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To my sister—

For being brave enough to leave,

having courage to see a better life,

and learning your worth.

I love you.
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ELIJAH SCREAMS AS I BALANCE him on my hip. He’s teething badly, his little round face taut with pain. “I’m sorry Pam. I can’t make it in tonight.” I switch the phone to my other ear so I can make out my supervisor’s response.

She sighs, and that’s not patience I hear in her tone. “Not again, Carly. I hate to do this, but you know I’m gonna have to write you up. This is the fifth time this month you’ve called in. Maybe if you give me a little notice next time I can get one of our on call nurses to cover. They don’t mind, but not at the last second.”

Eli wails and I pinch my eyes shut. Tears spill out the sides. His cries bolster my own and I choke back a sob.

“Sweetie, you okay? We can talk leave of absence options if this just isn’t going to work.” Unpaid. I have to feed my children. More tears prick my eyes. I cannot lose this job. It’s all I have anymore. I set Eli on the bedroom floor and pop a bottle of cold milk in his mouth, then wipe the tears from my face and prepare a convincing lie.

“No. Pam, that’s not necessary. Things are fine. Well, as fine as they can be with a sick one-year-old. Josh got called into work and I don’t have anyone who can watch the boys.”

“Hmm . . .” She clicks her tongue. “He got called in at ten o’clock on a Thursday night? What exactly does your husband do again?” Shit. I pluck the bottle from Eli’s greedy mouth and he screams on cue.

“I’m sorry Pam, I’ve gotta go.” I end the call and toss my phone on the bed. “Sorry, sweet boy.” Picking him up, I replace the bottle and cradle him. “You’re a good little boy for mama,” I soothe, and rock from side to side until his tears quiet and his eyelids become heavy. His heartbeat slows, calming my own.

I brush back his sweaty curls. I need to cut these locks soon. They’re babyish and make him look like a girl but I can’t bring myself to chop them just yet. I’m holding on to the baby phase, not willing to move on. I’ve always dreamed of having a large family but that’s not possible. There’s no way in hell I’ll bring another little life into this chaos.

Carefully lowering myself to the bed, I lie back against the pillow and roll his little body to the center. I curve my larger one around his sleeping form and place one hand on his arm. I’m so damn tired. Where the hell is Josh? I shut my eyes. I don’t want to consider the possibilities. Maybe he’s dead. I hate myself for the hope that brings. Who have I become? It wasn’t always this way. I try to remember better times and give in to the pull of exhaustion.

“My God, you’re amazing.” Josh leans down, places a chaste kiss on my parched lips. “He’s beautiful, baby. You did good.”

“Would you like to hold your son, Mrs. Martinez?” The nurse holds our infant swaddled in a hospital standard blanket. I nod and she nestles my little boy in my arms. I’m exhausted but I’ll be damned if I’m not the first to hold my son.

Josh sits at the edge of the bed, snaking one tattooed arm around me and the other beneath my arm that cradles our little boy’s head. I’m overcome with emotion, feeling safe and content. Through smiling tears I watch my husband gaze upon our son.

“He’s perfect, Carly.”

“He has your face, I think.”

“What should we name him?” We’ve gone back and forth for weeks. I want to call him Austin but my husband wants Ezra. Suddenly the argument seems irrelevant. How lucky am I right now, a healthy babe in my arms, my man by my side.

“He looks like an Ezra to me. What do you think?” My husband’s eyes snap to mine and a grin spreads across his handsome face.

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“I love you so much.”

“I love you too.”

“Mama! Mama! It’s raining in my room.” My eyes flutter open and heart hammers in my chest. It takes a second to realize I dozed off. Not sure how long, but I’m soaked in sweat. My eyes adjust to the pitch black room and find Ezra standing in the doorway.

“Come here, baby.” He pads to the foot of my bed and uses his four-year-old limbs to climb up. Sitting, I reach for him and discover his little jammies are damp. The power’s out. I clamber around the pile of blankets and sheets, careful not to wake sleeping Eli, and unearth my phone. Three-twenty-two in the morning. The screen illuminates Ezra’s innocent face. I push aside the fact Josh hasn’t tried to call.

“Why’s it raining in my room?”

“It’s not raining, baby, it’s just really hot in here. Look, Mama’s hot, too. Let’s cool off and get some clean clothes, okay?”

He nods and I carry him to the bathroom, stripping away our clothes and rinsing off our sweat. I should do the same with Eli but he’s finally sleeping and I can’t bring myself to wake him.

We dry off, find clean clothes, and construct a temporary bed in the front living room of our duplex. I open the windows here and in the kitchen, earning fresh air that’s slightly cooler. Ezra curls up to sleep instantly and I carefully move Elijah, wishing I could plug a fan in. It’s still too warm.

Through the open window, the muted coach lights of neighboring homes cast an eerie glow against the night. We’re the only one on the street gone dark which means Josh didn’t pay the electric. I shouldn’t be surprised, but it still hurts.

The roar of the motorcycle breaks my thoughts. It growls louder until the engine cuts. He’s home. I tiptoe out of the living room and into the kitchen, where I lean against the counter that faces the door. A few moment’s wait, and his heavy steps reach the door. He swears under his breath and after a few attempts the door swings open with a loud creak.

“Where’ve you been?” He ignores me, tosses something on the counter with a bang, and frantically rustles through the cabinets.

“I need to find it. I just need to find it. It’s gotta be in here. This is where I left it.” He mutters as he knocks over bowls and dishes in his search. Damn it. He better not wake the boys.

“Josh. Where have you been?” I whisper again.

He stands and flips the light switch up and down. “God damn, where are the trash bags and why can’t I turn on a fucking light?” Shouting, he finally meets my gaze. The street lights cast shadows in the room and I can’t read him.

“They cut the power again. You forgot to pay the bill.”

“Why the fuck is that my problem? Can’t you help out around here? Pick up a few shifts. Pay some damn bills for once.” His anger lashes and cuts deep.

“If you came home when you promised I could actually show up for my shifts. Josh, I’ll lose my job. We need to address the greater issue here.” I try to stay calm but anger boils beneath the surface. How dare he blame me for this situation?

“Shut the fuck up! I can’t listen to your bitching right now. I need to think. We’ve got bigger shit than you getting canned.”

“Oh, my god! Josh! Do you hear yourself? I need my job to pay bills. To put food in our boys’ bellies. What’s more important than that?” I yell, and instantly regret it as Eli’s wails cover my heavy breathing.

“There they are!” Josh shouts from where he’s crouched beneath the sink. He stands and pulls out the box of kitchen garbage bags like he’s won the fucking lottery.

Defeated, I hang my head. “What are you talking about, Josh?” I’m too tired. He’s too high. I don’t want to deal but here I am.

“Carly, I need you to do something.” He rolls the bag on the counter open, and that’s when I see it. The flash of metal. A gun. He begins wrapping the bag snugly around the weapon.

“What have you done, Josh?” I hiss. He halts his progress, grips his long fingers around the gun and points it directly at my face. Time stops. I can’t breathe.

“Don’t question me, bitch. I’m your husband. I need you to take this and get rid of it, so no one ever finds it. Now.” He seethes, the gun fixed and steady. I lick my lips. I don’t dare move. I don’t trust this man. I don’t know what he’s capable of.

“Okay,” I whisper. My chest heaves with each breath. “Okay, baby. Whatever you want, I’ll do it.”
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Four Years Later
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“OH, MY GAWD! DID YOU see Dr. Fine Ass making rounds this morning?” Jenny giggles from where she sits atop the counter. She’s swirling a plastic spoon through her cup of yogurt, legs swinging haphazardly.

I’m done for the day, having worked a night shift. I stretch my arms overhead and stifle a yawn. Jenny and I have been friends since we graduated nursing school and landed our first RN jobs here at Children’s nine years ago. She always fills me in on the latest hospital gossip. We don’t usually work together, but our shifts often overlap.

“I’m sure that’s not his name.” I grin. My uneaten snacks are still in the breakroom fridge so I pull them out and stuff them in my large purse. My phone doesn’t show any messages or missed calls, and a little sigh of relief escapes. Years have passed, yet I still anticipate bad news. I try not to. It’s a bad habit I’m working to break. My brother and his fiancée take excellent care when my boys aren’t at school.

“If you’re not sure who I’m talking about, then you haven’t seen him. I’m serious, Carly. The doc has mojo. He’s only been here a few weeks and has half the floor walking around with lady boners.” Giggling, she hops down and wraps me in a bear hug.

She’s outrageous, but I chuckle along. “I’m out. I’ve got to get a few hours of sleep before the boys get home. And then I have my brother’s engagement party tonight.” Jenny nods and tosses her empty container into the trash.

“I’ll walk with you to the elevator.” She pulls the door open and lowers her voice as I walk through. “So did you have Mama Bear or Greta the Grouch as supervisor last night?”

I glance around for listening ears before I answer. “Grouch.” I shake my head and shove my hands inside the pockets of my scrubs. “She’s a real you know what, and apparently I’m on her shit list.” I don’t even want to think about it. The soft, cool comforter of my bed is calling me. With the blackout shades drawn, I’ll be passed out in minutes. It’s almost cruel punishment that I still have a thirty minute commute to battle.

“Oh, you don’t have to tell me, girlfriend. Sammie said she’s been after everyone lately. I hear she’s going through a bad divorce, but that doesn’t give her an excuse to be a bitch.” I cringe a little and Jenny gasps. “Oh, gawd. I’m sorry, Carly, I didn’t mean it that way. And I wasn’t even talking about you.”

I muster a smile, “Yeah, I know, Jen. No worries.” I wave as we pass the nurses’ station. Three of my co-workers sit at the desks, huddled together, and likely trading conspiracy theories. In our pediatric oncology unit we are close, a family away from our families, and everyone knows everything about everyone. And if they don’t, they speculate.

“Carly!” Heather calls out. I turn back to find a phone cradled in her neck as she waves me over. “You’ve got a call, hun.” Strange. I pull my cell out to check once more. No missed calls. I wonder who it is.

“I better get that.” I smile at Jen. She pulls me in for a quick hug.

“We’ll catch up later. I should get to work, anyway. Love you, girl!” Jenny walks away and I head back to the nurses’ station. Heather hands me the phone and I lean over the desk to rest the headset over my ear.

“Carly Reynolds speaking.” The line crackles and I push the phone tighter against my head. Silence stretches. I try once more. “This is Carly speaking. How can I help you?”

“Hello.” The familiar gravel baritone sends chills down my spine and I drop the phone. The plastic shell clatters to the desk. My heart hammers in my chest and I struggle for breath. The room spins.

“Carly. Carly, hun, you okay? You’re white as a ghost.” Heather rushes around the desk and grips my arm. She pulls me to sit in an empty chair. I resist the urge to throw up. “Breathe. Just take deep breaths. Is everything okay? The boys aren’t hurt, are they?” My boys. I shoot to my feet. I need to get to Eli and Ezra.

“Sorry. I’ve got to go. Heather, if anyone calls here for me again do not give them any information, okay?” She nods. A worried frown fills her face.

“You know I wouldn’t, hun. You sure you’re good to drive?”

“I’m fine.” I’m not, though. I turn and race down the hallway, thankful it’s still early enough not to be crowded full of visitors. Pushing out a side exit, I shove the door with all my force, only it doesn’t fully open. A pained grunt sounds instead. A man dressed in scrubs pulls the door the rest of the way open. One hand covers his face. I don’t recognize him, but a great many people work in this hospital.

“Shit, you really got me there.” His eyes blink rapidly, and though I can’t see all his features, his ice blue stare pulls my attention.

“Oh, my goodness, I’m sorry. I’m in a rush and I didn’t see you. Are you hurt?” It’s then I notice the blood seeping between his fingers. “Oh, crap. I think you’re bleeding.”

“You think? You sure you made it through med school with those deduction skills?” he jokes and pulls his hand from his nose. Even though blood trickles down his frowning face, he’s very handsome. And young. And with a full head of hair. This must be Hottie Doc, or whatever they call him.

“Well, I didn’t go to med school, so there’s that.” I pull several clean tissues from my bag and press them firmly over his nostrils. “I did graduate nursing school, so you’re in good hands.”

He moves to hold the tissues in place and our hands brush in the exchange. His eyes widen and goosebumps run down my arms at the contact. I instinctively pull away. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.”

I brush past him, careful not to touch again. My hands tingle from where he grazed them, and I chastise myself for getting caught up with a stranger at a time like this. I need to get to the boys’ school. See them with my own eyes. Touch them. Only then will I have any chance of getting sleep. I unlock my trusty Camry and toss my bag in first before sliding in. The cool, crisp October morning signals the best Arizona weather is just around the corner.

I take care at each turn and light, refusing to give thought to the earlier phone call lest I get in an accident. My body is tight, muscles taut, and I have to remind myself to inhale.

The boys’ school comes into view. I pull up to the red painted curb and throw my car into park. I don’t give a damn that it’s illegal. I run to the door and press the button to be buzzed inside.

“ID and name, please,” the scratchy voice calls from the speaker. I flip open my wallet, slide the license from its clear plastic holder, and lift it to the tiny camera. “Carly Reynolds, for Ezra and Eli.” The seconds tick by like hours until finally there is a loud click from the door. I reach out and pull it wide.

“Mrs. Reynolds, what can I do for you? Are you here to volunteer in one of the classrooms?” The receptionist smiles.

“No. Actually, I’m here to hug them.”

“Hug them? Mrs. Reynolds, surely you realize we can’t pull children out of class for that sort of thing. It disrupts their morning.” She pins me with a patronizing stare.

“Yes, I do. But I don’t care. They’re my children and I need to see them immediately. I also need to speak with the principal before I leave.”

“Well, Mrs. Bell is in a meeting. I’ll have to get back to you to arrange a time in her schedule.” She pulls the phone to her ear and calls each of the boys’ teachers, then requests my sons come to the office. When she replaces the receiver in its cradle I step to the edge of her desk.

“I will not leave until I speak with Mrs. Bell. I’ll sit here all damn day if I have to.” My patience is thin. I’m sleep deprived, and the mama bear inside has been awoken from her den. No curly haired, middle-aged secretary will stand in the way of protecting my cubs.

“Are you threatening me, Mrs. Reynolds?” She gasps and rolls her chair away. My boys come into view and I drop to my knees.

“Mama!” they squeal and I open my arms, catching their hugs. I squeeze my eyes shut as tears threaten. I refuse to cry in front of them. My entire being settles. A feeling of peace consumes the worries from before. They’re safe.

I open my eyes and meet the accusing gaze of Ms. Gatekeeper. “No.” I murmur. “Not a threat. A promise.”
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AFTER WAITING OVER AN HOUR I’m finally able to speak with Mrs. Bell. She assures me of security measures already in place at the school and agrees to send a note to the boys’ teachers as a reminder. It doesn’t extinguish my fears, but for now it’s enough. I’m exhausted, barely able to keep my eyelids open for the short drive to Tate’s.

I drop my purse on the kitchen table and trudge to my room. The dark, cool room calls like a siren. I only have four hours before the boys return so I don’t waste time. My teeth receive a quick brush and I strip off my scrubs. I’ll shower later, but if I don’t get some shut eye I’ll be a zombie at Tate and Evie’s party.

I double check to ensure the alarm is set and the ringer’s on vibrate when I plug my phone into the charger. I cocoon myself into a pile of blankets and pillows, turning to my side to rub my feet, one against the other.

The more I think about the phone call, the more I doubt myself. Was that even him? It couldn’t be. How can one phone call turn a person’s world upside down so quickly? I see this every day. Parents receiving the call, “Your child has cancer.” You don’t walk around expecting horrible things to happen, but they do all the same.

Enough, Carly. Turn the brain off! Funny how I can’t wait to get to my bed, but so many times I just end up staring in the dark. Wishing for sleep.

I need to sleep or I’m going to look like shit tonight. And for once I have a sitter. Well, my co-worker Rose, but I trust very few people to keep watch over the boys while I go celebrate my little brother and future sister-in-law.

The phone call of earlier scratches at the back of my brain but I push it back. I’ll deal with it tomorrow. It was probably nothing more than my overactive imagination anyway. And if it’s a problem, maybe I’ll hire Jon and Evie’s PI firm to look into it.

I’m amped up regardless of my lack of sleep, so I reach for the easy fix. I slide open my bedside table drawer. It’s full of my treasures . . . presents from my co-workers who thought it’d be hilarious to celebrate my thirtieth birthday by each gifting me a dildo. The sight of a dozen plus vibes still makes me giggle. I had refused to join an online dating site, so in turn they thought they’d pay me back with gag gifts. Joke was on them, though, because these toys have become my favorite pastime. One I’ll never admit aloud.

Grabbing my Rabbit, I start at the lowest setting and slide it between my legs. My eyes flutter shut and I melt into the sheets, letting my mind wander. Latest book boyfriend? No, it feels like cheating now that I’ve read the epilogue and he’s with what’s-her-name. Hot doc? I didn’t really get a chance to memorize all his features, what with almost breaking his nose on the door, save that for another time. Drummer boy? Oh, yes, that’s what I’ll be having.

I fantasize about him more than is healthy for a grown woman with two kids. It’s probably because the two times I met Derek Taylor, the drummer for Three Ugly Guys, he flirted shamelessly. I’m not naïve, he probably does that with hundreds of women, but for a few minutes he picked me. His playful whispered words turned me on and I felt sexy, beautiful, wanted, a woman for a short moment in time. A moment that I press repeat with each self-love session.

“Hi, I’m Derek. Wanna fuck?”

“You look good enough to eat.”

“So, you’re here with a date? Wanna ditch the stiff and come to our show? I’ll make sure you’re coming on my face later.”

Biting my lower lip I hold in the screams of my orgasm, a habit from living in a very full household. Sweat glistens on my brow, legs, and I’m soaked at my core. My entire body twitches with the aftermath of my release. I slow the vibrations and ride the waves. I’m not ready to let the fantasy go just yet.

Pulling my trusty friend from between my legs I drop him back into the drawer to clean when I wake up and roll to my side. My eyes flutter shut quickly this time. Sleep comes easily. The remembered sounds of drummer boy’s voice lull me into the deep.

This is it. I’m at the end of my rope here. I don’t know what else to do. I shut myself inside the tiny bathroom and lock the door. I slide down, the wall against my back, and hold back the wails that rise from within. Tears drop, forming a mismatched pattern across my dirty work scrubs.

“Mama, Eli’s hungry. My belly hurts, too. I can’t find any snacks. Can we go to the grocery store?” my little man, only just turned seven, asks through the thin door. How do you explain to your child that Mama doesn’t have money for food? When Josh got sentenced to an eight year prison stay almost three years ago, I thought that was rock bottom. Little did I know. Hell, back then at least I had a few things to sell.

My phone rings from my pocket and I pray it’s not more bad news. I can’t take anymore. It’s a number I don’t recognize.

“Hello.”

“Hey, big sis! How you doing?” Tate’s chipper voice sounds through the line and it’s almost enough to cause me to burst into tears. I don’t hear from him or my parents much since they live out of state. I still haven’t told them about Josh. About our situation. About what I’ve become. It’s bad enough I am a complete failure. It’s selfish but I still hold on to the fact they don’t think that about me.

“Hey, Tate. I haven’t heard from you in a while, how are things?”

“Well, actually, I’m in Arizona.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I’m here for training and I’d love to see you and the fam. You free for dinner?” Shit. Only if he’s paying, and knowing my brother, he will be.

“Yes!” I force myself to smile, to sound like everything is fine. “I’d love to see you. And the boys are so big, they’ll love you.”

“Awesome. I’m staying downtown. Actually not too far from Children’s. Can we meet somewhere near my hotel? In fact, why don’t you come here? There are tons of places we can walk to.”

“Sounds perfect.” I live downtown, too. In a tiny one bedroom apartment that allows me to pay rent weekly instead of monthly. It’s the only thing I can afford after daycare expenses and payments toward the debt Josh left me.

“Great. I’ve missed you, sis.”

“I’ve missed you too, Tate.”

“Carly. Carly, wake up, sis. We’ve gotta leave.” My eyes snap open and are met by my brother’s concerned expression. He sits at the edge of my bed, hand resting over my leg. “Long night?”

“Yeah,” I croak and sit up. I reach for my cup of water for a sip. “I had to run by the boys’ school after my shift.” The boys! “Shit, what time is it? Where are Eli and Ez?”

“Evie and I picked them up from the bus stop two hours ago. Evie’s making them dinner now. You were out of it. I tried to wake you earlier but figured you could use the extra sleep.”

“I’m so sorry! This is a big night for you guys. You shouldn’t be worried about picking up my kids or taking care of them. Next time, wake me up.”

“Hey, chill. It’s fine. We’re family. The boys aren’t any trouble and we were already hanging out until it’s time to leave. It’s no biggie.” But it is a big deal. He’s always here for me and my kids, sacrificing time and money for us to have a better life.

When we met up with Tate almost a year ago, I hadn’t been able to keep up the front and pretend things were fine. We met for dinner, had a great time with the boys, but when he walked us back to the car it wouldn’t start. I couldn’t fake being fine. I broke down in tears. I told him everything. He gave us a ride home and when he saw my apartment he swore to me that things would be better. He would take care of us. And he’s kept that promise.

“Tate. Can I ask you something?” I fiddle with the edge of my blanket.

“Shoot.”

“You’ll tell me when we’re in the way. When it’s time for me to go? I don’t want to be a burden to you. You’ve done so much for me.”

“Shut up! What nonsense are you spouting and when did this pop into your delusional head?” He smiles and his eyes crinkle at the corners.

“I’m serious. We can’t live with you forever. You’ll have your own life to make with Evie; your own family to start. And I’m not bitter or mad, you deserve all those things. It’s not realistic to think we’ll live with you forever.”

“God, would you stop! You’re totally depressing. I can’t imagine not having those rug rats greet me with a big hug and kiss every day. And you’re okay. I guess.”

I reach back, grab a pillow and throw it at his face.

“Just okay? Thanks so much, little bro.”

He laughs and stands from the bed to walk through the open doorway. “I know things will change Carly, but don’t cut me out or assume things. We’re a family, you and I, and Evie, too. We’ll make big decisions like that together.”

Tears prick my eyes but I blink them back. “Thanks brother. I love you.”

“Love you too, sis. Now get up and start getting ready!” He smiles widely. “We’ve got an engagement to celebrate!” He gives a clap and practically dances down the hall. I’m so glad he and Evie found each other and that she makes him this happy.
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MY BROTHER AND HIS FIANCÉE are celebrating their engagement at The Perch in downtown Chandler. It’s an actual bird sanctuary for rescued exotic animals, which seems a little strange and not so sanitary, but they swear it’s wonderful. I’m not as sure as I pull my Camry into a nearby dirt lot. I see the lights of the brewery but apparently I have to walk through a dark and scary alley to get there.

I grab my clutch and step out of the car to balance on my heeled calf length boots; shoes I love but rarely have the chance to wear. Black leggings paired with a billowing sleeveless white top makes me feel sexy and comfortable at the same time. Not an easy achievement for women’s wardrobe.

As I trudge through the alley the sounds of music, laughter, and chatter floats through the air. Beneath a vine covered archway I take in the array of macaws and other birds housed in large caged habitats.

Darwin, a less than friendly looking macaw, sits atop a faux tree branch, uncaged, with a sign that reads: Do not pet, Darwin likes to bite. Charming.

“Hello ma’am, welcome to The Perch. Table for one?” A girl who barely looks sixteen greets me with a smile.

“I’m here for the engagement party.”

“Oh, yes. It’s just up that staircase. Have fun! I wish I was invited. They’re having a blast up there.” She gushes.

I walk up the rebar metal staircase and admire the industrial urban design. Tate and Evie rented the open rooftop lounge for the evening, and it’s another gorgeous October night in Arizona. With a slight chill in the air I’m thankful when I spot a few propane heaters positioned throughout. I scan the crowd to find familiar faces and make my way to the bar.

“Carly! You made it!” Melissa, Evie’s older sister wraps me in a big hug. Her husband Drew nods and offers a wave.

“Sorry I’m a little late. Looks like everyone’s having a great time.” I order a beer and glance about. I don’t know half of these people, probably friends or relatives of Evie and maybe some of Tate’s co-workers. As a natural introvert, navigating this sea of strangers for the night is daunting. But it’s my brother so I suck it up. Movement from the far corner catches my eye. A guy with an acoustic guitar and another on a bongo play the music streaming through the deck’s speakers.

“I didn’t realize they hired a band. I thought this was a Pandora station.” I glance back to Drew who smirks as his wife’s mouth hangs agape.

“Uh, they didn’t hire them. More like Kate called in a favor. That’s Three Ugly Guys. Well, two of them.”

Oh shit. My skin heats at the realization and a shiver runs down my spine. The warmth of my blush travels up my neck and face. That’s Derek on drums. Derek who stars in my bedroom fantasies aided by the help of my vibe stash. Licking my lips, I grab my glass and excuse myself to move closer to the man eye candy.

“Carly!” Kate waves with one arm, the other tangled around Jon’s bicep. I walk closer and smile at the couple. I’m pretty sure everyone was as relieved as I when these two stopped playing games and finally got together.

“Hi, Kate. Hi, Jon. How’s it going?” I sip my beer, sneaking glances at the musicians who cover a classic Elton John tune.

“They’re great, right?” Kate nods to Derek and Trent. Jon scowls.

I try to play it cool and unaffected while I glance back in Derek’s direction. Oh, hell. He’s so pretty to look at. If only he was playing shirtless. He usually is, but I guess they decided to class things up. Tonight he’s wearing a dress shirt with the cuffs rolled up to reveal his corded forearms. Take back my earlier thought. He looks sexy and refined in this getup. His tats peak through where his dress shirt opens at the neck.

“Wanna sit?” Kate nods to the open lounge chair and couch not too far from the band.

“Yeah.” I follow, and a few beers later our seating arrangement includes my brother, Evie, Kate, Jon, Melissa, and Drew. I’m having a great time. Kate’s retelling stories that have my eyes filling with tears from laughing so hard.

The next song ends and Trent and Derek pack up their instruments and walk over. I panic and clamber from the comfy chair. “I’m going to get another beer,” I say to no one in particular and head straight for the bar. Sliding onto an empty stool I wait, trying to make eye contact with the busy bartender. I twist my half empty beer in my hands while my fingers trace patterns across the glass.

“It’s you again.” His voice is just as I remember and sends goosebumps across my flesh. He slides into the neighboring chair and turns so his knees touch my legs. The simple movement heats my entire body.

“Wanna get out of here? Maybe get under me?” He waggles his brows with that knowing smirk. Derek leans close, his words fall softly, a sweet seduction at my ear. “I’d love to watch you fall apart underneath me. First I’d lick you ’til you’re screaming my name.” My heart hammers in my chest and I hold my breath, both wanting and not wanting to hear what he says next.

“You’d taste so good. I love eating pussy. You know that? I’d be so turned on that I’d slam into you, balls deep. Filling that sweet, sweet pussy to the brim. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I lick my lips, a feeble attempt to wet my parched mouth. Squeezing my legs together because another part of me is having no trouble staying wet.

“You know. This tongue piercing is for your pleasure.” He licks the shell of my ear, sucking on my lobe and flicks the skin with his stud. I bite my lip and moan. “And FYI, it’s not the only thing I have pierced.” Wow. “So what do you say?”

I bring the glass to my lips and chug until the warm beer is gone. I’d love to forget life and spend my night in the arms of this rocker but that’s not my reality. I can’t play hooky, even for more than a few hours. I’m Mom twenty-four, seven. It’s just me. And those boys, they’re my world. More important than any one night stand.

Pushing from my stool, I smile politely at Derek. “I’m sorry, I’ll have to decline your offer. Thanks, though.” I turn and walk back to where my friends and family are still gathered.

“What?” I hear him guffaw, a loud snort coming from his laughter. He’s by my side in two seconds. If nothing else, he’s persistent.

“Did you just snort?” I smile. He stops short, grabs my arm, forcing me to face him.

“Yeah, but let’s backtrack here. Why won’t you come home with me?”

“Because I have to go home to my children.” I raise my brow and place one hand on my hip in a silent challenge. Clearly, he’s surprised; it’s written all over his face. The information will send any man running. Always does.

“You have kids?”

“Yes. That’ll douse a man’s hard on, right?” I laugh but he studies me with a smirk.

“Tell me about them.” What?

“No.”

“No?”

“No. Look, I don’t know you. You’re hot, but obviously have some mama issues because you’re still hitting on me.” He laughs, mischief written on his face as I rant. “I’m just a mom, a woman trying to do right by her children. I’ve got no room for you in my life. Not even for a night.”

“I doubt that. You’re much more than you give yourself credit for. And for the record I don’t have mother issues.” He teases with a grin.

“You have a healthy relationship with your mother?” I raise my brows. I’m not buying it.

“I did.” He smiles sweetly. “Until she died.”

“Oh, my god! Derek I’m so sorry—” He bursts into laughter and draws attention from the entire room. Crossing my arms over my chest, I scowl.

“Sorry, couldn’t resist. You should’ve seen your face. I really do have a good relationship with my mom. She lives in Peoria and I call her every week. She’s the strongest woman I know. Swear.” His fingers trace a cross over his heart. I give his teasing eyes a hard glare.

“I don’t joke about death. Ever. I’m a nurse for the oncology floor at Children’s.”

Something passes over his face. The silly demeanor drops a split second before it eases back into a grin. “Yeah? That’s pretty cool. So, I’ve got to know. You ever fantasize about playing nurse and patient? ’Cause I feel a cold coming on.” His poor attempt at a cough has me laughing.

“You never stop, do you?”

“That’s what the ladies tell me.” He winks and I roll my eyes.

“I’m not sleeping with you tonight.”

“That’s fair.” He wraps an arm around my shoulders like we’re the best of pals and leads us back to the bar. It’s sad how much I revel in his touch. My entire body lights up, craves more. It’s been too long since I’ve been with a man. Yup. That must be it. I should pull away, or go back to our group, but I’m interested to see what comes out of his mouth next.

“Two of whatever’s on tap.” Of course, one look from him and the bartender bustles to fill our order.

“I accept that you won’t sleep with me tonight.” He drops his arm and I immediately miss the warmth. He pulls out a twenty, lays it on the bar and grabs both glasses. He hands me one but doesn’t release the glass right away. His eyes widen and my breath catches as our fingers touch. His mouth dips to my ear again. His words cover me like honey. “Not tonight. But one night soon. I don’t give up easily when I want something. In fact, some might say I get a little obsessed.” He pulls back, a cheeky grin on his face, and flashes that stud in his tongue before he takes a sip from his beer.

I pull my glass to my lips and take big gulps—a futile attempt to cool my body and hopefully regain my ability to speak. He laughs.

“Slow down there, Nurse Betty. Let’s get back to your friends.” He grins and we make our way back to the group.

“My name’s not Betty.”

“Yeah, although that’s a shame. I’ve always had a thing for Betty.”

I pause to study his face.

“Boop.”

“Huh?”

“Betty Boop.”

“Wow. You really do have a thing for older women.”

“So, do I get to know your actual name or am I gonna have to jerk off later to Betty the nurse?” He lowers his voice as we rejoin our friends. My brother and Jon cast suspicious glowers in our direction.

“Well, we can’t have that, can we?” I shift my glass to my left hand and wipe my palm across my leggings before extending it to Derek. “Carly Reynolds. Nice to officially meet you.”

He smiles and I return it with an authentic one of my own.

“Derek Taylor. But you already knew that.” He grins wider at the last part.

“Yeah, like, ’cause everyone knows your name, ’cause, like, you’re totally famous!” I use my best Valley Girl impression.

“Totally.” He grins.

“Back off the groom’s sister. You’re supposed to do me a favor, not make a scene!” Kate hisses between us and I drop my hand. I didn’t even realize he was still holding it.

Derek’s eyes widen as he looks from Tate to me and then back again. “Shit.” He swears under his breath. “You never told me he is your brother.”

I giggle because yes, Tate looks intimidating when he wants to. The muscles and tats give the illusion he’s a tough guy, but underneath the exterior he’s a big softy. My little brother all grown up and ready to get married. Hell, when did that happen? I remember making him cry just by playing the Michael Jackson Thriller soundtrack.

“Must have missed my chance, what with your unsuccessful attempts to get me in your bed.” His eyes widen and he sputters.

Kate laughs. “Ouch. You should probably work on your game. The famous rock star guise only goes so far.”

“I have no problems getting laid!” He shouts, earning attention and a few giggles.

“Having a rough night, big guy?” Trent punches him in the shoulder and races off, catching up to some blonde in a short skirt.

“It’s okay. Everyone has bad days.” Kate pats his head as one would a dog and winks my way.

“I’m voluntarily taking the night off.” Derek draws out and lifts his glass in the air. “Apparently, there’s more to life than getting off.”

“Speak for yourself.” Tate chuckles and wraps his arms around Evie to pull her flush against his front.

“Where are Melissa and Drew? They leave already?” I look around. Evie and Kate giggle. Jon rolls his eyes.

“She had to go to the ‘bathroom’ and I guess that’s now a two person job.” Evie uses air quotes, then gags, “It’s my sister so it’s still gross, you know?”

“Melissa and Drew have this weird thing about public bathrooms.” Tate clarifies, as if anyone wasn’t sure of what she was referring.

“I want to applaud them, but it’s so unsanitary.” Kate adds matter of fact. “I get the overwhelming need to fuck, but why not storage closets, or cars, or alleyways . . . but bathrooms? Like is it the toilet seat covers or the automatic hand dryers that turns them on?”

Laughter turns to more conversation and I settle into Derek’s presence. He’s fire, I know. I shouldn’t even play with matches. Yet here he is and I can’t help but stand close to his heat.

Glancing at my cell confirms it’s nearing midnight. Shit. I need to go. I stand and the skyline tilts back and forth before centering. Crap, crap, crap. I can’t drive.

“Hey, little brother, congrats again. Great party.” I give him a hug and kiss on the cheek before doing the same to Evie, “I can’t wait ’til we’re officially sisters. Love you.”

“You’re not driving.” Tate reprimands.

“No way. I’m gonna cab home. See you tomorrow?”

He nods with a smile. They booked a hotel suite for the night. I don’t blame them. It’s gotta be annoying sharing a home with your sister and her kids. Fuck. A sadness washes over me and clouds the party spirit from earlier. Things are changing. I can feel it approaching like a storm. I give a little shiver as a cool breeze blows through.

“Later, everyone! Have a good night!” I yell over the chatter, earning a few waves. I turn, and Derek’s at my side.

“I’ll make sure you get home okay.” he says.

“It’s okay, I’m taking a cab.”

“Good, we can share. I’m too fucked up to drive.” He beams.

“Whatever.” I roll my eyes and power walk down the stairs to the hostess stand. He follows with a lazy jog and I do my best to ignore the thrill that comes from him not leaving me alone.

“We need a cab,” he interjects before I can open my mouth.” The hostess nods, eyes wide and rendered speechless, pointing to the row of cabbies just outside the gate.

“Thanks, love.” He winks and I swear the poor girl almost faints. She scrambles for her phone as we walk out the archway.

“You’re in a rush, Cinderella . . . your clothes gonna disappear if you’re not home by midnight? ’Cause I wanna be around for that.”

“No, dumbass. I have a sitter and I promised her I’d be home by midnight.”

“Right. Kids.” He opens the door for me, and I sit inside, scooting as he slides in as well. I rattle off my address and main cross streets to the driver.

“You’re a good mom. I can tell,” Derek says sincerely.

“How can you say that? You don’t even know me.” I laugh.

“Well, you’re passing on this.” He dramatically sweeps his hands up and down his body with a wry grin.

I laugh and shake my head. “You’re really full of yourself.”

“Why, thank you.”

“I didn’t mean that as a compliment.” I lift my chin to meet his intense gaze. The passing street lights cast his face from dark to light and back again. He looks dangerous and sexy as fuck. The comedic entertainer disappears somewhere along the ride.

I lick my lips and anticipate his kiss. His eyes follow the movement and he’s transfixed in their wake. I want him. I shouldn’t. I won’t.

The car pulls to a slow stop. “Fifteen,” mutters the driver.

“I’ve got it,” Derek whispers and dips his head close enough that our lips barely don’t touch.

He leans his strong male body over mine to pull the door handle and push open the door. I don’t miss how his arm grazes my breasts, or how my nipples harden at the touch. I inhale, and savor the scent that is pure male and a suggestion of mint. Derek leans back into his seat with a satisfied smirk.

“’Night, mama.”

“’Night, Derek.” I step out of the vehicle and he mutters something to the cabbie as I walk to the door. Twisting the key in the lock, I turn to look back.

“I’ll see you around!” Derek yells out the open taxi window.

“I’m not so sure you will!” I fire back sweetly.

He laughs. “We’ll see about that!” He slaps his hand outside the cab, and the driver whisks him away from my drive.

I’ll probably never see him again. I wish that left me with satisfaction instead of disappointment.
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“MAMA! CAN WE MAKE PANCAKES?” Eli shouts as he jumps onto my bed. The mattress moves with every bump, throwing pillows and blankets haphazardly. My stomach rolls and I cringe at the movement. I crack one eye and read the time from the clock. Almost eight o’clock. I’m lucky they let me sleep this much.

“Mama! Mama, wake up!” He hops again, this time losing his balance and landing head first into my side. I wince at the pain. This is one of many reasons I don’t go out. Kids don’t care if you’ve been drinking or had a long night. In fact, it’s almost as if they can tell you had fun without them and feel the need to deliver payback in the form of rambunctious behavior and jubilant shouts.

“Mama!” Eli screams. Point in case.

“Elijah, baby, you need to talk quietly. It’s still early.”

“I’m bored. Ezra won’t let me play with him. I’m hungry, too.” My alone time is officially up for the day. I sigh and roll out of my bed.

“Help me make the bed and then I’ll take you boys out for donuts.”

“Yay!” Eli shouts, and I squint with the sound as if that’ll somehow help. It’s mornings like this that I wish for a way to control the volume of my children.

I love my boys. Their enthusiasm for life has kept me positive and moving forward on days when I didn’t want to. But they’re loud and fully energetic on a Saturday morning.

Eli tucks the sheets and lays out my blankets with amusement. It’s contagious and soon I’m smiling too as I arrange the pillows.

“Go tell your brother to get dressed, and both brush your teeth, then we’ll go.”

“Okay!” He races out of the room and I pull on my most worn blue jeans and a T-shirt from a charity walk I did last year, and arrange my loose hair into a bun on top of my head.

I walk down the hall and notice their beds are unmade and someone left the light on in the bathroom. They’re sitting by the front door, tying up their laces with complete concentration.

“Eli, Ezra, go make your beds, please, and turn the bathroom light off.”

“Can you do it?” Eli whines and Ezra pins him with a hard glare. Elijah always pushes his luck. Ezra, being older and most definitely the wiser, knows when to do as Mom says and keep his mouth shut.

“No, it’s your responsibility.” I say. I grab my purse and replace my id and cards from last night’s clutch.

“But I helped you with your bed,” he whines again.

I open my mouth to reply, but Ezra beats me to it. “Eli, let’s go make our beds. I’ll race you!” Ezra takes off down the hall and Eli follows with a grin. I chuckle to myself and pull on a hoodie from the hall closet.

We drive to the best little donut shop in Arizona, Bosa’s. The boys peer in wonder through the glass at the wide variety of sugar and dough before they finally decide on a maple long john and a cinnamon twist. I order a large coffee and we take our feast back to the car for the short ride to our park.

It’s close to Tate’s home, hidden within the neighborhood so it’s never too crowded. I pull out the blanket I keep in the trunk and we make a little picnic under a tree where we can see the pond and the playground.

I listen as they chat about their week at school between big bites. Frosting and sugar cover their adorable faces. Their expressive green eyes dance with every emotion as they retell the week’s activities. I love this. In this moment I don’t need or wish for more. They are my world.

“Mama, can I ask you a question?” Ezra pulls a dandelion and picks the seeds off one at a time. He tosses each seed into the air and watches it float through the breeze before repeating again.

“You can always ask me anything.”

“When do you pick the girl to marry?” He pauses in messing with the weed to pin me with imploring eyes. “Like, when do you know she’s the one?”

It takes everything I have to not giggle at his question. If it weren’t for that questioning gaze, so full of sincerity, I probably would. I bite my lip and consider his question. To come up with an answer that might give his little mind a truth to hold fast in his later years.

“Well . . . that’s a very good question. You have to really get to know a person. Not rush. Take years and years to make sure their inside character matches their outside attraction. And make sure you’re at least thirty.” I wink and Ezra giggles.

“Thirty is so old.”

“Hey, watch it, little man,” I tease. “Why were you wondering about that, Ezra? Any cute girls at school trying to steal you away from me already?”

His face scrunches into a grimace. “No, yuck. Girls are stupid.” He meets my gaze and amends. “Not you, Mama. I was wondering because I heard Miss Linda tell someone on the phone that Uncle Tate and Evie were getting married awfully quick.”

“Was this when she watched you boys last week?” He nods. I keep my questions light and my voice from sounding accusatory. I can’t believe Linda would say something like that. Evie’s mom has been so welcoming and supportive of our family.

“Were you in the room when she said that?” Ezra looks away. “Hey, Ezra. It’s okay. You’re not in trouble, but I need to know.”

“I was supposed to be sleeping. I snuck out so I could watch the baseball game on TV. They didn’t know I was there.” I nod with relief that Evie’s mom wouldn’t talk like that in front of the boys.

“Well, I think some people probably think your Uncle Tate and Auntie Evie should wait a little longer before getting married. But they are old enough to make that kind of decision and I support your Uncle Tate. I think Evie is a perfect partner for him.”

Ezra grins. “Me too. Plus she’s really pretty.” I try not to roll my eyes. Boys. They must come out this way.

“Mama, can we go play on the slide now?” Eli asks and I use my thumb to wipe off the icing left behind on his face.

“Sure thing, but stay where I can see you. Stick together.”

“We know!” Ezra shouts. They’re already off running and halfway to the playset. I settle back against the tree. I nurse my coffee and the warm liquid soothes my pounding head as well as breathes energy into my tired mind.

The boys race around the playground. They immediately start up some game using imagination, pirate voices, and lots of running. They’re ecstatic to have the entire area to themselves.

Ezra’s question pulls at a memory I’d rather forget. I wish I could go back and take the advice I just gave him.

“I. Love. You.” Josh punctuates each deep, hard thrust with the words that make me lose every last vulnerability. I feel my orgasm building, threatening to explode with each movement of his hips.

His hands cup the sides of my face and my eyes melt in his gaze. Sweat forms at his temples and I know he’s close, too. A strangled sound forces out my lips as he grips my hair at the base of my neck and pulls hard. Tears form in my eyes from the pain, and his demanding, punishing pace continues.

“That’s it, baby. Fuck, you’re so good.” He drops his other hand from my face and snakes it between our sweaty bodies to find my center. Knowing exactly where I need it, his fingers rub quick circles until I can’t help but scream out his name. My release crashes over me and Josh pulls out, finishing over my belly. “Damn, that’s hot.” He breathes before rolling to his back.

The only sounds are that of our hurried breaths slowing to an even pace. I turn my cheek so it rests on the cool fabric. Josh stares at the ceiling and I relish in the opportunity to just watch him. Strong jaw, kissable lips, hard eyes that can be dangerous sometimes and sweet others. I love this man.

“I don’t deserve you,” he whispers. Had I not been watching his lips I wouldn’t have heard the words.

“What? Don’t say that. Of course you do.”

“You’re too good for me. If you knew what was best you would break things off and leave my sorry ass.” He’s just feeling bad because he lost his job at the shop.

“Hey. Don’t say that.” I grab a dirty towel from off the floor and wipe my stomach clean before climbing back on the bed to straddle his legs. He tries to push me away but I grab his face between my hands. “I love you. I choose you. I don’t care about what anyone else says or thinks.”

My parents don’t like him. They don’t approve of us, and think we’re moving too fast by living together after just a few weeks. I didn’t really plan it, but it made sense, especially with him looking for work right now. Besides, they can’t tell me what to do. I make my own choices. I’m graduated, have a nursing job, and pay my own bills.

His gaze is hard and unwavering. “You mean that, Carly?”

“You know I do,” I whisper, peppering kisses over his lips. He catches my own in a torching kiss, pulling my naked chest flush with his.

“How did I get so damn lucky?” He pulls back just enough to whisper, “Marry me? Stay with me forever, Carly?” My eyes fill with tears and I feel the love flowing between us. I’ve never felt this before with anyone. He’s it for me.

“Yes!” I kiss him hard. “Yes, fucking yes, I will marry you!”

A young couple with a toddler enters the playground and my walk down memory lane ends. The family draws my attention with their behavior. The woman laughs and pushes her curly haired toddler back and forth in the swing. He squeals, a joyful sound, with each shove. The man grins as his glance travels between the child and woman. His hand sits with a gentle touch at her hip.

There’s something in the way he graces his little family with adoring smiles. The way he’s helpful and attentive to his partner and child. The way this woman moves with calm confidence, something only a woman who is loved and respected seems to possess. It reminds me of Tate and Evie, and I can easily envision this for them in a few years—spending a lazy Saturday walking to the park to play with their child.

It’s something I wish for them. And they need to find their way without me and the boys. And you deserve that, too. I shake my head at the thought. No. I had my shot. It wasn’t in my fate. I screwed up my happy ever after. Nothing I ever do now will be uncomplicated. I’ve accepted that. But my brother’s future is untarnished, and even though he denies it, I need to set him free. 

The wind picks up and sends napkins flying across the blanket. I abandon my coffee to catch them before they scatter across the park, then toss them into a nearby trashcan. A cold breeze blows once more, sending shivers down my spine. My skin prickles and for a second it feels as if someone is watching me. I look around, only to find one jogger passing by the pond and the couple with their toddler at the swings.

I fold up the blanket and shout out a five minute warning to the boys. We need to get back and I’d like to clean the house before Evie and Tate get back. Things are changing. I can feel it, and a small part of me wants to hold on desperately to the familiar, easy comfort we’ve established in our lives. But the other part of me, in watching this young family today, is eager for change. Because change isn’t always bad. At least it doesn’t have to be.

My brother and Evie deserve all the happiness life has to offer, and they need to do that without us. I need to stand on my own feet, too. I can’t depend on Tate as much as I do now. He saved me when I needed him, but I’m stronger, smarter, and more confident than I’ve ever been. I’m ready.

I pull out my cell and send a quick text to Meg, one of my co-workers. She’s always going on about her son, the realtor. I should at least see what’s on the market. What I’m able to qualify for, now that I’ve had time to get my finances in order.

I call the boys back to the car, proud of the baby step I just made. When I think back to a few years ago, that’s something I’d never been able to do. I’ve fought like hell to become the mother I am, and nothing will hold me back from continuing to be the best I can be for my sons.

Eli and Ezra hop into the backseat, and my phone starts to ring from where it’s tucked in my back pocket. I pull it out and the number is one I don’t recognize. Unease crawls across my skin and my fingers tremble as I swipe across the screen.

The boys must pick up on my fear because they go quiet and I’m paralyzed by the fear of who could be on the line. “Hello?” I croak.

“Hi! Is this Carly?” A friendly male voice sounds through the line, allowing me to suck in a quick breath. I’m still suspicious. It’s a voice I don’t know.

“Who is this?” I speak plainly with a confidence I don’t feel.

“This is Mark Stevens. My mother, Margaret asked me to call. I’m with Home Finder Realty.” I finally relax, and go limp in my seat as I pull the buckle across my chest and start the car. Stupid. I’m being paranoid.

“Sorry, yes, this is Carly. Your mom tells me you’re the one to call about house hunting and I wondered if you could help me get started. I’m looking to purchase my first home but I don’t even know where to begin.” Mark’s warm, friendly voice floats through the line as he gives me the rundown. By the time I pull into the driveway I’m both excited and a little overwhelmed.

“Why don’t I send over some info, as well as the contact for the loan specialist I like to work with and we can go from there? And don’t worry. I know this can feel like a lot but it’s all worth it in the end. I’ll be here for any questions you have.”

“Thanks Mark, I’ll look for your email and I’ll probably bother you with lots of dumb questions.” He chuckles and I can already tell I’ll like working with this guy.

“No dumb questions. Carly, you let me know if you need anything. I’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you.”

“Mama, who was that?” Ezra’s voice pulls my attention to the rear view mirror. His eyes are big and wide and his lips form a thin line. Shit. He’s too insightful for an eight-year-old.

“Nothing you have to worry about, kiddo. Just a nice man who’s going to help me with a few things.”

He studies my eyes in the mirror a moment before his features relax. I need to watch my reactions with this one. I don’t want to worry him. He’s already been through so much. I want nothing more than for my boys to feel safe.
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AFTER THREE MONTHS ON THE road I’m ready for a break. I love my bandmates, but traveling the East Coast in a van is not my idea of a good time. We’re putting in our time, though, waiting on a big break, and then we can at least travel in style on the big bus.

Trent and I flew back a few days ago, in time to play Kate’s friend’s engagement party, while Austin and Sean stayed in The Big Apple as tourists. I thought about sightseeing but I wanted my own bed. That, and I hoped I’d run into Kate’s hot friend. Carly. I’ve gotten off to the image of those pretty pink lips and hot little body more times than I like to admit. Ever since we met at a gig, and then I ran into her at Kate’s art show, I can’t get her out of my head.

When I saw her watching me play across the patio Friday night I was sure I’d spend the night exploring those beautiful curves and tasting those sweet, pouty lips. Fuck. I stop and adjust my jeans before I hop inside my SUV.

Well, she completely shot me down and that was . . . unexpected. I need to work on my game. Quite frankly, I was disappointed in myself. And the fact that I went home alone to jack off to those lips drove the point further.

I shake my head and focus on the road. It’ll be a long day of band rehearsal but our manager is coming by to discuss our next plan of attack. Since our album got picked up by a national label we are finally getting air play on stations outside of our home state.

We did a short tour opening for a hard rock band with a larger following, but by no means huge. We’re all hoping our next gig provides a little more exposure. We’ve been playing together for six years, though that doesn’t mean shit if you aren’t talented. I’d like to say we’ve got what it takes to make it big. And I’m not looking for fame, I just wanna write music, and being twenty-eight with no work experience other than crap jobs between gigs won’t pay bills and allow me to pursue my passion.

“Hey, JD.” I nod to the owner of Off Track, the recording studio we’ve worked with for years. They produce mostly local bands. They aren’t about fame or fortune. They’re indie through and through, and I always feel most comfortable here.

“’Sup, Derek.” He greets me with a hug and pat on the back. “How’d the tour go?”

“Good, but glad to be home.”

“We’re glad to have you back. I set you guys up in Studio C. The rest of the guys walked in a few minutes ago.”

“Sweet. Thanks, man.”

I meander down the hall and open the door. Trent’s reclined on a couch with his eyes closed, Austin’s talking on his phone, and Sean’s got his ear buds in, plucking away on bass.

“I’m here! The party can start!” I plop down onto the couch and slap Trent across the chest.

“What the fuck man?” He slides up to sit tall and rubs his temple with his fingers.

“You hungover? It’s Monday, man. Surely you recovered from the party on Friday night.”

He pushes his hair back from where it falls onto his face and grins. “Oh, Friday night. Thanks for the reminder. That was some Grade A sweet ass pussy I took home. I was buried deep in that girl until I left her apartment Sunday morning.”

“Two days of fucking?” Austin ends his call and looks at Trent in awe.

“Yeah. Was just the kind of homecoming I needed. How about you, Derek? You hit that pretty brunette you were hanging all over when I left.”

I can’t help but bristle a little. “Nah, man. Turns out she was the groom to-be’s sister.” They all look at me like I’m stupid. “And she has two kids.” I add.

“So . . . she was married?” Trent’s brows knit with confusion.

“No. She wasn’t married.”

“So, what was the problem? She was fucking hot, and had she not been making eyes at you all night I would’ve hit that.” I bite back a smart remark and ease my features into a carefree expression. The thought of Trent with Carly makes me want to punch that smirk off his arrogant face.

“I just wasn’t feeling it.” I shrug.

I’m met with a room full of laughter.

“What the fuck, man?” Sean says.

“Oh, snap, Derek’s lost his mojo,” Austin adds.

“Dude, if you got rejected by a hot single mom, you’ve lost your touch.” Trent shakes his head.

They continue to harass and haggle me about Carly and I walk over to the drum set and bang out a loud series of beats. They’ll never stop. Once you give them material they’ll go on for fucking hours. I should’ve lied and said I banged her.

A loud whistle stops my hands and pulls all our attention to our manager, Bedo. Yeah, I have no fucking clue if that’s his real name or what that’s short for, but Bedo is what we call the shark who goes to bat for our vision. He’s small in stature but sharp as fuck and been in the industry for longer than I’ve been alive.

“Trent, Derek, Sean, Austin, good to have you back. Gather ’round. I have a meeting in thirty minutes so I’ll make this quick.” I stand and pull a chair to circle where the rest of the guys sit.

“I want you guys to stay fresh. Get some rest. Keep practicing the usual set and don’t focus on anything new or lay down roots ’cause I just booked you as the opening act for Justin Hill.” You can hear a pin drop and Bedo nods like he didn’t just release a fucking anvil on our lap. “You leave in one month and if you play your cards right, it’ll be a six month cross country tour, one month break home for the holidays.”

“Someone pinch me because I thought I heard Bedo say we’re opening for Justin Hill. As in, the Justin Hill, legendary rock god and multi-platinum selling artist.” Austin looks as though he’s about to puke.

“I sure as shit did.” Bedo puffs his chest out and gives rise to hooting and hollering from all of us. I can’t help but hug Bedo and my fellow band mates. This is unreal. It’s everything we’ve worked for and more.

“All right ugly boys, get a good practice in and then take the night to celebrate.” Bedo glances at his watch. “I’ve got to run. Derek, walk with me?”

“Uh . . . sure.” The guys eye me warily, and I feel like the kid who’s being pulled out of class by the principal. I don’t think I’ve done anything wrong, but I’m racking my brain just the same.

Bedo opens the studio door and strides out, and I jog to keep up with him. “What’s up, Bedo?”

He doesn’t answer until we’re standing in the parking lot next to his BMW.

“Derek, you remember when we talked about your song writing on tour?”

“Yeah. Sure. I’m sorry, I know it’s not stuff the band likes or our fans want to hear. I promise I won’t let that affect my time with the band. I’m completely focused and 3UG is my priority.” Shit, when Bedo caught me writing my folksy-acoustic music I was worried he’d take it the wrong way. I can’t help what I hear. I have to write it, even if it doesn’t go anywhere.

“Derek. Stop apologizing. I think you’re really talented, kid. I want to put you in touch with a friend of mine. He’s always looking for songwriters. Most of his artists wouldn’t know how to write a song if it bit them in the ass, but they have the look and the voice. Get my drift?”

“Wow, that’s awesome. I’d love to talk to him, but I should probably run it by the band first, make sure they’re cool with it.”

“Derek. Look, I know the band is like family, but I’ve been around the block a few times. You’ve got to put yourself first, look out for your best interests. You can make a good career, an excellent living out of writing music. I believe 3UG has what it takes to be a successful band, but that relies on the individual choices of four different people. I’d love it if you all can hack it. Hell, it bodes better for my paycheck. But it’s a lot, riding the elevator to success, and one member can fuck it all up at the drop of the hat. So, despite what the band says, you need to consider doing this for yourself.”

I nod, listening to all that he says. The man knows this industry better than the back of his hand, and I’ve always felt he has our best interests at heart.

“Okay. Thanks for your perspective. I respect what you’re saying. I still wouldn’t feel right moving forward without letting them know. But you’re right. It’s an opportunity I can’t pass up. I won’t let it interfere, either. I’ll give both opportunities my complete attention.”

He assesses me with a knowing look and pats my shoulder before sliding into his car. With a wave out the window he’s gone in a flash, leaving me standing in the lot even more overwhelmed than before.

We’re going on tour with one of the biggest artists of our time. I’m getting a shot at writing songs for money. Shit. Life couldn’t get any better. Too bad you can’t score any tail. Fuck.

The teasing from earlier gets under my skin. I could get laid if I wanted to. And I want to. I really want Carly. Shit. This is bad. I need to confirm I haven’t lost my skills somewhere on the road home. Before I walk inside the studio I pull out my phone and scroll through my contacts, landing on a pretty bartender from a spot we used to play on the regular.

“Hey, Sarah, it’s Derek.”

“Derek, you’re back!” I can hear the smile in her voice.

“Yeah. Hey, so you wanna come over later and fuck?”

“Wow, you get right to the point. No sugar coating.” She’s trying to act put off, they all do, but I know she wants me.

“Well, that’s what we’re gonna do if you come over.”

“M’kay. I work tonight. I’ll come over about ten?” Yep. This is why I like Sarah. No bull shit games or pretenses.

“See you then.”

I end the call and pocket my phone; a giant grin pulls at my face. Take that, naysayers. Fuck them. This guy’s still got it.

The rest of the practice goes smoothly and I can’t help but feel satisfaction knowing that I’ve got a hot thing waiting for me at the end of the night.
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After practice and when I’m back home in my room I pull out my Fender six string and stroke the sturdy grain three times before settling my fingers over the nylon threads. This is where I get lost. Same place I find myself. Happy. Sad. Angry. Joyful. I lay it all out. Been this way since I stumbled into a Guitar Center, a pissed off skinny little brat of a teenager.

Back then I was angry at the world. I’d been suspended from school, busted for smoking pot in the restroom when I should’ve been in algebra. Again. My mom came and picked me up from the office, angrier than I’d seen her in months. Sad thing? I was proud of myself for making her so upset, for causing some reaction. She dropped me home, chewed me out, and swore she’d beat my ass if I left my room. She went back to work and me being me waited a full five minutes before I left the apartment.

I thank God I wandered into the store that day. I was looking for something, just didn’t know it at the time. An older guy with a long gray and white beard and bald head caught me eyeing the guitars. I expected him to ask me why I wasn’t in school. Tell me to get lost.

“You play, kid?” He nods to the wall.

“Nah.” This old man is sure to give me shit, and frankly I’ve had enough of that for the day. Looking down at my dirty, worn Chucks, I turn on my heel to leave the store.

“I can teach ya.” I glance up to scrutinize his face. He’s studying the wall of merchandise, nods at one of the acoustics before he pulls it off the wall. He sits on a stool, fishes a pick from his front shirt pocket and gives it a strum. He’s not pushing, actually ignoring me, and ultimately that’s what draws me near. That and the bluesy tune he plays.

Closing his eyes, he rocks his head to the imaginary bass beat. The light reflects off his bald skin. He stops playing, opens his eyes to reveal one blue, one brown iris. It’s jarring but I’ve a well-practiced front, never show emotion or thoughts. Hell, in high school it’s a sure way to get your ass handed to you.

“Yeah, that’d be cool. That’s if you have time. Like, aren’t you supposed to be working or something?”

His lips pull into a wide ass grin and he lets out a chuckle straight from his gut. “Yeah, kid. I’m workin’ but there ain’t no one here but you and me. Sit down. Let’s teach ya to play.”

That’s how I learned to love music. That’s how music saved my life. From that day on, every day after school I skipped the bus ride home in exchange for a walk to Guitar Center. Richard was always waiting, ready to teach me something new. To patiently practice with a young, awkward kid. He taught me drums when I asked a year later.

I think back to the feelings from that time in my life, scribbling notes on the pad balanced over my left knee. Working through the chord progression I hear in my head. I practice it over and over until it’s just how I imagine. I press record on my phone and belt out the lyrics with the chorus I’ve just written and email it to myself.

It’s a good start, a touch of blues and folk blended within my usual style. It’s something we’d never play as a band. Not something the guys are interested in. They prefer to stick with rock. I tuck it away in my growing collection and check the time. Fuck.

I’m perpetually late. I’d like to blame it on my artistic genius but really it’s that I don’t pay much attention to the clock. I put my baby back in the case, pull on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, and step into my boots before flipping the lights off and slinging my case over one shoulder.

My cell rings. I pull it from my back pocket, and “Mom” flashes across the screen. I swipe my finger and cradle it to my ear as I walk the length of the hallway and grab my keys from the counter. “Hey, Madre, what’s up?”

“Hello, Derek. I just needed to hear your voice, baby.” Her own sounds weak and frail. Shit. I don’t want to deal with this right now. Ever, really.

“What did you do today, ma?” I jog down the stairs to the covered lot where my Yukon sits.

“Oh, I didn’t feel like doing much, baby. Watched a little TV but I couldn’t focus. When you coming by? I haven’t seen you in so long.” Try three days.

“Ma, I’ll be by next Saturday. Just like I always come by on Saturdays. Remember.” Pushing the start button on my SUV I pull out of the space and retrace the familiar route to my destination. I drop my phone in the drink holder as it pairs to Bluetooth.

“Oh. Yes. Of course I do. I—I miss him. I miss you.” I can hear the muffled sobs and it guts me. It always does.

“Hey, Ma. Don’t cry. You know, maybe I’ll bring you breakfast tomorrow. Would that be good? Grab donuts from that place you used to take me when I was little. Bozo’s? What’s it called?”

Her sobs attempt a chuckle. “You always used to call it that. Bosa. Not Bozo.” I can hear the smile in her voice and it calms my fears.

“I always wondered why they didn’t have clowns working there.” I laugh and pull into my usual spot. “Hey, Ma, I’ve gotta run. Get some rest tonight. I’ll be by in the morning, ’kay?”

“Thanks, Son. I’ll see you then. I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She ends the call and I jog up the lighted path. The cool night air sends chills over my arms. I hope they’ll make an exception for my lack of punctuality. Hey, being a rock star has to be good for something.
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“GOODNIGHT, ELIJAH. GOODNIGHT, EZRA.” MY arms wrap tight around my boys. Their freshly bathed hair tickles my nose.

“’Night, Mama.” Eli squeezes me tighter.

“Have a good night at work, Mama.” Ezra, my little man, smiles brightly. The joy that radiates from his green eyes hits me in the gut. He’s been through so much and knowing he’s happy, healthy, clean, fed, safe—there’s no better feeling of accomplishment or success. It almost makes leaving him and Eli to head into work an easy task.

“Be good for Auntie Evie. She’ll put you to bed at seven. Uncle Tate will be home after you’re asleep and take you to school in the morning. Be good, my boys.”

“We will!” they answer in chorus.

“Thanks, Evie.”

“Of course. Have a good shift tonight.” She grins and then bends down so that she’s eye level with the boys. “Okay, we have an hour until bedtime. Your choice, fort making or Lego building?”

“Forts!” they shout in unison, and Evie laughs. Their chatter follows me out the door.

It was nice to have a full weekend off with the boys, and while I’m always sad to leave them, I love my job and look forward to checking on my regulars. There are always a few kids I get assigned on a consistent basis who steal my heart completely. While it’s difficult to witness a child struggle with illness, I like being a part of the team that provides the absolute best care possible. It’s what I’d want for my own boys if God forbid they ever were sick.

I continue to think about the phone call from Friday morning. I asked a few of my friends working this weekend to text me if anyone else tried to reach me at the hospital, and no calls came in. I really must have been tired. I’m sure it was just the stress and sleep deprivation. It couldn’t be who I thought it was. Impossible.

Shifting my Camry into park, I grab my bag and step out into the cold, dark night. A shiver runs up my spine and goosebumps down my arms. It’s fairly quiet in the lot and I glance around. The wind blows and a nearby tree limb shakes with the gust, pulling my attention upward. Shit. It’s a full moon. I don’t know what it is, but these nights are never good. Totally jinxed from the get go.

I lock my car and wrap my arms around myself, the chill from before working its way to my bones. The gravel crunches under my shoes. Snap. I glance around and find nothing. Again with the shivers. The lot appears empty but it almost feels as if I’m being watched. I jog the rest of the way up the path. I’m not sticking around to find out.
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“Carly, where are the meds I ordered for Seventeen?”

“I ordered them like you and Dr. Callahan asked.”

“Well, they’re not here, and the patient needs them within the hour.” Greta flips the chart shut and pins me with a hard glare. “You need to stay on top of these things. I’d expect this from a rookie, but you’ve been here too long to let things like this get by.”

“But I did order them like you asked.”

“So you’re blaming pharmacy? Just stop. Save it. I don’t want to hear it. Doesn’t matter who screwed up. It’s your patient, your responsibility.”

“I’ll go down to pharmacy, see if I can find what happened. I’ll be back as soon as I can, but can you cover my patients?” Her brow raises and she blows out a breath as if I’m the one inconveniencing her.

“I guess. Just hurry back. I’ve got things to do, too.”

I nod, not bothering to dilly dally. When Greta is in a mood, you just bite your tongue, grin and bear it. She’s such a bitch, but she’s a good nurse and has been here twenty plus years. It’s a bad idea to piss her off.

I click the elevator button repeatedly as if somehow that will bring the car up faster. It’s quiet on the floor. Visitor hours are up and most patients are resting for the night. My shift has barely begun and it’s off to a crappy start. I can only hope the rest of the night goes better.

Ding.

The doors slide open and my gaze flicks up as I step inside. I gasp. What the fuck?

“Are you stalking me at work now?” A lazy grin spreads across Derek Taylor’s face. You’ve got to be kidding me. “Look, I told you I’m not interested. Please take a hint before I file a restraining order.” I growl with irritation. I turn and press the button for the basement.

Derek pushes off the wall from where he leans. His bright red shirt pulls across his chest, and tattoos peek out from the sleeves. Tight jeans mold his legs and tuck inside black combat boots. His brown hair falls forward and rests just above his eyebrows. Only a man with his confidence can pull this off and look pure male. He oozes sex and I only wish I wasn’t covered in these horrible scrubs. With no makeup and hair pulled into a braid, I’m sure I look simple and plain. I’m angry at myself for caring what he thinks.

“Pretty sure of your siren skills, aren’t you?” he grins, sticks his tongue out, and flips the stud once. “Maybe I’m here to see someone else?” Of course. He’s not here for me. My cheeks heat with embarrassment for having such foolish thoughts.

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.” I tap my foot and will the floors to rush faster. The numbers change all too slowly from four to five, then five to six. Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. The numbers are going up. I’m in for the long ride down to the basement.

“Carly. Would you look at me?” I glance to my left. He winks. “I’m not here to see anyone in particular. I’m here to volunteer.” It’s then I notice the guitar case.

“I thought you played drums.” He steps closer and I can’t help but back up until my spine touches the hard wall. He beams a lazy grin and pins me with those chocolatey eyes.

“There’s so much about me you’d never guess. I’m more talented than you’d ever imagine. Shame you don’t want to give me a shot.” He punctuates his point with a roll of that silver stud over and across his lips. The intensity of his eyes holds my complete attention. I lick my lips. He’s close but not close enough. I want him to kiss me and that’s a bad idea. I clench my hands against the rail, as if that will help.

Ding.

The doors slide open and he backs out leisurely; a cheeky smile plays at his lips. His eyes dance with delight as if he knows he’s turned me on, and that pisses me off further.

“Later, mama!” He calls out, and turns to strut down the hallway. I can’t think of a clever comeback before the doors slide shut.

“Shit!” I shout into the empty car. He gets under my skin and he knows it. I don’t need this right now. The night is off to a bad enough start and I don’t need the distraction of drummer boy volunteering two floors up.

I step out of the car when it finally arrives at the basement and hustle to the pharmacy. I turn the corner and shout in surprise as my face hits a wall. What the—? No. Not a wall. My gaze travels up the broad chest of muscle to land on the ice blue eyes of Mr. Dreamy Doctor. Shit, double shit!

“We’ve got to stop meeting this way.” His hands are at my arms and steady my frame. “Maybe slow down a little? Enjoy the journey?” He teases and through his day old scruff pops two dimples. God, I’m such a sucker for dimples.

Finally, I regain my ability to speak and step back to return his smile. “I’m so sorry, my head was somewhere else. Honestly, I’m much safer than I appear. I only seem to crash into you.”

He chuckles a deep, solid sound and it turns my insides into a puddle of goo. Seriously, he can’t be for real.

“I’m sorry. We haven’t officially met. I’m Garrett Brooks, just started my residency with the surgical floor.” He holds his hand out and I place mine inside, returning his warm smile.

“Carly Reynolds, RN in oncology. You’re a long way from home.”

His brows knit and smile falters. “I am. How’d you know?”

“Oh, I only meant—surgeons don’t usually venture off their floor—Eight. Never mind, that was stupid.” I shake my head. Smooth, Carly. Way to go, making Doctor Smiley all sad.

He scrunches his face in the most adorable way and scratches at his thick blond hair. How he made it through med school with all that hair is beyond me. “I guess I’m a little more homesick than I thought. I moved from Chicago three weeks ago. It’s where I went to med school and all my family is there.”

“That’s tough being away from home, but you’ll love Arizona winters. You can pretty much wear shorts year round. You can rub that in when everyone back home is shoveling snow,” I offer with a grin.

He nods. “I’m looking forward to it. Not that I’ll have much time outside these walls.” He glances over his shoulder. “Well, I should get back upstairs. I’ll see you around, Carly from Oncology.”

“Nice to meet you Dr. Brooks.”

“Just call me Garrett, please.”

“Garrett.” God, even his name tastes good on my lips. He winks and walks away. I feel a blush creep up my neck. I’m glad he’s already halfway down the hall and not a witness to my school girl reaction.

I check my watch as I head toward the pharmacy. Oh, shit. Greta is bound to be on my case all night. There’s no way I’ll be back upstairs within a time frame that meets her approval. Full moon night shifts are always a bitch. Every. Damn. Time.
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“Luis . . . Lights out bud.” I try for an authoritative tone, but this kid’s got me wrapped around his finger. Fourteen-years-old and battling cancer like a champ. He’s also quite the little charmer and I know for a fact he’s working me and the other nurses over for extra game time and popsicles, but we don’t care. He’s that good.

“Come on, one more hour. Please? I did chemo and took naps all day. I’m not even tired.”

I check his vitals and mark them on his chart before I meet his pleading eyes. “I don’t know . . .”

A knock at the door interrupts. It eases open and those chocolate eyes fill me with irritation. Derek gives a little wave and has the decency to look sheepish.

“You need to leave. You can’t be in here.”

“What?” He looks as if I’ve personally insulted him and I roll my eyes. His gaze leaves mine and travels to Luis and he gives him a nod. “I came in here to see if this kid wanted his ass handed to him in a game of Madden.” Shit.

“Ha! I’ve been stuck in a hospital bed for three weeks. You’re getting your butt handed to you.” Luis grins. Derek makes his way inside, leans his guitar case against the wall, and pulls over a chair to sit next to Luis.

“Nurse Carly, please can I have one more hour? I finally have someone to play me.” Luis bats those eyes and how the hell can I turn down his simple request? I send one last glare at Derek.

“Yes, please, Nurse Carly.” Derek flips his tongue piercing at me and I hold back the urge to roll my eyes.

“Okay. One hour. I’m setting my alarm and kicking him out when it goes off.” I point a warning finger at Derek. “Let me see your badge.” I nod and he hands it over. I check to verify he has the volunteer clearance to be left in the room and he does.

“Sweet!” Luis beams and I know I’ve made the right choice. Derek better be good to him, though something tells me he will. “Here’s your controller.” Luis hands the extra to Derek.

“Thanks. I gotta warn you, I’m pretty good for an old dude. I play lots of Xbox on the road.”

“Road?”

“Yeah, I’m in a band. Maybe you heard of us? Three Ugly Guys?”

“Shit!” Luis shouts.

“Language,” I chide as I jot a few final notes in his chart. I may also be stalling to listen in on their conversation.

“I’ve heard of you! Holy crap! I can’t believe Derek Taylor is in my room playing Madden with me!” Luis usually plays the cool teenager card, so the fact he’s this worked up over Derek’s arrival is entertaining to watch. He’s not even trying to play it off.

As I gently shut the door the sure sounds of smack talk and laughter follow me out into the hall. That Derek is making my favorite patient’s night warms my soul. He may be a famous rock star but right now he’s using his powers for good. There just might be more to Derek Taylor than I originally thought.

I check on my other patients and get sidelined with a little girl who’s having pain management issues. I don’t even hear my alarm go off and by the time I’ve finally got her calm and back asleep it’s just shy of midnight. I’m sure Derek’s long gone by now, but I should check on Luis anyway.

Hand on the knob I hear noises through the door and pause. The soft sounds of guitar and singing drift through the walls. He couldn’t still be here. Could he? I ease the door open and peek inside. What I see melts any remnants of ice frozen around my heart. Derek is strumming, guitar cradled in his expert arms, as his fingers dance nimbly across the strings. It’s a song I don’t recognize, and he sings soft and low. His voice isn’t perfect, which somehow makes him more endearing.

Luis holds two drum sticks and moves them over a worn white circular pad he’s balanced on his lap. Luis’ movements are awkward and off beat, but it doesn’t seem to bother Derek. His eyes are closed as he sings. A trace of a smile falls into place between lyrics.

I slip inside and wait until the song ends before intruding upon their moment.

“Bravo!” I clap and offer a sincere appreciation.

Derek shoots Luis a worried look.

“Busted.” He tells Luis before he meets my gaze. “Sorry, I know we’ve gone way past bedtime. Luis wanted to learn drums and we totally lost track of time. My bad.”

“It’s okay, just don’t let it happen again.”

Derek places his guitar back in its case and Luis tries to hand back the drum sticks.

“Nah, man. You keep those, and the practice pad. I’ll be back in a few nights. If that’s cool with you?” Derek slings his case over his shoulder and Luis nods.

“Yeah, that’s cool.” He must have regained his nonchalant teenage attitude while I was gone. I’m sure he’s more than excited.

“Okay, boys. Lights out, Luis. Derek, I’ll walk you out.”

Luis yawns and turns to his side. I flip the lights as he wraps the blanket around himself. Derek follows me out of the room and toward the bank of waiting elevators.

“You better come back. You can’t make promises like that if you don’t plan on keeping them. It means a lot to a kid like Luis.” We stop and he presses the down button.

“I know, Carly. I know exactly how much it means. That’s why I volunteer here.”

“Sorry. It’s just, Luis is a special kid.”

“He is, I can tell.” He reaches out and touches my arm with the tips of his fingers. His eyes are somber and stormy when he speaks. “He’s going to be all right? He’ll get better?”

I wish I could give him an answer, but the truth of the matter is I don’t know. We do the best we can for our patients but we hold no magic fix. It’s a part of the equation I’ve learned to accept. Derek’s eyes darken when I don’t respond and his fingers tighten around my arm. I don’t think he realizes he’s doing it.

“Derek. I don’t know. But I can tell you he has some of the best doctors in the world working his case. With the type of cancer he has, we have to wait and see. He’s doing great with this round of chemo and hopefully it works. It’s a process but he’s getting the best care possible.”

He nods, releases my arm, and the teasing glint comes back to his eyes. “So, you still set on not giving this hunky bastard a little lovin’? Maybe we could find an empty room or a supply closet and get busy?”

I punch him in the arm and he pretends it hurts. My lips pull into a smile and I shake my head.

“You’re horrible. Get out of here and go home.”

“Would you believe me if I told you this place feels like home?” He’s teasing but something in his words cause me to study his features. His relaxed body language, his apparently genuine smile, it does seem he’s way more comfortable in a hospital than any visitor should be.

Ding.

The elevator opens and he backs inside a half step so his body blocks the sensors. He reaches a hand out.

“Friends, then? If you don’t want to fuck me, maybe we should be friends? ’Cause I like you, Nurse Carly.” He wiggles his brows and I let loose a small laugh. I place my hand inside his much larger one. My insides tingle with the touch.

“Friends it is,” I say and shake his hand.

His smile widens and he drops my hand to back further inside the car.

“I’ll see you soon.” He winks and the doors begin to shut. “’Night, Carly.”

“Goodnight, Derek.”
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HANDS IN MY POCKETS, I whistle as I leave the hospital. It’s brighter than most nights and that’s when I notice the moon’s full. It looks fucking cool and casts shadows across the entire lot.

A chilly breeze blows and a movement near the emergency sign catches my eye. Some shady dude is leaning against a column staring directly at my approaching form. He wears worn jeans and a black shirt, and has tattoos up his arms and neck. He looks out of place. And because he’s just standing there staring, I go on alert.

“Hey, man, what’s up?” I nod and meet his stare. Yeah, I see you, you creepy mother fucker. The last thing I need is some stupid fight with a stranger, but I won’t let this idiot think he’s intimidating me. Who the fuck lurks around a children’s hospital parking lot after midnight?

He nods once and turns away, walking toward the drive that leads to the main road. Weird. His frame stays in my peripheral vision as I maintain a brisk pace to my vehicle. I’m relieved that he doesn’t look back, and he seems to leave.

When I hop inside my SUV I pull my phone from my back pocket and plug it into the charger. Oh, fuck. Shit. Shit. Shit. Sarah.

Sure enough, I have four missed calls, two voicemails, and over ten messages from her number. Quickly scrolling, I see most are just choice words for standing her up tonight.

Fuck that. She’s not my girlfriend.

It was kind of a dick move on my part, though.

God, this is why I don’t date. Expectations and responsibilities. No fucking thank you. I’ll just hook up, get off, and be done with the thing. I rub my temples and blow out a breath. Well, considering I’m over two hours late for our rendezvous, I’ll deal with that shit tomorrow. I’m not even sure she’s worth it. An easy sure lay with nice tits and tight ass, yes, but I don’t want to give her the impression I want anything more. Calling her to pacify her pissed off feelings may do just that.

I pop in a piece of double mint chewing gum and select a satellite station to serenade me on the drive home. I’m in the mood for something classic and when AC/DC comes on with “Highway to Hell” I tap my hands across the steering wheel. My left foot bounces to the bass beat. I let myself zone out, the familiarity of the drive easy navigation. Before I know it, I’m pulling into my reserved spot.

The need to write is pulsing in my veins. I grab my guitar case and jog up the steps. Doesn’t matter it’s the middle of the night; when inspiration hits I run with it. Experience has taught if I don’t give in to the muse, I’ll lie awake for hours anyway.

I slip off my shoes and open my case. Pulling my baby out, I stroke the wood and give it a little tap. My coffee table is already scattered in note paper and pencils, ready and waiting for when the spark to write ignites.

My mind wanders to a gypsy woman with piercing green eyes. Magic, mystery, and enchantment surround her aura and I’m pulled tight by her grip. A soft, sultry chorus builds and I practice over and over again until the sound matches my mind’s eye.

Words tumble faster than I can scratch them across the lined paper. Full lips, sensuous, pouty and pink. Dark hair, long and soft curls covering tan skin and luscious curves.

My gypsy muse provides all the inspiration I need and before I know it I’ve got more than two pages of potential lyrics. I push record on my phone and make a rough copy.

A glance at the screen shows it’s exactly three thirty-three in the morning. I walk the short distance to the bathroom to discard my clothes. I hit the head and brush my teeth before stumbling into my bed. I plug in my phone and set the alarm so I don’t forget.

7:00 AM Donuts with Mom

Sleep comes easy and peacefully.

Dave grins when I walk inside the room. There’s a yellow tint to his pale skin, but his eyes twinkle with glee.

“Derek, hand me the phone.”

“Dude. No way. Last time I was grounded from video games for a week.”

“C’mon, don’t be a little bitch. It’ll be funny.”

I act as if I’m put out by the request when really I can’t wait to see what he’s got up his sleeve. Together life is never boring and usually funny as hell. I hand him the phone off the table and he scoots over, making a space for me. I hop up and he presses the help button. He holds the receiver between us. Our heads barely touch.

“David, everything okay in there?” The gravelly voice sounds through the speaker.

“Ma’am . . . I have a question for you. Is your refrigerator running?” I cover my mouth to hold in the laughter. Dave’s voice is serious but his eyes sparkle.

“David . . .” A voice scolds.

“Can you please just tell me if your refrigerator is running?” he repeats.

“I suppose it is.”

“Then you should go catch it!” He laughs and slams down the receiver. We both erupt into a chorus of giggles. Tears stream down my face. I don’t know why it’s so flipping funny but it is. His joy is infectious.

“Wanna do another, Derek?” He grins.

“Yeah, Dave. Let’s do more.”

Beep, beep, beep.

Fuck. I ease one eye open and remember why the hell I need to be up as the alarm flashes across the screen. Mom. I growl into my pillow and unwillingly peel myself from the soft warm blankets. I don’t want to go, but I promised her.

I take a quick shower and dress in a shirt and jeans, then pull a black hoodie over the ensemble. I pocket my phone and keys and lock the door on the way out to the Yukon. The morning is cool and crisp and helps wake my still fuzzy brain.

Traffic isn’t too bad and I stop at the local favorite, Bosa Donuts, for a dozen. The sweet sugar pastry scent fills the cab, and memories of going to the tiny shop with my mom every Saturday morning resurface. I’m twelve all over again, such a strange sensation coupled with my dream from last night.

The rest of the drive goes by in a blur as I sing along with John, Paul, George, and Ringo. I jog up the walkway, donuts in hand and check in before making my way to mom’s apartment. I knock twice and open the door.

“Mom!” I call inside the seemingly empty living space. I set the donuts on the table. “Madre, it’s Derek. I brought bozo donuts like I promised!” Her bedroom door is shut and the urge to swing it wide open runs through my mind but I have to respect her privacy.

I knock loudly and call her name again.

“Coming,” she calls back in a weary voice. I hope it won’t be one of those mornings. I mentally prepare myself for the worst. I grab two glasses from the cabinet and a container of juice from the fridge, and arrange everything on the round kitchen table.

“Derek. What a lovely surprise!” I glance up and am happy to find a smile fills her face. She’s dressed and even did her makeup.

“Madre, you look beautiful this morning.” I hug her tightly and kiss her cheek before releasing her to pull out a chair.

“What a treat! I miss our donut dates.”

“Me too, Mom.”

She pours the juice and I grab two clean plates, setting one in each place before popping open the box.

“Goodness! It’s just us two. You didn’t need to get so many.” She pulls one out of the box and sets it on the plate before her, licking the glaze from her fingertips.

“I thought you might enjoy them until I come back to visit on Saturday.” I pull one out and quickly devour it. The dough practically melts inside my mouth. Damn. Just the same as I remember.

“Well, thank you. My boy, always thinking of me.” She smiles, though it doesn’t quite reach her eyes, and pats my arm before going back to her food.

The rest of my visit is uneventful and for that I’m glad. She’s having a good day. It’s nice to make it a little brighter. I can’t stay long though, I have another day of practice with the band and then hopefully I can catch a nap before heading back to Children’s.

I promised Luis I’d visit in a few nights but I already miss the kid. His youth is so refreshing and untainted. The time we spent just shooting the shit and playing video games was more fun than I’ve had in a long time. Besides, I always knew if I was ever given the opportunity to teach someone to play music, someone who truly needed it the way Richard knew I did, I would step up.

I guess the bar scene must be wearing on me, because the thought of going out with the guys after practice tonight holds no appeal. I’d rather spend it hanging with a sick kid and a fine ass nurse. Yeah, Carly’s a bonus. She’s not interested in sleeping with me, but somehow I like her anyway. Maybe I need her friendship, maybe she needs mine. Either way, I’m drawn to her.

She’s guarded, that much is clear, and damn if I don’t want to discover what or who made her that way. I’m not sure she’ll let me in, but being friends is a good place to start. Though being around her fucking fabulous body is sure to drive me crazy. If we hang out I’m going to have to get laid. That reminds me . . .

I pull out my phone and send Sarah a quick apology for last night. I tell her something came up but I’ll make it up to her with my tongue. It takes her less than twenty seconds to respond.

Sarah: I’m fucking pissed. I waited outside your apartment for 30 mins. Then had 2 drive back to my apartment unsatisfied. Fuck you.

Me: Good. Channel that energy. I’ll come over tonight. Angry sex.

Sarah: What if I don’t want to?

Me: You want to. What time you get off?

Sarah: 10. I’m not fucking driving to your place to get stood up.

Me: Yeah. I’ll be over late. I’ve got something to do, but then I’m reacquainting my face with your pussy.

Sarah: Don’t fucking tease me.

Me: I will. With my tongue, but you love it. Later, babe.

My cock throbs uncomfortably in my jeans as I lock my phone and set it down. Yeah, I need to get laid tonight. I’d rather play patient with a sexy nurse, but I’ll make due with a slutty bartender.
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SIX FOR SIX. THAT’S HOW many shifts I’ve worked where Derek shows up to spend his evening holed up with Luis. And it’s not a quick five minute visit, either. He stays for hours. They play video games, watch movies, or jam out. It’s endearing and sweet because he’s not doing it to impress anyone. At least I don’t think he is. Not with that many hours in a sick kid’s room. He still flirts with me shamelessly, though in a playful manner, and for the most part I think he does it for Luis’ entertainment.

I always get assigned Luis. The nurses on staff know he’s my favorite patient and wouldn’t dare move him to someone else during my shifts. A new bonus to taking care of Luis is getting a glimpse at the real man behind the rock star front. The best was last night. I came in to find them trying out some new phone app. Making silly faces while doing voice overs to sound clips. They were laughing so hard I had to give them the mom voice, to keep it down because other patients were sleeping, when really I wanted to hug Derek. He brings Luis so much joy in spite of the brutal side effects to his new chemo mix.

I check my watch. It’s almost ten-thirty, so I head to Room 412, where I’m certain I’ll find the duo. I have to kick him out every night. They’re both night owls, but Luis needs his sleep.

I knock softly and step inside. Derek is singing the lyrics to a song I don’t know, and strumming his guitar. Luis is keeping beat. Hell, yeah. He’s actually keeping a steady beat and it makes me grin. Not bad after two weeks of practice.

“Hey, boys. It’s bedtime,” I interrupt. “You’re getting better, Luis.” He grins at my compliment and sets the drum sticks on the bedside table. He grunts with a wince as he twists to his side.

“How’s your pain?” I place my fingers over his wrist to check his pulse. I brush the back of my hand over his forehead just to be sure. I’m relieved to find his skin cool and dry to my touch.

“My side just hurts tonight,” he reasons. I nod, and pull out his chart to make a few notes.

“One to ten?”

“Just a five, maybe six.”

“You buzz me if it gets any higher than that. Or if you can’t fall asleep, okay?” I put his chart away and help adjust his bed, pillows, and blankets so he’s all snuggled in for the night.

Derek watches and waits at the door. I can feel his gaze at my back, but don’t look his way. “Goodnight, Luis. Buzz me if you need anything, okay?”

“Okay. ’Night, Nurse Carly. ’Night, Derek.”

“’Night, Luis.”

Derek opens the door and holds it for me. I flip the lights off on my way out. Derek waits until the door clicks shut before he turns to me.

“He seemed more tired tonight.” Derek’s brows knit into a frown.

I nod. “Yeah, this latest round is taking its toll. But only another ten days. He can handle it.”

“What happens in ten days? What’s next?”

I start walking to the nurses’ station. Derek keeps his stride in time with my own. “The team will evaluate his care plan. He’ll get a little break and go for tests so we can see how well his body responded to this latest round.”

“Okay. Thanks, Carly. You take good care of him. He likes you the most. You’re his favorite nurse.”

I laugh. We reach my desk and I turn to face Derek with a smirk. “I’m sure he says that about all his nurses.”

“No.” He lowers he voice and glances around before adding, “He loves you most, told me so. He’s just nice to all the nurses so they’ll dote on him. He’s playing them, but you’re special.”

I shake my head. Nothing we didn’t already know, the kid has natural charm, but I take delight that he likes me best. “Quite the player, that one. You giving him lessons on that, too?” I tease and Derek pretends to look insulted.

“What? I don’t know what you mean! You implying I have some mad skills with the ladies?” He wiggles his brows.

“That’s what you tell me, though honestly, I can’t say I’ve seen those skills in play.” Liar. This man’s gaze alone elicits my most indecent thoughts. He steps close and reaches out to dance his fingertips down the skin of my arm. I shiver.

“Are you volunteering as tribute?” His voice low and deep, eyes watching mine.

“I thought we agreed you were friend zoned.”

He laughs a deep loud chuckle and I can’t help but smile.

“Yes. Any time you want to move me to another zone I’m happy to oblige.” He flips that tongue stud at me and I wish for a short moment in time that things could be different. That I could be different. That I wasn’t a mom, or so damn responsible. Those thoughts quickly flood me with guilt and I look away. His gaze is too much, too intense a scrutiny for my thoughts.

“Hey, I’m only kidding. I just like teasing you. You’re a good friend, Carly. But you know what friends do?” He moves back half a step and I relax, blowing out a breath before meeting his eyes again.

“What’s that, Derek?”

“Coffee.”

“Coffee?”

“Yeah, friends meet for coffee. So, do you have a break you can take? Or maybe one coming up that I can wait for?” He looks so sincere and I realize I do want to have coffee with him. Not the rock star. Just the man. The one who volunteers at the hospital where I work.

“Okay. Give me a sec while I find someone to cover my patients.” His brows rise and disappear into his hair where it falls forward on his forehead. I’ve surprised him. I turn on my heel and hide my grin, and jog down the hall to catch Marilyn before she enters her patient’s room.

“Hey, Marilyn. Mind covering my patients while I take fifteen?

“You got it, honey. Take your phone and I’ll call if there’s any trouble.”

“Thank you. I’ve already got it with me.”

I walk back to the desk where Derek’s waiting, cell to ear as he rolls his eyes.

“Look, if you can’t handle this it’s your problem. I’ve been truthful from the beginning.” He nods toward the elevators and we walk together. He rolls his eyes and points at the phone. Whoever he’s talking to has lots to say. I push the down button and glance back to study his face.

He shakes his head and looks up at the ceiling. “I’m going to have to cut you off. I need to go. Look, don’t call me.” His eyes widen and he moves the phone from his ear. The shrill screams of a pissed and angry woman sound through the line and he gives me a sheepish grin. He mouths sorry as we step inside the car. I push the button for the main floor and he ends the call with his thumb and pockets the phone.

“She didn’t sound like she was finished.” I smirk. Who was he talking to?

“Yeah . . . Uh . . . let’s just say she doesn’t appreciate my inclination to rearrange my schedule at a moment’s notice.” He almost looks embarrassed.

“Did you have plans? We can get coffee another time.”

“No. I want to have coffee with you. My other activities aren’t a priority. It’s something I can do anytime.” He says activities the same way he says something sexual and filthy. My body responds—nipples erect, core tightened—and I’m glad for the baggy scrubs that hide my traitorous reaction.

The doors open and we stride into the cafeteria. It’s late so only one lonely staff member mans the register. Derek and I fill our coffee cups side by side in silence. He adds a shit ton of creamer.

“A little coffee with your cream? You sure you don’t just want a soda? Probably contains less sugar.”

He smiles and his eyes crinkle at the edges. “What? I like sweet things.”

I scoff. “I’m sure you do.” He just laughs.

He insists on paying and we find a table near the window that looks out into the garden. The solar lights placed throughout coupled with the moonlight give the space a magical feel. A few lights even twinkle off the manmade pond when the branches of the mesquite tree shake.

“So how long have you worked here?”

I purse my lips and twist my Styrofoam cup on the faux wood table top. “Hmm . . . I think it’s been nine years now?” I do the math and giggle. “I always forget. I’ve spent so much of my life here. The only way to remember is to count back six months from when I got pregnant with Ezra.” He grins and sips his sugar coffee.

“That’s your oldest, I assume? But you said you had ‘kids,’ so how many of those do you have?”

“Just two boys. Ezra is eight. Eli is five.”

“Brothers. That’s nice they have each other.” He glances out the window.

“I think so. Do you have any brothers or sisters?” He ignores my question and nods to the garden.

“That’s new.”

“Yeah, they put it in last year. It’s a healing garden. Whatever that’s supposed to mean. It’s peaceful, though. A place to sit and think or not think after a long day.”

“I like this place. Seems they really care about their patients. Everyone I’ve met that works here takes pride in the care.”

I nod. “It’s the main reason I can’t seem to leave. I’m sure someday I’ll want a job with regular nine to five hours, but I love it here. I mean, it’s a nursing job so it’s not easy, and a few of my co-workers are real pain in the asses, but overall it’s what I feel called to do.”

“It doesn’t bother you being around sick kids.” He states, not a question, but I answer anyway.

“No. It doesn’t. They’re some of the best people I’ve ever met. And sometimes, yes, it’s gut wrenching, but I’d want someone to love and care for my boys the way I care for my kids when I’m on duty, so this is what I do.”

“You’re amazing.” I look into my cup and take a drink, not sure how to accept his compliment. I’m sure my face is stained with a deep blush.

“So, enough about me, friend. I want to know about you. What do you like to do when you aren’t here or with your band?” I tease and take a long sip of brew.

“Eat pussy and fuck.” I choke on my coffee and Derek howls with laughter. When I can finally breathe normally again I glare at his smiling face.

“Why do you always do that?”

“What? I have a very healthy sexual appetite.” I think back to the woman from his earlier phone call.

“I’m sure you do.” I roll my eyes. “But you must like to do something besides that.” What if he doesn’t? What if he’s some kind of sex addict? He just grins.

“I write.”

“Like stories?”

“No. Music. But not the kind you hear our band play. More of a folk singer songwriter style.”

“Like the stuff you play with Luis?”

“Yeah. Those are my songs.” I raise my brows and stare at his confident face, my mouth wide and gaping.

“Those are great songs, Derek.”

“I’m glad you think so. I’m actually working with an agent to sell the rights to a bunch of my stuff.”

“What? You can’t do that! Those are your songs.”

“Yeah, but what else can I do with them? I don’t sing. My voice is horrible.”

“I like your voice.”

“Well, thanks. I like it too, but what I mean is that I’ve no desire to start a solo career. I write music because if I don’t, I literally turn into a crazy person. The zombie who walks around the world talking to himself because he can’t sleep type of crazy.”

“That’s really cool, Derek.”

“No. Not cool. You never want to see me turn into the crazy zombie.”

“No.” I roll my eyes, “That’s not what I meant.” He laughs.

“I know what you meant, Carly. Thanks. I love writing music. It’s a blessing to be able to make a career of it.”

“Well, I better get back upstairs. My break is almost up.”

We stand and walk toward the doors when I recognize Dr. Brooks fiddling with the coffee machine.

“Hey, Dr. Brooks!” I call out. He turns and smiles, those dimples in full effect.

“Carly from Oncology, it’s been too long. But I told you to call me Garrett.” He pokes a few more buttons on the machine and curses under his breath. That machine can be a temperamental bitch sometimes.

“It was nice having coffee, Derek, but I better go help him.” I glance over my shoulder at Dr. Brooks. Derek studies him as well with a dip of his chin. I wave, but before I can back up Derek pulls me into his strong arms for an embrace.

“Friends hug goodbye,” he whispers into my ear and then releases me with a cheeky grin. “’Night, Carly.”

“Goodnight.” He jogs out the doors and I head over to where Garrett’s still messing with the dispenser.

“Having a bit of trouble? Maybe I can help?”

He turns his head to grin and blows out an exasperated breath. “Please tell me I’m not the only one who has trouble with this.”

I ease to his side and push the button in a slow, steady manner. Click.

“She’s a little high maintenance, this one. You’ve gotta ease the button slowly with constant pressure until it clicks.” The stream of hot brew fills the paper cup and I step back.

“Thank you, Carly.” He covers the cup with a lid and nods toward the exit. “You heading back up?”

“Yeah, my break is almost over.”

“I’ll ride with you.” He holds the door open for me with a soft chuckle. “You know, four hours ago I had a scalpel to a six month old’s heart. But I can’t even make my own coffee. What does that say about me?” I join in his laughter.

“Well, they have a much better coffee maker on the surgical floor, so the real question is what are you doing down here?” I ask. He grins and runs one hand through his hair.

“Yeah. I get antsy if I’m in once place for too long. I start to feel like a caged animal up there. Heck, sometimes I wish I could get outside more.”

“Have you tried any of the hiking trails yet? The weather is perfect for that sort of thing if you like being outside.”

“I’ve thought about it but everyone says you shouldn’t hike alone and I don’t know many people yet. Do you like to hike, Carly?” We reach the elevators and he pushes the button.

“I do. I just don’t get much of a chance between work and taking care of my boys.” He glances at my hands.

“You’re married?” I shake my head.

“No. Not married. But I have two sons.”

He nods and we watch the floors tick by overhead. I don’t know what to say. It almost felt as if he was about to ask me out, but as par for the course of my life, the mention of my kids sends any man worth dating running in the opposite direction. A wave of disappointment rolls over me.

“I know you’re a busy woman, but would you maybe have time . . .” he clears his throat and I turn to meet his gaze. “On a weekday maybe, when your boys are at school, to meet for a hike? I’ve heard Camelback has an excellent view from the top.”

“Yes. I’d love that. Maybe after I finish a shift we could head over? I’m always too amped up after work to fall asleep anyway.” His dimples pop, his smile wide and inviting.

“When is a good time for you? Tomorrow?” The doors open to my floor and I step forward and turn, blocking the doors from closing. Garrett shakes his head and studies his shoes. “Sorry, that’s too soon. I’m sure you have plans. You can just let me know. I mean, when it’s good for you, just find me. I practically live here.”

He’s adorable and nervous and it’s refreshing to have a man this talented and gorgeous ask me out without vanity or a cocky attitude.

“Garrett.” I reach out to touch his arm, to stop his babbling and gain his attention. “I’d love to go hiking tomorrow. I get off at seven. Does that work for you?” He grins and nods.

“Meet you in the lobby at seven-thirty?”

“That’s perfect.” I back out and the doors start to shut.

“I’ll look forward to it all night, Carly.” I’m glad the doors close because there’s no way in hell I can contain the giant grin that fills my face or the giggle that escapes.

I have a date. With a doctor! And he knows I have two kids and didn’t bat an eye. I fist pump the air and skip down the hall to check back in with Marilyn.
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AFTER MY SHIFT I RUN out to my car and grab the change of clothes I store in my trunk. With two active boys and a job that requires a uniform of scrubs, I’m always prepared with play clothes. Today, I’m extra thankful for the foresight.

My phone rings and it’s a blocked number. I glance around the parking lot before shutting my trunk to walk back to the hospital.

“Hello?”

“Yes, hello, this is Amanda Ramirez. I’m calling for Carly Reynolds.”

“Speaking.”

“I just wanted to let you know that you’ve been pre-approved for your home loan. We’re sending the letter over to your realtor now. Congratulations.”

“Oh, thank you so much, Amanda.”

“Is there anything I can help you with or questions I can answer?”

“No. I think I’m good for now. Thank you.”

“Have a nice day, Miss Reynolds.”

“You, too.” I do a little dance and throw a fist pump into the air. Then stop to make sure no one I know saw me. Holy crap! I’m buying my first house. And I have a date with a handsome man. I smile wide as I make my way back to the staff locker rooms on my floor.

I change and pull my hair up into a messy bun. It’s only hiking, so there’s no point in trying to wear makeup or look cute. Besides, Garrett’s seen me in scrubs in the middle of the night. If he liked what he saw then he won’t have a problem with this.

I wait in the lobby and wave when I see him exit the elevator. He steps out with an attractive blonde; I can’t remember her name, but I recognize her as one of the radiology techs. They’re talking but as soon as he spots me he excuses himself, waves in my direction and jogs over. “You ready for our hike?” He grins.

“I sure am. You excited?”

“Yes, for the hike and for the company.” He places his hand at my back, just above my waist with the gentlest of touches and moves us toward the exit. The affection fills me with delight.

“My car or yours?” I ask and he nods toward the covered parking.

“I’ll drive, though I may need help getting there. I Googled directions and I have my GPS, but I’m sure you know the way better.”

Small talk fills the ride over and nerves start to get the better of me as he recounts his career to date. He’s done so much and only just turned thirty. I’m almost thirty-two and what I’ve done feels plain and simple in comparison. He’s way out of my league.

“What made you want to become a doctor, Garrett?” I ask as we start up the trailhead.

“To make lots of money, of course!” He laughs and then adds, “My dad’s a surgeon, and his father before him. It sounds cliché, but I always grew up knowing that I would follow in their footsteps. In our family it was always expected, though I never minded.”

The morning is perfect for a hike with slightly overcast skies. Cool air fills my lungs as I follow the dirt pathway with Garrett just behind. It’s a Friday and although we pass several hikers along the way, the trail isn’t crowded.

“Tell me, Carly, what made you decide to become a nurse?”

“Well . . . I’m from Portland, but I was offered a partial scholarship to ASU and that’s how I ended up out here. I was one of those freshmen with an undecided major.” I grin and Garrett lets out an exaggerated gasp.

“Oh, God! Not one of those! Please don’t tell me once you finally declared a major that you changed it several times.”

“Ah, but I did!” I giggle and he shakes his head.

“Let me guess . . . it was psychology at one point?”

I full on laugh. “How did you know? And anthropology, and then a brief stint in science before I finally discovered my calling . . . and went nursing.”

He laughs and those gorgeous dimples say hello.

“What brought on your discovery? I have to know.”

“Well, in the midst of trying to find myself I joined a women’s studies group.”

“Of course you did.” He smirks and I mock glare.

“Full college experience, right? Anyway, we met one morning to volunteer at Children’s and I just knew. From the moment I walked in I thought, these people are really doing something, helping people who need it most. I mean, I’ve always loved children, wanted to be a mother, have a big family, so I guess it was a natural choice. And honestly, it was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. I get paid well to do something I love and I have the flexibility I need to spend more time with my boys.”

“That’s wonderful. What a different world it would be if everyone did a job they loved.”

The hike becomes more strenuous the further up we travel. I forgot how steep the end gets, and Garrett offers to help me at the narrow parts where I have to practically rock climb. The gentle, sure touch of his hand at my back gives me a little thrill.

We’re almost to the summit when I stop. The muscles in my entire body go taut at what I see. Garrett must not notice. His front slams into my back and if it weren’t for his arms wrapping around me, I’d fall flat on my face. I suck in my breath as my stomach fills with nerves, fear, anticipation, attraction, and lust all battling within. The sound of the rattler wins, filling me with terror.

“Carly,” Garrett breathes into my ear. “Is that a rattlesnake?”

I nod, unable to form words. I am terrified of snakes. Adrenaline pulses through my veins and my breathing comes in quick puffs, but I’m rendered still from the fear. Garrett, arms still bound firm around my waist, pulls me back inch by inch. The rattlesnake continues her warning tail shake.

It’s only when the damn reptile is out of sight that I’m able to speak again.

“Oh, my god! Garrett, I’m so sorry. I hate snakes so much!” My skin crawls with the memory and I can’t help the shiver that works its way up my spine. I give a shake with my limbs as if somehow that will discard the memory.

He chuckles and I’m met with those dimples, but his eyes are kind through his laughter. “You’re so adorable.” He pulls me into a side hug and kisses the top of my head. I don’t know if it’s my imagination that his lips linger a little longer than friendly. The heat of a blush works its way up my neck to my face. I hope my cheeks are already flushed from hiking and help hide my reaction.

“I’m guessing you don’t want to go back and climb to the top?” he says.

“Would it be selfish to say no? I guess I can if you want to see the view from the very top, but only if you promise to carry me, and I’ll close my eyes.”

“As tempting as that sounds, I say we just head back.” I was only joking about the carrying part because I don’t want to go near that snake, but part of me is a little disappointed at his answer. I turn and start down the trail, keeping on high alert for any more signs of wildlife. Garrett walks behind me when the path is narrow and at my side where it’s wider.

“Carly?” He studies the ground but keeps his pace.

“Yes, Garrett?”

“Would you like to have breakfast? When we get back to the car?” I try to school my grin so I don’t seem overeager, but inside I’m throwing up a fist pump.

“I’d love to.”

I spy his grin from the corner of my eye.

“Great.”

A few more minutes and we’re back at the car. He pops the trunk and pulls out two water bottles. He offers me one and then tilts his head back to drink. I take the opportunity to check him out. He’s tall and lean, waist trim and I wonder what he does to stay in shape. I know the demanding schedule of a hospital doesn’t support the healthiest of lifestyles. I bet he runs. He looks like a runner.

He smiles with a playful grin and I realize I’ve been caught ogling. I try not to look embarrassed as I drink from my bottle.

“What were you just thinking?”

“I was wondering if you’re a runner.” He laughs but then stops when I don’t join in.

“That’s really what you were thinking?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh. Yeah, I do. I train for marathons. Do you run?”

“Only if there’s food at the finish line.” My stomach rumbles loudly and we both laugh.

“Let’s get you fed.” He opens my door and waits until I’m seated inside before he jogs around to his door. “What sounds good?”

“There’s a place really close that has the best breakfast sandwiches. Does that sound good?” I offer. He starts the car and smiles a charming grin.

“That sounds perfect.” He pulls up the GPS on his dash. “What’s the name of it?”

“La Grande Orange.” I smile back and his grin falters a second.

“Oh, can we maybe not go there. It’s near my apartment. And I . . . uh . . . I’ve gone there so much I guess I’m sort of tired of it.”

“Oh, sure. Yeah, we can go anywhere you like. I’m not picky.”

“Thanks, Carly.” He smiles and places his hand over my own where it sits on my knee. “I’m having a really good time with you. Thanks for getting me out of the hospital.” He squeezes my hand before letting it go to turn the steering wheel and back out of our space.

“I’m having a good time, too.” Sans snake sighting.

“I know this great little smoothie shop and it’s close to the hospital. That sound okay?” He asks and I agree.

With his attention on the road I study his features. The strong jawline, his nose and how it juts out at the bridge slightly, the day old scruff and thick blond locks that just beg for a woman to brush her hands through them.

I shake my head and turn my head to watch the streets as they pass. Enough daydreaming. This is only one date. And while I’ve had a good time, I can’t tell if he reciprocates the attraction I feel. He’s been the perfect gentleman, which is refreshing, but I also don’t know if he’s only being polite. I’m so out of my comfort zone. Hell, I haven’t been on a date in nine years. It seems a lifetime ago, though I remember it clearly.

“Come on, Carly, you’re coming out with us tonight,” my roommate whines.

“No way. I’m studying.” I flip the page and start another notecard.

“Oh, my fucking God, you’ve done nothing but study since finals! We’re graduated for fuck’s sake! Life is too short! You need more excitement! Let loose and live a little! You can take one night off to celebrate.”

“Angie, I have nothing to celebrate until I pass my boards.” I blow out a frustrated breath. I’ve been staring at these study guides and making flashcards for a week straight. I really could use a few hours off.

“Pullleeezzz come out with us . . .” She bats her eyelashes and begs, falling to her knees before my bed. I roll my eyes and begrudgingly slam my book shut.

“Three hours. That’s it. Then I’m back here. No drinking, either.” She pouts and I amend. “No shots, then. Just beer.”

“Yay!” She hops up and claps wildly. “We’re going to some new bar off Mill. Get your fancy on, girl! We leave in twenty minutes!”

I pull on a pair of tight jeans, a black tank top, and heeled boots. I take time to apply smoky eye makeup and paint my lips a deep pink. With a little blush and a run through my hair with the brush, I’m ready to go.

I walk out of my room to find Angie and her friends doing shots of that sour apple crap in the kitchen.

“Fuck! Carly, you look amazing!” Angie shouts, and then teeters toward the door on her five inch heels. “Let’s go bitches!”

We walk the short distance to an Irish theme pub on Mill Avenue and the place is packed despite school being out of session. I guess not everyone has left for the summer yet. It’s weird, having graduated but not being done. I have to pass my state boards or I’m not a registered nurse. I have a job waiting for me so I feel the pressure to pass this test on the first round. That and the fact it costs a couple hundred each pop.

My roomie quickly makes her rounds and lands at a table with some of the football players I recognize from campus. She’s a ridiculous flirt. We met sophomore year in bio when she bet she could get the number of the hot guy sitting in front of us. Angie is fun and likeable and we became fast friends. Last year we found a place off campus together. I like hanging out but I’m not in the mood to hit on guys all night. This was probably a mistake.

I twist my beer bottle on the wooden bar and let my gaze wander across the bottles of liquor lining the mirrored glass. My mind repeats the list of normal lab values: calcium, cholesterol, creatinine, potassium, sodium . . . A person takes the seat to my right but I don’t pay them any attention.

“You look like you’d rather be anywhere else,” a deep voice says with a chuckle. I turn and I’m met by the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen in real life. He has a deep tan, short black hair, and intense chocolate eyes. Tattoos cover both arms, giving him a sexy, bad boy appearance. He’s wearing a shirt with his name embroidered on the front and suddenly I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about getting back to studying.

“I don’t know, Josh, my night has some promise on the horizon,” I quip with a grin, and his lips pull into a smirk.

“How do you know my name?” he questions, and then squints. “Have we met before? ’Cause I feel like I’d definitely remember meeting you.” It’s lame but sort of cute and I bite my lower lip before I answer.

“Your name is on your shirt,” I deadpan. His throaty chuckle sends goosebumps over my arms. He leans in and scrunches up his face.

“I keep forgetting that. First week on the job.”

“Where do you work?”

“Tire and Turn for now, but one day I’ll have my own shop.”

“Nice. Congrats on the job.” I tip my beer and then take a few long pulls. The cool liquid soothes the nerves this guy kicks up.

“I feel like I’m at a disadvantage here.” He grins before adding, “What’s your name, beautiful?”

“Carly.”

“Carly. I like that.” He takes a sip from his glass of water. “Carly, would you want to get out of here with me and go for a ride?” My eyes bug out with his question. God, he’s forward. I look back at Angie, suddenly worried about getting stuck with a psychopath for the night. He starts laughing and shakes his head.

“Oh, man! I just realized how that came out. Not that kind of ride. I have my bike outside. It’s a perfect night to just ride and let the world whiz by, and the only thing that could make it better would be a beautiful woman to share it with.” Josh makes it sounds fun, relaxing, and just a little wild. Things I never allow myself. What the hell, maybe I should do something crazy. Just this once.

“What do you say, Carly? You in?” He grins and it steals my last thread of uncertainty.

“Okay,” I glance back at Angie and she gives me two thumbs up and waggles her brows at Josh’s back. “Just one ride. Actually, that sounds perfect.”
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“This is good, right?” Garrett sips his healthy protein smoothie with a grin. This place is not my usual kind of eatery. Chia seeds swirl around in my cup along with the magic twelve, a concoction of greens and super fruits. The barista promised it was the best tasting smoothie on the menu. If that’s the case, I pray I never come here again.

“Mmm, yeah.” This drink may be horrible, but the man sitting across the table is full on yummy. I can’t help but wonder about that smooth tan skin. His chest is strong but lean in his T-shirt and I wonder what he looks like naked. I bet he’s stunning. He gives the impression that he’d be a generous lover. And well endowed. Although I may be wishing those last two to be true. That’s exactly how I’ll imagine him later when I’m alone in my bed.

“Carly.”

“Hmm?” Oh, shit. He asked a question, didn’t he? And I was off in lalaland. “Sorry, what?”

He smiles wide and those dimples pop. “I know. I’m exhausted, too. Next time we go out let’s plan it on more sleep and not after a shift. You ready to go?” I can’t help but grin back. He’s already thinking of another date. That’s good. I’d like to get to know him better.

“Yeah, let’s go.”
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“HEY KID, HOW’S MY FAVORITE cancer patient?” I pop my head inside Room 412 and grin at Luis. He sits in his hospital bed and scowls at his phone. He lifts his chin in a little nod. Focus still on the cell, he rolls his eyes.

“I’m pretty sure I’m your only cancer patient.”

I walk in and set my guitar case in the corner before I pull a chair closer to his bed. The metal legs scrape along the linoleum floor. I reach out and pluck two Xbox controllers from the bedside table and toss one into Luis’ lap, powering on the console with my own.

“Madden or Black Ops?”

“I don’t really feel like playing today.” Luis tosses his cell across the bed and it lands at his feet. He blows out a breath and runs his hands over his bald head, plopping back against the mattress.

“Rough day, kid?”

“You could say that.” He shuts his eyes. He’s upset about something and I immediately want to make it better. I know this kid has been through hell. Fuck, he’s still living there, and I’ll do anything to put a smile on his face.

“Tell me what’s up, maybe I can help.”

“Unless you can make cancer the new black, I doubt it.” He turns his head to meet my gaze. His steel blue eyes narrow and beg me to argue.

“Well, I am a famous rock star.” I raise a brow. “So try me. What’s going on?”

He nods to his cell. “I posted a selfie earlier and a bunch of friends from school made comments that I’m never gonna get a girlfriend looking like a fucking cone head.” He shrugs his shoulders. “Fuck. They’re right. Just sucks balls.”

Fucking dipshit teenagers. Friends. Yeah, right. Thanks social media for giving these assholes an outlet to make this sick kid feel bad about himself.

“I think you look like a bad ass.”

“Yeah, right.” He scoffs.

“I do. I’d like to see those fuckers try and fight cancer. You’re here kicking ass so they can suck it.” I see a ghost of a smile. “You old enough to have a Facebook in the first place?”

“Facebook?” His mouth twists into an arrogant grin. “I thought rock stars were supposed to be cool. No one has Facebook anymore.”

I chuckle. “Okay, so what’s cool then?”

“Instagram, snapchat, kik.”

“Hmmm . . .” I make a show of considering his words, nodding and tapping my fingers on my knees. “I’m gonna need help, but I got you, bro.” I grab the remote connected to his bed and buzz for the nurse.

“Yes, boys?” Carly’s voice calls through the speaker.

“We need some assistance from our hot nurse.”

“Coming . . .” I imagine her eye roll as she breathes into the line with a twinge of both interest and annoyance. I don’t blame her. The last time she was on duty we used the line to prank call her with lame jokes every five minutes. “Let me finish up with a patient first.”

“See ya soon, hotcakes.” I chuckle as she ends the call. Luis studies me with a skeptical expression.

“You only being nice to me because you’re trying to win bonus points with my nurse?” He watches me closely.

“No way. I mean, sure that’s why I ended up in your room, but the reason I came back is ’cause you’re cool. That and you needed someone to beat your ass at Madden.”

He nods once, finding the truth in my answer.

“Now we’re gonna make your ‘so called friends’ eat their words. Take lots of pics okay?” I hand him my phone. The door opens with a soft click and Carly pads inside.

“What’s going on in here, boys?” She smiles softly at Luis; her eyes land on me with a glare. I stand to my full height and stretch my arms over my head. Her eyes go to the exposed skin at my waist and she bites her lip. I chuckle, her eyes snap back to meet mine again.

“I need you to shave my head.”

Carly gasps and I look at Luis with a grin. He’s staring at me like I’ve lost my mind but when he recovers his lips pull to a smirk.

“Oh. Okay. Um, let me run and get a few things for that.” Carly slips out the door.

“Dude, you don’t have to shave your head.” Luis shakes his own.

“Yeah. I think I do. We gotta stick together.” I rub my hand over his scalp. “Come on, I think we gotta move this show into the bathroom. I wanna watch Nurse Carly play hairdresser.” I hold out my hand and he takes it. He’s weak from the chemo this week, and more tired than usual. I drag a chair into the adjoining bathroom and he sits, my phone poised and ready. Carly walks in and lays out a pair of scissors and several razors along the sink counter top.

“You’re too tall for me. You need to sit so I can reach.” I drag in another chair, flip it backward, and straddle the seat so I can watch her from the mirror. She shakes out one of those blue paper hospital gowns and fashions it to a makeshift cape around my neck.

Carly runs her delicate fingers through my thick locks a few times. I have to fight the urge to close my eyes, to melt into her touch, and mentally demand my dick stay put. Her simple touch has my heart racing and blood pumping. God, what I wouldn’t give to have those fingers trail all over my body.

Her fingers still and she meets my gaze in the reflection. “You sure?” she breathes into my ear, and then runs her fingers through once more. “You have the best hair.”

I glance over to Luis, who watches us with interest, and give him a wink.

“Nah, shave it. All the cool kids are doing it.”

Luis holds up my phone. Carly’s serious expression transforms into an unguarded smile that steals my breath. God damn, she’s beautiful.

“Okay. Let’s do this.” She grabs the scissors and snips away, making quick work of my mane. Her concentration causes her mouth to inadvertently open and close with each snip of the shears and it’s fucking adorable.

“Want me to save these?” She cuts another patch off and adds it to the growing collection atop the paper gown. “We could sell it on eBay. Auction it off. You could start your own Ken doll collection.”

“Now you’re mocking me.”

“No. Seriously, it’s a million dollar idea.”

With the long locks gone I now look like a child who snuck the clippers and tried to give himself a haircut.

Carly picks up the can of shaving cream and squirts some into her hands. She works the foamy lather evenly across my scalp. She’s fully absorbed in the task so I give the camera a wink, stick my tongue out at Luis, and throw up the rock signal with both hands. He chuckles, captures a few more shots, and Carly’s eyes snap up and catch me in the act. I flip my silver stud and she rolls her eyes. Picking up a razor, she makes quick work of the uneven stubble that remains.

“Done!” she announces, and carefully removes my cape to toss it along with my hair into the trashcan. I stick my head under the sink for a quick rinse. Luis throws me a towel and I admire my reflection in the mirror.

“Not too bad. If this nursing thing doesn’t work out, you could always go to beauty school,” I tease.

Carly laughs. “I think I’ll stick with this gig. Okay, Luis, back to bed you go. It’s getting late and I need to check on my other patients.” She helps him back to the bed and I finish cleaning up the mess we made. When I drag the chairs back inside the room, she’s gone. Luis grins and hands back my phone.

“Pretty badass, right?” I rub my scalp.

“Yeah.”

“Here, let’s shameless selfie.” I plop on the bed next to him and hold out my phone. I can’t help but beam because this kid is smiling and I did that.

I sit back on the chair as he settles into the bed. He looks tired and it’s getting late. I should leave soon and let him rest.

“So, Instagram right? Facebook is lame?”

“Not lame, just for old people,” he mutters.

“Watch it, kid.” I select one of the selfies and caption it, “Like the new haircut? Had to get in line with my brother from another mother, Luis. Who else wants in? #fuckcancer.” I ask for Luis’ account so I can tag him.

I upload the post and glance up to find he’s already dozing off. Our adventure was more taxing than I’d like, but it was worth it to see the smiles on his face. I stand and tuck my phone in my back pocket and grab my guitar from the corner.

“Derek.” His voice halts my progress. I lift my chin to find Luis watching me from under heavy lids.

“Yeah, kid?”

“Thank you.” His expression is somber and moisture pricks behind my eyelids. I sling my guitar over my shoulder and blink it back.

“Get some rest. I’ll stop by tomorrow, ’kay?” I murmur.

He nods and his eyes drift shut. Before I leave I fix the blanket so he’s tucked inside. I spot his phone at the foot of the bed. It catches my eye as it lights up like a fucking disco ball, notification after notification coming through.

Rob: Sick pic bro! You know Derek Taylor?

Dean: You hang out with the drummer of 3UG? WTF I need to meet him.

Coleston: Bro lets hang out

James: Can u get my band’s demo to ur new friend?

Angela: Hey you look like a rockstar. text me back 2 talk?

I plug his phone into the charger and set it atop the bedside table before I leave his room. The texts fill me with mixed emotions. I should be proud. Happy. Satisfied that I’ve given Luis his fifteen minutes of fame, made him the envy of his class. But their words piss me off. How many of them would’ve texted had they not seen our picture? These assholes don’t want to hang out with Luis, they just want a piece of the limelight. They are users, wolves in sheep’s clothing. No different than the people that clamor to be around you.

I stop walking. Turn to look back at Luis’ door. No. I’m glad we did this tonight. He may earn attention from a bunch of two faced posers but he’s a smart kid. He’ll see right through them. If anything, it’ll keep him entertained. I only hope he knows I’m not one of them. I’m sure the press will eat up my little stunt with the razor, but that’s not why I did it. No. I did it to put a smile on his face. So he knows my looks can go fuck themselves; he’s more important than my hair. I’m on his team. I’ve got his back.

“You’re gonna need a beanie.”

I turn to find Carly, clipboard on hip and eyes calculating as she appraises my head.

“Huh?”

She taps her head with the tip of her pen and smirks. “You’re gonna get sick if you don’t cover that noggin.”

“Real men don’t wear beanies.” I scoff.

“Mmm hmm.” She rolls her eyes and I grin.

“I’m heading out. Walk with me?” She nods. We head toward the bank of elevators and she sets her work on one of the desks as we pass.

“Lily, cover my patients? I’m gonna take fifteen.”

“Sure thing.” A young blonde smiles, then her eyes bug out as they land on me. I wink and place my hand gently at Carly’s back. It’s the softest of touches and she shivers in response. I smile at the fact she doesn’t try to slink from it. Baby steps.

“Thanks for shaving my head,” I murmur in her ear. Her eyes flutter a second before they return to their usual calculated stare. She punches at the elevator button and blows out a big breath.

“What you did tonight. I . . . I . . . it wasn’t what I expected of you. So, no. Thank you for doing that for Luis. It was quite possibly the most unselfish, unselfserving, kindest thing you could have done for him.”

The elevator dings and we step inside. I press the button to the ground level and turn to face her. “You know, I feel a little chilly,” She nods with an I-told-you-so smirk. “Maybe hell is freezing over, because I think you just paid me a compliment.” I grin and stick my tongue out. She shakes her head, hands back on hips.

“You’re incorrigible.” Her luscious lips give a little pout. I want to taste them. I want her. As if she can read my mind the energy in the small space charges. Her eyes widen and I stalk toward her.

“Yeah. I am. But please, go back to the part where you tell me how awesome I am.” With every step forward she takes one back until her shoulders hit the wall. I grin wide. Like a cat that caught the canary. Gotcha.

I dip my head. She holds my gaze, and my mouth is mere inches from hers. I want her. To taste her. To pleasure her. To hold her. To make love to her. That last thought jars my lust and I take a big step backward. What the fuck? I don’t make love.

Ding. Saved by the bell.

“’Night, mama.” I step out of the car backward so I can watch her face. Her skin is flush. A deep pink blush works its way up her neck and face. She hasn’t moved and holds my stare. Her eyes don’t give anything away. What I would give to know what she’s thinking. Just as the doors close she brings a hand to her lips.
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“ . . .AND THEN HE ASKED IF we could do it again sometime.” I finish telling Jenny the Cliff Notes version of my hiking date with Garrett as I pack up my bag in the break room.

She sits on the counter and shakes her blonde locks before twisting them into a quick braid. Her voice holds reverence as she whispers, “You’re living every woman’s fantasy. You know that, right? Single mom nurse meets hot and successful surgeon—they fall in love and live happily ever after. I’m so jealous.”

“Jenny, you’re married.”

“Your point?” she questions. I laugh and shake my head.

“Jen, it was only one date. Please don’t fast forward and marry me off just yet.”

“But you like him?”

“Yeah, I really do.”

She squeals, hops off the counter, and wraps me in a hug. She pulls back. Her hands hold my arms in place and she meets my gaze. “You deserve this. You deserve so many good and wonderful things. And a good man. Don’t ever doubt that.”

I laugh and shake out of her embrace. “Don’t go all serious on me, Jen. And a man would be nice, but I don’t need one. You know where that got me last time.”

“Not every man is like your ex.” I blow out a breath and nod.

“I know that.”

“Just trust your instincts.” I laugh again.

“Don’t know how well that worked for me before.”

“No. I beg to differ. I’d bet you just ignored them with Josh. And you aren’t an innocent young girl anymore. You’re a woman with wisdom who knows what she needs from a relationship.”

“Are you trying to make me feel better by pointing out how old I am?”

“That’s not my point!” She practically shouts and I giggle.

“Calm down, Jen. I get it. I just need to trust myself. Now, I’m out of here. I’ll see you in a few days. Have a good shift.”

“See ya, girlie.”

I’m glad for the next three nights off. I miss my boys, and by the end of my work week I’m ready for a break from this place. I pull on my sweatshirt before I leave the hospital. The morning is cold and cloudy. A storm is moving in on the horizon. Pulling the hood over my head, I brace myself for the air that stings my face. It’s a quick walk to my Camry and I open the door and slide inside, then place the key in the ignition.

Anxious to get the heat running I give a little twist to the key, but nothing happens. Shit. I turn it again. Not even a sputter. I open the car door and that’s when I realize my lights inside the cab don’t illuminate. It’s probably the battery. Damn it! I just want to go home and sleep.

I grab my bag and trudge my way through the cold and back inside the warm building. I cradle my cell to my ear and call Tate. He’s working so I leave a message. I call Evie next.

“Carly, how are you?”

“Kinda stranded. Look, are you free by any chance? My car won’t start. I think the battery is dead, but I’ll let Tate look at it when he gets off work. I just need a ride home.”

“Oh, no! That stinks, and I wish I could, but Jon and I are headed to a new client meeting in Apache Junction. We’re already halfway there, otherwise I’d have him turn around.”

“No. No, it’s fine. You’re working. I’ll figure it out.”

“Do you have any friends you can call?” Derek. I don’t know why but he’s the first person I think of.

“Don’t worry, Evie, I’ll find a friend. Or worst case scenario, I’ll pay a cab.”

“Okay. Get home safe. I’ll see you later. And don’t forget about our girls’ day tomorrow!”

“How could I? I’ve been looking forward to it all week! See you soon. ’Bye.”

Well, shit. All my friends are nurses and they’re either working or sleeping right now. I could bug Jen to borrow her car but then I’ve got to find a way back here and that’s gonna be rough with Eli and Ezra. I guess I should call Derek. He says we’re friends. And honestly, it feels like we are. We even exchanged numbers the other night because he wanted to be informed if anything ever came up with Luis.

I call his number before I chicken out and he answers on the second ring.

“Hey, mama.”

“I’m not your mama.” I sass, and his throaty chuckle brings me a little smile.

“Carly, how are you? Everything okay with Luis?”

“Yeah, sorry. I’m actually calling for personal reasons. I hate to ask but there’s no one else I could think to call.”

“It’s more than fine. What do you need?”

“Well, I just finished up my shift and my car won’t start.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen.”

“Only if you have time. If not, I don’t want to put you out.”

“Carly, stop. I’ll be there in fifteen okay?”

“Okay. Thanks, Derek.”

The line goes dead and I blow out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. It feels good to know I can count on him. That he’s someone I can call. My circle of trusted adults is small and adding another to it makes me feel a little less alone.

I grab a cup of coffee from the cafeteria while I wait. My post shift buzz is wearing thin. I need to sleep, and normally I’d be in bed by now. My body knows this and warily accepts the caffeine kick start to keep going.

Visiting hours begin and the arrival of parents, grandparents, friends, and loved ones fills the hospital walls. Their footsteps on the tile floors provide a lulling rhythm and I bounce on my feet every few minutes to keep my focus clear. I watch for Derek from just inside the sliding glass entrance and when I see him approach I walk briskly to meet him outside.

“Thanks, Derek. I owe you one.”

He greets me with a wide smile. “It’s no problem, Carly. Where’s your car parked?”

“In that lot over there, but I’m pretty sure the battery’s dead. It’s not turning over and the lights won’t turn on. If you could just drop me home, my brother can come by later.”

“Can I take a quick look? If it just needs a jump I can follow you home.”

“Okay, yeah. That’d be great.”

He follows me to my Camry and I unlock the door. He opens it and pulls the lever before jogging around to open the hood. I rub my hands up and down my arms and bounce on my toes in a feeble attempt to stay warm. The wind picks up and thunder booms in the distance.

“Hey, mama. Come take a look at this.” I join him near the front of the car and look to where he’s pointing. I don’t know a damn thing about cars but those wires look cut. That can’t be good.

“Shit. How’d I do that?”

“Uh. You didn’t.. And I’m not sure if there’s any other damage, though it looks contained to the battery. Who would do something like that?”

“I don’t know.” Unease settles in my gut and I look around the lot. Why my car? We have good security here so how would someone be able to do this unnoticed. “I’ll have to make a report with security. Fuck!” The icing on the cake; I am never getting sleep.

“Why, Nurse Carly, I do not believe I’ve heard such foul language from those luscious lips before,” Derek teases, and earns an eye roll.

“I’m not inside the hospital and I’m not with my kids, so I’m allowed to cuss. I’m not perfect.” He snaps some pictures of the damage with his cell and closes the hood to my car. He swipes my keys from my hand and locks the car before he pins me with a calculated gaze.

“You’re tired.”

“You’re a genius.”

“Can you make the report from home or do you need to go in?” I lift my chin to the front doors where people stream in and out at a steady pace. It’s busy inside. Another boom of thunder sounds and I look up at the inky gray sky. This can wait. I want to be home before the storm hits.

“Can you just take me home?”

He wraps his arm around me, pulls me to his side, and leads us toward his vehicle. “I thought you’d never ask.” I roll my eyes, though I’m sure he can’t see.

The only good thing about being delayed is that rush hour traffic has died down, enabling Derek to pull his slick black SUV into my drive in less than fifteen minutes. He gets out of the car and walks with me to the door. I should ask him to leave but I kind of like that he’s being protective. Making sure I’m home safe.

It really bothers me that someone messed with my car. That it was intentional. If that person follows my car, they’ll know where I live. They could be waiting for me, for the boys. Panic stills my movements. Anxiety rises in my throat and steals my breath.

“Whoa, whoa, Carly. Sit down, you don’t look so good.” Derek drags me to the couch and I lean forward, head between my knees. I can’t see straight. He rubs his hand up and down my back while I focus on deep breathing. When my mind stops spinning I ease myself back up.

“Let’s get you to bed. You’ve had a long night.” Derek pulls me up and I lean into his side, relishing in the comfort of his touch. He leads me down the hall and I point to my open door. I kick off my shoes, and as much as I’d love to drop into the downy comforter, I’ll feel gross without a little hygiene care. I close my eyes blow out a breath.

“I’m exhausted but I’m going to change and brush my teeth.”

“Can I get you anything?”

“Maybe a glass of water?”

“You got it.” He leaves my room and I pull out a clean pair of pajamas and head to the bathroom. I wash my face, brush my teeth and comb my hair before changing into the clean panties, yoga pants and oversized T-shirt. Clean and warm, I’m ready for the sandman to take me away.

Stumbling back to my room, I discover Derek sitting on my bed, looking into my drawer. That drawer. I gasp and cover my face.

“Oh, my god! What are you doing?” I shout from behind my hands. Oh, my god! I can’t even look. No one knows about that drawer. I’m horrified and embarrassed. He chuckles a deep, throaty laugh.

“My, my, my! Lookie what we have here. Mama’s been holding out on me.” He lets loose a long whistle. “Dear God, woman! How many dicks does one person need?”

Oh, God. Shoot me now. Let me die right here. I drop my hands, march over to the drawer, and slam it shut.

“Can we just pretend you never saw that?” I study my purple painted toenails; I know my neck and face are stained a deep pink, and I can’t stand to meet his eyes.

“Never. I can never unsee that. You kinky, closet vixen.” Derek tips my chin up with his gentle touch and I’m met with the most sincere of gazes. His chocolate eyes are void of the teasing I expect.

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Carly. I think it’s fucking hot, mama, and I’d love to be around when you put those to good use.” His eyes flutter close and he groans. “Fuck. That turns me on. Just the thought of you getting yourself off.” His eyes snap to meet mine. “Tell me something. Do you ever think about me when you touch yourself?”

I gasp and my chest heaves with each breath. My skin feels hot and flush. He still holds my chin and I can’t answer. I can’t lie and I can’t say yes. I pinch my eyes shut and bite my lower lip.

“Fuck.” He swears softly and the sound awakens every cell within my body.

“You do, don’t you?” God, he’s not going to give this up. I open my eyes and nod.

“Fuck me!” He growls before dropping his hand to run it over his freshly shaved head. He stands and I don’t miss the fact he has to adjust himself. I look away.

“Thanks for driving me home, Derek.”

The silence stretches between us and when I find the courage to meet his gaze, it’s full of want and desire with an intensity that matches my own. Damn it, Carly. You can’t do this.

“So . . . I should probably go to bed now. Alone.” I punctuate the last part and his lips pull in a grin.

“That’s fair. I’ll lock the door on my way out, but can you promise me one thing?”

“What?” He walks to the doorway and turns.

“If we ever fuck, I want to use one of those vibes on your clit while you slide up and down my cock.” His eyes widen and fill with lust again. My own breath hitches in my throat and I can’t seem to look away. “Deal?” he growls.

I nod and Derek flips the light switch, blanketing the room in darkness.

“Sweet dreams, mama.” His voice floats over me like a caress. I hear him curse as he stomps down the hall. I finally breathe normally once I hear the front door shut with a bang.
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“CARLY! WE’RE LEAVING IN FIFTEEN!” Evie shouts from the hallway.

“Almost ready!” I yell back as I release the last section of hair from the curling iron. I paint my lips in a nude gloss and powder on some blush. Today we’ve planned a girls only outing to hunt down the perfect dress. I usually despise shopping but I can’t wait to see my future sister try on gowns. She’s beautiful and I just know we’ll find something that will leave my brother speechless.

I flip off the light and walk down the hall to grab my purse from the kitchen counter. My breath catches in my throat and I try not to panic. What the hell? Across the table lays a rifle and a pistol. Eli and Ezra sit in their chairs, eyes wide and mesmerized while they watch Jon’s every movement. He assembles one of the guns and wipes it with a cloth. I stamp down the past, though it bangs at my memory with a force so brutal I almost can’t speak. It’s those green eyed gazes that glace up at my presence and finally allow me to find my voice.

“Um—Jon, what are you doing?”

“I’m showing the boys how to respect weapons.”

Okay . . . I stomp toward the living room where Kate, Evie, and Tate congregate. I bug my eyes and I meet my brother’s gaze.

“What the hell, Tate!” I whisper shout so the boys can’t hear. “Why is Jon playing Army in my kitchen?”

“Oh, crap.” Tate sits up straight on the couch and his smile dims. “I forgot to tell you. We’re taking the boys shooting.”

“What!” I yell, unable to contain the anxiety that crawls across my skin at his words. I can’t breathe. Kate grabs my hand and meets my eyes.

“It’s okay, Carly. Jon’s trained. He thought it would be fun to take the boys out for a lesson. He’ll keep them safe, but if you’re not okay with it they can do something else.”

Tate’s in front of me. His hand squeezes my shoulder. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t my call to make. They aren’t my boys. I should’ve asked you first. I just thought it would be a good experience. Gun safety is important.”

I nod and take a deep breath. He’s right. My own fears aren’t something I want passed on to my boys. Jon’s the best teacher they can ask for and the boys respect him.

“No, it’s okay. I just wasn’t expecting it. And yes, next time a heads up would be good.”

The doorbell rings and we all tilt our heads toward the sound.

“We’re not expecting anyone else, are we?” I ask.

“No, my sister’s meeting us there.” Evie frowns and Tate opens the door.

“Can I help you?” my brother says in his most intimidating voice. He blocks the doorway with his muscular frame.

“Hi, I’m not sure you remember me. I played your engagement party. Is Carly here?” What is Derek doing here? Tate turns his chin to meet my gaze over his shoulder and I stride to the door before my brother decides to play protector.

“Derek, what are you doing here?” I bump Tate out of my way with my hip and he moves, but I can tell he’s closely monitoring my interaction with Derek. I bite my lip and take in Derek’s appearance. He’s wearing his usual tight jeans and they fit like a second skin over his quads. Today he’s paired them with a bright red sweatshirt and matching Chucks. A black beanie covers his head, which makes me grin.

“I was worried after the problem with your car yesterday and I wanted to make sure you were okay—that you didn’t need anything. Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” He nods behind me and when I look over my shoulder I see the entire household is now staring at my surprise visitor. “I should’ve called first.”

“That’s okay. Thanks for checking on me—that was really nice. But I . . . I’m actually getting ready to leave.” I stammer, and Derek grins. He gazes directly over my shoulder and waves. He’s not even paying attention to me.

“Are those your sons?” He waves again and makes a silly face. Their giggles sound. Great! He’s already caught their attention. I step back.

“Do you want to come in and meet them?” I ask with just a tinge of irritation.

“I thought you’d never ask.” He smirks and then walks inside and drops down to squat before my boys’ curious stares.

“I’m Derek. It’s nice to meet you. Your mama has told me all about how awesome you guys are.” They beam.

“I’m Ezra and that’s Eli. Mama’s going with the girls. The boys are going to do man stuff. You wanna come, too?”

“Oh, Ezra, I’m sure Derek has other things planned,” I say.

“Actually—” Derek starts.

“I think Derek should come with us.” Tate says. He stares Derek down with his arms crossed over his puffed out chest. Really? He’s totally flexing.

“Yes, come shooting Derek,” Jon adds. He stands from the kitchen chair and cocks the gun in hand.

Oh, my God. Really? I look down at Derek and speak slowly and plainly. “You do not have to go shooting. You probably have something much better to do with your Saturday.” Seriously, like he wants to be grilled all afternoon by my pseudo bodyguards and hang out with my kids.

“Actually . . .” Derek grins at Eli and Ezra. “I would love to go shooting with you dudes.” He stands and nods at Tate and Jon. “If you don’t mind me crashing the party, I’m in.”

I shake my head. I can’t understand why he’d want to put himself through this sort of punishment, but that’s his choice.

“Okay, well, I think we’d better get going.” I look at Evie and Kate, who haven’t said a word. Wide smiles stretch across their made up faces. Oh, shit. I’m totally getting grilled in the car.

“Yes! We can’t be late for our appointment!” Kate calls out. She drags Evie and myself out the door with her. “Bye, boys! Don’t maim the drummer!”

Not five seconds after the car doors slam I’m pummeled with questions.

“Shut the front door! You and Derek? I can’t believe this!” Kate yells and peels out onto the street.

“I thought you had a date with a doctor? We were looking forward to real life Grey’s not Almost Famous.” Evie pouts. “Let’s hit Starbucks on the way.” She taps Kate’s shoulder. Kate nods.

“Derek and I aren’t a thing.”

“Then why the fuck is he showing up on your doorstep on a Saturday morning?” Kate meets my gaze in the rear view mirror and her brows rise over the frame of her sunglasses.

“I don’t know. Well, he was the only person I could think to call yesterday when my car wouldn’t start,” I start to explain.

“And he came and got you?” Evie gushes. “How sweet is that?”

“Ha!” Kate laughs. “Not sweet. He just wants in her pants.” She meets my eyes again. “Sorry, Carly.”

“No. I know. I thought that, too, but I made it perfectly clear he wouldn’t be doing that weeks ago.”

“Wait. Hold up. Weeks?” Evie turns in the front seat. Her brows furrow and her voice is soft. “I feel like I don’t even know you.”

“Stop. It’s not a big deal so I didn’t mention it. Derek volunteers at Children’s. Apparently, he’s been doing so for years, just never on my floor. We ran into each other and he happened upon Luis’ room.”

“Luis is Carly’s favorite patient.” Evie fills Kate in.

“I thought you’re not supposed to have favorites,” Kate adds.

“We aren’t.”

“Back to the story about you falling in love with a rock star.” Evie bats her eyes.

“No. No. That’s not what I’m doing. We’re friends. He’s gorgeous and talented, but so not good for me or what I need. And he’s cocky as hell.”

“Damn straight,” Kate muses with appreciation.

“Then you are dating the doctor?” Evie asks.

“Yes. I guess so. I mean, he’s really polite, and hello, he’s a doctor so he’s smart, well educated, has direction and life goals . . .”

“Fucking snore fest,” Kate interrupts.

“He’s seems dreamy,” Evie argues.

“I don’t know, he sounds more McBoring. Is he at least good looking?” Kate pulls into the drive thru lane.

“He’s very good looking. And he has all his hair.” Kate and Evie burst into a fit of giggles. “What? I know it sounds weird but honestly, most doctors are bald and fat!”

“Okay, what are you bitches having?”

We place our orders and Kate and Evie continue to debate whether Garrett’s the right choice for me. All Kate’s talk makes me wonder whether there’s something wrong with me. Should I be concerned I don’t feel blind lust when Garrett and I are together? I shake my head and sip my coffee. No. I’ve had that before and I lost myself. I will not do that again.

It’s one of the main reasons I knew the moment Derek said hello that I’d never let anything happen between us. He’s just like Josh with that magnetic pull that seeps into my very being. Yes. Practical is better. And I do find Garrett attractive. And I appreciate he wants to date and get to know me better. It’s respectful and it makes me feel in control.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this!” Kate squeals as we pull into a space directly across from the bridal boutique. “Fucking A! My best friend is really getting married!”

Evie beams and we make our way inside the small shop. A bell chimes overhead and a woman’s voice calls from the back, “I’ll be right with you!”

“Pumpkin spice latte, yum. Kate you want a sip?” Evie pushes her cup into Kate’s face.

“Oh, God. Please, no. Keep that shit away from me.” Kate shoves it away.

“I thought you loved pumpkin spice?”

“I do . . . I just . . . Don’t want to spill anything on my outfit.” Her face goes a little pale and she swallows two times while Evie studies the gowns hanging on the rack. “Excuse me.” Kate calls over her shoulder as she hurries toward a back hallway and my eyes grow wide. Could she be—?

“I need to use the ladies room, too, Evie, I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.”

I walk briskly and push inside the restroom just in time to hear the tell tale sounds of Kate retching inside one of the stalls. A flush, and a moment later she steps out, giving a little jump when she finds me waiting.

“Oh, I didn’t know you were in here.” She won’t meet my eyes.

“You’re pregnant!” I practically shout. Her eyes go wild and she shakes her head vehemently back and forth.

“No. No. Not that. Couldn’t be. I . . . oh, my . . . fuck me,” she stutters and goes pale again. I wet a few paper towels at the sink to dab them across her forehead and neck.

“It’s okay, Kate.” She seems overwhelmed by my allegation. “You really didn’t know?”

“I can’t be. I . . . what if? Oh, God . . . I can’t.” She looks as though she’s about to be sick again. I brace her shoulders with my hands.

“Breathe. It’s okay. You’re not the first woman to do this.” Tears tumble down her face. “It’s okay, Kate. You’ll be okay.”

“You can’t tell Evie.” She struts to the mirror to examine her face and grabs a few more paper towels to wipe her tears. She pulls a compact from her purse. “Promise me, you’ll say nothing to Evie.”

“I won’t, but why? Are you worried about being too big for the bridesmaid dress?”

She catches my gaze in the mirror and shakes her head. Her words are almost a whisper, “No, I’m afraid I won’t be.” She gulps once and finishes her retouch. By the time Kate’s done she doesn’t look pale or upset or even as if she’s been crying. “Can you just not tell anyone for now? It’s too early and I can’t . . . I won’t . . . I just—”

I touch her shoulder and nod. She’s obviously worried about losing the baby and I have to wonder if that’s happened to her before. I won’t push if she doesn’t want to tell. “Of course. I won’t say anything. But if you ever need to talk, I’m here, okay?” She nods and then pastes on a brilliant smile.

“Now let’s go find our bride a kick ass gown!”

Kate pushes through the door and I scramble to catch up. I mentally prepare myself for the primping and preening that’s sure to fill our afternoon. I wonder how my boys are holding up. It irritates me that I can’t help but wonder about Derek too.
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“WHAT ARE YOUR INTENTIONS WITH my sister?”

My eyes flick between Tate at my right who keeps flexing his arms and Jon at my left who repeatedly loads and reloads the same damn rifle. Every time the gun gives a little pop I can’t help but jump, and his twitching lip tells me he finds it amusing.

We drove an hour outside the city to this little wasteland in the desert. I’d seriously be concerned they were bringing me here to murder my sorry ass if it weren’t for the two boys. Carly’s sons found shooting fun for about ten minutes and then became more amused with finding old shotgun shells. I’m relieved they’re here, though. Tate and Jon wouldn’t hurt me in front of the kids. I hope.

Tate clears his throat as I lift the gun and aim at the cans we’ve set up as targets. My intentions. I’d love to fuck your sister but she won’t let me so now we’re friends. Yeah. Better not lead with that.

“I intend to be a good friend to her.” I pull the trigger. Pop. Miss.

“She’s becoming a good friend to me.” Pop. Miss.

“She’s an amazing nurse. Kind, loving, and smart. Good to her patients. Generous in how she cares for others.” Pop. The can wobbles. Nicked it. Hell, yes!

“And I’ll do anything I can to take care of her.” Pop. Bang. “Fu—funky town! I hit that can!” I grin and catch the twitch play at Tate’s lips as if he’s considering a smile. I set the gun on the folding table we’ve brought along and give him my full attention.

“I swear on my life I won’t hurt your sister. And on top of that I’ll do everything in my power to make sure no one else hurts her.”

Tate extends his hand and I take it in my own and give it a solid shake. The concern from yesterday floods my mind.

“Did you find out who cut her battery?” I ask and drop his hand.

“How did you know the battery was cut?” Jon interrupts, then cocks the rifle and shoots three subsequent rounds. Can after can falls over in the wake of bullets.

“I checked. When she asked for a ride I thought maybe I could jump it and just follow her home. But those wires were intentionally cut. And I don’t like that it happened at her work. Do they have a history of vandalism there? It seems they should have better security than that.”

Jon sets the gun down. He studies me before giving a nod. “I agree.”

“And no, to answer your question, nothing like this has happened before to Carly or her co-workers. We called Security yesterday and they were as upset as we are. My buddy checked the entire car and that was the only thing messed with. So that’s good. I think.” Tate rubs his temples with his thumb and index finger.

“You go to the hospital much?” Jon asks.

“Yeah, actually I volunteer there whenever I can.” Jon nods and I don’t really like the way he’s looking at me. Does he think—?

“I didn’t cut her battery if that’s what you’re implying, bro,” I say and his lips pull into a cocky grin.

“I never said that. Bro.” He steps closer to me. Fuck. This guy is huge. And retired Army. Yeah, like I already can’t tell he’s intimidating as hell. He could probably kill me ten different ways before I even got in a swing.

“Jon, man, chill. The boys,” Tate says. We glance over to find Ezra and Eli staring with wide green eyes. The little one’s lower lip gives a little tremble. Fuck. Now I feel like shit for scaring him.

“What do you think, little dudes? Can Jon beat me in a shooting contest?” I shout over to them with an easy smile. Jon chuckles under his breath but the boys relax and come closer.

“That’s not a good bet to take, Mister Derek. Mister Jon is an Army man. He’s going to win.”

“Da—dandelions! Looks like I’m probably buying ice cream then. Loser has to.”

“Yes!” Eli gives a fist pump and it’s adorable.

Ezra nods to Jon. “You gotta win this. Your rep is at stake. And plus I could really go for some fro-yo.” He’s so serious and it’s hard not to laugh. By the look in Jon and Tate’s eyes they’re struggling to hold back smiles, as well.

“Looks like we’ve got ourselves a gentlemen’s bet!” Tate slaps my back and then Jon’s before waving the boys to his side. “Choose your weapons and let’s get this show on the road. I’m with Ez. I’m ready for ice cream, too!”
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WE GET BACK FROM OUR shopping and lunch and I’m exhausted. Who knew there were so many styles of wedding gowns? And shades of white! I thought white was white. Evie pulls down a bottle of wine from the top of the refrigerator.

“Thank you, guys, for coming with me today. I think we should celebrate all our hard work with drinks!” She opens the cupboard for the wine glasses and Kate turns to me with wide, horrified eyes. Kate loves to drink. I’ve actually never seen her turn down alcohol. Good luck trying to hide this pregnancy much longer. Surely Evie will be suspicious. I bite my lip and try to think of a good excuse.

“Mama!” The kitchen door swings open and Eli and Ezra race inside with ear to ear smiles.

“You’re back! How did it go today?” I kiss the tops of each head as they squeeze me tight. Eli pulls back and Jon, Tate, and Derek enter the room. Jon goes straight to Kate and she pulls him in for a scorching kiss. Evie giggles and Tate holds her hand. Derek stands near the door watching everyone.

“Oh, it was amazing,” Eli says, “Mister Jon is so good at shooting. He shot a bush. You should’ve been there.”

“Shot a bush? Should I be jealous?” Kate quips.

“He exploded the bush!” Ezra shouts with wide eyes. He looks to Jon with respect and admiration. Kate bites back a laugh.

“Exploded?” I contain my giggle and give Jon and Tate a curious stare.

“Yes! He shot it and exploded it. Mister Jon is really good at exploding bushes.”

“I’ll say he is,” Kate murmurs loud enough so we can all hear. Jon’s neck turns a deep shade of pink. Snickers escape from all the adults.

“Give it a rest, woman! There are children in the room,” Jon grinds out.

“You’re the one teaching them how to explode all over bushes.” Kate bats her eyes.

“Okay. Time to go!” Jon waves and pulls Kate by the arm. He smacks her ass on the way out the door.

Evie pulls Tate to the couch in the other room with a glass of wine in hand. Eli and Ezra disappear down the hall to their room. I’m left alone with the man I haven’t stopped thinking of all day.

“So, you survived.” I nod. I’m impressed he made it an entire afternoon without bailing. Derek struts to the table and pulls out the chair next to mine.

“I did. It was quite enjoyable. I like your kids, mama,” he murmurs and leans over to bump my shoulder with his own. I roll my eyes.

“That sounds super creepy and borderline pedophile-like.” His back straightens and his eyes widen as a look of fear crosses his face.

“No. Please don’t say that. Now I need a shower.” He cringes and gives a little shake.

“You can take a shower here!” Eli says as he waltzes into the room with a box of coloring supplies. Derek looks panicked by the suggestion. My lips pull to a grin.

“I think it’s best if Mister Derek showers at home.”

“I agree!” Tate shouts from the living room. Ezra walks down the hall and stops, arms crossed over his little chest, gaze calculating as he watches Derek from just inside the hallway arch. If I didn’t know better I’d think Jon and Tate gave him lessons on how to appear intimidating. Of course, on his scrawny frame it just looks cute.

“Can Mister Derek go trick or treating with us? I want to be a drummer just like him,” Eli declares. He climbs into the open seat next to Derek and begins to draw.

Derek’s face softens to a grin. He leans forward and rests his arms across the table, then leans forward so his chin rests on his hands. He’s eye level with Elijah and taps at the coloring book to the beat of a song inside his head.

“I would love to trick or treat with you, little man. If that’s okay with your mom?” They both look up at me from under their lashes and I swear it’s a move they’ve practiced and choreographed. I couldn’t say no if I wanted to. But I don’t want to.

“Yes, I’m sure that would be fine.” I smirk. “But you have to wear a costume, too.”

“Yes.” Eli nods. “It’s the rules of Halloween, so you better pick a good one. But you can’t be a drummer ’cause that’s my idea.”

“And you can’t be a soldier. Cause that’s what I’m gonna be,” Ezra says, finally joining us at the table. He sits next to me and pulls a notepad and crayon from the box.

“Da—dagnabit! Those are my top two costume ideas of all time.” Derek drops his head and squeezes his eyes shut with a big sigh. I almost believe he’s really upset. He’s always been so good with Luis and I can see the same goes for younger kids. He bangs his head lightly on the table, causing the boys to giggle.

“Shi—shingleberry! I’ll have to give this some thought. I won’t be as cool as you guys, but I’m going to come up with something that’ll make you proud.” Derek stands and gives each boy a high five. The language needs work but I appreciate he’s attempting to censor his potty mouth.

“Well, I better be going now. Thanks, Tate, for your hospitality today.” My brother just nods from the couch. Evie’s settled into his side as they watch the game on TV.

“I’ll walk you out,” I offer.

Outside, the sun shines brightly. Warmth seeps into my skin, deep down into my very being, and my lips pull into a grin. I’m not sure why, but I’m happy, filled with an almost giddy joy. It was a beautiful day spent with good friends. That’s why. Derek flashes his cheeky grin. “Please tell me you’re going as a naughty nurse. Pretty, pretty please.” He clasps his hands together and closes his eyes. I shake my head.

“Oh, my god, give it up, man! It’s a dream that you’ll never realize. Stick with music.” I pretend to be offended and roll my eyes but a smile still covers my face. He laughs.

“I had a fun time with your family today. Thanks for letting me barge into your life. Sometimes it’s just nice to be around normal, happy people. I miss that.” His face is carefree but his words hint at something bigger.

“You don’t have that with your family?”

“Nah.” He bites his lip. “My mom has early-onset Alzheimer’s. She’s actually all right most days. It’s just . . . no, there isn’t any normal, happy anymore. Hasn’t been for a while.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. And your dad?” He shakes his head.

“See, you always pegged me for mama issues, but it’s all daddy issues here. But enough of my sad life. Why don’t you tell me about your baby daddy?”

“What?” I roll my eyes. Nice deflection. I know he didn’t answer my question on purpose. My curiosity about this man grows by the second. He stares and motions his hand in circles urging me to answer his question.

“There’s nothing to tell.” I shrug, “He was a great sperm donor. Moved on with his life. I’ve moved on with ours,” I lie. Derek studies my face and I can’t handle the scrutiny. It seems somehow if he looks long enough he’ll know everything. I push his shoulder and step back.

“Better bring your best with the costume. I want to be amazed!” I challenge. He opens the door to his SUV and climbs inside. The engine roars and he slams the door and rolls the window down.

“Oh, you better believe it! I know you doubt me, but my costume will be so kickass you’ll regret even asking me to come along.”

God, I hope not.

He drives off and I wander back toward the house. I hope it’s a good idea inviting Derek along. I purposefully don’t let just anyone, especially men, into my home. I’m overanalyzing and I need to stop. He’s just a friend and it’ll be nice to have another adult to parade around the neighborhood with.

“Carly. We need to talk.” Tate leans against the kitchen counter and a deep frown etches the width of his forehead. The boys stop coloring; their curious gazes bounce between their uncle and myself.

“Hey, boys, why don’t we go out back and give your mama and Uncle Tate a chance to talk.” Evie sets her wine glass on the counter and caresses Tate’s bicep as she leads the boys out back. Her touch relaxes his stance slightly.

I don’t know what has my brother so upset but it must be big. The vein at his neck pulses as I slide into a kitchen chair. I hope it’s not Derek. I hope they weren’t lying earlier and everything really did go okay today.

“What’s up, Tate?”

“What the fuck is this?” He slams a sheet of letterhead down on the wooden table. What? I quickly scan the letter. It’s my loan approval letter. Crap. I wanted to tell him but not like this.

“It’s my pre-approval letter. For a house loan.”

“I can see that.”

“Wait? Where did you get this? I didn’t open this.” Tate looks around the kitchen, and slides a matching envelope behind his back.

“Tate Owen Reynolds, did you open my mail?” I shout. His mouth opens but he shuts it instead of speaking. He still won’t meet my gaze. Laughter spills from my mouth.

“You little shit. You opened my mail, didn’t you? And don’t even try to give me a lame excuse. I know you, little brother. You never were patient.”

“I can be patient when I want to be,” he mumbles as he reshuffles a stack of mail and drops it on the table. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. It was just mocking me.”

“You sir, are never patient. Hello! We’re planning your wedding mere months after you met the woman of your dreams. And, come on . . . Christmas?”

“What about Christmas?” He scoffs and I gasp.

“Really? Your memory’s that selective? Mom still hasn’t recovered.” He now joins in my laughter.

“I thought she’d never notice. I did a really good job covering my tracks.” He pulls out a chair to sit across from me. I flip through the remaining letters.

“You thought she wouldn’t notice you opened and then re-wrapped every single present?” I shake my head and his lips pull into a wide grin.

“What can I say? I was only eight.” He shrugs.

“If Ezra ever did that I’d go ballistic.”

“He’d never do that. He’s an old soul, too wise to try that stunt. Now Eli—”

“Yeah, I know.” I laugh and meet my brother’s gaze. I reach out to touch his hand and squeeze. “Hey, I was going to tell you but it’s still early. I’m looking for a place of my own. It’s—”

“I thought we already discussed this. Just because I’m getting married doesn’t mean things have to change.”

“No, that’s where you’re wrong. Things are changing. But this is exciting for me. You know I’ll always be thankful for you saving us. I can never repay you for what you’ve done—”

“I don’t want you to repay me—”

“Let me finish. I know you didn’t do it expecting a return. I want you to know how much I appreciate you. Because of what you did, I’m in a place where I can support my own family. And you need to start yours. Just give me lots of nieces and nephews, okay?” I smile but I can feel tears gather. I blink them back.

“Lots?” He croaks and his face turns a shade paler. I laugh.

“Maybe one at a time? Marry her first?” I tease.

“I love you, sis.”

“I love you too, bro.”
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“YOU DIDN’T DRESS UP!”

“And you did! You’re a—” Carly bites back a laugh.

“Shut it. Don’t mock this. I totally pull it off.” I try to motion down my body but my hands are stopped by the tiny arms. Damn it. How was I supposed to know costumes sell out and get picked over? I shouldn’t have waited until today. I wanted to be a sick as fuck dragon. Instead I’m—

“Barney? Really, Derek? I expected so much more.” She can’t help but grin and shake her head. I jump around trying to clap my hands but they don’t reach. She bursts into giggles and the sound’s intoxicating. I want to hear it more.

“Why are you dressed like a baby show?” Eli pokes his head out the door with a look of disappointment. His hair is spiked into a Mohawk and he’s dressed in jeans, white tee, and leather vest. He looks like a little nineties rocker and it’s cute as hell.

“That’s not a cool costume,” Ezra adds and stomps outside in full camo, candy bag in tow.

“Well, I wanted to be a dragon, ’cause dragons are cool as fu—fudgesicles . . . but they were all sold out. So, when they said there was a dinosaur left I thought that’d be super cool too. But instead I got Barney.” I pout through the costume’s mouth, the only opening for my face.

“At least I look cool when I do this!” I jump up and try to dance around. I look like a fucking idiot but it earns giggles from the trio. Totally worth the embarrassment.

“Okay, boys, you ready? You have your bags?” Carly asks, and they shout a resounding yes. It’s only dusk but there’re a few kids traipsing down the sidewalk with parents in tow. I bounce on the balls of my dino covered feet. Excitement is in the air. Trick or treating is upon us.

Carly turns back to the front door as Evie and Tate rush outside.

“We’ve gotta go! I know we said we’d hand out candy, but something’s come up!” Evie’s words tumble on top of one another.

Tate flips the house lights off. “Carly, you’ve got your keys?”

“Yeah. What’s going on? Is everything okay?” Carly glances between her brother, who locks the front door, and Evie who’s halfway to Tate’s car.

“It’s Kate. 911,” Tate offers. What the—? Carly nods knowingly. I’m lost.

“Text or call if you need anything. Drive safe.”

“Will do. Bye.” Tate hops in the driver’s seat. Evie’s already in the car. He backs out of the driveway careful to not hit any kids before pulling away.

“Eli, Ezra, you guys ready?” Carly asks, calm and collected, and we start down the street.

“What was that about?” I ask in a low enough voice that the boys don’t hear.

“Oh. Evie and Kate have been friends forever. If one needs the other, they text 911. It’s like their code, for big things only. I hope . . . whatever it is, Kate will have the support to get through it.”

“You sound like you already know something?”

“Just a guess. So, really, this was the best you could come up with?” She raises her brow with a smirk.

“I wanted to be a frickin’ dragon,” I mutter dejectedly.

“So, dino?”

“Well, they had one dragon left, but it was in the fall male stripper line. I figured the thong would be inappropriate. The headpiece and nipple clamps were a nice touch, though.”

She laughs. “So you have a thing for dragons? Is that why you have them tattooed all over?”

I smirk. “You checking out shirtless pics of me, sweet nurse Carly?” A pink stain works its way up her neck and cheeks and she looks away.

“Well, it’s all over the internet,” she mutters as an excuse. A wave of gratification crashes over me knowing she appreciates the way I look. I try to keep in good shape and I like my appearance, but I know the tattoos and piercings aren’t for everyone.

“Yeah, I have a thing for dragons. That’s why I have the two mirroring tats, one for me and one for my brother.” I bump her shoulder with my costume and it sends her stumbling a few steps. I try to steady her but my hindered arms don’t reach. She breaks into a fit of giggles.

We continue our pace while the boys race ahead up each driveway and we keep watch at the curb. Their loud thank yous float through the air at each house and I can tell they’ve been taught manners.

“So, you have a brother?” Carly asks but before I can answer, Eli’s enthusiastic shouts interrupt our conversation.

“Mama! Mama! Can we go another block? I want to fill up my bag!” His cheeks are flushed from the cold night and probably from running up and down the driveways.

“I don’t know.” Carly looks back down the street at her house.

“Pulleeze!” Ezra chimes in. “Dillon from my class said they’re handing out full size Hershey bars the next street over! We can’t miss that!”

“Full size! Fu—ntastic!” I shout. “Come on, mama, I think we have to!”

Carly grins and then nods slowly, “Okay, but once we get home it’s only five pieces and then straight to bed. No complaining.”

“We won’t!” Ezra and Eli nod before traveling down the sidewalk with Carly and me keeping a close pace.

“If you need to get back, let me know. I’m sure you have other plans on a Friday night.”

“These are my only plans, Carly. I’ve got all night,” I say and I catch her inhale of breath. She’s stunning tonight in her dark jeans and gray hoodie. Hell, she looks exquisite in a pair of Pepto Bismol colored scrubs. Her lush pink lips stand out in contrast to her fair skin. And those knowing green eyes—damn, I’m tempted to stare all night. But sporting a boner in a child’s character costume isn’t my idea of a good time.

I focus on the boys instead. Their joy and enthusiasm is contagious. The grin that spreads across my face is permanently plastered without any effort.

“So, do we get dibs on the loot?” I ask. Carly grins and a smile fills her sweet face.

“It’s why we put up with this stupid holiday.” She murmurs then drops her voice to add, “We tax the hell out of that shit. I’m all over the Reese’s, so you better watch yourself.”

I raise my tiny arms. “Whoa, no need to get excited. I’ll let you have your damn chocolate and peanut butter heaven . . . as long as I get a taste.” I roll the stud of my tongue piercing through my lips. Her eyes widen and she sucks in a breath. Shit. Does she want me as much as I want her? Am I really up for that? The whole package—the boys, and the baggage from the ex, because I know the answer she gave me last week was bullshit; there’s more than she wants to share.

My gaze goes back to Eli and Ezra who run toward us with giant candy bars. “See! They really had full-size!”

“We should head back after this block,” Carly says and nods toward the other side of the street. “Hold hands boys.”

“Mama, I’m too old to hold hands,” Ezra complains.

“Can I eat my candy now?” Eli whines.

“I think we should call it a night,” she says with a pointed look. Ezra quickly changes his tune.

“Never mind. I’ll hold your hand. Just one more street!” he pleads.

“My legs are tired. I need a chair.” Eli emphasizes his point by dragging his feet as we cross the pavement.

“I’ll make you a deal. I’ll give you a ride on my shoulders the rest of the way, if your mama agrees to carry my dinosaur head.”

“Derek, he’s too old to be carried. And too heavy.”

“But I work out.” I pull the head piece off and I’m relieved by the cool night air. It hits my bald head and I hold back a shiver. Damn it. I really do need a beanie.

“Up you go!” I grab Eli underneath his arms and heave him up and over my head. He’s light and easy to carry, and I like the way his little hands loop under my chin.

“If he gets to be too much, put him down. He can walk,” Carly says in an apology.

“Don’t question the strength of my muscles. I’ve got this.” I wink and catch a grin play at her lips. Yeah, I’ll carry this kid for miles to earn that look on her face.

At the end of the block we loop left to Carly’s house. It’s late and most of the children who filled the streets earlier are now gone. It’s fairly quiet, but for the growl of an occasional passing car and Ezra’s intermittent chatter between bites of candy. I’m pretty sure Eli’s passed out or close to it by the way his body sags onto the top of my head. I hold his hands under my chin just in case.

Carly stops abruptly, grips Ezra’s shoulder, and I almost trip. I follow her gaze up the drive to where a shadowy figure stands at their doorstep. I glance to Carly and fear is written all over her face.

“Hello! Can I help you?” I shout into the night. The figure steps forward and the street light reveals a man. He’s dressed in all black down to his gloves and shoes, with a skeleton mask covering his entire face. Who the hell is this?

“Carly do you know him?” I ask under my breath. She barely acknowledges my question. “Carly,” I snap. “Get your phone out and call the police.”

My words finally pull her from her daze and she reaches in her back pocket to retrieve the phone. I still have my eye on fuck face. If he makes one aggressive step toward us I’ll have time to hand Eli to Carly, scream, and grapple with this creeper long enough to give them a running start.

Carly speaks with the dispatcher, and the man with the mask raises his hands overhead and slinks backward until he’s off the lawn opposite where we stand. He nods once, turns, and sprints off down the street. The moment he’s around the corner I pull Carly toward the house. She tugs Ezra behind her.

“Let’s get inside,” I suggest. Carly pulls the keys from her pocket; her gaze darts behind us while she cradles the phone to her head. Her hand trembles and I grab the keys, unlock the door and push everyone inside.

Eli starts to cry, waking as I pull him from my shoulders. I’m glad he was sleeping during that encounter, whatever the fuck it was. I glance over to find Ezra’s lower lip quiver. I hand Eli to Carly, who assures the dispatcher we are now safely inside the home. She rocks Eli, big as he is, in her arms.

I hurriedly unzip my ridiculous costume and drop to my knees before Ezra. “Hey, buddy, it’s okay, you’re safe.” He lunges and I almost don’t catch his body as he wraps his arms in a fierce hold around my neck.

“I’m scared.” He’s trembling.

“I know, little man. But I’m here, ’kay? Nothing and no one is coming inside this house. I guarantee it.” I hug him and pat his back.

“Promise you won’t leave. Even after I fall asleep.” His voice breaks and I pull back to meet his eyes.

“I promise you I’m not going anywhere until your Uncle Tate gets back, okay? I’ll keep you safe.” He nods and his entire body relaxes at my reply. He’s clearly relieved by my response. Yeah. I’m keeping watch tonight. That was scary as fuck and I’m an adult. This little guy is one brave kid.

Carly disappears down the hallway with Eli and I stand up and follow, holding Ezra’s hand. I catch her laying Eli down on a twin bed. He’s already fallen back asleep. She glances up at us.

“Ezra, go brush your teeth first.” She covers Eli with a blanket. I walk with Ezra, since he still hasn’t let go of my hand. The squeeze of his fingers goes straight to my heart. I’ll do anything to protect this child. The thought comes so quick and steals my breath. He finally releases his grip to pick up the brush and paste.

Carly comes up behind me and touches my back, nudging me to the side so she can squeeze through the doorway. She mouths thank you as she slides by and then checks Ezra’s teeth. “Good job. Let’s get you to bed.” I step down the hall to the living room and take a seat. A few minutes go by and Carly returns, exhaustion and worry apparent on her face.

“You don’t have to stay.” Her words lack conviction.

“But I will. I’m not leaving. At least until your brother gets here.”

“Oh, thank God.” She plops down on the couch next to me, closes her eyes, and heaves out a breath.

“Come here.” I snake my arm between the cushion and her back and tug her to my side. Her muscles tighten for a second and I wonder if she’ll pull away. She releases a shuddering breath and turns, curling her legs up and on top of my leg. She burrows her face into my chest.

“Hey, it’s okay, mama. I’ve got you.” I can feel her crying, though she’s not making a sound. Her shoulders shake and I trace my fingers up and down her arm. Long moments pass and her breath hitches with each path my fingers take. I inhale a deep breath to steady my own racing pulse, because this close, holding her in my arms is starting to turn me the fuck on. My cock strains against my pants and I’m thankful for the thick denim that hides my arousal.

I inhale again, only it backfires as my nostrils fill with her scent. It’s clean and sweet and a little something else that’s unique to Carly. I bury my nose in her hair but she lifts her chin at the same time and I’m met with those damn pink lips just millimeters from mine.

Her tongue darts out to trail across her lower lip and it’s more than I can take. I close the space between us and capture those lips with my own in a kiss that’s steady and firm. The gasp of pleasure she lets loose spurs me on. I pull her over my lap; her legs move of their own accord to straddle my hips. Her mouth opens and I take full advantage, moving my tongue with hers.

Panting. Licking. Heavy breathing. Hips rocking. My hands trail up, down, and around her clothes. Her hands pull, grab, caress. It’s not enough. I want more.

I dip my finger into the waistband of her jeans and pull at the fabric so I can reach my fingers to where she’s a bundle of sex and nerves. I slip one and then two inside and rub my thumb to find her clit. I hit the spot and she lets out a soft cry. I capture her moans with my mouth and press my finger over and around that little nub. Her hips rock harder, her breaths come faster, and my fingers coat with her desire. I don’t let up, circling faster and harder, and swallow all the sounds she makes.

Her release is almost silent, but the wave of her orgasm crashes down and then ricochets against my hand. I slow my fingers to a lazy rhythm and her body spasms. I release her lips and lean back so I can watch her face. Her skin is flush and a light sheen of sweat covers it. A few loose locks of hair frame her gorgeous face.

“Beautiful,” I whisper, and I pull my fingers from her pants and lift them to my lips. “You promised me a taste,” I murmur and then suck her juices from my fingers. She blushes and squeezes her eyes shut. I’ve embarrassed her, but I don’t know why. She tastes fucking fantastic.

The sound of hushed voices and the scraping of a key at the doorknob snap her eyes wide open. She jolts off my lap and scoots across to the opposite side of the couch just as the door swings open.

“Oh, you’re still up?” Tate glances at Carly with surprise and then cocks his brow my way. “And you’re still here.”

Carly hops up from the couch and crosses her arms across her waist. “When we got back with the boys there was a strange man at the door.” She worries her lip between her teeth, and if I weren’t sporting a hard on I’d stand at her side. Instead I lean forward, discomfort and pain pulsing in my jeans as I coax my Johnson down from his erect state.

“We called the cops, but he didn’t try anything. It was really strange, though, and scared us all—well, except Eli, who was asleep,” she continues to explain.

“I promised I wouldn’t leave until you got back.” I add. I stand and gather the pieces to my costume as Carly continues to recount our stranger mishap.

“Thank you.” Tate nods, his expression full of appreciation.

“Wait. Is everything all right with Kate?” Carly turns to Evie, who nods.

“Yeah. Fine for now. Her dad had his prelim hearing today. I guess he’s up for bail but they’re broke, as always, so her mom had the nerve to call Kate and ask for five grand. It really messed with her head. You know she has such a bad relationship with them anyway. And the fact her dad was involved in a drug ring.” Evie closes her eyes and shakes her head, but it’s Carly’s reaction that has my attention. Her eyes gloss over and I wish I was a mind reader. “Anyway, doesn’t matter. She ranted. I listened. Tate and Jon drank beer. It’s over. For now, at least.”

“She won’t give them any money, will she?” Carly’s tone is harsh.

“No. And that’s best. They’ve been nothing but cruel to her for years, but they’re still her parents, so she’s working through the guilt of telling them no.”

Tate walks behind Evie and rubs his hands up and down her arms, before resting them at her hips.

“I should probably go . . .” Carly stays across the room and I wish she’d volunteer to walk me out. We need to talk. I want to kiss her. But I can tell the moment is over by her body language. Arms crossed, shoulders squared, and eyes that won’t meet mine. Shit. Maybe I pushed too fast? Or capitalized on her vulnerability?

I wave good-bye and Tate locks the door behind me. I get in my SUV feeling like a total prick. I just wanted to make her feel good. I only wanted to taste her. Have her. Consume her. Damn it. I need her to know I never meant to take advantage. Before I pull out onto the road I send Carly a text.

I’m sorry. I know I crossed a line. Forgive me?

She never returns my message.




[image: ]

[image: ]

I DON’T KNOW WHAT CAME over me last night. For those few minutes I completely lost myself in Derek. His scent. Pure masculinity mixed with a little mint. His taste. That metal barbell rolling and moving inside my mouth and sending a pulsing need straight to my core.

Stupid. I can’t believe I let things go that far.

Like some hormonal teenager, I practically dry humped him in the damn living room. No regard for the fact my boys were asleep down the hall and could’ve walked in on us!

But his fingers. Fuck. The way he stroked me. He knew exactly what he was doing. I’ve never been with someone like that. I came hard and fast and I won’t deny it was amazing. And the way he licked his fingers afterward. Damn. Had my brother not walked in I’m sure I would’ve fucked him right then and there.

Clearly, I’ve lost my mind.

I lost myself in Derek’s touch last night.

That was the problem.

I lost myself with Josh years ago.

And after leaving I vowed to never again lose myself in a man. Coming back from that kind of relationship almost ruined me. Recovering my individuality is something I never desire to do again.

I need to stay clear of Derek. Which is why I haven’t answered his text.

I can avoid him, at least until my shift tonight at the hospital. Though I hope he has other plans because it’s the weekend. I don’t even know what to say to him. How to act. Will this change the friendship we’ve forged these past weeks? Come on, Carly, be realistic. Of course it does.

I don’t need Derek.

I watch Ezra and Eli race across the back lawn while I sip my coffee. My phone vibrates beside me and I almost don’t look. I’m sure it’s him again.

An unknown number flashes across the screen. The masked man from last night pops into my mind and I swallow back the fear.

“Hello?” My voices quivers and I hate how weak I sound.

“Hello, Carly. I hope you don’t mind I got your number from one of your co-workers.” Garrett’s cheerful voice quiets my nerves and I sigh in relief. “I hope that’s okay and not too forward.”

“Of course, that’s fine. It’s good to hear your voice.”

“I’m glad you think so. I know it’s last minute, but I’d like you to join me tonight for a charity dinner at The Biltmore? It’s masquerade themed, and I’d love to have you by my side. That is, if you can find someone to watch your boys.” Of course, I work.

“Garrett, that’s really sweet. I’d love to go—”

“I’m sensing a ‘but’ here.” He chuckles.

“I have to work tonight.”

“I see. Of course. It was presumptuous to hope you would be available at such short notice. Could maybe . . . that is if you’d like—” There’s a pause on the line and I can’t help but grin. His nerves are apparent.

“Yes, Garrett?”

“Would you like to get coffee some morning after work? Away from the hospital? I know this charming little spot.” His voice holds brightness. We had fun together hiking. He’s charming, educated, and sweet. He’s understanding of my work schedule and time with my boys. I owe it to myself to see where this leads.

“I’d love to.”

“Perfect. Well, you have a good night at work, though I’d rather you were with me at the masquerade. I’ll call again soon. We can set a time for that coffee date.”

“Sounds good. ’Bye, Garrett.”

“Good-bye.”

Eli and Ezra tear across the covered patio, one chasing after the other. I tuck my feet back, barely moving out of the way in time before I accidentally trip one of them. I set my coffee down, wrap my arms around my knees, and hug them into my chest.

I blow out a frustrated growl. How, after years of no action, do I suddenly have two very different men vying for my attention? I need a girlfriend’s perspective. I text Jenny. I don’t always do what she says but she brings a clear head to the table and has my best interest at heart. And she knows me.

I pick up my coffee again and enjoy the last drops. My phone buzzes with an incoming text.

Jenny: Working. Meet u in break room at end of shift?
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“But let’s go back to the part where you’re making out with not so little drummer boy . . .” Jen’s eyes sparkle and she waggles her brows.

“Focus, Jenny. What do I do?” I groan and pull my hair back and to the side so I can work the locks into a thick braid.

“Sounds like mama needs to get some dick,” she advises with a dose of sass.

“Jen!”

“What? It’s my opinion. It’s been too long, and you have a man—a mighty fine one at that—who is willing and most certainly able.” Her grin fills her face. I’m glad she finds humor in my confusing life. I narrow my eyes and cross my arms over my chest.

“I don’t need a man. I’d like a dick every now and then, but unfortunately that dick is attached to a man. A man who inevitably will expect things from me, and need things from me, and try to take me away from me. I don’t need that.”

Her amusement from before is lost and she offers a knowing frown.

“Josh really fucked you over.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” I roll my eyes and then pull my phone from my pocket to check the time.

“Hey, look at me. You’re not that girl anymore. You choose who you give control to, it doesn’t just happen. You’re a smart woman. You deserve good things. Not all dicks are jerks—er—not all penises are evil.”

I laugh out loud as she continues. “Whatever. You know what I mean!” She joins in the laughter. Her eyes dance but she adds in a serious tone, “I don’t see you dating two guys at the same time, though.”

I shake my head. “No, I’m not interested in that.”

“Then you need to decide who you want more.” Derek.

“I’m in control with Garrett. I set the pace. I like that.”

“And Derek? How does he make you feel?” Sexy, beautiful, funny, smart.

“Completely out of control.”

“There’s your answer. Though let me leave you with this to chew on: Does Derek make you feel that way by manipulation and dominance, or is it from the powerful feelings he stirs within?” I know the answer, but instead of responding, I glance at my phone.

“I have to start my shift now.”

“And I have to get home to my hubby. Good luck my friend. I love you.”

“Love you too. Thanks Jenny.”

“Of course, that’s what friends are for—telling it to you straight and laughing about cocks.” At that, Meg pokes her head inside the door. A somber expression fills her face.

“Hate to break up the girl talk, but Carly, you really need to get out here.”
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“HEY KID, HOW GOES IT this fine evening?” I pop my head inside Room 412 with a smile. Luis is watching a movie on the television. A bored expression fills his face and he ignores my greeting.

I step inside and walk over to my usual chair, scraping it along the linoleum tiles and plopping down. “Good movie?” I glance at the screen to find some superhero action flick. Shit blowing up. Main characters surviving. Fuck. If only life was so simple.

Luis shrugs at my question and continues to watch the film.

“Hey, you wanna play Black Ops?”

“Nah.”

“I have this new song I’ve been working on. Wanna tap out the beat and try it out together? You can tell me if it sucks.”

Luis shakes his head and narrows his gaze at the screen. The sounds of explosions from the crappy set invade the void between us.

“Dude, what gives? What’s up with you tonight?” I smile and reach out to give his shoulder a little shake. He pulls away from my hand.

“I’m really tired. Maybe you can stop by another time.” Seriously, what’s with this kid today? I’ve never seen Luis like this before and I don’t like it.

“Tired? What, did you run a fucking marathon?” I tease.

His glare is hard when he finally meets my eyes. “No. That would be impossible. Just because you’re famous or something doesn’t give you the right to be a dick.” Angry. Okay. Well, at least he’s giving me something.

I raise my hands. “Whoa, sorry man. You know I’m only joking. What’s up? Bad day with chemo? Your friends being assholes again?” Something is definitely bothering him; this is not the Luis I’ve hung out with every night for the past three weeks.

He reaches for the remote, mutes the movie and rolls away from me to rest on his side.

“You at least wanna play one game of Madden before I go?” I offer.

“Maybe another time. I’m not in the mood.”

“Okay. That’s cool. I’ll see you tomorrow, ’kay?”

I’m met with radio silence. I walk around to the other side of the bed where Luis’ stare threatens to bore a hole in the white hospital wall. He’s awake and ignoring me. I can’t deny it hurts my feelings that he won’t open up.

“Well, I’m taking off then. Get some rest okay, kid?” I watch for his reaction. He closes his eyes and gives a little nod. Something isn’t right. He doesn’t want to talk, that much is clear. I need to find Carly.

I walk into the hall and head straight for the nurses’ station. It hits me that this entire floor is quieter than usual. At this time of night there’re usually a few nurses smiling, chatting softly, light laughter, all the backdrop to the oncology floor. Tonight is achingly silent.

I find one of the nurses, can’t remember her name, but she’s here most nights I visit. She ignores me as I approach the desk, busy typing on her laptop. I clear my throat to gain her attention. She answers by giving me a look tinged with annoyance.

“Sorry to interrupt, but is Carly around? I think she’s working tonight.”

She exhales an exaggerated sigh.

“Who wants to know?” she asks in a bored tone and resumes her computer work. Stupid fucking question. I do, dumbass. Why else would I be asking. I paste on my charming grin, the one that gets me whatever I want.

“Oh, it’s no big deal. I had a funny story about her boys I wanted to tell her before I head out.”

Her gaze narrows. “Aren’t you the musician that keeps volunteering here? I didn’t realize you knew her outside of work. She is here to work you know, not have personal conversations with visitors.”

Shit. The last thing I need is to get Carly in trouble at work. I keep my smile firmly in place.

“Oh, we know each other through mutual friends. Her brother’s fiancée’s best friend and the lead singer of my band dated a few times.” I almost want to laugh as the confusion muddles her sharp gaze. “But I don’t want to bother Carly if she’s working. I’ll just see her another time. G’night.” I tap the counter with my palm and turn to go, leaving Nurse Bitch to her horrible self.

I pass a few other staff members on my stroll to the elevators but their expressions are just as grim and uninviting. I don’t ask for Carly. What the hell is going on around here tonight? It’s fucking depressing.

A door clicks and draws my gaze to Carly’s unmistakable profile as she steps out of a nearby patient’s room.

“Hey, mama.”

She lifts her chin and that’s when I notice her expression is as somber as the rest of the staff.

“Oh, hey, Derek.”

“You got a minute to talk?” At my question she glances back down the hall toward the nurses’ station and worries her bottom lip. She checks her watch and nods.

“If you make it quick.”

“Walk with me? I’m heading out.”

“Okay.” She studies the floor as we stroll the short distance. Is she thinking about last night? I wish she would look at me. I push the down button and the doors slide right open.

“Care to take a ride?” I waggle my brows. Nothing. She doesn’t laugh, smile, or get pissy. There’s something going on.

Grabbing her arm, I pull her inside the car and press the button to shut the doors. “What’s going on tonight? Why’s every nurse acting like she’s on her fucking period?”

Her eyes snap to mine with a hard glare. “Typical guy. Blame life’s problems on a woman’s menstrual cycle. You know nothing about what it’s like to work here.”

“So tell me. There’s something going on, right? Luis wasn’t himself.” Her glare turns to a look I don’t recognize, something vulnerable and weak. Her chin trembles. My gut twists with fear.

“Does all this have something to do with Luis?” I demand.

“What did he tell you?” Her voice wavers and two lonely tears fall from the corner of each eye. Fuck.

“Nothing. He was just acting like a punk ass teenager. And then everyone I meet is acting like the fucking grim reaper is walking the halls!”

I see her hand coming and catch it in my own before she makes contact with my face. She looks at her hand and sucks in a breath, almost as if she hadn’t meant to slap me.

The car arrives at the first floor with a ding but I don’t get off. I hold the door with my free hand to halt the elevator and keep my eyes on Carly.

“What’s going on?”

“I already told you once.” She pulls her hand away and backs further inside the elevator. Her eyes narrow and voice rises with each breath. “I don’t joke about death. This is a pediatric oncology ward. Need entertaining? Call one of your music friends, but leave us alone.” She reaches out to punch the fourth floor button but I still have a hold on the door.

“You still aren’t answering my question.” I say. She won’t meet my gaze and pokes the call button so hard I’m sure she’s gonna break it.

“Derek, let go of the fucking door. Just go home. Leave me alone,” she bites out. Her skin is flush with anger and I’d guess she wants to hit me again.

I move my hand, allow the doors to close, and step inside to Carly. The car starts to travel back up to her floor, but I push the stop button and halt its progress.

“Derek!”

I grip her arms tightly within my fingers and dip my head to meet her eyes. “Tell me.” I grind out between my teeth. She’s mad? Well, so am I. I don’t like being left in the dark. “You’re upset? You’re angry? You need to hit someone?” I release her arms and smack my chest. “Fucking hit me! I’ll take it. I’ll be whatever you need. But please tell me what the fuck is going on!”

Tears stream down her cheeks. “I’m not supposed to discuss patients . . . but given the circumstances—” Loud sobs replace her words. The sound guts me.

“Come here.” I pull her to my chest and wrap my arms around her slender frame. It shakes with each heartbreaking sob. She drops to the floor and I almost lose my hold as I sink with her. We’re a puddle of limbs and I pull her to me as tightly as I’m able. I want to take away her agony. The anxiety and fear in my gut grow to an insurmountable pain.

I never fucking cry. Like, haven’t shed a single tear since I was twelve years old. But I want to cry now. The pain she’s in, it seeps into my very core, threatens everything I know and hold true. She lifts her chin, blinks away the tears, and meets my gaze with those glistening green orbs. I hold my breath.

“It’s Luis. He got his results from this last round of chemo. It did nothing. The cancer’s spreading. It’s in his lymph nodes, liver, lungs. He’s . . . I don’t know how much longer he has. Derek . . .”

Loud sobs fill the space and her face crumples with an overwhelming sadness. I pull her to me once more and she practically crawls into my lap. It’s my undoing and I don’t hold back. Salty drops fall from my eyes and into her hair.

Fuck! Not Luis. Fucking bloody hell, not that kid.

“Hey, I need you to promise me something,” I whisper through my tears. She nods and I wipe the space on her skin where it glimmers with moisture. “I’m leaving in a few days for this tour. This leg is only a month, but I want you to update me. Let me know how Luis is . . . if . . . if it gets really bad . . .”

God, I can hardly think the words let alone get them out. “Just promise me you’ll let me know if I need to bail on the tour and come back.”

Her chin jerks up and down, a few more tears escape, and she bites at her lower lip. I can’t stand to see her this way. I use my thumbs to brush away the fresh tears.

“Hey, don’t cry, mama.” She looks up at me from under her lashes and I dip my chin. I can feel her breath, cool on my face from where my own tears have trailed.

Carly reaches up and cups my face with her hands. Her thumbs brush over my cheeks and I sigh, leaning into her touch. She’s holds me like I’m something precious, worthy, and it’s new, uncharted territory. My breath hitches but I wait for her lead this time. The moment stretches, her fingers trace my cheekbones, jaw, and chin.

She crawls over me, straddles my lap, and I can only hope—

“Kiss me, Derek. Make me forget this horrible night.”

I don’t need more encouragement than that.

Her hands are at my face and I meet her lips, kissing, licking, and stroking my tongue inside her mouth. My hands splay at her hips and I dig my fingertips into her curves, pulling so that her center pushes against mine. Keeping one hand at her hip, I trap the other between us, then beneath her top, over the soft skin of her belly until I hit the fabric of her bra. I pull at the cup, find a nipple, and roll it between my thumb and index finger.

Her soft moans and gasps go straight to my dick. My throbbing member wants nothing more than to be buried in that sweet pussy, but that’s not how I want her. Not rushed in the car of a workplace elevator. No. I want to lay her out on a bed, take my time, relish every sound, taste, and touch.

My chest heaves as I pull my hand from her breast and lean back to put space between our heated bodies.

“Not like this, mama. We need to stop.”

“Yes. Sorry . . . I . . . apologize.” Carly scrambles from my lap and pushes at the buttons to resume our trek back to the fourth floor.

“Carly.” I step behind her and cage her between my arms. I lick the shell of her ear and she gives a shudder, her breath ragged. “When we fuck—and believe me, I want nothing more right now—I need you, all of you, and not rushed in some crappy elevator. What I want with you requires hours, days really, but hours will work.”

“Oh.” She gasps. I know she’s turned on.

“Yeah. Oh.” I lick her ear again and suck the lobe into my mouth before releasing her as the car stops. The doors open and I back up to give her space.

“Soon?” I ask. I don’t want to push her, but at the same time I do. I want her.

She steps out and turns, worries that lower lip between her teeth, and searches my eyes with her own piercing gaze. I wish I knew what for.

The doors start to close so I say it again, louder, and not a question this time. “Soon.”
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I SHOULDN’T BE HERE. I should be home. Right now I feel ancient compared to my actual age of thirty-one. The bass thumps through the walls, a gorgeous estate nestled in the foothills of North Scottsdale. The stucco one-story architecture is comfortable and classic Southwestern, but the inhabitants of this party are the cream of the crop singles and who’s who of the Valley.

I’m plain, boring, and out of place. I shouldn’t have agreed but the look of expectation on Derek’s face last night was something I just couldn’t refuse. Correction, I didn’t want to refuse.

Ever since the night in the elevator something has changed between us that I can’t quite name. Yes, I’ve always been attracted to him, but that night coupled with Halloween . . . I don’t know. Maybe I am reading too much into things, but the connection we share is more than just sexual tension and attraction.

I’m starting to hope—and I’m not sure exactly how it can work—that we can pursue a relationship. Because the things I like about Derek—his kindness, generosity, care of children—those things strike a chord inside that I can’t deny. And the obstacles—his age, okay five years difference isn’t so bad, and his career as a famous rock star—are no longer important reasons to stay away.

The past two nights he’s returned to the comfortable Derek, putting me back at ease, spending time with Luis, and grabbing coffee with me during my break. He hasn’t pushed or brought up sex, but there’s an undercurrent, a palpable connection that surges between us no matter how light the conversation.

When he said he was leaving for a month-long tour and he wanted me at his going away party, I knew this was the big step. If I came tonight, away from the boys, just me, it was basically an open invitation to take our relationship to the next level. And though part of my head wants to reason this is probably a horrible idea, the other part knows it’ll be something I regret if I don’t take the chance.

Which is why I’m now playing wallflower in search of the man of the hour.

I spot Trent nestled in the middle of a couch with six women surrounding him, each vying for his attention and their chance at the front man. He’s striking and possesses confident sexuality so I can understand the attraction, but I don’t know why anyone would want to be just another one of his endless line of hookups.

I continue meandering through the main house scanning the kitchen when I’m stopped by sure hands at my waist and rough scruff at my cheek. “Hey, mama,” Derek says at my ear, and pulls me snugly against his front. He leaves a soft kiss at my ear, sending tingles up my spine.

“You came?” He leaves my back and stands so we’re facing each other.

“I thought you wanted me to.”

“Oh, I always want you to.” His eyes narrow and trail down and then back up my body. It’s as if he’s physically touching me; his gaze spreads heat through and over my skin. “Fuck.” He swears and then interlocks our fingers and leads me down a long hallway.

“Derek, I think the party is out that way.” I laugh, my nerves getting the better of me.

He opens one of the closed doors and pulls me inside. Shutting and locking the door with a soft click, he blankets us in darkness. My heart races. My breath catches in my throat. Derek’s fingertips caress my bare arms and I shiver in response.

“Cold?” he asks.

“Hmm?” I don’t understand the question.

“Or does my touch do this to you? God damn, Carly, do you think about us together? Because it’s all I can fucking think about. And I promised myself to respect what you wanted, to be friends, but fuck . . .” his hands skim down my sides to the edge of my dress, lifting the hem then skirting his fingers over the tops of my thighs. His touch feels so good. His nose goes to the place where my neck and shoulders meet and he inhales before kissing his way up to my ear.

My breaths come in little pants and I try, unsuccessfully, to hold in a moan when the metal barbell in his tongue meets my skin. I want to know what that feels like with his head between my legs.

His fingers dance over the fabric of my panties and my hips rock into him to get closer. “I need to hear you say yes, Carly. Yes that you want more. Yes that you want me. Because I’ve never wanted anything more than I want you right now.”

“Yes.” I moan. His fingers hook into the waistband of my panties and he backs us up so that my back hits the door with a soft thud.

“Thank you,” he whispers, and his mouth covers mine. His tongue pushes inside my mouth to play. Instinctively, my hands go to his head, but there’s no hair to hold on to, so I grab his ears instead. His lips move down my neck, descend into and over my cleavage. With a hold on my panties, his fingers pull them straight to the ground as he drops to his knees before me. He lifts my shoes, one at a time, to slide my underwear off, and then his hands pull at my dress, bunching it up around my waist.

“God, Carly, you’re so sweet.” He uses one hand to spread my center open and his breath sends warm air over my sensitive folds. “I like sweet things,” he says and runs his tongue over my clit, sucking at my skin, flicking his metal stud over me.

“Oh, yes.” I pant. “Oh, God, that feels good.” I pull him closer by his earlobes.

“I love the way you taste,” he says.

My own pants and moans fill the dark room, along with the sounds of his sucking. The door at my back pulses with the beat of the music playing from the main room, muted laughter and conversation a backdrop to the pleasure Derek evokes. When he props one of my legs over his shoulder and dips two fingers inside, his tongue still playing at my clit, I almost come undone.

“Are you close?” he asks and resumes his oral performance.

“Yes,” I bite out, trying desperately to hold off my orgasm. “But I want to come with you.”

He moans, lips locked around my center and it pushes me to the edge.

“God, that’s so like you.” Derek pulls back, setting my leg back on the ground to stand before me. My eyes adjust to the darkness and I make out the profile of his face. I run my fingers over his forehead, to his cheekbone, and stop at his lips.

He closes his eyes as though my touch does something to him and he groans. He reaches back and produces a foil packet, “You’re sure? I want you to be sure.” I unzip his pants and reach inside to wrap my hands over the soft skin of his hard length.

“Fuck me, Derek,” I whisper. He chuckles and pushes down his pants.

“Naughty nurse. I knew it.” He covers my mouth in a demanding kiss. My fingers run over his length and I gasp when I find his metal piercing.

“You weren’t lying,” I say between kisses. “You really are pierced in other places.” His lips widen where they meet my mouth.

“I’ll never lie to you, Carly.” He pulls back enough to sheath himself in the latex rubber. The next thing I know his hands reach behind and lift me up. My shoulderblades push against the door. He centers himself at my core and I reach one hand between us to guide him.

We both moan as his length pushes inside to stretch and fill my wet center. The smell of Derek, a little bit mint, and the smell of sex, my own arousal, fills the air. That, my back bumping against the door with each thrust, and the taste of his tongue inside my mouth consume my senses. I only wish the lights were on so I could admire his body. I can only imagine the way his tattooed skin strains and flexes with each movement.

I can tell when he’s close. His thrusts become more demanding, less controlled. I wrap my legs tightly around his back; my arms hold tightly to his shoulders. “Yes, yes, yes,” I pant between kisses.

Derek pulls his lips back, frames my face with both his hands, and pulls our foreheads so they touch. “Yes, mama, that’s it.” He thrusts deeper, harder, and slower and his body hits against my clit, sending me over the edge. I bite my lip hard so I don’t scream, but my body spasms with my orgasm.

Derek shouts out a sound that’s not really a word and wraps his arms around me, one at my ass, one at my back, and presses my body into the door with his frame. He comes and the connection between us is so powerful. So intense. I blink back tears. His heart hammers in his chest and he nuzzles his face into my neck with a kiss.

“You are so sweet.” He kisses the skin on my shoulder. “So damn good.” His lips move languidly and purposefully up my neck to just under my earlobe. “That was earth shattering.” Kiss. “Extraordinary.” Kiss. “Lavish.” Lick. “The best, mama.”

I can’t fight the grin that fills my face. Yes, yes, it really was.

“Now, let’s go meet my friends.” He lowers my legs back to the ground and detangles our bodies. I miss his skin on mine immediately. Wait, what?

“No! I can’t meet your friends now. I must look . . .”

“Thoroughly fucked. I bet you look thoroughly fucked. Let’s see.” I hear his smile through the darkness and then the room is bathed in light. My eyes snap shut at the harshness.

“Too bright.” I wince.

“God, you’re beautiful.” The reverence in his voice lifts my eyelids. His chocolatey brown irises reflect admiration, desire, and something that looks a lot like love. He smirks and hands back my panties.

“How about you freshen up. There’s a bathroom through that door.” I follow his finger past the king bed to the open doorway. “And when you’re ready, meet me in the backyard and I can introduce you to my friends.” He intertwines the fingers of his right hand with my left. “I want you to meet them. I want to share this part of me with you.”

I nod and a smile fills his face. He kisses the back of my hand and releases me, then makes himself presentable before leaving the room. I pad through the spectacular bedroom, wondering whose bedroom we’ve just christened. I’m sure it’s someone Derek knows, as he seemed knowledgeable of the floor plan.

I use the restroom and do my best to straighten my hair, makeup, and clothes so I don’t look like I’ve just had sex against a door, which is exactly what I’ve done. I should feel embarrassed, guilty, but I don’t. I feel amazing. Sexy, confident, and cherished.

I sneak back into the hallway, follow it out to the main rooms, and quickly spot the back doors.

Through the oversized glass doors they’ve assembled a dance floor in the back corner of the yard, and lights flash across the space from a DJ booth. The night sky is black and cloudy, hiding the crescent moon, and a cool breeze kicks up. I smooth down my skirt and look around, searching for Derek.

There’s a group congregated near the fire pit and as I draw closer I hear his unmistakable deep laughter. I stride over, a smile on my face. What I see next replaces the brief joy I had in finding him with anger.

You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

The smell of weed permeates the night air and fills me with a familiar sense of dread, disgust, and hate. I close my eyes. An image of Josh sitting around our kitchen table with his buddies fills my mind. Fuck. I snap my eyes open in time to see Derek take the joint from the woman seated at his side. It stops me in my tracks. His gaze finds mine through the haze of smoke.

Of course he does drugs. Fuck my life. I don’t move and he’s still staring. Movement beside Derek catches my eye and the woman sitting next to him, the one with the perfectly thin waist, long black hair, and amazing rack, whispers something in his ear. He doesn’t seem to like whatever she says and hands the joint back. He trains his gaze on me. The woman at his side makes a point of glaring at me from beneath fake lashes. She lifts the joint to her red painted lips and inhales.

It’s the kick in the ass I need to jolt me from my stupor. I turn on my heel and march back through the house the way I came. I hear my name being called over the music but I don’t stop. I can’t believe this. I can’t believe he smokes weed. Of course he does, I’m sure the band has all sorts of drugs at their disposal.

“Carly, stop. Mama, hey, hold up.” I step out the front door and Derek catches my arm in a firm grip, pulling me to face him.

“Hey, where are you going? Everything okay with the boys?” Worry and concern etch across his face.

I grind my teeth together and glare. “Let me go. I’m leaving.”

“Are you mad because you’re jealous of Sarah?”

“What?” I scowl and shake my head. “Who’s Sarah?”

“The girl sitting next to me back there.” He shakes his head, brow furrowed.

“I don’t give a fuck who you spend your time with,” I bite out. He steps back, eyes wide as if I’ve just slapped him.

“Hey. What’s going on? Why are you so upset? I thought things were—it was good between us—I thought you felt the same.” He looks so hurt but I can’t worry about what he thinks. I have to protect myself.

“I came here tonight thinking . . . nevermind. I didn’t think. I don’t do drugs, Derek.”

“I don’t either.”

“No. I mean, I don’t do them in any capacity. I won’t be around them, or people, such as yourself, who get high.”

“I didn’t smoke weed.”

“You were holding a joint.”

“Okay, that looks bad, but I don’t smoke. Well I have smoked, and sometimes on occasion I still do. But it’s not a big deal. I don’t need it. I’m not an addict or anything.”

Like I’ve never heard that before. I close my eyes and will the memories away. This is too much. I knew better. God, I’m a fool.

“I can’t do this with you. My ex was a drug addict. Is a drug addict. And nothing you can say or do will explain your behavior away.”

“Look, I’m sorry, Carly. I didn’t know. I swear, it’s not a big deal to me. If you don’t like it, it’s not something I need in my life. You’re more important than that.”

“So, you’ll go in there and take all the drugs away? Or when you’re on tour there won’t be any?”

“Come on, Carly, I can’t do that. I respect the guys to make their own decisions. It doesn’t bother me, I just don’t participate. They can. It doesn’t hurt anyone.”

“I knew it! I knew it could never work between us. God, I’m sorry Derek, but I have to go.”

“Wait! You thought we could be an us? Please, Carly, what I feel with you—it’s more than I ever thought possible.”

“You don’t get it. We’re too different. We live in different worlds. You’re going on the road and I’ll be here, with my boys. I need someone who fits into that. And the weed, that’s just the nail in the coffin. I can’t—no—I refuse to do that to my boys. To put them in a bad situation again. They’re everything to me. I’ll do anything to keep them safe.” Silence stretches between us. His gaze doesn’t waver from mine.

“Even at the cost of your own happiness?” he implores.

“Yes. Especially that. Goodnight, Derek. I hope you have a good tour.” I pull from his hold and turn on my heel, striding toward my parked car.

“Wait!” he calls.

I stop but don’t look back. I need to be strong, for myself, for my boys.

“Keep me updated on Luis?” His voice is full of emotion. That man, the one beneath the rock star veneer, that’s the man I care about.

“Always. Good-bye, Derek.” I say into the night sky. I don’t hear his response. Instead my labored breaths fill my ears as I trot to my car and peel out of the driveway.
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I PULL INTO THE VISITOR space and jog up to the desk to check in. My eyes burn. I couldn’t sleep last night. After no sleep and six cups of coffee, I’m jittery as hell. After Carly left last night I couldn’t stay at the party. I had no desire to be there. I said my good-byes and drove back to my apartment where I lost myself in my writing.

Song after song, lyric after lyric, the words flowed like a waterfall, beating down on my soul faster than I could scribble them on paper. Like an exorcism, I had to get them out of my system. The sunlight beat through my window, a wild mix of burnt orange and golden yellows before I could breathe normally again. It was pointless to even attempt sleep, so I finished packing for the trip and drove to the center to see my mom.

“She’s had a few bad days,” Liz, the front desk employee, warns as she checks my ID against my mom’s approved visitor list. Well, great. This day is off to a fucking phenomenal start.

“Just forgetting names?” I ask Liz. She nods with furrowed brows. Her mouth pulls into a tight line and she hands back my license.

“It’s progressing more. You know we check in regularly and most days she can handle the independence, but yesterday Yolanda found her crying in the kitchen. She didn’t remember how to turn on the faucet.”

I blow out a breath and rub my hands over my face and over the stubble on my head. “What does that mean?”

“We’ve discussed this before. We’ll keep you informed, but it won’t be long now. She’ll need to move into the assisted care unit for twenty-four-seven companionship. It’s for her safety.”

“She’s not going to like it.” I laugh humorlessly. That’s the bitch of the disease. Some days my mom can remember everything. Some days she forgets her own name. The inevitable is coming and sometimes I wish it’d just get here already so she didn’t have to suffer.

“Yes, I’m sure you’re correct.”

“I’m going on the road for the next month. Can I please get daily reports?”

“Of course, Mr. Taylor.” She nods and places a hand on my shoulder. “She’s safe here. We’ll make this transition as comfortable as possible, but this disease isn’t easy. On you or her.” She pulls her arm back and I nod and pick up the coffee and donuts I stopped for on my way over.

“Thank you, Liz. I appreciate that.”

I stride to my mom’s apartment and open the door with a knock.

“Madre! I brought your fav!” I call out. I walk into the dark and flip on the lights to the tiny apartment. “Oh!” I stop short to find her sitting on the couch. Her eyes are wide as she meets my gaze.

“Alexander,” she whispers. Her lips pull slowly into a smile that fills her face. “Alexander!” she shouts. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I fucking hate his name.

“Mom, it’s me, Derek. Not Dad. I brought you donuts.” Her smile crumbles and the lines of her face worry me. “It’s me, Derek. Your son.”

“Derek,” she repeats. “Where’s your brother?”

“David’s in heaven, Madre. He died, remember?” Her chin trembles and her gaze sharpens. I know this look. Fuck, she’s remembering the pain all over again. My brother dying. My dad leaving. God, I hate this. I drop everything on the table and fall to my knees before her. Her sobs come quick and the tears rain down. I lay my head on her lap and her body slumps over me.

“Derek. You’re Derek. David passed on. Alexander left,” she bites out between sobs.

“Yeah, Mom. It’s okay. I’m here.”

I let her hold on and cry it out. Her pain is tormenting. To have to re-live the worst memories of her life all over again, as if the first time wasn’t hard enough. Losing her oldest son. Her husband walking out a few months later. I know everyone grieves differently, but I’ll never understand that. They said they grew apart throughout my brother’s illness.

He said she became so obsessed with David’s care she didn’t have any room left for a husband. I’ll always see him as a selfish prick. Sure, he sent checks every month. Financially, he still took care of us. But how do you leave the woman you are supposed to love when her world has been torn apart? How do you leave your twelve-year-old son to pick up the pieces?

Mom’s sobs slow and she pulls away. I lean back on my heels and straighten before her.

“I brought the clown donuts.” I make a silly face and she gives a little chuckle while wiping at her face.

“You’ll get cavities with that sweet tooth of yours.” She accepts my hand and I lead her to the table. My visit is short and I don’t bother explaining my tour. She’ll only be confused. Besides, she won’t even realize I’m not here.

Getting back in my Yukon, it hits me that our visit today might be the last time she remembers I’m Derek. I crank a blues number on the stereo and tap my fingers to the rhythm on the steering wheel. My left knee bounces to the bass drum. Ella Fitzgerald croons about love lost and I feel moisture prick the corners of my eyes. I blink to keep the tears at bay.

I don’t want to leave her. A month feels so long. I’ve known what’s coming for years, but it feels sudden all over again. I have a panicking urgency to savor as much time as possible before it’s too late. Before she’s a shell of the mind she once was. I can’t stop living my own life, but for the first time I want to. That scares me a little.

I see the end approaching.

You live this life wanting something, searching for more. To make a difference, to leave a mark, a way to show others that hell yeah, this world contains beauty and I’m part of that. Worthy. What scares me is leaving this world and being forgotten. But what scares me more is being left by everyone I’ve loved. Is life so cruel that it’s my fate to go it alone? My brother’s gone, my dad left, and my mom’s losing her memories.

Carly left too. I still can’t fathom how quickly things changed—from fucking against the door in one of Bedo’s guest rooms to her leaving and wanting nothing to do with me in such a short amount of time. For those few minutes we were together I’d never felt so connected to another person. She was the home I’d been searching for. Not a place, but a soul that recognized and accepted my own.

Fuck that shit. If what we had was real she wouldn’t have run so fast. She would have given me the benefit of the doubt. But maybe her past scares her as much as yours. I shake my head and focus on the road. It’s a good thing I’m going on tour. I need space. I need to move on from her. I won’t beg to be with someone who doesn’t want me. I know my own worth.

I have one more stop before I meet the band at the airport. I follow the familiar route and jog my way inside the looming tower. I’m greeted with strange looks. The day shifters are all different faces and don’t recognize this tatted up rocker.

I open the door to 412 with a knock. Luis’ eyes light up when he lifts them from his cell phone. A woman I’ve never met sits beside him in a chair and types on her laptop.

“I hope it’s okay to visit during regular hours?” I joke, and the woman glances up, her eyes warm with recognition.

“You must be the visitor my son can’t stop talking about.” She sets the computer down and stands. Her dark hair is pulled away from her face and deep circles frame her eyes despite the makeup that covers her skin.

“Mom . . .” Luis looks away. He seems embarrassed.

“I’m Derek Taylor.” I reach out my hand to shake hers and then take the chair on the opposite side of the bed.

“I’m going to run downstairs and get some coffee. I need to make a call for work. Give you two some time to hang out.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Luis mutters. When the door clicks shut Luis nods to the television screen. “You wanna play?”

“Yeah. But I need to talk to you about something first.” I’ve been dreading this conversation for days. The chair legs scrape across the floor as I situate my chair to face Luis. I tap my fingers to an anxious beat on my knee.

“Wow, man. This must be serious stuff. Direct eye contact?” Luis’ lips pull up in a forced grin. He straightens his spine and scoots up in the hospital bed. He’s a smart kid. I blow out a breath in an attempt to relax. I don’t want to cause him any more stress than he’s already dealing with.

“I’m leaving today. I’ll be on tour for the next month.” His face falls in disappointment at my words. “I’m sorry, kid. I really like spending time with you, and it sucks that I won’t be able to visit you every night.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s cool.” His eyes cast downward as he fiddles with straightening the blanket over his lap. His shoulders hunch forward. I’ve disappointed him. I feel like a piece of shit.

“Hey. It’ll go by fast. I’ll be back before you know it.” I pat the bed and his gaze snaps to meet mine.

“Thanks for spending time with me. Like, I’m sure hanging out with a dying kid isn’t the most uplifting way to spend your—”

“Shut the fuck up,” I growl. Luis’ eyes widen and the skin where his eyebrows should be pulls into a wrinkle. “No. Seriously, shut the fuck up. You will probably never understand how much our time together means to me.”

“I was only joking.” He quickly apologizes.

“I know, but I’m being real here. You are one of the coolest people I’ve ever met, Luis. And I’ve met a lot of people. Don’t ever doubt that.” He nods and I hope he realizes how much he’s changed me, healed me, shaped me these short few weeks. I doubt he will and I can’t really explain it all anyway. The kid is only fourteen.

“Besides . . .” I grin and reach for the gaming controllers docked by his bedside. “Whose ass would I get to kick in Madden if I hadn’t met you?”

“Now you shut the fuck up!” He laughs and accepts the controller I pass him. “Everyone here knows I’m the one kicking your butt.”

“Whatever, that was one game, and I was really tired,” I defend myself, and Luis’ laughter fills the room. We spend the next half hour smack talking, gaming, and laughing. God, I’m going to miss this kid.

I stand up and stretch my arms over my head. I need to head out now. The thought that this might be the last time we hang out flashes in my mind. I blink back the thought along with the tears that threaten.

“So, I guess this is good-bye?” Luis gazes at the door.

“No.” I say.

“No?” He meets my eyes.

“No good-byes. It’s a see ya later, kid. I don’t do good-byes. I can’t say good-bye.”

“Cool.” Luis nods. “See you later, Derek.”

“You better keep practicing.” I point to the drum sticks on his table.

“I will.”

“And take care of Nurse Carly for me. Give her a hard time every now and then. And make her smile every day.”

“Okay.” His lips pull up.

“And fight like hell, brother.” I lean over the hospital bed and crush him in a hug. I know it violates some sort of guy code but I don’t care. “Kick this cancer’s ass.” I say with conviction.

“You know I’m trying,” he whispers.

“I know, kid. I know.”
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ANOTHER WORK WEEK COMPLETE AT the hospital. I wave good-bye to my friends on the day shift and ride the elevator down. Daylight streams through the big glass windows as I slip each arm into my jacket. I’m concentrating on my zipper when I hear my name. Lifting my chin, I find blue eyes and dimples walking my way.

“Garrett.” I smile.

“Carly, I’m so glad I caught you.” He runs a hand through his thick blond locks.

“Did you just get here?” I ask and nod toward the entrance.

“Um, yeah, but I don’t clock in for a few hours. I was hoping to catch you. Maybe we could grab breakfast? That is, if you’re free.”

I pull out my cell. No calls. No texts. No Derek. Shit. I need to stop thinking about him. He’s been on tour for a week. I asked him to leave me alone, and he’s done just that. So why I’m disappointed every time I check my phone and see he hasn’t tried to talk is beyond me. I need to focus on the type of person who fits in my life. Like this gorgeous man standing in front of me.

“Sure. That’d be good.” I shove my phone in my pocket, along with thoughts of my long lost drummer.

“I’ll drive.” Garrett places his hand at my back and we head outside. The cold air kisses the skin of my face and the breeze works a shiver down my spine. I’m such a wimp when it comes to winter. I’m so glad it doesn’t snow here.

Garrett starts his car with a remote and when I slide inside I melt into the heated seat.

“You like?” He laughs after he gets in the driver’s side.

“Oh, these seats are heaven.”

“The control is here. You can adjust the heat.”

He drives us to a little diner five minutes from the hospital that boasts organic eggs and locally grown produce. I order a skillet loaded with bacon, eggs, hash browns and veggies, and a coffee. Garrett orders the veggie breakfast tacos.

“So, how are things going on the oncology floor these days?” Garrett says with a grin while he mixes cream and sugar into his coffee.

Luis’ weary smile flashes in my mind.

I sip my coffee and fight the yawn that threatens. I tap my fingers on the ceramic mug. “It’s been a rough few weeks. One of my favorite patients isn’t having the success we were hoping with his last round of chemo. His team is trying a new mix to stop the cancer from spreading, but I fear there’s no hope.”

“Number one, you can’t get so attached to patients, Carly. The minute you start forming personal connections or bonds you cross the line of professionalism. It’s important to view each case critically to not become emotionally invested.” My eyes snap to meet his bored gaze.

I’m not tired any more. Not one bit. Fire pulses through my veins and I blow out a slow breath as to not bite his fucking head off.

“See. I think that’s the problem with most doctors. You detach yourselves from the fact your patients are real human beings with feelings, and families, and lives outside the hospital walls.” He watches me, and the corners of his mouth pull into a smirk. “I think being personally invested in their care makes me a better nurse. I’m not just there to punch a clock. I take care of my kids as if they were my own.”

Fuck. I’m all wired up now. Our server sets our plates on the table and I try to relax. I shovel a mouthful of food inside rather than continue my rant.

“I think you’re an excellent nurse, Carly. I wasn’t trying to belittle that. I guess I just see personal feelings getting in the way of making the right decisions.” He pauses to lean back in his chair and studies my face. “Have you ever felt that way? I mean in your own life. Have personal feelings about someone swayed you from making a better choice?”

“I don’t know. I’m sure I have.” I play with the ends of my hair before pushing my ponytail back over my shoulder. Garrett’s gaze sharpens before he flashes a charming smile.

“We’ll just agree to disagree. No harm in that.”

We both resume eating and I try to think of something intelligent to ask. He seems distracted, constantly looking around the restaurant between bites of food.

“Do you need to get back soon?” I finally ask and push away my mostly eaten plate.

“Yeah, I do. Thanks for having breakfast with me, Carly. I would love to take you out sometime, outside of our work week. Have a real date.” He laughs and his dimples pop.

“Oh, sure. That would be nice,” I lie. I’m not sure we actually click. He’s nice to look at and obviously smart and talented, but his words from earlier still piss me off. I’m not sure we’d have much in common. Maybe we’re too different.

“Do you ever have time away from your boys? Does their father have custody?” he asks absently, and counts out cash to pay the bill.

“No. Um, no, he’s not in the picture. It’s just me and the boys.”

He nods and meets my eyes. “Well, then, you’ll have to let me know when you can hire a sitter.”

“Sure,” I mutter and stand from the booth, ready for this breakfast to be over. We walk outside to his car and he opens the door for me. He’s being a perfect gentleman but I don’t feel a spark. There’s no sexual energy pulsing between us, at least on my end.

He pulls back into the hospital parking lot. He lets the car idle in park and turns to face me.

“I’m sorry if I offended you, Carly. I’m opinionated and sometimes I don’t think before I say something that’s better left unsaid.” His blue eyes are almost the color of steel and his lips pull into a hard line.

“No. You’re entitled to your own opinions. It’s just something I feel strongly about, in opposition.” I bite on my lower lip. “Maybe we’re too different? I’m a single mom, on the nursing end, and you’re a single surgeon.”

He reaches out and gently pulls my lip from my teeth with his thumb. The touch sends a jolt of awareness down my spine.

“Don’t say that.” He murmurs and leans forward a few inches. “That’s what I find most attractive about you. That you’re different.”

I lick my lips because it feels as if he’s about to kiss me. Is it wrong I want him to? Just to see if maybe he’s right, that maybe there is something between us to explore. He leans closer, slow and deliberate. He’s centimeters from my lips and my eyes flutter closed.

“Carly?” His breath fans over my face.

“Mmm?” I reply.

“Can I kiss you?” I nod. His lips cover mine and I let him lead the pace. He moves with purpose and a slow sensuality, but when I open my mouth to him he backs away. He’s nothing like Derek. His kiss safe, gentle, and hardly arousing.

“So, maybe dinner sometime soon?” He asks with a grin.

“That would be nice,” I answer automatically.

He opens his car door and is around the car to open mine before I even have my seat belt off.

“I’ll call you soon.” He smiles and then walks briskly toward the hospital entrance. I replay the entire morning, from our conversations to lack thereof, to our kiss, in my mind while I trek it across one parking garage to the lot where I’m parked.

I open my car and slip inside but as I turn the key in the ignition a fluttering movement catches my eye. There’s a paper stuck under my windshield. Probably an ad, but I step out of my car to retrieve it anyway. I sit back inside my car and drop it on the passenger seat. It’s only then the folded white paper falls open.

I suck in a breath and fight the urge to scream. I glance around and lock my doors but find nothing else out of the ordinary. The paper taunts me, conjuring image after image of that horrible night.
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Written in black Sharpie, the words don’t actually say much. It’s not even presented as a threat, but combined with the other strange things that have been happening, I just know. Someone is watching me. Someone knows about my involvement. Someone is making my life a horrible bad dream. And the worst part? I don’t know if there’s a damn thing I can do to stop it.
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“HEY, KID. IT’S NOT TOO late, is it?” The app on my phone brings Luis’ grinning face into view. Sweat drips off my bald head and I reach for a towel to wipe it away. Stage lights are no joke. We just finished another opening act for Justin Hill and I snuck back to the tour bus bathroom to get some FaceTime in before any of the guys notice and give me shit about not hanging backstage.

“No, it’s not that late.” Luis stifles a yawn.

“Not helping your case.” I laugh.

“Sorry, all I do is sleep and I’m still tired. How’s the tour?”

“Good, man. Played another packed house tonight.”

“Is Justin as cool as he seems?”

“Yeah, actually, the man is a musical genius. He can play every instrument on stage. And I’ve heard him sing during warm ups. His voice is legit. He’s a cool dude.”

“That’s so awesome. I wish I could meet him.” I nod and pocket that piece of information. Justin is a down to earth good person. I’m sure he’d spare a few minutes to talk with Luis if I ask.

“So how’s hospital life?”

Luis smirks. “Go ahead and just ask, man. I know you want to.”

“What?”

“Aren’t you going to ask about your favorite nurse?” Damn, this kid’s perceptive.

“No . . . what? Can’t I just call to talk to my fave cancer kid?”

“Mmmhmm.”

“But if you want to maybe tell me every detail about your hot nurse I wouldn’t object. I mean, only if you want to.”

“That’s what I thought.” Luis rolls his eyes and I grin.

“How is she?”

“She seems stressed.”

“She does?” This surprises me. Carly’s not usually one to share her emotions around patients. I haven’t talked or texted her since the night she left the going away party, and that’s been two weeks. She doesn’t want anything to do with me. She made that clear, but damn if I’m not having a difficult time respecting the boundaries she set. I haven’t stopped thinking about her since I left. And sure, I think about her lush lips and smoking body, but more often than not I find myself wondering how she feels, if her boys are happy, if she’s safe, and if she ever thinks of me.

Luis’ observation sparks a whole new level of curiosity. I hope she’s okay. I hope her stress has nothing do to with the incident with her car battery.

“Yeah, when she doesn’t think I’m looking she’s constantly checking her phone and she keeps biting her lip. You know, the face she makes when she’s concentrating.”

“Yeah, I do.” My brow furrows. “What else?”

“Well . . . I’m sure you’re not going to like it . . .”

“Just give it to me straight, kid.”

“I heard two of the day nurses talking . . .” His lips pull into a hard line and I brace myself for the worst. “And Carly’s been dating some surgeon.”

“Fuck!” I shout, and then cringe. “Sorry, kid.”

“Nah, man. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. She’s too good for me anyway. I’m just a musician. She deserves better than I can give.” I try to play it off for Luis.

“Still sucks.” He shrugs.

“Tell me about it. At least you still get to hang out with her.” I wink and then add, “Winning!” Luis laughs.

“Dude, you’re on tour with Justin Hill and he has the hottest dancers. You’re the one winning.”

I chuckle. “Yeah, they’re pretty hot.”

“I wish I could go on tour with you.” He gives a big yawn.

“Hey, keep practicing, maybe one day you will. You never know.” He nods at my words but doesn’t smile. The sounds of talking and laughter seep through the small walls of the tour bus and I check my watch. The band is probably heading inside to shower and change before venturing out for food, women, and party time.

“I should let you go. Keep fighting, kid. I’ll try and catch you tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Derek, for calling me every night even though you’re on tour.”

“Of course. You’re like my favorite human. ’Night.”

“Good night.” Luis ends the call and I step outside the bathroom.

“What the fuck, man? Why do you keep sneaking away after every show?” Sean shouts from the kitchenette. He pulls out two beers and tosses one my way. I reach out and catch it before it hits the floor.

“He’s sneaking in here to beat one off in private.” Austin jokes.

“Nah, it’s gotta be some girl. Who’s got your balls, D?” Trent smiles wide.

“None of the above.” I pull my notepad and guitar case down from my bunk and sit on one of the couches. Beer in hand, I pull the metal tab back with a pop and take a long pull. “What would you say if I told you I’ve been sneaking back here to call a fourteen-year-old boy?”

“Dude, you’re a sick bastard.” Trent laughs.

“That ain’t right, D.” Sean shakes his head.

I laugh and ignore their banter, and the focus shifts to someone else now that I’m in my writing zone. It fucking pisses me off that Carly’s seeing someone else. If I were a betting man, I’d guess it’s that same doctor pretending he didn’t know how to make his own fucking coffee. Pretentious fucker. I’m sure he makes a shit ton of money and is stable and good looking in a clean-cut, take-him-home-to-meet-mama sort of way, but there’s something about him I don’t like.

Fuck.

Why do I even care? Because you love her.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

She’s not mine. She doesn’t want me.

“You coming, D?” Trent taps me on the shoulder and pulls me from my straying thoughts. I glance up to his expectant face. Austin and Sean are already stepping off the bus. “We’re getting food then meeting up with Justin and the rest of his band. You should come out.”

I consider it, but I’m too hyped up right now. The need to write is pulsing through my veins. I won’t be able to let loose or have fun until I get it out of my system. “Nah, man. I’m gonna chill back here and write.”

Trent nods and studies my gaze with his own. “Okay, cool man.” He gets it, understands my incessant need to write. I never have to explain myself to Trent; it’s probably why we get along so well. He steps back toward the door before adding, “If you need to talk, I’m here, man.”

I give him a head nod and offer a simple “Good night.” I’m sure I could talk to Trent, but I don’t think he’d understand. I’ve never seen him with the same woman more than a few nights.

Guitar in hand, I balance my note pad over my knee. My green eyed gypsy woman returns. Her curves and lush lips beckon despite no promise of release. She leaves me restless, unsatisfied, wanting, frustrated, enamored. I jot down the words that come, and soon afterward the melody begins to form.

I write until the band comes back, drunk and stumbling into their bunks. I write as the bus pulls out of the lot, onward to our next destination. I write until I can’t open my eyes all the way, until the skyline outside the window peaks with pink, a promise of a new day. A promise of hope. Song after song, my gypsy muse transforms into a beautiful brunette. A caring and thoughtful nurse. A mother of two growing boys. A woman I love.

Carly.
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“REMEMBER TO USE YOUR MANNERS, please and thank you, and ask permission before you take something or go outside to play. This isn’t our house and we want to be good guests.” I rattle off a few reminders to Eli and Ezra as we pull up in front of Drew and Melissa’s house.

They’re hosting Thanksgiving; I can’t get over how graciously all of Evie’s family not only welcomes but accepts us into the family. I pull in behind Jon’s truck and the boys race out of the car and up the drive before I’m even to the sidewalk. A chorus of hellos greets Eli and Ezra through the open door, and I let a smile fill my face. I’m thankful for these people, my extended family, people who aren’t joined by blood or marriage, not yet anyway.

My cell sends a shrill sound through the crisp November day and I pull it from my purse. My realtor’s name flashes across the screen.

“Don’t you ever take a day off?” I say to Mark through the line.

“You sound like my wife!” He laughs. “I have some news on the Robertson Way house.” I bite my lip and can’t help the nerves that rise up. I’ve been looking for weeks, but the moment I stepped inside this house, I just knew it was the one I wanted. We put a bid in right away.

“What’s the news, Mark?”

“They rejected our offer.” My nerves sink into disappointment. Moisture pools in my eyes but I blink it back. I will not to cry. It’s stupid, I know, just a house, but I’d already started to picture us there. I can’t help but feel let down. “Someone else came in with a cash bid. It was a no brainer for them. I’m really sorry, Carly. I know you loved that house. I just wanted to let you know right away.”

“No. I appreciate the call, Mark. Especially on a holiday.”

“Of course, and don’t worry. We’ll find the perfect house for you. I’ll send you over the latest listings. Tomorrow, if that’s okay.”

“Yeah, whenever you get to it. I won’t be able to look at it over the next few days with my schedule anyway. Take some time off with your family.”

“Thanks, Carly, Happy Thanksgiving.”

“Happy Thanksgiving.” I pocket my cell.

“So who was that and who do I need to go beat up?” I lift my chin to find Tate studying me from the doorway. I roll my eyes.

“Just my realtor. I didn’t get the house.” I pout.

“Sorry, sis. But maybe it’s a good thing, with the holidays and all? Won’t it be kind of crazy trying to move and get ready for Christmas?” I narrow my gaze at his feeble attempt at reasoning.

“That doesn’t really make sense. I think you just want another Christmas morning with your nephews.”

“Guilty.” He laughs and leads me inside. The house is full and chaotic. Moving bodies fill the space, laughter and conversation flow freely, and the smell of food permeates throughout.

“Hello!” I smile and wave at everyone. Eli and Ezra lay across the living room floor and chat away to Jon and Kate. Jon seems to be setting up a makeshift battlefield, princess figurines vs stuffed animals. Kate has Melissa’s daughter Claire between her legs, a look of pure devotion on her normally calculating face. I can’t help but notice the way she rests one hand over her abdomen every few minutes. God, she’ll be such a good mama.

Evie, her mom, Linda, Melissa, and Drew scurry around the kitchen, coming in and out with dishes and food. Evie’s dad Carl sits in the recliner and watches the game.

“Can I help with anything?” I ask.

“Yes!” Melissa stops mashing potatoes to give me a quick hug. “Will you open a few bottles of wine, a white and red? And get yourself a glass, too. Dinner will be ready in fifteen.”

“Thanks for having us,” I say.

“Of course. We’re family.” She grins.

I open the bottles and Melissa calls everyone inside the kitchen for a toast. Some already have a beer in hand, someone snuck my boys cans of soda, and I fill glasses for who all is left. Melissa hands off a glass of merlot to Kate and I watch closely as she takes a sip. Really? She hasn’t told anyone yet. Somehow that doesn’t fit. She’s always so brash and honest that I’d expect her to shout the news from the rooftop. I can’t believe she’s able to contain her excitement.

I watch Jon and he smiles, murmuring something about getting her drunk and she winks. “You know I will,” she says loud enough we all can hear. She takes another sip and I can’t help but glare. I can’t believe she’d be so careless to drink alcohol while pregnant. She finds my gaze and glares back harder.

Drew begins a toast, “I’d just like to thank you all for being here today to celebrate. I look around this room and our little circle is growing. I couldn’t be happier to call you all dear friends and family. And we have so much to be thankful for in the coming year.” Kate finally looks away, directing her gaze at Drew. “Linda and Carl’s thirty-fifth wedding anniversary in January. Evie and Tate’s wedding in April. And well, there’s a big surprise . . .”

Drew glances around the room. His lips pull wide, illuminating his face in a beaming smile. He pauses and even little Claire halts her babbling as if waiting for him to continue.

“Or should I say little?” If possible he grins wider. “A baby in May.”

Kate’s eyes go wide and she gasps, her gaze bounces from me to Drew and back to me. “You promised you wouldn’t tell anyone!” she shouts.

I blink and shake my head. “I didn’t.”

“Melissa and I are expecting.” Drew gives Kate a strange look and then pulls his wife to his side and kisses her unapologetically. Evie and Linda laugh and clap, obviously privy to Melissa and Drew’s news as their faces show no signs of surprise. My boys let out a chorus of disgusted noises and that’s when my gaze finds Jon’s expression. He’s staring at Kate even though she’s still shooting daggers my way.

“Kate? Are you? Are we?” His rough voice steals all the attention in the room.

Her gaze softens as her chin lifts to meet Jon’s eyes. Kate’s eyes glisten and she nods. Tears spill down her cheeks.

“Don’t cry my sweet, sassy woman.” Jon cups her face and wipes the tears with his thumbs, peppering kisses in their wake.

“I can’t help it!” She laughs on a sob. “Damn hormones!”

“Come here!” He growls, picks her up, and spins in a circle. “We’re pregnant! We’re having a baby!”

“Well, yeah! Did you just think I was getting fat?” She giggles.

“You’re beautiful.” He stops, captures her lips, and I have to look away. The moment is too intimate, too full of desire; it’s as if I’m intruding just by watching.

“Oh, God! Get a room!” Evie teases, but she’s grinning. “Seriously? My sister and my best friend will both be gigantic preggo at my wedding! Carly, you’re not pregnant too, are you?”

“God, no!” I laugh, and then mutter to myself. “You have to have a man for that.” The room fills with congratulations, well wishes, and warmth. The amount of love in this small space is almost suffocating.

“You’ll find a good one, sweetie.” Linda pats my arm sympathetically. I just laugh.

“I’m not sure about that. It’s okay, though. I have my boys. They’re enough.”

“Mmmhmm.” She tsks as if she knows better. I paste on a polite smile and bite back a smart retort. They are enough. Two healthy boys. It’s more than most have. And I don’t need a man. I certainly didn’t need Josh. I sure as hell don’t need a know-it-all arrogant doctor. And I especially don’t need a famous drummer. One who spends his free time making sick kids happy, and the only man I picture when I get myself off.

Mmmhmm.
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“DEREK! SO GLAD I CAUGHT you, man.” Max’s chipper voice greets me from my half slumber state. He’s the music producer our agent Bedo put me in contact with a few weeks back. I twist inside my sleeping cubby. I’m glad I heard my phone ring but I don’t want to wake the entire band.

“Hi, Max. Did you get the songs I sent over last night, well, this morning?”

“Yeah. Fuck. I don’t know how you do it. You realize you could make a living off writing music alone? You’re giving me more material than most songwriters, and all this while being on the road? Damn. You make me question my own work ethic.”

“Thanks, Max. I’ve been inspired and I can’t help it. The music just comes.” I keep my voice low.

“Well, you better have a good tax accountant. I’ve got several artists considering using your songs alone for their upcoming albums. Payday, man. For you and me both. These songs are great.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

“Just keep ’em coming. I’ll call Bedo later. We’ll start signing paperwork for exclusive rights.”

“Thanks, Max. Talk soon.”

“Bye.”

I stretch and hit my hand on the wall of my cubby. Fuck. I’m ready to be back in my own bed.

I blow out a breath and scrub my hands across my face and over the stubble of my scalp. What awesome news to start the day with. I’m glad I can sell my songs, but even if I couldn’t I’d still be writing. It’s a part of me. Helps me deal with life and whatever I’m feeling at the moment. I want to tell someone. To share this good news.

I want to tell Carly. I close my eyes and groan because goddamn I don’t want to think about her, but I can’t stop. She’s always on my mind, and the closer we are to getting back to Phoenix the more I think about her. We’ll arrive in LA today and fly home in two nights. I probably shouldn’t, but I can’t stop my fingers from scrolling through to open her contact on my phone. I fire off one text before I overthink it.

“I miss my naughty nurse. Be home soon.”

She probably won’t answer back. She’s probably sleeping right now. Maybe she’s spending time with dick face doctor. Fuck. Of course the first woman I go and fall in love with wants nothing to do with me. God, if I didn’t have this band right now, my music, I would be depressed as hell.

And to top that off, Luis is getting worse. The last few nights on video chat he barely kept his eyes open to talk more than a few minutes. I make it a point to send him lots of stupid memes and funny YouTube clips throughout the day. Anything that will put a smile on his face. I scroll through my stash of funny crap and send one his way.

Luckily, my mom’s Alzheimer’s hasn’t progressed this month the way I feared. It’s as if life knows I can’t take everything falling apart at once and she’s gracing me a little more precious time. Mom still has bad days but her caregivers assure me that we’re at a standstill, for now.

That can change at any moment but isn’t that the truth with time anyway? We live as if it’s never ending, flowing freely, yet it can be snatched away in a second—by disease, by misfortune, by a simple decision or turn of events.

“Dude, you up?” Trent says from the bunk above.

“Yeah. I’m up.” I roll out and stretch my limbs, working out the kinks from sleeping in such a strange position.

Trent swings his legs out and then hops down, tucking his long hair behind his ears. “Oh, man, I’m jonesin’ for a real bed. Tonight’s going to kick ass. Staples Center and then a hotel room. Livin’ large.”

“I hear you, bro.” I move to the kitchenette and brew two cups of coffee. Trent sits at the table, his gaze on the world whizzing by, concrete mile after mile.

“I was thinking about the first time we played in LA. You remember that?” Trent asks, accepting the coffee mug I hand him. I grab my own and take the seat across, stretching my legs under the table and onto the bench beside him.

“How could I ever forget that shithole?” I chuckle and Trent joins in.

“I remember thinking, dude, this is it. After all the hard work. We’re making it, being hired to play. And then Austin goes and fucks it up—puking his guts out minutes before we went on.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. Headlining in LA, that was big stuff. What were there, like thirty people at that show?” A smile plays at my lips and I mix in a few more packets of sugar.

“I think if you count the waitress and bartender, yeah.” Trent laughs. “But I’m proud of us man. We stuck it out. There were times I considered quitting, and then you or Austin or Sean would talk some sense into me. I’m really fucking proud of us. Thankful. You know?”

“I know, Trent. I know.”

“I’m really glad I met you, D. I know you write your own stuff, but this band . . . we wouldn’t be the same without you.” He meets my gaze and though his tone is light, his eyes ascertain my reaction.

“You worried I’m quitting on you?” I tease.

“You can’t quit me, bro.” He laughs. “Who could ever give up this?” He waggles his eyebrows and flexes his chest muscles so they bounce up and down.

“You’re one pretty bastard.” I say. Trent scoffs.

“Pretty?”

“You heard me, fucker.” I take a drink and gaze out the window. “I’d never leave you guys. You’re my brothers, you know that?”

“Aww . . . we’re getting sentimental and shit.”

“You’re the one who started it with the trip down memory lane.”

His eyes crinkle when he smiles. “Yeah, I guess I did.” He looks back out the window. “It’s just—you weren’t yourself this tour. You hardly ever came out with us and did you even score any pussy? I don’t know, it got me thinking . . . I know you’ve been writing more. I just . . . I guess I need to know if you’re considering leaving the band.”

I blink my eyes and sit up straight in my chair, grounding my feet on the floor.

“Trent. Dude. I’m not leaving the band. You know me. You know I live for music. I’d never give this up.”

He shrugs and studies my face. “People change, though.”

“But do they really?” I shake my head. “I know I’ve been distracted. It’s how I get when I’m writing. You know this.”

“You’re writing like a fucking maniac though, and I’ve never seen you like that. What’s going on? It is your mom? A woman? Something else?” He asks.

I laugh humorlessly. “All of the above.”

“Shit. You wanna talk about it?”

“Not really,” I say and he nods, looking relieved at my answer.

“But you’re not quitting the band?”

“Never, man.” And I won’t. No way. We’ve worked too hard for this. I’d never let them down. I don’t like living on the road, that’s just how it is for me, but this career choice demands it so I make the best of it.

“Good.”

Two more days. I can do two more days. Then I’ll see my mom, visit with Luis, and go see my girl. She’s not your girl.

Two more days and we’ll see about that.
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“HOW’S MY FAVORITE SKINHEAD?” I call into Room 412 as I push open the door and stop dead in my tracks. Some girl of maybe six or seven is asleep in the bed. Her mother glares, both angry and horrified at my disruption. The little girl moans and turns to her side. I quickly whisper an apology and back out of the room.

What the fuck?

Where is Luis? My heart hammers in my chest and I struggle for air. I haven’t talked to him in a few days. There was no time and it was a whirlwind of activity between the last concert in LA, sessions in the studio to record our next single, and a press junket. Fuck. I knew he was getting worse, weaker, sicker, and I’ve been down this road before. Why? Why is life such a cruel bitch?

I run down the hall to the nurses’ station. Cranky ass lady is at the helm tonight but I don’t even try to play nice. “Where’s Carly?”

She glares at me from beneath her glasses before going back to her chart. I tap the rhythm of my pulse on the desk and either she finishes her task or grows annoyed at my refusal to move on.

She blows out a breath and rolls her eyes. “She’s on break. Downstairs, I think.”

With a pat on the counter I run to the elevator bank, but I’m too amped to wait for a car so I push open the stairwell door and race down, taking two steps at a time. My mind drifts to another moment in time. One that increases the growing fear of what I know to be true but can’t admit.

Finishing my day at school I catch the city bus to Children’s. It’s my daily ritual. I know Mom will be there and our apartment will be empty. Dad’s always working. It’s strange how home feels empty and the hospital has become more of a home than I’ve ever had.

I get off at the stop and pull my backpack over my shoulder, following the familiar steps to my brother’s room. I open the door and find the bed empty. Mom sits in a chair crying. Again. She cries a lot. I know she tries to wait until she’s alone. Until Dave is off getting tests done or when I’m at school or asleep, but we both know she’s sad.

“Hey, Madre.”

She doesn’t look up or try to hide her tears. A tinge of fear crawls up my spine. Something’s not right. I drop my backpack and go to her. I place my hand across her back where it shakes with each sob. She sobs louder and the sound physically hurts. My gut heaves but I swallow it down.

“Mom? Mom, where’s David?”

“He’s not here.” She looks up and the whites of her eyes are tinged with pink. Snot and tears cover her face and it’s terrifying. My Mom always looks pretty, put together, presentable. I’ve never seen her like this. She looks broken. Like someone or something physically broke my mom.

“What do you mean? Did they take him up for another MRI?”

She blinks back the tears and rubs her hands over her face before meeting my gaze. “No, baby. He’s gone. David passed on. Your brother’s with the angels.” On that she crumples into the chair and her wails pierce my ears.

I never cry. Even when someone hits me in the nuts. But I don’t even try to fight the warm salty drops that drip from my eyes. My body’s too heavy for my legs and I tangle myself into Mom’s lap and hold on to her. Let it all out. My brother is dead. I’ll never be the same.

“Carly!” I shout across the quiet hall. Only a few people mill about and her tired eyes find my approaching form.

“Derek! I’m so sorry. I should’ve called you,” she says with sad eyes, and the pain that hits my chest is greater than if someone dropped a five hundred pound barbell across my body. Crushing. Breath stealing. Agonizing.

“No! Fuck! No!” I drop to the floor. Carly falls to her knees before me.

“Derek? What’s wrong?” She’s confused and suddenly I am, too.

“Where’s Luis?”

“He’s at home. Oh, God. You thought . . . Oh, Derek, I’m so sorry. I should’ve called you. He went home today. I swear, I just found out. My shifts been so bu—”

I don’t think. I don’t wait. I just do what I’ve been dying for. I cup Carly’s face in my hands and swallow whatever she was going to say next with my lips. I kiss her softly. Tenderly. Tasting. Melting. I relish that her body melds into mine for a full minute before her hands push at my chest.

“Derek,” she whispers, touching her lips with her fingertips. “You can’t do that.” She stands and I push myself off the floor.

“I missed you, Carly.”

She opens her mouth and then snaps it shut. Shit. I pushed my luck. She didn’t want me to kiss her. I know this.

“I won’t apologize for kissing you.” Her eyes widen and I continue, “I’ve been thinking about those pretty pink lips every damn day since we went on tour. The way they move when you’re concentrating really hard. The way they look like the sweetest cotton candy but taste even better.

“I missed your words. I missed your kindness. I missed everything about your mouth, but most of all I couldn’t stop thinking about the woman those lips belong to.”

“Derek, I—”

“Look, I know you’ve been dating the douche bag doctor.” Anger seeps into my tone. “Luis already told me but I don’t care. I need you to know what I’m—” She shakes her head, her lips in a tight line.

“Derek, we’re not—” I cut her off, invading her personal space until her back hits the wall.

“I miss you, Carly. And I don’t do drugs, and I’m not an addict. That was your ex. I’m not him, so don’t compare and don’t use him as an excuse to push me away. I won’t go on pretending I don’t want more than just friends.”

“But Derek, I—”

“No. Hear me out. I want you to give me a shot. Give us a shot. We can go as slow as you want. I’m game for anything as long as you’re in it.” I reach for her, but her hand covers my mouth before I can say another word.

“Stop interrupting me!” She almost shouts and then looks around, lowering her voice and her hand. “I can’t have this conversation right now, Derek. I’ve got to get back to work.” O-fucking-kay. I grind my teeth and exhale through my nostrils.

“Why, you worried your precious doctor might come down and hear us?”

“What are you talking about?” She scowls and shakes her head.

“Am I too late? You’re with him, aren’t you? That cocksucker doctor? You’re really wasting your time on a dickwad like that? Someone who walks around here like his shit don’t stink. He’s probably fucking half the nurses in this place!”

“Derek!” Carly whisper shouts and the glare she gives me causes me to take a full step back.

“This is where I work. Go home. We’re done talking tonight.”

She turns on her heel and stomps down the hallway, and as much as I want to chase after her I know she’s fucking right. I need to respect her. I shouldn’t have said those things here in her workplace. I shouldn’t have pushed her.

I should leave her alone, but I’m selfish enough to not. I make myself leave before I do something else I’ll regret.
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I TURN AND MAKE MY way to the elevators in a daze. Derek wants me? No. Surely he doesn’t. What we’ve shared has been a powerful friendship, more so because of our connection with Luis. But that’s it. Right?

My past is always at my back, taunting me, causing me to second guess the intentions of every man I meet. I irritate myself with my inability to discern Derek’s feelings for what they truly are. Could someone like him really want me for me?

And furthermore, what he wants I’m not sure I can give. It would never work between us. He’s going on the road again soon and I’ll be left alone with my boys and the hospital, and that’s what’s important. I need someone who fits into that. I don’t have room for partying. Rock star lifestyle. Travel. Music. Groupies. Drugs.

No, I need to separate myself from him. It’ll only lead me and my boys down a path paved in disappointment. I’ll never be enough for a man like that.

My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out to see a message from Marilyn. They messed up meds for one of my patients. Again. I type a quick reply. Shit. It’s not even a full moon. I blow out a breath. Could this night get any worse?

The pharmacy is just one floor down so I opt for the stairs. One foot in front of the other, the stairwell turns and I’m met by soft moans and two forms gyrating together against the wall. The sure movements of coupling.

I clear my throat. The man and woman hurriedly separate and right their clothing. The man turns and I gasp. “Garrett?”

He straightens his spine, his expression neutral and unwavering as he tucks his shirt back into his pants.

“It’s Dr. Brooks. I’ve asked you repeatedly not to use my first name.”

What the fuck? Is it Crap on Carly day and I missed the memo?

“Wh . . . what?” I sputter.

The woman studies me and I recognize her immediately. Stephanie. One of the pharmacists.

“Garrett? Who’s your friend?” she asks in a snotty, condescending tone. She looks down her nose at me but I can tell from her posture she knows something’s off.

His attempt to dismiss me as if he’s never pursued me riles me further. I don’t cower from men who think they can use or disrespect women. Not anymore. I don’t care who the fuck he is.

“I’m Carly.” I let my grin go wide. “Garrett and I have been on a couple of dates over the past few weeks.” I inform her, and tame my features to a sweet smile. “He failed to mention he was also seeing you. I don’t like to share, and I guess by your face you didn’t know about me either. Well, you can have him, though I don’t know why you’d want a cheating, lying asshole. I lift, then drop my shoulder. Your call.”

I stalk past them and push open the door. Garrett’s expression is shocked, as if he didn’t expect me to say a damn word. Derek is right. What a d-bag. I don’t care that he has an MD. He’s dumb as dirt to date more than one woman in the same hospital. Before I let the door shut behind me I twist and glance over my shoulder.

“Oh, and Dr. Brooks. In case I wasn’t clear, please don’t ever call me again.”
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By the time I finally make it back up to my floor with the right meds and check in with all my patients, I’m exhausted. I settle into my desk and shut my eyes for just a moment. Day three is always the toughest. I’m already wishing for my bed and four glorious days off.

Just do it, Carly. Make the damn call.

Ezra sits on the bench sucking on a juice box. His calculating green eyes watch me with an observance too knowledgeable and wise for his age of four. I bounce Eli on my hip. He’s completely clueless to the chaos that surrounds him.

I did it. I took the gun and disposed of it, somewhere I hope it’ll never be found. But I’ve been living in hell since that night. Three days now, Josh hasn’t left the house. He’s high as a fucking kite and not even trying to hide it from our boys. And dealing straight from our kitchen door. An endless revolving line of addicts in and out of our home.

I don’t trust a goddamn one of them, and Josh won’t let me leave unless it’s to go to work. I know his paranoia is worse because of the drugs, but he’s right to be worried. I will do anything to keep my boys safe. He knows it. He holds this over me. It’s how he keeps me down.

“Josh. Baby, I need to leave.”

“The boys stay.”

“I already promised Liz we’d meet for a playdate with her boys. I’ll only be a few hours. It’ll be weird if I cancel. We’ve had the plans for weeks.”

“No.”

I lick my lips and shut the bedroom door with a lock. I peel the clothes from my body and don’t break eye contact. This has to work and this is the only way I know how.

“I need you baby. Please fuck me.”

He growls and reaches inside his shorts to palm himself. His tattooed skin ripples with the movement and I can’t believe I once thought this man held the world. He makes me sick. I dip my fingers inside my panties and then walk to where he sits on the bed.

“Please, baby. It’s been so long. I need you now.” He loves it when I beg.

He grips my throat tightly and I try to not panic, to withhold the fear from my face, and remain steady as I meet his gaze. I must pass this fucked up test because after a few long seconds his fingers loosen and trace patterns over my breasts.

“Yes, you dirty cunt. You need me. Don’t you forget that.” His hand appears so quickly the pain across my face doesn’t register and before I know it he’s flipped me onto my stomach and moves behind me. I shut my eyes and try to relax. He’ll be rough. Mean. Unforgiving. But if it earns me a trip outside with the boys I’ll never have to see him again.

It makes my stomach roll. But I did what was needed and I only have a few short hours before he’ll expect me back. I’ve got one shot here. I can’t blow this. I pick up the phone from the community center wall with shaky hands and dial the number.

An automated answering service picks up with options to choose. I press seven and wait as it connects.

“Detective Freeman speaking.”

“Um . . . hello . . . I’d like to report a crime. Anonymously.”

“Go ahead, ma’am.”

Eli starts to fuss and Ezra pulls on my shirt. I hadn’t even realized he’d moved. I blow out a breath to calm my racing heart. I can feel it beating inside my throat. Am I really doing this? Is this what my life has come to?

“Ma’am, are you safe? Can I help?”

“Yes. I will be. There’s a man selling and using drugs from his home. His wife and two children are in danger. They’re not at the home right now.”

“Can they stay away for the next few hours?”

“Yes.”

“Give me the address.”

“Thank you, Detective.” He takes the address to our duplex and my breathing normalizes. Maybe there really is hope. Maybe I can be free once more. Be granted a second chance. Raise my boys right.

“Ma’am, this woman who’s in danger. Will you give her my direct number?”

“I can, but why?”

“If she has a problem, have her call me?” I’m not an idiot, I’m sure he knows I’m the woman. I just can’t have Josh know it was me who did this. I don’t know what he’s capable of. I need to remain unseen.

“Okay, I will. Thank you, Detective.” He rattles off the number and I scratch it onto an old receipt from my purse. I end the call and fold the paper carefully into a small square and tuck it inside my change purse. I pray I never have to use it. The drug charges should be enough to put him away. And the gun . . . that will be my only leverage to make sure Josh never hurts me or the boys again.

“Carly.” I jolt awake and find Marilyn’s wry grin standing over me.

“Oh, my gosh. I’m sorry, I only meant to close my eyes for a second.” My heart races and I close my eyes a quick second to try and slow its rhythm.

“It’s okay, you were only out a few minutes. Everything okay? You seem upset.”

I retell the entire Dr. Brooks encounter to Marilyn. It feels good to get it off my chest. Katie and Rhonda wander over, their radar for a good gossip session always on point.

I should be more upset about discovering the truth about Garrett. At least disappointed, but instead I can’t get Derek’s face out of my mind. His confession that he missed me confuses me. I’m sure he doesn’t really mean it. The words he spoke, his declaration of feelings—part of me wonders if they were only fueled by jealously. Would he have felt the same if he didn’t think Garrett was in the picture?

The hard truth is I miss Derek. And that’s stupid. I shouldn’t have let myself get attached to someone who doesn’t fit into my life. His short leg of the tour was more difficult than I envisioned. I missed our coffee time. Our chats. His smile. The way he never fails to make me laugh. The way his kiss brands my lips.

And I miss Luis. I understand why his parents are keeping him home for the holidays. No more drugs, no more suffering. Time. They know he might not have much more and are going to create good, lasting memories with what they’re given. I’d probably do the same if Eli or Ezra were in the same position. But in a very selfish way I miss my favorite patient.

This is my first shift without him. My shift tonight doesn’t hold the same joy it usually does. I’ll move past this—I have to and I will—but for the moment I’m allowing myself a little wallowing. I glance at my phone for the hundredth time. Four more hours. I stride toward the breakroom. Coffee is a must, but four hours I can do.
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AT END OF MY SHIFT I recount the Dr. Brooks debacle to Jenny. My gift to my bestie because I know she’ll enjoy spreading the gossip as an evil form of payback against the good doctor. I’ll enjoy the fact she and the entire nursing staff has renamed him Dr. Dumbass.

“Or Dr. Dickhead? Really, there’re so many options. But my mind is still reeling! How were we all fooled by him? Was it the smile? The dimples? Must’ve been the dimples. Damn them!” Jenny rants as I pull on my jacket.

I laugh and roll my eyes. “Dimples will be the death of me. I swear. This just proves further that I have no good sense or natural ability when it comes to men.”

She stares and then cocks her head to the left. “You don’t seem overly upset, though?”

“I’m not. He’s an asshole.”

“Yeah, but . . .”

“What, Jen? I know you want to say something, so just spit it out.”

“Is it because maybe you already suspected he wasn’t authentic? Or is it because you have a major crush on the dirty drummer?” I hate that she gets me. I shrug and roll my eyes.

“I don’t have time to share feelings, Jen. I need to get home and sleep before I have to pick up my boys.”

“You’re right. Scoot. Skedaddle. We can discuss lover boy another time.” She stands from her chair and practically shoves me down the hall.

“You’re crazy.” I laugh.

“And you love it,” she says, then gives a little squeal. “Girl, do you know how much fun we are going to have together? I can’t believe after all these years you’re finally switching to days. I thought for sure you’d retire a vampire.”

“I know. Me too. But once I move out of Tate’s—and let’s hope I actually find a house soon—I want to be able to take care of my boys on my own. I can get afterschool care but I don’t want to leave them with someone at night.”

“Hey, whatever gets you to days is good in my book.” She nods. I give her a hug and she walks back to the nurses’ station with a sway in her step. I give her two hours tops. The entire hospital will know about Dr. Garrett Brooks’ cheating ways.

The morning is freezing when I step outside. Even with my thick jacket, my teeth chatter as I nimbly work to stick my key in my car door. A shadow approaches in my peripheral vision and I lift my chin.

I try to scream but his hand clamps down over my mouth.

“Don’t. I just want to talk,” Josh says. Before he lets go he shows me his other hand, a pocket knife open and now pointed against my ribs. “Don’t scream. I mean it.”

I nod and he releases his hand from my lips. I take in his state. Hair clipped short, a few extra tattoos added to his neck since I saw him last. His eyes are clear, though hard as steel, and it gives me some courage to realize he isn’t high right now.

“What do you want from me, Josh?” I finally find my voice. I’m pissed at how weak I sound.

He lets loose a humorless laugh; his face twists into a menacing glare. “You have something of mine.” The gun. Of course he came back for it.

“When did you get out?” I straighten my spine and meet his hard stare. I will not let this man think he can intimidate me.

“A few months. You didn’t know?” He almost looks surprised.

“How would I know that?”

“I thought the penitentiary might inform you. That and I left so many clues.” A shiver runs up my spine remembering everything. The call from his dealer. The cut car battery cables. The man from Halloween. The note.

“Was that you? Halloween?”

“I wanted to see my sons.” His voice goes hard and he steps so close that the heat from his breath touches my skin. The knife pinches into my side and makes me wince. “They’re mine. You’re mine. You stupid bitch. I’ve seen you with that other man. You think he wants you? You’re used up. Nobody gets to have you but me. You think he’ll ever be man enough to replace me?”

“Carly?” I close my eyes and try not to scream at the sound of Derek’s voice. It’s too good to be true. Why is he here?

“Carly. Who’s your friend?” Derek says louder but Josh dips his head and speaks into my ear at the same time he digs the knife in and gives it a twist.

“This isn’t over. I want that gun. Oh, and have a nice drive home.” He moves away, slips the knife into his coat pocket, and offers me a sick smile. The smile fades as he nods at Derek and turns to stroll away.

My legs give out. My back hits the metal door of my car but Derek is by my side. Sturdy arms wrap around me and hold me up.

“Carly! Carly, are you okay? Who was that? I’m calling the cops.”

“No!” I snap out of my panic and pull myself to Derek’s chest. “No, you can’t call the police. No cops.”

“Carly. What’s going on?” He pulls back and assesses my face. His eyes are filled with questions and his brows knit, forming lines on his forehead. I reach one hand up to trace those worry lines with my finger. His eyes flutter shut.

“Derek. Can you take me home? That was my ex. I’m pretty sure he did something to my car again.”

His eyes snap open and narrow. “He was the one who cut your battery? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know. I mean, I suspected, but I thought it was impossible. He’s supposed to be in prison, for God’s sake!”

“Prison?” A look of hurt passes across Derek’s face and I realize he may not be on board for this mess. It’s dangerous and he deserves better. I shake my head and pull out of his arms.

“Look. I’ll just call my brother. You can go home. I’m sorry. My life is really complicated.”

“Carly.” He wraps one of my hands within his own, threading his long fingers between my small ones. “I’ll take you home. I’m just surprised and concerned. You haven’t said much about your ex and I wanted to respect that. Come on, it’s freezing. Let’s talk on the ride.” He pulls me to his SUV and I’m so relieved to not be alone in this.

I tell him everything on the drive. Everything except for the gun. He interrupts me twice to pull over and text. And when he circles the same block twice I start to worry.

“Why are we driving in circles?”

“To make sure your crazy ex isn’t following us.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“You have experience running from deranged asshole ex-husbands?” I attempt a joke.

“No, but after touring with Justin Hill I know how to ditch screaming, psychotic, super fans, which is basically the same thing.”

“Right.”

“Shit. Tate. I need to tell him something. I’m not sure the house is safe.”

“Already on it.”

What? Derek glances to the right and catches the confusion written on my face.

“I texted Jon. Tate and Evie are picking up the boys and taking them to her parents. Jon’s calling in a favor to his buddy with the PD and they’ll check your car and house. I’m taking you home to my apartment until we get the all clear.”

“Thank you, Derek. I don’t even know what . . . if you hadn’t—”

“Let’s not think about that,” he growls, his knuckles white as he turns the steering wheel. “Let’s just get you back to my place.” He blows out a long breath. “We need to talk, Carly.”

I nod and gulp down my fear. Yes, we really should talk. And thanks to my ex we’ll be holed up in Derek’s apartment for a few hours. At the thought, my sex clenches and tingles with expectation. From the corner of my eye light catches on his studded tongue. Oh God, Carly. Is sex really all you can think about at a time like this?

I bite my lip and observe Derek’s movements. From the way his fingertips tap across the leather covered wheel, to the way his muscles bunch and strain through his shirt, to the smooth skin of his freshly shaved head and to the tight bulge in his pants. Yes, yes, triple yes.

Talk. Yep. That’s what we should do.
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“WE NEED TO TALK.” I pull Carly inside my apartment and close the door.

“Yes, we do.” She bites her lower lip and stares at my mouth.

“But I also really want to kiss you,” I admit.

“I want that, too.”

“Listen. Wait, what?” She wants to kiss me? Not expecting that.

“But I think we should talk first. I have some things I need to say to you, to ask you. Did you mean what you said last night?” Her gaze drops to the ground. I reach out and lift her chin with my finger.

“Every damn word,” I say, trying to convey every ounce of sincerity I feel.

“I want to believe you. I do. But there’s this part of my brain, it’s always second guessing your motives, why you want to be with someone like me.” She looks away and I drop my hand.

“Someone like you?” I shake my head, confused. “Carly, you realize you are way out of my league. Simple and sweet and everything good I’ve always wanted. I don’t deserve a woman like you in my life, but I want you regardless.”

“Why were you in the parking lot today?”

“I came to find you. To apologize. I’m sorry for being a jealous idiot last night. I let the thought of you with another man fuel my anger. We aren’t together and that wasn’t fair. I’ll never come into your workplace and do that again.”

“I appreciate your apology, Derek.” She nods.

“Thank you.” I blow out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

“You were being an ass,” she says, and I can’t help but laugh. Her lips twitch. “But I was trying to tell you last night. I’m not with Garrett. I never was. We went on a few dates. Nothing more.” I believe her.

“You make me crazy, you know that?” I murmur. I run my hand up and down the skin of her arm.

“What does that even mean?” She laughs.

“You. Carly, I love you.”

“You love me?” Her brows furrow and she shakes her head. “No. I’m sure you don’t.”

I laugh and slide my arms around her waist to pull her close. “Oh, but I do, mama. I love you so fucking much.”

“Oh,” she whispers.

“Yeah. Oh.” I drop a dry kiss on her lips. “What I feel for you . . . when I’m with you . . . things are different. Life is better, brighter, and I crave that. The sun you bring to my storm; I need it. I can’t ignore it and pretend I’m okay with just being friends. I want you. Do you want me, too?”

“Of course I do.” Her eyes flutter shut and worry lines cross her forehead. She opens her eyes and meets my gaze. “But how does this work? You’re going on the road? How are we supposed to date when you won’t even be here?”

“I don’t know exactly how, but I want to try. I’m not asking for your hand in marriage. Just a chance, to see where we go. Will you take a chance on me?”

“Yes.” At her reply I can’t fight the smile that takes over my face.

“Yeah?” I dip my chin so that our foreheads touch and just breathe her in a long moment. “I’m so fucking happy to hear that.”

I kiss her with everything I feel. With slow, purposeful movement, her lips open and I sneak my tongue inside. She moans and the sound goes straight to my dick. I pull back. My chest heaves with each breath.

“I want to show you something.” I grab her hand and lead her to sit on the couch. “Wait here.” I jog to my room and grab my trusty Fender. I want her to know how I feel about her. That what we have is more than anything I’ve ever felt.

“Can I play you a song?” I ask and she nods. “Then I want to kiss you some more.” I stick my tongue out and watch the pink stain her neck and cheeks as she blushes. God, I love that I do that to her.

I strum a few times to make sure my guitar is in tune and play her the song. The one I couldn’t shake. The one I won’t ever sell. The one that’s just for her.

Lips cotton candy pink,

Eyes that hide secrets deep,

A heart of a warrior with her quiet resolve,

She’s the one I can’t ignore.

A healing touch, she’s like magic with her love,

Be high or be low, this mama’s got my soul,

To have or to hold, woman you own my love.

I’ll never compare,

She makes me a better man,

I only hope to be what she needs,

She’s my one and only home

A healing touch, she’s like magic with her love,

Be high or be low, this Mama’s got my soul,

To have or to hold, woman you own my love.

Please let me be your home.

I sing the last line and lift my gaze. Carly jumps to her feet. Her eyes shine and a few tears streak down her face. I barely get the guitar out of the way before she straddles my waist and cups my face in her delicate fingers.

“Derek, I love you, too.” Her lips meet mine, hard and demanding, and I let her set the pace. My hands don’t know where to go first, her legs, her ass, stomach, breasts, back. I want it all.

“Damn clothes,” I mutter between kisses. “They really need to go.” I pull at the waistband of her scrubs and she covers my hands with her own. Our foreheads touch and she squeezes her eyes shut.

“What, mama?”

“I just . . . it’s stupid, I know, because we’ve already been together, it’s just—”

“What is it? You can tell me.” Fuck. My mind runs through all the worst possibilities. She’s changed her mind. She’s having doubts. She’s sleeping with someone else.

“I’m just not . . . perfect. I want to see you, to be naked in the light, but I’ve had two babies. My stomach is covered in stretch marks, and other parts of me too. My boobs haven’t been perky in years. I know it sounds stupid when I say it aloud, but your body is so amazing and mine’s not.”

I stand up from the couch and with Carly still plastered to my front I march us straight to my room. Determination, challenge, and a little bit of anger runs through my veins at her concerns.

“You.” I drop her onto my bed and step out of my shoes. “Are so fucking beautiful and sexy and sweet.” Her eyes go wide and I pull my shirt off my back and over my head with one hand; the other goes to the zipper at my jeans. “And if you don’t believe me by the time we’ve both had at least one orgasm, then I’m a horrible boyfriend.”

I flash a grin. “And I’ll just keep making you come until you believe me.” I drop my pants, boxers and all. Carly bites her lip, eyes trained on my erection.

“That’s not really a punishment . . . more like a reward,” she says.

I crawl over her body and kiss her hard. “Fuck yeah, it is.” I lick her lips. “There’s too much talking, and still too many clothes.” I kiss my way down her neck and my fingers work open the drawstring of her pants while she slides out of her jacket and scrub top. She winces and I look up to find a trail of dried blood marring the skin by her ribs.

“Fucker,” I bite out. “Did he do that to you?”

She nods. “Yeah, but honestly, it doesn’t hurt that bad.”

I sit back on my heels. “No!” she almost shouts. “Don’t stop.” I have to grin.

“I won’t, but I’ll be right back.” I stand up from the bed. Before I leave the room I slide off her shoes, one at a time, then socks, and pull at her pant legs until she’s left in nothing but black panties and a matching bra. She watches me from where she lays propped up on her elbows.

“That’s better. Stay here.” I walk to the bathroom and pull out my first aid kit, along with a few condoms from beneath the sink. I wet a clean hand towel and walk back. Carly waiting for me in just her underwear sparks something possessive and hungry inside. I want her always.

“You’re gorgeous. You know that.”

She laughs and studies me as I sit back onto the bed. “Derek, I’m bleeding.” She rolls her eyes and I chuckle.

“Were bleeding. I think it’s pretty much dried up.” I wipe at the skin and gently clean her. Rage boils within, threatening to ruin this moment, and I have to swallow it down. I won’t let her ex get away with this. But I’m not letting him take one more damn minute of her time. Of our precious time together. I plan to make love to her and then make sure Jon sends his ass back to prison where he belongs.

“Look who’s playing naughty nurse now?” Carly teases and I grin as I secure a Band Aid across her cut. She reaches out and grips my erection in her hand and I clench my teeth. God damn that feels so good. “I want to suck you.” Her thumb rubs over the tip, rolling my PA piercing. “I like this.” She pants. I swear under my breath.

“Is that okay? Did it hurt when you had it done?” she says softly and I groan. She really is my closet vixen. She can do anything and everything she wants.

“Didn’t hurt that bad and the extra stimulation is . . . fuck!” I swear and blow out a breath. “You take the lead, mama.”

Carly smiles and pushes me onto my back. She scoots down the bed and I reach over to my music dock to press play. Thankfully the mix I had on earlier fits the moment. I’m not sure I can remember how to operate the damn thing to change selections.

Carly peels off her underwear and kneels between my legs. She licks up and down my dick like it’s a damn lollipop, looking up at me with those big green eyes. I try to keep her gaze but when she goes to cup my balls and suck me deep inside her mouth I throw my head back and squeeze my eyes closed.

If she keeps this up I’m going to embarrass myself like a pubescent teen. This is what she does to me. Picking through my brain I try to focus on something else to wane my erection. Puppies. Kids. Kids playing with puppies. Damn it. Now I feel wrong all over.

I sit up and pull Carly from my lap, flipping her onto her back.

“Hey!” she chides playfully. “You said I could lead.”

“Change of plans. My turn.” I kiss her once and dip my head straight between her legs. She gives a squeal and I spread her legs wide open, holding her down with my forearms so I can get my fill. I lick, suck, taste, and tease until she’s a mess of moans, hips bucking, and curses flowing. I can feel her trying to fight it, to hold back.

“I want you to come on my face,” I say, and then lick her hard and flick my metal stud over her clit until she finally screams out, body shaking and gives me what I need. I suck the flow of juices before I release her legs to move up her panting body.

Her face glistens with sweat. A few wayward strands of hair stick to her face, and she’s never looked more beautiful to me. Completely undone. Totally bare.

“I love you,” I say.

“I love you, too,” she whispers back.

Our lips meet again and she pushes me, rolling me to my back so she can straddle my hips.

“My turn again.” She grins and the look on her face steals my breath. Beautiful. She unwraps one of the condoms and covers my erection. She lifts and then slides down onto my cock. Fuck, yes. I love being inside her. I let her lead as promised but allow my hands to trace patterns on her hips and thighs. She rocks back and forth, over and down, quickening her pace. My hands go to her breasts to squeeze and pull at her nipples.

“Oh, yes, do that,” she says on a breath and I continue playing with her tits as she rides me. I hold out as long as I can, but she’s too tight, too wet, too much.

“I’m gonna come,” I say, and she grinds down harder, moaning and gasping. I grab her hips and thrust up, matching her rhythm and she squeezes my dick as she orgasms. She yells my name and it sets me off. I hold her tight and capture her lips as my seed fills the rubber barrier.

“Oh, fuck.”

Oh, fuck is right. This woman owns me, body, mind, and soul, and I’m overjoyed. Everything in this moment is perfect and my heart taps to a beat that matches hers. My home.
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DEREK’S PHONE RINGS FROM THE other room. He kisses my lips and hops up from the bed. “I should get that,” he says, and glances down to add, “And take care of this.” He removes the condom and walks out of the room naked as the day he was born.

I study his retreating backside like it’s an exam I’m required to pass until he disappears from sight. I wait for the familiar feelings of disappointment, guilt, and shame to wash over me given what I’ve just done, but none come. Only joy, contentment, and the feeling of being totally fucked. In the best way possible, of course.

I roll to my stomach and lay my head on the messed blankets. My eyes flutter shut and I breathe in the scent of sex that still clings to the fabric. The muffled sound of Derek’s conversation floats from the other room and reality crashes down. The familiar knot in my gut coils with apprehension.

My boys are safe for now but I need to get Josh out of our lives. He’s capable of anything and I don’t know how far he’ll go. If he wants the gun—if that’s what it takes for him to leave us alone—that’s what I’ll do. My mind drifts and remembers that horrible night.

I’ve been driving in circles. Where do I go? What do I do? I could try and go to the cops, but what do I even really know? My husband’s committed some crime, I’m sure, and yet I have no details. And if he finds out what I’ve done? My stomach rolls at the thought.

Eli and Ezra are home with him now and Josh is high, paranoid, and sketchy. Every second that ticks by, they’re in potential danger.

I don’t even realize I’ve pulled the car to a stop. My eyes flick up to the church courtyard. The lighted steeple calls me like a beacon and I step out of my car. The door closes with an echoing slam.

My feet drag up the paved walkway, the gun tucked close to my side. I pull at the large wooden door framed in colored glass, and shake my head when it won’t open. Stupid. Why I even imagined it would at four in the morning is beyond me? I’m not thinking. I’m so lost. This life, the one I’m living, is just an existence. My chin trembles and I bite back a sob.

My eyes catch a swaying tree branch around the bend of the building. It waves me over. Beckons me. My feet move of their own accord. The tree is rooted inside its own little fence. A sign reads, “Garden of Forgiveness” and I fall to the bench.

I’ve never been a religious person, but in this moment it feels as if the universe has led me here. To this one spot. For a purpose.

I cry loud, ugly sobs, and give in to the pain that holds the ties that bind my heart. I apologize. For what I don’t know, but I’m sorry all the same. And I make a vow to do whatever it takes to raise my boys right. To get them out of this life. Even if it means I don’t escape.

When my tears are all cried a peace settles around my very being. A little of the burden I carry releases. I stand from the bench and that’s when my eyes notice the planters. There are three. All at the edge of the garden and built into the earth. Two are filled with soil and dirt. Next to the third lies a pile of dirt, two bags of potting soil, and a dozen plants.

What if? The idea pops into my head and I don’t stop to analyze if it’s a good plan or not. I just drop to my knees and lay the plastic wrapped gun into the empty planter. With only my hands I cover it with dirt, handful by handful. I bury the gun, my husband’s sin. I bury my own self-hate. I bury the sadness. I bury the hopelessness.

When dirt fills the bottom layer I add the plants and soil, mimicking the design of the other two. Not wanting to draw attention or question to what I’ve done, I stack the empty plastic nursery pots and stuff them with the now empty soil bags to take with me. I stand back and admire my work. It looks as if the garden has always been this way. I offer a silent prayer this will work and jog back to my car.

“Carly.” Derek comes back into the bedroom. He’s put on a pair of pants and I fight the need to pout. His eyes drift over my naked skin and his lips pull into a grin. He shoves his cell into his back pocket and strides to the edge of the bed. Dropping to his knees, he drags his fingertips across the skin from my shoulder to my ass. “We just got the all clear to head home . . . but I wouldn’t argue if you wanted to stay here . . . a few more hours.”

I smile and bury my head into his pillow with a groan.

“While that sounds amazing, I really want to see my boys.”

“I thought you might say that.” He gives my butt a playful slap. “Come on, mama. Let’s get you home.” I pull myself up off the bed and try not to feel embarrassed as he continues to watch my every move.

“Don’t watch me get dressed!” I demand, but Derek just grins.

“I’m never gonna stop watching you.”

We make the short drive to Tate’s house and each mile solidifies what I have to do. I need to retrieve the gun. I need Josh to go away. I need to be free of my past so I can move forward. I’ll have to make up an excuse to run an errand later. I just pray it’s still there.

“Jon’s bringing your car back to the house. Tate’s bringing the boys.” Derek says after a glance down at his phone. I breathe a sigh of relief. This will all be over soon. I can feel it.

We pull alongside the sidewalk in front of Tate’s house and I step down from the Yukon. Derek jogs around and laces our fingers together so we can walk up the driveway hand in hand. God, I love this man. I’m not sure how we’ll make a relationship work, but I’m willing to try. Fast steps and heavy breaths catch my attention and I turn just in time to spot Josh barreling across the front lawn.

“Oh, great! Lover boy is still here.” Josh cackles, a wild look in his eye. His irises are wide. Fuck. He’s high. Josh pulls a knife from his pocket and flicks the blade open with a resounding click.

“Josh. You need to go.” I speak even and firm. Derek yanks me to stand behind him, and uses his body as a shield.

“I need the gun, Carly. I’m not leaving without it! I won’t be blackmailed. I’m not going back to the big house. I won’t do it! You can’t make me!” With every word his voice grows louder and he steps closer. Derek matches his movement, backing us up until I’m pinned against the house.

“Mama. You gotta run,” Derek whispers and then declares loudly, “Hey, asshole, anyone ever tell you not to bring a knife to a gun fight?”

Josh’s face puzzles a moment and Derek circles his arm to flex his bicep. Really?

“Carly, run!” Derek shouts and I realize he’s only trying to cause a distraction. Derek charges Josh and I sprint toward the door off the garage. Grunts, curses, and shouts fill my ears and I can’t tell who’s winning by the sounds. I get my key in the door and swing it open only to slam and lock it behind me.

My hands tremble as I unlock my cell and dial Jon.

“Hey, we’re like five minutes away.” He answers cheerfully.

“Jon!” I scream into the phone. “It’s Josh! My ex! He’s here!”

“Where are you? Are you safe? Damn it!” The acceleration of the car fills the line.

“I’m inside the house. At Tate’s. Derek’s out there. Josh has a knife. He’s high.” I choke out the words; terror and fear fill my mind.

“I’m almost there, Carly. Hang tight. I’m calling the police. Do not go outside.” The line goes dead and a bang sounds from the front, the window rattles followed by a loud grunt. I should stay back here but I have to know that Derek’s okay. I go to the window and pull back the curtain edge to peek outside.

What I see next fills my lungs with a scream. Derek is on the ground hunched over and covering his head with his hands. Crimson stains his shirt and I can’t tell who’s bleeding where. Josh’s face is covered in blood, and one eye’s swelled so it’s almost shut. He stands over Derek and kicks at his waist over and over again.

“No!” I scream, and Josh’s gaze snaps to the window. His lips pull wide into a manic smile. The blood that smears his face makes him look like a character from a horror film. Josh spits on Derek and takes a step toward the house. It’s then I notice Derek’s gone limp. His head lolls to the side, his eyes are shut, and his hands rest awkwardly at each side.

Josh glares at me but stops moving toward the house. He laughs, a crazy screeching sound, and lifts one booted foot high in the air before it stomps down on Derek’s right hand.

“No!” I scream again. Josh walks in a lazy gait toward the house, but behind him Jon’s truck turns onto the street. Tires squeal and the truck barrels over the neighbor’s lawn before Jon parks haphazardly across our driveway and lawn. He bounds from the vehicle, gun trained on Josh.

Thank God.

My gaze goes fuzzy and my legs wobble before everything goes black.
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“AND THEN I SAID, ‘HEY asshole, anyone ever tell you not to bring a knife to a gun fight.’” My bandmates gather around the small hospital room and hang on my every word.

“The fuck? No you didn’t!” Austin laughs.

“Oh, but he did. And then he flexed his biceps. I can vouch; I was there.” Carly saunters in the room and ignores my friends to stand at my side. She leans over and kisses me softly. “How’s my favorite patient?”

I chuckle and the door clicks. “Hey, I thought I was your favorite patient.” My gaze snaps to my most recent visitor.

“Luis.” I grin.

He walks slow and steady. It could be my own pain meds, but he looks stronger and healthier than when we FaceTimed last week. Trent stands and offers him his chair.

“Dude. You’re a certified badass.” Sean nods his approval at my retelling of my attempt at taking on Carly’s ex. The truth is, that was the scariest experience of my life. I’m no fighter, and Josh, well, he had me from the start. A kid from the wrong side of the law grown into a man with hard time under his belt. I never stood a chance. I only hoped I could hold him back long enough to keep my girl safe. She scoots to sit on the edge of my bed and I wind my good hand around her back to pull her closer.

“I’m not sure you can call me that.” I laugh.

Trent’s expression goes serious, a rarity for him, and he nods my way. “I’m sorry your hand’s messed up. You sure you won’t be able to go on tour?”

I glance down at my right hand, which is wrapped in a cast for now. I’ve been in the hospital for four days. My concussion and the possibility of internal bleeding were the reason for the first few days. Meetings with the surgeons and rehab specialists delayed my exit. I’m scheduled to be released in the morning and I can’t wait. “Nah, man, I’ll be lucky if this comes off before Christmas. And then I’ll need time to get my strength and mobility back.”

Trent nods, apprehension clear in his eyes. “But you will? Be able to play again? I’m not being selfish about the band—we’ll find a replacement for as long as you need—but playing and writing, it’s what you do.”

“Yeah. Docs see no reason I won’t regain full movement with time and work.” I pat Carly’s hip. “A small price to pay for the safety of my girl.”

“I love you,” she murmurs and I kiss her lips. I only pull away because of our audience.

“I hope that fucker goes back to jail for life,” Trent adds and then glances down at Luis. “Oh, sorry. I mean jerk.”

Carly nods. “He won’t be able to hurt us again. He’s behind bars, if not for life, then for a very long time. In addition to the charges we’ll press for the attack, there’s also the gun.”

At the band’s confused expressions Carly continues, “That’s the main reason my ex came back. He had me hide a gun years ago, when we were still married. The police suspect it was used in several drug related murders. They’re running it against a bunch of local cold cases.” She shivers and I rub my hand up and down her arm.

“I should’ve brought the gun in sooner. I was just so scared and trying to move on.” She feels guilty for keeping the weapon a secret. Blames that for the reason Josh hurt me, but I’m glad for it. I suspect he’d have come back regardless. Everything Carly did brought us to this place, and I’d do it again to keep her safe.

“Good.” Austin nods. “We should probably head out now.” The rest of the guys take his lead and offer waves on their way out the door.

“Dude. That was awesome,” Luis says with awe laced in his tone. “I just hung out with the entire band of 3UG.”

Carly laughs and stands from the bed to give Luis a hug. “I’m going to give you two time to chat. I’ve got to check in with my boys anyway.” She’s been too good to me, arranging for childcare each night to stay by my side. Another reason I can’t wait to get out of here. Eli and Ezra need her as much as I do. It’ll be easier to rehab from home.

Luis stands and comes closer to my bed to take the seat to my left. “So . . . the tables have turned. Who would’ve thought I’d be visiting you in the hospital.” He grins and I laugh.

“True, man. So very true. So, how are things?”

He looks down at his shoes and taps his fingers over his knees in a steady beat. My eyes light up.

“You’ve been practicing?”

“Hell, yes.” He grins. I memorize the way his eyes catch the light, the happiness they contain, the way they almost dance with his smile.

“Good. Keep at it. You’re a natural.” He looks away with a shrug but his lips pull up at the corners. The silence stretches.

“So, Carly probably told you. The cancer spread again. We’re taking a break from chemo.” He meets my eyes with a hard gaze.

“Yeah, she did. How are you feeling, Luis?” I keep my voice neutral. Tone even. I won’t let my fear for his disease add to his worries.

“Actually, pretty damn good.” He laughs humorlessly and shakes his head. “I’m sure it’s just the lack of chemo, but I feel great.”

“Maybe it’s not just that. Maybe you’re getting better,” I suggest. His gaze snaps to meet mine.

“I’m not stupid, you know. I hear what people say when they think I’m not listening. I know I’m dying, Derek.” And he’s right, but his words and the acceptance behind them makes it more real. I swallow, a feeble attempt to keep my emotions inside.

“Just promise me something, Luis.” He holds my gaze. “Promise me you won’t give up, you don’t stop fighting, even when it seems hopeless. That might just be the moment things turn around, ya know?”

“I won’t ever give up.” He looks back down at his shoes. “I still want to live, you know? And my parents found some trial treatment. Children’s agrees it’s my best bet. I start the day after Christmas.”

A knock sounds at the door and it opens to reveal Carly’s face. “How are my favorite patients? Can I get in on the bro bonding time?” she asks with a tentative smile.

“What are the chances of scoring us an Xbox for the next hour?” I ask and Luis beams.

“Easy as pie. Trent and the band brought one over for you. It’s in my car; I’ll be back.” She leaves the room.

“Get ready to lose,” I goad. He just laughs.

“I doubt that, you one handed gimp,” he teases.

“Don’t be so sure of yourself, kid.”
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THURSDAY MORNING I’M BACK AT work, my first shift on the day schedule. I took over a week off to help Derek and be there for him. Get him settled. He’s a busy body though, so a few broken fingers and a wrist fracture doesn’t keep him down. His entire back, stomach and ribs are an ugly purple blue, but the edges are beginning to fade to a greenish-yellow hue. He’s moving around and driving himself, broken hand and all.

I thought I lost him. The look in Josh’s eyes when he kicked him over and over again. The way Derek’s body went as limp as a rag doll. Blood everywhere. When I close my eyes I still taste my fear.

But I was lucky. Derek’s strong and his injuries, while extensive, could have been so much worse. When I finally came to after fainting, Jon was there to reassure me Derek was already on his way to the hospital and Josh was on his way back to jail. It was then I knew I had to come clean. I told Jon and the officers everything. The abuse, the drugs, admitting to hiding the gun, my suspicion it was used for a crime.

The detectives took me to retrieve the gun and I was thankful it was still exactly where I left it in the bottom of the church garden planter. For now I’m not facing any charges. My willingness to help with the investigation and voluntary offer of information will help my case. But Jon’s friends at the precinct have warned that could change at any point and to be ready to find a good lawyer. I hope it doesn’t come to that, but honestly, the need to come clean and be done with my past—even if I have to pay more consequences for those actions—is worth the peace of mind.

Derek’s back at home in his apartment. His physical therapy starts next week and will keep him busy. And as much as I’d love to go see him after today’s shift, we both agreed I need to be home with my boys. Besides, I owe Tate and Evie big time for the amount of babysitting they’ve put in. Tonight my brother doesn’t work and I promised I would come straight home so they can have a date night, my treat.

My first shift on days is almost like starting a new job. It’s strange to work with so many different people. I never realized how comfortable I am being left alone. It’ll take some adjusting but I’m certain my new routine will help bring some normalcy to our lives.

“Hey, girl, how was your first day? You ready to head out?” Jenny asks. She pulls her lunch bag and purse from her locker.

“Good, and yes, I’m so ready.” I grab my things and we walk together down the hall.

“You getting the big D tonight?” She waggles her brows and I slap her shoulder.

“Jen!” I shake my head and then mutter to myself. “He’s on strict orders to refrain from certain activities. Still.” I try not to pout. I’m happy he’s safe and healing but I can’t wait to make love again. I know we have lots of time in our future. But I’d be lying to say I’m not eager to feel him inside me again.

“What?” She shakes her head. “He didn’t break his dick. What’s the problem?” We step inside the crowded elevator and I stifle a giggle.

“You’re preaching to the choir, sister. He has an appointment tomorrow. Should get the all clear.”

“Then it’s on like Donkey Kong.” Jen smirks and nods.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to feel too bad for me. His tongue works just fine,” I tease and stick my tongue out for added effect. And oh, what a glorious tongue he has. I never thought I’d be into guys with piercings of any kind, but that one is most definitely my favorite. The way he rolls the stud over my clit, licks and sucks simultaneously, then flicks the metal to send me over the edge. No vibe invented comes close to the sensation. I fan my face and my skin heats just thinking about what he does to me.

“I know you’re my best friend but . . .” Jen leans in close to whisper, “You bitch!” We break into a fit of laughter and are still joking around when we walk outside toward the parking lot.

“Carly.” I stop and lift my chin to find Dr. Brooks leaning against one of the light poles. His hands are tucked inside the pockets of his oversized coat. A bright blue scarf covers his neck and chin.

“Oh, hello,” I stammer. Jenny stands to my right and protectively crosses her arms over her chest. I don’t need to look to know she’s giving him a dirty glare. Garrett’s eyes dart around the parking spaces and his weight shifts from one foot to the other.

“I was hoping I could have a few moments of your time? To talk,” he says.

“I don’t really have anything to say to you.” He looks hurt by my admission.

“Carly, please. It won’t take long. There’re a few things I need to say to you.” He glances at Jenny before adding, “Alone.”

“Carly, you don’t owe him anything—”

“It’s okay, Jen.” I reach out to squeeze her hand. “I’m okay. I’ll just hear him out. I’ll see you tomorrow, ’kay?” She nods my way and then makes a point of glaring at Garrett all the way to her car.

“Walk with me?” he asks, but it’s more like a command. I follow along as we stride through the parking lot.

“What did you need to say, Garrett?” I pull my phone out to glance at the time. “I really need to get home.”

He stops and so do I. He twists so that he’s facing me. I try to read the emotion behind his eyes, the blue storming with expression, but I don’t know him well enough to decipher their meaning.

“Can I take you out? Maybe we can grab some dinner right now?” His eyes dart around. My brow furrows with confusion.

“Garrett. I thought I made it clear I don’t want to date you. I don’t even want to be friends with you. Besides, I’m in a relationship with someone else.”

His focus snaps back to me and he cocks his head. One blond lock falls forward just above his eyebrow. His gaze narrows.

“Carly, I know it was you.”

“What?”

“I just need to know why.” His voice grows louder and I take a step backward. “Why did you do it? What did he ever do to you? To deserve that!”

My back hits a parked car. My skin prickles and goosebumps cover my flesh. Unease seeps into my belly.

“Garrett. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Damn it, Carly! I already know the truth! Just tell me why!” He steps closer, a wild look overtaking his normally perfect features.

“Garrett, you’re scaring me.” I state. He takes one more step and frames my body against the vehicle at my back.

“I really didn’t want to do this but you leave me no choice,” he murmurs.

I feel something prick my arm. I try to struggle but it’s as if my limbs fill with concrete. My eyes are heavy, my lips try to scream, but everything fades to black.
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I’M LYING BACK ON MY couch, eyes closed, and earbuds in listening to my latest music mix. The chorus is interrupted by the shrill ring of my cell. Tate’s name flashes across the screen.

“Hel—”

“Dude, tell my sister I’m going to kill her.”

“What?” I sit up on the couch.

“She’s there, right?”

“Tate. What’s going on? Carly’s not here. We agreed she needed to be home with Eli and Ez. Said she picked up some gift card to thank you and Evie for staying with the boys. Have you called her?”

“I’ve been calling her every five minutes for the last hour!” he shouts, and then lowers his voice. Concern laces his tone. “She’s really not there?”

Shit. Something is very wrong. I stand, grab my keys and wallet from the counter, and slam the door on my way out.

“When was the last time you heard from her?” I demand. I Increase my jog to a sprint until I reach the car.

“I don’t know . . . Crap. Had to have been this morning when they all left for work and school.”

“Fucker!” I swear. “She called me on her lunch break. That gives us . . .” I glance at the dashboard, throw my SUV in reverse, and peel out of the parking lot. “What, six, seven hours unaccounted for.”

“The boys are here with me. Evie’s on her way home now. What do I do?”

“Call Jon. Call everyone you can think she might have talked to. Carly wouldn’t just not come home. And make sure her dickwad of an ex is still in jail!” Something’s horribly wrong here. My skin prickles with the thought of losing what I just found.

“Where are you going?” Tate asks.

“I’m going to the hospital. Keep me posted and I’ll do the same.” I end the call and scream, a sound that’s not even a word. Where’s my girl?
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When I pull into the lot and find Carly’s car parked in its usual spot my worry escalates. I race inside and hate that it takes several minutes to get up to her floor. I jog up to the nurses’ station and just my fucking luck it’s the wicked bitch of the night.

“I know you hate me, and maybe it’s not personal. Maybe you hate all men? Or just men who look like me? Or maybe you hate everyone, but I truly need your help.” She raises her brows from beneath her glasses.

“Carly needs your help, so can we just cut the song and dance tonight and you listen to what I have to say?” The words tumble from my mouth in a staccato beat that mirrors my racing pulse. Her eyes narrow, but she’s actually looking at me. I glance at her name tag.

“Greta. Carly never came home after her shift tonight. Her car is still in the lot. She won’t pick up her cell. I’m worried something’s happened . . .” I gulp down my fear. “She’d never just leave her boys.”

“No, she’s always responsible.” Greta shakes her head. “She left with Jenny at the end of her shift. That’s the last time I saw her. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

“Can you give me Jenny’s number?” Her eyes go back to the hard glare. “Or at least call her for me? Maybe they’re together.”

She blows out a breath as though I’ve put her out, but she goes to the computer and scribbles down a number. She doesn’t give it to me; instead she takes her sweet ass time to dial the numbers.

“Jenny. Greta from Children’s. Listen, that guy who volunteers in Luis’ room is back tonight looking for Carly and he wants to talk to you.” She glances at my hands. “Yeah, he’s got one of ’em in a cast.” Her eyes flick back up. “Yeah, he’s bald.”

She shoves the receiver at my chest and walks back to her computer.

“Hi, Jenny. It’s Derek. Look, is Carly maybe with you?” I say as fast as the words will come.

“Hey, er . . . No, she’s not with me. Why? I thought she was going home.”

“Yeah. No, she never came home. Tate called me; we’re really concerned.”

“Shit! I knew I didn’t like that guy . . . well, before he fooled us all.”

“What guy? Was it her ex? Did you see something?”

“Carly and I were walking out after our shift and Dr. Brooks asked if he could speak with her, privately, and I didn’t want her to, but she said it was fine, she’d hear him out. God! You don’t think?”

“Jenny. I need you to concentrate. Do you know anything about Dr. Brooks? Anything that can help us track him down?”

“Hmm . . . just that his first name is Garrett. And he’s from Chicago. He’s a surgeon so you might try the Eighth Floor. God! Sorry, Derek, I don’t really know anything about him.”

“It’s okay, that’s a start. Look, will you call me if you think of anything else, or if you hear from Carly?”

She agrees and we exchange numbers. I quickly hang up and race back to the hospital entrance, and take the stairs down two at a time. I make one more call.

“Jon! She walked out with some doctor. The name’s Garrett Brooks, he’s from Chicago. That’s all I’ve got to go on.”

“I’m on it, D. Thank you. And FYI, Josh Martinez is still behind bars. It couldn’t be him, unless he’s got someone doing his dirty work. But I’d be surprised. He basically alienated himself from his dealer and friends when he went to jail the first time and ratted out a few colleagues for a reduced sentence. I called my local police contacts. There’s been no accidents in the area with her description.”

“Her car’s still here at Children’s. What should I do? This isn’t right, Jon. She wouldn’t just take off and not tell anyone.”

“Go see if you can’t get hospital security to help. Maybe they have cameras that caught something. I’m working with my PD contacts. We’ll find her, Derek.”

“Yep,” I answer because, damn it, I can’t imagine my world without her in it. What else can I do?
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“THAT’S IT, GO ON. OPEN up those eyes.” A soothing, steady voice lulls me from my sleep. It’s confusing because it doesn’t sound like Derek, or my brother, and it’s much too deep to be Eli or Ezra. I use every ounce of concentration to peel my lids open. The light burns and I snap them back shut.

“Ah, ah, ah! I saw that. You can’t hide from me.” Garrett. My stomach rolls as I remember exactly what happened before everything went black. Where am I? I open my lids and blink until my eyes adjust to the harsh florescent lights above. That’s when I realize I’m on my back. I try to sit up but I can’t pull my arms or legs apart. I glance down to see they’re bound together with ties at my wrists and my ankles.

I scream.

Soft skin covers my mouth and stifles the sound. “Be a good girl and I won’t tape your mouth. Yes?” His head looms over my face; his frame blocks the light. I study his eyes. Their blue irises seem calm and calculating.

I nod and his hand disappears. I glance around and take in my surroundings in an attempt to discover where I am. The room is empty but for the twin bed I lay across. The room isn’t large either, maybe ten by ten with two doors, one at each side. The walls are unpainted plaster and the floor concrete. There’s a small window pane in one door, but it’s covered in what could be paint or tape. I can’t tell if it’s day or night. How long have I been out? My boys.

“Here.” Garrett slides his hands under my armpits and gives a pull. “Let’s sit you up. We need to have a little talk.” He comes too close, straddling my legs to pull me so my back hits the wall behind. I can smell his clean scent and twist my chin away so I don’t have to look at him.

“Hey,” he barks. I ignore him. Think, Carly, think. No one knows I’m here. Tate will know something’s wrong when I don’t come home. Derek will look for me. But how will they ever find me? They won’t know where to start. I don’t even know where I am!

“Hey!” The slap stings my face. My eyes grow wide and I look up at Garrett. He sits over my lap and his face is inches from mine. “That’s better. You will look at me.”

“What do you want?” I whisper, and his somber expression turns to one of delight. He’s fucking psychotic.

“I’m so glad you’re willing to chat now. This . . .” He pulls at the binding at my wrists and hops off my lap. “Does wonders in making a person more cooperative. But I don’t have to tell you that. Do I?”

“I have no clue what you’re referring to.” I shake my head. Garrett’s brow narrows and a scowl replaces his manic smile.

“So that’s the way you want to play this?” he snaps. “Fine.” He turns on his heel and disappears through the door with the tiny window. I catch a sliver of asphalt and night sky. My freedom is out that door.

The second the door slams I struggle with my ties. My jacket’s gone but I’m still in my scrubs and tennis shoes. I wonder what he’s done with my purse, phone, and other belongings. Is he smart enough to toss them or turn off my cell so it can’t be tracked? Of course he is. He’s a damn doctor.

I fight the urge to scream when my ties don’t budge. The way he’s constructed the knots I’ll never be able to work them open. I try to reach the binding at my ankles, and curse the fact I’ve never taken up yoga. I bend and twist, which only results in my sliding down the bed to the floor. I sit on my butt and scoot like a caterpillar toward the door. It’s a slow pace and when the door opens my eyes grow wide.

“You just have to be difficult, don’t you?” he chides as if I’m an unmanageable child. Garrett holds a tray in his hands and moves to set it on the ground at the far end of the room. Before the door slams shut again I scream as loud as I can. I’m not sure there’s anyone to hear but it’s worth the chance.

He stomps back and grabs me under my right armpit hard. Shit. My eyes fill with tears of pain. He hauls me to my feet and jerks me away from the door.

“You!” He shoves me back toward the bed. I stumble and fall at the edge of the mattress, and right myself to a seated position. “Will stay here. Or I’ll tie you to the bed. Yes?” I nod my agreement and his face fills with rage.

“Speak your answers, my dear,” he grinds out.

“Yes.”

“Good.” He turns and walks around the bed, stooping for a moment to retrieve something. I can’t see what. “Now. We are going to play a game. I ask a question. You give an answer. You fail to answer, and I practice . . .”

He lifts his hand to reveal a surgical scalpel. I swallow the urge to puke. Fear pricks my nerves. He can’t hurt me. I have to get home. To my boys. To my family. To Derek.

“Don’t look so surprised.” He laughs and the sound bounces off the walls. “It’s your own damn fault.” He sits next to me on the bed.

“Please don’t hurt me, Garrett. Your career, everything you’ve worked for—you’ll ruin it all.” His stare grows harder.

“Is that what he said?”

“Who? Who said what?” I have no clue how to answer his questions. I don’t know what we’re talking about.

“Wrong answer.” He smiles and grips my hands in a strong hold. He runs the scalpel down the inside of my right palm, from my thumb joint to my pinky. He doesn’t cut deeply, but blood seeps and covers my hand immediately. Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Just tell me who we’re talking about. I’ll answer your questions, Dr. Brooks. I’ll play your game.” I stammer.

“My brother. We’re talking about my twin brother,” he grinds out from between clenched teeth.

“Okay. Your brother. What’s his name? Have I met him before? Are you identical twins? Maybe I thought he was you?”

Garrett stands from the bed and paces the room. One end to the other. Back and forth. His heavy breath and the tap of his shoes are the only sounds. I’m thankful for the space between us. I squeeze my right hand into a fist between the fabric of my scrubs to slow the blood flow. I should raise my arm over my head but I’m sure that’ll draw the crazy doctor’s attention back my way.

“My brother’s name is Scott Brooks.” Scott Brooks, Scott Brooks, I rack my mind but come up empty.

“When I went to Loyola for medical school, he came out here to start law school at ASU.” I nod and keep my face neutral despite the stinging pain in my palm. I pray he keeps talking, buying me time.

“Scott and your husband—or should I say ex-husband?—became fast friends when your ex started providing him with study aids . . . of the pharmaceutical variety.” My gut clenches. Whatever comes next can’t be good. Anything Josh and his addiction touches is singed with greed, malice, and evil.

“Your ex came up with a brilliant idea to start selling to the entire student body, using my brother as his mule. Of course, their plan was fucked from the start. Law students? Should’ve picked a better crowd.” He laughs but the sound holds no joy, only anger.

“Scott’s activities were reported and my brother was kicked out of the program. And with that my parents cut him off financially. So he did what he had to do and started selling full time, working for your ex.” He stops pacing and cocks his head to study my face. “But you already know this.”

“I don’t. I’m sorry Josh did this. I know how badly drugs and addiction can change a person. Ruin lives. I’m sorry he caused pain for you and your family. I never knew your brother—”

“Wrong. Fucking. Answer.” He steps close and I lean back to meet his menacing glare. He grips my chin in his hand and fear fills my entire being. He lifts the blade to my throat. I try to stay strong, defiant, brave, but my body shakes with anxiety.

“I could kill you. You know that? I should kill you. For what you did to my family.”

“Please. Please, Garrett.” Wetness drips down my neck. The blade moves swiftly. I don’t even feel the pain.

“Please what? Please don’t murder you like you and your husband murdered my brother?”

I gasp. What? “Your brother’s dead? God, I’m so sorry, Garrett. I’m sorry for your loss.”

He swears and throws the blade across the room. Garrett resumes his wild pacing and I glance down. My skin prickles and a steady stream of blood pools at the top of my scrubs, slowly seeping into the fabric in a wayward pattern.

“You didn’t know? I was sure you were in on it, what with the gun. I saw you leave with it. I tried to follow you. I tried to find evidence. Why, Carly, why? Why would you help such a monster? Why did you stay! Why didn’t you go to the police?”

“The gun,” I whisper, and catch Garrett’s attention. “The gun? That’s what you’re after?”

“Yes! I tried going to the police! They wouldn’t believe me! I just wanted my brother back. That’s why I came.” I try to understand but my head feels a little light.

“I flew to Arizona. Four years ago. I had a two week break from school. My parents forbade me, but I lied, said I was meeting friends in Puerto Vallarta.” His pacing gains speed and his hands jerk at his sides.

“I promised my brother we would get him out. Get him clean. We talked every day. I should have come sooner. I didn’t think it was so bad. I thought it would be simple. I’d pick him up and check him into rehab. Make things right with our family.”

He stops and his eyes narrow at a space on the wall above my head. “When I landed in Phoenix, he wouldn’t pick up his cell. I tracked him down to his apartment. He didn’t even look like my brother. Skin and bones and at least ten years older. I said ‘Let’s go, Scott. I’m here now. Everything will be okay. Let’s get you clean.’

“He talked to me in circles, saying he’d go tomorrow, that he just wanted to sleep first, to hang out together, I just got there so why the rush—excuse after fucking excuse, and I finally realized he wouldn’t go willingly. He asked me for money. Said he’d check himself in after a few more days. Fuck!” Garrett’s eyes snap to mine. I try to hold his gaze, I do, but my head rolls to the side, too heavy for my muscles to hold up.

“I left when your husband showed up. They had some business to discuss. I didn’t want any part in that. But I watched from my rental car and followed behind. I followed them all damn night!

“And at the last stop—some alleyway off Roosevelt—I parked down the street to wait. I heard the shots. I followed my brother’s car back to his apartment, but only your husband got out of the driver’s side. I knew. Maybe a twin thing?” Garrett’s eyes fill with tears and he drops to the edge of the bed.

“I followed your husband back to your house. I saw you leave that night. I followed you as you drove all around town. You were baiting me! Keeping me at a distance so he could hide the body! That’s what you did! You had me on some goddamn wild goose chase!” My eyes flutter shut. Oh, God, it feels so good to give in to the darkness. The rumble of a passing vehicle pulls me back.

“You!” He shouts in my face. “You’re the reason I had to file some missing person report! You’re the reason they never found his body or a gun! You thought I’d give up? Go home with my tail between my legs? Pretend I didn’t know you killed my brother!” His shouts fill my ears and I watch the anger turn to rage on his face. He grabs my shoulders and shakes so hard it makes my head snap.

He’s going to kill me. I know he is.
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“JUST OPEN THE GODDAMN DOOR.” We’re standing outside of Dr. Brooks’ Arcadia district apartment. The old brick building houses maybe a dozen units. Thanks to Jon’s hookups with the PD we were able to gain this address. Hospital security was not giving us a damn thing but red tape.

“I can’t do that. It’s illegal,” Jon mutters. He gives it another round of knocks.

“What if it was Kate?” I say and have to jump back as Jon slams his shoulder into the wooden door. It cracks. Fuck. That had to hurt. The handle juts out at a strange angle. One more shove of his body and we’re in.

Empty. I look around and nothing seems strange or out of place, merely sterile if anything. It’s quiet inside. Too damn quiet. Jon takes off down the hallway. His feet pad in a stealthy, silent movement.

God damn it, Carly, where are you?

I pace the living room and kitchen. One leather sofa, a flat screen on the wall, and a glass coffee table with one universal remote. No artwork. No photos or knickknacks here. There’s nothing to tell me where Carly is. Whether he even took her. Nothing seems out of place. Even all six coffee mugs are perfectly lined up with handles turned at the exact same angle.

“Kinda sparse, isn’t it?” Jon calls from down the hall.

“I don’t think he’s lived here that long.” I wander down the hall where there are a few photos on the wall. One of a much younger Dr. Brooks, arm around the shoulder of a teen who could pass for his twin. A black and white of a couple—parents, grandparents maybe? The last print of a smiling Brooks leaning against his BMW.

“Cliché prick,” I mutter to myself. Jon’s in the bedroom rifling through every single item in the room. His movements are both unhurried and quick, taking far too much care to leave the room just as it was. “Dude, just dump the fucking drawers out on the bed,” I say. Jon’s gaze lifts to mine.

“Except, what if he didn’t take her? We aren’t supposed to be here, man. Discretion is the name of the game.” He shakes his head and resumes going through the doctor’s undie drawer. They’re organized by color and rolled up, one by one, with the band lettering facing the same direction. Dude. Even his boxers are pretentious.

“Why don’t you make yourself useful and check the spare room?” Jon says absently. I trudge over and try the handle. Doesn’t turn.

“It’s locked, man,” I call over my shoulder. “You wanna bust it open?”

“Why don’t you just pick the lock?” He calls back.

I laugh and try to mimic the way Jon shoved his shoulder into the jam. Ouch. That’s gonna bruise. “Dude, I’m not a badass like you. I don’t know how to pick locks!” I shout. I squat down so my eye is level with the knob.

“Check on top of the door moldings for one of those tiny key things,” Jon suggests. He blows out a frustrated breath as he stomps into the hall and runs his fingers over the doorways.

“Uh, problem here. Not that kinda lock.”

“Huh?”

“It requires an actual key. Why the fuck would—” I fall back on my heels as Jon barrels full force at the door and busts it right off the hinges.

“Discreet, eh?” I say, and stand back up.

“Shit,” he mutters. Jon’s frame fills the doorway but when he steps inside, the sight before me brings nothing but terror and the fear of losing Carly. Dim light peaks through the closed blinds, but it’s clear the walls are covered, every square inch, in photographs and newspaper clippings. Jon flips the light on illuminating hundreds of Carly. Photos of my girl.

“Jon. I swear to God, if we find her and it’s too late—”

“We’ll find her.”

“How do you know?” I tap a nervous rhythm over the fabric of my jeans, using my casted fingers as the bass beat. The pictures on the wall mock. Taunt. I should’ve known something wasn’t right. Known it was more than just her ex. I should've never left for my tour last month.

“Fuck this!” I stomp out of the room before I do something stupid and irrational, like peel every fucking image off this cocksucker’s wall. He doesn’t deserve to have her goodness smeared all over his home.

I reach the kitchen and slam my cast down onto the kitchen counter. It rattles the basket of mail. Fuck! Pain pulses through every nerve ending in my fractured and bruised hand. That hurt. God damn. If he hurts her . . . No. I will not think that way. We will find her. My eyes flit over to the letters. I pick them up and sift through. Bills. Electric. Gas. Water. Storage Unit. What the—

“Jon! Get out here, man!” My fingers shake and I slide one beneath the paper flap. The creak of the floorboards don’t distract me from unfolding the bill. I scan the contents. Monthly rental fee. An address screams from the paper. Unit number in black printed ink. The paper disappears from my hands.

“Good work. Let’s go,” Jon barks, and waves the bill toward the door. I push off the counter and follow his racing steps back out to the truck.

Please . . . I glance at the sky above. Dark clouds swirl and steal the bright moon. Please, help me find her. I offer up my silent plea.

I’m coming for you Carly. I’m coming for you.

[image: ]

“Can I help you?” The man behind the counter glances up from his tablet to study our approaching forms. His polite smile falls. Jon reaches in his back pocket and produces his wallet, flipping it open for the attendant and then snapping it shut.

“United States Army. Special Ops. We have reason to believe a woman is being held against her will in one of your units. She’s in grave danger,” Jon barks, and even I have to resist the urge to not piss myself. The worker’s eyes bounce between me and Jon.

“Are there any other entry points to the units besides the outdoor access?” Jon had circled the building before we burst in this lobby. I’d wanted to go straight to the door, Unit 5A, and bash it in—or rather, have Jon do the bashing—but he wanted to take Brooks by surprise. He insisted we were entering a dangerous situation; we needed a plan. I just needed Carly.

“Uh . . . Yeah. Through that hallway. But it’s for employee access only.” Jon leans forward, braces his hands on the ledge of the counter and glares. “Sorry, sir,” the employee amends.

“We will be going through that door. You will not obstruct justice. Open the door.” Jon seethes and the man’s Adam’s apple works up and down for a long moment. He snaps from his stupor and pushes a button on the wall behind him. The security door to the hallway buzzes and clicks, and then opens wide.

Jon doesn’t hesitate and I trail close behind. The doors here have no windows but are thankfully marked clearly with the corresponding units. Jon puts his finger over his lips and nods down the hallway. Muffled words float and grow louder. We step, quiet and quick, to the closed door.

Jon twists the door handle at such a measured speed I want to scream. He’s wasting time. A man’s angered voice booms through the wall. Jon taps his index finger to his lips and then counts down, mouthing . . . three . . . two . . . one.

Jon throws open the door and pushes inside. He lunges at the doctor but all I see is red. Literally, red covers Carly’s scrubs, neck, hands, lap, and I charge to her body just as her eyes roll into the back of her head.

I cradle her into my arms and lift her to my chest.

“No, no, no, no, no.” This cannot be happening. She has to be okay. My eyes lift to see Jon’s knee push and hold the doctor to the ground as he simultaneously pulls his cell from his back pocket.

“Yeah. It was him,” Jon says. He pushes his body harder against the struggling Brooks. “I need someone here now. Now!” He looks over his shoulder to meet my gaze. “EMT’s, too. She’s lost a lot of blood.”

Jon pockets his phone and pulls a little harder at the doctor’s arms. “Don’t even think about trying to move, asshole.”

Brooks’ tenor voice sounds from where he’s being held down. “It’s not what you think—” Jon pulls and pushes and the doctor screams.

“How about you shut the fuck up?” Jon grinds from between clenched teeth. The vein at his neck pulses and it dawns on me that he’s using great restraint. I don’t know how, but he’s not beating Garrett to a pulp. The faint sound of approaching sirens gives way to the promise of hope. I need Carly to make it through this night.

“Wake up, mama. I need you to fight. Fight for Eli and Ez. Fight for me, for us.” She’s limp in my hands. Her blood, sticky crimson, stains her scrubs in an unruly pattern that grows by the second. Her chest rises, though shallow and strained. Her body is warm but lacks the heat, strength, and vitality I’m familiar with.

“Don’t leave me yet. You can’t leave, Carly. I just found you.” Each word is a prayer to the universe, a plea for more time, for my girl to not give up.

The sirens grow louder with each passing second.

“Derek. Derek!”

“What?” I croak out and my eyes meet Jon’s hard gaze.

“Bring her outside. Meet the paramedics. She needs blood. Now.”

His last word jolts my feet into action. One foot in front of the other. The steady beat of my steps in contrast to the erratic pulse of my heart. Live. Live. Live.
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“SO, LIKE, I GET THAT hospitals are kinda our thing, but can we stop being patients now? It’s not a competition,” I say with a smile.

Carly shakes her head and her lips quirk up at the corners. The color of her skin is coming back from the ashen shade it was. She has a row of stitches down the left side of her neck and across her right palm. Thankfully, that’s the extent of her injuries. I squeeze her left hand.

“You scared me, mama.” Moisture gathers behind my eyelids and I don’t even bother trying to hold it in. The warm salty tears leak from my eyes. “I never want to feel that way again. I love you, Carly. I want you safe. I’m considering covering you in bubble wrap and changing my profession to your own personal bodyguard.”

At that she smiles. Her laugher fills the small room, the sound a balm to my soul. I swear, it’s now my life’s mission to be the reason for that joy as much as humanly possible.

“I was scared, too.” Her smile falls and her brow’s full of worry. “I didn’t think . . . Oh, Derek, I was sure he would kill me.” She swallows and I stand from my chair. Still holding her hand I dip my head so our foreheads just touch and I breathe. Inhalation. Exhalation. Her eyes flutter close and we stay like that.

“Thank you, Derek. For finding me. For saving me. For loving me.”

“Oh, mama.” Her eyes open, the deep green irises swim with feeling. “Thank you. For finding me. For saving me. For loving me.” My lips move to the skin above her brows. I pull back and sit on the edge of the bed.

“We’re quite the pair.” She laughs, points at my casted hand, then flips over her stitched up palm.

“It’s been a hell of a month.” I laugh too.

A knock pulls our attention to the door. A nurse steps in, two uniformed officers behind her.

“I know you guys are ready to get home, but these detectives have a few questions before we discharge you.”

Carly nods and then yawns, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.

“You okay, mama? We can deal with the police tomorrow.”

“No. Let’s get this over with. Then you can take me home.”

“I like the sound of that.” I kiss her lips. “Coffee?”

“That would be heaven sent,” she gushes.

I stand and leave Carly with the PD so they can get what they need for their investigation. Jon and I heard the full story when she gave her statement earlier. For now the crazy doctor is behind bars. After the incident with her ex, and now Dr. Brooks, we’ve had our lifetime fill of being attacked. There’s nothing much I can do. With both men in lockup I can only focus on the good, taking care of my woman. And to start, I’m determined to find the best damn coffee this hospital supplies.
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“MERRY CHRISTMAS, MAMA,” DEREK WHISPERS in my ear before rolling me onto my back. He climbs over me, and the thick blankets of the bed cover us like a tent. I bite my lip remembering how we celebrated Christmas last night, after playing Santa and setting the gifts around the tree.

“You thinking about last night?” he murmurs, and grinds his erection between us.

“What time is it?” I ask and then bite down to keep a moan from escaping my lips. He continues to rub himself between my legs and just like that my body’s fully awake and aroused.

“It’s early. A little after four.” My eyes widen and he grins.

“Derek, why on earth did you wake me up at four in the morning?”

“Because I wanted to give you your present,” he says. I giggle.

“I think you already gave it to me last night.”

“Yeah, I did.” He smirks, then kisses my lips. “But not that. I’m talking about my real gift.” He tosses the covers off and cold air hits my skin and sends goosebumps all over my flesh. He jumps off the bed and rummages around in his overnight bag.

He struts back to the bed, wearing only a cocky smile at his lips and boxer briefs that leave nothing to the imagination. I exhale, and a grin spreads across my lips. I don’t know how I got so damn lucky but I’m taking it.

I scoot back on the bed and cross my legs in front of me. He jumps onto the bed; his giddy energy fills me with excitement.

“Close your eyes, mama.” My lids shut and he kisses me hard, his tongue and metal bar moving inside my mouth. My sex tightens and I want him between my legs, inside me. God, will it always be this way with him? I can’t get enough.

“Keep ’em shut,” he whispers.

“You’re enough of a gift, Derek. You didn’t have to get me anything,” I say back.

His throaty chuckle fills the room. “I know, Carly, I know. But maybe just wait and see what it is first. Go ahead, open.”

My eyelids snap open and it takes a second for my sight to adjust. Oh God! He didn’t. It’s too soon. He can’t. My mouth drops open. Derek sits in front of me holding a box. A jewelry box. The size a ring goes inside.

“Derek . . . I can’t. I mean. It’s too soon. We just got together. I mean, I love you. I just—” I stammer. He doesn’t stop smiling. In fact, his grin widens.

“Carly, open the damn box.” He shoves it into my hands and I accept it.

I glance between the box and his face about a dozen times. He finally takes it from my hands and opens the lid so we both can see the ring—oh, dear God—that kind of ring.

I cover my mouth to dampen the sounds of my laughter.

“Oh babe, you shouldn’t have—”

“Is it what you’ve always wanted?” He waggles his eyes. “I’ve always wanted to try a cock ring, but you see . . .” He takes it out of the box and places it in my hands. “I guess I was waiting for the right girl.”

“Mmmm . . . I’ve always wondered about these.” I study the clear rubber and give a little jolt when it begins to vibrate.

“What do you say, mama? Will you let me fuck you with a cock ring?”

“Yes! She said yes!” With a grin I push to my knees and straddle his lap. I run my fingers down his strong jaw and then cup his face, tilting it so I can kiss, suck and bite his lips.

He flips me to my back with a growl and makes quick work of removing my clothes, all the while trailing his lips over every inch of my skin. His hands spread my legs and his fingers dip inside my wetness.

He groans, palms himself, and I roll my present over his erection so it fits snuggly at the base.

“I love you, Carly.”

“I love you, Derek.”

He pushes inside, holding tight to one of my legs so it’s between us, while he spreads the other out to the side. The angle hits deep and with every thrust the edge of the cock ring hits my clit. Oh, God. So good. It’s too much and not enough. The space between us closes in. It fills in all the pieces of my heart, even the shattered spots I pretend aren’t there.

“Shhh . . . mama. Shhh . . .” Derek leans over me, covering my body with his as my orgasm crashes and consumes. His lips cover mine and he swallows my screams. His hips increase momentum and I lift mine to meet him thrust for thrust. His kisses become more erratic and I know he’s close. His hands frame my head, weaving into my hair to hold tight. Our heads still touch and it’s the most intimate and erotic feeling.

“I’m so close,” he pants. “I need to pull out.”

“Don’t.” I’m on birth control and I want him, all of him. Us together.

“Yeah?” He gasps. I nod.

“Come, Derek. Come inside me.” Now it’s his turn to attempt not to shout and he buries his cries in my neck, into the blankets and pillows. I feel him fill me and that damn ring vibrates atop my most sensitive spot, trapped between his body and mine.

“Oh, oh, oh—” Another orgasm hits and he kisses my lips. My body hums and pulses with pleasure, bliss, and still the ring.

“Oh, God. Please, take it off.” I giggle. “I can’t anymore. I’m spent.”

He laughs and rolls to the side, slides off the ring and drops it in the bedside drawer. I nuzzle my face onto his chest and drape a leg over his. I trace the lines of his ink. I memorize this moment, the smell of sweat and sex. The way our skin’s slick with perspiration and how the cool air prickles across my back.

“Good?” he says into my hair.

“Always.” I kiss his chest.

“I don’t know what could make this day any better.” he whispers into the darkness and my mind immediately goes to Luis.

“If you could have one more thing . . . anything you wanted for Christmas, what would it be?” I ask, and trace the skin on his still healing hand.

“That Luis gets better,” he answers immediately. I nod.

“That’s what I was just wishing.” I fight the tears that threaten. I don’t want to cry today. In the past month I found love and almost lost it. I almost lost Derek. I almost lost myself. In this moment it seems selfish to ask for anything else. The room is quiet, our even breaths the only sound to fill the space. Up, down, up, down, the movement of his chest is a steady rhythm and reminder that I’m safe, healthy, loved. I try to relish in the feeling but self-doubt works its way in.

“You don’t wish you were going on tour?” I say. I study the shading of his ink. I want to be more secure. In myself, in us. That I’m enough. “I know you told them to find a permanent replacement, but you could still change your mind. You worked so hard to make it, and now that you have, you’re giving it all up? You don’t have to. We can make it work with you on the road.”

His decision raises all sorts of concerns. Did he mean it or was it simply a brash reaction to my kidnapping? Will he really be able to make a living writing music alone? Will it be enough for him? He’s given up so much for me, for us. Will I disappoint him and he’ll wish he was back with the band?

“Carly . . .”

“Mmmm.” He brushes my hair back from my face with his fingertips, and pulls me from my thoughts.

“You. Are. Enough.” His forceful command steals my breath and I rest my chin so I can meet his gaze. His chocolatey eyes swim with deep emotion.

“Not only are you enough, you’re everything. You’re my everything. Last week—hell, this entire month—it all has led me to one truth.”

I wait and his lips pull into a wide grin.

“I will not spend one more night away from you. And as much as I love the band and will be forever grateful for my time and experience with them and that part of my life, it holds no joy or excitement. Not when you’re here.”

He rolls to his side, braces one strong, tatted arm on my hip and captures my lips with his own. Soft and playful at first, he’s soon sensual and erotic. My entire body tingles with awareness. I run my fingers up and down his back. When he pulls back we’re both panting.

“You’re my home, mama,” he whispers and then rolls me to my back. His lips trail from my neck to my breasts. I gasp when he sucks one nipple into his mouth and rolls his metal stud over the sensitive flesh.

Knock, knock, knock. The door shakes and the handle jiggles.

“Shit,” I whisper, and frantically reach for blankets to cover us.

“Mama! Mama, he came!”

“Santa left us presents!”

“Can we open them?”

“Why is your door locked?”

I bury my head in Derek’s neck and his entire body convulses with uncontained laughter. He braces himself above me and I gaze up into his eyes. I shake my head and bite my lower lip.

“You sure you’re ready for this?” Eli and Ezra’s talking gains volume, mirroring their Christmas morning excitement. Derek’s eyes dance and he nods. His lips pull up at the edges.

“I’m ready for it all, mama.”
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Three Years Later
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“COME ON, BABE. YOU’RE KICKING ass! You’ve got this!” I don’t know how but she manages to release a guttural cry of pain and maintain a scowl all while squeezing the circulation from my fingers.

“Fuck you! I’m birthing your child, not running a race. Argh!” she moans and the little beeping monitor races with the contraction. I have no clue what I’m doing, and I’m scared as shit right now. All I know is my wife needs me so I paste on what I hope resembles an encouraging smile and kiss her ear.

“I love you, mama. You can do this. Almost done.”

“Stop fucking kissing me,” she hisses.

“Language,” I chide.

“Whatever. I’m not working and the boys aren’t here. I’m not perfect.” She pants the last words and her face goes pale.

“Breathe mama, breathe. You’re perfect to me.”

“Okay, Carly. So close. One more big push on this next contraction. Can you do that for us?” Doctor Lane says matter of factly.

Carly nods with a look of determination on her face, and it doesn’t escape me that the doctor doesn’t get chewed out. I guess that’s reserved for the husband.

The monitor starts to beep and Carly squeezes my hand tight. Nurse Chelsea, Nurse Ana, Dr. Lane, and I all offer words of encouragement and Carly bears down. Her face turns an alarming shade of bright red. My eyes don’t leave her face. A cry, mild and sort of scratchy, fills the room. My gaze drifts to the sound.

“Congratulations.” Doctor Lane hands off our baby to Nurse Chelsea. “You have a beautiful daughter,” she adds with a smile. A girl. It’s a girl. We have a daughter.

“Oh, Derek.” Carly sniffles and my head turns back to my wife. I cup her face with my hands.

“Are you all right? What hurts?” Fear steals my breath.

“We have a daughter,” she chokes out as tears fall from her eyes. I wipe them with my thumbs.

“Our baby girl. I’m so proud of you, mama. I love you.” I kiss her forehead, then her lips.

“Would you like to hold her?” Nurse Chelsea appears, our beautiful baby swaddled in a blanket.

“Yes!” we both answer, then laugh a little.

“Mama goes first,” I murmur. Carly holds our baby and the moment burns, physically hurts, it’s so perfect, so complete. My family. My girls. I lean my hip onto the bed the best I can and reach one arm behind Carly, the other over our baby. I’m the luckiest man in the entire universe.
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“What should we name her?” I ask. We’ve talked names but both agreed to be surprised and not find out the gender until the birth. We both wanted to meet our child before adorning her with a name.

“What about Luisa?” Carly looks up through her lashes, eyes glistening. I nod and stare in wonder at our child.

“I think Luisa is perfect.” I lean down and kiss her tiny forehead. Her brow furrows from the touch and it’s the most adorable thing I’ve ever witnessed. “Luisa Hope?” I say.

“You don’t want to use your mom’s name for the middle?” my wife asks.

I caress the soft skin of Luisa’s arm and meet Carly’s gaze. “No. I want to move forward. My mom got to meet you and the boys before she passed on, and that’s more than I ever wanted. You, us, our family, has brought me nothing but hope, besides . . .” I grin. “My mother hated her given name.”

Carly nods, gazing down at the baby. “Luisa Margarita Taylor would be a mouthful.”

My mom passed away almost two years ago, and while I miss her, I don’t miss her suffering, and the struggles that living with Alzheimer’s brings. As sad as it sounds, I was relieved. I like to think that she’s at peace, and with my brother David, looking down on us from wherever that may be. My skin covers in gooseflesh. Luisa’s lips pull into a grin in her sleep.

“Did you see that?” Carly coos. “She just smiled. Hours old and she’s already smiling.”

“I saw it, too,” I murmur. My lips pull into a smile that almost hurts. I have the distinct feeling my mom and brother are the cause of that smile. Sharing in this moment with us.

“Luisa Hope. Welcome to the world, my sweet baby girl,” I say. “You ready to meet your brothers?”

“Yes, she is.” Carly grins.

I go to the door and open it wide. The troops have been patiently waiting. We called them as soon as she was born and they eagerly assembled.

“Mama!” Eli darts around me and goes straight to his mom’s side, his eyes bright and excited. Ezra hangs back and glances between me and his mom.

“Is Mama okay, Dad?” God, I still love it when he calls me that. He and Eli mutually decided to do so the day I married Carly. It’s an honor and role I don’t take lightly.

Ezra continues to hang back in the room. I cup his neck and scoot him forward. He just turned eleven but is as smart as most adults, and worries like one also. I mess his hair.

“She’s good, Ez. Go meet your sister.”

“Sister!” His eyes widen and he strides to the bed where Luisa lays on her back atop Carly’s outstretched legs.

“Congrats, bro.” Tate walks inside and slaps my back before embracing me in a hug.

“Thanks, Tate. Thanks for keeping the boys.”

Evie hugs me next. “Thanks, Evie.”

“I’m so happy for you guys.” Her eyes glisten and she wipes at her face. “Sorry, hormones.” Then rubs her tiny bump. She’s not due for another five months.

“They were good for you, I hope? It wasn’t too much.”

“Are you kidding? Those boys are so good and spoil me rotten. The only one who didn’t like it was Jon, but only because he had to do all the admin work while I took a few days off. He’s going to be so lost when I go on maternity leave.” She rolls her eyes.

“He’ll be fine,” Tate says, and kisses the top of her head. “You have months to find a good temp, and you can always quit if it’s too much.”

“Quit?” She turns and blinks up at him. Oh, shit. I know that face. Don’t tell a woman what to do. And especially don’t tell a pregnant woman what she can or can’t do. I’ve just finished an entire nine months of that song and dance. Tate’s made a rookie mistake. I shake my head behind Evie’s form and back away slowly. Tate’s eyes widen at Evie and then up at me.

“I’m not going to quit the business I’ve spent the last four years building just because I’m having our child!” Her hands go to her hips.

“Of course not, baby. I just want you  to know I’ll support you in whatever you decide to do. I’ve always been proud of Harper and Beltran. That doesn’t change just because you’re the mother of my child.” At his words her stance softens.

“She’s so tiny, Mama,” Elijah says from the bed and Evie’s gaze snaps over to the baby, homing in on the real reason for their visit. She strides to Carly’s side to join in the admiration of Luisa. Another knock sounds from the door as it’s pushed open.

“Kate! Jon!” I laugh. “You guys didn’t have to come, too.”

“The hell we didn’t. I need to see that baby.” Kate huffs, tosses her blonde hair over one shoulder, and cradles their son on her other hip.

“Come here, Will. Give your mom a break.” Jon pulls their toddler from Kate’s arms, ignoring the child’s wails in protest. Jon kisses the top of Kate’s head. “My beautiful, sexy wife.”

She scowls, rolls her eyes, and rubs her protruding belly. “You’re a liar, Army. There’s nothing sexy about being nine months preggo.” She turns on her heel and Jon slaps her ass. She looks back, eyes wide.

“Shut your mouth. You’re so goddamn sexy, I can’t wait to get you alone.”

“Get a room!” Evie calls from Carly’s side. Kate waddles over to the women and children and joins in the gushing and cooing.

In this moment, surrounded by our little circle of family and friends, my soul sings with joy, my heart taps to the beat of goodness, and I memorize just how it feels to witness so much love in one place at one single moment in time.
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“You ready to take this nugget home to our boys?” I click our daughter’s car seat into the base. She’s sleeping soundly and doesn’t even blink at the jarring movement.

“Yes,” Carly responds from the front passenger seat. I shut the back door and hop into the front, start the car and crank the heater. It’s the end of November and we’re having a little cold front in Arizona. I turn and look at my wife before I back out of the parking space. Carly gives a little smile and I brush my fingers across her cheek. She’s so damn beautiful and I’ve never been more in awe. Two days ago she gave birth to our daughter. We have a daughter. I lean over the center console to brush my lips against hers. My heart is full.

“Can we stop by Children’s on the way?” she murmurs. I pull back to look at her.

“Carly, we don’t have to do that.” I pull out onto the road, double and triple checking my mirrors. I’ve always been confident in my driving skills, but with the precious cargo I’m hyper aware of the danger in merely driving home.

“But you never miss a year.” She reaches over and plays with the hair at the nape of my neck.

“But you just gave birth to our daughter.” We pull up to a stop light and I meet her gaze.

“I know. I just think it’d be nice.” She pauses and I spot the moisture gathering in her eyes. She blinks it back. “For Luis.”

Shit. When she puts it like that . . . fuck that. I’d do anything this woman asks. I’ll always do what she needs, whatever brings a smile to those pretty pink lips.

We pull into the parking lot at Children’s and I snag a close spot. I pull the baby from the back and Carly loops her arm in mine. The hospital is full of extra visitors today. It’s the designated day for families to come in with Christmas trees, decorating throughout the hospital in memory of children lost. It makes the place a little brighter, less like a hospital, more like a home away from home.

I haven’t missed a year, and once we’re inside I’m glad Carly insisted we come. It wouldn’t have been the same without stopping by. We ride the elevator to the sixth floor and round the corner to our memory tree. Decked out in a retro video game theme, I can’t help but get a little misty eyed. He would have loved this.

“Luis!” Carly gushes, and he appears from behind the tree, ornaments in hand.

“You guys made it! With the baby, too!” He’s all long limbs, skinny but healthy, and his jet black hair falls in his eyes. Fuck, I love that he has hair. That he’s cancer free.

“Carly insisted we see the tree. You did a phenomenal job, Luis. Thank you, man.”

“Of course. Do you think your brother would like it?” He looks unsure of himself.

“David would have loved it.”

“So what did you name her? God she’s so tiny.” He crouches in front of the carrier.

“Luisa Hope,” Carly says. Luis’ eyes snap to meet hers, then they bounce between both of us. A satisfied grin pulls at the corners of his lips. He looks back at the baby.

“That’s a great name. Probably named after some kick ass person. I’d bet they’re pretty awesome. Just saying.” He’s teasing but I can tell he’s overwhelmed by the honor.

“She is. She carries the namesake of someone special. He’s the reason her parents had the chance to fall in love.” Carly grins and Luis stands to his full height and captures Carly in a big hug.

“Hands off my girl,” I joke, and Luis releases her to tackle me in a strong embrace.

“Thank you,” he says under his breath.

“No. Thank you.”

Never in a million years did I hope to find love inside this hospital. My brother, my other half, was torn from my life inside these walls. This young man, another cancer filled teen, brought me back to this place night after night. And it was here I fell in love with this beautiful, sweet, honest, real, faithful woman.

The love we share is a testament to the goodness life can bring, even after hard times. We learned to never lose faith, even in despair, because hope is waiting for the perfect time, and uncovering it will deliver all the beauty and joy that life can hold.




[image: ]

To my family for putting up with my writers brain, my need to stay up late and write, the lack of homemade dinners, and basically all the homemaker duties I slacked on while this story was built. Heck, I was never very good at the household duties to begin with. The fact we all have clean clothes daily has to count for something! I love you Joe, Abby, JD, & G. Thanks for understanding I need this and for being proud of my work.

Kerry, my best writing friend—your emails, texts, and words get me through the self-doubt and push me to be a better writer. Thanks for always talking me off the author insecurity ledge, and I’m happy to repay the favor because you are an amazing writer! Thanks for always listening and for your honest feedback. Your excitement, encouragement, and positive energy are the best gifts and I treasure it all.

My beta team! You women are truly a blessing in my life. Each week I eagerly awaited your thoughts and insights. The fact that I knew you were reading kept me motivated to write. Danielle, thanks for giving me the good and the bad and empowering me to produce my best work. Rikki, thank you for your inspiration, kindness, and encouragement that always leaves me smiling. Laura, thanks for always making me laugh out loud, even when you tell me to get off social media (super nicely) and back to writing. Thank you all for your time and talent. I am lucky to have such awesome beta readers and can’t thank you enough. Also, a side note, you can never leave me!

Tami, thank you for answering all my strange, morbid, and sometimes stupid questions about life as a pediatric nurse. Our phone calls really should be recorded for entertainment purposes! Thanks for being my “fresh eyes” and giving this baby one last look before going out to the masses. I love you sister.

Sommer thank you for another amazing cover design. It’s gorgeous and completes the series perfectly! Thanks to The Irish Wolf for the photography. And Rob, you’ve been a pleasure to work with and I’m not gonna lie, I love that I nabbed you for your first cover because I see many more in your future.

Brenda, thank you for your editing skills on this book. Thank you for fixing all my commas (or lack thereof) and dialog tags, noticing my go-to phrases, and all the rest. I’m still learning and each time I get a manuscript back from you I notice more about myself as a writer and how I can continue to grow. Thank you for treating my work as something special, with care and love for the characters that live in my head.

Stacey, thank you for doing such a wonderful job on this book and this entire series. You are such a joy to work with and I always look forward to formatting with you! I can’t wait to see what you come up with for my future projects. You are the best!

Christina thank you for being so diligent in your proofreading, a skill and ability that I envy! Thank you for volunteering your time to review this book. Angela, thank you for proof reading on this book as well. I appreciate all your encouragement and can’t wait until your book is published.

There’s no way to thank every single person who helped lift me up, encourage, and support this book and the writing of it, as well as my success as a writer but I extend a special thank you to the following people in no particular order: Shane and #teameyeball, the Arizona ladies Melanie, Tana, Amy, & Rikki you all rock and it’s awesome to celebrate my releases and big moments with you, Rachel from The Saucy Owl, Vivian of Beauté De Livres, the Sinfully Sexy ladies Sam, Rae, Lei & KK, Brittni of Beyond Boyfriend Reviews, Cassandra with The Bookish Crypt, Pop Kitty Reviews, Stephanie of 3 Fictional Hearts, Megan & Tara of The Opening Hook. Gah! I hope I’m not forgetting anyone. I won’t list every blogger who shared this cover, release, or read and reviewed, but I thank you for taking the time to support this book.

To Luis, I will forever remember your spirit and simplistic joy for life. It was an honor to get to know you and your family. I can imagine you are rocking your cowboy boots and playing air guitar with the angels. You left this earth early but you are not forgotten.

To the real life staff of Children’s hospital, I’m forever in awe of what you do and the grace in which you handle the tough stuff life deals. To the nurses who go above and beyond to love on children when they need it most, for treating families and patients with dignity, respect, and care. Thank you and know that you are appreciated more than words will ever express.

To my readers. Thank you for choosing to spend your time and money reading my book. For leaving honest reviews, for sending me a note or message to tell me how much you enjoyed the book. These things support my dream and I’m so thankful for each and every one of you. I hope you enjoyed Carly’s story and the entire Uncovering Love gang.




[image: ]

[image: ]

Kacey Shea is pen name to a mom of three, wife, and part-time bookkeeper who resides in sunny Arizona. She enjoys reading and writing romance novels as much as her son loves unicorns, which is a lot.

When she's not writing you will find her playing taxi cab to her children while belting out her favorite tunes, meeting friends or family for food and to share laughs, or sweating it out in the gym. Kacey finds that picking up heavy weights repeatedly is good for her mental health as much as it is for the physical.

She has an unhealthy obsession with firefighters. It could be the pants. It could be the fire. It's just hot. On occasion she has been known to include them, without their knowledge, in her selfies outside the grocery store.

Kacey one day aspires be a woman hand model in a sexy photo shoot. You know, the woman's hand raking across the muscular back or six pack stomach of the male fitness model. Yep, that hand.

Until that day comes she will continue writing sexy, flirty romance novels in hopes to bring others joy!

Kacey enjoys interacting with her fans so please feel free to stalk her on Facebook, Instagram or Twitter.


Books by Kacey Shea

UNCOVERING LOVE SERIES

Uncovering Love – June 30, 2015

Uncovering Desire – October 27, 2015

Uncovering Hope – March 22, 2016

 

Caught in the Flames – Summer 2016

Author Links

Website: www.kaceysheabooks.com

Facebook: www.facebook.com/kaceysheabooks

Twitter: www.twitter.com/kaceysheabooks

Instagram: www.instagram.com/kaceysheabooks

Goodreads: http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/13919697.Kacey_Shea

Amazon: http://amazon.com/author/kaceyshea

images/00071.jpeg





images/00070.jpeg
Chiapts
THIPTY





images/00073.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00072.jpeg
THI( .
PTY-ONE





images/00075.jpeg
. Chapitzy
IPTY-TWo





images/00074.jpeg





images/00077.jpeg
Chiapts
THRTY THREE





images/00076.jpeg





images/00079.jpeg





images/00078.jpeg
Detzex.





cover.jpeg





images/00060.jpeg





images/00062.jpeg





images/00061.jpeg





images/00064.jpeg
TWENTY .
-SEVEN





images/00063.jpeg





images/00066.jpeg
Chapitzy
TWENTY-EIGHT





images/00065.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00068.jpeg
TWENTVY |
-NINE





images/00067.jpeg





images/00069.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00090.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg
Four





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg
FIVE





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00080.jpeg
Chapitzy
THIRPTY-EOUR





images/00082.jpeg
Chapitzy
THIRTY-EIVE





images/00081.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00084.jpeg





images/00083.jpeg





images/00086.jpeg





images/00085.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00088.jpeg
Beborsiledpmests





images/00087.jpeg





images/00089.jpeg
AUTHOR





images/00002.jpeg
Deelicatiom





images/00001.jpeg
BOOK THREE IN THE L{anm«TLOVESERIES

Q

KACEY SHEA





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
Prelague





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
ONE





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg
Chapitzy
THIRTEEN





images/00032.jpeg





images/00035.jpeg
Chiapts
COURTEEN





images/00034.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00037.jpeg





images/00036.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg
Chiapts
EICUT





images/00021.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00024.jpeg
NINE





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00051.jpeg
TWENTY )
-ONE





images/00050.jpeg
T YNOW fer
You v





images/00053.jpeg
TWENTY-TWoO





images/00052.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00055.jpeg
TWENTY .
-THREE





images/00054.jpeg





images/00057.jpeg
Chapitzy
TWENTY-EOQOUR





images/00056.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00059.jpeg
TWENTY p
-FIVE





images/00058.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00049.jpeg





images/00040.jpeg





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg





images/00044.jpeg
Chapitzy
EIGHTEEN





images/00043.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00046.jpeg
Chiapts
NINETEEN





images/00045.jpeg





images/00048.jpeg





images/00047.jpeg
Detzex.





images/00039.jpeg
Chiapts
SITEEN





images/00038.jpeg
Detzex.





