. “Then, I have to report for duty.”

      “Oh,” Hannah said, trying not to sound too terribly disappointed.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d expected. Of course he wasn’t here for a long-term visit. He worked, just like anyone else did. She looked up at him to see if he was even a little sorry that he wouldn’t get to spend very much time with her, and made a snap decision.

      She wanted to be with him again. Tonight, because there wasn’t going to be another. She wanted him. She was a grown woman. She was going to have him. It had been seven years since they’d last been together, and now Hannah wanted another taste. Maybe one last taste. Even if she never saw him again after this, she could at least have that memory to hang on to.

      Dominic looked down at her, curious, and she angled her body in a little tighter to his, tilting her head to fit against his chest. He’d said that he missed her. Said that she looked good. Hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her at all today. Could it be possible that he still had feelings for her? That he’d be willing to reconnect tonight?

      There was only one way to tell.
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      Dominic loved the way Hannah felt, snuggled in tightly to him. He frankly didn’t care who saw them like this, cozy together, enjoying the dance, but he knew Harvey would be hard to put up with—even if it was Harvey who’d yanked them out onto the dance floor in the first place.

      He looked around the reception area to try to ascertain where the groom was at the moment, and smiled, nudging Hannah.

      “Look at the happy couple,” he said, indicating the direction she should search with a jerk of his chin.

      Harvey and Josie had retreated to a corner and were currently making out enthusiastically, drawing disapproving stares from several of the older wedding guests.

      Hannah laughed. “If they really have such a big problem with it, they could just turn away.”

      “Or try to break it up.”

      “Are you kidding? Harvey would kick their asses immediately.”

      “I think Josie would help him, honestly. That is some strong whiskey in that flask.”

      “At least my brother has someone who understands him,” Hannah said, sounding a little wistful. “Must be nice.”

      “You know what’s nice?” Dominic asked. “The fact that your brother is so effectively distracted right now.”

      Hannah was already asking another question, but they wouldn’t get another opportunity like this. Dominic seized the moment and kissed her full on the mouth. He was transported instantly back to doing the same at that ridiculous graduation party the three of them had attended. What was that kid’s name again? Ronnie something?

      Dominic and Hannah’s tongues danced for a brief moment before they darted apart, both of them breathless.

      “It’s not enough,” Dominic gasped out.

      Hannah watched him a little warily. “What isn’t enough?”

      “This.” He kissed her again. Deeper. Longer. This time, he didn’t care who saw them. Didn’t care if Harvey was waiting to punch him out the moment he came up for air.

      Hannah hung on to him, her eyes closed, a faint smile on her face.

      “You’re right,” she said. “It’s not enough. Not after seven years.”

      “Come on.”

      They all but ran out of the reception area, finding a darkened, deserted hallway. Dominic backed Hannah up against a wall, kissing her breathless, tasting the faint fruit of champagne, then the captivating taste that was all her own. God, he’d kissed so many women trying to taste this again; he should’ve realized it would never be repeated. It was uniquely Hannah’s. She was delicious, and it was his favorite taste in the world.

      “I have never stopped thinking of you,” he panted. “Not since the night we shared together.”

      “You’ve always been on my mind, too,” Hannah said, her tone of voice a little off.

      Dominic chalked it up to the suddenness of their kissing. Maybe they were moving too fast, but they kind of had to. Tomorrow, he was getting on a plane. He wasn’t sure when the next time he’d see her would be.

      “I want you, plain and simple,” he said. “I have for years. Can we seize this moment, Hannah? Can we be together tonight?”

      She nodded, then winced. “Are we being the worst best man and maid of honor right now?”

      “I’ve already been demoted for revealing the location of Harvey’s flask,” Dominic pointed out. “I don’t think we’re going to be missed.”

      Hannah considered this. “I kind of have a feeling that my brother and his wife are going to pull the same stunt as us,” she said. “That they’re going to miss out on their own reception.”

      “Well, as long as they miss it, there’s no one really to fuss at us for missing it,” Dominic said. “My hotel’s a five-minute walk from here. Shall we?”

      He held his hand out for Hannah to take. She looked at it for a moment’s pause, long enough for sweat to prickle Dominic’s neck beneath his tie and shirt collar.

      Then, with a smile, she took it. “Lead the way.”

      It wasn’t a direct route. And it took three times longer than it should have, due to all the detours they took, all the dark corners they kissed in, all the ways they snuck around hotel patrons and security personnel, copping feels of each other in public.

      It was just the kind of thing to build Dominic’s arousal. A slow, secret burn stoked by lingering kisses and touches, the friction of Hannah grinding against the crotch of his pants in the elevator, the longest hallway in the history of man, kissing nonstop, Dominic’s pants undone already, Hannah’s hair mussed, her lipstick almost completely worn off, high heels long since abandoned and carried by Dominic.

      “This is it,” he breathed, the green light illuminating as he slid the card into the door. “Finally.”

      “I feel like a teenager again,” Hannah said, smiling as he locked the door behind them. She recoiled as he turned the light on. “Why do we need that? All we need is our sense of touch.”

      “I haven’t seen you like this in seven years,” Dominic said. “You can bet your beautiful ass that I’m going to want to look at you.”

      “Exactly,” Hannah said with a cringe and shudder. “Seven years for parts of me to stretch and sag. Lines like you wouldn’t believe. Lines that will scare you away, Dom, I promise you.”

      “Hannah. Every inch of you is beautiful, and if I have to kiss every inch of you to prove it to you, then I consider that time well spent.”

      He helped her out of her dress, even as she didn’t look entirely happy about it. Next was the clasp of the bra, her breasts spilling out, and then the panties were discarded, too.

      “You are magnificent,” he said. “Look at you, Hannah. Look how amazing you are.”

      She covered her stomach with her hands, but he gradually and gently drew them away, falling to his knees in front of her. It was her stretch marks that she was covering, Dominic realized.

      “Your body is responsible for miracles,” he said. “Your body made an entire human being. A human being as special and amazing as you are.”

      Hannah’s breath hitched. “I had help making her.”

      “You mostly did it by yourself,” he said, tracing the path of one of the stretch marks meandering over her stomach. “And that is even more remarkable. Hannah, I’m so proud of you. Is that weird to say?”

      He didn’t give her a chance to overthink it. He simply leaned forward and started trailing kisses over her belly, smiling to himself as he heard her moan. The way her fingers dug into his shoulders. The way she gently thrust her pelvis forward, inviting him to explore her even more. To move the outer attentions decidedly inward.

      “Can I have you tonight?” he asked. “Can I make you come?”

      She nodded, the movement jerky. “Yes. As long as you make it fast. I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”

      “Hannah, we’ve both waited for this for seven years,” Dominic pointed out. “What’s a few more minutes?”

      “A million years to me,” Hannah admitted, capturing his hand and pressing it against her lower lips.

      She was already so wet that it made him—if it was possible—even harder than before. He just wished there was more time. Fewer places to go. No more responsibilities beyond being present, in this moment, and making Hannah feel good.

      “I am going to make you feel so good,” he vowed.
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      Hannah was shuddering, more turned on than she’d ever been in her life. She’d missed this so badly, the way that Dominic could make her feel. He touched her like he understood her body intimately, and maybe he did. Hannah wasn’t about to complain that he knew his way around her most sensitive parts.

      All she wanted to do was press Dominic’s face in between her legs, or get his fingers to take her to completion as fast as humanly possible. She knew he was capable of both. Had experienced it firsthand. Now, though, she forced her own pleasure to take a backseat. She focused on Dominic. What he wanted and needed.

      And what she wanted and needed to do to him.

      “I think we need these clothes off,” Hannah said, tugging at his pants until he swayed his hips and let the material pool on the floor. “Shirt and tie. Everything off.”

      Dominic was only too eager to comply. She wondered if he enjoyed encounters like this, being told what to do. She’d never done that kind of thing before, of course, because she’d never had a partner outside of Dominic. But for him, she’d do anything. It was just as exciting as if he’d been doing it to her.

      “I’m pretty sure I owe you a blowjob,” she said, grasping his hard length.

      “Not that I’m complaining, but how do you figure that?” Dominic asked.

      “Seven years ago,” she said, slipping her hand up and down the steely shaft, making him shiver, “the second time you made me come was with your mouth. Not really a first-date move, if we’re being honest.”

      “You can be as honest as you want with me,” Dominic said, rocking back and forth as she stroked him from base to tip.

      “I want to taste you,” she said. “May I?”

      “I wouldn’t be opposed to a little foreplay in that direction,” Dominic admitted. “But I don’t want you to ever think that you owe me anything. I went down on you because I wanted to, not because I expected you to reciprocate.”

      “I want to reciprocate because I’m curious, and I want to,” she said, aware that she sounded a little petulant.

      “Those are excellent reasons,” Dominic said. “I don’t want to come, though.”

      “Isn’t that the point?”

      “Take me right to the edge,” he said. “Then back off again. It’ll be more intense when I’m inside you.”

      Hannah’s mouth quirked upward. “You have a good condom this time?”

      “For you, I have an entire box of condoms,” he said, grinning a little shamefully. “I was just an eighteen-year-old kid then. Are you ever going to let me live that condom thing down?”

      “Never,” Hannah decided. Though, maybe not for the reasons Dominic assumed.

      Hannah knelt in front of Dominic. She leaned forward and flicked her tongue against the very tip of his member, where shining pearls of his essence gathered. She could do this all day if Dominic agreed to not stifle his moans. Hannah liked hearing them—it meant she was doing a good job.

      As slowly as she could manage, she swallowed his cock, inch by velvet inch. God, he was so big. She’d felt it the first time they were together, but there was nothing like her mouth to really properly appreciate it. She liked the way he tasted, too. Salty and light.

      She began to worship him, listening intently to gauge his reactions. She used her right hand to stroke where her mouth couldn’t reach, then slowly, tentatively, began to caress his balls with her left.

      He let out a long, low moan as she increased her pace, pulling back to suck at his tender head before plunging down once again—

      “I’m going to need you to stop—shit!”

      Dominic gripped Hannah as the tip of his length brushed the back of her throat. The shock of the sudden movement surprised the both of them.

      “You okay?” she asked, looking up at him.

      “Better than okay,” he said, trembling a bit. “God, I was so close.”

      “I don’t think it’s such a bad thing to come multiple times,” Hannah pointed out, accepting his help as he pulled her to her feet.

      “You can come all you like,” Dominic said. “It would take me a while to come multiple times in a night.”

      “Who’s the one who said we had all the time in the world?” Hannah wondered, smiling mischievously.

      “Can you blame me for wanting this?” He kissed her deeply.

      “I want it, too,” she breathed. “So bad.”

      They moved to the bed, Dominic ripping off a single condom from a roll in a box.

      “How do you want to do it?” he asked. “Where’s your favorite place to be?”

      “I’m not picky,” she replied. Really, she’d only ever been with Dominic. She wished she could tell him that, but he’d realize about being Kira’s father immediately. There wasn’t a good way to assure him that she would like anything he chose to do.

      Unless the best way was the most direct.

      “I know I’m going to like whatever you do,” she said, and Dominic groaned in appreciation.

      “That’s so damn hot,” he said lowly.

      Hannah was having trouble focusing on conversation. Dominic was here, right between her legs again, and she was ready for another ride.

      “You ready?” Dominic asked, kissing her again, lingering over her swollen bottom lip.

      All Hannah could do was nod. She was excited and overstimulated. And as soon as Dominic slid all the way into her body, she was flooded with memories of their first time.

      Now, though, Dominic leaned back suddenly, without much warning, and took Hannah with him. She was on top, now, sliding down even farther on his length, and gasping at the new sensations.

      “The pace is up to you,” he said, grinning up at her. “Give it to me.”

      Hannah rolled her hips experimentally and tossed her head back, moaning. God, that was good. His tip pressed against her most sensitive spot, and since she could control the angle, speed, and strength, she knew that, given a little patience on Dominic’s part, she could come just like this.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Dominic told her, cupping her breasts in his hands as she moved. “You’re so beautiful, Hannah.”

      She felt like she could ride him like this forever, rocking slowly back and forth, but Dominic had other plans.

      Another change of position had him in control, and he hooked Hannah’s legs over his shoulders and started plowing into her. Hannah saw stars. He’d been watching her play with her G-spot. Knew how she liked it, now. Was intent on exploiting that little fact. Using it to make her come.

      “Dom, I’m going to—oh, God.”

      “That’s the idea, remember?” he asked, smirking even as he thrust and gasped. “Can you wait for me, Hannah? So we can come together?”

      “Is that even possible?”

      Dominic slowed the pace of his thrusts and adjusted himself so that his tip no longer hit Hannah’s G-spot directly. His thrusts only teased her, now. She squirmed, whining a little, so damn turned on and frustrated all at once.

      “I want to come with you,” Dominic told her, leaning down so that he could kiss her.

      “I want that. I want it, too.”

      “Are you ready?” he panted, lifting her hips and getting her back into position.

      It was so hot. “Please,” she breathed.

      “Magic word,” Dominic said, pumping harder than he ever had before, striking that special spot time and time again.

      They came together, rolling, thunderous. Screaming felt so good in Hannah’s throat. It was as if all those years of pent-up frustration were finally released, all at once. And, somehow, she and Dominic had worked well enough together that they’d come at the same time. Now that was dynamite. That was something Hannah could get used to.

      If only she could convince Dominic to stay instead of leaving tomorrow.

      What could she even say? That she wanted him as a sexual partner only? That she wanted to explore their bodies together for the rest of their lives?

      “Hannah,” Dominic breathed, the flush on his face telling her he was satiated. Her own body thrummed pleasantly.

      “Dominic.” She smiled. “That was amazing.”

      “I want to be with you,” he blurted out. “That’s always been the truth. I’m just sorry that other life events came up. Hannah, I love you. I know you’ve had some tough times, but we can make a fresh start. We can be together.”

      There was a lot of babbling. It was almost Hannah’s level of babbling when she was nervous, but what could Dominic possibly have to be nervous about? They’d just had incredible sex. He was boarding a plane to God knew where tomorrow. And Hannah would be here, in Tucson, going to a thankless job that didn’t pay nearly the amount of money she deserved for dealing with the kinds of crises she did.

      “You’re leaving me again,” she said, realization dawning on her. “This is never going to work, is it?”

      “Hannah, what are you talking about?” he asked. “I will do whatever I can to make this work. I want this so badly. I just didn’t want you to have any hang-ups. If you’re concerned about Kira, don’t be. I think Kira’s great, and I don’t give a shit who her father is.”

      It was the wrong thing to say. Hannah was already spiraling from remembering that Dominic was leaving. But now, him bringing Kira into it? Deigning to decide that it would be okay if he and Hannah were together and Kira was in the picture? It was ridiculous.

      So ridiculous that Hannah froze beneath Dominic, unable to make a decision about what to do.
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      “Hannah, talk to me. What’s wrong?” Dominic asked, concerned.

      She was frozen beneath him as if she’d suffered a terrible shock. The condom was intact, he determined quickly, checking beneath him. It wasn’t that.

      “Bathroom,” she said, slipping out from underneath him and slamming the door behind her. A quick ping told him she’d locked it.

      He listened for a moment. The water in the sink started running, and Dominic decided she must’ve just been overheated and needed to splash a little water on her face.

      It was then that he heard her sobbing.

      Dominic bounced himself off the bed and tried the door to the bathroom even though he knew it was locked. “Hannah, tell me what’s wrong.”

      She didn’t answer, just kept crying.

      Dominic knocked on the door.

      “Hannah, I’m begging you. Let me in. Whatever it is, I’m going to fix it for you, okay? Simple as that. Will you let me try to help? Even if all you need is someone to listen?”

      The water faucets turned off and the door pinged again. Dominic cautiously opened the door, his heart breaking as he noted the streaks of tears down Hannah’s cheeks.

      “Talk to me,” he cajoled. “What do you want me to do? Want me to get down on my knees and try to convince you that you can trust me? Tell me.”

      “It wouldn’t be so bad,” she said softly—so softly he almost missed it. “But she just looks so much like you, that it’s scary.”

      Dominic frowned. “What does that mean, Hannah?”

      Hannah didn’t elucidate. He wasn’t even sure she knew what she was saying.

      “Hannah? Can you talk to me about what you just said?” Dominic put his arms around her as soon as he realized she was trembling. Was she in shock? Should he call someone? “Do you need a doctor?”

      “No, no,” she mumbled, trying to push him away. “This ship has sailed.”

      His mouth quirked. “Hannah, I’m a Navy SEAL,” he informed her. “Whatever ship you’re on, whatever ship is troubling you, I can more than handle it. And that information’s not even classified.”

      She gave him a small smile, and Dominic felt a little relieved that he’d gotten through to her in whatever misery she was mired in. But then her face collapsed again, and she started weeping in earnest.

      “Hey, let’s take a shower,” Dominic decided for them both. “We’re sweaty, it’s been a long day, and I don’t like the way you’re shivering. Fair enough?”

      If Hannah had a protest against this course of action, she didn’t voice it. Dominic cleaned both of them up gently with the hotel body wash, then stood with Hannah under the warm spray, his arms around her. Protecting her, or trying to.

      “Does that feel good?” he asked, kissing her shoulder gently among the water droplets that gathered there. “This is a nice shower.”

      “Better pressure than my shower,” Hannah agreed.

      Dominic smiled. “Do I have you back now?”

      “I’m here.” Her voice was dull, and he chalked it up to her being tired.

      “Would you like to lie down for a while?” he asked. “Do you remember what happened? You disappeared on me.”

      “Life is pretty stressful as a single mom.”

      Hannah allowed Dominic to shepherd her out of the shower and wrap her in a towel.

      “Do you ever talk to anybody about your worries?” he asked carefully.

      He was used to this kind of crisis management out in the field. With the kind of work he and his teammates saw and did, Dominic had even had to be talked down off whatever ledge Hannah was standing on before, too. There was no shame in it. The human mind and body were magnificent things, but when it was time to step back and take a break, it was in everyone’s best interests to listen.

      “I don’t see a therapist, if that’s what you mean,” she said.

      “It is what I mean,” he said, toweling her hair as dry as he could get it. “It might help.”

      “I’m talking to you now.”

      “Is it helping?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Is there any way you could contact your babysitter and have her stay overnight with Kira? Maybe you just need some rest. A good night’s sleep. A tiny break.”

      Hannah heaved the deepest sigh Dominic had ever heard.

      “That’s kind of the issue, Dom. Kira…is your daughter.”
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      If the bed had been any farther away, Dominic’s butt would have hit the floor. As it was, he sagged backward onto the bed, bouncing a little in his haste to not fall over.

      “Do you need some water?” she asked. “Dom? Can you hear me?” Great. First, she’d had an anxiety attack, and now, he was too. What a pair they made.

      “Anything stronger than water?” he asked weakly.

      “That’s not exactly an inspiring reaction, Dom…”

      “You’re right, you’re right,” he said, putting his head between his knees. “I don’t need booze. I just need a minute.”

      Hannah hesitated. “And your second reaction is to try to not throw up?”

      “Just shock, Hannah. Can you just—I mean, are you sure?”

      She went still. “Am I sure of what?”

      “That she’s mine?”

      “Are you suggesting that I slept with a bunch of guys around the same time as you and just didn’t keep track?” she demanded. “Are you being serious right now? Dom, you were my first! My first and my only. How dare you?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just in shock right now. Why didn’t you say something to me?”

      “I’m saying something to you now,” she said. “I know it’s coming a little late, but things have been hard, Dom.”

      “Seven years late,” he said. “God, I can’t believe this is happening.”

      Hannah experienced a surge of rage so pure and true that she wondered if she could bag it up and sell it.

      “I am so sorry to pierce the veil of your existence, Dominic, but here’s your friendly reminder that actions have consequences, and that you have escaped your consequences for the past seven years. You could thank me, maybe; I’ve been a successful single mother since the day she was born.”

      “And I am grateful, and I do thank you,” he said. “Kira’s great. But why couldn’t you have told me a little sooner? I could’ve…dammit, Hannah, I could’ve been present in her life. We both know how important that is.”

      “When was I going to pencil you in for that conversation?” she demanded. “You have been all over this globe doing things I don’t even want to know about. And, meanwhile—though not as fabulous and important as yours—my life went on. I had to be there for Kira. I had to keep a job I hated just so I could keep food on the table for her. I didn’t know how to get a hold of you, and I never had the time to track you down.”

      “It was as easy as asking Harvey for my email,” Dominic said, looking like he was nearing the end of his proverbial rope. “He and I wrote to each other sometimes. You had to have known this.”

      It was too bad about Dominic’s rope. Hannah had reached her end years ago.

      “I made a decision,” she said, holding her head high. “I decided it was best that no one knew who Kira’s father was. Harvey reacted badly enough when I finally did tell him I was having a kid and that the father wasn’t in the picture. He would’ve flipped out if he’d known it was you. Your friendship would’ve been over.”

      One fact was becoming clearer and clearer: it had been a mistake to tell Dominic he was Kira’s father. Things would’ve ended just fine tonight if he hadn’t known. If he’d never known, even. Hannah could’ve gone home feeling like she’d closed a chapter on her life. A significant portion of it was bookended by sex with Dominic. It was almost symbolic, even.

      “After you told me you loved me, you left me,” Hannah said, gathering her things as Dominic remained all but pinned to the bed, stunned. “You shouldn’t have left me in Tucson. Not after what we’d shared.”

      “I would’ve taken you with me, if I thought you’d come,” he said, his voice faint. “But I thought you hated me.”

      “Because you’re free to do whatever you want,” she said, exasperated. “I hate the idea that I can’t. That I can’t just hop in a car or on a plane at whatever time of day, just because I want to. I always have to think of Kira. Always. And now you’re about to leave again. Tomorrow! And who knows when you’ll be back again. Maybe never.”

      “What are you doing?” Dominic asked, seeming to notice for the first time that Hannah was making a move to leave. “You can’t walk away from this.”

      “What, and you can? We just fundamentally disagree on this, Dominic. The sooner you accept it, the sooner you can go ahead and move on with your life.”

      “I don’t want to move on. I want to understand why you had our kid and never told me.”

      “Goodbye, Dominic.”

      Hannah meant to stalk out. She really did. Instead, she ran, more than a little shakily, hailing a taxi at the front of the lobby to take her home.

      She felt like hell. She hadn’t wanted Dominic to know. It was just that it had been so many years, and now he was back. And maybe Hannah was feeling the strain in particular lately of being a single mother of a young child. Her subconscious had tried to reach out to rope in Dominic to help her.

      But here was the thing: Hannah didn’t want any help from anyone else with her daughter. She could do it just fine by herself.

      It was a long, expensive ride back home from the hotel, but Hannah didn’t care. Getting away from Dominic had been her primary objective. When she got home and sent the babysitter away, Hannah didn’t pause as she strode down the hall and into Kira’s bedroom.

      Her daughter breathed softly, fast asleep, and Hannah curled around her, vowing to protect her from anything and everything.

      Even Dominic.
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      There was a buzzing, jangling tone that Dominic wished he could find so he could smash it with his fist. He was exhausted, didn’t anyone realize that? He was protective of his sleep, especially when he wasn’t on missions. When he was deployed, he could wake up, instantly alert, at the slightest provocation. But when he wasn’t, he needed his sleep.

      He answered his cellphone with his eyes still closed, aware of the small throb of a headache. “Hello?” Hell, had he gotten drunk at the reception after all?

      “What, are you still asleep?” Harvey demanded loudly. “No. No way. If I have to be awake and at brunch with a hangover this size, I’m demanding that you do, too. Get your ass to the restaurant. You’re late. Everyone’s already here.”

      Dominic groaned into the phone and ended the call. When he pushed himself up to a sitting position in the bed, everything came rushing back.

      Hannah.

      Kira.

      The fact that he was a father.

      Also, that he had a plane to catch in just a couple of hours.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” he chanted under his breath, running to the shower, speeding through his morning routine while packing at the same time, throwing clothes on his naked body. He remembered then having turned to the minibar in his hotel room for comfort after Hannah had stormed out in anger. Dominic couldn’t wait to see the bill for that one.

      He checked out and was walking into the restaurant within fifteen minutes of getting Harvey’s call, which wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been. Had Dominic even set his alarm before going to bed? He sincerely doubted it.

      “There’s my best man!” Harvey hollered, looking like death warmed over. “What, did you hook up with someone from the wedding last night? Is that why you’re late?”

      “Harvey, for God’s sake,” Hannah said, looking furious as she pressed her hands over Kira’s ears. “Can you learn to control yourself around impressionable individuals?”

      “Come on,” Harvey cajoled. “I’m just kidding around.”

      “It’s still inappropriate.”

      “It’ll give her plenty of material to cover with her therapist in the future,” Harvey reasoned. “Have a seat, Dom. Get some of this greasy food in your belly and you’ll feel right as rain.”

      “Or you could try to correct the imbalance in your body by adding bottomless mimosas to it, like my wonderful and charming husband here,” Josie said, whacking Harvey on the back of the head. “Dummy. How do you think it’s going to feel going back to work after you’ve basically been on a weekend bender?”

      “That’s a problem for the Harvey of tomorrow,” Harvey said graciously. “Dom, seriously. You’re making everyone nervous by just standing there.”

      “You can sit by me,” Kira said, pointing helpfully to an empty chair.

      “There are other empty spots in at the table,” Hannah said, glaring at him. “He can sit somewhere else, sweetie. Focus on your food, please.”

      Dominic staggered to the chair next to her, unable to take his eyes off Kira. His daughter. Now that he knew, Dominic understood why she’d looked so familiar to him. It was like looking in a damn mirror. How had Hannah been able to keep it a secret for this long?

      “What’s your favorite subject in school?” he asked Kira, desperate to know more about the tiny human being he’d had a hand in creating.

      Kira thought for a while. “Gym class is the best, but Mom says that doesn’t count as a real class.”

      “I don’t know if I agree with that,” Dominic said, smiling. “Gym’s a pretty valuable subject. It teaches you how to use your body and get big muscles and run fast. Gym was my favorite in school, too.”

      “Kira, those hands are sticky and icky,” Hannah said. “Please take a quick trip to the bathroom to get them cleaned up.”

      “Wait, you let her go to the bathroom by herself?” Dominic asked. “I could walk her over there.”

      Hannah gave him a strained look. “Kira, mind me, please. Your hands.”

      “I could—look, Kira. Check it out. I’ll just pour a little water on this napkin and we’ll get you cleaned up, right as rain. Right here at the table. No need to walk alone through a restaurant of strange adults.”

      Kira giggled. “I don’t think you’re supposed to pour water out of your glass,” she pointed out, even as Dominic attempted to wipe off the syrup making her tiny fingers stick together.

      Jesus, these hands were half his. Was it the shape of the fingers? The size of them? No, they were dainty, like Hannah’s. He wanted to just study Kira and figure out how the pieces of the puzzle that he and Hannah had supplied worked together to make her.

      “You’re right, Kira,” Hannah said, sounding like she was gritting her teeth. “It’s not polite to pour water out of your glass, even if it’s an adult doing it.”

      Dominic glanced up at her just as she mouthed “stop” at him, her eyes desperate.

      “Say whatever you think you need to say,” he said. “Hannah, I’m tired.”

      “You didn’t get any sleep last night?” Kira chirped. “The babysitter let me stay up, too.”

      Hannah again ignored Dominic in favor of addressing Kira. “Uh-oh. Just how late is late?”

      “Late enough,” Kira said, evasive, and Dominic laughed before looking around.

      Besides Kira, who was happily chattering away, nearly everyone was silent. Harvey and Josie were watching him intently, like hawks. Like police detectives picking up a scent on a trail.

      And when he looked back at Hannah, she looked as furious as she had back before he’d left for training.

      Dominic stood up abruptly. He felt like he wanted to shout and put his fist through something, but he knew he was just exhausted and overwrought. He’d been through a lot this weekend. Technically, he was still jet-lagged, even.

      “Where are you going?” Kira demanded, looking up at him. “I was in the middle of a story.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “But I have to leave.”

      “Why?” she asked. “I don’t want you to go. You haven’t eaten anything!”

      “Hey, no worries,” Dominic said, plastering a grin on his face. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Really?” Kira asked, delighted. “When?”

      Hannah stared daggers at him, her lips pressed together in a thin line.

      “Don’t you dare make a promise that you can’t keep,” she said, her voice low and dangerous.

      “Soon,” Dominic said, feeling a surge of panic. How was he going to make that happen? What was happening? “I just have to get some things straightened out first.”

      He fled, nearly running, pointing his key fob at the rental car, when he felt a hand grip his shoulder. Dominic turned. He’d been wrong. It wasn’t Hannah who’d been furious. It was Harvey, his face a mask of anger.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Harvey demanded. “Why are you leaving without even saying goodbye? What was all that bullshit in there?”

      Dominic had wanted to remain calm. He really, really had. But it was tiredness and stress that made him blow up at Harvey in the middle of that damn parking lot.

      “How could you not tell me that I had a daughter?” he exclaimed. “What, has this entire weekend been some kind of exercise in voyeurism for you, seeing what I would do? How I would react?”

      Harvey’s face was so pale that Dominic was afraid, for a moment, that he would collapse. And behind Harvey was Hannah, both her hands clasped over her mouth in total shock.
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      Hannah barely bit back the curse that wanted to rip its way out of her mouth, clamping her hands over her lips just in case any of it tried to get through.

      Seven years of careful secrecy, all thrown down the drain thanks to one careless moment.

      Everything was so complicated now that Hannah wasn’t sure what could be done. All her plans wasted. All because Dominic hadn't been able to hold his tongue for even 24 hours. She’d done it for the past seven years. How did he think she felt?

      It was simple, however, for Hannah to tamp down her anger. Especially when she saw how furious Harvey was, his chest heaving, bloodshot blue eyes blazing.

      “What the hell is going on?” Harvey demanded. “Did I just hear what I think I heard?”

      “Well, Dom, the cat’s out of the bag,” Hannah said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her tone. “Do you remember the part where I told you Harvey didn’t know?”

      Dominic looked like he very badly wished he had the ability to swallow his own tongue. “Well, shit.”

      “Is that all you have to say for yourself?” Harvey demanded. “Seriously? Hannah, tell me the goddamn truth. Is Dominic Kira’s father?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes,” Hannah said, holding her head up high. She refused to be shamed for this. It had been her choice to have Kira. Her life. And no one else’s decision. Harvey was capable of passing such harsh judgment on her, and Hannah wasn’t about to roll over and accept it, now. Not when it was about her life, her daughter. “Dominic is the father,” she confirmed.

      “Son of a bitch,” Harvey snarled. “You just stood there and let me talk about what I would do if I ever found out who’d knocked up my sister and left her to raise her daughter by herself! You agreed with me!”

      “Dom didn’t know either, idiot,” Hannah said before she could help herself. “You know what? I’m not going to do this. This is nobody’s business but mine.”

      “Hannah, it’s my business, too,” Dominic said quietly. “I want it to be my business. She’s my daughter, too.”

      Hannah gasped as Harvey shoved at Dominic’s chest, sending Dominic stumbling backward.

      “You had a chance to do things the right way!” Harvey shouted. “You fucking deadbeat! You can’t just swoop in here and decide what you want after being away for so many years!”

      “Harvey, I didn’t know,” Dominic said, refusing to meet Harvey’s challenging glare, circling carefully and backing up when he had to, to avoid Harvey’s swing.

      Hannah recognized it for what it was—Dominic didn’t want to get into a fistfight with her twin. And Harvey wanted nothing more than to use his fists to figure everything out. Or, at least, to make himself feel better for being lied to all these years.

      “Harvey, stop it,” Hannah pleaded, trying to keep her voice from shaking with emotion.

      If he should be throwing punches at anyone, it should be her. She was the one who’d lied by omitting. Dominic had been blindsided.

      “He doesn’t have any fucking right,” Harvey roared, lashing out again.

      He’d gotten close enough that time to force Dominic to slap his hand away, with Dominic swaying back to continue his wary circling.

      “Harvey, enough,” Josie said, bolting out of the restaurant, heels in her hands. “People are walking into the restaurant telling everyone about the two guys who are about to kick each other’s asses in the parking lot. You need to cool down.”

      God, what a mess. Hannah’s heart went out to Josie, who was getting swept up in a drama she didn’t have a clue about.

      Hannah’s heart leapt up into her throat. “Where’s Kira?”

      “With my parents,” Josie said quickly. “Inside.”

      Hannah whooshed out a breath she hadn’t been aware she’d been holding.

      “Yeah, she definitely doesn’t need to see her Uncle Harvey making a complete fool of himself in public,” Josie said, louder, looking to reach Harvey’s ears over what had to be the roar of rage rushing through them right now.

      “Motherfucker,” Harvey growled, rushing at Dominic and grabbing hold of his arms as Dominic tried to spin away, out of range.

      Dominic might’ve been a Navy SEAL, but Harvey knew what he was doing, too, when it came to hand-to-hand combat. His police academy training had seen to that.

      “Ah, hell,” Josie swore. “Come on, Hannah. We have to get in there.”

      Hannah wasn’t a physical fighter. Not like Dominic and Harvey and Josie. But she was a fighter in the sense that she didn’t give up. That she’d do anything for Kira. All she had to do, as Josie yanked backward on Harvey, was insert herself in the middle of her twin brother and the father of her child to stop the fight.

      As simple and as complicated as that.

      “I’m not done with him,” Harvey said, out of breath and disheveled but no worse for wear.

      “You’re done,” Josie informed him. “Seriously, Harvey. You’re done.”

      “I’m sorry,” Dominic said, his eyes wild as they locked on Hannah’s. “I didn’t mean to just come out and say it. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      “What’s done is done,” she said. “I only came out here because you were leaving again. Without saying goodbye. Again.”

      Dominic looked anguished, his jaw tight. “I have to go. I’m late, and I can’t miss my flight. I can’t be late getting back.”

      “Of course,” Harvey spat out. “Do whatever you need to do. No one else here depending on you.”

      “Shut up,” Josie said. “This isn’t about you anymore.”

      Dominic drew Hannah close, pulling her into his arms. “I’m going to make this right. I swear to you.”

      Hannah laughed shortly. “And how, exactly, do you plan on doing that?”

      “I don’t know yet.” His voice was hoarse and earnest, and he hugged her tightly enough to make her lose her breath. “I’m going to figure it out. I’m going to step up to the plate.”

      “I’ve managed this long without you,” Hannah said, backing out from his embrace. “I don’t need your help.”

      Dominic flinched like that simple statement hit its mark much more painfully than any of the punches Harvey could’ve landed. He drew himself up and took Hannah by the chin, lifting her face up to lock eyes with her.

      “You may not need me, Hannah, but I need you.” He kissed her suddenly and deeply, and Hannah let him, looking to eke out just a little bit more comfort, whatever she could glean from his lips.

      Even as she threw up walls around her fragile heart.

      He’d left before. He’d leave again. She couldn’t let it break her. She had Kira to think of, now. Hannah had to be strong.

      “I have to go,” Dominic said, breaking the kiss, “but I will be back. I would move heaven and earth for you and Kira, do you understand me?”

      Hannah couldn’t speak around the lump in her throat. She wanted to believe him. She really did. She just wasn’t sure she could.

      “I’ll be in contact,” he promised, jogging to his rental car, not glancing back or attempting to engage with Harvey again. The tires squealed as he peeled out of the parking lot, roaring down the road.

      Hannah turned away, trying to keep it together, intent on escaping, too.

      “Hannah, stop,” Harvey said, snagging at her elbow. “Do you want to explain what the hell just happened?”

      “She doesn’t have to do or say anything she doesn’t want to,” Josie told him. “Hannah, you don’t have to answer that. It’s not anybody’s business but yours.”

      “It is our business,” Harvey argued. “Everything we’ve tried to do for Kira. Staying up late, wondering what kind of asshole would have a kid with my sister and not lift a finger. Fuck! And it was Dominic this whole time. He was my friend.”

      “He’s still your friend,” Hannah said, giving her twin a sharp look. “I don’t know why you’re being so dramatic.”

      “He fucked you over!” Harvey shouted.

      “Harvey, come on,” Josie warned. “Really? I could arrest you right now for disturbing the peace.”

      “I never asked for anything,” Hannah said, realizing belatedly that tears were streaking down her cheeks. She wiped them away immediately. She had a daughter. She couldn’t just lose her composure like this. “But I’m going to ask you to do something for me right now, Harvey. You ready?”

      “You know I’d do anything for you,” he said quietly. “Just name it.”

      “Forgive Dominic.” Hannah paused for a moment, waiting for that request to sink in. “I only kept it from you because I knew you’d fly off the handle like this. And I only kept it from Dominic because I was angry at him for leaving.”

      “He shouldn’t have left you,” Harvey said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “That was wrong.”

      “He didn’t know, Harvey. I didn’t tell him.” She leveled a look at him. “Now. Are you going to forgive the only friend who can put up with you besides your wife? Or are you going to hold a stupid grudge like I did?”

      Having Harvey so angry at Dominic had functioned as a strange sort of catharsis for Hannah. She’d been upset for seven years. Now, she was done with that. It was time to move forward.

      “I forgive Dominic,” Harvey said finally. “Mainly as a favor to you. Because we shared the same womb, at the same time.”

      “Thank you,” Hannah began, but her twin held up a finger for her to wait.

      “I said I forgive him,” Harvey continued. “I didn’t say I trusted him. It’s going to take a lot for me to have faith in him again.”

      “Harvey, when he left seven years ago, he didn’t know what happened. I barely understood myself—I found out that I was pregnant just hours after he left.”

      How could she make her twin understand?

      Harvey shook his head. “He didn’t know what was happening then. He does now. And Hannah?” Her twin leaned close to her. “He just left again.”

      Her heart clenched in her chest, because she knew Harvey was right. Dominic had made all these promises, but he’d still all but run away from her. From Kira.

      “I have to go check on my daughter,” Hannah whispered, turning to go back into the restaurant.

      “Hannah, sweetie, hang on a second.” Josie detained Hannah gently, thumbing her cheeks. “Mascara ran just a little bit, but you’re good now.”

      “Thanks,” Hannah said faintly.

      The only comfort—and it was a cold comfort, indeed—was that Hannah didn’t wonder how she was going to get through this. She’d get through it because she had to. Because she didn’t have a choice. Because she’d done it before.
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      “Retirement, huh?”

      “Yes, sir.” Dominic stood in front of his commanding officer, who was shuffling through the paperwork Dominic had completed to set into motion his exit from the Navy.

      “You’re still a young man,” the officer reasoned. “And your service record is impeccable. You could make a real career out of your time in the Navy, even if you set aside your mission work.”

      “Thank you for your vote of confidence, sir, but my place is in Tucson,” Dominic said. “My family’s there, and I’m going to try and do right by my daughter.”

      His commanding officer had been so shocked, initially, by Dominic’s request to leave the SEALs that Dominic had been forced to lay all his cards on the table. He didn’t quite have the kind of relationship with his commanding officer to just share life truths like that with him, but that was too bad.

      Dominic was determined to do the right thing. If he had to put himself out there to do it, then that was going to have to be his penance. He was sure Hannah had been through a lot more than he ever would have to go through.

      “I won’t lie, Riley,” his commanding officer said, tapping the edges of the papers on the desk to even them out. “I’m sorry to lose you, but I can’t say I blame you. Must’ve been a real kick in the teeth to find out you had a kid the way you did.”

      Dominic resisted the urge to shrug. Any lingering shock had worn off the moment he’d gotten off the plane, knowing for a fact that he didn’t belong with the Navy anymore. He belonged in Tucson, with the woman he loved and the daughter they’d created together.

      “Frankly, sir, I’m just glad I finally know,” he said. “That I have the chance to do the right thing. To be a man. And a father.”

      “It’s not an ideal situation,” his commanding officer admitted. “I just wish there were more men in the world like you.”

      “Sir? More men who didn’t know they were fathers until they found out at their best friend’s wedding?”

      “More men who’d do something about shitty situations once they found out.” His commanding officer sealed the sheaf of papers in a folder. “This is all in order. It’s been a pleasure, Riley.”

      “Sir.” Dominic gave one last salute and left.

      That was another chapter of his life coming to a close. The first one had been when he’d left Tucson, knowing it was unlikely he’d ever see his father again. Dominic halfway wondered whether the drill sergeant would agree to reopen their relationship now that he wasn’t serving in the Navy anymore, but Dominic had much more important things to focus on.

      His next move, after his meager belongings were packed, was to call Josie.

      “I need your help,” he told her as soon as she answered.

      “I’m a little surprised to hear from you,” Josie said. “The way you rushed off like that.”

      “I couldn’t be late,” Dominic said, squeezing his eyes shut. “It’s a Navy thing. You’re not supposed to be late when you’re coming back from leave.”

      “I’m not judging you,” Josie said. “Just an observation. You could’ve disappeared completely, never to be heard from again, and no one would’ve been very surprised.”

      “That’s not what I’m going to do.”

      “And that’s why I’m surprised. Pleasantly surprised, Dominic. What can I help you with?”

      “I need a job,” he said. “I’m coming back to Tucson.”

      “Do you want me to check the classifieds section?”

      “No.” Dominic cleared his throat. He wasn’t about to feel shame for asking for help. Not when the end result would benefit his family. “I’m wondering if there’s any room for me in your squad. In the police force.”

      Josie was quiet for so long that Dominic checked the display on his phone to make sure the call was still connected.

      “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, Dominic,” she said, her voice apologetic. “Harvey’s done nothing but rage against your very existence in this world for the last week. It would be a hostile work environment for sure.”

      “More hostile than the missions I went on as a Navy SEAL?” he asked.

      “Well, that’s for you to say. Besides, why would you want to leave the SEALs? That’s good work, and I have it on pretty good authority that it’s something you’re good at.”

      “I’m retired from the Navy, actually,” he said. “And I have a pretty good resume. Glowing references. Looking to become a police officer in Tucson. Moving there for my family.”

      “Dominic, I’m not unsympathetic. I’m rooting for you. I really am. I’m just telling you that I’m not sure it’s a good idea, putting you and Harvey in the same work environment. Or city. With weapons at your disposal, of all things.”

      “Josie, I’m going to put it as plainly as I can,” Dominic said, digging deep down inside of himself to find the right words to say to convince her. To show her his truth. “I am so in love with Hannah that it scares the shit out of me. She’s the first thing I think of when I get up in the morning, and the last thing I think about before I fall asleep. It has always been her. And I am desperate to be the best father I can be to Kira, to get to know her as the person she’s becoming. If I have to get a job as a janitor in order to come up with the money they need to live comfortably, I’ll do it. I just think that my skills would be better used in service of a law enforcement agency.”

      Josie let out a long breath that crackled in the phone.

      “Dammit, Dominic. Okay. We’re understaffed as is. The force was putting out ads everywhere trying to recruit, but none of the applicants are even remotely a possibility for us. Someone like you…you’re right. You’d do good work on the force, especially with your background. With your resume, the training itself would probably be expedited.”

      “So, this is happening?” Dominic asked, hope filling his body, making him feel lighter than usual. “This is a sure thing, Josie?”

      “If you get your ass to Tucson, there’ll be a path to a job for you on the force,” Josie said with a small sigh. “God, Dominic, don’t make me regret it.”

      “You’re never going to regret it. Never. No way.” Dominic typed furiously on his laptop. “Have you seen Hannah and Kira lately? Are they doing okay?”

      “I try to talk to them regularly,” Josie said slowly. Vaguely. “They seem to be doing all right.”

      “Josie…”

      “Hannah’s kind of withdrawn ever since the incident at the restaurant,” Josie admitted. “She doesn’t really want to see Harvey, but I can’t really blame her.”

      “That’s bad,” Dominic said. “They’re really close.”

      “Not at the moment, I’m afraid.”

      “This is all going to get better,” he vowed. “I can guarantee you that.”

      “I’d like to accept that. I just know how stubborn Harvey can be, especially when it comes to Hannah.”

      “Can I ask you for one more favor?” Dominic asked. “I know I’m pushing my luck.”

      “Look, if you can nudge this family a little further away from dysfunction, I’d do just about anything for you,” Josie said. “Shoot.”

      “Could you maybe not mention to Hannah that I was in contact with you?”

      “Are you sure?” Josie sounded confused. “I think it would lift her spirits a little to get some news about you. I’m sure she’s worried.”

      “I’d rather talk to her myself,” he said. “After I’m established in Tucson. I want to prove to her that I’m serious about doing whatever I can to be there for her and Kira. That I’m serious.”

      “Well, if you really want me not to, I won’t. I just think she’d appreciate a call or something.”

      “I won’t leave her hanging for very much longer,” Dominic promised. “There’s just a lot of work to do to be worthy of her.”

      “Good luck,” Josie said. “I’ll make some calls, text you some links to paperwork and other information.”

      “Thank you, Josie. Seriously. I owe you one—more than one. I owe you everything.”

      “Just make things right, like you promised,” she said. “And then we’ll be even.”

      By the evening, Dominic had bought a one-way ticket to Tucson, submitted applications to both the police academy and the force, broken the lease on his current apartment, and made several appointments with a realtor in Tucson.

      And, he had the light at the end of the tunnel—finally doing the right thing with Hannah. He had a lot of work to do, sure. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told Josie that. But every single task was another step closer to being the man he knew he could be for his daughter—and the woman he wanted to be his wife.
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      How strangely time passed. In some ways, the weeks following Harvey and Josie’s wedding had passed in the blink of an eye. Maybe it was a blessing that Hannah always stayed so busy with work and Kira and trying to keep house, so that she didn’t have time to dwell on anything.

      Because, in the past month, she hadn’t heard from Dominic at all.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d expected. Before the wedding, she hadn’t heard from Dominic in seven years.

      Hannah had just thought that this time would be different. That because they’d come together again, because the veil of secrecy between them had been lifted, that Dominic wouldn’t stay away. That he would—in between whatever he was doing—find time to contact her.

      Sure, things hadn’t ended well. Sure, Hannah was barely talking to Harvey, not sure what to say after the way everything had gone down. She didn’t need his ire—or his judgment—right now.

      She needed…well. Hannah couldn’t really put her finger on what she needed. She’d thought it would be as easy as admitting that she needed Dominic, but now she wasn’t sure. She couldn’t take this heartache anymore, so she did her best to focus on other things. She went above and beyond to work herself to the bone every day so that she didn’t stay awake longer than a couple of quick minutes when she laid down for bed.

      Because after dark? When everything was quiet, when she had time to think—that was the most dangerous part of Hannah’s day. The time when her chest throbbed with so many regrets it was hard to breathe.

      Which was why she was yanking weeds from beneath the bushes outside of their house and from the cracks in the sidewalk. Hannah knew that the other people who lived in this neighborhood probably looked at her house with a mixture of pity and disgust. She didn’t bother with landscaping or wind chimes or anything remotely decorative out here. She’d never had the money or taken the time. All she cared about was that the roof and four walls held, that the front door locked, and that she could make rent on time every month.

      Now, though, her house was cleaner than it had ever been. It was so clean that she didn’t have anything left to do inside of it, and that’s why she’d started cleaning the outside. Hannah knew that this kind of level of energy—even to distract herself from Dominic and what this latest absence might mean—wasn’t sustainable. But she’d keep going until she couldn’t anymore.

      That was just how it was going to be.

      Maybe the biggest lesson she should take away, she figured, as she swept errant dust and pebbles from the sidewalk leading out to the street, was that she should only rely on herself. That way, she wouldn’t be disappointed. There wouldn’t be any unfulfilled expectations. She knew what she was capable of, her limitations.

      She could simply focus on being a good enough parent that Kira didn’t even feel the absence of a father. And Hannah could just shut her heart down and forget about the idea that she needed a partner’s love to be a fuller person.

      “Look, Mom!” Kira crowed, riding her bicycle up and down the street to the cul-de-sac. “No hands!”

      “Amazing, sweetie!” Hannah called back, clapping. “Be careful!”

      Those were probably the two words Hannah uttered the most to her daughter, who was always interested in pushing the boundaries of her personal safety, right along with the laws of physics.

      They had more than a decade, but Hannah always sort of expected Kira too become a daredevil when she grew up. Was that even a job description? Maybe a stunt double. Because, no matter how many times Kira fell from that bike trying new tricks, she always got back on to try again.

      God bless helmets and knee pads.

      “The cops are here!” Kira exclaimed suddenly, pointing as a police cruiser eased down the street.

      “Sidewalk time, you know the drill,” Hannah said.

      Any time a vehicle approached when Kira was riding her bike in the street, Kira had to pull up onto the sidewalk until it parked or passed. Most of the time, people were just using the cul-de-sac to turn around, lost in the middle of trying to get to their actual destination.

      Now, though, the cruiser slowed to a stop and parked right in front of their house.

      “Think it’s Uncle Harvey or Aunt Josie?” Kira asked, still astride her bicycle, trying to keep it balanced and upright even if she wasn’t pedaling.

      “Hard to tell,” Hannah said cautiously. She kind of hoped it wasn’t her twin, though she wouldn’t mind seeing Josie. Josie called and texted Hannah regularly, and seemed to delight in chatting with Kira. Hannah imagined that it was a strain, though, serving as the mediator between two twins locked in a grudge match.

      Except that Hannah didn’t bear any grudges against her brother. It was Harvey who was angry with her.

      To her amazement, the police officer who climbed out of that cruiser was neither Harvey nor Josie. Hannah was so thunderstruck that it was actually Kira who spoke first.

      “Dominic!” she cried, hopping off her bike and running toward him so fast that she forgot to engage the kickstand, the bike crashing to the ground. Kira didn’t even look over her shoulder, throwing her arms around Dominic’s legs and hugging him. “What are you doing here? Why are you dressed like that? Did you steal this car?”

      Hannah tried to close her mouth, which had dropped open in shock. It wasn’t just the cruiser and the uniform, or how freaking good he looked, dressed like that, grinning as he hugged Kira back, lofting her into the air just to make her giggle. It was that he was back somehow. Completely unexpectedly. Like something out of a dream.

      Her feet carried her to the end of the sidewalk without her brain quite following.

      Dominic’s face softened when he saw her. “Hey.”

      “Kira,” Hannah said. “It’s about time for dinner. Go inside and wash your hands.”

      “Okay!” Kira scampered off to comply, too excited by a change to the routine to try to negotiate for a little more bike time, like she usually did.

      “What’s going on?” Hannah asked, once Kira was out of hearing range. “Why are you here?”

      Dominic’s easy grin faded just a couple of watts. “Hannah, I’m sorry for just dropping by unannounced like this. I didn’t mean to take you by surprise.”

      “It is a surprise,” she agreed. “A pretty big one. I thought…wait, are you still a SEAL?”

      “Officially retired,” he said. “I’ve found a place in Tucson, completed three weeks of fast-tracked police training, and got a position on the force. This is my first week working full-time.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Hannah said after a too-long awkward pause. “Congratulations? Apologies? You loved being a SEAL. You’re not old enough to retire. I mean, don’t get me wrong. It’s good to see you. It’s always good to see you. And you look good. I guess I just don’t understand what you’re doing here. What it is that we’re doing right now.”

      “Hannah?”

      “Yeah?”

      Dominic smiled. “Breathe. It’s fine.”

      She was babbling. She knew she was. She always did when confronting unexpected obstacles in her life. But she sucked in the biggest inhale she could manage and let it go, and things got a little easier.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “Hi.” Dominic’s grin…did things to her. He filled out the uniform really nicely, too, which was an excellent touch. Hannah fought to stay focused on the task at hand.

      “So, you want to tell me what’s going on?” she asked. “You didn’t get a job as a male stripper, did you?”

      Dominic laughed. “No, the uniform’s real. This is just the first step of me making things right.”

      “I still don’t understand.” If she couldn’t get her brain to stop screaming at how handsome he was in that uniform, she wasn’t going to be able to understand a single detail.

      “Josie helped me out with getting this job,” Dominic explained. “Which means that I owe her a favor, of course—though she said smoothing things over with Harvey would be favor enough.”

      “Have, um, you seen my brother?”

      “No, not yet.” Dominic looked a little sheepish. “I thought it would be best to keep my distance. Let things cool down.”

      “Probably for the best.” Hannah cleared her throat. Anything to get her body back under her control. “So, you’re a cop.”

      “I think the term we prefer is police officer,” Dominic said, “but yes. And I’m renting a little place just a few blocks from here. You know that apartment complex behind the supermarket?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Hannah said. “Those places are pretty nice.”

      “Plus, I’m within walking distance if I have a late-night snack attack,” Dominic said. “And there’s a pool on premises, if you ever want to come over and bring Kira. It’s really convenient.”

      “That’s really nice of you to offer,” Hannah said. “Kira loves swimming. Well, she doesn’t exactly swim, yet. She loves to bounce around in the shallow end and float in the deep end.”

      “I’ll teach her to swim,” Dominic said eagerly. “A Navy SEAL’s the best teacher for that. You wouldn’t imagine what some of my training entailed.”

      “Go easy on Kira, please.”

      “Of course. I’m just saying. Don’t spend money on any swim lessons when you have me here.”

      “Dom, I’m just still not sure why you’re here.”

      Hannah was so confused, certain that her brain was struggling to keep up with what was happening, not too terribly sure that this wasn’t a dream. She could completely imagine herself taking a seat on the porch after weeding and sweeping and falling asleep out of pure exhaustion.

      “I’m here for you,” he said simply. “To be here for you and Kira. That’s what I want. It’s why I retired from the Navy, why I got a job with the police, why I got an apartment five minutes’ drive from you.”

      “Why didn’t you reach out to me before now?”

      “I’m sorry,” Dominic said. “I didn’t want to get your hopes up before I could prove to you that I was going to step up and take responsibility for this family. I needed you to understand that I was committed.”

      Words had completely deserted Hannah. She just stood there and gaped at him, not sure what she was supposed to do or say to any of that.

      “I hope you believe me when I say that I’m willing to do anything and everything it takes to be in your life,” Dominic added. “Your life and Kira’s life. I want us to be a family.”

      Overwhelmed was an understatement. Hannah tried to muster the ability to speak.

      “Do you want to stay for dinner?” she squeaked out, which hadn’t been what she’d planned to say in the least. “I mean, you’re probably on duty. Of course you are. You’re in uniform. Driving a cruiser. And I don’t even know what’s in my fridge. I know what’s in my freezer. My freezer’s stocked with pizza. Chicken nuggets.”

      “Do you have eggs?” Dominic asked, gently ignoring the fact that Hannah had started babbling again.

      “Yeah, probably. Pretty sure.”

      He smiled. “I make a mean omelet.”

      She blinked, too surprised to be nervous. “Really?”

      “Yeah. One of the first recipes I mastered, and one of the most adaptable there is. You can make it as simple or as fancy as you want, depending on what else is in the fridge.”

      “Wait, you cook?”

      “I’ve been learning,” he said, completely nonchalant. “Man, though, what did we ever do without the internet? I’ve been following these video tutorials online. I don’t think I’d be very good at making a recipe just from a cookbook.”

      “Well, come on in,” Hannah said, turning and looking over her shoulder. Kira had apparently been doing her best to eavesdrop from inside the house, her face pressed against the glass of the window in grotesque hilarity. “I’m sure Kira’s looking forward to dinner.”

      Dominic laughed. “She has a lot of personality.”

      “Gets it from her dad, I think,” Hannah said as lightly as she could manage, aware that this was the first time they’d casually spoken about their daughter together. Them yelling at each other and panicking didn’t count.

      “I think she has a wonderful blend of attributes from both her parents,” Dominic said. “You want to wash up? I’ll get everything started.”

      Hannah realized that it had been seven-some years since someone had cooked for her that wasn’t a fast food restaurant. She tried not to take Kira out to eat too terribly often. It wasn’t exactly healthy, nor did it help Hannah stick to her often-precarious monthly budget. Hannah couldn’t pretend that a heavy diet of frozen meals was particularly healthy, but she did what she could.

      “Why don’t you go ahead and get started on your homework?” Hannah suggested to Kira after she had got out of the shower and changed into fresh clothes. “Do you have a lot tonight?”

      “Some,” Kira said, evasively.

      “Some?” Hannah couldn’t help but smile. “Let me guess. Spelling?”

      “Ugh, yeah.” Kira did an elaborate roll of her eyes that Hannah was going to blame on some classmate she hadn’t met yet.

      “Well, the sooner you get it done, the sooner you don’t have to do it all,” Hannah said, wondering, with a maudlin little stab to her gut, what age Kira would be when she saw right through the wisdom of that advice. Hopefully long after her spelling homework days were over.

      “What can I do to help?” she asked, stepping into the kitchen, realizing that Dominic had everything well in hand. She should’ve stayed down here with him to tell him where all the different pans and spices and oils were, but he seemed to have managed on his own.

      “You can sit and relax and let me cook for you,” Dominic said, glancing at her.

      Hannah heaved a sigh and sank into one of the chairs around the table. “I’d argue with you to try to be polite, but I am pretty tired.”

      “You’ve been working hard?” He’d taken off the shirt of his uniform and duty belt and stashed them on top of the fridge, well out of Kira’s reach. It was something Hannah was thankful he’d thought of.

      “Yeah, all the time, in general, but especially lately,” she said. “Just trying to stay busy, really.”

      “I have to say, the house looks nice.”

      She laughed. “Well, that’s what happens when I work too hard trying to keep it that way. Thank you, though.”

      “It’s hard to fit everything into 24 hours,” Dominic agreed. “Especially when you’re by yourself.”

      “Pretty much.”

      He smiled at her over his shoulder, expertly flipping the omelet he was working on. Not a stray ingredient flew out of the pan. That move was decidedly sexy. He was either fibbing about only just now learning how to cook, or he’d been practicing that flip to impress her. She wasn’t sure which option was more endearing.

      “You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” Dominic said. “You’re going to have all the help you need, now.”

      Hannah huffed a little laugh. “What, are you going to be over here scrubbing floors after your patrols are over?”

      “If that’s what you need,” he said. “Or I’ll arrange for a cleaning service to do it.”

      “What? Really?”

      “Whatever you need,” he repeated, carefully enunciating every syllable. “I’m serious, Hannah. You’re going to get help. I’m not backing down from that.”

      She discovered that she really, really liked that, someone else telling her that she could take the backseat on some of the essential things in her life like cooking and cleaning. She liked watching Dominic move around the kitchen, completely capable, minimizing his mess by cleaning as he went.

      “Dinner’s ready,” he said, far too soon. “Want to call Kira?”

      Dominic had really gone all out, using onions, bell peppers, sliced ham, cheese, and plenty of salt and pepper in the omelets. He found some ketchup to tempt Kira’s palate and they all sat down together to eat.

      “Huh,” Hannah said, washing down the bite of omelet with a glass of orange juice.

      “What’s that?” Dominic asked, looking up from his plate.

      “The omelet’s really good,” she said, smiling. “What do you think, Kira?”

      “Really, really good,” Kira confirmed, busily sawing away at her omelet.

      “I’m glad you like them,” Dominic said. “Maybe I’ll get the chance to try out new recipes on you two as I learn them. How does that sound?”

      “Yummy,” Kira said.

      The omelet was good. And better than whatever frozen offering Hannah was going to heat in the oven. But her “huh” of discovery had been that this was their first meal together as a family.

      She hoped there would be many more to come.
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      “You really don’t have to do that,” Hannah said, resting her chin on her fist as she watched Dominic plunge his hands into the hot, soapy water. “We can leave the dishes for later. It’s easier that way, too. They’ll get a chance to soak.”

      “I don’t mind it,” Dominic said for probably the fifth time. “I like having a clean kitchen after cooking. Makes the meal settle better, in my opinion.”

      “If you insist,” she said with a small sigh. “I don’t know why, but it’s really, really soothing to watch you scour that pan.”

      Dominic grinned. “Then just sit there and enjoy the show. Don’t you think I owe you about seven years of washing up after dinner—and dinners?”

      Hannah laughed lightly. “You don’t have to feel like you owe me anything, Dom. It’s just good to see you again. Glad another seven years didn’t pass.”

      “Never,” he told her.

      “Oh, is that the time?” Hannah asked, looking at the display on the stove, rousing herself from post-dinner torpor, the spell that Dominic washing the dishes had apparently made her fall under. “Kira, it’s time to get ready for bed. Have you finished your homework?”

      “I’m all done,” Kira said, poking her head into the kitchen. “You want to see it? Spelling and math.”

      “Sure, take me through it, then we’ll go get your teeth brushed.”

      It was strange, how comforting this all was. Hannah and Kira going over assignments at the kitchen table. Dominic finishing up cleaning the kitchen after dinner. It wasn’t as exciting as completing missions as a SEAL, but that didn’t mean it didn’t make him as happy. In fact, he was happier right now, in this moment, than he had been in ages.

      “Okay, everything looks good,” Hannah announced. “I’ll sign it and put it in your folder for tomorrow.”

      “Time to brush my teeth!” Kira announced, but Hannah snagged her arm as she tried to sprint from the kitchen.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Hannah asked, a smile playing on her lips.

      Kira mulled that one over. “I don’t think so. I double checked the homework assignment, and I did it all.”

      “I’m not talking about homework,” Hannah said, giving a pointed nod in Dominic’s direction. “Don’t you want to thank Dom for dinner tonight?”

      “Oh, yeah!” Kira shouted, running over to him and giving him a big hug around his legs. “Thanks, Dom! It was a great omelet. Good night!”

      Dominic wasn’t sure his heart was capable of the flutters produced by Kira—his daughter—giving him a hug. Telling him good night.

      “Good night,” he said, ruffling her wild hair. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. Was your omelet almost as good as pizza?”

      “Even better than pizza,” Kira whispered, her dark eyes sparkling up at him.

      “All right, you, no more dawdling,” Hannah said, standing up from the kitchen table. “Let’s go get you tucked in. I’ll be back in a little while, Dom.”

      Hannah leaned over Kira and brushed a brief kiss over his lips. For the span of a single gasped breath, Dominic realized he had his entire family with him, everyone close enough to hold.

      That contact was lost all too soon, but the strange feeling in his sternum persisted even as Hannah took Kira up to her room. It was almost as if his chest just wasn’t quite big enough to comfortably house his heart. It was a ridiculous thought. He knew his chest was just fine. It was the love inside it that he was certain was giving him trouble. That there was too much of it to fit.

      Dominic hadn’t been sure of just how badly he wanted this family to work until now. That he needed Kira and Hannah in his life so much. He’d been given another chance to make this work—chance after chance, in fact. And he wasn’t about to squander it.

      It was his most important undertaking. More essential than any of the missions he’d been on. More crucial than the intense training he’d undergone to become a member of the police force. The only mission that was important to him now was making sure he never lost his family again.

      “Hey,” Hannah said, walking back into the kitchen and interrupting his train of thought. “Oh, is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” Dominic said, shaking his head quickly to clear his mind. “Just thinking.”

      “About what?” she asked cautiously. “You don’t have to answer that. Let’s just… Can we go back to the part where I’m all zoned out and you’re doing the dishes? I liked that part.”

      “All done with the dishes,” Dominic said apologetically. “I was just thinking about how glad I am to be here. That you could’ve just told me to go to hell when you saw me pull up outside of your house, and you didn’t.”

      “Well, you offered to cook,” Hannah said. “I’d let a stranger in the front door if they just promised to cook for us.”

      “Kira in bed already?”

      Hannah smiled faintly. “She was out not thirty seconds after her head hit the pillow. How do kids even do that? It takes me thirty seconds just to get my body in a comfortable position, then another thirty minutes trying to get my mind to shut up long enough for me to go to sleep.”

      “Probably the bike riding,” Dominic said. “And the homework.”

      “And the home-cooked meal,” Hannah added. “Which, seriously, thank you. I know I rely too much on frozen food. I know I need to do better.”

      “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with frozen food. You’re doing just fine. Come here.”

      He couldn’t resist her any longer, pulling Hannah in close and kissing her until they were both breathless with desire.

      “What’s all that for?” she asked, coming up briefly for air, panting faintly. “Trying to prove how much you like frozen food?”

      “No. Just trying to show you how much I love you.”

      Hannah stopped. “I love you, too.”

      Dominic grinned at her. “That settles that, then.” Without giving her fair warning, he swept Hannah into his arms and carried her to her bedroom as she held on to him and shook with silent laughter.

      “I missed you,” he murmured in her ear, gingerly undressing her. “I’ve been waiting for this. For you.”

      “I could’ve stripped that uniform off you the moment you got out of that car,” she informed him quietly, breathing hard. “We have to be quiet, though, Dom…”

      “I know how to control myself,” he said. “The only question is whether you’ll lose control.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” she confessed. “I’ve missed you in a lot of ways.”

      “Show me.”

      He held her thighs, squeezing the muscles lightly, as she wrapped her legs around his waist. She was strong. She’d always been strong. Dominic just liked his front-row seat to this show. He reached between her legs and was surprised to discover just how wet she already was.

      “I see, now,” he said, beginning to toy with her, his wet finger sliding along her folds. “Know how much I missed you?”

      She bucked her pelvis against him, grinding against his arousal. “Yes. I do.”

      “Just so we’re clear,” he said, with a grin, rolling on a condom and easing slowly into her body.

      This would never get old, Dominic decided. The way her body fit around him like a tight glove. The way it felt like coming home. The particular way Hannah’s breath hitched in her throat, once he was fully sheathed, and all they could do for long moments was breathe together.

      Dominic would never trade this for anything in the world. This was his happy place, his treasure, and he wanted to make sure Hannah knew it.

      This time, it was different. There wasn’t the urgency of their first time in Hannah’s bedroom when they were eighteen, or the explosion of desperate passion in the hotel room after Harvey and Josie’s wedding. This was deliberate, sensual, and loving. This was Dominic getting to know Hannah’s body again after a long absence.

      This was healing.

      They did well at staying quiet until the very end, until Dominic could feel Hannah’s body clenching his entire length, her breaths coming in shudders.

      It was so damn sexy to watch her come apart even as she tried to hold herself together, muffling whatever sounds escaped her mouth into the crook of her elbow. Dominic could only hold on for a handful of stuttering thrusts before he was right there with her, his orgasm long and intense, his mouth sucking on the sensitive skin of her throat to keep from groaning loudly.

      Even after the last of the aftershocks of his climax, well into the languid depths of afterglow, Hannah didn’t let go of him.

      “You okay?” he asked her gently. “Everything good?”

      “Everything’s…perfect,” she said. “Maybe I’m just not ready to let you go again.”

      “Hannah, I’m here to stay.”

      She withdrew a little at that to peer at his face. “For how long?”

      “For good.”

      She gave a strange little huff, maybe of disbelief. Maybe of hope.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “You think that police uniform was just for show?” Dominic traced the line of Hannah’s jaw with his thumb. “I’m gainfully employed. I have my own apartment here. And, as long as you’ll have me here, I’ll be here.”

      “It’s just…” Hannah looked away. It didn’t matter that the room was dark. Dominic could hear the tears in her voice. “It just seems unreal. Like something I’ll wake up from eventually, and I don’t want to.”

      The surge of regret nearly left him breathless. “I’m sorry I left you in the first place.”

      “Dom, don’t.” She shifted, and now she held his face in her hands, her blue eyes endlessly deep. “You didn’t know. There was no way for you to know. I didn’t tell you. That’s why you didn’t know.”

      “Even before you knew you were pregnant with Kira.” This was so important for Dominic to say. He had to get it right. “I’m sorry I didn’t think about staying with you. I should’ve. I never should’ve left Tucson.”

      “No.” Hannah shook her head. “You left to pursue your dreams, and that was right. You wanted to be a Navy SEAL, and you achieved that. You did good work.”

      “I was able to pursue my dreams at the cost of your dreams.” Dominic combed his fingers through Hannah’s blond hair. “And that stops now.”

      “Dom, I don’t want you to give up on your dreams.” Hannah’s eyebrows drew together in consternation.

      “That’s just the thing. My dreams have changed. I don’t want to be in the Navy anymore. That’s why I came back to Tucson. Why I’m working on the police force.” Dominic took a deep breath and let it out. “I love you, Hannah. My dreams now are to be with you and Kira for as long as you’ll have me.”

      Dominic watched as Hannah grappled with that, as she opened and closed her mouth several times, trying to formulate a response.

      “You don’t have to say anything back,” he said quickly, hoping she wasn’t struggling with any sort of pressure he put on her by admitting his feelings. “I just wanted you to know for certain, if you had any lingering doubts about anything, that I love you. That I want to do this for you. That it doesn’t feel fair, that I got to pursue my dreams with the Navy, and now I’m asking you to let me pursue my dream to be with you and Kira.”

      “You’ve always been my dream, too,” she said finally. “I wanted you in my life, Dom. I wanted Kira to have her father.”

      Was it as simple as that? Could they both want to be with each other, just like that? Dominic wanted to be sure—had to be sure.

      “You always said you wanted to leave Tucson,” he said. “When we graduated high school, I mean. You said you wanted to leave this city in your rearview mirror.”

      Hannah smiled at that memory. “Tucson’s not so bad as long as you’re surrounded by good people.”

      “What would you be doing differently now, if you could?” he asked. “What dreams did you have to defer? What do you want to change in your life as it currently is?”

      Hannah gave a small shrug, and Dominic kissed her shoulder. “I always wanted to be a teacher,” she said slowly.

      “Done.”

      She laughed. “If it were that easy, Dom, I wouldn’t be the secretary at the school.”

      “I mean that whatever you need, whatever support system is required, whatever money or time is needed for training or classes, that you have it.”

      Hannah stared at him. “Are…are you serious?”

      “If your dream was to be a teacher, and you didn’t get to do it because you were raising our daughter alone, then it’s going to happen,” he told her. “Whatever you need. Help with tuition. With living expenses. With after-school care for Kira. Anything. Everything.”

      “Sold.” Hannah’s eyes were bright with excitement. “This makes me happier than you’ll ever know.”

      “What else?”

      She blinked. “What, are you kidding? How about we take it one step at a time?” She laughed. “You tell me you’re going to help make my dream of being a teacher come true, that you want to be there for Kira and me, and then you ask what else I want?”

      “Well, yeah,” Dominic said. “I want to do everything for you that I missed out on doing for you before, when I was gone. I want you to have everything you’ve ever dreamed of. I want to make love to you nonstop, until neither of us can take any more.”

      Hannah spluttered a little. “I mean, I could see that last one coming true tonight. We have some making up for lost time to do.”

      Dominic kissed her, unable to keep from smiling against her lips. “I was kind of hoping you’d say that.”
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      Hannah blinked blearily, not sure what had dragged her out of her slumber. She’d slept well, and deeply. The kind of sleep she always hoped for and so rarely received, worried about Kira’s wellbeing and waking up late and screwing up school and work and everything else. Had she remembered to pay all the bills on time? Was she actually late?

      Her pulse quickened a little as she lifted her head to check the time on the bedside alarm clock. It was late, but wait—it was Saturday. The weekend. Nowhere they needed to be, right? No birthday parties for classmates Kira needed to attend that she’d forgotten to get a present for? No, it wasn’t anyone’s birthday today, except for Hannah’s.

      She smiled and huffed a quiet laugh at herself, letting her head drop back down into the pillow. Happy birthday to her. She’d actually slept in—even if the rest had been interrupted by the worry that she was missing out on something.

      She heard muffled shushing sounds in the hall, just beyond the closed door to the bedroom. Aha—that had been what had woken her up, Kira and Dominic plotting together.

      She didn’t have time to wonder about what before the bedroom door burst open and Kira bounded in, dark curls messy and wild, pajamas still on, singing “Happy Birthday” at the top of her lungs as she jumped onto the bed, the kinetic weight of her bouncing Hannah nearly off the mattress.

      Hannah laughed. If this latest growth spurt was any indication, Kira was going to have her father’s height.

      And there was Dominic in the door, handsome and grinning, singing along with Kira even as he entered the bedroom at a slightly more sedate pace than their daughter. Hannah smelled the reason why before she saw it. A steaming, aromatic omelet—Hannah’s nose picked up on basil and mushrooms and onion—was arranged artfully on a tray, along with a glass of orange juice, mug of coffee, and a single red rose in a crystal vase.

      “Happy birthday, Mom!” Kira bellowed in Hannah’s face, clearly overexcited. “Did we surprise you?”

      “Surprise me? I’m downright stunned—I was fast asleep!” Hannah captured her daughter’s wriggling body and dragged her up for a kiss. “The two of you are sneaky! I’m going to have to watch out for that in the future. I can already tell.”

      Kira laughed, delighted, before scooting away to make room for the tray that Dominic eased down over Hannah’s lap. “I told you she had no idea.”

      “You did—you know how to surprise your mom,” Dominic said, kissing Hannah lightly on the lips. “Hi. Good morning. Happy birthday.”

      “Good morning.” Hannah couldn’t stop grinning. She loved that Dominic had involved Kira in this little escapade. Kira loved plots and planning. And Hannah loved seeing father and daughter working closely and effectively together. “This smells great.”

      “I helped with that, too,” Kira informed her. “Not the part with knives, though. But I got to put all the ingredients into the skillet very, very carefully.”

      “We were very careful, because the skillet was very hot,” Dominic agreed. “Thought it might be fun to have a throwback breakfast for your birthday.”

      “Throwback?” Hannah asked, a little confused.

      “To the first family dinner we had,” Dominic said. “When I proved to Kira that breakfast is indeed delicious at dinnertime.”

      “I like omelets,” Kira said, leaning conspiratorially close to Hannah. “And we already had our omelets for breakfast before yours.”

      “So you could sleep longer,” Dominic clarified.

      “Well, thank you,” Hannah said, suddenly choked up. “For the delicious omelet and the chance to sleep in a little longer than usual.”

      This was more meaningful than she’d realized. She remembered Dominic striding purposefully into her kitchen, nicely filling out a police uniform, dead set on making her and Kira omelets for dinner instead of resorting to one of the frozen pizzas she had squirreled away to soothe Kira’s picky palate.

      It was hard to eat the omelet now, even as delicious as it was, filled with all of her favorite flavors. This was so special, and such a wonderful reminder of the last six weeks, of Dominic being a constant presence in both Hannah’s life and the life of the daughter they shared.

      But Hannah was hungry, and Dominic really was good at making omelets, so she polished it off without shedding any of the tears of joy that welled in her eyes. She sipped her coffee and smiled at the way Dominic teased Kira, making her laugh and scamper around. Hannah didn’t even mind the coffee that slopped over the brim of the mug and onto the sheets as their play got wild.

      It was enough to see her daughter happy—and the man she loved, the man who had given her Kira, here for both of them.

      “This is a wonderful birthday present,” Hannah announced, placing the tray and its empty dishes on the bedside table. “Thank you both so very much.”

      Kira stared at her for a long moment, clearly gob-smacked. “Mom, that wasn’t your present.”

      “What do you mean? Breakfast in bed is so luxurious. You made me feel like a princess.”

      Kira chortled. “You have another present. A real present.”

      Hannah looked to Dominic for confirmation, who nodded. “Kira’s right. There is something else.”

      “I don’t need anything else,” Hannah protested. “Dom, we talked about this. We’re supposed to be saving money right now.”

      “We are,” he said. “But I don’t want you to go another birthday without being able to celebrate properly. Kira? You know our hiding spot. Would you go get your mom’s present?”

      Kira’s answer to that was launching off the bed and dashing down the hall.

      “Dom, really,” Hannah said quietly. “Breakfast in bed that you and Kira made? All of us just being here together? That’s more than enough.”

      He lifted her chin softly and kissed her. “It’s just a little something, Hannah. Let me spoil you a little to make up for lost time, won’t you?”

      She was about to mount another argument, but Kira made her grand entrance into the bedroom, holding a small box over her head with triumph.

      “See?” Dominic cajoled. “Just a little something.”

      “What in the world could this be?” Hannah wondered, eyeing Dominic as she reluctantly accepted the package from her daughter. She shook it gently, experimentally, hearing the dull thud of something rattling around inside. “I have no idea. Kira, do you have any clues for me?”

      “He wouldn’t tell me!” Kira exclaimed, clearly scandalized by that decision. “I begged and begged. I promised I’d keep it a secret.”

      “And now that I know how good you are at keeping secrets—like the secret birthday breakfast—I’ll let you in on things in the future,” Dominic promised her. “But I liked this being a fun surprise for both of you.”

      Kira mulled this over. “You mean Mom’s present is also for me?”

      “In a way, yes,” Dominic said. “That’s why I didn’t want to tell you what I got her.”

      Hannah was completely baffled, but Kira had already lit up like a thousand-watt bulb. “I think you better open up that present, Mom.”

      “I don’t know,” Hannah said, trying not to smile. “Maybe I better take a shower and get ready for the day, first. Do some chores around the house, run some errands…”

      “Mom!”

      Hannah couldn’t help but laugh at Kira’s impatience.

      “Fine, fine, you’ve convinced me,” she said. “I’ll open it.” She shook the package again. “Is it breakable?”

      “I hope not,” Dominic said, his eyes shining. “You’re shaking it enough to break something.”

      She cringed. “Oh, God, was I not supposed to?”

      “Just open it,” he urged her.

      “Open it! Open it!” Kira nearly bounced off the bed with excitement. “I wanna see what it is!”

      “Whose birthday is this, anyway?” Hannah joked as she slipped her finger under the seam of the paper and ripped. The box beneath was fairly nondescript—no telltale markings or brand names—and when she opened it, wondering what, exactly, Dominic considered to be spoiling her, she saw another box. “Oh, very funny—the box within the box trick. Let’s see—oh.”

      The next box she pulled out was small and velvety, and—oh. Hannah knew the kinds of presents that came in small boxes, especially small ones made out of velvet.

      Her breath caught in her throat as she looked over at Dominic for confirmation. That this was really happening. That her assumption about what generally lay hidden inside small, velvet boxes was correct.

      He was on his knees beside the bed. “Open it,” he whispered.

      The sparkle of the enormous diamond in the middle of the ring made Hannah gasp. She hadn’t known she was that kind of person, the kind who gasped at gigantic diamonds. Then again, it wasn’t as if she really had that much experience with oversized gemstones. She supposed she’d just surprised herself, but, then again, this entire thing was a surprise.

      Spoiled, indeed.

      “It’s beautiful,” Kira said, positively transfixed. “Look, Mom. It makes rainbows.”

      Kira was right. There were so many facets cut on the main stone that whenever it caught the sunlight, it threw rainbows around the bedspread.

      “It’s so beautiful,” Hannah agreed, hardly trusting herself to speak. As it was, her voice quavered. “Just beautiful, Dom.”

      “Kira, I have a question for you,” Dominic said, taking Hannah by surprise yet again. “I was wondering if it might be okay if I married your mom.”

      Kira blinked, just as bewildered as Hannah was. “Shouldn’t you ask her that?”

      “I’m going to, definitely,” he said, nodding, “but here’s the thing. If I marry your mom, I wanted your permission to try and be your dad. Do you think that would be okay?”

      Kira looked to Hannah, the dark eyebrows she’d inherited from Dominic shooting up nearly to her hairline. And, crap, even as Hannah had tried to keep her composure before, there was no helping her tears, now. It was everything she wanted. Dominic. A family for Kira. Everything.

      “Dom asked you a question, Kira,” Hannah prompted, wiping impatiently at her own tears. “What do you say? Think he’s cut out to be your dad?”

      “Yeah!” Kira said, launching herself into Dominic’s arms. “You can be my dad! This is so cool!” She pulled away just as quickly, pointing a threatening finger at Hannah. “You’d better say yes!”

      “How about it?” Dominic said, the light in his dark eyes dancing. “Want to marry me, Hannah?”

      “More than anything,” she said, hardly noticing the exaggerated gagging sound Kira had taken to making whenever she noticed the two of them kissing.

      Kira would just have to get used to it, because Hannah wasn’t about to stop kissing Dominic. Not now. Not ever.
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      “You look nervous.”

      Dominic eased his grip on the steering wheel. “I’m not nervous.”

      Hannah laughed gently at him. “You don’t have to hide it. It’s my brother. He carries a gun on a daily basis. The last time you saw each other, he almost kicked your butt. It’s okay to be nervous.”

      “Your brother wouldn’t have won that fight,” Dominic said, tapping out a rhythm on the steering wheel. “He’s too scrawny.”

      “Okay, word of advice: if you’re dead-set on fighting him, you should definitely say that to his face.”

      Dominic winced. “I’m not going to dinner at his house with you and Josie present to fight with him. I’m really not. This is to clear the air.”

      Hannah smoothed a hand down his arm. “I know. I’m just saying it’s okay to be nervous. I’m nervous, too.”

      “No reason to be nervous,” Dominic said, painfully aware that it sounded like he was trying to convince himself of that fact.

      “It’s going to be fine.” Hannah smiled. “Though, if you wanted to do a last-minute cancellation, I would fully support that. We could pretend we had stomach flu, and go out for pizza instead.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” he warned her. “Pizza sounds delicious. As does avoiding this whole thing.”

      “You know you’d feel bad if you didn’t do this, and I hate it when you act all guilty.”

      “I know. We’ll get through this and see what happens.”

      Dominic had coached himself through the best- and worst-case scenarios already. Best-case scenario: he’d somehow find a time machine in between here and Harvey and Josie’s house, and be able to clamber in it and go back in time to when he and Hannah were eighteen and do everything the right way.

      Reflecting on that, though, Dominic often couldn’t decide what the right way would be. Would it include using a functioning condom? Waiting until they were older? Dominic not enlisting in the Navy? Eighteen was young to have a kid, but Kira was so great that it was hard to imagine life without her. Could that time machine ensure that even if he and Hannah held off on getting pregnant, it would be Kira who would be created when they finally did decide to have a baby?

      It was probably for the best that time machines didn’t exist.

      And the worst-case scenario? Josie would have to make an off-duty arrest on her own husband when Harvey lost his mind at Dominic for not only having the audacity to love Hannah, but the stupidity to let her raise Kira on her own—even if Dominic didn’t have any idea that Kira even existed until he was in town for Harvey and Josie’s wedding.

      It wasn’t a fair situation, or one that was pleasant to think about, but Dominic accepted it. He wouldn’t do anything to defend himself if it came down to that. He deserved whatever Harvey thought he should dole out.

      “Josie told me they were making steak,” Hannah said helpfully as they turned onto the street where Harvey and Josie lived. “That’s something to look forward to.”

      “Definitely.”

      Dominic, for the life of him, couldn’t manage to drum up an appetite. He knew that he wanted to make things right between him and Harvey, especially since Hannah and her brother were so close. He had never wanted to drive a wedge between them, even if that was exactly what he’d accidentally done.

      And it hurt knowing that he didn’t currently have the support of his other best friend. But coming clean with Harvey now, along with trying to make him understand what had happened, represented the secrets Dominic had kept from Harvey all the way back in high school.

      And Dominic was nervous about exposing those secrets, even if Hannah had his back on it.

      “Let’s do this,” Dominic said as they parked the car on the street.

      “Can I ask you something?” Hannah gave him a very small smile. “Is this your scariest mission to date? Anything like this compare to the Navy SEALs?”

      “That’s classified,” he said, kissing her hand. “But no. This is, by far, the scariest mission I’ve ever been on.”

      “It’s just Harvey,” Hannah reminded him. “I bet Josie even hid the key to the gun safe.”

      “I don’t want to screw it up,” Dominic admitted. “You’re so important to me, Hannah. And Harvey being so angry complicates things.”

      “We’ll get it figured out,” she reminded him. “Together.”

      “Together,” he agreed. Solidarity was important, he figured, as they rang the doorbell.

      Josie came to the door with a grin that was just a little too nervous to be welcoming.

      “Hey, guys. Welcome! Well, Hannah, welcome back. Dom, welcome for the first time. You haven’t really been by to see the place, have you? Not really much of an opportunity after the wedding and…everything.”

      “It’s a really nice house,” Dominic said immediately. “Very pretty. Good neighborhood, too.”

      “I mean, it’s in one of the best school districts,” Josie said. “Probably a little too early to be thinking about things like that, but here we are.”

      “Never too early,” Hannah said with a knowing grin. “Life can come at you pretty suddenly.”

      “Very true,” Josie said, then leaned close. “He’s been quiet all day, guys. I don’t know what to tell you, or how to gauge how this is all going to go down.”

      Dominic reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll get it figured out.” Somehow, it was easier to comfort Josie than it was to ease his own troubles.

      “Hey, there they are,” Harvey said, strolling from the kitchen with what sounded like forced jocularity. “What’s on the drinks menu? We’re having steak, so we got a couple of bottles of red wine. I can’t really say I’m a wine man, though. I prefer beer, so we have both. Can I get anyone anything to drink?”

      “I think we ought to have a chat before we get too deep into the drinks,” Dominic said, steeling himself. That’s what they’d come over here to do—clear the air between him and Harvey. He didn’t want to put it off any longer.

      “Okay, well, we’ll leave the two of you to it,” Josie said abruptly, grabbing Hannah and dragging her away. “We’ll be out on the patio with the wine—bye!”

      The door slamming shut just a couple of seconds later told Dominic they either had a deceptively small house, or Josie and Hannah had fled at a run.

      “Well, I supposed that’s for the best,” Harvey said, deflating a little. “Now we don’t have to be polite. Are you sure you don’t want to do this over drinks?”

      “All I’m sure of is that I want to apologize to you,” Dominic said. “I feel like I put a damper on your wedding, and that’s not fair to either you or Josie. I’ll apologize to her, later.”

      “Hey, man, pro tip,” Harvey said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Josie confided in me that if she heard one more apology from you for that, she was going to tase you.”

      “Ha, I’ll keep that in mind. I wanted to extend my apology, though, to you. I know that you were just trying to protect Hannah.”

      “It’s hard to, though, when she’s so busy protecting herself.” Harvey gave a rueful grin. “It’s like, I realize that we’re 25. That we’re all adults now. But when I look at her, she’s always the little girl who was getting picked on in the orphanage. The one who cried about not having real parents. And if I’m being perfectly honest, here, I needed her as much as she needed me. There’ll always be that thing neither of us can really explain. That no one can really understand, not having anyone but Marnie growing up, and before that, nobody.”

      “I never, ever wanted to come between the two of you,” Dominic said. “But you should know that I’ve been in love with Hannah for a long time. Since high school, at least. And that I didn’t know about Kira until she told me after the wedding. Didn’t even suspect that she could’ve been mine. Hoped. But didn’t think.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Harvey said. “Well, I did. Not anymore, though. I remember just how shocked you were at the rehearsal dinner to hear about Kira, and I guess that makes sense, now.”

      “If I’d known…”

      “I know.” Harvey chuckled. “Hell, if I’d known it was you, I would’ve dragged you back from whatever jungle or desert you were operating in to get you to take responsibility.”

      “That was one of the biggest reasons why we wanted to come see you both tonight,” Dominic said. “I wanted to make sure you knew I was prepared to take responsibility. That I love Kira and Hannah so much. That my single greatest regret was that I haven’t been here for them, but that all changes, now.”

      “Now that you’re back in Tucson for good?” Harvey confirmed.

      “That’s right.” Dominic swallowed hard. “And that I asked Hannah to marry me, and she said yes.”

      There was a long, tense moment where Dominic was afraid Harvey could go either way—hugging him or punching him. Then, Harvey grinned—which didn’t completely tell Dominic he was in the clear.

      “You’re good with Kira,” Harvey said finally. “And I know you’re good for Hannah, too. I’ve hated seeing her struggle all these years. Even if she was too proud to admit it, I knew she found it tough.”

      “She’s not going to struggle anymore,” Dominic vowed. “At all.”

      “You’re going to be a good father,” Harvey predicted. “And, honestly, there’s no one I’d rather have as my future brother-in-law.”

      He hugged Dominic, then, and Dominic almost sagged in relief. Even though he wasn’t old-fashioned himself, and was pretty sure it wasn’t that important to Hannah, it was sort of like getting permission from a father before marrying his daughter. Harvey had dedicated himself to Hannah’s happiness and security for 25 years. It felt good to have his approval.

      “Well, we’d better go outside and let Josie and Hannah know we’re still alive,” Dominic said, pounding Harvey on the back as they separated.

      “We should start screaming and yelling just for fun,” Harvey said, still grinning. “Scare them a little.”

      “No way. Hannah was as nervous as I was coming over here. We’re going to go out there and tell them everything’s fine.”

      “Yours is the better idea,” Harvey agreed. “Josie is tired of begging our supervisors to schedule you and me on opposite shifts so we’ll not run into each other. Being friends is a lot easier than enemies, isn’t it?”

      “Definitely.” It felt like a weight the exact size and shape of Harvey had been lifted from Dominic’s chest. “I’ll take that beer, now, though.”

      “Thank God. I thought you’d never ask.”

      They walked out onto the back patio just as Josie was gripping onto Hannah’s hand and gushing about the glittering engagement ring on her finger.

      “Some detective you are,” Josie said, two spots of blush high on her cheeks as she addressed Harvey. “How did both of us miss this absolute rock on Hannah’s hand when they got here? It’s enormous!”

      “Do you really have to show me up in everything?” Harvey muttered. “That thing’s like twice the size of Josie’s.”

      “I had a lot of lost time to make up for,” Dominic reminded him. “And a lot of savings.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Everything straightened out, then?” Hannah asked, her eyes darting back and forth between Dominic and Harvey. “We can go back to normal?”

      “No,” Harvey said, his tone making Dominic draw up short. “We can’t ever go back to normal again.”

      What? Dominic had been so sure they’d unpacked everything that had gone wrong. He wouldn’t have agreed to go outside with Harvey if he’d thought there would be a possibility that the argument would continue.

      “Seriously?” Hannah asked flatly. “You can’t just be happy for me?”

      “Not when you think you have to hide everything from me,” Harvey said. “That’s what I’m talking about. If normal was you refusing to tell anyone who Kira’s father was, and refusing to accept help from anyone, then I never want to go back to normal. We need to define a new normal, and that’s all of us being honest with one another.”

      “I think that’s really nice,” Josie said. “And true. We’ve always been there for you, Hannah.”

      “And always will be,” Dominic said, drawing her up from her seat and kissing her.

      Hannah blinked back tears and smiled against Dominic’s lips. “Careful,” she said. “Or Harvey will see us.”

      “You can feel free not to do that while I’m around,” Harvey said, covering his eyes with his hand as Josie laughed. “So my brain doesn’t explode.”

      “There is something kind of sweet and sexy about secret romances,” Josie said.

      “No, no more secrets,” Dominic said. “All I want to do is shout how much I love Hannah from the rooftops.”

      “That’s pretty romantic, too,” Josie admitted.

      “I didn’t know how romantic you were,” Harvey grumbled. “Just another thing for me to fall short of.”

      “Poor Harvey,” Hannah teased. “Anytime you want lessons on how to be romantic, I’m sure Dominic would be more than happy to share.”

      “Let’s have a toast,” Josie proposed, raising her glass.

      “Agreed,” Harvey said. “To Dom and Hannah’s wedding.”

      “Not what I was going to say,” Josie said. “Stop interrupting me.”

      “Do what she says,” Hannah said quickly. “Josie’s the best thing that’s ever happened to you, Harvey. Don’t screw it up.”

      “Even Kira knows that the secret to a successful marriage is you doing what I tell you,” Josie said. “So shut up a minute and let me do this. It’s a good toast. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Sorry,” Harvey said quickly.

      “I’m toasting to the reunification of the Three Musketeers,” Josie said, smiling at each of them in turn. “I’ve heard so damn much about the three of you that I was, frankly, disappointed that you weren’t closer at the wedding. I chalked it up to time and distance, but now that we’ve really got everything out in the open, you can finally be together again.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” Hannah said, clinking her glass with Josie’s. “Cheers!”

      “An excellent toast,” Harvey said. “Thank you, Josie.”

      “Stick with me, kid,” she joked. “We’ll go places.”

      “Cheers, everyone,” Dominic said, his heart as buoyant as it ever had been. “You know, Josie, there were actually four musketeers, in the book.”

      “What a nerd,” Harvey complained.

      “Not trying to be,” Dominic said. “Just letting you know, Josie, that you’re a part of this, too. Our fourth musketeer, and, might I add, the bravest of all.”

      “How’s that?” Josie asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Hannah countered, laughing, already guessing where Dominic was going with his joke. “Because you’re the one who agreed to marry Harvey. Very brave.”

      “Very funny,” Harvey groused. “Josie, baby, don’t listen to them. I’m the best there is.”

      “This guy should’ve come with, like, a seller’s disclosure or something,” Josie said, shaking her head with mock regret. “Something to warn me of what I was getting into prior to the wedding.”

      “Sorry,” Hannah said, laughing now. “We just really needed to marry him off so he could be someone else’s problem.”

      “What’s with this sudden roast?” Harvey complained as everyone joined in the laughter. “I thought we were celebrating the musketeers, here.”

      Dominic was halfway afraid he’d never be able to stop laughing as he slung one arm around his fiancée and the other around his best friend. He was surprisingly okay with it, especially as Josie, their fourth musketeer, launched herself into the middle of the hug, shameless and already an integral part of their friendship.

      This. This was something Dominic was determined never to take for granted.
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        Six Months Later

      

    
    
      
        Hannah

      

      “Come on, come on.”

      Hannah winced as Josie grumbled and struggled with the zipper on the back of her dress. The dress fit just a little too tight.

      “Okay, Hannah, I need you to take the deepest breath you’ve ever taken in your life,” Josie said, making eye contact with her in the mirror.

      Josie was so capable in every situation, and Hannah knew it had to do with working as a police officer. She was just glad it also seeped over into their friendship. When the tiniest thing went wrong, Josie seemed to revel in solving it.

      That was the kind of person Hannah craved to have as a best friend. She was just sorry that she hadn’t found her way to Josie before, when she’d felt so alone.

      Maybe it was Dominic who’d been the one to open her to the possibility of trusting more people in her life. Hannah huffed. There was no maybe about it. Ever since he’d come back to Tucson, ever since they’d fallen back in love with each other, Dominic had reopened Hannah’s heart. Even if misunderstanding and miscommunication between the two of them had closed it in the first place.

      It was funny how things came full circle, sometimes.

      “Hannah?”

      “Right. Deep breath. Sorry.”

      Josie laughed. “Don’t apologize for anything on your wedding day. This is your day. Yours and Dominic’s.”

      “And Kira’s,” Hannah added. And—well. That would all come later.

      “And Kira’s,” Josie agreed. “You’re allowed to do whatever you want today—as long as it includes taking a deep breath for me. This zipper’s going to zip. I can promise you that.”

      “Okay.”

      A tightening and secure feeling—followed by a triumphant swear from Josie—told Hannah that the mission had been accomplished.

      “This means you’re ready,” Josie said, then cocked her head. “Didn’t you get a fitting on this just last week?”

      Yes. Hannah had.

      “Guess it was just stress eating,” she said, giving a lopsided smile as her stomach fluttered.

      That was the biggest lie of all time. The wedding had more or less planned itself, as she and Dominic had decided that it was a good idea to combine their wedding with a house warming party for the new house they’d bought a scant two months ago.

      It was a house for a family—the family she and Dominic were committed to becoming for Kira. And for the love they shared. That was just as big a reason as any other. So, the wedding planning had only amounted to making sure the house was in order, which they would’ve been doing anyway, and lining up invitations, the officiant, and a caterer. It was maybe the lowest-drama wedding of all time, and a real money-saver.

      “Oh, stop with the stress,” Josie chided. “You’re in the dress. You look gorgeous. Maybe they screwed up at the fitting. Hannah, you’re positively glowing. Dominic’s going to lose his mind when he sees you like this.”

      Hannah pressed her hands to her cheeks. Josie was right. She was flushed, but in an attractive way, a way that she knew from experience couldn’t be replicated with foundations or highlighters or blushes. Glowing, just like Josie had said.

      “I think I’m ready to do this,” Hannah said, turning around and hugging Josie. “Thanks for your help.”

      “I didn’t do a damn thing except show that zipper who’s boss,” Josie said. “I’ll get the best man and alert the band and get this show on the road.”

      Hannah had to laugh at the way Josie put things—the best man was Harvey, the band was Kira pressing play on the playlist cued up on Dominic’s laptop, hooked up to a single speaker, before she proceeded down the aisle in her second stint as flower girl. And the show on the road part? That was just everyone walking out to the backyard to take part in the ceremony.

      The wedding was simple by design. Finding their way back to each other’s arms? That’s what had been the complicated part, in Hannah’s opinion. She didn’t want any more obstacles to being with Dominic. Just some words they could recite in the comfort of their own home, surrounded by friends and family.

      Josie eased the bedroom door shut and Hannah took a shuddering breath, looking at her reflection. She looked like a bride. That was the strangest thing about it all. She looked like someone who belonged at a wedding, who was ready for marriage—even if it had felt like a complete whirlwind.

      Her blond hair was curled and pinned up, and she’d swiped on some waterproof mascara because she hadn’t been able to control a consistent series of crying spells throughout the morning. It was all happy tears, though. Tears of near disbelief that she’d come all this way to finally marry the man she loved so much.

      Or, maybe just hormones.

      “You’re not having cold feet, are you?”

      Hannah turned from the mirror to see Harvey poking his head in the door to the bedroom.

      She laughed. “Of course not. I’m coming.”

      “You look beautiful,” her twin said, pecking her on the cheek. “Dom’s a lucky man.”

      “I feel pretty lucky, too.”

      “Uh-huh. He ever does anything to upset you, you tell me. I’ll take care of it.”

      Harvey ground his fist in his hand for emphasis, and Hannah rolled her eyes and shook her head at him.

      “Can’t you be done with that?” she asked. “Can that be your wedding present to me? Not threatening to beat up the man I’m marrying?”

      Josie overheard as they approached the door to the backyard. “Actually, our wedding present to you is taking Kira tonight for a sleepover—if that’s okay with you.”

      “Really?” Hannah asked. “Are you sure?”

      “Thought you might want a night to yourselves after your wedding,” Josie said with a cheeky wink. “Honeymoon stuff.”

      Hannah felt her cheeks flush. It was so silly to still get this worked up about Dominic, but she just couldn’t help it. She found him sexier with each passing moment, especially lately.

      Again, though—could be the whole hormone thing.

      “Are you ready for this?” Harvey asked, eyeing her. “You don’t want to do this? No problem. Josie and I will spirit you out the front door and we’ll be out of Tucson in minutes.”

      “Harvey, seriously.” Hannah heaved a heavy sigh at her twin. “I’ve been ready for this for a long time.”

      “We’ll head on out, then,” Josie said, taking Harvey’s arm a little roughly, from Hannah’s point of view. “You follow as soon as your song comes on.”

      “See you out there,” Hannah said, smiling as they left and a gorgeous, warm, spring breeze brushed against her face.

      It really was a perfect day for a wedding, the Arizona sun still gentle enough for everyone to be able to be outside and enjoy it.

      She only dimly registered the song changing—the song Kira had picked for her to walk down the aisle to—before Hannah’s daughter wrenched open the backdoor, face wrinkled in consternation.

      “Mom, you’re going to be late,” Kira complained. “Should I start the song over again? You missed the cube.”

      “The cue, honey,” Hannah corrected gently, trying to keep a straight face. “And you’re right. I did miss it. We don’t have to start the song over again, though. You go ahead. I’m right behind you.”

      “You sure?” Kira peered up at her, the look of concern on her face so utterly Dominic that Hannah had a hard time believing it. “Because this is supposed to be perfect.”

      “It already is,” Hannah promised her. “Now, since you’re the flower girl expert, you go ahead. Show me everything you’ve learned.”

      “This one’s going to be a lot better than Uncle Harvey and Aunt Josie’s wedding,” Kira said, puffing out her little chest. “You’ll see.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      Hannah didn’t have to hide her grin as she followed Kira down the aisle formed by the simple chairs they’d set out for their guests. Kira carefully and evenly distributed the petals from her basket over the brick laid on the backyard. She’d clearly practiced so she could have petals until reaching the very end of the aisle, throwing the last handful dramatically in the air, making them rain down around her.

      Everyone in the audience chuckled, and Kira nodded solemnly before taking her post next to Josie.

      Hannah caught Dominic’s eye at that moment, and it took her breath away. She’d been so intent on following Kira and making sure everything went off without a hitch that she hadn’t even seen the man she was about to marry until she was standing right in front of him.

      He all but smoldered at her, shoulders straining in the immaculate Navy whites he was wearing, contrasting with his tanned skin and dark hair. He all but gleamed in the sun, and Hannah wasn’t sure why she hadn’t realized that’s what he would be wearing for their wedding.

      They hadn’t explicitly discussed what they would each be wearing. Hannah had trusted that, whatever he chose, Dominic would look presentable. But this was beyond presentable. He was so handsome, and so dignified, that it was hard to absorb the words that the officiant was saying, the start of their wedding ceremony.

      Gently, Dominic took her hand, squeezing it. “Breathe,” he mouthed, and Hannah remembered how. It was a close thing, though.

      “Dominic, we’re ready for the vows that you have prepared,” the officiant said, snapping Hannah out of the daze she’d been lost in.

      Dominic let go of Hannah’s hand so he could slip a piece of paper out of his jacket pocket.

      “I don’t think I need this, but I just want to be sure,” he said, darting a quick glance to a chuckling audience. “Even as I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. Hannah, I love you. And I’ve been ready to dedicate the rest of my life to you, way before I think I even really realized it. This is one of the greatest things I’ve ever done, and I’m just so, so glad it’s with you.”

      Hannah was almost overcome with emotion before laughing along with everyone else as Dominic rechecked his piece of paper.

      “I hit everything I wanted to,” he confirmed, grinning briefly.

      “Hannah, it’s your turn,” the officiant prompted.

      “I didn’t write anything down,” she confessed, smiling apologetically at Dominic. “Wedding planning and getting my teaching certification has kind of taken a lot out of me.”

      Spontaneous applause broke out from the audience, and Hannah fumbled.

      “I didn’t mean to brag—really. It’s a lot of hard work. And Kira and I made all the beautiful decorations, so…” Hannah gestured at the paper flower garlands and chains hanging on the fence and along the chairs and tables. “I’m making a mess out of my vows, aren’t I?”

      “Take your time, baby,” Dominic said, his dark eyes shining with so much love it made Hannah afraid that she was going to start crying and not be able to stop.

      “Maybe I should’ve written it down so I’d make sure I didn’t get off topic,” Hannah said, shaking her head at herself. “Okay. None of that happened. Erase it from your minds. I’m starting over.”

      “Except the part about the beautiful decorations,” Kira said, piping up proudly.

      Hannah laughed. “Okay. Yes. Please remember the beautiful decorations. We did spend a lot of time on them. Dom, this fast and furious life is what you’re signing up for, just so you know.”

      “I am well aware,” he said drily. “And I love it. And you.”

      And there were those freaking tears again, welling up in her eyes, threatening to derail everything.

      “And that’s what I love about you,” Hannah said. “That you’re always ready for anything and everything. That you’re taking on the role of husband and father all in one go. That you’re the reason this house is possible, and my teaching certification. That a beautiful future is possible.”

      Hannah had sworn to herself that she was going to save the biggest news—bigger than getting married to the love of her life—for the reception. That she was going to let the ceremony stand on its own two feet. Take one thing at a time.

      But she couldn’t keep it to herself anymore. She needed Dominic to know.

      “And a future more beautiful than anything we could’ve imagined is coming,” she said. “And I’m so happy we’re embracing it together.”

      She took Dominic’s hands and put them on her belly, dimly aware of the gasps from Harvey and Josie, from the truth dawning on people in the audience, so focused on Dominic’s face going slack with shock and then completely lighting up that she couldn’t process anything else.

      “Really?” he asked, voice so quiet only Hannah and the officiant could hear.

      “Really.”

      There was more to say—Hannah could probably fill hours with her vows, about all of the various and wonderful ways she loved Dominic, but he crushed her to him instead, relieving her of the need for words, kissing her so deeply that she saw stars.

      The officiant laughed as Dominic dipped Hannah backward.

      “I was going to say that I now pronounce you husband and wife, Dominic and Hannah Riley, and that you’re welcome to kiss each other to celebrate, but let’s just agree that I already did—congratulations!”

      It was somehow perfect in its imperfection, paper chains slowly drooping and Kira revealing she’d in fact squirreled away some additional flower petals to toss around as confetti, whooping and cheering at the revelation that she was to be a big sister.

      Really, it was the best wedding Hannah could’ve ever imagined.
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* * *

      
        Dominic

      

      Dominic didn’t want the day to end. He was fairly convinced that it was the best day ever. That all the other best days he’d had prior to today paled in comparison. That there might never be a day as good as this ever again—except for every day of the rest of his life.

      He was finally going to get to spend the rest of his life with Hannah, his first love. His only love, if he really thought about it.

      Almost as important was the fact that he’d get to spend more time with Kira and be a real father to her.

      And the fact that Hannah was pregnant again…well. He grinned every time he thought about it. Couldn’t help himself. That was a stunning, incredible surprise. Icing on the proverbial cake.

      Hours later, the reception party began to wind up, and one by one their wedding guests congratulated them and left the house he and Hannah had purchased together. It was still so new to them that it was still “the house.” Not yet home, though Dominic strongly suspected it would soon become that—especially with the need to plan a nursery in the room they’d meant to make a guest bedroom.

      A nursery was much better than a guest bedroom.

      Dominic hadn’t taken his eyes off of Hannah the entire afternoon and evening. She was so beautiful in that dress, her hair swept off the nape of her neck. He’d had to resist ridiculous displays throughout the reception, including—but not limited to—the urge to grab at each and every one of the guests and make sure they knew that Hannah was his. That they’d always belonged together, but it had just taken them a while to figure it out for themselves.

      And that ridiculous drive to sing out his love for his new wife only intensified when she announced the new life growing inside of her.

      Their pregnancy.

      The continuation of the family they already shared together.

      At that point, Dominic had simply given up on resisting his various urges. He’d remained at Hannah’s elbow at all times, snaking an arm around her waist at every opportunity, kissing her in between sentences. And when everyone had finished with dinner, and the dancing had started—the playlist curated by Kira—it was simply an even better excuse to be close to Hannah.

      They danced long after the last guest had left. After Harvey and Josie had carried out a sleepy Kira. After the playlist ended and it was just the cool night wind serenading them.

      “I could dance with you for the rest of my life,” Hannah said, her voice dreamy.

      Dominic cringed. “Hell, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”

      “What in the world for?” Those big, blue eyes blinked up at him, and Dominic knew now more than ever that he’d give her anything. All she had to do was ask.

      “You shouldn’t be on your feet so long,” he said, drawing her to one of the seats set out for their guests. “I’ve kept you dancing this entire night, practically.”

      “I’d have sat down if I’d wanted to.”

      Instead, Dominic sat down, drawing Hannah down onto his lap. That’s how bad he had it, he figured—he didn’t even want to let her go to sit in her own chair.

      She laughed gently at him. “Well, if I’d known you were going to be the chair, maybe I would’ve sat down sooner.”

      “Have you had a good time today, Mrs. Riley?” he asked. God, he loved to say that aloud. Mrs. Riley. Mrs. Hannah Riley. She’d taken his name, and he’d only been too glad for her to have it. To belong with him in every possible way.

      “The best of days, Mr. Riley.” Hannah grinned. “Makes me shiver a little, thinking about you as my husband.”

      “Good shivers, I hope.”

      “The best.”

      He kissed her neck, and smiled against her delicate skin as she shivered in earnest at his lips.

      “Have I told you recently how much I love you?” he asked, glad that everyone was gone, glad that he could simply express himself with his wife.

      “Not that recently, no,” Hannah said after pretending to think about it. “In fact, I’m feeling pretty unloved right now, if we’re being honest.”

      “That’s completely unacceptable,” Dominic said gravely. “I’m going to remedy that immediately. Because I love you, Hannah. I love you so much.”

      She was such an expert at all the various shades of him. That’s how she knew he’d slipped from joking around into complete serious mode. And it was why she took his face in her delicate hands and kissed him squarely on the lips.

      “I love you,” she said, rubbing her nose with his. “Always have. Always will.”

      God, he loved her so much it was a physical thing. Dominic felt like he was in danger of being swallowed whole by it, and he didn’t even mind. He’d jump in head first, if it came down to it.

      “And what about this?” he asked, resting his hand on her stomach. “Have I told you how much I love our family growing?”

      “Only about a dozen times,” she said. Her eyes shone.

      “Hannah, the reason I’m so excited is that it’s like I’m getting a second chance.” He held her close to him so she could be sure of him, of his words. Even if he was hesitating over every syllable, trying to translate what he felt in his heart. “I’m going to be a real father this time around. I’m going to do it right.”

      Hannah’s face softened. “You’re already doing it right. Kira loves you.”

      “I mean from the very beginning.” Dominic felt this was so essential to get out, to make things the way they should be. “As a real family.”

      The look on his bride’s face was so tender that he hugged her just a little more tightly to his chest.

      “Every family is different, Dom. Just because ours didn’t start off in the ‘traditional’ sense doesn’t mean that it’s any less of a family. Kira’s doing great. The happiest day of her life was finding out that you’re her biological dad. And with you around all the time, now, things are only going to get better.”

      Dominic couldn’t take it. He couldn’t restrain himself for another moment. He stood abruptly, Hannah squeaking with surprise, grabbing him around his neck, and carried her directly inside.

      “What are you doing?!” she asked, chortling as he spun her around. “Dom!”

      “I love you so much,” he said. “I know I’ve told you, but now, I want to show you.”

      Hannah laughed. “Is this the honeymoon portion of the evening?”

      “Since you wouldn’t let me take you on an actual honeymoon, yes.”

      Dominic pushed the bedroom door open with his hip and settled on the bed with the woman he’d married.

      “You know why,” she retorted. “You’re still new on the force, and I’m in the middle of certification.” Hannah nuzzled at the palm of his hand as he tangled his fingers in her curls. “Just wait until my first spring break as a real teacher.”

      “Spring break? I’m thinking more like an entire summer’s worth of honeymoon.”

      Dominic spooned Hannah, putting him in the perfect position to unzip her dress. She sighed almost rapturously as he freed her from the material.

      “That feels amazing,” she murmured. “That dress was just a bit too tight.”

      “I thought it looked great. You looked beautiful.”

      “You’re supposed to think that.”

      A few more slips of fabric and unhooking had Hannah naked.

      “I don’t think it. And I don’t care what I’m supposed to think, or do. I know that you’re beautiful. You’ve always been beautiful.”

      He helped her roll onto her back, soaking in her soft smile, the expanse of her smooth skin. And there it was. The very obvious— now that he knew about it—evidence that Hannah was bearing his child. The normally smooth plane of her stomach had just the cutest, tiniest bump he’d ever seen.

      It made Dominic’s heart squeeze in a way he couldn’t quite name.

      “I can’t believe it,” he said, kissing the gentle swell of her belly. “I hadn’t even noticed.”

      “You’ve been busy,” Hannah pointed out, smiling down at him. “We both have.”

      “It’s like you just had an extra piece of cake or something,” he marveled, almost dodging a good-natured swat from Hannah. “Hey, what did I say?”

      “You’re basically calling me fat.”

      “What? No. No way. I’m calling you beautiful. Amazing. A miracle. A goddess.”

      The corners of Hannah’s mouth curled upward.

      “That’s better. I’m just going to get bigger, you know. Explode outward, basically. Especially if this one’s anything like Kira.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “What?” she squawked. “Seriously?”

      “Damn straight.”

      He cradled her stomach protectively. Now that he knew, it was as if he could feel the spark of life growing inside of her. Dominic knew that was ridiculous, that there was no way he could actually feel their baby, but he embraced the idea of it. He’d already resolved to do anything he possibly could for Hannah and Kira. Now, he knew he’d move heaven and earth for his growing family.

      “You’re going to be singing a different tune when I’m so big I can’t see my own two feet.” Hannah was fighting against a smile. “When all I can do is waddle around in a giant, floaty dress, good for nothing.”

      “I could think of a few uses for you, no matter what you look like.”

      “And just what do you—Dom!”

      Without warning, he’d dipped his head down and licked a long, hot line all the way up her soft belly. Hannah was so sexy like this, laid out before him, utterly vulnerable and utterly trusting. He’d surprised her, but now that she knew exactly what he was up to, she relaxed back onto her elbows and watched him through her eyelashes.

      He liked those eyes on him, liked having an audience in Hannah. It made him try even harder than he already did.

      Dominic carefully watched Hannah’s lips part minutely as his tongue took a different path, retracing the wetness he’d already created, but down instead of up. He wrapped his large hands around her knees, parting her thighs, wondering, as he often did, about how gorgeous she could possibly be. How she was even more beautiful every time he spread her open like this, seeing her most intimate parts.

      And that secret, special part of her was already wet for him, anticipating the touch of his tongue. She didn’t have to wait for him. He’d give her everything she was hoping for and more. Dominic tasted the essence of the woman he loved, the woman who loved him, and drank in every shudder and moan as he explored every single fold.

      He didn’t take his own clothes off until Hannah was already tumbling down the peak of her pleasure, the most perfect moans and gasps falling from between her lips. Slipping his length into her body while she was still like this was right—it cemented something between them, the idea that they would be together for the rest of their lives, through thick and thin. Good and bad. Forever.

      Hannah wrapped her legs around Dominic’s waist, her hands gripping his forearms. He rocked into her, gently, irresistibly, and the thought struck him that he could do that for hours, just keeping the both of them right on the edge with those minute thrusts. He could do that all night, their honeymoon serenaded with his wife’s soft whimpers, climaxes simple footnotes to the pleasure of the journey.
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